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        A girl dressed as a boy

        In a Triple Max prison full of savage predators

        A Kindred warrior undercover, trying to protect

        What he thinks is an innocent boy.

        Lathe can't understand why he is so drawn to Ari

        But when her secret comes out, will it kill them both?

        You'll have to read Imprisoned to find out...

      

      

      Lady Arianna Blackthorn is a woman on a mission—she intends to rescue her brother, Jak, from the infamous BleakHall prison. BleakHall is a Triple Max Penitentiary where only the worst of the worst are sent--a males-only facility where not even female prison guards are allowed. So how can Ari infiltrate this fortress? With the use of a holo-projector that makes her look male (the important parts anyway) she's determined to get in and she has a foolproof plan for getting both herself and Jak out...or so she thinks.

      Commander Lathe is a Blood Kindred who lost his younger brother to the horrors of BleakHall. He is on a mission to go undercover and collect evidence against the cruel and ruthless prison guards who run it and the Yonnite Mistresses who own it. He also has a plan to get out but it's going to take some time and while he's waiting, a strange new inmate comes to BleakHall—a boy called Ari.

      Ari is in over her head from the minute she steps through the prison gates. She is immediately singled out by Tapper, BleakHall's most ruthless sexual predator, as his next conquest. Only Lathe's timely intervention saves her from a fate worse than death...and death itself. Lathe moves Ari into his cell to keep her safe but he has no idea she is really a female and Ari doesn't dare to tell him.

      Can Ari keep her secret from the big Kindred? Can Lathe sort through his confusing feelings for the "boy" he has taken under his wing? (Why does he smell like a female? Why can't Lathe stop thinking about him...stop wanting to touch him?) Can the two of them rescue Ari's brother and escape from the maze of sadistic guards, psychopathic prisoners, and ravenous lashers—the huge carnivorous cats that roam the corridors of BleakHall at night waiting to devour any inmates attempting to get away?

      You'll have to read Imprisoned, Brides of the Kindred 22, to find out…s
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      A large part of this book is set in a prison and there are some scenes which may be disturbing to anyone who has experienced sexual abuse in the past. Please read responsibly.
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      “My Lady Blackthorn, you cannot be serious—you must not do this thing!”

      Arianna took a firmer grip on the shears and prepared to make the first cut.

      “I am sorry, Hanna,” she told her maid, “But I must. There is no other way to rescue Jak. Where he is, I must go.”

      “But not to BleakHall, my Lady! Surely not there!” Hanna protested. Her wrinkled hands fluttered about her face like distraught moths. “Tis said no one ever comes out of it alive! The Yonnites make sure of it.”

      “Don’t speak to me of those evil shivaths,” Ari snapped, though she knew that swearing would only upset her kindly old maid even more. “They are the reason Jak is imprisoned in the first place!”

      Her brother had been taking their latest crop to market when his ship had been overtaken by pirates just outside the orbit of Yonnie Six, a planet ruled by cruel and heartless women. The pirates—greedy bastards that they were—hadn’t been content just to steal Jak’s ship and the crop—they had also sold him at the Yonnite slave market where he had been bought by one of the Yonnite mistresses.

      She might have been able to save him if she had found out his whereabouts at once, Ari mused grimly. But by the time she was able to locate her older brother, his Yonnite mistress had grown angry with him and had sent him to BleakHall.

      BleakHall Penitentiary was a Triple Max security prison located on one of Yonnie Six’s small moons. It took up almost the entire moon and was a males only facility where the wealthy Yonnite mistresses sent their most dangerous, murderous, and deadly slaves—the ones so intractable even they could not tame them. And that was saying something since the Yonnites prided themselves on taking on even the largest and most homicidal males and breaking them down to make them the perfect body slaves.

      Apparently Jak couldn’t be broken.

      Ari didn’t know if she ought to feel proud or regretful about that. It would have been so much easier to rescue him from the clutches of the Yonnite mistress. She could simply have posed as a mistress herself and bought him. Instead, she was going to risk her life to save him from the prison.

      But what else can I do? I can’t just leave him there, Ari thought as she positioned the shears under a thick hank of her long, straight black hair and began to cut.

      Hair as dark as a rook’s wing…you’re my little rook, Ari, she heard her big brother whisper in her memory. And your hair is so long—take care that you don’t just fly away one day.

      Jak had always liked to tease her when their parents were alive—when the four of them were still a family. That had been when the crumbling estate on Phobos, the tiny planetoid that orbited between Yonnite Six and Zetta Prime, had felt most like a home.

      But after their parents were gone—taken in a shuttle explosion when Ari was only fourteen—Jak had become more than a big brother. In the ten cycles that had passed since their parents’ death, he had become almost a father, caring for her and making certain she was provided for. He even let Ari spend her time tinkering in her lab while he oversaw the hydroponic garden where their crops of rare, heirloom tulsa fruit grew. Tulsa was a luxury item—the plump, juicy bright orange berries were their claim to fame and the basis of their wealth but Jak never forced the family business on her.

      “You please yourself, little rook,” he would tell her. “Who knows—maybe someday you’ll invent something amazing.”

      Well, his words had come true, Ari reflected as she cut away more of her long, blue-black tresses. She had invented a way to get him out of prison—but she had to get to him first. And in order to get to him, she had to infiltrate the prison.

      And in order to do that, I must look like a man, Ari told herself, remorselessly shearing away more of her long, silky hair. She was making a ragged job of it—her hair was short and choppy on one side now, looking like a haircut someone had done in the dark.

      I look like a beggar boy, Ari thought. Well, so much the better if she looked poor and ragged—who ever heard of a prisoner from one of the Great Houses?

      Not that the Great Houses of Phobos amounted to much. Phobos was a quiet, unassuming little planetoid but its people were happy. They were a true democracy where men and women were equal, unlike Yonnie Six where males were enslaved and Zetta Prime where they were outlawed. The citizens of Phobos were happy to live differently from their neighbors—happy to live in peace.

      I doubt I’ll have peace for some time, once I get where I’m going, Ari thought grimly. Aloud she said, “There, finished,” as she made the final cut and the last long strands fluttered to the flagstones at her feet.

      “Your hair,” Hanna mourned, her wrinkled face creased with regret. “Oh my Lady, all your lovely hair…”

      “It’ll grow back when Jak and I come home,” Ari said firmly.

      Putting down the shears, she rubbed a hand over her shorn head, rumpling her hair which wanted to stand up in cowlicks and corkscrews now that the weight of its length was no longer holding it down.

      I look very boyish, she decided, watching herself in the viewer. Well…boyish enough.

