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            MYRA: ACCUSATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Myra’s jaw ached as she yawned for the third time in the past ten minutes, valiantly trying hard to stay awake as she read through yet another requisition form. The afternoon heat was starting to wear on her, and she was about ready to call it quits for the day when her daughter knocked on her open door. The look on Marsee’s face told her something was horribly wrong.

      “Is there something wrong with Little Flower?” Myra asked, praying that her daughter hadn’t had another flare-up of her hunting instinct and hurt the cub this time, or worse.

      Her daughter nodded, but rather than explaining, walked over and set a large sketchbook down in front of her.

      Myra, remembering Little Flower’s first drawing, cautiously opened the book, but was surprised when she only saw portraits of several bipeds. She looked back up at her daughter, frowning with confusion.

      “Keep going,” her daughter said in a tone that she’d never heard from her before. This wasn’t just a suggestion, but had with it the weight of a command she did not want to give.

      Ears flicked back in surprise, she did as her daughter ordered. As the drawings changed, it was all she could do to keep her healer’s mask firmly in place and not show the horror that she was really feeling.

      When she’d finally made her way through the book, Marsee explained the conversation she’d had with Little Flower.

      While Marsee was still too young to fully grasp the situation, Myra understood immediately. She sent Marsee off to the family room, with instructions to leave Little Flower alone and write up a full report of what had happened, along with exactly what Little Flower had signed, as closely as she could remember, not just what Marsee had thought she’d meant.

      “Mama…” Marsee started.

      “Report first, then we’ll talk,” she told her daughter.

      Thankfully, Marsee left without arguing. Myra closed her office door and leaned her head up against the ancient wood, eyes closed, for several long moments, before grabbing her tablet and pulling up the footage from Little Flower’s fight on her monitor, or what they had all assumed was just a fight.

      She started watching from where Brice had marked the recordings, which was the moment she’d entered the room. The monitors embedded in Little Flower had notified Brice of a problem before that, but she’d been caring for another patient. From there, the recording clearly showed the male beating Little Flower with a broken toy.

      As her daughter had done, she scrolled back to the beginning of the visit and watched. Then she watched it again to be sure. The second viewing made her physically sick, and it was all she could do to keep from throwing up.

      “Moons’ forsaken fools!” she swore as she started to pace. She couldn’t sit still with this knowledge. There was no doubt in her mind what had happened. Not the slightest bit. Not only had the poor cub been forced to mate against her will, but she was the one who had put the cub in that situation.

      How did we all miss this? I didn’t even consider it a possibility. Gods! Why didn’t I review the footage?

      She berated herself and swore for several minutes. Not in over ten thousand years had someone been forced to mate, on any of the sentient worlds, not that she knew of anyway. It was one of the primary tenets of their society and a major requirement for being considered fully sentient and members of the Consortium.

      The healers of her world worked hard to ensure that it couldn’t happen, but they’d been the ones to put Little Flower, and potentially others, in harm’s way. But it was worse than just putting the two in the same room together. If she understood Little Flower’s drawings correctly, they’d actively encouraged it.

      Myra thought back to all the orders she’d given for reintroduction and repopulation. She’d honestly hoped the bipeds would choose to mate, in order to start repopulating the species, had ordered that they be paired up to best make that a possibility, and had even ordered that the hormone blockers be stopped, so that if they wanted to mate, they could.

      “Moons forsaken fur-brained fools!” she swore again, and threw her tablet hard on the desk.

      No wonder she wouldn’t drink or eat. This wasn’t just isolation sickness or a failure to thrive due to some missing nutrient. She was actively trying to end her life.

      Myra didn’t blame Little Flower one bit. She probably would have felt the same in her situation, and frankly, she felt like doing the same right now, completely overwhelmed by the disgust she felt at herself for the role she’d played in making this happen.

      It was the antithesis of everything they believed in, everything she believed in. They weren’t the heroes, valiantly trying to save the remains of a dying species. They were the villains holding them in captivity, and forcing them to mate, the very monsters Little Flower believed them to be.

      When her emotions calmed enough that she could think again, she froze midpace as a horrible thought crossed her mind.

      The hormone blockers!

      Had she inadvertently triggered a heat by stopping the hormone blockers? Clearly, the male had been ready to mate. In Myra’s species, that wasn’t possible unless they were around a female in heat, but Little Flower was still a small cub. She hadn’t developed the large breasts that all the adult females had, and she was still significantly smaller than the others, although she did appear to have all the same parts as the adult females.

      She picked up her tablet again, relieved that she hadn’t broken it in her violent outburst, and pulled up the medical records from that day, comparing them to the most recent scans. Then she pulled the records of the other females and compared those records as well.

      There were significant hormonal differences, but they knew so little about the biped’s reproductive cycle that she wasn’t sure if Little Flower had come into heat, and was now pregnant, or not. 

      We may not know for a while, she thought. We don’t even know if she’s old enough to be fertile or how long their gestation period is. I’ll need to run a full scan to be sure, but… Dark moons, she’s just a cub! She’s not even fully grown. How is she going to safely carry a cub to term? We had a hard enough time with the two mothers that were pregnant when we rescued them, and they were both significantly taller. Oh, Ancient Gods! Please don’t let her be pregnant!

      Myra started pacing again, her mind racing with the implications and the dangers facing Little Flower, when there was a hesitant knock at the door. She took a deep breath, then two more, struggling to bring her emotions under control and stuff them back under the calm healer’s mask that she was trained to wear in difficult situations. “Come in.”

      “I finished my report and sent it to you,” Marsee stated after opening the door, but she didn’t enter.

      “Thank you, Sweetheart, I’ll read it immediately. You were right in coming to me, but you need to know things will probably get very complicated. You may even be questioned by the Council directly.”

      “I thought so,” Marsee replied sadly, then asked with hesitation, “Mama is...is Little Flower pregnant?”

      Myra sighed. “I don’t know yet. She might be. I’ll need to do a full scan to be sure.” 

      Not now, she thought. How do I explain this to her when I’ve barely grasped it myself? Please don’t ask any more questions, she silently begged her daughter.

