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        Esther replied, “If I have found favor

        with the king, and if it pleases the king to grant my request, I ask that my life and the lives of my people will be spared. For my people and I have been sold to those who would kill, slaughter, and annihilate us.”

        ―Esther 7: 3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Basher always felt conspicuous when he traveled on foot through the markets and thoroughfares of Upper Selta, but today he felt downright vulnerable.

      He’d noted at least two Merith bounty-hunters who had already appeared in the crowds around him before fading discreetly away. He would not be surprised if they called in reinforcements to detain him by the time he finished his errand.

      He’d never given up his hip holster from his days at the Boston PD, and he brushed it now, reminding himself that he was still armed, even though the gun wasn’t lethal.

      Basher strode diagonally across a pedestrian tunnel, dodging groups of aliens from almost all the sentient races of the galaxy, and coughing harshly in the brackish air. The atmospheres in the various sectors of Upper Selta were all more or less breathable for humans, but some were more Earth-like than others, and the transitions were a bit rough.

      Basher was glad to find the shop he was looking for without too much searching. It was sandwiched between a Merith sushi bar and a Vel boutique.

      These brackish zones tended to be dry, and Basher received a sharp shock as he brushed through the open doorway into the paint shop. He jerked a little in surprise and nearly knocked over a pedestal that held a sparkling decanter of orange ink. He grabbed the sloshing ink as the pedestal wobbled and made sure it was steady before he let go.

      The shop was lined with shelves holding smaller crystal vials of paint in every fluorescent shade he could imagine. It smelled like licorice and motor oil.

      Gliding in from a rear room, the owner of the shop moved in the perfectly smooth, rather unbelievable way of Crosspoint aliens. If Basher had seen it in a movie, he’d have considered it a bad special effect. This particular slug was nearly five feet high and shaped a lot like a snail without its shell. A snail that had been decorated with bright swirls of pink nail polish. It had no limbs, which always made Crosspointers look unfinished to Basher. It was like a child had been playing make-believe with clay and gotten bored before they added arms or ears or anything extra.

      The Crosspoint did have large protruding eyes, and a mouth full of flat, leaf-grinding molars. It smiled at him, which could easily make an unsuspecting human scream and run.

      The decanter of orange ink, the one he’d almost broken, rose gently into the air and drifted to a far corner of the shop. The pedestal went with it, and they both settled securely out of reach. The Crosspoint were a telekinetic species, and most of them had some slight degree of telepathy as well.

      “I should have moved that already,” the Crosspoint said apologetically. “An overly optimistic placement.” It spoke in Spo, which was the common language in this sector, and a good thing, because it was the only alien language Basher knew well. A few weeks ago, Akemi could have translated anything he needed, but Akemi was gone and he was on his own.

      “Do you have an interest in body paint?” continued the Crosspoint. “The warm-hued pigments are my specialty. They are derived from the secretions of a dazzling insect on my homeworld of Cross…”

      “Thank you,” Basher said politely. “But I have come to ask if you would be willing to do a favor for the Spo embassy. Our usual Crosspoint, the one on retainer, has had to leave Selta, and you seem to be⁠—”

      “One of the only available Crosspoint in Upper Selta?” it finished for Basher. “That is true. Many have left and my remaining kindred prefer Lower Selta—less transient.”

      “A lot less accessible, though,” Basher said.

      “My thoughts exactly! But my fellows are not always superb businesswomen like myself.” The Crosspoint (apparently female) glided closer to Basher, using her telekinesis to hover half an inch above the floor and to rearrange several vials on the shelves. An emerald green ink caught the light as it moved an inch closer to the edge. “What do the Spo need of a Crosspoint?” she asked, recalling Basher’s attention.

      “Ah. If you’ve had micro-medical training, they would ask you to be on call for emergencies, and to occasionally administer a tattoo.” Basher raised his hand to indicate the special tattoo on his wrist. “They would compensate you for your time, of course.”

      The Crosspoint scooted closer to look at his tattoo, moving faster than Basher expected. If the Crosspoint weren’t so generally inoffensive, they’d be extremely creepy. “Beautiful work,” she said.

      “’Thank you.” The tattoo was proof that the person was a true human, not a Rik who’d stolen a human body. Unfortunately, the tattoo was less effective than it used to be since the Rik stole a large vial of ink from the embassy, but the tattoos were still in use…

      “I wish I could help you, but I do not have the micro skills to do either of those things.”

      Basher slumped.

      “You are very disappointed,” the Crosspoint said, though whether she was judging by Basher’s expression or using telepathy, Basher wasn’t sure. Either way, it was always best to be completely honest with a Crosspoint, even when you were trying to be polite.

      “Yes, I am, but that’s not your fault. Thank you for your time.”

      Basher left the shop and headed back toward the embassy. A wasted trip after all! He was extremely disappointed that the Crosspoint couldn’t help, and even more so because he’d hoped to spare Claire another few weeks of slow recuperation.

