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 Author's Inclusion: Reference - University archive:

Heading - Origin, Calendar, Earth-Humans:
Purpose – Orientation

 


The Standard Calendar referred to herein, is
the Human Standard Calendar. From human colony worlds, space
stations and ships it was eventually adopted universally out of
convenience.

The Standard Calendar was ratified during
the First Human Conclave, after the third colonial exodus from the
old Earth Empire. The First Conclave, under the mediation of
several Warders and interested Civil leaders, formally introduced
Earthling scholars, colonial leaders and starship commanders to the
Principles of Civilization. These guiding principles enable the
growth and prosperity of our Civilization.

Up until that time Earthling Humans had been
accepted as a fringe element. The growing number of colonies, ships
and stations had pressed the Warders to take official action
introducing and accepting Earthling Humans into the
Civilization.

During that historical Conclave the Standard
Calendar was designed and instituted, marking the first day. From
that day our current date is established.

Since human chronometers held with a twenty
four hour, sixty minute per hour cycle, the standard day remained
the same. Nine days per week was decided, with five weeks per
month. For the sake of heritage and remembrance twelve months in a
year continued.

While the name of each month was kept the
same, according to the majority present at the Conclave, later
argument proved that those names had already altered from the
actual names used on pre-exodus Old Earth.

Since that first year there have been
innumerable alterations of the names of each month, according to
developing cultures and planetary choices. There is currently no
record of all the variations, although such data is available
within University's data banks.



Prologue

 


While the mission parameters of the CSIC
Cruiser, The Weightless Sword, have yet to be declassified,
the Watch investigation into its loss presented the following
report:

ConSect Interstellar Corporation filed a
standard DSE* flight plan, departing CSIC Platform 67 at 9:00 A on
37 Apros* 1592. No mission termination date was filed.

The Weightless Sword filed a launch
delay for non-specified mechanical reasons and subsequently
launched three hours later.

There was no report filed on what repairs
took place during that time. No dock worker participated in
repairs. There was no requisition filed for parts or
assistance.

The ship launched at 12:05 P on 37 Apros
1592.

CHO Outbound Station recorded passage of
The Weightless Sword at 6:45 P on 37 Apros 1592. Contact was
made by Communications Tech Gloria Simms who reported all onboard
systems were green, all souls alive and well. (Vocal recording
attached)

That was the last communication from the
ship.

The Weightless Sword is a C class DS
Cruiser *. It is capable of unrestricted Inter-Dimensional passage.
It is capable of planetary landings and lift-off. It carries one
cargo/passenger shuttle*. Armament is restricted to a turret
mounted duo-pulse cannon. (Last inspection of ship's weapon was 6
Octal 1591, upon power upgrade. Unused since inspection.) Augmented
force shields, recommend inspection of power relays and couplings
upon return. (If shields are used.) (Shuttle mounts a P3, single
pulse cannon.)

 


Crew manifest for The Weightless
Sword lists a minimal crew of eleven souls. While these few
were an efficient skeleton crew, members of the attached Guard
squad were capable of assistance at need.

- Commander Warren Sykes (human male)

- Douglas Turnis – (human male) pilot,
navigation tech

- Bradley Regla – (human male) assistant
pilot,

- Gloria Simms – (human female)
communication tech

- Cress Hanford – (human male) chief
engineer

- Rod Martak – (human male) assistant
engineer, gunnery second

- Sayla White Plain – (human female)
environmental systems specialist

- Davite Jeffries – (human male)
astrogation, computer sys tech

- Loren Silvestrano – (human male) gunnery,
mechanical engineer

- Pela Rentuss – (human female) engineer,
assistant environmental sys tech

- Walter Emerson – (human male) nutrition
tech

(additional details on each individual soul
is available to authorized intellects)

 


Passenger manifest for The Weightless
Sword lists the CSIC Elite Guard squad.

