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          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      There are two kinds of time on the Holt penal station. Either way, the convict finds himself mining ore in the asteroid belts, inarguably the most dangerous job in any system.

      Easy time sends the convict to the orbiting processing plants. It’s brutal work, handling machinery that can maim or kill with a moment’s inattention. Twelve hours on, twelve off. Every tenth cycle, the convict gets to rest with an on-station maintenance shift. Lousy food, cramped quarters, poorly-recycled air and water. Ill-maintained equipment. Little supervision.

      A hundred ways to die on any given day. And triple that if you were a cop in your former life.

      Sentences are short — why bother when half the cons don’t survive their first six months? Fewer than a quarter of the cons with a two-year stint live to cash their return ticket to whatever sorry planet sent them up. Four years is a death sentence.

      The processing plants are easy time.

      I did hard time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The open steel-and-glass architecture of the Barcha Colony's Spaceport complex had been crafted to make new arrivals feel welcome, give them a sense of optimism. To evoke freedom and endless opportunity. To validate their decision to relocate themselves to the farthermost planet on the very edge of Human Space.

      In other words, a steel-and-glass lie.

      And if a man was stupid enough or desperate enough to come here begging for a job — any job — from this tendril of humanity’s largest-ever bureaucracy, then make that a smug, mocking lie.

      I liked to think I wasn’t stupid. But I was here, so that made me desperate.

      So I could almost feel the soaring façade of the spaceport’s System-run administration annex sneering at me as I blinked against the freezing rain of a dismal winter afternoon.

      Anyone else would have already ducked under the wide glass overhang, not hesitated on the slick patio, checking for threat while melting ice ran down the collar of his jacket.

      Then again, anyone else wasn’t twitching with habits honed to sharp perfection by five years on the Holt penal station. Those habits hadn’t disappeared in a few short weeks dirtside.

      They might never disappear.

      The ground rumbled as a monstrous supply ship took off from its dock across the ‘port. Even from two klicks away, the escalating noise was deafening.

      I sprinted the last twenty meters across the icy walkway. The glass autodoor slid open, but as I entered, my foot slipped. I stumbled, came within a hands-breath of falling, and instead skidded another meter on the polished stone floor.

      Three weeks ago, fresh off five years of low-gee environment of Holt Station, I’d have landed on my ass. Progress.

      The noise cut off as the door closed. The building didn’t so much as tremble under the onslaught of the launch.

      Ears ringing, I spared little more than a glance up at the ungainly bulk of the supply ship atop its thick gray plume that warped and shimmered through the buildup of ice on the high glass roof.

      My concern was more immediate. I checked for threats even as I brushed the water off my jacket. Always aware meant fewer surprises.

      Large, open space, bright with ambient and artificial light. No dark corners or nooks where someone could lurk. Plastile flooring, not stone as I’d thought, the faux-rock pattern a neutral, swirled gray that would show blood.

      Sparse furniture to either side. Comfortable, but not overly so. Meant for waiting, not socializing. No one waiting.

      Air warm and very moist, smelling of greenery. Exotic and local plants lined the walls, vines climbing toward the heights, toward the light. Lower foliage thick enough in places to hide a person. But I could feel no one there. Port security would be stupid not to have eyes in there, though. Eyes, and more.

      No movement, no sound save a quiet mechanical hum from deep within the building. Safe enough. I took a breath and forced myself to relax. It came hard. I was long out of practice.

      My entry had undoubtedly been noted. The biometric scanner — probably located in the door itself — had already registered my shielded cred-chip and my lack of Wire. As soon as the face-scan software matched my features against its database, figured out who and what I was, I’d be escorted out.

      Back into the sleet without a chance to talk to a hiring officer.

      And still desperate.

      I walked toward the large dark infoscreen set into the far wall, leaving a trail of icy water on the smooth floor. To the infoscreen’s right, a thin outline of a door marked access to the rest of the building.

      The door remained shut.

      No musclebound Port security officers appeared to send me back into the weather. They knew I was here, and by now they knew who I was. And they would be nothing if not efficient. So where were they?

      The infoscreen lit as I stepped up. It glowed softly in a swirl of what was probably meant to be a soothing blue.

      “As you are not Wired, verbal and visual interaction has been activated,” a smooth female voice emanated from the swirl. “Welcome to the Barcha Spaceport Administrative Offices. Please state your name and business, or the name of whom you wish to see, or touch the appropriate icon below.” The swirl resolved to a series of icons.

      At first, the words wouldn’t come. I was about to beg from a System agency. The same System that had taken everything from me and stranded me in the stinking armpit of Human Space.

      I was suddenly far too warm, and I took off my jacket, holding it loosely in my hand, letting it drip onto the floor.

      I tried again, and this time the words came, but they came hard. “My name is Daniel Bennett. I’d like to see the hiring officer.”

      “Please wait. Someone will be out shortly to assist you. You are Number One in line.”

      Huh. Today, I was Number Only in line. The line probably never got bigger than two or three. At least it was warm. I still hadn’t stopped shivering from the long walk.

      I glanced up through the glass and ice. The supply ship was gone, its gray plume dissipating against grayer skies. On a clear summer’s day, the sun and nearly-earth-blue skies would be the perfect backdrop to the columns of smoke and fire. One after another, keeping their perfect schedule, the ships blasting their way past the atmosphere and toward the many mining operations in the outer asteroid belt.

      The thought of asteroid mining made my shoulders clench.

      The door opened. There was security, two of them. A man and a woman, both in spaceport blue coveralls, spreading out as they approached me, their gaits loose and easy, hands light on the edges of their loaded duty belts, not quite touching their stun pistols, their body language saying, how you doing, sir, everyone’s just out for a friendly stroll here.

      I knew that gait well.

      But their faces were hard, the woman’s eyes narrowed in anger, the man looking at me the same way a spacer would look at feces stuck to the inside of his helmet.

      I held my position as they flanked me. The woman took the lead and approached. The man — twice her size but by his looks only half the fighter — moved to my eight o’clock and stayed well out of range. I turned just enough to keep him in my periphery.

      “Sorry, sir,” said the woman — the fabric patch on her coverall said Miller — “The hiring officer isn’t available right now.” Her voice was as hard as her eyes, and she didn’t sound a bit sorry.

      I kept my own stance loose. “I’ll wait.”

      “He won’t be available for the rest of the day. I’d suggest you leave.”

      “And by leave,” said the male officer, “she means don’t come back.” I’d caught Rendell on his patch as he slid by.

      “I’m a citizen,” I said, keeping my voice light. I shifted my weight a tiny bit forward. “I have a right to be here, and a right to wait.”