      She was still recovering from a pellet wound to her right leg and a fracture in her arm. Usually the Crosspoint who worked for the embassy could have speeded her healing time significantly. He could align bones telekinetically without surgery and could even stimulate cell growth.

      Basher had gotten severely beaten during his first month on Selta—he didn’t remember much of it because of the concussion he’d gotten at the time—but he remembered being completely healed after only two weeks. Unfortunately, it looked like he wouldn’t be able to do that for Claire. The general unrest had caused many Crosspoint to leave.

      Basher ignored the stares and whispers as he passed a group of Merith coming down one of the slow-moving platform escalators. He could tell they were surprised to see him, and therefore they must not be bounty hunters. He must have left the shop before the other two Merith could return. These ones weren’t bothering to hide their conjecture.

      “That’s one of them—the Rik! Have you seen the videos?”

      “Hasn’t everyone? That death chamber hasn’t been used in generations.”

      “Faal is determined to exterminate them. I wonder that this one travels alone.”

      “Perhaps it is a real one? A real huumin?”

      They looked him over narrowly as he passed them on the upward escalator. Basher looked directly back at the closest one, into its single, magenta eye.

      Then they were past him and he heard it say, “No, definitely a Rik. I’ve heard the real huumins have six fingers and grow their hair in long ribbons down to their feet.”

      Basher laughed grimly at this assessment. If only it was that easy to tell a Rik from a human. On the next level he passed through an open courtyard. It was dotted with pyramid-style benches the size of Jeeps, and aliens leaned, squatted, and reclined all around them, talking and eating. The courtyard was ringed with ornamental trees in huge pots that gave it a tantalizingly outdoor feeling.

      Basher normally wouldn’t have paused there—he was still about a mile from the embassy—but he saw that one of the large view screens in the center was playing new footage of the death chamber.

      It had been big news when the death chamber on Merith Prime was opened up. It was an outdoor amphitheater, apparently part of the royal grounds of the Merith Pontifex or whatever he called himself, and it hadn’t been used for eight generations. That was the last time the Merith had decided to eradicate a dangerous group.

      Basher had seen the first video from this death chamber in its gruesome extravagance, and he’d only skimmed the subsequent videos as necessary.

      Now, seeing today’s footage on a large screen, he slowed and then stopped to stare. There was a Crosspoint among the Rik prisoners on the screen. A short, slug-like Crosspoint, exactly like the one he’d just met. It stood out like a sore thumb among the human-looking Rik. Basher got closer to the screen, winding around aliens munching snacks and several Tergre workmen moving one of the huge trees.

      Basher didn’t want to see what else was on the screen—he found the executions horrible—but he did want to see if, by some terrible fate, it was Francois, Claire’s friend.

      The report went back to the newscasters, and he waited with a horrible tightness in his chest for the next clip of the arena.

      The Rik were being executed in all sorts of human ways: guillotines, electric chairs, hangings, firing squads. Basher was at least thankful the Merith hadn’t gone too far back into human history for their ideas, to such things as stoning, crosses, or burning at the stake. Everything they’d chosen was instant, or close to it. After the orgy of killing the first day, the Merith had settled into executing a smaller number every other day, and they brought out the other Rik prisoners to watch.

      Basher had been tracking and imprisoning these people for years, these Rik who’d murdered humans and taken their bodies, and if you’d asked him before whether they deserved the death penalty, he might’ve said yes. They were murderers, of a race of murderers.

      But now it was happening like this. A brutal show for the galaxy, and a not-so-subtle form of psychological warfare. Basher hated it. It was a statement from the Merith, “Yes, we can and will kill an entire subspecies who crosses the line. Watch us.”

      When the video returned to the arena, he felt as if he’d been punched. There was definitely a Crosspoint among the Rik, and it looked a lot like Francois. And if Francois was there….

      Yes, Basher’s eyes found what he was looking for immediately, now that he knew where to look. Sage was there also, just behind Francois. Basher would know Sage’s smug, pseudo-intellectual face anywhere. He’d stared at him for weeks as he watched surveillance video to pinpoint Claire’s location.

      Claire. She would be devastated that Francois and Sage had been caught. Beyond devastated. And how were the Merith legally holding a Crosspoint? Basher would look into it as soon as he got back to the embassy.

      He watched until the executions were over, genuinely relieved that Sage wasn’t chosen.

      A different news story began after, the newscaster speaking in Tergre with subtitles in Spo and Merith. “The largest underground party in the galaxy has begun! The Herayung kicked off with a giant spectacle on Selta last week, so remember to avoid Sectors 42, 43, 59, and 108, which are closed until the event is over. Traffic will be snarled from levels⁠—”

      Basher felt a heavy hand fall on his shoulder, and he spun around, twisting away. Four tough-looking Merith waited behind him. Three of them were wearing throat guards which meant they expected to get physical. The Merith were a top-heavy species, with bulky shoulders and skinny legs. But their spindly legs were stronger than they looked, and their talons and beaks were more effective than most knives. With feathers, they might have been attractive creatures, but as it was, they always struck Basher as particularly ugly thugs. He shouldn’t have lingered to see this footage.