      “She’s so young and so very alone. Mama, do you think that…did that other biped...did he really force her to mate? Is that even possible?” Marsee asked.

      Oh, holy suns and all the moons in the universe!

      Myra closed her eyes and prayed to the Ancient Gods again. Surely they knew what to do in this situation. She certainly didn’t.

      “Yes. It’s called rape, and it’s not something we’ve seen for thousands of years. For our species, it’s not really possible anymore, since we have full control over when we come into heat. That may not be the same for her species.”

      She hesitated. She really didn’t want to go into the ways in which it could still occur. That was a closely guarded medical secret reserved for Master Healers in order to protect the population. She hadn’t even learned about rape until well after she’d earned her Master’s, and had been horrified at the concept, never expecting to have to deal with it in reality, much less talk to her daughter about it.

      “It’s pretty clear from her comments to you, and from her drawings, that she did not want to mate,” she finally answered softly, deciding honesty was the best response. 

      “Oh, Mama!” Marsee cried and ran to her mother. “Oh, the poor thing! To lose her world, her family, her hearing, and now this?!”

      Myra scooped her daughter up into her arms and hugged her with all she had. After a while, Myra sent her daughter off and told her to go spend some time in the garden. She would join her later after she’d had a chance to talk to her father. Marsee left without a word, tail dragging along the ground.

      When she was out of sight, Myra picked up her tablet again and read Marsee’s report and swallowed hard at what she read.

      Marsee Mother Choose.

      The words Little Flower had signed ran over and over in her mind, hitting her hard with the weight of the accusation and the truth that she had chosen, had ordered the cub placed with that male, against Brice’s recommendation, had ordered the stop of the hormone blockers in the hopes that Little Flower would start growing again, and had allowed them to be left in a room unsupervised.

      Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Myra walked over to her medical bag and pulled out her scanner, then stared at it for a long time before leaving her office to find Little Flower and the answers she prayed she wouldn’t find.

      When she arrived at the tower, Little Flower was fast asleep in her nest. Myra’s heart broke at the sight of the tiny cub, no bigger than her two-year-old grandcubs, curled up protectively around the equally tiny stuffy. Secretly, she was glad Little Flower was asleep. It saved her from trying to answer the questions she honestly had no way of answering.

      Several minutes later, she quietly left the room and went to find her partner. The Council needed to be informed immediately.
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      To say that Jeran was stunned by his partner’s news was an understatement. He was thrilled with the progress his daughter had made with the little cub. Their ability to communicate with the pictionary and sign language in the face of Little Flower’s hearing loss alone would have warranted an update to the Council at the next scheduled meeting. Recognizing and being able to speak her own name was a clear indication of sentience, but the information his partner shared with him left him heart-sick with worry.

      He was horrified by what had happened to Little Flower. He knew first-hand how dangerous pregnancy could be, but terrified didn’t even come close to how he felt for Myra and her protege and the consequences he knew they would face.

      Their direct involvement in the events leading up to Little Flower’s rape meant it was highly likely they would be found guilty of collusion and suffer the same consequences as her rapist. But Little Flower hadn’t just accused Myra and Brice. She’d accused their entire Council.

      Seen from Little Flower’s perspective, he believed Little Flower had every right to those accusations. They’d held her in isolation for months, voted to begin repopulation and reintroduction, and left them locked in a room, unsupervised, with the hopes that they would form an attachment and choose to mate on their own, and from what his partner had indicated, quite likely triggered a heat in a cub that was not fully grown.

      Even if she hadn’t accused the healers and Council of being complicit in her rape, that information would have eventually been found during his investigation, even if he hadn’t already been fully aware of what the Council had decided and what his partner had intended with regards to repopulation.

      It had never even dawned on him that something like this might happen. He hadn’t bothered to review the footage from the Agency himself, as there was little he could do until she was recognized as sentient and a member of the Consortium. He’d trusted his partner’s assessment, and, as both bipeds had been injured in the fight, and according to Myra still suffering from isolation sickness, he’d had no grounds to press charges against either of them. He’d ordered a replacement toy for the male and, outside of requiring that he be watched during all future interactions, had considered the affair closed.

      Further complicating the matter was the fact that Little Flower had been a ward of the Council at the time this had occurred, and they had put her care in the hands of the Agency. Even though the Agency was a joint effort supported by all five worlds, it resided in his district, which ultimately made him responsible for everything that occurred there.

      As both her legal guardian and representative, it was his sworn duty to investigate her claims and pass judgment on those she accused, now that she’d accused someone from his species of a crime. Although in a case of this severity, his decision would have been reviewed by Senior Councilor Tabor before the verdict and sentencing occurred.

      That Little Flower had accused him meant that it would have to go to the Local Council, and a different councilor would be chosen to advocate for her. That she had also accused the entire Local Council, since the vote on reintroduction and repopulation had been unanimous, meant the case would be required to go all the way up to the Full Council, and any decisions there would be final, since there wasn’t a higher court to appeal to.

      He wasn’t even sure if there had ever been a situation where an entire council had been accused, and the legal ramifications of a guilty verdict were staggering. At a minimum, every member of his local council would lose their position, requiring new elections, as any councilor found guilty of any crime, no matter how big or small, automatically lost their position on the Council. How could you pass judgment on someone else if you couldn’t be trusted to follow the law?

      There were, however, provisions in the Charter in the event of a natural disaster or plague that resulted in the death of everyone on the Council. In that situation, authority would temporarily pass to the four remaining Senior Councilors until elections could be held, and that could take months.

      In light of an event like this, however, it meant that the Senior Council could severely sanction his planet, not only for reparations for the harm done to Little Flower and her people, but for the time and resources that would be taken from the other planets needed to oversee new elections and govern his world until that new council could be elected. 

      There was also the very real concern that Little Flower’s people would be denied sentience and membership into the Consortium in order to avoid those consequences.

      It was a mess.

      Regardless of the legal consequences, he was far more worried about Myra’s current mental state. He’d never seen his partner more distraught, and that included the loss of her parents in a shuttle accident or under the stress of suddenly being in charge of the Agency and caring for thousands of patients.