- Gabriel Nosrit – Captain – (human male)
(specialties classified)

- Dominic L'Duberne – (human male)
(specialties classified)

- Dean Autorian– Medic - (human male)
(specialties classified)

- Jayson Ricartson – (human male)
(specialties classified)

- Mason McFarlaine – (human male)
(specialties classified)

- Sea (of the) Italiashe (clan) – (human
female) (specialties classified)

(details, ratings, specialties
unavailable)

 


Additional Passenger listed:

- Professor Valeria Pelayrm –
xeno-archaeologist. (human female) DOB 26.7.1531. Specialist in
obscure and alien technology, specifically data storage devices.
Professor Pelayrm's list of discoveries, translations and research
entrusted to University consistently exemplify her expertise with
Ancient Alien technology (CR as the lost civilizations).
(She gained notoriety as the discoverer of the Salusian Memory
Charms. She successfully accessed and decrypted the unusual
crystalline matrix. For thousands of years the Salusian Charms had
been considered beautiful treasures, remnants of a lost
civilization. No one had suspected they were data storage
devices.)

- With Professor Pelayrm is her traveling
companion/pet. Mammalian, possible hybrid or genetically engineered
life form. Visually similar to old-Earth tiger crossed with
old-Earth mountain gorilla. Prehensile tail. Entry status ranking
at docility 3, omnivore, male (or sterile), 330 kg, green eyes,
variegated black fur. (Alert Notice: At system reentry
genetic sample is required/ per CHO mandate CHOX9786 - ref -
unknown species interdiction)

Analysis suggests that with Professor
Pelayrm as the honored passenger, accompanied by the corporation's
Elite Guard, the mission targeted a specific destination. Presence
of the Guard squad implies a need of security and suspicion of
hostile conditions, either along the way or at their destination.
For several months prior to the launch of mission, Prof. Pelayrm
invested time in a classified storage facility of CSIC.

Rumor (attributed to an anonymous source)
claims that artifacts gleaned from a dozen systems through several
galaxies held similar engravings. CSIC brought Prof. Pelayrm in to
decipher these engravings. From her work, the deep space mission
was prepped.

At this date, 21.6.1597, the crew and
passengers of The Weightless Sword are considered
lost/missing.

Note: Several listed crew members are
under investigation for robbery and possession of stolen goods with
intent to sell. Charges were pending at launch date. Alert:
At system reentry detain (redacted), (redacted) and (redacted) for
questioning.

Note: If no return or update on
The Weightless Sword or any crew or passenger is registered
by 1.6.1607 this file will be reopened and Consideration of Death
notices will be determined by Watch exe order.

 


 


*1 – DSE – Deep Space Exploration mission.
Standard contract conditions apply.

*2 – Apros is the fourth month in the
calendar of the home system of CSIC.

*3 – A class C, Deep Space Cruiser carries a
regular crew of twenty, including hydroponic, communication,
engineering, nutrition, and medical techs. It is capable of
carrying fifty passengers. Two cargo bays of 60 cubic meters and
one of 90 cubic meters are available. (note: bay one is
standard ship supplies rather than removable cargo)

*4 – A C/P shuttle uses a four man crew with
room for ten passengers. It has a 30 cubic meter cargo bay. It has
a minimal life support and oxy-generator.



Chapter
1

 


 


I was ripped open, nerves laid bare… dying
without hope.

Dreams plagued me… except I didn't dream…
ever…

They were memories… pain. All was memory I'd
hoped forgot.

Old news… familiar nightmares I thought I'd
escaped.

It tasted fresh, renewed.

Something worse gripped me.

I'm ripped open again. All nerves exposed.
There was no convenient healing sea to fall into for salvation.

-- Holy blazes… I was dreaming.

Or…

-- Nooo…

There I was. Sweat covered me.

I was looking at me… my reflection…
except… no…

My black hair clung to my sweaty splotchy
face… my eyes were squeezed shut.