      Miller laughed. The sound bounced in the open space. “You’re a con. The only right you have is to do as we say.”

      She took a step forward, then another, her free hand sliding to the grip of her baton. I felt her partner slide in behind me, caught the motion as he pulled his own baton.

      If this were Callisto Base, or Titan Station, or even Holt, I’d destroy both of them in a fair fight, batons and all. And unless one or both was Enhanced, I’d take them out even faster in an unfair fight. Their movements had betrayed them — she was smaller, lighter on her feet, and faster, but favored her dominant side, a dangerous habit against someone who knew how to recognize and exploit it. He was big and carried himself like a fighter, but he was slow and well past his prime and sliding to fat.

      But this wasn’t Callisto or Titan, and it sure wasn’t Holt. And just getting here had taken almost everything I had. I wouldn’t stand a chance. I held my hands away from my body and took a step back. “No problem, officers,” I said. The words grated against my teeth. “I’ll just—”

      But they hadn’t stopped moving, and now they were on either side of me, and Rendell’s baton snapped out and snagged my right elbow in a painful lock. Not as slow as he looked.

      Miller attempted to do the same for my right, and in that instant I saw their intent to hustle me out the door and throw me onto the slick concrete.

      Easy like floating, this guy is just a skinny-ass convict. Gotta keep the riffraff out of the spaceport lobby. Just doing our jobs. And if an asshole con winds up with a set of bruises as a consolation prize, so much the better.

      I didn’t intend to fight them. Even seeing their intent, I still didn’t intend to fight them. The consequences were far too great. I wasn’t stupid.

      But the instincts that had kept me alive for five years on the worst penal station in Human Space thought otherwise. Instincts that didn’t care about consequences. Instincts that didn’t care that this wasn’t low-gee, didn’t care that I still wasn’t acclimated to planetary gravity, and thus didn’t stand a chance against the two of them.

      Those instincts kicked in.

      My jacket hit the floor as I jerked away from Miller, nearly breaking Rendell’s grip, but he growled in surprise and doubled down. He had mass and leverage on his side and yanked my elbow and wrist up painfully behind my back.

      I twisted through, bringing my free elbow around blindly and caught him in the neck. He cussed, but held on.

      Before I could reset for another try, Miller’s baton bounced off my shoulder and caught me under the ear, the blow meant for my temple, but effective nonetheless. I went down hard to one knee, Rendell and his armlock following.

      “Asshole con,” Miller growled, moving in, Rendell’s weight pushing us both toward the floor, my arm trying to dislocate, and how the hell had this devolved so fast.

      Miller grinned and raised her baton for the money hit.

      Nothing I could do against the planet’s gravity and Rendell’s mass except brace myself for the crack against my temple and the snap of my elbow — it’s been worse, I’ve fought out of worse, and I flashed for the barest instant to a deserted corridor on Holt and the three cons sent to kill me, then back to the present — I’ll go down, they’ll push back thinking I’m done, but they’ll be wrong. Hurt, yes, badly, yes, but not done. Work around my weakness and coming injury — and I see the trajectories, I’m already lining up my kick against Rendell’s left knee, stomp his wrist and snag his baton on the way up to face Miller, avoid —

      But Miller’s hit didn’t connect.

      The two of them froze, then Rendell released me, with enough of a shove that I barely caught myself from hitting the plastile floor face-first.

      If this were anywhere else — Callisto, Titan, Holt, even Earth — I’d be scrambling to my feet, up fast and on the defensive. But instincts and adrenaline can only go so far.

      Barcha’s planetary mass pressed me down, drained me. I had no strength or balance left to scramble. Not here, not now.

      “I said, what’s going on here?” The approaching voice was mild, but held a snap of anger.

      The best I could manage was a painful slide to my hands and knees.

      “We were just escorting this guy out, sir,” said Rendell. “Biometrics said—”

      “I know what biometrics said.”

      I pushed myself to my feet and, with a glance at the security guards, backed out of their range. They didn’t move to close the gap, so I turned my attention to the newcomer as he approached.

      His blue spaceport uniform was crisp and spotless, his blond hair cropped in a modified spacer’s cut. About a decade older than me, average size, but he had a military bearing, and was in better shape than either of his guards, despite the pronounced limp on the left side.

      He stopped before the three of us and frowned first at me, then at the security guards.

      “Protocol doesn’t say to beat our guests as you escort them out,” he said. His voice was still mild, at odds with his appearance and his frown.

      Miller flushed, and Rendell scowled.

      “He’s a Holt con,” said Rendell.

      The newcomer turned to me. “You stated you were looking for a job, yes?”

      “I’ve changed my mind.”

      He remained silent as I retrieved my jacket, then said, “Mr. Bennett, I’m Kenneth Johnston. I’m the Spaceport’s senior employee liaison. I’d appreciate if you’d wait for a minute.”

      I draped my sodden and stomped-on jacket over my arm and looked at Miller and Rendell. “Your goons here said you were out for the day.”

      The guards bristled, but Johnston called them off with a look.

      “This man’s a Holt con, sir,” said Miller. Her voice was steady and professional in the presence of her superior, but her glance at me still snapped anger.

      “We’ve already determined that, Officer Miller,” said Johnston. He looked at me as he spoke, his gaze sharp, assessing. Now he turned to his officers. “I think things are under control here. You may—”

      “But sir,” said Miller, “He—”

      “I saw what happened,” Johnston’s quiet voice now had an edge of flint. “You may continue your patrol.”

      Miller took another breath, but Rendell grabbed her elbow. “C’mon Ann, he’s got this, let’s go.”

      She curled her lip at me, then shook off his hand and stalked toward the main entrance. Rendell gave me a glare, and it didn’t take psi to read his mind. Asshole convict. He followed his partner out, the auto-doors silently opening, then closing after them.

      I turned my attention to the spaceport officer.

      “They don’t like being referred to as goons, you know,” he said with a small, pleasant smile. The flint was gone.

      “Then they shouldn’t act the part.”

      He inclined his head, all the apology, I realized, I was going to get. It was enough. No harm, no blood. Maybe I could salvage this.

      He quirked a pale eyebrow at my dripping jacket. “You walked topside from the main terminal?” he said. “In this weather? Why didn’t you take the tram?”

      Because by the time I’d gotten to the terminal, I couldn’t get much wetter. And the pittance the tram cost was more than I had.

      When I didn’t speak, Johnston glanced down and took in my soaked pants and shoes, and the trail leading to the main door. “You didn’t walk over from the terminal, did you? You walked from Barcha City.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s almost ten klicks to the edge of the warehouse district.” He didn’t wait for me to nod again, but continued, “And I bet you didn’t start there.” He gestured with his head. “Least I can do is offer you a hot cup of joe. Come on back.” He turned and, without bothering to see if I followed, limped toward the door.