      She had dark eyes to match her hair, a sharp nose and a wide, mobile mouth that didn’t look in the least ladylike. Her skin was a little pale and soft perhaps, since she spent so much time in her lab, but without her long hair, there were no other clues that definitely marked her as female. Well, other than her height. She was barely five foot four—a definite disadvantage. But that would only add to the illusion that she was a ragged boy who hadn’t gotten his full growth—or his beard—in yet.

      I’ll pass, Ari told herself firmly. Especially with the look/touch field in place.

      The look/touch was her own invention—well partly anyway. She had modified a holo projection field so that it produced tangible effects as well as visual ones. It was hidden in the fake prison ID she’d paid to have implanted in her skin so the metal of the ID would mask it completely. Her other failsafe—the one she was counting on to get both herself and Jak out of BleakHall once she found him—was hidden there as well.

      Of course she had to get to him first, before she could use it.

      “My Lady,” Hanna begged again. “Please, please reconsider! BleakHall is full of big, violent males and you are female. What will they do to you when they find out what you are?”

      “They’re not going to find out,” Ari said firmly. “Believe me, Hanna—I have a foolproof disguise.”

      “My Lady, just cutting your hair isn’t enough to hide your beauty!” her maid protested.

      Ari laughed. “Oh Hanna—you always did look at me with a fond eye. I’m nothing special and believe me, right now I’m glad I’m not. But I’m not just talking about cutting my hair. Look…”

      Reaching up to the hollow of her throat, she tapped lightly at the top of the triangular prison ID tag. The ID was coded to respond only to her DNA and inside it was the tiny bead which housed the look/touch projector. Ari felt rather than heard the hum and a prickling sensation ran down her body from her clavicles to her crotch.

      “I don’t understand, My Lady.” Hanna looked at her blankly. “What do you mean? What should I be looking at?”

      Ari looked at herself in the mirror but she was still wearing her dressing gown—dark blue silk, belted at the waist. It had been a present from Jak last Winter Solstice when the tulsa crop had been especially good.

      “Oh, well of course you can’t tell with this on,” she said. Taking a deep breath, she unbelted the gown and shrugged it down around her waist. “Now look,” she told her old maid.

      “My Lady?” Hanna stared at her blankly, her seamed and wrinkled face bewildered. Then her watery blue eyes widened and she gave a little gasp. “My Lady what have you done to yourself? Where are your breasts?”

      Ari stared down at the flat, male chest the look/touch projected. Her breasts were nothing remarkable—they were teacup-sized with dark pink nipples that tended to be more puffy than Ari liked. But now they were completely invisible—hidden by the illusion of a scrawny male chest with nipples that were small copper disks, flat enough to make the walls jealous.

      “They’re still there,” she assured her maid. “You just can’t see them.” Of course, if someone was to grab at her chest, they would be able to feel the soft, pillowy mounds of her breasts. Ari wished it wasn’t so but she hadn’t had time to perfect the top part of the projection as much as she’d wanted to—she’d been working too hard on the bottom half which was arguably the most important part.

      She parted the robe further and looked into the viewer. There, plainly visible, was a male shaft. It was small and soft, curled like a sleeping worm against her thigh but it was there—and in more than just sight. The look/touch manifested an actual fleshy organ between her thighs which fit over her own pubic mound and hid her vagina from sight completely.

      The organ wasn’t completely functional—it was mostly hollow for one thing and so was unable to become erect. That was fine with Ari, though—she didn’t need to get a hard-on—she just wanted to look like a male and she needed her disguise to be utterly believable. Which it was—she was certain. Since the fake shaft fit over her cleft so tightly, she could even urinate standing up if she had to—the shaft acted like a kind of funnel.

      She had shaved her mound to make the fit perfect and tried it out only that morning—it definitely worked. The texture of the skin felt a little strange—too slick to be real since it was, after all, only a solid holo projection. But the look of it was perfect and that was all she needed.

      “Oh, My Lady!” Hanna’s eyes grew so wide they looked likely to swallow her wrinkled face and she took a staggering step backward. “What…what have you done?” she gasped, her hands fluttering weakly. “You…you…this isn’t right! I used to change your nappies as a baby and I know you don’t…you can’t have a…a…”

      “It’s all right, Hanna!” Seeing how upset the old maid was getting, Ari quickly tapped the prison ID and turned the look/touch off. At once her breasts and mound came into view, though she quickly covered them with her blue silk gown. “See? I’m fine,” she assured her maid who still looked like she didn’t know whether to scream or faint.

      “How…what…?” Hanna shook her head, clearly bewildered. “How did you do that? Is it something you cooked up in that lab of yours?”

      “It is.” Ari didn’t even try to keep the pride from her voice. “I call it a look/touch—it’s a solid holo projector. See, when you bend the light beam just the right way and treat it with a cadmium stream—”

      “Please, My Lady, none of your science talk.” Hanna waved as though shooing a fly. “You know it only makes me confused. Well…so that’s how you plan to sneak into BleakHall. I must say, it’s awfully convincing.” She shuddered.

      “Thank you—I thought so too.” Ari grinned. “So you see, Hanna, I’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “How, My Lady?” the maid protested. “Just because you look like a male doesn’t mean you won’t be attacked. You’re so small and those awful males they keep locked up in that place are so big.”

      “One of those males is Jak, which is why I have to go,” Ari reminded her. “And size doesn’t matter so much. You know Jak’s been teaching me Ton-kwa self defense for years. I can take on an opponent twice as large as me and throw him.”

      “Maybe in the sparring ring, My Lady,” Hanna objected. “But never in a desperate, awful place like BleakHall! They won’t obey the rules there—there’s no referee to stop the match if things get too rough. And what if more than one attacks you at a time? Oh…” She brought her faded apron up to her eyes and began to cry. “Oh Goddess of Mercy, what will you do then?”

      Ari felt a sudden cold chill go down her back. What would she do if she was attacked by multiple assailants at once? Hanna actually made a very good point.

      Resolutely, she pushed the fear away.

      “That’s not going to happen, Hanna,” she said firmly. “In fact, I’ll probably barely be in the prison for an hour. All I have to do is get in and find Jak. The moment I can touch him…”

      Grabbing the old nurse by her arm, she touched her Prison ID again, rubbing the lower point of the triangular metal plate in a specific rhythm. At once a glowing golden bubble enclosed them both and they began to float upward.

      “My Lady!” Hanna gasped, grabbing for Ari’s hand. “What—?”

      Once more Ari rubbed her ID, turning off the switch hidden beneath it. The bubble popped noiselessly and they fell the inch and a half they’d floated back down to the flagstones.

