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Chapter
One

 


Even though they were encased in wet
slickers from neck to ankle, Teah Riuda knew they were Eleoni.
There was something in the set of their shoulders, the confident
swagger of their stride that was unmistakable and proclaimed they
were the new law of the planet. She slowed her cart, the compulsion
to get all the packages in her care back to the office tempered by
the impulse to offer the new arrivals a ride into the settlement.
It was raining terribly, as per usual on Rusk, so common courtesy
inclined her to offer assistance since the path from the landing
deck was long and treacherous in a downpour.

She coasted her hauler to a halt just
beyond the two and turned in her seat to catch their attention.
They stopped abruptly, the long, waterproof fabric of their coats
swinging. Everything else was already soaking wet, courtesy of this
planet’s near incessant precipitation. The Eleoni were carrying
long, hard-sided cases and had large duffels slung over their
shoulders. One was a striking woman with high cheekbones and dark
hair slicked back in a tight tail while the man beside her
possessed a short beard and coils of long hair circling his head.
Both had light eyes paired with caramel skin, and shared similar
facial features.

Teah couldn’t restrain her smile of
welcome. She was glad to see them, whoever they were, because their
arrival signaled the start of the formal annexation of Rusk. All
the unruly inhabitants had grown even more rowdy since the death of
the district circuit marshal a month before. She was looking
forward to calm and order. It would make delivering mail so much
easier.

“Hello. Could I offer you
a ride into town?”

The woman smiled at her offer, but the
bearded man stepped forward with a slight scowl. “Are you the
postal officer?”

She nodded, a bit taken aback by his
apparent displeasure.

“Then you should be well
aware it is against regulations for you to transport passengers
while you are conveying unsecured material.” His violet eyes
flashed hot, and she started with the rebuke.

“I know. I just…” She
stammered to a halt, simultaneously embarrassed at her careless
disregard for her duties and offended that her attempt to be
welcoming was rebuffed. Many of her fellow humans held the opinion
that Eleoni were arrogant and controlling, illustrated by how
quickly they’d taken possession of this planet after a protracted
legal dispute between them and the Kotze, the other race settling
here. Judging by how instinctively this one had put her in her
place, there might be some truth to it.

“Why do you chastise her,
Eidan? Would you arrest her for being polite?” The woman stepped
forward with a sizeable grin. “I’m Brida Cozad, deputy sheriff, and
I’m happy for the accommodation. I’ve never been one to allow a
line in the code keep me from comfort. Thank you.”

She dropped her duffel in the bed of
the cart and then carefully wedged the rectangular case alongside.
With a grunt, she hoisted herself up to the seat next to Teah,
careful not to brush her with her wet overcoat.

“Will you join us,
Sheriff?” Brida’s voice was filled with what, in a human Teah would
call amusement, but since her sole face-to-face experience with
Eleoni had been a job interview with one bored woman, she couldn’t
be sure.

As Teah waited, she
inspected the new territorial sheriff, starting with his heavy
leather boots sunk in the muck of the path. The footgear was
expensive-looking and highly polished, but already mud encrusted
from the short walk he’d taken from the port landing deck. The
boots remained still. What sort of man would walk a kilometer in a
downpour rather than accept a simple ride?
She and these two law enforcement officers were on the same side,
both in the service of the new allied government now controlling
this world. A sudden jolt of outrage filled her, and she looked up
to find him frowning even as droplets of rain rolled down his
cheeks.

Without really thinking about the
consequences, she activated the forward momentum of the vehicle and
rolled it away from him. Just before directing her attention to the
trail ahead, she saw Eidan’s eyes widen and his mouth open as if to
speak. Too late, they were already sliding away. Brida chuckled
next to her and grabbed hold of the roll bar overhead.

“What’s your name, brave
human?”

Awareness of how stupid she’d just
been chilled her blood more than the damp air she was breathing in
ever had. “Teah Riuda, lead postal officer. Why do you call me
brave?”