      The offer of a hot cup of anything compounded my surprise at being invited back. In a System facility, and after what had just happened.

      I hesitated. Could be yet another setup in a long string of them that had landed me on this miserable planet. The psi that had kicked in when I’d been fighting the guards sometimes allowed me to get impressions of people, but when I opened my perception to him, I felt nothing. No surprise there but I couldn’t even feel his presence, which was a surprise.

      It was the joe that forced me to move. I followed Johnston through the door, and before it swung shut behind us, checked to make sure there was a handle on the inside.
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      Two minutes later I sat in front of Kenneth Johnston’s desk, warming my hands and insides with a mug of joe — real ceramic mug, but still second-rate, synthetic coffee. I'd had real coffee on Earth — once — and this wasn't it. This was joe, and not even good joe. Bitter and over-boiled and had probably sat out for most of the day. But I didn't care. It was warm.

      I’d followed Johnston through a maze of corridors, watching everything, automatically noting the turns, office numbers and other landmarks.

      Always aware meant fewer surprises.

      Like his uniform, Johnston’s office was neat and crisp. His desk was clear except for a flexreader, a light, and an infoterminal. A bowl of water sat on a cloth mat on the far side, away from the electronics.

      I hadn’t expected the infoterminal. As a spaceport employee, Johnston would be Wired.

      A small potted plant sat on the sill of the window behind him. Green leaves, so it came from Earth or one of the Big Four colonies, but other than that I couldn’t tell what it was. Dirt from the pot was scattered on the sill, at odds with the rest of the office.

      He appraised me as he took a sip, then set the mug on his desk. “You said you’re here for a job.”

      “Yes.”

      He’d sized me up in the foyer, but now his gaze flicked in quick succession to my spacer’s crewcut, radiation tan and calloused hands. He lingered on the puckered red scar that runs from just in front of my left ear, across my jawline and down my neck to disappear under my collar.

      “Got that on Holt, I assume?” he said. “Dirtside, what? Judging by your gait, less than a month?” He must not have had time to look at my full record, probably just saw the Holt flag before coming out to keep my blood off the foyer’s plastile.

      Or perhaps he was just making conversation, trying to draw me out.

      I’d play along, then. To a point.

      “Three weeks,” I said.

      I’d spent the first two sleeping and trying to regain my dirtside balance and some modicum of strength. I’d been given the Spacer’s Therapy before I was dropped here — it was the law, even for Holt cons. But it could only go so far in building muscle mass. That took time.

      I should still be spending most of my time on the ratty couch in my apartment, but time was what I didn’t have.

      He nodded and took a sip of his joe. “Where’d you come from? And what’d you do before you were sent up?” He hadn’t asked why I’d been sent up, a small and unexpected bit of tact.

      “I was a cop. On Earth.”

      “A cop.” His tone was neutral, but his eyes narrowed as he accessed his Wire — again, why did he have an infoterminal?

      He still hadn’t asked me to unshield my cred-chip. Which meant he had no intention of offering me a job. I held his gaze and took a long swallow of joe, savoring the heat and the strong bitter taste. Amazing how five years of Holt swill made System swill seem gourmet by comparison.

      Finally, he said in a wry tone, “An Earth cop, sent to Holt. Obviously, something happened.”

      A lot of something had happened. And I wasn’t going launch into it here. Whatever game he was playing, stringing me along when he could pull up my entire career and record, I was done.

      “Look. I’m not picky,” I said. “I’ll stevedore, I’ll clean waste units. I don’t care. I can start today.”

      Even to my own ears, I sounded weak and desperate, and I hated myself for it.

      Johnston leaned back with a sigh. Here it came. I knew that sigh.

      “We used to hire the occasional ex-con. A man pays his debt, he deserves a second chance.” He shrugged. “But we had a recent incident.”

      “An incident.”

      “So now the biometrics scanner flags Holt cons.”

      Of course they did. “What sort of incident?” Not that it mattered.

      “A Holt con killed a pair tourists on spaceport property.”

      “Tourists?” On this forsaken backwater planet? “And you’re sure the con did it?”

      “The vid evidence is airtight.” His grimace told me there was more to it.

      “What happened?” The words were out of my mouth before I could consider them, and I instantly regretted them.

      I regretted them more when he answered.

      “A maintenance worker discovered the scene, bodies chopped up and stuffed into an intake tube of a cargo ship.” He watched me closely as he continued. “Mr. DelMaccio was found next to the intake tube, catatonic and covered in their blood.”

      I hitched a surprised breath. “DelMaccio?”

      “You know him?”

      I knew him. Twitchy, batshit crazy Raoul DelMaccio had been one of the few cons on the station I would call a friend. He’d survived his sentence and been released a year ago, and why he’d chosen to stay on Barcha was beyond me. Then again, maybe not. Raoul had been convicted of murdering the entire crew of his long-haul freighter. He’d been found in the locked engineering pod, floating catatonic among their dismembered limbs and shredded organs and so much blood that it looked like crimson fog.

      Maybe he’d had enough of interstellar travel.

      “I knew him. I assume he’s been sent back?”

      “No, he’s downtown, awaiting trial. He confessed, then recanted, despite the overwhelming evidence. Claims he’s innocent.” Johnston’s tone told me what he thought about that.

      Innocent? Raoul was one of the rare cons that admitted to his crime — when he could remember. Problem was, he admitted to everyone else’s crimes, too.

      And he said he didn’t do this, even though it was almost exactly like what sent him up? Huh.

      Johnston finished off his joe. “Look, Mr. Bennett, given the latitude, I’d take a chance on you. Three weeks dirtside, and you nearly took out Miller and Rendell—” I hadn’t “—and I imagine that a cop who survived Holt is worth hiring. But I just can’t.”

      Of course not. And I really wanted — needed — to hate him for bringing me back here for nothing, but he was making it hard, with the joe and the willingness to meet my eye. Most people wouldn’t.

      I drew a line at groveling. Maybe by the end of next week, when the last bit of my paltry startup allowance was long gone and I’d eaten the last of my groceries and had gotten evicted, maybe I would change my mind, maybe grovel. But not today and not in a System facility.

      Johnston had said it himself. No latitude. “I understand,” I said. But that didn’t keep it from sucking vacuum.

      Spaceport Officer Kenneth Johnston and I were now officially wasting each other’s time.

      But.