      “Oh!” Hanna stumbled and would have fallen to her knees if Ari hadn’t caught her. “What was that?”

      “A tribian transport bubble,” Ari said. “It cost me almost all the profits Jak had saved from his last three harvests but I don’t think he’ll mind if it works. When it works,” she corrected herself quickly.

      “But how…how does it work? If you can tell me without getting too technical, My Lady,” Hanna added quickly.

      “I think I can manage.” Ari smiled at her. “The transport bubble is a solid lightbeam sphere just big enough for two. It can be deployed at any time and as long as you’re out in open air, it will take you straight up into the sky.”

      “It…it will?” Hanna still looked shaken. “But then how…?”

      “Don’t you see?” Ari asked. “I’ve just got to get to Jak when we’re both outside—probably in the exercise yard, which I know they have because I’ve studied the plans of the prison. Then the two of us float up…up…and away to a remote life support craft I’ve already got orbiting the moon where BleakHall is located. It’s not much but it will get us back to Phobos with no problem. So you see, Hanna, I really do have everything planned out to the last degree. Now do you feel better?”

      The old maid nodded thoughtfully.

      “You know, I do a bit. Although…” she gestured to Ari’s closed robe doubtfully. “I had no idea you were getting up to such things in your lab, My Lady.”

      Ari coughed, feeling her cheeks get a bit hot. “Well obviously this wasn’t the originally intended use for the solid-holo tech I’ve been working on. I was thinking more along the lines of people being able to hug their loved ones when they made a holo call. I was just getting ready to publish my findings before…” Her throat was suddenly tight. “Before Jak was taken.”

      “Well I must say—what you’ve come up with is nothing short of amazing. I do hope it will help keep you safe.” She enfolded Ari in a hug, her frail old body trembling with emotion. “I pray the Goddess of Mercy will watch over you, My Lady. No matter how many gadgets and gizmos you have hidden inside that awful metal tag you’re wearing, I still worry about you.”

      “I know you do, Hanna.” Ari hugged the old lady back and reflected that Hanna was much more than a servant. She’d been with Ari’s family her entire life and though Hanna insisted on calling her “My Lady” and Jak, “My Lord” she was really more of a surrogate grandmother than a domestic.

      “Oh, My Lady…” Hanna mourned softly. “I can’t believe you’re really going to do this.”

      “I have to—what other choice do we have? You know the Yonnites don’t allow their prisoners appeals—Jak has no hope unless I go for him. Besides, I’m going to be all right.” Firmly but gently, she disengaged from the embrace and held Hanna at arms length, looking earnestly into her eyes. “I’m going to go get Jak and the two of us will be home before you know it—you’ll see.”

      “From your mouth to the Goddess of Mercy’s ear, My Lady,” Hanna whispered. But though she tried to smile and put on a brave face for Ari’s benefit, her faded blue eyes still filled with tears.

      Ari smiled and tried to comfort her but she couldn’t help worrying herself. No matter how prepared she was, the fact was, she was a small female walking into a triple max prison filled with violent, dangerous males—many of them murderers, rapists, and homicidal sociopaths.

      She couldn’t help wondering if she would make it out alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Before

      

      

      “Commander Lathe, I think you know why I asked you here.” Sylvan drummed restlessly on his desk, a frown hovering around his mouth as he waited for the other male to be seated.

      “I think so.” Lathe nodded, a fierce look coming into his piercing turquoise eyes as he settled in the chair across from Sylvan’s desk. “Is it about BleakHall?”

      “It is.” Sylvan spoke quietly, still studying the other male.

      For a Blood Kindred, Lathe had unusual coloring, he thought. Most of his kind had the same pale blond hair and ice blue eyes that Sylvan did himself. Lathe had brown hair though—a deep chocolate brown with auburn highlights and long, thick lashes to match, which fringed his strange turquoise eyes. But then, his coloring probably had something to do with the special type of Blood Kindred he was.

      More than almost any other branch of the Kindred family tree, the Blood Kindred seemed to have a penchant for mutations and variations. And Lathe was the rarest of them all. In fact, Sylvan hated to risk him on this mission, which was horribly dangerous. Like himself, Lathe was a doctor aboard the Mother Ship and a well-respected scientist as well. Such a mind and such rare talents shouldn’t be wasted on such a hazardous assignment. But the other male had a personal stake in this and honor demanded that Sylvan offer the mission to him first before he asked anyone else.

      “As you know, the complaints about BleakHall have been piling up—from all corners of the galaxy,” Sylvan said, choosing his words carefully. “Ever since the Yonnites outsourced the guard duties to the Horvaths, there have been reports of abuses. Cruelty, torture…”

      “And death,” Lathe finished for him, his eyes flashing.

      “And death,” Sylvan agreed heavily. “Yes, I’m sorry for I know how it pains you to speak of this.”

      Lathe’s younger brother, a promising young officer aboard a Kindred freighter, had been captured and sold into slavery on Yonnie Six. When he refused to submit to his mistress, he had been sent to BleakHall. Lathe had learned of his brother’s incarceration and had asked the High Council for help in rescuing him. But before a rescue effort could be made, word came that Thonolan had died in the dungeons of the Triple Max penitentiary.

      Lathe’s eyes were bright, but with fury, not tears, Sylvan saw.

      “I don’t mind speaking of death as long as we also speak of justice,” he said, his voice a low, angry growl. “What can be done to avenge my brother’s murder?”

      “First and foremost we must prove the problem exists,” Sylvan said.

      “What?” Lathe demanded. “Of course it exists! You said it yourself—complaints are pouring in from everywhere. Clearly this prison is corrupt—the Horvaths are torturing the prisoners, killing them! They—”

      “No one cares,” Sylvan cut in harshly. Seeing the shocked look on Lathe’s face, he made his tone softer. “Forgive me, Brother. I should have said, no one in Yonnite society cares. More specifically, no one on the Yonnite Council of Mistresses—the Sacred Seven—cares. And until we can bring the matter to them with corroborating evidence to prove that there is wanton cruelty and abuse being committed by the guards, they aren’t going to listen to us.”

      “Why can’t we just attack the damn prison?” Lathe growled. “It’s full of males who shouldn’t be there.”

      “It’s also full of males who should,” Sylvan said gently. “BleakHall is the only penitentiary in the galaxy that accepts many of the felons housed there. If we attack the prison, not only do the Kindred declare war on Yonnie Six, we also release more rapists, murderers, and sociopaths on the galaxy than have been free since the Scourge were at full strength.”

      “What about the honest males? The ones who were captured as slaves and refused to bow their heads to Yonnite mistresses?” Lathe demanded. “What about them? Do we just forget them because they happen to be in BleakHall and the Council doesn’t want to risk war with Yonnie Six?”