“My brother Eidan, you’ll
come to learn, is quite sure he always knows best. It’s one of the
reasons he’s so suited to law enforcement. He’s not used to anyone,
how shall I put it, thwarting him.”

The deputy’s raised eyebrows would
have been comical in another circumstance, but Teah know she was in
trouble. She wracked her brain for the specifications of the
regulations she’d just violated. “Will he really arrest
me?”

“Since we haven’t even
located our jail yet, he doesn’t exactly have a place to put you,
does he?”

Brida was funny. Too bad her brother
was a humorless stick. “So I’m safe for the moment. It would
probably be foolish of me to drop you off there when we get into
town, wouldn’t it?”

“I have no intention of
locking you up, at least not for such a minor lapse. Then again,
Eidan might decide to arrest me for dereliction of duty. We could
be cellmates!” Brida leaned back in her seat and propped her muddy
boots against the side of the cart. They were on a steeper slope
now, and Teah had to guide the vehicle more carefully through some
minor slips and slides. “It’s my understanding Rusk harbors
criminals of much more serious intent. I’ll save my energy for more
challenging situations.”

“It’s a little rough
around the edges.” That was as far as she was prepared to describe
at this point. Humans were the interlopers on this planet,
possessing none of the rights of the two alien species who had
sovereignty to co-govern Rusk. The Kotze concentrated on their
mining efforts and seemed happy to leave all other aspects of
creating civilization to their ‘til now absent Eleoni partners.
This left humans to wander in and take up the slack of providing
various services, all of which had been unrestrained until a few
weeks prior, after the annexation. Many folk were criminals now,
between the unregulated distilleries, gambling rings, and
psychotropic substances. People had been grudgingly accepting of
her presence as well as the official medical team when they’d
arrived a few months before. Most appreciated the idea of getting
their shipments in a reliable way and having someone around who
could set a broken bone or provide some relief from foot rot. Alien
police intent on enforcing taxation and putting the kibosh on a lot
of questionable revenue streams, on the other hand, weren’t going
to be welcomed with open arms.

“Eidan will grind them
down, with my able assistance, of course.”

Her easy, almost smug, confidence
reminded Teah of the fact she’d managed to ignore for a few
seconds. She’d engaged in a slight impropriety with the new sheriff
and then driven off with his deputy. There would likely be
repercussions. The palms of her hands prickled as she considered
this, so she tightened her grip on the steering rod, sure she
didn’t want to drive off the side of the trail.

Teah glanced at the Eleoni
woman and found she was studying the road ahead, looking for all
the galaxy as if she was on a pleasure ride rather than descending
into a roiling pit of immorality.

****

Nothing was as it should be. Eidan
Cozad knew he needed to calm down and approach the situation with
some dispassion, but it seemed as soon as he’d arrived in Rusk
every subsequent event conspired to emphasize how far he’d fallen,
how difficult it was going to be to crawl back up. The security
facility was shabby and slack, the unrelenting precipitation was
already depressing him, Brida was smirking far too much, and then
there was the human element. The Kotze didn’t concern him at all
for he had much experience with their ways, but exiled Earthers
were a new experience.

He’d sensed the hostility
from the human deputies lounging around the station, and there had
been that shocking breach of protocol with the postal officer.
Eidan’s shoulders tensed when he thought about her, thought about
how he’d behaved. No, thought about how she’d behaved. She’d made an offer
he was duty-bound to refuse, then had flinched and blinked her eyes
like he’d been in the wrong for pointing it out. Just as he’d
reconsidered the issue, she’d boldly driven off with his sister,
leaving him to trudge through mud for a kilometer while lugging
twenty kilos of vital gear. He’d already reprimanded his sister for
leaving his side. She was assigned to be his bodyguard after all.
She’d been unrepentant and snappish, still smarting from her recent
loss of meld with a high status Eleoni marine. He was sympathetic
to her plight, since being separated from the person you’d bonded
with was a torment, both emotionally and physically. But she’d made
that sacrifice for him, which inclined him to be very tolerant
whenever she lost her temper.