      He’d known I was a con and he’d brought me back to his office anyway. I had hit nearly two hundred businesses in the last week — large and small, private, public, and even gritted my teeth and gone to a couple of local not-quite-System agencies. And on only two other occasions had I been invited back to someone’s office. Both had been in the Red Light district, both offers the same. First Profession, unlicensed. I’d turned them down, but I’d been polite.

      What, then was Johnston’s angle? Something black market, considering his position, although he didn’t seem the type. I waited him out, and after a moment he gave me a small smile.

      He’d watched me work through the logic, watched me decide to stay.

      “I assume you’ve tried the private processing plants?” he said. “And the ag conglomerates?” He didn’t bother asking about the cops.

      “Both. And every open warehouse between the city and here.”

      “Didn’t get through the door.” He was watching me closely.

      “No.” There were no jobs. Not in winter, especially not for Holt cons. Not when the city was flooded with off-season ag workers, the smarter of whom took the off-season jobs.

      I pushed my chair back. “Look. Thanks for the—”

      “Wait for a second, would you?” Johnston said.

      Ah, there it was. The “unofficial” offer. Didn’t matter what it was, I’d at least consider it. I settled back into the chair.

      Johnston leaned forward and placed his hand on the desk top. His cuff was loose at his wrist, and after a second, I caught movement.

      A large, pale, fat-bodied spider with spindly legs crawled out of his shirt and onto the desk. Two others exactly like it followed.

      I couldn’t help it. I jumped in my seat, nearly dropping my empty mug.

      I’d managed to keep the phobia hidden on Holt Station, where any weakness would be exploited. But I’d only succeeded because no self-respecting spider would live on Holt.

      Johnston hadn’t moved, so I forced myself to look again. They weren’t spiders at all, but rather Skertz juveniles.

      Aliens.

      “Ever seen a Skertz?” said Johnston with a small smile that told me he knew I hadn’t.

      “No.” I’d seen vids before I was sent to Holt, but hadn’t paid a lot of attention to what was being hailed as a turning point for the human race. I’d had other, more personal issues to deal with.

      I swallowed my revulsion and with a glance for permission, leaned closer — but not too close. The little aliens were translucent white and a bit smaller than the last joint of my thumb. Two of them had moved to climb onto the side of the infoterminal and clung with tiny claws. The third stood on the desk next to Johnston’s hand.

      They appeared identical. Just one body section, no eyes or stalks, or other appendages. Inside their ovoid bodies were shadows of — what, internal organs? Undigested food? I wondered what would happen if I speared one with a shiv. If it would squirt goo or maybe just pop like a little balloon.

      One of the ones on the terminal dropped to the desktop, scurried across to the bowl of water and jumped in with a small splash. It rolled around in the water once before jumping back to land on the mat.

      Then it shook itself off — I swear, just like a dog — and ran back, moving too fast for me to count legs. Johnston hadn’t moved his hand, and it ran up the outside of his shirt sleeve to sit on his shoulder. After a moment, the other two followed.

      Just watching those fat spider-looking aliens run up his arm and sit right next to his unprotected neck made my skin prickle.

      The vids I’d seen of the juvenile Skertz were grainy and vague, and now I knew why. Nobody in their right mind would consider a contract with the Skertz if they’d had a good look.

      I’d had enough of being close to them and leaned back. “You swallow these things?”

      “Only one at a time,” he said. Then he cocked an eyebrow at me. “It’s not so bad being a host. You should consider it. The Skertz pay well, and if you’re healthy, they’re not as picky about your background as say, the Spaceport.”

      The Skertz might not be picky, but I bet their human liaisons were. The little spider-aliens on Johnston’s shoulder seemed to stare at me. How did they do that without any eyes?

      I was already shaking my head. The Skertz might pay good money, but be a human host for a bunch of parasitic juvenile aliens? Swallow them whole? Let them take turns riding around in my gut so they could suck nutrients and energy from me? And do it every three days for years until they decided they were done with me?

      “I’d rather freeze on the streets,” I told him.

      “That’s too bad,” he said. Two of the three little aliens crawled under his collar. It made me shudder.

      To cover, I set the mug on his desk. “Thanks for the joe.”

      “Of course,” he replied. “And if you change your mind about the Skertz, their compound is in the Old District.”

      I wasn’t going to change my mind.

      As I stood, I glanced again at the dirt next to the potted plant.

      “Can’t keep them out of it,” Johnston said. “I gave up trying.”

      All three aliens now sat on his shoulder as he walked me out to the foyer. I tried not to look at them, and instead concentrated on silently speculating how he’d gotten the limp.

      As I pulled on my coat, he said, “Bennett. The only job you’re going to find until thaw is the Skertz, unless you Wire up on the black market and sell headspace. And I don’t expect you’re the type to do that.”

      I’d seen firsthand what selling headspace did to a person. “No.”

      “Then good luck to you,” he said, as the heavy glass doors opened before me. He seemed sincere.

      “Thanks.” I stepped out into the cold and the ice of the dim afternoon.

      Johnston was probably right. This time of year, it was the Skertz, the First Profession, or the Wire. Which translated to no, no, and no.

      Guess I wasn’t as desperate as I thought I was.
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      The spaceport was ten klicks away from the southern edge of Barcha City. Ten miserable klicks out, which meant ten miserable klicks back. With the added bonus of impending darkness.

      In the time I had been inside, the freezing rain had turned to sleet, and my threadbare, System-issued coat was no match.

      I walked along the berm of the raised tri-track, icy water trickling past my collar and down my back. No hood, no hat, no gloves. I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets and cussed the weather, the godforsaken planet, and most of all the godforsaken System jackasses who had stranded me here with little money, no job and the barest hovel to live in.

      “Your startup allowance and apartment will last until you get gainful employment,” the Release Officer had told me. Even then, I had suspected otherwise. And the little smirk in his eyes had told me he did too.

      Not for the first time, I imagined the satisfying pop of his nose breaking under my fist.

      Two hours, eight cargo launches and four grav-trains later, I approached the southern edge of the warehouse district. Each time the track had begun to vibrate, I’d scrambled off the gravel bed and slid down the berm, covering my ears against the noise.

      I’d had to stop and rest a dozen times, hunched over with my elbows on my knees as the sleet hit my back. I had passed my physical limit two klicks ago, was running on nothing but my own stubborn will, and I still had three or four klicks to go before I got home.

      I had spent most of my day out here, winding back and forth on my way south to the spaceport. I’d hit thirty-three businesses, large and small, with zero luck. No jobs, not even rat catcher, not for a Holt con. Come back in the spring when the ag workers have moved out.

      At this point I’d welcome a job rat-catching, even though the Barcha version of warehouse rat was closer to an Earth wolverine in size and temperament.

      Even in winter, this part of the warehouse district smelled of metal with undertones of grain and grease.