      Not even the loss of Marsee’s sister had caused her this much visible grief, but then she’d been fighting for her own life at the time. He’d grieved with her when she’d lost patients over the years, what healer hasn’t, and supported her through the mandatory review with each death.

      On the few occasions where mistakes had been found, and even when there hadn’t, he’d watched his partner spend months of her own time becoming an expert in those areas, so that she would never make those same mistakes again. It’s what made her such a phenomenal healer.

      He personally thought her gifts were wasted in this desolate community, but she’d grown up here, and her patients weren’t just patients. They were family, friends, and neighbors.

      But all of that paled in comparison to the state she was in now. He was terrified she would harm herself, or worse, take her own life for her role in this crime, whether the case went to trial or not. 

      She wasn’t even remotely considering the legal consequences of her actions. He wasn’t even sure he understood what the consequences would be. It had been so long since a rape had occurred that they just glossed over it in training.

      After reviewing all of the evidence and making sure he thoroughly understood the medical scans, he hugged Myra for several minutes and sent her to her office to wait until he called her. He watched her walk down the hallway, tail dragging on the ground, until she was out of sight, before shutting his office door quietly.

      He looked out his window for a long time before finally forcing himself to sit down at his desk, but then just stared at his tablet and Senior Councilor Tabor’s contact information, desperately trying to figure out a way to save his family and friends.

      He had been a councilor for this district for close to fifty years, had trained for it for close to forty more, and spent decades as an advocate before he’d been elected. As judge and juror, he’d ruled over many complex and difficult cases in his career.

      Intentional crime was rare, but accidents did happen, and people sometimes lost control of their instincts and emotions in stressful situations. It was his responsibility to ensure that reparations were fair and just, and that a crime hadn’t actually occurred. He never once thought he’d have to make a decision like this, and certainly not against his own partner.

      Nearly half an hour passed before he finally made up his mind. Only one option stood a chance of saving them all. So, with a shaking paw and a heavy heart, he placed the call to Councilor Tabor to request an emergency session, knowing full well he might be sentencing the love of his life, his partner, and the mother of his children to death or far worse.

      The session lasted well into the night. Needless to say, the entire council had been in an uproar the moment he announced the reason for the meeting. It had taken Councilor Tabor nearly twenty minutes to calm everyone enough to even begin deliberations and examine the evidence.

      Both his partner and daughter had been called upon to give their statements. Marsee had been shaking and terrified when questioned, and had bolted out of the room, tail fully poofed, the moment they were done questioning her. Myra had been questioned for hours. She hid nothing from them, even going so far as to take full responsibility for what had happened, in an attempt to save the other healers at the Agency and the Council from the consequences.

      He was terrified that they would do just that. They had all watched the recording, and he had scanned in Little Flower’s sketchbook as evidence of her accusation. 

      Finally, Councilor Tabor called an end to the session, with plans to reconvene at the next scheduled meeting. Time was needed to gather additional information and evidence before any further decisions could be made.

      When he signed off from the meeting, he buried his head in his paws and sat there for a long time before forcing himself out of his chair to find his family. He finally tracked them down in the garden, beside the pool, under the bandala tree.

      Little Flower was with them, lying on the stone and watching the small fish that inhabited the pool. Marsee sat nearby with a plate of fruit that looked completely untouched. He noticed that Little Flower was not wearing her harness and then saw the shredded remains of it on the ground next to his partner, who sat some distance away.

      “I don’t care what the Council says,” Myra stated when she saw his questioning glance. “After everything we’ve put her through, and everything else she thinks we’ve done, I’m never putting a leash on her again. No one will ever force her to do anything again. Not ever. Not on my watch.”

      He smiled sadly at his mate in understanding. Going against the Senior Councilor’s orders would add to the list of charges against her, but in this, he fully agreed, and they wouldn’t find out from him. Besides, those consequences paled in comparison to the ones they were already facing.

      He was still furious that they hadn’t dropped that restriction tonight, even though he and Marcus had fought hard for it. They could deny it all they wanted to, but Little Flower was sentient, of that he had no doubt. And sooner, rather than later, she would prove it to them.

      “How is she?” he asked quietly.

      “I don’t know,” Myra answered. “When Marsee brought her down, I made a point of taking off the harness and tearing it up. She didn’t respond, and Marsee said she wouldn’t speak to her either. After glaring at me for a bit, she just turned and walked away. She wandered around for a while, but she’s pretty much been over by the pool ever since. She’s not eating again, but she did have something to drink.”

      Marsee started to stand up to join them, but he motioned for her to stay where she was. He needed to talk to Myra alone first. Marsee sat back down and started wringing her tail, a sign of intense distress and worry in their kind.

      He sighed at the sight but tilted his head at Myra to indicate she should follow him. They wandered off into the garden to find a quiet spot to talk alone, tails and paws intertwined for mutual comfort.

      “So, what did the Council decide?” Myra asked when they were alone, and far enough away that Marsee wouldn’t be able to hear them.

      “Not a lot, to be honest. Logistics mostly. The Council is still split on whether she’s sentient or not, and what that means for the actions that occurred. Even with all the progress we’ve made in communicating with her, we don’t have a majority. More than half the Council is still undecided.”

      Myra’s tail lashed. He didn’t blame her one bit. He was having a hard time keeping the disgust out of his own voice.

      “As I expected, in light of the severity of the accusations and our inability to decide in her favor, the decision will be going before the Full Council.”

      “How can they still believe she’s not sentient?” Myra asked.

      His disgust slipped out in a sigh that was almost a growl. “Quite a few claim they don’t believe Marsee is actually able to communicate with her via hand motions. They believe Little Flower is simply mimicking Marsee. Others have stated that if the bipeds are capable of forcing one of their kind, then they can’t be sentient and should be treated as such, requiring no form of reparations. Marcus countered that we can’t determine the sentience of a species based on an action that they may have believed they were being forced to take in order to obtain their freedom. A few…also suggested that it might be a normal mating practice, stating our own instinct’s desire to pick the strongest mate.”

      “That was not a normal mating practice,” Myra spat. “It’s obvious she wanted nothing to do with him. She tried hard to get away from him and get our attention. Moon’s Jer. She told him no multiple times.”