He and Brida had put in a
long day organizing supplies at the station, directing the human
officers to clean it from top to bottom. Eidan had recalibrated the
locking mechanisms and added his and his sister’s tracking codes to
the operating system, all while suffering through the intermittent
interruptions of civilians stopping by to stare at their new
overlords. The humans would mutter under their breath, and a few
reluctantly returned his salutations with a sloppy rejoinder. Now
it was time to retrieve some of their belongings they’d shipped
ahead. This meant he and his sister were now walking along an
uneven sidewalk toward the post office where he’d have to encounter
the light-haired woman with the big brown eyes, again. The
postal officer,
rather.

Instead of dwelling on the awkwardness
to come, he decided to survey his new posting. Rusk was not an
impressive settlement. As an unregulated outpost, it stood to
reason that it wouldn’t be a well-planned and sanitary place, but
the level of grime, disorder, and structural flaws surrounding them
surprised him. Ramshackle modular units ranging from arctic
survival tubes to inflatable escape pods had been thrown up and
tied down next to generic modular units intended for refugee
resettlements, along with buildings cobbled together from castoff
ship parts and discarded packing materials. He wouldn’t hazard a
guess as to what sorts of enterprises filled some of them, but the
bars, mercantile establishments, and brothels were easy to pick
out.

The haphazard variety of Rusk’s
limited architecture was matched by the town’s denizens. Numerous
Kotze clad in heavy jumpsuits lugged digging supplies, a few
nervous-looking Ra’uf, and scores of chattering humans swarmed the
filthy streets and alleys. All signs pointed to this being the back
end of beyond, exactly where his superiors wanted him to
be.

“So what do you think of
all your beloved humans? They look much less impressive than I was
expecting.” Brida widened her eyes for effect.

“They aren’t my
beloved. They are much
frailer than the pictures indicated. And more disorganized.” He’d
taken one human culture class while at university, but hadn’t
anticipated ever encountering them in any numbers until his
superiors decided his zeal for investigation hit a bit too close to
home at headquarters. He’d put together a comprehensive report on
which of his fellow officers were stealing luxury goods out of
evidence, and that signaled the end of his tenure in Eleoni special
services. Within a month he was conveniently transferred to a
faraway planet where his curiosity and willingness to question the
status quo wouldn’t put his superiors in an awkward
position.

Brida nodded greetings to all who met
their gazes, and Eidan was grateful his sister had assumed the more
sociable role. It gave him time to strategize. She halted abruptly
and Eidan wondered for a moment if she’d stumbled on a tilted
plank, but when he followed her line of sight, he
understood.

Across the puddle-filled street stood
a small, bright yellow building. Wide windows graced the façade and
framed a bold blue door. The color scheme was a dead giveaway. This
was the official Collective postal office. Its appearance was like
a tiny sliver of home wedged in the middle of chaos. Eidan knew it
was a new structure since mail service had only begun on Rusk five
months before, but he was still impressed by how clean it was.
Someone must spend at least an hour a day clearing away mud
spatters and buffing out gouges made by careless passers-by hauling
mining equipment.

A tickle of unease wandered around in
his gut. He was only moments away from encountering the human
woman, Teah Riuda, as Brida had informed him, and he wondered how
this interaction might proceed. His sister didn’t even pause before
plunging into the street, dashing between two heavy-duty carts
heading in opposite directions, a fine spray of mud filling the
damp air as they accelerated. He followed more cautiously. It
wouldn’t do for the sheriff to incite a vehicular collision within
hours of arriving on planet.

His sister had already disappeared
inside by the time he reached the door and as he entered, a gentle
chime sounded. Walking in the post office was like coming home. All
the standard features—green tiled walls, black resin counter, tiny
silver doors securing personal boxes arranged in neat
rows—everything resembled the post office he’d gone to as a child,
all the ones he’d encountered all over Eleon, and those located on
more far-flung worlds.