      “Rik, you are being detained. You will accompany us—” the first Merith began.

      “The hell I will. I’m not a Rik.” Basher held up his arm to show the tattoo on his wrist. Then he dropped his hand to his gun. “My name is Basher Kapur. I’m a human on staff at the Spo embassy, and I have a permit to carry this weapon on Selta.”

      The first Merith, the one without the throat guard, gestured to the others. “Detain it. We’ll verify its story later.”

      Basher drew his weapon and wasn’t surprised to hear startled gasps from some of the avid onlookers. Guns were (supposedly) tightly controlled on Selta, as it was marketed as a safe haven and resort for the rich and unscrupulous of the galaxy. The courtyard was more crowded than ever, as others stopped to see how the confrontation would end, but at the sight of the weapon, a small space began to open around him.

      Basher might have the right to shoot these Merith if they tried to arrest him, but that could still go badly. There were four of them and one of him. Not to mention all the Merith in the crowd, who might mob him if he shot four of their own kind right in front of them.

      Faal had begun offering a bounty payment for any Rik brought to Merith Prime, dead or alive. By all reports, Merith bounty hunters were now everywhere. And word was that they weren’t overly worried about legality nor were they averse to executing a Rik themselves, if they proved too difficult to subdue. As the Rik were now without any standing in the Galactic Council, they could be killed with impunity.

      Basher tried one more time. “I’ve worked on Selta for three years, for the Spo. If you detain me, you’ll be offending the Spo ambassador, and that will catapult this little situation into a military incident. Last I checked, your two species have a tenuous peace at best. Are you qualified to start a war?”

      The Merith in charge of the others seemed to be pondering now. His inner eyelid covered his eye with a filmy gauze.

      Basher waited and then shifted his weight. “Well, you seem conflicted, and I have work to do.”

      He moved sideways and the Merith’s eye slid open like a snake’s. The closest two Merith went for Basher, and he used the pyramid benches behind him to escape. Three big steps took him to the top and three steps got him down the other side. He hit the ground running.

      The crowds parted for him like water now. He made it to the edge of the courtyard, furiously jabbing at his tablet to call his partner. Basher was still a mile away from the embassy, and while he could easily run that far, he could not outrun four Merith for the same distance.

      Basher dodged into an east-facing passageway, and then into one of the branching corridors that led to a block of hotels. The Merith were less than fifty yards behind him.

      He should have accepted his partner’s offer to accompany him.

      Basher’s tablet bleeped. “Basher? Is that you?”

      “Could use some help. Pretty fast,” Basher said. He knew his partner could get his location from the tablet, so he didn’t bother to say anything else. He ducked into the nearest doorway, which looked to be a hotel catering to Spo guests. Basher tried doors until he found one unlocked, and the heat sensor responded to his touch. It was an old-fashioned folding door that opened like an accordion. Basher ducked in and pulled it shut behind him.

      He heard the Merith enter the hall and begin trying doors. They tried his and kept moving when it didn’t open. They were still working their way down the hall when he heard the authoritative voice of his Spo partner. There was an argument, but the Merith eventually left, sounding disgusted but resigned.

      His partner was one of the mantis-like Spo, but Basher found him more likeable all the time. It had taken several years, but he would actually consider them friends now. When Basher came out, he felt a bit sheepish for hiding. “Thanks for the help. It appears you were right. They were more aggressive than I expected.”

      His partner did a shrug, which he’d learned in the last year. “I’m merely surprised you didn’t try to shoot them.”

      “I thought about it, but I decided running and hiding would get us in less trouble this time.”

      “Where did they approach you?”

      Basher explained as they walked back to the embassy on high alert. “Another thing. I saw two of Claire’s friends in the death chamber footage today.”

      His partner washed a sympathetic orange. “That is unfortunate. Still, if the Rik she is attached to dies, would that not simplify things for you?”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with me,” Basher said firmly, “but even if it did, no. It would be a thousand times worse.” The Spo as a species, despite being hard-nosed and aggressive, had a pretty keen eye for when a human was interested in another. They viewed mating as a survival thing and approached it with a lot less emotion. And while his partner was right that Basher might be interested in Claire, Basher had no intention of pursuing anything at the moment. “I’ve told you before, it would be inappropriate, while she’s recovering… Don’t say anything about this, please.”

      Basher’s real problem was how to break the news to Claire that two of her friends might die any day now. Should he tell her? There was nothing she could do, and to make it worse, there was no saying how long Sage and Francois might be kept there before they were executed. Would Claire force herself to watch every execution, waiting for the fatal moment?

      She definitely would. He would do the same if they were his friends.

      One of the guards at the main entrance to the embassy opened the door for them, and Basher could’ve sworn he saw pity in the alien’s coloring as he greeted him.

      “I’m not Merith fodder yet. There’s no need to look like that.”

      “Of course not!” the guard said. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      He sighed. The Spo didn’t have much of a sense of humor or hyperbole. He wouldn’t have said that they had much sense of pity either, but as humanity’s position was steadily worsening, he’d been catching more than a few pathetic looks.