      The street narrowed as it passed through the open natural buffer between the warehouse and commercial districts. I kept my head down against the driving sleet which seemed to pass through my coat and pants without melting.

      Now the street was flanked by pedways — static, of course, this far out. I was solidly in the seedy southern section of Barcha City — which was not to be confused with the seedy Old City and the raucous Barracks, or the grimy Warehouse district I had just left behind. I glanced into the darkened storefronts as I passed.

      Furtive movement in the shadows in front of me, and I froze.

      A young man pushed himself away from the inside wall of a doorway to my left. He was taller than me by half a head and built like an earth mover, and he wore a thin, expensive jacket against the weather.

      “Hey brother,” he said. “What’cha looking for? I can set ya up.”

      He stepped out from under the protective overhang — Zale Machinery in old-fashioned lettering across the front — and cocked his head to the door behind him. His smile was friendly, but his eyes glittered black in the half-hearted glow of the building’s walls.

      He probably wasn’t Mr. Zale.

      I slowed but didn’t stop as I approached him. He had a fighter’s build, huge arms and chest — bigger than either Rendell or Johnston — and it made him look top-heavy.

      Then as my perception deepened, I shook my head and resumed my pace. It had taken a split-second, but I knew he wasn’t offering anything I could use.

      In that split-second, I’d seen the illegal neuroscrambler in his inside pocket, seen other victims unfortunate or desperate enough to take him up on his offer, here and elsewhere, seen the results as they had been lured through a door, or around a corner, where once out of sight, the young man had beaten and robbed them of what little they had, and left more than one of them unconscious or dying far from help.

      I wanted no part of him, not after this afternoon’s ass-kicking, not with zero reserves. I mumbled an apology and brushed by, but his beefy hand shot out and grabbed my arm, stopping me.

      “I said I can set you up!”

      Every instinct was to lash out, to break the grip and continue breaking until he stopped moving.

      This time I controlled the instincts. I took a breath and tried to shrug him off, be civilized.

      “Let go,” I said. “I don’t need anything, and I don’t want trouble.” I was cold, wet, hungry, exhausted. That was more than enough trouble.

      “Who said anything about trouble?” and now the smile was gone, and the grip on my arm had become painful. And the predatory look in his eye would have fit right in on Holt.

      Like a good predator, he had sensed my weakness. He tried to use his weight to steer me toward the door.

      I’d had no patience for that look on the station. I had less patience for it now.

      And with that, I was done. I let the anger out. Let the instinct out.

      With it came an answering surge of adrenaline.

      I jerked my arm away from his grip — it wasn’t nearly as tight as Rendell’s had been — and shot my free hand out in a single hard punch to his solar plexus.

      His expensive jacket did nothing to soften the blow, and he doubled over with a surprised grunt.

      I used the same hand to yank his head down as I brought up my knee. His nose crunched and he yelled in surprise and pain.

      This wasn’t a pair of trained security officers with batons. This was a stupid street punk. And I’d eaten punks for breakfast on Holt.

      I grabbed his jacket collar and threw him face-down to the ground and backed out of range.

      Be smart and stay down, asshole.

      But he didn’t. He barely landed before jumping back up, his snarl through the blood promising mayhem. He lunged and I met him with a brutal roundhouse kick to his floating rib.

      He staggered, and I advanced, catching a glancing kick to his head as he went down. My movements were without conscious thought, born of training and survival.

      But they were slow, slow.

      Had this been Holt Station, had I not been weakened by dirtside gravity and burning the very dregs of my reserves, that final kick would have snapped his head around hard enough to break his neck.

      Instead, he went down with a grunt.

      Before I was aware of my own movement, I had followed him to the ground and grabbed the front of his jacket in one hand, my other fist descending to deliver the killing strike.

      “No!”

      It was my own hoarse voice, coming, it seemed, from somewhere else.

      My fist stopped a hair’s breadth from his exposed throat. For a long moment I didn’t move, the sleet pounding my back, the tension trembling in my arm, my breaths harsh from exertion and my own reaction.

      His hands grasped at the pitted concrete and his mouth opened and closed in a futile effort to draw breath. Blood poured from his nose and mixed with the sleet to cover his face.

      “Look at me,” I growled. He squeezed his eyes shut, and his chest jerked. He still hadn’t taken a breath. I still had my fist poised over his throat. Release the tension, and I would kill him. Easy as that. Every instinct, every muscle screamed for me to finish the job, to remove the threat.

      And I was sitting here wasting seconds in which his cohorts could be coming up on me. I risked a quick glance. Nothing yet.

      This guy had intended to rob me, beat me, or worse. Actions and intent that demanded a definitive — a lethal — response.

      On Holt, killing a fellow con in self-defense was not a crime. It was a survival tactic, and I had survived a five-year sentence.

      My arm tightened as the force of definitive response gathered in my shoulders. One sharp blow to crush his throat. I released the tension and struck.

      His head snapped to the side as my open hand connected with his cheek. I back-handed him on the other side, then hit him twice more, the blood from his nose and mouth spraying across the concrete to be instantly diluted by the sleet.

      “I said, look at me!”

      The young tough choked and opened his eyes, his gaze now pleading.

      “I told you I didn’t want trouble,” I said. I straightened, and without breaking his gaze — if he so much as blinked, I would finish the job, and we both knew it — I retrieved the neuroscrambler hidden in his pocket, briefly considered using it on him, but instead stood. I broke the cheap firing mechanism, yanked out the energy core and put it into my own pocket. I threw the now-useless device onto the sidewalk next to his head.

      He choked again and finally drew in a rattling breath of air. He struggled to sit up. “I wadn’t gonna—!”

      I kicked him in the chest — not hard enough to break his sternum, but hard enough to crack ribs. A longer-lasting lesson than getting ‘scrambled. His head smacked the sidewalk as he fell back.

      “You were gonna,” I said. “Which is why if you come after me, if I so much as see you again, I’ll kill you. Understand?”

      He made a little whimpering noise and nodded.

      I turned my back on him and walked away. But I listened for sounds of him getting up. I heard nothing but his labored breath until I was almost out of earshot. Then a grunt as he scrabbled to his feet.

      When I turned to look, he was hunched against the cracked ribs and limping away from me, away from the blood that would be washed from the sidewalk in a matter of minutes. I watched as he turned the corner. He didn’t look back. I cut into the first alley I came to, and after a glance to make sure he didn’t have a friend lurking in the shadows, leaned against the side of the low storefront.

      The lean turned into a collapse as the strength left my legs.

      Cussing didn’t help me get my breath of energy back, but it made me feel better, and after ten long minutes, I was able to push myself up and continue walking, albeit much more slowly.