The pain was… all pain…

I was looking at me, except…

A hand brushed my hair to the side. I feel
the hand move… like I reached out mine.

Except… not my hand. It felt like mine
touching damp hair.

Trembling, my eyes squeezed shut harder.
This can't be.

I recognized those strong slender fingers.
They're pale… they're… mine? Curling the hand closed, I felt
me do it, watched it close. Not mine. The fingers spread to
stroke hair from my face.

I didn't move the hand. I felt the hair… my
hair… slide on my skin. I felt me do it…

Except… except my hands were fists. They
were trembling, fisted, on my thighs.

- What the blazes?

~ Hush. Calm down. Relax.

I opened my eyes… I see them open…

Val is before me. It's her hand moving. I
feel it from… from… from inside.

Val's looking at me. I see her and still… I
see me… from her perspective.

Her brown hair is plastered to her face. She
looks as feverish as I feel… as I look. Long locks of hair cling to
her slender neck. Her golden brown eyes are wide… wider than I'd
ever seen.

Her lips are pinched shut, her nostrils
flared like she was struggling with the pain I felt.

Yet, she'd spoke.

~ I didn't speak. I thought. Like you're
thinking now.

It all hurt.

I shut my eyes.

Though I lost sight of her… I saw me… my
eyes shut… squeezed from the pain.

I tried to move. All I managed was to cause
a greater sensation of pain to wash through me.

~ Calm down. Don't try to move. Not yet.

"Whaa…?"

From her eyes I watch my mouth move, trying
for a word, a question… and failing… from the pain. Muscle tension,
taut flesh, trembling… me. My head was shifting, I saw it from
her, felt it from me… it hurt. Breathing hurt.

~ Yes. It'll take time. You're not used to
it… I'm not either, so take your time.

Watching from her side, I see her fingers
swipe more of my hair from my face. I feel the hair on my face,
with her fingers. It's like… I'm divided… worse.

Val's fingers stop. She stroked my jaw,
touched my chin.

~ You're not divided. I'm sorry you think it
worse. I fear we are stuck like this, Sea.

Opening my eyes, I see her… still seeing me.
Seeing us both at once… from one another…

"Stuck?"

Managing the word, the pain burned through
my throat into my head. The echo of the word ran through me and
through her ears. I sucked air.

~ Don't speak. It's easier to think. I hear
your thoughts. I am… within you, as well.

Saying… or, thinking that… her eyes
dropped from mine, to study the rumpled bedclothes beneath us.
Valeria was sorry to spread this to me. She'd had no choice.
Neither did I… now.

A flash of memory, a blink of
recollection…

Azkor.

Fear… real fear… stabbed me through
every exposed nerve. I'd never known such fear.

~ Sea? Sea, I'm here. Calm your
thoughts.

I remember. Azkor was here… all around us.
Biting me… her… us…

~ He's gone for now. Relax. Breathe.

- What did you do to me?

~ Not me. Him. I'm sorry. Please… I am so
sorry. I have no… I can't…

Her thoughts fumbled, failed in the telling…
but I knew… not through her spoken thought but through…
knowing. Her memories threw all I ever needed directly into
my mind. It was as though they were my memories… my
recollection… my pain.

Valeria Pelayrm, Professor, serving as lead
archaeologist on a wasteland planet found a strange orphan kitten.
Its mother had been killed for attacking the humans there,
prospectors.

I, Valeria, we… had felt a curious affection
for the little beast, finding it tame and as curious. I, we… had
never owned a pet… work, exploration, grading, evaluating students
had occupied us forever. The creature adapted to being ours quickly
as we and our students worked.

Our one year survey was to determine if an
alien site was of an extinct native population or a short-lived
colony of star travelers. We determined the site was an extinct
colony of star travelers. They'd likely crashed, cannibalized their
ship and lived for a generation. There'd been no evidence of native
intelligence.

Our decision had paved the way for miners to
harvest the planet after we were gone.