      “Nobody is forgetting them,” Sylvan said evenly. “In fact, we’re in the process of arranging a back-channel to get them out.”

      “Too bad no one could arrange such a thing for Thonolan.” Lathe’s deep voice was bitter.

      “It’s because of your brother’s death that we are doing so now,” Sylvan said, speaking as gently as he could. “We’re going to try to make certain that no more innocent lives are lost to BleakHall. But we need a male on the inside to help facilitate the channel and to gather evidence to present to the Yonnite Council of Mistresses about what is really going on in their prison.”

      “You mean…” Lathe’s turquoise eyes went wide. “You want someone to go into the prison under cover? Pretending to be a prisoner?”

      “Exactly.” Sylvan nodded. “If we can prove the abuse, we can make them see that the current ownership of the prison is corrupt and force them to do something about it. If they don’t, other planets will stop sending them prisoners and their bottom line will suffer.” He shook his head grimly. “That’s about the only thing that Yonnites understand. The Goddess knows most of them don’t have much in the way of compassion or pity.”

      “You speak as though you had personal experience of them,” Lathe remarked, keeping his tone neutral.

      “Only in passing but that was enough.” Sylvan told him of his recent encounter with a Yonnite Mistress—Mistress Hellenix and her Kindred slave, Malik.

      “And you say he was a Volt Kindred?” Lathe’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know there were any left. How did she keep such a powerful male contained?”

      Sylvan shook his head. “It was my impression that she didn’t—he stayed with her for a reason. Though what that reason was, I never found out. In fact…” He steepled his fingers and leaned forward. “We have reason to believe that Mistress Hellenix is one of the Yonnites responsible for outsourcing BleakHall’s guard positions to the Horvaths. She sits on the prison’s board of directors and plays a most active roll in its administration.”

      “I wonder if she ever bothers to come to the prison itself to see how its being run?” Lathe muttered. “I wonder if I’ll see her while I’m there.”

      “While you’re there?” Sylvan frowned.

      “Isn’t that why you called me here? To offer me the mission?” Lathe asked. “You don’t have to ask, Commander Sylvan—my answer is yes. I’ll do everything I can to avenge my brother’s death and make certain no other innocent males are trapped at BleakHall.”

      “It’s very dangerous,” Sylvan pointed out. Though honor demanded that he offer the assignment to Lathe, he couldn’t help wishing that the other male would turn it down. But one look at the fury in those turquoise eyes let him know his wish was in vain.

      “I don’t give a damn,” Lathe growled. “I’ll do whatever’s necessary—danger or not.”

      “You’ll need to wear a vid-corder. We have one implanted in a prison ID you’ll be wearing—it’s only five microns wide by eight microns across,” Sylvan told him. “With it you can record everything that happens all around you—especially the evidence of abuse. We’ve got a few other tools we can send with you too. We’ve arranged to get you in as a prisoner and your backstory is that you’re a medic. With any luck the Horvaths will allow you into the BleakHall infirmary. You can record first-hand accounts of every injury that occurs there.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Lathe nodded. “I’m in.”

      “You won’t be able to take any weapons with you. It’s going to be insanely dangerous,” Sylvan couldn’t help saying again. “Some might even call it suicide to take this mission.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Lathe said shortly.

      Sylvan nodded reluctantly.

      “You are uniquely suited to defend yourself in such a situation, I suppose.”

      “Because of my mutation, you mean?” Lathe barked a short, unhappy laugh and the motion showed his extra-long fangs. Though a Blood Kindred’s fangs were only supposed to grow and sharpen when he found a female he wanted to bond to him, Lathe’s were always razor-sharp.

      “I’ve thought of that, you know,” he continued. “If only it had been me that was taken instead of Thonolan. He was just a regular Blood Kindred. If only he’d had my abilities…”

      “You can’t do that to yourself,” Sylvan said gently. “You can’t trade souls like cards in a pack or let yourself feel responsible for what happened to your brother. He was a grown male, Lathe—it wasn’t your fault.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.” Lathe looked away. “It should have been me. I should have been with him.”

      “Lathe—”

      “How soon can I go?” the other male cut him off, turning his eyes back to Sylvan. They glowed with intensity. “I’m ready now.”

      “Then we can have you there by as early as tomorrow if you like,” Sylvan said. “But let me urge you to take some time to think about this. To go to the Sacred Grove and pray about if it’s the right decision for you—”

      “I don’t need to think or pray—I know,” Lathe growled. “Put me into BleakHall and leave the rest to me.”

      “Very well.” Sylvan sighed. “Tomorrow it is then. I hate to say this, Commander Lathe, but maybe you should take this evening to get your affairs in order.”

      “I’ve got nothing to get in order.” Lathe shrugged. “My brother is dead—my parents too. And I don’t have a mate.”

      “Are you currently dream-sharing with anyone, though?” Sylvan asked. “If you are, you might want to reconsider taking this assignment.”

      Lathe frowned and for a moment a puzzled expression came over his face. Then he shook his head, like a male pushing away some ridiculous thought.

      “No, I’m not dreaming of any female—I doubt I ever will. Once I thought I might have found my true mate but…”

      “But what?” Sylvan prompted gently.

      Lathe shook his head. “But I was mistaken.” He sighed. “I believe I’m one of those males the Goddess created to be single.”

      “I used to think that about myself, you know,” Sylvan said quietly. “It turned out not to be true. I think the Goddess has someone for everyone.”

      “Not me.” Lathe shook his head firmly. “I’ve got no one and I don’t want anyone.” His eyes gleamed. “I only want to bring down the fucking evil mistresses responsible for my brother’s death and make sure no one else shares his fate.”

      “Well…” Sylvan sighed. “Maybe this is the Goddess’s purpose for you—I pray her grace and protection will go with you into BleakHall.”

      “Thank you but the time for prayers is over. It’s time for action.” Lathe stood and nodded respectfully. “I’ll get my affairs in order and see you tomorrow morning.”

      Then he turned and strode from Sylvan’s office, back straight and broad shoulders set.

      “Goddess,” Sylvan muttered as he watched the other male go. “What have I done?” He looked to the ceiling, his words turning into a prayer. “Please protect him and lend him your strength and guidance, Mother of All Life. Though he thinks he needs no prayers, he will need them now more than ever as he walks willingly into danger and death.”
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      “What do you mean this is as far as you go? You told me you could take me all the way to the exercise yard to find my brother!”

      Ari glared up at the huge, scaly Horvath who had claimed to be one of the guards when she hired him to smuggle her into BleakHall.