      I flexed my hand. It would be bruised and sore for a few days, but there was no other damage. I wiped my face with my other sleeve. The blood that came away, and the blood on the front of my thin coat, was all his. It would wash out with the rain by the time I got home.

      Idiot. The guy was lucky I hadn’t fully regained my dirtside balance or strength. Just like at the spaceport, once I had committed to the fight, my reactions had been fast and instinctive, but still slower than on Holt. Slow enough at the spaceport to get my ass handed to me. Slow enough here to give me time to consider the final action before it was completed.

      Slow enough for me to choose whether to kill him.

      I had chosen to let him live. But it had been a very close thing.

      And if I’d been running on nothing before, now I was in the red.
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      It took nearly fifteen minutes of walking before I could shake off the confrontation.

      Around me, the commercial district became more dense and more populated but no less seedy as I got closer to the Old City, the historic heart of Barcha. Here were a variety of stores and restaurants and the apartment blocks that housed most of the planet’s support services staff.

      I still kept a sharp eye out for danger, noting everyone and everything, classifying and watching as I walked — I couldn’t help it. It didn’t matter that, as exhausted as I was, I was still the most dangerous person on the street. And judging by the way the few people on the pedway moved away from me with eyes downcast, they knew it too.

      I’d nearly killed that boy. And he was a boy, for all his size and threat.

      I could have evaded him easily, yet I’d lashed out and come a split-second from punching my fist through his throat and into his spine.

      Five years ago that would not have happened.

      I couldn’t place blame on what I had seen — over the course of my cop career, my nebulous perceptional abilities had shown me the worst in people, and I hadn’t made a habit of killing them.

      Holt had changed that.

      There, you deal with problems now, or deal with worse later. And more often than not, dealing with problems on Holt meant blood and often, death.

      I’d become very, very good at dealing with problems.

      But I had been walking away from that boy. I had made the decision to avoid confrontation. It hadn’t been until he grabbed me that the Holt survival instincts had kicked in, the necessity of dealing with things now. For the second time in an afternoon.

      I’d known I’d have to be careful until I re-learned that every human was not out to kill me. I hadn’t expected the reaction to struggle against the security goons, but it was a futile gesture from the start. I might have kicked out Rendell’s knee, but they’d have beaten me to a pulp.

      But this? I’d nearly killed that boy. Would have killed him.

      That boy was a criminal, and possibly a murderer. I had seen that. And even if he deserved to die, it wouldn’t — couldn’t — be by my hand.

      I would have to be very, very careful. Hyper-vigilant. I couldn’t afford another miscalculation.

      Then I stepped into another puddle, and stopped to shake off my shoe, for all the good it did. My entire foot was—

      A low cough directly next to me, and I spun, every sense open. Space on a stick, now what?

      An old man huddled against the near building, half-obscured by the dilapidated awning that hung in icy strips. In the dim light he looked more like a bundle of cast-off rags, and I’d missed him in my attention to my ruminations and my shoe.

      What had I just been thinking about being vigilant? I’d just made a rookie mistake that would have been deadly on the station.

      But the old man meant me no harm. I knew that as surely as I felt the hunger and cold and dementia that rolled off him.

      “Son, can you spare some change?” the voice was soft, gravelly.

      One of the unwritten rules on Holt was “if it ain’t your business, it ain’t your business.” I’d flaunted that rule early in my sentence, and had nearly paid with my life. This guy wasn’t my business. I turned to go.

      But as I took that first step, he coughed again, a deep disturbing sound that bespoke of ongoing illness.

      I stopped with a sigh, reached into my pocket to finger the three coins there. This was the very last of my cash.

      I’d been astonished when the Release Officer had given me my startup allowance in Hippie cash instead of a System-issued credit-chit.

      He’d openly smirked when I’d protested, then offered to buy it back from me at ten percent of its value. My already thin patience broke and I’d told him where he could shove his ten percent. Things had gone downhill after that.

      That’s when I realized that the set-up that had started on Earth had not ended with my incarceration.

      Now as I stood there in the sleet, I sighed again and pulled all three coins out. What did it matter? These coins wouldn’t keep me off the streets next week.

      I ducked past the tattered awning and tossed the coins down to the old man. “Get yourself something to eat.”

      “Bless you. Bless you, son.” The hand that scooped up the coins was bone-thin, his acrid odor overpowering the wet permacrete smells around us.

      “Huh. Too late for that.”

      His bushy eyebrows waggled, and he cackled, his fetid breath pluming in front of him.

      I needed to get moving again or I’d drop where I stood and that would be the end of it. “Stay warm, grandfather,” I said as I pushed the awning aside to leave.

      The old guy’s laughter turned into a fit of coughing. Space above, he sounded like death. Without turning, I said, “You gonna be able to get somewhere safe, find something to eat?”

      He chuckled, coughed, and said, “Yeah, boy, just gotta get moving. You git on now.”

      Six years ago, before my life fell apart, when I was still a cop, I wouldn’t have walked away. I’d have ignored my own discomfort and made sure he got somewhere warm and dry and fed. Teresa had always said I had a soft spot for strays.

      But Teresa was gone. And I was no longer that man. Five years on the Holt Penal Station, five years of looking out for myself first and always, regardless of the cost in blood, five years of forcing everything I was to disappear in order to stay alive — well, I no longer had room to collect strays.

      “All right, then,” I said. “Luck to you.” And I left him there under his awning, chuckling and muttering to himself.

      As I walked, a tiny part of my mind protested, said that I should have done more to help the old guy, walked him to a shelter, something.

      I pushed on that tiny part until it shut up.
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      It was full dark by the time I got to my building, and by then I was soaked to the skin and shivering. I was glad to get home.

      Home. Right. The dingy, closet-sized apartment was no more home than my sleeping pod on Holt Station had been. At least the apartment didn’t come with twenty grimy, complaining, untrustworthy roommates, most of whom wanted me dead because I’d been a cop, and the rest who just wanted everyone dead.

      The building was standard off-season housing — twelve stories of plain utilitarian-design permacrete, twenty units per floor. This unit was one block away from the west edge of the nearly self-contained warren of similar buildings and bars and whorehouses that comprised the Barracks District. Empty during the growing seasons, the Barracks District housed most of the colony’s agricultural workers during the short brutal winter. The Barracks tended to be loud and boisterous as the workers spent their season’s earnings on prostitutes and booze.

      There were probably a few jobs still to be had in the Barracks District, mostly of the bartending or bouncing variety. But I hadn’t ventured in, for the same reason gang members stayed off each others' turf. Ag workers and spacers were barely civil to one another under the best circumstances, and I didn’t need some belligerent agboy picking a fight with me. Somebody would get hurt.