      Basher found Claire seated in the small dining room on the upper level of the embassy, clutching a plain gray envelope with intensity.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, seating himself across from her with a mug of hot coffee. He’d gotten a new supply recently and was determined to enjoy it, instead of hoarding it until it was beyond stale like last time.

      Her right arm still rested in a sling across her stomach. She folded the envelope awkwardly with her left hand and stuffed it in her pocket. “I’m fine. I gather the Crosspoint you found couldn’t help?”

      “No. I’m sorry.”

      She leaned forward in her chair, carefully getting her feet under her to stand up. One of her legs was bandaged underneath her loose skirt.

      “Well, I can’t say I’m not disappointed,” Claire said, unknowingly echoing his words from earlier, “but it’s not your fault.” She winced slightly as she tried to shift her weight.

      Basher instinctively stood up to help her, bracing her good arm at the elbow. “Can I help you get to your room?”

      “No. I’m supposed to start walking more, so I’m going to stretch my legs before the hearing. And here come Sam and Nat, they’ll want to hear the news about the Crosspoint.”

      He blinked—did she know about Francois…?

      “The Crosspoint you found today?” Claire prompted. “Not trained for medical procedures? Are you okay?”

      “Right, that Crosspoint. Before you go, I—er—I saw another execution a few minutes ago.” He tried to force the rest of the words out of his mouth, but he couldn’t just blurt it out. “Did you—I was wondering if you’d heard from Sage?”

      “Dude.” Her eyes narrowed. “I consider you a friend, but that’s not any of your business. You’re not tracking the Rik anymore, so even if he did contact me, I wouldn’t be obligated to tell you.”

      Basher berated himself for not realizing how that would come out. He knew Claire was more comfortable with him, but she still thought of him as the guy who’d arrested her and hunted her friends...

      “I didn’t mean to question you,” Basher said. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”

      “Yes, I know. I’ll see you at the hearing.”

      Sam came over with a plate of food and sat across from Basher with a smile. “How come you don’t look at me that way when I leave?”

      Basher rolled his eyes. “Maybe I do.”

      “Nah, Nat would be jealous if you did heart eyes at me when I wasn’t looking.”

      “I don’t do that.” Basher tore his thoughts away from Claire’s slow progress and his depressing news. He pretended to look Sam over—military haircut, uniform, and all. “I don’t know what Nat sees in you anyway.”

      Sam laughed and probably would have continued to give Basher a hard time about Claire, but Basher’s partner motioned to him.

      “The humans of the tribunal have almost finished their meal. They’ll be ready to continue the hearing in a quarter hour.”

      Basher saw the humor slide off Sam’s face as he hurried through his meal. This was Sam’s Spo face, his trial face, and Basher regretted that Sam was having to bear the pressure of another high-profile investigation. Again.

      Earth’s sentience trial had only been, what? Less than six months ago? And now Sam was embroiled in a whole new galactic mess.

      Well, they all were, but Sam and Nat the most. Basher didn’t think there were any easy solutions, not this time. Nat had killed a well-respected senator, and although there was plenty of evidence to justify her, there were few witnesses. The Human Coalition Government was not happy.

      Sam seemed to sense what he was thinking, as they got to their feet. He said a phrase in Spo that Basher didn’t quite catch. Nat had just joined them, and she laughed reminiscently.

      “What was that?” Basher asked.

      Sam’s lips quirked in a half-smile. “It’s a phrase the cadets learned. Instead of ‘out of the frying pan into the fire,’ the Spo say, ‘You can only burn once.’” He sobered. “It wasn’t really funny then either. Let’s go face the firing squad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage had been caught only a month after he escaped from Selta. And not Francois’s influence, nor Sage’s ability to talk his way out of things, nor a hefty bribe had done anything to save them.

      In fact, when Francois got physical—teleporting weapons away—they’d knocked him out with a gas. Those Merith been prepared for a Crosspoint, in short, which was telling. Sage suspected that in return for sheltering Claire at his restaurant, Francois had gotten himself on a short and unfortunate list. Faal’s kill list.

      The only silver lining was that they had been captured after separating from Juliet and the others. As far as he knew, Juliet and Athlete and Diva were fine. Old Twin had left them before they even departed Selta.

      After a week of being shipped about with other prisoners, Sage and Francois had been dumped on Merith Prime. Sage and the other Rik were thrown into a dungeon, and it was a ridiculously clichéd dungeon—clammy and dark, with bare rock walls. He gathered there were a number of these holding cells beneath the arena.

      There were at least thirty other Rik in this one, in human bodies that reeked in the distinctly human way. And he was not surprised when one of them exclaimed at his arrival. After all, Sage had chosen and prepped human bodies for hundreds of his fellow Rik.

      An older woman approached him with an aristocratic nose and short gray hair. Sage knew her well. Her body was fifty-three years old, but she was much older. The body had been gleaned along with twenty others from a raid in northern Canada. He’d selected it himself and convinced her that although there were downsides to choosing a somewhat older body, the relevant experience and authority would suit her better than the young, vapid brunette who’d caught her fancy.