      “I know, and I agree with you,” he said, trying to calm his partner’s growing anger. “And if I know my colleagues, they do, too, which is why a Full Council trial has been scheduled a month from today to vote on both her species’ sentience and the charges she’s made.”

      “A month?! That’s not nearly enough time! How are we going to be able to prove her sentience in only a month if they don’t believe it now?”

      “I don’t know, and I agree, it’s not enough time, but that’s the furthest out we could make it,” he replied.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because we can’t sentence her rapist until she’s been deemed sentient and has accepted membership into the Consortium, and in a case of this magnitude her rapist should be held in solitary confinement so he can’t be given the opportunity to harm anyone else, but as my brother reminded everyone recently, our penal code says we can’t hold someone in solitary confinement for more than two weeks, which Parner’s crew has taken to mean we should be legally bound to pass sentencing within two weeks as well. Tabor compromised and agreed to extend the trial date by an additional two weeks to give Little Flower more time to prepare, as long as her attacker was given daily supervised visits with others of his species. Thank…”

      “That’s far more than he deserves,” Myra interrupted with a frustrated growl. “And it still doesn’t give us nearly enough time to get her ready.”

      “I don’t disagree with you there. Thankfully, we don’t have to do it all on our own. Marcus agreed to be her Advocate for the trial.”

      “Marcus? But you said that would be a conflict of interest. He’s both family and one of the people Little Flower accused.”

      “Marcus resigned his position on the Council and…”

      “He did what?!” Myra exclaimed, turning to face him, ears back in surprise.

      “He resigned his position, effective as soon as his replacement can be elected, or the morning of the trial, whichever comes first. That will hopefully give his district time to vote in his replacement, and if not, Tabor will promote a Junior Advocate as acting councilor at the time of the trial, until the vote is finalized.”

      He snorted as a thought occurred.

      “What is it?”

      “I just realized that by resigning, Marcus may have saved us from full censure as well, since whoever is elected to replace him can’t be charged with accessory or collusion. They may very well end up as Senior Councilor when all is said and done, as they might be the only one left on the Council.”

      Jeran shook his head at his brother’s deft maneuvering. He may have very well just saved our planet from many hard years to come, whether that had been his intention or not, he thought. Knowing Marcus, it probably was.

      “But isn’t he still going to be accused along with everyone else?” Myra pressed.

      “Yes, but it’s complicated. Technically, there isn’t anyone who meets the requirements to be her Advocate who hasn’t already been implicated by her accusation. We discussed asking for a volunteer from one of the other worlds, but the Charter requires that her advocate be someone who can speak her language fluently. Since no one does or can even hear it, the Council decided that sign language will be her official language, at least for the trial. The only people who speak that language are members of our world, which brings us back to requiring that her Advocate be a member of our species. And, as an Advocate for a Full Council trial must also be a member of the Council, it didn’t leave us with a lot of options.”

      “But if he steps down, how can he be her Advocate?” Myra asked, still confused.

      “It was a compromise and a very loose interpretation of the Charter. There’s nothing in there that says the Advocate has to be an active member of the Council. As he’s advocated for her in the past, there was some precedent, and by stepping down, he gave up his right to vote on the outcome, which negated some of the conflict of interest. Besides, he’s been a councilor for longer than just about everyone on any of the councils. He could have been Senior Councilor decades ago, but chose not to. There’s no question he knows the law.”

      He paused, and Myra glared at him, eyes squinting and ears pinned in suspicion. 

      “I know that pause. What aren’t you telling me?” she demanded.

      He let out a slight chuckle. “Honestly, I wish you could have seen it. I’ll show it to you later. Marcus’s speech was brilliant. He stood before the Council, informed everyone that he adamantly believed that Little Flower was sentient, and called everyone cowards for refusing to admit what they all knew was true, just because they were too scared to face the consequences of their actions. Then, once Councilor Tabor put a stop to all the growling and hissing from the outraged and offended councilors, Marcus vowed, before the Council, that if they let him be Little Flower’s Advocate, he would not only step down from his position to avoid any conflict of interest, but promised to do everything in his power to ensure she was granted a fair trial and sentience, including becoming fully fluent in sign language…under penalty of death should he fail to prove her sentience.”

      Myra stared at him, jaw dropped, for several minutes before she found the words to speak again. It was the same reaction most of the Council had had. 

      “He just signed his own death warrant, didn’t he?” she said finally.

      “Quite possibly,” he admitted, with a worried sigh.

      “I was honestly expecting you to be her Advocate,” Myra said after a while.

      “I offered, but Tabor refused, and rightly so.”

      Myra looked at him in confusion, so he continued.

      “The other councilors only have to worry about their own hides, and what happens to our planet if everyone is kicked out. I have to worry about what happens to you. It’s going to be a hard enough decision for me to make as it is,” he admitted quietly.

      “You’ll vote for her sentience regardless of what might happen to me. She deserves it. They all deserve it. Whatever the Council decides my punishment should be, I deserve it, and I won’t fight it. Promise me.”

      Jeran stood and walked over to the other side of the clearing, unable to look his partner in the eyes or answer her. “I can’t, Myra,” he finally said, looking down at his paws and flexing his claws, claws he knew he might be forced to use.

      Myra walked up beside him and wrapped her tail around him. “Jeran, I don’t care if I get kicked out of the Guild, or what reparations I have to pay to her, Little Flower deserves her freedom and so do her people.”

      He turned to face her and grabbed her paws in his. “Myra, you’re the love of my life, and the mother of my cubs. My greatest joys in this world have all come from you, but you don’t know what you’re asking me to do. It’s been millennia since this has happened. I don’t even know what the punishment will be, but all of our laws are based on equal reparations. If I vote for her sentience and they find you…” he swallowed hard, “...guilty of colluding in her rape, then you would be given the same or equal punishment as him, and frankly, the evidence is not in your favor. You took full responsibility in front of the Council, and they may very well hold you to that in order to save themselves. They could sentence you to experience what she went through, force you into another heat after beating you, which we both know would kill you, or they could even sentence you to death, since if Brice hadn’t stopped him, he could very easily have killed her — still might with the risk of giving birth so young. Either way, I’d be voting for your death, and I can’t do that, Myra. I just can’t.”