Brida leaned on the counter talking
with the woman in question. The postal officer was younger than
she’d appeared that morning while swathed in waterproof fabric, at
least as far as he was able to evaluate human physiology. An amused
grin curled her lips as she listened to Brida spin a charming tale,
but as soon as she spotted him approaching, she straightened her
posture and smoothed the front of her tunic. The gesture brought
his gaze to her torso, and he nearly stumbled as he noticed her
breasts. Of course, he’d known she would possess those secondary
sex characteristics, but the concealing raingear she’d worn earlier
had lulled him into forgetting about them. He should ignore them;
staring was rude. Why had the postal service issued a uniform top
that so blatantly emphasized such beautifully-shaped
features?

Embarrassment made him
clear his throat as he stopped at Brida’s side. Perhaps his sister
had already made the arrangements for delivery of their goods, and
he could simply stand quietly and not make it too obvious he wasn’t
looking at the human woman. Teah narrowed her eyes and inclined her
head to look him up and down, finally bringing her gaze to lock with his. Her
eyes were a rich coppery brown and as deep as a quiet forest pool.
His muscles twitched, and he fought his sudden inclination to turn
on his heel and exit the place.

She sighed deeply, and the sound
buzzed in his ears longer than it should have. A sharp prod from
Brida brought him out of his daze, and he turned on his sister with
a frown.

“You’re making a muck of
it.”

Eidan didn’t understand how Brida
could have picked up on his worry about dealing with this woman
again. He’d made a great effort not to refer to her, or his stiff
behavior, for the entire day.

“The floor, you’re making
a mess,” his sister continued, and with a start, Eidan looked down
to see he’d tracked slimy mud all over the clean green tile floor.
A glance back at the door revealed his dirty path, as well as
Brida’s discarded footwear stationed on a shallow tray obviously
intended for that purpose.

The apology he should have
said stuck in this throat like an amphibious tick, so instead of
croaking and hacking, he shut his mouth and walked back to the door
where he tottered foolishly as he pulled off his tall boots.
Avoiding the smears of mud, he returned to the counter only to find
Teah retreating out of sight behind a wall of shelves stuffed with
battered shipping cases and sealed packages. The postal uniform,
unfortunately, was also quite flattering to her round
buttocks. Don’t look.

Brida quirked an eyebrow at him and
stroked one finger along her chin. “She doesn’t seem to like you
much.”

“Why does that matter?
It’s a simple transaction. We’re only here to retrieve our
property, and she’s required by law to hand it over.” As he said
the words, the young woman emerged from a smallish door and bustled
out with a mop and bottle. She must have heard his statement
because she sniffed and ostentatiously began to spray cleanser over
the mess on her floor, the foaming liquid coming perilously close
to his sock-covered feet. As she began to scrub the tiles with her
mop, she spoke up, her voice strained, perhaps by the effort she
was putting into cleaning.

“I assure you, Sheriff
Cozad, I don’t wish to retain your shipments any longer than
necessary. If only you had thought to bring a cart along, I’d be
able,” she paused for breath, the wet strands of the mop almost
curling around his feet, “to get my back room cleared of thirty
percent of its backlog.”

She brought her mop around to parade
rest position and issued a credible glare at him. Eidan repressed
his urge to step back, away from the menace of the muddy mop and
the challenge in her stare. He was the sheriff of an entire planet,
and one postal officer with a hygiene mania wasn’t going to be even
a footnote in his day. Brida broke the tension when she laughed,
and both he and Teah Riuda whipped their heads around to level
stares at his sister. She held up her hands and shuffled on
stocking feet to the door.

“I’m off to commandeer a
vehicle, Sheriff.” With that, Brida scooped up her muddy boots and
made her escape outside, leaving Eidan alone with Teah. With
another sniff, the postal officer marched back to the entrance to
the counter and snapped it closed behind her. The click of a
locking mechanism was loud in the quiet of the now-deserted post
office. Just as he was contemplating donning his own boots and
taking a stroll around the rest of Rusk to orient himself, she
popped up behind the counter, a slight flush of pink on her
cheeks.

“I’d offer to take you to
the storage room to start going over your shipments, but
regulations state only bonded Collective employees are allowed in
the secured area.” She arched her slender eyebrows at him. So she
was trying to one-up him with her security clearance?