      The Supreme Director, after all, had an image to maintain.

      She was angry, unsurprisingly. “Sage. Of course you’re still alive. How many died to make that happen?”

      “Fewer than you.”

      “We heard you were captured by the Spo and their hound on Selta months ago,” she said. “I thought they would have finished you or shipped you off to the lunar colony already.”

      “I escaped. It’s a long story and I don’t want to talk about it.” Several walls were lined with padded benches, but they were full. Sage flopped down on the hard ground and closed his eyes. “I’ve had a pretty bad day, all things considered. Perhaps we can reminisce later.”

      “Don’t you have anything else to say to me?”

      He opened one eye. “I’ve refrained from saying, ‘I told you so’ and I think that’s bloody magnanimous of me.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “How about an apology for abandoning your work? Or an apology for stealing my daughter?” The last question was clearly an afterthought.

      “Your daughter Juliet is fine, as far as I know,” Sage said, though she hadn’t asked.

      “I don’t care! You abandoned me at the worst time⁠—”

      “I know you don’t care. That’s part of what’s wrong with you.”

      She glared at him. “You haven’t gotten all human, have you? Many of these have,” she gestured wrathfully at the Rik around her, “and I can’t stand it. They forget what it means to be Rik.”

      Sage closed his eyes again. “What does it mean to be Rik? Rabid narcissism? What a tragic loss.”

      Claire would’ve agreed—but, no. He refused to get sentimental about her either. She was a true human, but being human wasn’t all that much to be proud of. They were too ruled by their emotions. Some were ruled by passion, some by greed, some by pity—but none of them were their own master and that was nothing to write songs about.

      Sage didn’t expect to sleep, but his body must have been more exhausted than he realized. When someone shook him awake, he growled at them. “Seriously, the next person to do that is going to get a black eye.”

      “We have to get up,” the guy said. He was youngish, red-haired. “They’re doing another execution.”

      Sage realized several Merith guards were rounding everyone up, and he felt a frisson of fear. This had come faster than he expected. The Merith were an intimidating species, no doubt about it. These four all topped Sage by at least a foot, and their muscular arms were impressively displayed in sleeveless tunics. They were a hawk-like species, and their bare feet boasted six-inch talons. Their sharply-curved beaks were also a factor. Sage had seen them used in a fight with devastating results.

      “Wasn’t there already one today?” Sage asked the red-haired guy.

      “No, they delayed it for some reason.”

      “Is there some order to this? How do they choose the victims?” If it was a first-come, first-serve situation, he was safe for a while, but if not...

      “No pattern that I’ve noticed. You just get to wait and see.” He laughed darkly at Sage’s face, and several of those near him laughed also. Their callousness didn’t exactly surprise Sage, but he couldn’t help but think how Claire would feel if she were here. She would be hurt by their cruelty, and he would be furious. Or maybe she wouldn’t… maybe she would feel sorry for them. It was hard to say.

      The Merith marched them out of the dungeon in a line, up three flights of uncomfortably tall stairs, and out into the arena of the death chamber. They were joined by at least a hundred other Rik from other cells. The tunnel they emerged from dumped right onto the sand of the arena, and he could see that there were barely any Merith on the crumbling, rocky benches.

      The sight of the nooses made his mouth go dry, and his heart pounded painfully in his chest. He’d never met anyone who’d seen a death chamber up close. And this was the infamous death chamber of Merith Prime. He wanted to shut his eyes—seeing this place was a death sentence.

      “Small crowd—because it’s the first day of the week,” said the red-haired guy. “We never get much of an audience then. Waste of time doing this so often. They should make it twice a week and have more deaths. That’d get better attendance.”

      Sage edged away from him. That guy was a psychological catastrophe.

      Sage himself was on the edge of panic. The Director was glaring at him again, like this was all his fault.

      It wasn’t. He’d warned her to disappear as soon as their attempt to invade Earth was exposed and ruined.

      “It’s only a matter of time until someone comes after us,” he had told her. “Maybe the humans change their mind and decide to wreak vengeance. Maybe the Tergre want to clear their border. Maybe the Crosspoint grow a spine… I don’t know who it’ll be, but we’ll never be safe after this.”

      She’d refused to leave her planet, not because she was noble, but because she couldn’t conceive of things going that badly for her. The Rik were nothing if not self-centered, but she took egocentrism to a whole new level of stupidity.

      Of course, even he hadn’t imagined a Merith execution campaign. The Merith species actually had less reason to hate them than most other species did. Certainly less reason than the humans… but he shied away from that thought.

      Would they choose him today? Was it a stacked queue or was it random?

      He took time to study the other Rik now, forcing himself to really look—and saw their eyes gleamed with an unhealthy brightness. Many looked up at the audience hungrily, and Sage heard several comments about the poor turn out. They seemed to have embraced the idea that their death was a performance, and they were theatrically disappointed in the lackluster crowd.