      “Yes, you can, Jeran. Those punishments are all fair and just for what I did to her, and if her freedom means my death, then so be it. What’s one life, freely given, to ensure an entire species their freedom?”

      “But it’s not just one life I have to think about,” he replied. “It’s Brice’s, it’s Marcus’s, it’s every single person on our Council that could also lose their lives, and every single person on this planet that could suffer massive sanctions until a new Council is elected. Marcus was right, I am a coward, and I’m terrified of the consequences.”

      “And what of the consequences if Little Flower is denied her sentience, and she’s thrown back in her cell for our people to do with as we please?” Myra countered.

      He looked away, riddled with guilt.

      “How long before she kills herself, or the rest do, and we doom their entire species to extinction?” Myra continued. “Marsee had it right the other day. What makes our species more valuable than theirs? There are millions of us and only a few hundred of them. Every one of their lives is far more valuable because the loss of even one life could mean the extinction of an entire species. Jeran, look at me.”

      He did and saw determination and focus in her eyes.

      “Jeran, I couldn’t live with myself if my life was spared at the cost of her freedom, and frankly, I’ve thought about ending my own life at least a dozen times since I realized what I’ve done to her. You can, and you must vote for her sentience, whatever the consequences. I won’t fight it, and neither should you. Promise me,” she demanded.

      “Dark moons, Myra! Please don’t hurt yourself. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      He pulled her in for a hug and held her for a long time, shaking with his own fear before pulling away. “It kills me to have to put you in danger like this, but you’re right. I gave an oath, and she deserves her freedom. I promise I’ll vote for her sentience. But whatever happens, I also promise that you won’t have to go through it alone, even if…even if that means I’m the one...”

      He couldn’t finish.

      For the first time in his life, Jeran wished he’d never joined the Council or run for office when he’d completed his training. He was good at what he did and worked hard to see that the people in his district had what they needed to thrive. As judge and jury, his people liked and valued his decisions, enough so that he’d been reelected three times with vast majorities, but never once did he think he’d have to fulfill his role as executioner. Even in the case of psychosis, Tabor and the Guard took care of it. It’s why he’d turned down the nomination for Senior at the last election. That wasn’t something he thought he could do. They stood there in silence for a very long time, just leaning on each other for comfort.

      “So, what else happened?” Myra eventually asked.

      He sighed. “Well, several of the councilors called for your immediate removal as head of the Agency, but…”

      “I fully expected that, and already had my resignation letter ready if they hadn’t,” Myra interrupted, then let out a heavy sigh. “I can’t believe I didn’t even consider this a possibility. At the very least, I should have examined the footage from the fight and not just taken Brice’s word for it. As talented as she is, she’s still only a Journeyman, and rape isn’t something you’re taught about until you’ve earned your Master’s. She wouldn’t have been trained to look for that possibility, but I have. I should have known better, and I should have considered that a possibility before...”

      “But,” Jeran interrupted, holding up a paw to stop her. “You were not removed from your position, and Councilor Tabor has even ordered that any Guild repercussions for you and Brice be held until after your guilt or innocence is established. You weren’t the only one who didn’t look at the footage. None of us did, either. Or, if anyone did, they never mentioned it. My brother was the tipping point, again. Marcus argued that since Marsee is the only one that has managed to form any sort of relationship with the bipeds, your removal, as well as returning Little Flower to the Agency, would actually end up further harming the cub, and that your role in disseminating Marsee’s findings and bringing them to the Council, is actually of far more value to the cub and her species, than removing you would be. That you came straight to the Council with this information, rather than trying to hide it, showed you were more interested in helping Little Flower than avoiding the consequences, and he pointed out that the vast majority of the other species, including the other bipeds, are not only recovering but thriving without issue, thanks to the information we’ve been able to learn in just the past few days alone. Plus, he stated, punishing someone prior to a guilty verdict was against the law.”

      “We really should invite him over for a meal when this is all over,” Myra said.

      “I agree, assuming any of us are alive at that point, although I fully expect he’ll be over in a few days to meet with Little Flower. As it is, I’m heading over to his place tomorrow to plan and help with research.”

      Myra nodded. “What else?” she asked and looked at him warily when he didn’t immediately continue.

      “Well, after Tabor agreed to extend the trial date, several in the Council expressed their concern about the bipeds mental state again, assuming they are found sentient, and expressed their desire to see the quarantine lifted further, which of course visibly upset Parner and his group, as well as several others who were worried that something like this might happen to someone else. We couldn’t come to a consensus on that, so Tabor suggested that all of the bipeds, except Little Flower, be placed in stasis until such time as we are properly able to fully communicate with them, and their sentience is established. The Council agreed. They also want a full workup of all the other females, as well as an independent review of all unsupervised interaction between the bipeds, to ensure this has not happened to anyone else.”

      Myra sighed. “I’ve already ordered the investigation and review. Senior Healer Witherspoon said she will be assigning people tomorrow to start reviewing the footage, and I have teams already running scans on the other females. I can see why Tabor would suggest putting them in stasis, but we don’t know the long-term effects stasis will have on them, and we’ve had problems in the past, both with the male who died and with two miscarriages early on. We don’t know yet if that had anything to do with being in stasis or just the severity of their injuries. We could lose the entire species if something goes wrong. Stopping a heat for us has almost always proven to be fatal. I have no idea what it would do to them, and, well, that puts an awful lot of pressure on one little cub to determine the future rights and freedoms of her entire species.”

      Jeran frowned at this added information. He hadn’t considered that there would be further risks to putting them in stasis. He hadn’t been aware of the miscarriages or the effect stasis had on his own species during heat. As the male had been old and it had been the first replacement heart they’d tried to transplant in the species, he’d agreed with the suggestion to keep the bipeds from suffering while they figured out this mess.

      “It does indeed,” he replied, taking her paw in his again. “Which is why I need you to stop blaming yourself for what happened and focus on doing everything you can to help Little Flower and the others. I know you never intended for anything like this to occur, none of us did, and you weren’t the only Master at the Agency, and frankly, many of them have as much, if not more, experience than you do. Any of them could have said something, but they didn’t. As for your concerns about stasis, send me your complaint in writing along with any documentation you have to support your concerns. I’ll submit a formal complaint to Tabor over the order. It’s the best I can do.”