      This afternoon had shown me that unless I was badly outnumbered, the somebody would wake up in the hospital, or quite possibly the morgue. And I’d wake up back on Holt.

      So I stayed away. Now more than ever.

      I banged through the building’s swinging front door, stomped the water and ice off my shoes and slowly climbed the eight flights of stairs to my level, trying not to pass out from the effort. When I got to my hallway, I paused to catch my breath and thought only about stripping my sodden clothes, taking a warm shower, and making a hot supper.

      But when I got to the door at the end of the dim hall and palmed the lock, the light stayed red. I wiped off my hand as best I could and palmed it again. Still red. What the hell.

      I tried one more time, then hiked back down to the ground floor to see Busco Nemec. He answered immediately, as if he’d been expecting me. He stood in the doorway of his building manager’s apartment, blocking it with his bulk. Bits of food clung to his stained undershirt, and he smelled of stale garlic. “Bennett,” he said. “What you want.”

      “Why doesn’t my door respond?” I forced myself to keep a level voice.

      Nemec had made no effort to hide his feelings about renting to me, or that given a choice, he’d see me on the street.

      “You lease is up,” he said. He didn’t bother to disguise his smirk.

      “My lease is not up. I have another week.”

      “Lease was three weeks. Been three weeks. You lease is up.” He grinned now, showing the gaps of missing teeth. Bastard was enjoying this.

      “Nemec, the lease was four weeks.” Concentrating on using words of one syllable kept me from putting my fist into his grinning face. “There’s no such thing as a three-week lease. Mine was four.”

      “Three weeks. I got paper says three weeks. You signed it.”

      I remembered the paper. I’d been pissed that the lease was only for four weeks — it should have been six months.

      The Release Officer had only shrugged at my arguments, and reminded me that Holt wasn’t legally obligated to give me anything once my sentence was up, and I should be grateful for what I had.

      “Nemec, it said four weeks, and you know it,” I was snarling now. “Let me back into the space-forsaken apartment before I do you damage.” I advanced on him, my hands balled into fists.

      He took a step backward, fumbled behind him, and produced a paper. He shoved it into my face. “Here. Read,” he said. “Three weeks.” Yeah, he’d been waiting for me.

      I took the paper and skimmed it. Halfway down, the term stated, “lease of three week duration, to be paid up front and in full by Holt Station or its representatives.” This wasn’t right. I’d seen four, I knew it. I checked the bottom, and there was Nemec’s signature, and that of the Release Officer. On the other side, below the “The Released agrees not to burn the place down” section, was mine.

      I scowled at Nemec, who shrugged. “This isn’t right. What did you do, asshole?”

      Nemec chuckled. “Paper is legit. You got another says otherwise?”

      Of course I did. But it was in the apartment that I couldn’t get into. Or, more likely, he’d found and destroyed it. At my scowl, Nemec’s snaggletoothed grin got bigger. “You want I call cops to straighten out? They take real kind to lying convict.”

      He was right about that, dammit. The cops wouldn’t even ask for my side of things. If I was lucky, they’d just throw me into the alley with the nice set of bruises I’d avoided at the spaceport. I had no recourse.

      “Where’s my stuff, Nemec?”

      He laughed in triumph and said, “You stay here.” He took a step backward and brought out my single duffel bag. He handed it through the narrow opening, and I immediately unzipped it and did a quick inventory. I had precious few possessions, and it took only a second to see what was missing.

      “Where’s my food?”

      “No food.”

      “Bullshit.” I dropped the duffel and before he could try to close the door on me, shoved myself into his face. “There was food, and I want it. Now.”

      He hesitated, and I added, pitching my voice low. “Get it. Or I will come through you and get it myself.” Take the bluff, asshole.

      “Fine! You wait!” He tried again to shut the door, but I threw a leg in. “Goddamned convict,” he muttered. But he went to his tiny kitchen where I saw the contents of my own meager pantry stacked on his counter. He swept the vacpaks into a bag and returned, nearly throwing it at me. “Food. Now go. Get off property or I call cops.”

      I glared at him as I took the two steps out if his apartment into the hall. He slammed the door and I heard once more from the other side, “Goddamned convict!”

      I dumped the vacpaks into my duffel and slung it over my shoulder. There’d be no warm shower, no hot meal.

      I was on the streets.
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      I found a few sheets of discarded thinplas in a nearby alley and, with the last of my energy, used them to make a low lean-to against the side of the building. I put on every dry stitch of clothing I owned — pitifully little against the cold.

      I popped a vacpak — mystery protein and local vegetables — and held the container in my bare hands, letting it warm them as I ate.

      The heat didn’t last nearly long enough.

      I told myself I’d endured worse, felt worse, and I had. But when you’re shivering and unprotected with no place to go, it’s a hard sell. All I needed to complete the picture was five or six guys hanging around, deciding on whether to try to kill me in my sleep.

      Throughout the long, wet and miserable night, I didn’t do more than doze under my thinplas shelter.
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      Just before dawn, I gave up on sleep and took stock of my situation.

      No job. No money. Damn little food. No place to live. No recourse.

      Well, that last wasn’t quite true. I could go to the tiny, dingy Release Office in Barcha’s Old City. Push my way in, demand answers of the C.O. But I’d done that before.

      Denied my right to passage home — Earth, in my case — dropped on Barcha with an inadequate lease, inadequate money, inadequate winter clothing, you bet I had demanded answers. But I’d gotten no more results on those topics than I had on the larger injustice I’d suffered. The altered lease paper Nemec had produced meant I’d get no answers now.

      It fit the pattern.

      Now I crawled out of my shelter and stretched, looking up between the buildings. The sky was heavy gray and overcast — the same as every other day since I’d been here. The rain and sleet had stopped, but the sky gave every indication of precipitation before midday. My breath steamed before me.

      I dismantled my shelter and stashed the sheets of thinplas between the building and its wastebox. I hoped not to be back, but it paid to be prepared.

      This time of year, this close to the Barracks District, the bars didn’t close. I slung my duffel over my shoulder and resumed my search for a job.
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      Over the course of the morning, I hit every bar, grocery, and the few brothels that had the audacity to make a go of it outside the Red Light District. As I expected, the warmth of my reception varied inversely with my distance inside the District.

      And, as I expected, the joints that didn’t dismiss me out of hand sang the same refrain. “No jobs for asshole spacers.”

      I was right about the weather. Shortly after I finished my meager lunch of vacpak mystery meat, huddled in a boarded-over doorway, the skies opened and dropped their load of freezing rain and sleet onto my unprotected head.