Without a word, he reached into his
jacket pocket and pulled out his PD. She blinked once and then
retrieved a glove scanner from under the counter, collecting his
personal data with a quick wave of her fingertips and flash of
light. She squinted at the reader on the wrist and nodded her head
once as his details apparently checked out. She again disappeared
behind the wall, and he heard the door click open. He stepped over
to it, mindful not to slip on the wet floor.

The storage space was as tidy as the
public area. Shelves ran from floor to ceiling and were filled with
all manner of oddly shaped packages in a variety of sizes. He
didn’t spot her in the vicinity so continued on toward the back of
the building, passing through another open doorway into a much
larger space. Here were the big shipments, sturdy resin crates the
size of large pieces of furniture, huge cylinders containing who
knew what sort of object. The air smelled slightly of machine
lubricant and damp paper. As he walked further in, he spotted Teah
studying a readout on a monitor located next to a small heater.
Parked on either side of the unit were two soft chairs. A small box
containing wads of thick thread and some lethal-looking sticks sat
between them. Her head was bent down as she concentrated on her
task and he couldn’t help but notice how she had her light brown
hair pulled up, exposing her slender neck. A little warning pinged
deep in his brain.

“My last tally for you and
your deputy was twenty-one individual shipments. Does that
correlate with your records?” She was all business as she turned to
face him, her glove scanner at the ready. He had no idea how many
packages and bundles Brida had sent ahead. He’d merely piled up
what he’d wanted in the middle of the floor and it disappeared
every time she’d left his apartment on Eleon. He vaguely remembered
agreeing to some furniture pictured on a shopping display, but
beyond that, all those details were part of Brida’s responsibility.
She’d taken on the minutiae of their move in an effort to distract
herself from the morass of fluctuating hormones her lost meld had
left her. Eidan had handled all the bureaucratic necessities before
their demotion, or “transfer to adventure” as his sister mocked it.
As he admitted he didn’t know how many packages awaited, the post
officer exhaled through her nose and tilted her head.

“I thought you were—never
mind.” She closed her eyes for a pained second, then regarded him
again.

“You thought I was
what?”

Her lips tightened. “Brida indicated
you were a very organized and efficient individual.”

She was chastising him. How unique. “I
am.”

Again she quirked her eyebrow, clearly
skeptical. “I suppose you’ll have to trust me to account for these
items correctly. I’d hate for you to think I lost something or
misplaced it. Then you’d have to make a return visit. Inefficient
use of your time and all that.”

Eidan stared at her, hoping his
features weren’t betraying the mixture of irritation and amusement
ricocheting inside him. This human woman was quite bold. “We can’t
have that. In the interest of speeding this process along and
allowing me to leave you in peace, I shall call my deputy and
ascertain how close she is to arriving.”

Teah gave him a curt nod and indicated
a wide door leading out of the building. It clanked open as she hit
a button on the wall and he stepped out on a small loading dock
sheltered by an overhang. He was facing a narrow alley strewn with
all sorts of debris and smelling of burning fuel and something that
had died a few days ago. It was still raining.

At his summons, Brida answered and
declared she was close but currently hemmed in by two vehicles that
had attempted to pass on the main thoroughfare and were now stuck
in the mud. Eidan sighed and assured her he’d wait. It had been a
long and tiring day, and the thought of finally making their way to
their yet-unseen house filled him with longing, although the idea
of unpacking was unappealing. Perhaps he could maneuver Brida into
doing it. He wanted a shower, a meal, and a bed in that
order.

Just as he realized his bed was
currently compressed in a tube stashed in the storage space behind
him, a battered cart rolled around the corner, Brida at the drive
rod grinning like she’d won the Solar Flare Race. She pulled it to
a halt at the loading ramp, waves of mud swelling around the
vehicle’s knobbed tires. His sister waved and swung out of the
driver’s side, neatly leaping to the dock and avoiding getting her
boots dirty. Eidan stood by, hampered by his lack of footwear, as
his sister and Teah efficiently loaded the cart’s hauler bed with a
plethora of goods. It seemed Brida had shipped enough material to
furnish not only their new residence, but several others besides.
The two chatted easily with each other, and Eidan struggled with a
bit of envy. Brida was the charming one, able to negotiate with a
panicked thief or talk down a tense situation while leaving Eidan
to play the heavy. It was good camouflage for his sister since she
was actually the more skilled and ruthless fighter.