      Horvaths were lizard-like humanoids covered in greenish scales with slitted, shifty yellow eyes, forked tongues, and thick tails that could knock a man off his feet with one powerful swing.

      They were also lying, cheating scum, apparently.

      “Zzorry. Thizz is azz far azz I can take you.” The Horvath shrugged his scaly shoulders.

      “But this is just a holding area for new prisoners,” Ari hissed, looking around. “It’s not even all the way inside the prison!”

      They were standing in the doorway of BleakHall—already past the first checkpoint so there was no turning back. All around her loomed tall black walls, sweating with moisture. They rose up higher than the eye could see, lined with lighted cells—glass cubes in a metal box. Ahead of them was a disorganized hoard of prisoners, all waiting to be processed. Most wore heavy shackles or spiked pain collars but a few were wandering around freely, making notations on battered electronic tablets.

      “Zzorry,” the Horvath said again, clearly not sorry a bit.

      “How am I supposed to get to my brother?” Ari demanded. “You were supposed to take me right to him!”

      “Get prosezzed like all the other prizzoners,” the Horvath said. “Then you can zzee him inzide.”

      “This is not what I paid you for!” Ari whispered in a low, furious voice. “You promised me—”

      But the Horvath didn’t even stay to hear the rest of her complaint. He turned and ambled off towards the guard station where several others of his kind were lounging on a bench sipping clear plasti-glass bottles full of what appeared to be green slime.

      “Hey!” Ari started to go after him, but a man stepped in front of her and she ran directly into his protruding gut. “Oof!” She was knocked off her feet by the sudden impact and fell on her back, losing her breath.

      “What’s this? Trying to get away already before you’re even processed?” a mocking male voice asked. “I thought you were that guard’s pet but it seems like he’s gone and left you all alone, sweet thing.”

      Shading her eyes against the harsh overhead glows, Ari looked up…and up and up. The speaker was one of the prisoners she’d seen wandering around without restraints but he wasn’t alone and he wasn’t holding a tablet himself. He was flanked by two other males, both almost as big and beefy as he was, and one of them was holding the tablet.

      “Who…who are you?” Ari had a sinking feeling in her stomach that she didn’t want to know the answer. The male towering over her was at least a foot and a half taller than her and probably triple her body weight. He was wearing a prison jumpsuit but it wasn’t orange and blue striped like the ones the men flanking him wore—distinctive green stripes ran parallel to the blue instead.

      He had stripped down the top part of the jumpsuit, letting the arms dangle free behind him to reveal broad, beefy shoulders where all the hair that had apparently migrated from his bald head now grew. Coarse black tufts stuck out of his ears and nostrils too. A heavy gold ring with a red stone decorated the middle finger of his right hand.

      But it wasn’t his jewelry or his body hair, repulsive though it was, that worried Ari. She was much more concerned about the sneer on his face. There was cruelty in his small, mud-colored eyes and in the set of his rubbery lips. He had slabs for cheeks and his monstrous, hairy gut overhung the unfastened jumpsuit obscenely as he looked down at her appraisingly.

      “Who are you?” Ari asked again, trying to make her voice low and at least semi-masculine, since he seemed to be content to just stare.

      “Get that, Tapper—he don’t even know who you are! Dumb shit,” sneered the man on his left.

      “Course he don’t know Tapper. He’s new, ‘ent he?” the one on the right, holding the tablet said, elbowing the other one.

      “Help him up, boys.” Tapper nodded at Ari, who was still sprawled on the floor in front of him, feeling as vulnerable as a bug pinned to a card.

      At once, the two henchmen (because could they really be anything else?) each took one of her arms and hauled her upright so that she was facing Tapper.

      She still had to look up to see him, not that it was a very pleasant view.

      “Th-thank you, er…Mr. Tapper,” she said, hoping that maybe if she was polite and unassuming they would leave her alone. But her response only seemed to make Tapper more interested in her.

      “Hmm, polite one, ‘ent he boys?” He looked at Ari speculatively. “Face as pretty as a girl’s—soft skin, too. He’s kinder skinny a’course but I think I like him.” He nodded decisively. “Yap, I like him. Put ‘im on the list.”

      “What list?” Ari blurted as the male with the tablet looked at her, one dirty finger poised over the glowing surface.

      “List of fresh meat Tapper wants to taste. Now what’s your name, pretty boy?” he asked casually, as though he was a waiter putting her name on a waiting list at a busy restaurant.

      “What?” Ari took a step back. “I…I’m not telling you my name for that.”

      “He won’t tell his name.” The man with the tablet looked upset. The whites of his eyes and his protruding teeth were both yellow, Ari noticed distractedly.

      “Never mind.” Tapper shrugged his hairy shoulders. “Just put him down as ‘pretty boy.’ It’s his ass I’m interested in—not his name.”

      “Tapper wants his ass, not his name! His ass not his name!” the other man chortled with glee. His long, crooked nose looked like it had been broken and badly set several times and his teeth were nothing but blackened stumps.

      Ari stared at them in disbelief. Was this man actually saying what she thought he was saying? Was Tapper casually telling her he was planning to rape her as soon as she was processed into the prison?

      “You heard him, pretty boy,” chortled the one on the left. “Tapper’s gonna taste you. And when he’s finished, maybe Gorn ‘n me will have a taste too.”

      “Shut up, Fenrus—you’re scaring the lad,” growled the one with the tablet. “Don’t worry, laddie,” he said to her. “Tapper don’t share with the likes of us. You give ‘im a taste and he’ll most likely let you go.”

      “Unless you get to be one of his favorites,” the one called Fenrus said. His lumpish face was filled with stupid, brutal glee. “Then maybe you’ll get to share his cell. He’s got a real nice cell, does Tapper.”

      “He’s got a carpet,” Gorn added thoughtfully. “Nice and thick—nice as the one my old mistress had in her sitting room back on Yonnie Six.”

      “A…a carpet?” This detail seemed apropos of nothing. Ari licked her dry lips, wondering what the two henchmen were talking about.

      “You’ll get to see it soon enough,” Fenrus predicted. “You’ll be getting’ rug burns from it when Tapper kneels you down on it and takes your pretty little ass.”

      “That’s enough, boys. You know I don’t share my cell.”

      Tapper had been standing there with his slab-like arms crossed over his hairy, bare chest. Honestly, he had so much body hair he looked more like an animal than a man, Ari thought, feeling sick.

      “Although I might make an exception for a pretty little boy whore like you.” He licked his thick lips and grinned knowingly at Ari.

      “I’m not a whore!” She could scarcely force the words out. “I’ve never…I don’t do things like that!”