      Didn’t they have anything else to think about when they were waiting to die? Sage tried to think. He’d almost died in the café with Claire when Faal’s guards had cornered them. But he hadn’t been panicked then at all. What had he been thinking about?

      Well, Claire obviously, but also Juliet and Athlete, whom he’d grown surprisingly fond of. He’d known they might die, but he’d been focused on doing his utmost to prevent Claire being captured alive. Had it been that sense of purpose that preserved him? He wasn’t sure, but he knew that this was fundamentally wrong. What kind of species bought into the entertainment value of their own death?

      “I think I’m going to scream as they drag me away,” he heard a woman say. “The last time someone did that, the Merith went crazy.”

      “Have some self-respect,” Sage muttered.

      “What, and go stoically to my death?” she returned. “How boring is that?”

      And when the time came, and the guards started pulling people out of line, the woman screamed. She screamed well, and acoustically, keeping one eye on the crowd. A few looked interested, but at least two groups of Merith in the front rows were clearly not paying attention.

      She screamed louder, and they glanced up, but only cursorily. She died with a terrified and frustrated look on her face.

      Sage felt sick. Claire would die better than this. Almost anyone would die better than this. When the executions were over, Sage saw Francois shudder. He was in the row in front of Sage, and he had been speaking quietly with the Rik on either side of him. Sage wondered what he said. Did he offer them hope? Would a Crosspoint belief system offer them any consolation? Sage doubted it.

      Francois looked pale and horrified, unable to even levitate himself an inch above the ground as he usually did. Sage could only imagine what this felt like to him—with his limited telepathy. Other Merith led Francois away in another direction, and Sage didn’t get to speak to him as he was herded back into the tunnels.

      Sage hoped Claire was still safe in the embassy on Selta, where he’d sent her a letter, because he sincerely feared for anyone left at Faal’s mercy.
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      Claire clutched the letter in her pocket. It was from Sage, and she’d received it just before Basher entered the dining hall.

      She hadn’t thought he saw it, but then he’d immediately asked if she’d heard from Sage, so perhaps he had? She’d been defensive, but what did he expect?

      She’d wanted desperately to be alone and read it, but Sam and Nat had caught up to her in the hall and accompanied her to the hearing. She had to go back into the crowd with Sage’s unread letter burning a hole in her pocket.

      The room held more humans than she’d seen together in years—since before she’d been sold to Faal’s zoo—and they glared around in such an unremitting fashion she longed to introduce them to Faal and let them see what a real glare was like. Nobody did lethal stares like the one-eyed Merith. If they thought she or Sam or Nat would be intimidated by thirty desperate politicians—well, they could stuff it.

      Claire tightened the band holding her hair back, and she shifted to stretch out her sore leg as she sat against the wall. Her right arm was itchy, encased in a temporary cast from armpit to forearm and resting in a sling, while her bandaged leg ached. They’d thought her arm was only sprained, but after a better exam, they’d realized there was a hairline fracture. Hence the cast.

      This impromptu hearing was being held in the large reception hall at the Spo embassy. Claire sat against to the side in an uncomfortable Spo folding chair, while the members of the tribunal sat at small oval shaped tables scattered across the room. Her one crutch rested against the wall, in easy reach. Light from the natural skylights bounced off copper rings hanging from the ceiling, making a muted rainbow on her lap.

      When it was her turn, she moved awkwardly to the chair placed in front of the crowd.

      The examiner was a lean, gray-haired man with old-fashioned, wire-frame glasses. “Claire Kindler, please state again for the record why you concealed yourself on Selta for six weeks.”

      “As I said, when I got to Selta, Basher—Mr. Kapur—believed that I was Rik. I was concerned with my safety.”

      “Are you criticizing the human treatment of the Rik people?”

      “No. Well, yes, actually—but that has nothing to do with what happened to the senator⁠—”

      “On the contrary, Ms. Kindler, the outrageous claim made by Sam Locklear and Natsuki Fujimara—namely that the late Senator Fontley was a Rik and tried to kill them—is somehow related to your unfortunate liaison with five Rik fugitives. A somewhat suspicious circumstance. And if we have reason to believe that you are an unreliable and prejudiced witness… Mr. Locklear’s story becomes even more opaque to our understanding.”

      Claire took a deep breath. She shouldn’t entirely blame them for their skepticism. Her part of the story alone was confusing, and when tangled up with Sam and Nat’s actions, it must all look like a mess. “As I wrote in my statement, I temporarily took refuge with the Rik when I believed I might not be safe at the embassy from Faal of Merith II. I knew he wished to reacquire me. And he did try to kidnap me again, so I was right about that.”

      “And yet here you are, safe and sound. While the computer known as Akemi has disappeared, the ink for our patented tattoos has been stolen, and Senator Fontley is dead.”

      “I’m not exactly safe and sound.” Claire gestured at her injuries. “But I admit it is complicated.”

      “Please tell us exactly what the Rik planned to achieve by breaking into this embassy.”

      “I told you; it was only to steal the ink.”