We left that unremarkable planet, taking
Azkor. We couldn't leave the creature behind.

I had enough separation from the memories to
know how Val was used, manipulated and owned by the creature
through the following years. It was like the mind-leech I'd once
known, though Azkor is not a mechanical device.

~ He's never harmed me, Sea.

That was a lie. He'd only left no evidence
of what harm he'd done.

-- You say. Forgive my disbelief in his
benevolence, Val. Why has he done this to me… to us? You can't
think it's a good thing.

~ No. I don't know why. I don't know his
plans. I… Sea… I don't have a choice.

-- You never tried to take your life back?
You never resisted?

~ Of course I did. Once or twice… it was
painful. It's still painful.

Val's memories showed her attempts to escape
his manipulation and ownership. He'd made her suffer more than
mentally, though that was painful enough. Any thought she had of
escaping him, betraying his cruelty, contacting any authority was
punished. His claws had raked the flesh from her back on several
occasions. He'd healed her after… when she'd begged enough, swore
and promised not to betray him.

Val rarely considered escaping the
creature.

Azkor looked formidable. Odd looking. In
earthly sim-zoos, I'd seen tigers, gorillas and monkeys of old
Earth. Azkor was like a cross between the three types. Much of it
was like a tiger, but for the forearms and shoulders of an ape,
with a strong prehensile tail. Its coloring was the black of the
depths through a black hole.

The first time I'd seen him, I'd thought he
was dangerous. I'd run through my catalogue of weapons, deciding
what I'd use to stop it should it escape Val's control. My first
thought wasn't to simply stop it but destroy it to dust. That's how
dangerous it looked.

Yet… upon a second look… it was simply a big
dumb animal, tame and obedient.

From my current perspective, knowing Val's
thoughts, I realized Azkor manipulated the concerns of those around
him. He'd made me accept him as harmless, dulling my warning
senses. Every one of my squad had been disarmed in that respect. We
all thought him harmless.

I remember… I'd wondered… suspected… feared…
far too briefly.

Only a psionic off-the-scale rating would
explain… any of this.

Now, Val believed I was as trapped as she's
always been.

It wasn't that Azkor used her only to
provide meals and transportation, flying across the galaxies to
ancient alien sites. That was a part of her job… it became her
life. She was a xeno-archaeologist, a specialist. Azkor assisted
her work. He'd helped her translate alien texts, transcriptions and
even decrypt data storage devices no one else could make sense
of.

Professor Valeria Pelayrm had an impressive
list of successes in the exotic realm of lost alien cultures. She'd
lost measure of the amount of data she'd supplied University. It
didn't matter to her. She enjoyed the challenge.

Azkor fed her that enjoyment.

I was separate enough to see he manipulated
her through all of her business.

I'd think it was his plan that she became an
expert, but that she'd been bound on the path before encountering
him.

Azkor encouraged her in these endeavors.

It was as though he was using her to find
something… or search.

The mission we were on was such a
search.

Of course Val wouldn't know his plan… she
was his tool. Likely all the jobs she'd ever taken were aligned to
it. Azkor led her around with an invisible and indestructible
leash. She let the worlds think that she owned the leash and Azkor
was her pet.

~ I'm sorry. What do you want from me?

I'd been staring at her for some time…
hadn't realized it.

I still saw me from her… her from me.

Val was crying… leaking pitiable tears,
looking stupid, pale and weak. My eyes were dark, hard,
angry.

~ Hate me all you want. It's nothing more
than what I feel. Do you think I enjoy this?

I wasn't sure this meant being
connected to me or simply letting Azkor own her.

~ Both… if you must question it. You saw my
memories. I never had a chance to escape. Once he was in my head… I
was lost.

-- You barely fought back. You'd had
opportunities…

My comment stalled as her memories showed
how dangerous such opportunities were. Not only did Azkor punish
her for thinking of escape, he showed the damage he would inflict
before being taken down. Mostly, he instilled such fear in Val that
it became a button he pushed at need.