      “Of course,” she replied, then let out a hopeless sigh. “I still don’t see how we’re possibly going to be able to get her ready in a month, even with Marcus’s help.”

      He let out a matching sigh of his own. “I honestly don’t know either, but I’ve seen you do the impossible before, and if anyone can get her ready, it’s you.”

      “Well, there is one thing I do know,” Myra stated after another long moment. “It’s far past time Little Flower knows what happened to her world, and that’s something I can do right now.”
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      Jessica lay on the large flat stones that bordered the pool and gently trailed her fingers in the water, enjoying the coolness. The little octorays nibbled at her fingertips and scurried away when she wiggled her fingers, but soon came back again. Before long, they let her touch them and seemed to enjoy it, turning all different colors in the process.

      It wasn’t lost on her that she was seeing things none of her people had ever seen before, and she took enjoyment in her situation where she could. It helped to balance the pain a little.

      She was still reeling from the emotions that had overwhelmed her earlier, and she wasn’t sure what to think anymore. Her thoughts drifted, trying to make sense of everything that had happened.

      She’d curled up around Fuzzy, waiting for Marsee to continue denying the accusations, but Marsee had left the room instead. Surprisingly, she’d fallen asleep, although she hadn’t felt much better when Marsee had woken her up hours later.

      Marsee had looked nearly as pathetic as she had the other day, if not more so, but hadn’t said anything, only held up the hated harness and leash and motioned for her to follow.

      She had sighed, but done as requested, figuring Marsee would have just picked her up and carried her anyway, if she hadn’t.

      They’d made their way to the garden, as they had every evening since she’d arrived, but had found all of the doors wide open, not just to the garden, but straight through to the outside as well.

      Marsee’s mother had met them there and approached with a look that had been just as pathetic and sorrowful, if not more so than Marsee’s had been.

      She had glared up at the giant gold cat, full of hatred and loathing at the person she now knew had held her captive for so long.

      But to her surprise, Myra had slowly reached down and unclipped her harness, and before her eyes, had shredded the thing into tiny little pieces. She’d been slightly horrified at how easy it had been for the giant cat, but then Myra had motioned that she was free to go where she liked.

      Surprised, Jessica had raised a brow and had immediately turned and walked out of the garden to see if they’d follow her. They hadn’t. She wandered at random and looked out at the vast desert for a long time, wondering if this was a test or if they wanted her to run off, but eventually she ended up back in the garden and by the pool. It was by far the nicest place in the castle, and as much as she loathed them, there just wasn’t anywhere else for her to go.

      She was out of the hated harness, but was she really any freer than she’d been before?

      Marsee had been ecstatic to see her return and had immediately jumped up to bring her something to eat and drink, but Jessica had merely glared up at her and flopped down by the pool, leaving the food untouched. Crushed, Marsee had returned to her spot looking dejected.

      She sighed and glanced over at Marsee, who was watching her with drooped ears and twisting her tail into a knot, and she felt surprisingly conflicted.

      It’s not like Marsee would have had anything to do with what happened to me, she thought, and took pity on the kitten and had something to drink. She was thirsty, but she had no appetite. Her stomach was still in knots.

      A short time later, she watched as Marsee’s father entered the garden, then left with Marsee’s mother, hands and tails entwined, both looking worried.

      Frowning at what that meant, she went back to trailing her fingers in the pool and trying to make sense of their reactions, which hadn’t been what she’d expected at all.

      They were acting far too upset, as if they’d not known what had happened to her, but that didn’t make sense. It was obvious from the number of times that Healer Morningstar had shown up, moments after she’d been sick, that someone was watching her, and from what she’d learned earlier, Marsee’s mother ran the Agency.

      Did Healer Morningstar act on her own? she wondered, or are they just now figuring out that I’m not an animal that they could just breed, and that’s why they’ve removed the leash?

      She wasn’t sure if that made it any better or not. Nor could she figure out why they’d destroyed her planet and taken her captive in the first place, if it wasn’t to breed her like an animal or keep her as a pet.

      Surely, they must have known we weren’t wild animals. Our homes and technology weren’t all that different.

      Her brain kept spinning, and eventually, she sighed and tried to forget it all. She didn’t have the words to ask the questions, and they hadn’t provided any answers to the ones she’d already asked.

      She’d just about fallen back to sleep, lulled by the warm evening air, when she was tapped on the shoulder. Looking up with a scowl, expecting Marsee again, she was surprised to see that it was Marsee’s mother this time.

      Now what? she wondered, and was confused when the giant cat sat down beside her and handed her a tablet. Jessica sat up, and Myra tapped the screen.

      A video began, showing a view from above and behind several of the big cats in a large room, all of which were focused on various panels and instruments, as well as the large screens in front. On the center screen was a planet, half hidden in shadow.

      The side screens showed images of what she thought were spacecraft, although she couldn’t be sure, as they looked nothing like the Senior Guild Master’s ship or the tiny shuttle she’d seen. As she watched, the planet shown on the center screen grew and came into focus.

      “That’s Earth!” she gasped as she recognized her home planet, and looked up at Myra, who nodded and motioned that she should continue watching.

      Suddenly, there was a flurry of activity, and the monitor panned away from Earth to focus on another location out in space. The image zoomed in to show a tiny, blurry object in the center of the screen. The image zoomed in again, and she realized what it was: an asteroid, slowly tumbling through space.

      The monitor changed again to display what appeared to be a 3D map, with a circular shape at its center. A second, smaller circle was added to the grid. As the smaller shape moved, a curving swath of color was drawn from the smaller shape to the bigger one, the swath going from yellow to blue and back to yellow again. Part of the outer yellow covered the bigger circle.

      She’d seen enough hurricane maps in her life to figure out what it meant, even if it was in three dimensions, not two. The smaller circle shifted slightly closer to the planet, and the swath narrowed. However, now the larger circle was completely within the yellow band, with parts of it touching blue. A moment later, the screen refreshed again, and now the blue band completely covered the planet. Jessica swallowed hard.