      “And how did Senator Fontley relate to this plan?”

      Claire threw up her hand. “It didn’t! I don’t think they even knew he was here. Nobody mentioned him, and killing him was certainly not part of any plan. Why on Earth would it be? You’ve seen the footage. He attacked Sam; Nat defended him. I wasn’t even in the room, neither were my—friends.”

      “That footage could have been doctored.”

      “Why would they change it?”

      He pursed his lips. “I have been friends with Senator Fontley for fifteen years. I knew him long before the Hadron event and the Spo. I need proof before I will believe that the man was an alien, and an emotional outburst from you is not going to cut it. If Mr. Locklear and Ms. Fujimara were trying to protect you, however, I can begin to understand why they might lie.”

      Claire blanched. “You think I killed him? I never even met him!”

      “You have already admitted to colluding with these Rik in illegal activities. Perhaps Sam and Natsuki wish to protect you from an accessory to murder charge.”

      “So, I’m a convenient scapegoat,” Claire said. “I think you’re just scared to consider the possibility that Sam and Nat are telling the truth. You have Basher’s statement that the Senator was acting strangely ever since he arrived on Selta, and Basher’s testimony that Fontley was revealed by the Rik Director herself. Doesn’t that mean anything? Akemi saw it, too.”

      “The Director has disappeared. The computer called Akemi, whom you have already admitted to trading to Faal for your life, is also gone. Our witnesses are extremely limited.” He clicked the end of his ball point pen in and out.

      “Don’t you trust Sam and Nat at all? I haven’t known them long, but they’re obviously not liars,” Claire said.

      “As a character witness, you don’t have much ground to stand on,” he said. “We’ll confer for a moment.”

      Claire ground her teeth and looked toward the far wall, to the only friendly face in the room. Basher was allowed to be present during this hearing, as he was considered a sort of police presence at the Spo embassy. Sam and Nat had to wait outside.

      Basher had given his testimony already, but he was in some disgrace for having allowed the Rik to escape in the first place and for his role in trading Akemi to Faal.

      He gave an expressive grimace when her eyes sought him, and she knew he was as frustrated with this whole situation as she was. He'd explained that there had to be an investigation into Senator Fontley’s death, but he’d not conveyed how much they’d want to deny it.

      And she had to admit, it did sound like a ridiculous story. Some of these people had known Senator Fontley, and all of them had elected him to represent them on Selta.

      Now they were told that he was actually a Rik who’d taken human form more than twenty years ago in order to infiltrate the government. They were told that he’d been determined to dissolve the Rik/Human treaty merely because he was Rik and it endangered him. And to top it off, he’d paid an assassin to try and kill Sam and Nat on the drilling platform.

      The tribunal found the whole thing a large and unwieldy morsel to swallow, and when Claire had tried to explain how she’d been mixed up in the whole thing, they’d gotten downright insulting.

      They didn’t really believe her story about being sold to Faal and escaping from his zoo, and they really didn’t believe that Akemi had volunteered to go with Faal to save Claire.

      Fear was the real issue here. If it was Sam and Nat’s word against anyone else, these politicians would probably believe them (particularly with all the physical evidence of foul play). But for them to accept that Senator Fontley was an alien required a complete shift of their world view.

      “That’s the real trouble, isn’t it?” Claire spoke her thought out loud. “You’re scared to admit that Senator Fontley was a Rik, because that means that anyone could be a Rik. Anyone could fool us. Even you.”

      The examiner’s cheeks paled, though whether it was with anger or fear Claire didn’t know or care. He gripped the nib of his pen and ink spread on his fingers. “We have all undergone the Spo blood test and suffered the consequences. We have been certified non-Rik. Such an accusation is out of line.”

      “But that’s the whole point, isn’t it? You all had to be tested because you’re all afraid that someone else is a Rik. You already believe Sam’s story, you’re just grasping at straws now, hoping against hope to be proved wrong.”

      There were mutters, but the examiner didn’t speak, so Claire pressed her point.

      “I know how rotten the blood test is. It’s miserable, and you have my sympathy. But it was necessary, so you put on your big boy pants and did it. So, do that again. Yes, it totally stinks that Senator Fontley tricked you all, but it’s time to suck it up and move on. It’s time to begin working toward the real threat—Faal’s execution of the Rik in that horrible death chamber.”

      The examiner raised his hand. “That at least, has nothing to do with us anymore. The Rik are not human, and their conflict with another species⁠—”

      “Oh, please. The Rik are in human bodies. Whether you want to forget that or not, we are stuck with the connection. When the galaxy watches these executions, they’re watching humans die. And what’s to say they’re all Rik? Faal isn’t allowing us to check, despite the lawsuits we’ve brought. And what’s to say Faal’s obsession will stop there? What if he decides that the only way to be sure is to start executing any human over the age of twenty? Or to go to war with us and be done with it? If you think humanity isn’t involved in this, you’re in denial.”

      “That’s enough.” For a moment only a hushed cough broke the silence. “We will take a brief recess. Wait outside, Ms. Kindler.”