It was a depth of fear that crushed her,
overwhelmed her and shattered her concentration.

Azkor rewarded her as well. Training her,
conditioning her, I supposed.

Valeria is an academic, enjoying fieldwork
because it was safe with Azkor. There were fewer opportunities for
danger out in the field. She enjoyed the puzzles, the mysteries and
solving them. Azkor aided her, enhanced her abilities somehow. Val
solved the puzzles and that gave her enjoyment.

I'm different. I'm a warrior, a guard. I'd
escaped a mind leech device back when I'd been… well, I'd been
younger. I can't measure the time from the past to now. I don't
know my age, my planet of origin, my family… or my birth name. I'd
named myself Sea when I first needed a name after my escape. I used
Italiashe since it's my clan name from living among the
WiRasshitearle. The WRash traders had rescued me after I'd escaped
the mind leech.

Azkor won't be able to hold me. I have my
squad to help. I have weapons. I'm tough.

~ Please, don't try to fight him, Sea. You
can't win. You'll get hurt… likely me along with you. Your friends
could all be killed if he wanted. You've seen him move. Do you
really think any of your friends would stand a chance?

-- Do you expect me to submit to him? Do you
think I'm so weak? We've got weapons that would burn the flesh from
his bones, without damaging the ship. Hell, my needlers would rip
through him before he'd get close.

~ You remember that planet? His planet of
origin? His breed took out dozens of miners and their guards. They
hunted Azkor's breed with long range ballistic weapons and
explosive rounds. The creatures would heal incredibly fast from
anything less. No one could hunt them close range. I didn't know
why then, but now I know the creatures could confuse your
targeting, mentally. Only hi-end security systems worked at close
range.

-- You think he could mess with the entire
squad at once?

~ I'm saying he already has. You know how
fast he is. If one of your guys hesitated a split second, Azkor
would rip his head off.

-- You've seen that?

~ You know I have. You saw the memory. It
wasn't illusion. It was his demonstration of what would happen if I
tried to escape. He killed a worker just to teach me a lesson. He
needs me. He needs you for something. I've come to believe he does
nothing on a whim.

Valeria was completely serious. Also
completely cowed. No way I'd live as a mind slave to anyone ever
again. I'd go down fighting… or take him down with. Preferably, I'd
take him down first.

"Where…?" I had to stop my attempt at
speaking. It was painful.

~ I don't know why it hurts, Sea. Please, I
hear your thoughts. He's in the closet, resting. This… whatever he
had to do to link us… it took a lot of energy. But don't push him…
please.

-- You say he crushes any rebellion in you…
why isn't he crushing you or me now?

~ This isn't rebellion. This is
thinking. He… I believe he can't know what I'm thinking, or what
we're thinking. Our minds are alien… primitive… weak. Our thoughts
are weak electrical impulses that somehow connect between you and
me from what he did. If I actually considered doing something
specifically, like taking your gun and shooting him… if I took it
and started to aim it at him, he'd know. That goes beyond thinking.
It uses different electro-chemical impulses throughout my body.
He'd know my intention at that…

Valeria was weak. Not a warrior. Azkor
treated her like a dog, trained her like a… he didn't need to
understand her thoughts. Like a human didn't understand the
thoughts of a dog, he could train her without understanding.
Rewarding her for good behavior, taking her for walks.

~ Blast you, Sea. You don't know what's it's
been…

-- Shut it, professor. Keep your thoughts
to…

Pain flooded me. Not new pain, fresh pain,
or even my pain, though it felt like it.

This was her pain… memories of such pain
that she was paralyzed. Azkor didn't have to rip her flesh to
conjure that amount of pain. I knew how she curled into a ball or
writhed in pain… I saw it… felt it… it was me… it was Azkor's
whim.

-- Stop it. Just stop.