      The video changed again to show a much closer image of her home, still partially in darkness, along with another smaller object lit like the planet, which she realized must be the moon. She could make out the ocean through the clouds, and what looked like Europe, and the distinctive boot shape of Italy.

      Then, in horror, Jessica watched as the asteroid appeared on the screen, veered slightly as it just missed the moon, and crashed into the dark side of the planet.

      An explosion bloomed out of the side of the planet, with debris lit up from both the blast below and the sun, as parts of what she realized must be Australia were now being ejected far out into space. Then a ripple appeared, traveling through Asia, then Europe, and around the planet and back again, as the shock wave traveled from the site of the impact to make it all the way around the planet to where she had been. The tails of all the cats on the screen were straight out and poofed to three times their normal size.

      Remembering the explosion that had sent her flying and destroyed her school, she realized that if it had been that bad where she was, then there was probably nothing left anywhere else on the planet. Covering her mouth with her hands, she stifled a cry and kept watching.

      The image changed again to show the ship diving through the atmosphere, blue lights flashing on either side of the main monitor. The side monitors were red with the heat and flames of re-entry until the ship paused, hovering a few hundred feet above the rubble. 

      A topographical map of the area appeared on the front screen. Moments later, a number of different-colored dots began appearing on the map, along with a triangular shape in the center. The triangle moved to the center of a small cluster of dots, and the ship landed.

      She realized, as the video continued, that the ship landed not just anywhere, but in what was left of her local hardware store’s parking lot, just down the street from the intersection where she’d been picked up.

      As the video panned, her image, covered in dust and blood, picking her way over some rubble, appeared on the screen. 

      How did I miss a spaceship landing right in front of me? Was I injured that badly? she wondered, then remembered how little visibility she’d had from the ash and smoke.

      Dozens of the large cats suddenly exited the craft at nothing less than a full run, one coming straight towards her, others angling off in different directions. She watched as she saw the cat, then screamed and turned to run when they raised something in their paw. A blue glow raced towards her, hit her in the back, and then she crumpled into a heap. The cat ran over to her, carefully scooped her up, and ran back onto the ship in an awkward three-legged lope.

      The image changed again to another room as she was being placed on a table, where another cat quickly stripped her of her clothing and examined her wounds. The first cat bolted the moment she was on the table. This was part of the video she’d seen the day before, but it continued on past what she’d been shown.

      The medic slapped a bracelet on her wrist and wrapped something around her arm, completely enclosing the visibly broken bones. They slapped a bandage of some sort on a large gash on her head, and then moved on to the next person who had been brought in, then a dog, two cats, several birds, and even a horse!

      Where did they find a horse in the middle of town? she wondered.

      Another of the alien cats picked her up and carried her away. The image changed again to a large open room, at least twice the size of her school gymnasium, where she was placed in a corner. Other casualties were soon placed next to her.

      People, plants, and animals of all kinds, all of which were scorched, bleeding, and covered in ash, were brought in and laid out side by side. In the background, she could see several other cats frantically throwing items out of an open bay to the ground below.

      They didn’t just save my species. They grabbed anything they found alive, she realized. So much for kangaroos and koala bears, she thought sadly, but then wondered, What are they throwing out? Oh! They must be throwing out their own supplies to make room for survivors!

      Then the video switched again to an ocean view where strange creatures, somewhat reminiscent of the octorays but far bigger, and more humanoid in shape, were swimming in and out of another ship and bringing back small whales, fish, dolphins, lobsters, jellyfish, and many creatures she’d never even seen before. Then it dawned on her. Not only were they rescuing Earth’s ocean creatures, but there was a second alien species doing the rescuing!

      How many species are there? she wondered, then remembered that Marsee had said there were five worlds.

      Did she mean five species, too?

      Footage shifted to another ship, where three of yet another unknown species,  hard-shelled like an armadillo, were digging into the rubble of a building, moving mangled metal beams with ease.

      One reached down and pulled out a toddler, alive and wiggling, and handed the child off to another armadillo, who started running awkwardly back to their ship, while the first two kept digging. 

      She watched in horror as a massive earthquake hit, knocking all three creatures to the ground. The video jerked wildly until, apparently, the ship lifted, and the video stabilized.

      As the quake stopped and the dust cleared, she saw the one with the child uncurl from the protective ball they had formed around their charge, and turn back to look for the others, only to watch as the remains of the building teetered and collapsed, completely burying the other two in a cloud of rubble.

      The one with the child stood there blinking, took two steps towards where the others had been, then stopped, looked at the child in their hands, and turned and ran back to the ship.

      A second quake nearly took the armadillo off their feet again, as they scrambled into the ship that had lowered again to pick up its crew member. Just as the creature made it back to the ship, a massive crack in the earth formed directly under the ship, forcing it to rise up into the air again. She watched as the crack traveled to where the building had been, then widened, and swallowed it completely.

      They lost people, too, she realized with horror, and wondered how many had died or had been injured trying to save even a small portion of her world.

      The final image was one taken again from space as the craft exited the atmosphere and sped away from the planet. What had once been a serene marble of blues and whites was now a hellscape of red, as the crust of the planet crumbled and hot magma covered the land, leaving nothing in its wake.

      When the recording was done, she just sat there stunned for a long time. They hadn’t captured her, they’d rescued her. Not just her, but all that they could from what little remained of her planet.

      How many species have they saved? How many people? Was there enough to rebuild a population, or are all of the species of Earth doomed to extinction? Is that why they were breeding me, to repopulate the species? Does that make it right?

      No, she decided quickly; not even close.

      Then a thought that brought a small sliver of hope. Had her parents been rescued, or anyone she knew? There had been dots on the map in the part of town where her mother’s bakery had been. She shoved that question aside and locked it behind the broken and shattered remains of the door in her mind. As long as she didn’t ask, there was still the hope that they’d been rescued, too.

      After a while, Marsee’s mother handed her back her language sketchbook and waved Marsee over to help with the translation. 

      Jessica just stared at the book, trying to figure out what she wanted to ask and how to ask it. She just didn’t have the words to ask any of it.