      “Oh, a virgin, eh?” Unfortunately, this seemed to make Tapper more interested in her than ever. “I ‘ent had a true virgin in ages. Nothing I like better than ramming my shaft in a virgin hole.” His small eyes grew greedy and his voice was eager, like a man talking about eating his favorite dish. “So nice and tight…not all stretched out like the rest of the narrow-assed patsies around here.”

      “He won’t be tight for long after you get after him, Tapper,” Fenrus chortled. “You’ll ream him proper!”

      “The Horvaths’ll stretch him out for you a bit too,” Gorn added. “I hear Mukluk’s on search duty today. You know what them claws of his does to the newbies’ arses. Worse luck for them.”

      “He’ll be tight enough to suit me—a virgin’s a virgin.” Tapper nodded decisively and pointed at Ari with one pudgy finger. “I’ll find you, boy—you’re on my list.”

      “You can’t do that,” Ari protested, finding her voice at last. “You can’t just…do whatever you want to people.” Part of her brain knew it was stupid and dangerous to argue with the thuggish felon but she couldn’t help herself—she’d been raised in a society where people respected each other—where males and females were equal. She couldn’t just stand there and listen to Tapper talking about raping her as causally as he’d speak of sampling a new dish he wanted to try.

      “Tapper can do what he likes, pretty boy,” Fenrus told her. “See these here green stripes on his suit?” He pointed to the stripes running through the big inmate’s jumpsuit. “That says ‘trustee’ that does. Means he can do what he likes.”

      “Not with me he can’t!” Ari lifted her chin. She might be small but she was not helpless, she told herself. If Tapper tried something with her, she would use his massive weight against him to throw him to the dirty metal floor.

      Or I’ll try anyway, she thought feeling a twinge of doubt as she looked at the huge man. She had thrown Jak many times when they were sparring, and even bigger opponents during competition, but that was while observing the strict Ton-kwa code of conduct. She very much doubted if Tapper would agree to abide by any such rules if they got into a fight.

      She expected her defiance to make the huge inmate mad but Tapper only looked at her and clucked his tongue.

      “You just made it to the top of the list, my pretty little virgin,” he said. “I’ll have a taste of that sweet ass of yours the minute you’re processed, I will.”

      “You heard him Gorn—the top of the list! The top of the list!” Fenrus chortled.

      “Got it.” Gorn nodded and tapped at the tablet, apparently moving Ari up to the top slot.

      “Come on, boys—there’s plenty more fresh meat to see to,” Tapper told them. “Let’s see if any of the rest of the newbies is worth puttin’ on the list.”

      Then he swaggered off with the other two in tow, looking over the crowd of new prisoners like a man at a butcher’s shop looking for prime cuts of meat.

      Ari watched them go, speechless with dread.

      What am I going to do? Goddess of Mercy, what am I going to do? she thought, feeling sick to her stomach.

      She wished for the hundredth time that she could have brought some kind of a weapon but she knew that all prisoners were carefully searched during processing—in fact, she was fully expecting she would have to strip which was one reason she’d worked so hard to make the tactile holo-field the look/touch projected accurate. It was also the main reason she’d hidden both the look/touch’s projection bead and the controls to the transport bubble in the metal of the prison ID tag she wore at her throat. Only there, surrounded by the metal of the tag, were the tiny devices hidden from the prying eyes of the X-ray scanner and the mobile Magnetic Resonance Imager.

      Since there was no way to hide weapons of any kind on her body, she had been relying on her Ton-kwa skills to protect herself. Actually, she’d been hoping to avoid this kind of situation altogether, she thought unhappily. If the guard she’d hired had done his job and taken her straight to Jak, they would already be floating upwards towards the waiting life support craft which was orbiting over the prison.

      Well, it can’t be helped now, she told herself, straightening her shoulders. I’ll just have to be sure I find Jak right away, the minute I get through processing. Then we’ll—

      Just then a fight broke out in the ranks of men closest to the processing counter. There was a lot of shouting and shoving and Ari heard someone yell,

      “Watch out! He’s got a knife!”

      What? How did someone get a knife in here? she wondered. There was a pretty thorough search procedure at the first check point—where could the prisoner who had it have hidden it?

      Keeping to the sidelines to avoid being drawn into the conflict, she sidled closer to the front of the immense holding area, watching to see what might happen. Two men were rolling on the scuffed metal floor and Ari saw the flash of silver in one of their hands. So someone did have a knife or something like one—interesting.

      Suddenly a door opened in the high, black metal wall that housed the glassed-in processing counter and a male even bigger than Tapper came out. Ari watched him in awe as he stalked over to where the two men were rolling on the ground.

      He was positively the biggest male she had ever seen, she thought. He had dark brown hair that glinted red in the harsh overhead glows and his jewel-toned eyes flashed fury.

      Those eyes bothered Ari for some reason—she almost felt like she’d seen them before? But where? In a dream? Because if she’d met this huge man in real life, she was certain she would have remembered him.

      Like Tapper, he was wearing a blue and green striped jumpsuit rather than a blue and orange striped one but that was where the resemblance ended. The giant was tall and broad but he didn’t have a gut like Tapper—his stomach was flat beneath the prison jumpsuit and he moved with the fluid grace of a big cat.

      “Stop it!” he roared, his deep voice rolling and echoing in the vast metal chamber. “Gods damn you, stop it, I said! The guards don’t care if you kill each other but I do—so stop now or I’ll stop you.”

      Sure enough, Ari saw, the Horvath guards weren’t doing anything to break up the conflict. They sat on their bench and guzzled their green slime, swiping at their slitted yellow eyeballs from time to time with their forked tongues. Apparently breaking up fights among the prisoners they were supposed to be guarding held no interest for them.

      The fight went on but then the big male did something completely unexpected. He bared his teeth and Ari saw two double sets of long, curving fangs protruding from under his upper lip.

      The sight was so surprising that she gasped and put a hand to her own mouth wondering what in the galaxy was going on.

      Then, even more surprising, a murmur ran through the crowd and the fight abruptly ceased.

      “Kill-All,” she heard some of the men around her muttering. “Watch out—he’s a Kill-All—the Kill-All’s here.”

      Whatever it meant, the men who had been fighting apparently feared the tall male. They broke apart and the one with the knife dropped it obediently into the tall male’s hands. Ari couldn’t understand it—what could make hardened criminals become so suddenly docile?

      “Aye, that’s right, he’d better give up the knife,” said a cracked, wheezy voice in her ear.