      Being soaked didn’t help my cause.

      As I walked from rejection to rejection, I considered Kenneth Johnston at the spaceport and his Skertz juveniles, about being a host.

      I knew what just about every human knew. The marble-sized juveniles formed groups of ten to twenty-five individuals. Some idiot had promptly called the groups “families” even though they were in no sense like a human family.

      Individuals in a family took turns passing through the gut of a host for a few years until they were ready for the next phase of their development. They didn’t grow in size during that time, but pulled and stored nutrients and energy from the host as they matured.

      They were parasites.

      On the Skertz homeworld, the host species had evolved with the Skertz. It was adapted to them, and the relationship was more symbiotic. The Skertz had never adequately explained what the host species got out of the deal, not surprising, considering the aliens’ reticence about their homeworld.

      But the homeworld host species didn’t take to interstellar travel, so as the Skertz explored and colonized space, they were always on the lookout for suitable local host species.

      And fifty SolStandard years ago, they found us.

      More correctly, we found each other. And after a bit of a rough start, then some very delicate negotiations on both sides, they traded their vastly superior spaceflight technology for the use of volunteer humans as hosts.

      Humans as a species got to explore and colonize planets more efficiently, and individual human hosts got paid handsomely for a temporary physical inconvenience.

      Where “temporary physical inconvenience” translated to “swallow parasitic spiders that are actually aliens, let them ride around in your stomach then exit through a hole drilled in your side.”

      At least they didn’t have to go all the way through. The notion of shitting out a live alien every three days would probably have killed the deal.

      The first Skertz hosts were signing contracts six years ago, about the time I was arrested on Earth. Those brave — foolish — volunteers had been big news across Sol System, the Big Four, and the rest of the human colonies. Everyone wanted to know how the hosts were doing, how the little Skertz were doing, and waiting to see how the hosts fared with their charges.

      Human Space was stretched to its limit; Sol’s ability to colonize further without shattering its increasingly brittle alliance depended on them.

      I had paid zero attention. I’d had other things to deal with. My still-suppressed grief for my dead wife and daughter had manifested in nightmares and insomnia. And my defense against six charges of murder, plus multiple graft and corruption charges tacked on almost as an afterthought, had turned from grim to hopeless.

      And three years later, I missed the celebrations when the first of the Skertz families completed their hosting phase and transformed into chrysalis form, with no harm and — as promised — only minor inconvenience to the human hosts. Any news that came to the cons on Holt Penal Station came through new fish, who were too busy trying to survive their first weeks to think about current events, even those that would alter the course of human history.

      I still didn’t know who set me up. Who had executed my wife and daughter and four of my colleagues, including my partner. Who had seen to it that I was stranded on the far side of Human Space without the basic resources to survive, much less return to Earth and seek justice for my family and myself.

      I still didn’t know why they hadn’t just killed me outright. It would have been easier.

      The faster I got myself off this hellhole planet and back to Earth, the better chance I would have at finding out.

      Problem was, I wouldn’t get off Barcha by bartending.

      And the bigger problem was, I wouldn’t get the chance to try if I starved or froze in the meantime.

      As I walked from rejection to rejection, I thought about the Skertz.
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      By dusk, I had wound my way almost back to the Old City district. The weather hadn’t let up, and by now my shoes, pants and nearly useless coat were soaked through with melting sleet.

      I’d stopped counting the businesses that had turned me down. Not that I blamed them — I wouldn’t hire me either.

      Now I stood on the pedway across the street from the Skertz compound.

      I’d come across their compound quite by accident, as I was hitting the few businesses that were still open. By then, I had all but given up on the job hunt and was looking for a sheltered nook to spend the night. Exhaustion was catching up with me fast, and there was no way I’d make it back to last night’s alley.

      I could at least ask if the Skertz had any jobs available. Maybe they needed a laborer. Or security. Or something that didn’t involve swallowing their nasty little spidery juveniles.

      The compound appeared to consist of four low, adjoining buildings, all plain permacrete. Only one building was marked — the small sign over what looked like a modest storefront read “Human/Skertz Affairs.”

      A woman loitered on the pedway near the door. From where I stood I could see the faint glow of her personal weather shield.

      I felt a stab of jealousy. She was warm and dry.

      A wide picture window dominated the wall to the right of the doorway. To the left was a graffiti-covered expanse of permacrete, then another door, this one much wider and taller, but unmarked. A small window was inset to its left. That must be the Skertz side.

      Something — besides the graffiti — seemed off about the building.

      The graffiti contained a smattering of the usual neighborhood tough stuff that I’d seen all my professional life, but most of it was obscene, vitriolic, and intensely anti-Skertz. “SAVE the CATS!!” was the least offensive of it. And the least sensical.

      Everything I’d read since I’d landed — which was everything I could lay my eyes on as I had five years of news-drought to overcome — everything said that the Skertz were eager to hire humans to act as hosts for their juveniles. And the various human governments had for once united in their own eagerness to have the incredible technology the Skertz offered in trade.

      There’d been plenty of dissent elsewhere, but no mention of it here on Barcha. Which meant someone was being paid to keep it off the newsnets.

      I shivered with the cold, and suddenly realized what was off about the building. Why two doors?

      Did the humans and Skertz not cohabitate their own building? Was this the norm, or was it a result — or even a cause — of the apparent anti-Skertz feelings in the area? Or maybe I was reading too much into it.

      I crossed the street, and as I approached, the door on the human side opened and a tall, thin man walked out. Fuzzy black hair stuck out from under his knit cap, and he carried an umbrella against the sleet.

      I sized him up as he passed. Really needed to get over that bit of paranoia. Then I looked again. Riding on the collar of his coat were five of the small juvenile Skertz. They clung to the fabric, and their tiny appendages waved in the cold air. They looked exactly like Kenneth Johnston’s.

      I shuddered and turned away.

      But then I caught movement — the woman who had been loitering. She brushed by me, close enough that her unmuffled weather shield sent prickles down my arm.

      I stepped away without thinking.

      She faced the Skertz host and snarled, “Whore!” The venom in her voice took me aback. The target of her wrath didn’t respond, but as he passed, caught my eye and gave me a small shrug.

      I couldn’t help a glance at his abdomen to see if I could make out the embedded porthole, but his coat obscured any lump that might be there. One of the juveniles peeked over his shoulder at me then disappeared as he hurried away, hunched under his umbrella.

      I opened my senses to him, and immediately felt the low rumble of his presence.

      Huh. I’d thought I’d feel nothing, like I had with Johnston. So it wasn’t a host thing, then. It had been him.

      “Whore!” the woman shouted at his back, startling me. “You

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/survivalinstincts.jpg