      Finally, she drew pictures of the Earth, of the asteroid, and of the ships, and had Marsee look up the signs for the asteroid and ship, and did her best to communicate her questions, but it took several hours to get through them all, and make sure she understood their responses.

      While the video clearly implied that the damage was done by an asteroid, she had no idea if they’d somehow caused the asteroid to hit. Although, based on their poofed tails, she doubted it. Still, she asked anyway. She needed to find out what their intentions were and why they’d been there in the first place. 

      “Did you send the ships to hurt my world?” she signed, or at least that was her intent. What she actually signed was more like ‘You - ship - hurt - me - world,’ but Marsee seemed to understand and translated for her mother.

      Marsee’s mother shook her head no, then, through Marsee, replied, “No. The asteroid hurt your world.”

      “Why were the ships there?” she asked next.

      In response, Myra wrapped her tail around Jessica’s side and gave her a light squeeze. “Hear your world. See you and Marsee play, happy.”

      You heard us and came to see if we could play and be happy? To be friends? Jessica deciphered and then spent several minutes figuring out the signs for friend and enemy. She used a similar sketch of Marsee and her on the balcony for ‘friend’, and a quick version of the cat shooting her in the back for ‘enemy’.

      Myra confirmed that they wanted to be friends.

      “Why was I at the Agency? Was I a prisoner?” she asked next, drawing a sad-looking picture of her locked in a cage with chains on her hands and feet.

      Marsee’s mother shook her head hard several times. “No. You sick hurt me. My sick hurt you. See danger,” came Marsee’s translated reply.

      This confused Jessica for a bit. She hadn’t been sick. She’d been injured, outside of her infected arm, but that had healed quickly. Then she remembered watching War of the Worlds, and how the aliens had been killed by viruses, then remembered the isolation of the pandemic.

      Doh! I was in quarantine! Is that why Doc never stuck around? She was afraid we’d get sick? So, if I’m out of quarantine, is that not a concern anymore?

      “Curious - my - sick - danger - you?” she repeated using Marsee’s signs.

      “No. You sick no hurt me. My sick no hurt you,” Marsee replied, not even waiting for Myra’s answer.

      Well, that’s something, she thought. At least I don’t have to worry about catching a case of the kitten pox from them.

      “Why leash?” she asked after drawing a sketch of her wearing it.

      “Tabor - sign,” Marsee replied after a look passed between her and her mother.

      “Why?” she asked again, demanding the answer.

      Marsee and her parents spoke for a while. Jessica wasn’t sure if they didn’t agree on how to answer the question, or if they just didn’t know how to answer the question. Marsee looked up something on the language site and taught her the word for ‘think’.

      “Council think you hurt you.” Marsee signed, then glanced back at her father, who was sitting some distance away, scowled at him, and then signed. “Council think you no think. Council think you chenzie.”

      “I think. I no chenzie,” Jessica replied, furious that they thought she was an animal, but Marsee and her mother both nodded their agreement, which helped her to calm some. Their worry that she might hurt herself had been valid, though, since she had tried to take her own life. Still, she glared at Marsee’s father until he nodded, too.

      Taking a deep breath, she asked the question she really wasn’t sure she was ready to talk about, but she needed to know. “Why was I in the cell with that man?”

      Marsee’s mother looked very sad at that question. “You sad sick. I want heal sad sick. I want see you happy. I see you and man play.”

      I was sad sick? Does she mean depressed? She was trying to make me happy? She wanted us to play so I would be happy?

      Jessica struggled to understand with the few signs they had. By ‘play’, does she mean have sex or play like Marsee and I do with the drones, she wondered.

      “Play cub, or play drone?” she asked next.

      “Play drone,” Myra replied, but there was hesitation.

      “Did you want me to have a baby with that man to repopulate my species?” she asked, not sure if she got the question across or not.

      “No!” Marsee’s mother shook her head vehemently, but then with an expression of deep sorrow, nodded her head slowly, yes, and tried to explain. “I want heal you world. I want heal you. I no want harm you.”

      Jessica nodded. That made sense.

      “You cub. When you adult, you choose cub,” Marsee’s mother continued.

      Yeah, well, I didn’t exactly choose that, Jessica thought, glaring, then very deliberately replied. “I choose no cub. I choose no man. Man hurt me.”

      The anguish on both Marsee and her mother surprised her, and then Myra picked up her tail and started twisting it, like Marsee had earlier. Marsee reached out and put a paw on her mother’s arm to stop her before translating her words.

      “I hurt you. I big big big sad I hurt you,” Marsee’s mother replied.

      Is that an apology? Jessica wondered, but why is she saying that she hurt me? Because she runs the Agency and is taking responsibility for what happened, or because of some other reason?

      “Healer Morningstar put us in that room together, and he hurt me, not you. Why are you saying you hurt me?” she asked, or tried to.

      “I say you and man. I choose man. Healer Morningstar say no man. I say Healer Morningstar you go man,” Marsee translated. “Big male, little female.”

      It took a while to understand the last bit, and after some drawing, she realized that there were more men than women rescued, and that was the best pairing they’d been able to come up with, with the people under Healer Morningstar’s care.

      So, you gave the order for the two of us to be together, Jessica deciphered, and thought back to the rest of the conversation.

      She wants to save our species, but she doesn’t want me to have a baby because she thinks I’m still too little to have one. My parents would have to be short. Do they think I’m still a baby?

      But what did she think would happen, locking us up in a room together and leaving us alone? Is rape not a thing for their world if you get to choose your sex as an adult?

      I guess that could be possible. The females of their species are significantly larger than the males, so maybe it just doesn’t happen. Was this all just a horrible mistake on their part?

      “Why didn’t you come when I called for help?” she asked next.

      “No hear Little Flower sign help,” Myra sighed sadly. “Healer Morningstar help little cub. Cub no…”

      Marsee frowned trying to figure out how to translate the next bit, then made big breathing motions, signed ‘food knife,’ and pointed to her neck.

      Healer Morningstar didn’t hear me call for help because she’d been busy trying to save a choking baby, she deciphered.

      Suddenly, all of her anger drained, leaving her feeling empty and hollow inside. Her anger and hatred had been her constant companion for so long that
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