      Ari turned, startled, and saw an ancient man—not much taller than she was—standing to her right. He was also wearing the trustee uniform of blue and green stripes and he was bald except for a few wispy gray tufts of hair over his large, pink ears. A pair of oculars that looked almost as old as he was were perched on his nose. One of their lenses was cracked but it didn’t appear to bother their wearer.

      “What?” Ari asked, frowning. “Why should he give the knife up to him?” She nodded at the tall male with the fangs who now had the knife in one large hand.

      “That’s Medic, that is,” the old man said, nodding sagely. “He’s a Kill-All.”

      “A Kill-All? What does that mean?” Ari shook her head.

      “T’aint you never heard of a Kill-All, girl? They’re marvelous rare—Kindred they are. One bite of them fangs contains enough poison to kill every last male in this room.” He nodded again and repeated, “Kill-All.”

      “Oh…” Ari bit her own lip, looking at those impossibly long, sharp fangs. “No, I…I’ve never heard of that.”

      “Best you know now afore you go in for processing,” the little old man said. “You don’t want to give no trouble to Medic. He’ll treat you straight and patch you up if the Horvaths get too rough, but he won’t stand no trouble—that he won’t.”

      “I…I’ll remember that,” Ari said faintly, her eyes still fixed on the tall male’s mouth. His sensuous lips were closed now, hiding his fangs but the sight of them was burned into her memory and she knew she would dream of them later that night. Or maybe she had already dreamed of them—of the big Kindred? The thought was confusing and she pushed it away.

      “Yes, you remember that. Remember, remember,” the old man crooned in a sing-song voice. “Anyway, enough of that.” He produced a tablet like the one Gorn had been carrying and poised one gnarled finger over it. “All right now, what’s your name, boy? Tell me true so I can put you in for processing. Need your clothes and shoe size too. Not that you can call these here things they give us to wear shoes.”

      He held up one foot, covered in a thin rubber slipper and cackled with laughter.

      “Oh, uh…” After her experience with Tapper, Ari wasn’t sure if she should give her name to anyone, even a seemingly harmless old man. But the old prisoner seemed to understand her concern.

      “Come now, you can trust old Wheezer, that you can,” he said coaxingly. “I saw Tapper talkin’ to you afore and I heard you wouldn’t give Gorn your name. That’s all fine and well but I don’t have nothin’ to do with it—no I don’t. I’m just trying to do my job and get you processed like the rest of this lot.”

      “All right,” Ari answered reluctantly. Honestly, she hadn’t been planning on being processed at all when she first came to BleakHall. She’d prepared for the worst—making certain the image her look/see produced was accurate in case she was strip-searched—but she’d been hoping to go straight to her brother and then float the two of them away to safety. Now it looked like she would be staying a while—at least long enough to be processed.

      “Well then?” The old man frowned at her impatiently. “Tell me, boy—what’s your name?”

      “Ari,” she said before she considered it. But then, why not give her real name? Her nickname, anyway. It would never do to call herself Lady Arianna but Ari worked well as a boy’s name, she thought.

      “Good, good—now we’re getting somewhere,” Wheezer cackled, tapping out her name onto the ancient tablet he held.

      “Do you need my last name too?” Ari asked, wondering if she ought to give her real last name as well or make one up. But Wheezer shook his head.

      “No—just a peep at your ID tag should do.”

      He leaned forward, squinting to see the number—which was a long string of numerals ending in 117. He tapped something into his tablet and frowned.

      “Hmm…now that’s odd, so it is.”

      “What’s odd?” Ari’s heart was suddenly beating in her throat. The prison ID tag had cost her a pretty penny, but mostly because she’d had to have the controls to her look/see and the transport bubble installed in it. She’d never given a thought as to whether the information on it would pass a test of authenticity. After all, actually getting processed into BleakHall’s system hadn’t been part of her plan.

      “Well, seems to say here that we already have a prisoner with your same number, lad,” Wheezer said, confirming her fear that her ID tag wouldn’t withstand scrutiny. But then he shrugged his scrawny shoulders. “Oh well—must be he died this morning and they fed the number back into the system.” He tapped at the tablet some more and nodded. “There—you’re entered.”

      “Oh…” Ari cleared her throat, feeling a cautious wave of relief that he had passed her through the system. “Does…does that happen much? People dying, I mean?”

      “All the time since the damn Horvaths took over.” Wheezer gave the lizard guards a dark look. “They’re quick with the pain-prod, they are. And they like to poke most everyone, even us trustees which ‘ent fair, nohow.”

      “I’ll try to keep away from them,” Ari said. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Oh, it ‘ent a warning, lad—you’ll not be able to keep clear of them, no matter what you do. No more than you can keep clear of Tapper once he’s got a taste for you.”

      “What…what do you mean?” Ari’s mouth was suddenly dry. For a moment, she’d almost forgotten the hairy convict and his promise to put her on his “list” but Wheezer’s words brought her situation home again in a visceral way.

      “I mean if Tapper’s got you on his list, there’s nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, laddie. He’s at the top of the heap here—does what he likes.” Wheezer shook his head regretfully. “Sorry about that. You seem so nice and young too. But then…” He sighed. “That’s the way Tapper likes ‘em.”

      “I can’t just let him rape me!” Ari protested.

      “Now, now—it’s no fun but just between you and me Tapper don’t last forever—especially in the tight ones.” Wheezer winked conspiratorially. “Just squeeze him a bit once he’s all the way in you and he’ll blow his load before you know it. Your arsehole will be sore for a bit, so it will, but you’ll get over it.”

      “I don’t want to ‘get over’ being raped!” Ari protested. “I can’t—”

      But just then Wheezer’s tablet made a soft ding.

      “Oh, lookit that—your number already came up.” He nodded at the tablet. “Come along with me, boy. We’ll get you to the processing desk and into BleakHall before you know it.”

      That was exactly what Ari was afraid of.
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      The day was going like every other day in the past six months, Lathe thought morosely as he straightened the medical supplies in the small infirmary. The guttural grunts of the Horvath guards, the shouts of the prisoners which sometimes escalated into screams of fury until he went out and broke up whatever fight had started about who was next in line or who had stepped on whose foot or some other inconsequential disagreement. The endless stream of small injustices and cruelties that wore a male down to the bone because there was nothing light or good—no vestige of kindness or decency—anywhere in the echoing black metal halls of BleakHall.

      It was always the same—it would never end. He would never see daylight outside these walls or breathe clean air, uncontaminated by screams of pain or the rough, trollish laughter of the Horvaths again…

      Easy, Lathe, he told himself, running a hand through his hair and sighing. You have all the evidence you need for the Yonnite Council of Mistresses and you’ll be out of here soon. The tunneler nanites are almost finished with their job.