Just as the two finished tying down
the mound of boxes and crates with some heavy-duty elastic straps,
a human appeared in the alley and approached with a purposeful
stride. Eidan supposed it took a purposeful stride to make any
headway in the muck. The stranger was wearing several layers of
loose clothing, all of them wet and mud spattered. He had a greying
grizzle on his uncovered head and sharp black eyes peering from his
wizened face. With a cry and a wave of his arm he hailed Teah, and
she greeted him with a brief word.

“The name’s Bokum.
Provisional mayor of Rusk,” he announced with a genial tone, but
Eidan wasn’t swayed. He’d already read a preliminary report about
the state of his new jurisdiction, necessarily brief due to the
lack of official documents, but Bokum had managed a mention. The
human now standing in front of him, grimacing out an insincere
smile, ran one of the largest protection rackets on the planet.
Provisional mayor was the self-appointed and polite title for the
man who wielded a lot of sordid power in this small
community.

Eidan accepted the human’s handclasp
because it was polite. Brida followed suit and drifted over to
stand at Eidan’s right shoulder in a basic protective posture. Teah
stayed back within the frame of the open door, her dark eyes
flickering between the mayor and him.

“Just wanted to introduce
myself. In an informal way, you understand. Welcome you to our
town.” Bokum’s clipped sentences matched the sharp curiosity
gleaming in his eyes. Eidan thanked him and held his tongue,
intrigued by what this obviously cunning man was actually aiming
at.

Bokum planted his feet and wedged his
hands on his hips as he threw out his chest. “Things work a little
different here outside the bounds of the Collective. Lots of
adjustments for everyone now, with the arrival of the good guys.”
He snickered.

Eidan nodded once. “I’m sure the
population of Rusk is eagerly anticipating all the benefits that
accrue to citizens of our government. For those that apply for the
privilege.”

Bokum tilted his head like he was
considering this. Eidan had his doubts about the man’s sincerity.
“Benefits, sure. But also disadvantages that’ll make plenty of good
folks unhappy. I hate to see that.”

The idea that order, civility, and
reliable food inspectors would distress a law-abiding person was
laughable. “Disadvantages?”

The smaller man wrinkled his face.
“Change is hard for folks. Riles things up, and people get nervous.
I imagine the same goes for your kind.”

Eidan waited a beat for Bokum to
actually explain what sort of down side there was to being a
citizen of the Collective, but none was forthcoming. Brida
discreetly flexed her arms and glanced around the alley almost as
if she was expecting a surprise attack. Eidan figured it would take
at least a few more days on planet before they provoked some sort
of violent backlash. “Eleoni have varying opinions when it comes to
progress.”

Brida gave him a sidelong glance at
this massive understatement. The more conservative factions on his
planet would be entirely content to load the inhabitants of Rusk
into a freight hauler and then incinerate the entire town to start
it over in Eleon fashion. His own views were far more
progressive.

Eidan noticed Teah shifting from foot
to foot. She seemed tense from her tight shoulders down to her
clasping hands. There was something amiss in this situation for
her, but he couldn’t hazard a guess.

“Not so familiar with your
species. Only seen a few and they were pretty standoffish. I expect
nothing less from the lawgivers. Probably going to be a lot more
stringent than our late, lamented marshal.” Bokum narrowed his eyes
as he studied both him and Brida. “You’re untouchable when you make
all the rules.”

Eidan knew his brow was creeping up
with a blend of curiosity and skepticism as well as appreciation
for the other man’s acumen. He wondered if humans had an equivalent
expression. “Rules?”