      The examiner’s face was unreadable as he consulted with another man sitting at his table.

      In the passageway, Sam and Nat stood as Claire and Basher exited the reception hall.

      “All done?” Sam asked. “I’m surprised.”

      “I kind of chewed them out,” Claire said.

      Sam raised his hand. “High five.”

      Claire slapped his hand obligingly. “I just told them to start focusing on the real problem: Faal’s crazy death chamber.”

      Sam smiled half-heartedly, but he and Nat looked thoughtful.

      “What?” Claire said. “Do you think I made it worse for you?”

      “No,” Sam said slowly. “They’ll believe us eventually. What choice do they have? We have enough witnesses to cast doubt on him. The real problem is the Rik. I thought dissolving the treaty would let us drift apart, but now they’re being slaughtered out of hand. Somehow they’re still our problem.”

      “They’re not the problem,” Claire defended. “It’s not their fault Faal was in the mood for genocide. And you can’t categorize a whole species as a problem. Their body-stealing technology is the problem, but the Rik themselves aren’t…”

      Basher looked away. Claire already knew he disagreed with her, and she wished he would argue about it. She was all stressed out from the tribunal and a good argument would help her bleed off excess energy.

      It bugged her that they couldn’t seem to focus on the right enemy. Faal was the enemy. He was the one killing Rik in his death chambers and fomenting a possible war between the Merith and the humans. Why did Sam and Nat and Basher keep coming back to the Rik? They were the victims now, basically on the same side as the humans.

      Whenever Claire thought of the Rik her thoughts inevitably turned to Sage. She put her hand over the pocket of her skirt, fingering it quietly. A letter, an actual, written-on-paper and delivered-by-hand, letter.

      Basher’s eyes followed her hand to her pocket, and Claire stilled. It was almost a shame. He seemed like a decent guy, but every time she let her guard down, he would do something like he’d done this morning, questioning her about the Rik or about Sage. It was like he could sense when she thought about them. She was glad when the door to the reception hall swished open, and they were invited back in.

      Claire, Sam, and Nat were instructed to stand before the panel. Claire balanced on her good leg and her crutch to give her bad leg a rest.

      The examiner had futilely tried to clean his ink-stained fingers with a small towel, and his whole hand was now a mottled blue. “We have one more question, and then we will be ready to sum up our investigation.” He looked down at his notes. “Mr. Locklear, please tell us again whether you noticed any tell-tale signs or erratic behavior from Senator Fontley before his death.”

      Sam took a step forward, poised as ever. Claire wondered if that was a natural talent or something he’d learned from the unruffled Spo. “The senator was an excellent actor, but he was walking a difficult line, and in retrospect I believe there were several indications. For one thing, he was determined to discredit Akemi, who might have gotten records proving his Rik past. I think he feared other Rik for the same reason: recognition.” Sam paused. “He was also erratic in the negotiation, and even before that. Sometimes he flattered those around him, including Faal, and sometimes he was almost rude. I believe he couldn’t make up his mind what the safest path would be. The main indicator, however, was that he detested me. I assumed that he merely resented my popularity, but he revealed that he disliked me on a personal level. He resented my role in making twenty years of his life worthless.” Sam spread his hands. “I wish I had realized it earlier, but I—I didn’t.”

      The examiner nodded. “A pity. However, we have concluded that you are telling the truth. The available evidence indicates that Senator Fontley was not acting in good faith, and may in fact have been a—Rik. We conclude that the use of deadly force was justified, but Ms. Fujimara may consider herself lucky to avoid prosecution for murder.”

      Claire scoffed, but Nat gestured for her to be quiet.

      “However,” the examiner continued, “we find your behavior, as well as that of Ms. Fujimara, to be unsatisfactory. The fact that you were both in close conversation with the Senator for some days and did not act on his questionable behavior indicates at best a lack of initiative and at worst a culpable negligence. Our official recommendation is that you both be removed from positions of responsibility until this issue with the Merith is completely resolved.”

      Sam’s mouth opened instinctively, and Claire seriously hoped he would tell them where to shove their bogus recommendations. How should Sam and Nat have guessed what was happening when no one else did?

      But Sam didn’t say anything after all. He closed his mouth and nodded once.

      The examiner tapped his pen. “You are free to go.”

      Nat was the one who spoke up. “Free to go where exactly? Back to Earth? The ship we arrived in was seized as evidence. Will it be released back to us?” Her voice was respectful, but a faint trace of bitterness was detectable. “And has the tribunal given any thought to my request to retrieve my sister, Akemi?”

      The examiner shook his head decidedly. “The retrieval of a single person, or computer, from Faal of Merith II would be extremely difficult and expensive. It would take resources we don’t have to spare, and, I’m afraid, waste them. Tensions are so high between Merith and humans, we can’t risk antagonizing Faal directly.” He actually sounded a bit sympathetic, which made Claire dislike him slightly less. But not much.

      “You are free to remain here on Selta,” he said, “or to travel within the confines
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