      Yes, the nanites. He sighed again. They were supposed to be plan B—something that he would only use if there were no other options. But the same day he’d gotten into BleakHall himself, the inmate who was supposed to be his inside contact had been fatally shanked in the exercise yard. There went plan A and so Lathe was forced to employ plan B—the tunneler nanites he’d brought in his Prison ID tag. Even now they were digging a passageway, starting in the small supply room closet of the Infirmary, right under the prison to the far edge of the perimeter fence outside.

      Sitting outside the fence and camouflaged by light-bending see-me-not tech was a Kindred shuttle outfitted and fueled up—just waiting for Lathe to take charge of it. The minute the nanites informed him the tunnel was done, via uplink to the controls in his ID badge, Lathe would be out of here. He would take any Kindred who might be imprisoned with him too—though there weren’t any right now.

      Which meant he was all alone in this hell hole of misery and cruelty. And since the nanites could only dig a certain amount a day to avoid tripping the prison’s sensors, he seemed likely to remain here alone for at least another week.

      You can hang in there for a week, Lathe told himself. You can do anything for a week. Soon you’ll be out. Soon you can bring the evidence of what the Horvaths are doing in this place to light and bring the people who own BleakHall to justice. Thonolan will be avenged…

      Speaking of the Horvaths and their cruelty, he could hear evidence of it now, right outside the infirmary room door. Grunts and screams were coming from the cavity search line where Mukluk, the sadistic head of the guards, was currently doing searches.

      Most of the Horvaths were simple creatures—stupid and slow-witted, Lathe had found. But there were some, like Mukluk, who were brighter than the rest. And unfortunately what they turned their superior intelligence to was finding new ways to be cruel to the prisoners. Or simply twisting routine prison procedures to suit their sadistic needs. As Mukluk apparently was now, just outside the infirmary room door.

      “Please,” Lathe heard a high, almost feminine voice pleading. “Please don’t! I swear I don’t…don’t have anything up there. Didn’t the X-ray and the mobile Magnetic device tell you that?”

      There was a burst of rough laughter from Mukluk and the other Horvath guards and then a hissing, growling voice answered the new inmate.

      “Thoze scanz only zzhow metal. Have to do a manual cavity zzearch for everything elzz. Now bend over and zzpread your legzz.”

      Lathe tried not to listen. As a medical doctor, the kinds of atrocities that went on here turned his stomach. Yet even he had been forced to kill twice since coming to BleakHall. He had been fighting for his life and the kills had cemented his reputation as someone not to be messed with, since he’d been using the poison attribute of his fangs. But still—he had killed. And not guards either but other prisoners. Though the Goddess knew there were some here that deserved to stay behind BleakHall’s walls forever. He hadn’t understood that when Commander Sylvan had first tried to tell him but—

      “Please! Please, no!” The pleading voice outside his door sounded so young—so innocent somehow. Lathe tried in vain to ignore it. There was nothing he could do—he’d tried to institute a new, more humane way of cavity searches when he first gained access to the infirmary but the Horvaths wouldn’t allow it. They liked inflicting pain.

      “Please!” the voice moaned again and this time Lathe broke. He couldn’t stand it somehow—couldn’t stand to hear the pain of this unseen prisoner. Though he doubted the Horvaths would let him interfere, he had to at least try.

      He slammed open the infirmary door and saw a youngish man—really no more than a boy—bent naked over the searching table. The boy had tousled black hair and big, dark eyes that were filled with fright. Two of the Horvath guards had him by the arms, forcing his flat chest down to the cold metal of the table and the third—Mukluk—was standing behind him, one thick clawed finger ready to probe.

      The Horvaths had digits about twice as thick as a normal humanoid’s and their scaly skin was as rough as sandpaper. Even worse, each thick finger was tipped with a blunt, curving claw.

      The combination meant that Mukluk almost always drew blood when he was doing the cavity searches for new prisoners. Not that the other Horvath guards were particularly gentle but Mukluk was especially rough—he took sadistic delight in the pain and humiliation he caused when he shoved a sandpaper-rough digit into each new prisoner’s arse and dug around, looking for contraband.

      And now he was about to do it to the dark-haired boy the other Horvaths had spread out over the table.

      Though Lathe had witnessed this particular cruelty more times than he cared to count, he suddenly couldn’t anymore. As the lizard guard prepared to shove one scaly, clawed finger into the helpless, trembling body before him, Lathe held up a hand and shouted, “Stop!”

      “Zztop?” The two Horvaths holding the boy’s arms looked confused. Mukluk only looked irritated.

      “Why zzhould I zztop?” he demanded, flickering out his forked tongue to swipe at one slitted yellow eyeball. “Thiz zzearch muzt be done.”

      Lathe had to think quickly.

      “Of course it has to be done, but you don’t want to be the one to do it. Not on this prisoner,” he said quickly. “Not if he has what I think he has.”

      “What he hazz?” Mukluk peered at the prisoner suspiciously. “What do you mean?”

      “Hang on—let me examine him. I need to verify my suspicions,” Lathe said brusquely.

      Walking over to the table, he yanked the boy’s chin up and stared into his eyes.

      Those eyes. Dark eyes—a blue so deep they’re nearly black. I’ve seen them before…where?

      He pushed the strange thought away. It wasn’t important right now. Saving the boy at least this one indignity and pain—that was what mattered.

      “Uh-huh…mm-hmm,” he muttered to himself as he lifted the boy’s lids and made a great show of examining his eyes. The boy trembled under his touch, the great, dark eyes pleading with Lathe. The expression of hope and fear tore at his heart but knowing the guards were watching, he forced himself to keep a blank face. He made the boy open his mouth and stick out his tongue before he nodded and stepped back.

      “Just what I thought—he’s got Zamwer’s syndrome.”

      “Zzzzwhat?” Mukluk demanded suspiciously.

      “Zamwer’s syndrome,” Lathe repeated patiently. “An inflammation of the mucus membranes that causes the patient to produce acidic secretions harmful to saurian life forms.”

      The two Horvath guards who were holding the boy’s arms looked at each other in apparent confusion but Mukluk was still staring at Lathe suspiciously.

      “And thizz meanzz what?” he inquired, his forked tongue lashing in irritation.

      “Well, it’s completely harmless to non-saurian life forms—those not evolved from reptiles,” he clarified, hoping Mukluk was following him. “Me, for instance—I can touch him with no problem. But if you or any of the other Horvaths come in contact with any mucus producing membranes, well…” He shook his head.

      “Well what?” one of the other guards insisted, his yellow eyes wide.

      “Well, any number of things. Depending on how strong the acid
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