The provisional mayor blew a breath
out between his pursed lips, almost whistling. “Sure. What’s right,
what’s wrong, what’s allowed as long as you keep it on the quiet.
How you’ll pay if you get caught. How to get off if bad luck
befalls you. All those rules.”

Eidan nodded. He suspected that Bokum
wasn’t merely having a philosophical discussion out here in the
misty alley. “Lucky for all of us there’s little ambiguity in the
laws I’m here to see enforced.”

Bokum regarded him steadily. “I see.
Your certainty might be tested out here. Pretty isolated outpost,
you know. But I should be welcoming you. Feel free to contact me if
you need any sort of advice or service. I make it my business to be
as helpful as possible.”

Helpful at a steep price, Eidan was
sure. Feeling like the provisional mayor’s attempts to ascertain if
he was bribable had taken up enough of his time, Eidan drew in a
deep breath and again held out his hand. This was the way humans
began and ended conversations, so he hoped the non-verbal
communication was effective in this instance. Bokum opened his
mouth as if to say more, then twisted it up into a scowl as he
shook hands. The man made an insincere farewell, then stomped back
down to the alley where his attempt to stride away was hampered by
the sticky road surface.

“Sounds like we were
issued a bit of a challenge,” Brida said.

“And a bit of a warning.”
He didn’t appreciate that reference to Marshal Phelen. The woman
had been found dead in an alley and the rudimentary autopsy the
clinic had performed hadn’t detected signs of unnatural death, but
he had his suspicions.

Eidan again found his gaze easing
Teah’s way. At some point she’d gone back into the interior of the
post office and retrieved his boots. She held them extended from
her side to prevent any chance of mud finding her well-tailored and
clean uniform.

“Thought I’d save you a
trip back inside,” she said as she handed them over. Eidan
suppressed the urge to ask her if she was trying to hurry him along
out of her sight. He hadn’t been that rude by Eleoni standards, but
perhaps humans had lower thresholds. His professor hadn’t delved
deep enough, it seemed. He was going to get a crash course on the
finer points cross-cultural relations in his time here.

****

Teah smiled and nodded at
all the appropriate moments as she listened to her friend’s long
story about some tipsy Kotze in from the diggings to gamble at his
table, but her mind could barely keep track between delivering
packages, walking along the slippery walkway, and
not thinking about Eleon
men.

“So I’m keeping track of
the speed roller as I do, and almost miss it when one of the Kotze
pulls a blade and tries to stab his buddy. I yelled for help from
Pico, but there was yellow blood everywhere by the time she got
there to break it up. That hematoglobin stains.” Dorian Larwood
shook his head as he likely contemplated his upcoming laundry bill,
his genetically modified eyes blinking rapidly.

“I’m surprised. I always
thought Kotze got along with each other so well. All that consensus
and shared property,” Teah said as she dropped a flat package off
in the Stardawn Lounge’s mail slot. Most of the entertainment
businesses weren’t open when she did her morning run, so they’d cut
holes in their walls to accommodate hand deliveries. Nothing too
sophisticated, but so far, the method was working. She hoped to
convince residents to install security panels, but those cost money
most bartenders and brothel runners were unwilling to
spend.

“They get along when they
haven’t been drinking and are worn out from mining.” Dorian said
with a grin. “Get ‘em in town and liquored up and it’s another
story.”

“Then I guess it’s a good
thing we’re getting our new law enforcement set up. I heard another
shipload of them is on its way.” She searched her hand cart for the
next delivery.

“Are you serious? The
Collective and those Eleoni are the worst thing that’s happened to
Rusk since last year’s parasitic syphilis outbreak.” Dorian looked
up and down the street, not spotting too many pedestrians since
most residents were sleeping it off. He was still too energized
from his late shift at the Take Your Chance Parlor to relax, which
was why he liked to accompany her on her morning rounds.

Teah found the smallish box she was
looking for and held it up for a scan to verify the address.
Dorian, who was pacing a couple of meters away, nodded his
head.

“You got it, some sort of
medication for Lolly Moreo.”

“Dorian! You’re not
supposed to read that. It’s confidential.” Teah was
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