Val was curled up in a ball, feeling that
pain now. Her eyes were screwed shut, her body trembling.

~ It's not me… this is you. My memories… you
accessed them. Please stop.

I didn't know how.

Val did something.

The pain vanished.

-- We're that connected?

~ You know we are. Please, please don't hurt
me.

-- Stop being such a coward.

~ Blast you. Think of me as a dog, I don't
care. I've done great…

-- Don't try to impress me with your good
deeds. I'm not gonna be his newest dog. I'll kill the damn
thing.

When she opened her eyes, I saw me. I hadn't
moved.

Neither of us had moved.

~ I thought we'd become friends, Sea.

-- You're a lie.

I felt her cowardly reaction. Shame,
self-loathing, bitterness… decades of anguish trembled though the
connection we shared.

~ You're not perfect, either. I'm surviving.
He's… he's never done this before.

-- But you know he kills people. Anyone he
thinks might suspect the truth…

Val shifted to her knees. I felt the
movement like it was my body. I felt it… yet… trying to move me
only brought pain.

~ No. At least… not for years. I'm careful.
I keep my missions on the outskirts, the fringe of civilization. We
find obscure digs… I don't endanger people. Honest.

-- I see what you've done to protect others.
I know that. Why didn't you protect me? Claiming we're friends
doesn't make…

Val's hands moved up to cover her face as
her tears resumed. It didn't stop her thoughts.

~ I had nothing to do with this. CSIC came
to me with this mission. Gods, Sea… they offered me the perfect
means of staying away… for all my life… if I wanted. I could keep
him from anyone.

-- They offered you a ship? For what? What's
this mission? Why did this mission change his behavior? Why is this
so important to him?

Valeria didn't have to answer, not in words,
or thoughts… I held her memories.

There'd been no sign that this mission was
important to Azkor. There was no obvious reason for this alteration
to his habits. Usually he stayed in the shadows, avoided
involvement with people. Val had no straight connection to his
thoughts as we now shared.

The ConSect Interstellar Corporation had
offered her a ship. A lifetime of funding as payment would come
with it. As long as she succeeded at this mission she would be
rewarded. The corporation had amassed a collection of alien stelae.
They'd tried for over two centuries to translate any of the
etchings. With Valeria's growing reputation they tendered a dozen
holographic images for her to study.

When she was able to translate certain
phrases and data from these, they offered her access to their
entire collection. CSIC was of the belief that the Origin of these
stelae would hold a treasure trove of advanced tech and data. At
the site of each stele there'd been remnants of lost civilizations.
Many of these sites provided evidence and samples of advanced tech.
Some held treasures.

In any case, Valeria was asked to find the
trail of those who planted the stelae on those planets. If she
succeeded in finding the Origin planet of these beings, CSIC would
give her a ship, crew and funding… for her lifetime.

Val thought it was a great offer. She'd only
have to give the corporation first option on any discovery she
makes.

-- Great offer, bitch. You don't know why
this changed Azkor's behavior?

~ No. I know he's been interested in the
stelae. He helped me with the translations.

-- How can he do that? What is he?

~ I don't know. I don't know.

Kneeling, she moved closer to me. She
brushed the hair from my face.

Watching it, feeling it, from both sides was
uncomfortable. Strange.

~ Please, Sea… at least stop actively hating
me. It hurts.

-- You deserve it.

Val sighed, wiped her tears away, shaking
her head.

~ Maybe I do. I'm sorry.

-- Why does it hurt for me to try
moving?

~ I don't know.

Taking my hand… another strange dual
sensation… she straightened my arm. She curled my fingers and
flattened them out, curled them again.

It hurt. I let her continue. She was trying
to puzzle out what was wrong with me. I knew her intentions… deep
motivations that had no reason but were her nature.

-- Better not be anything wrong with me.

~ Blame that on me, too. I don't care.

Val pushed me. I fell onto my back. I felt
limp, but filled with pain.

~ That's it. You need to… own that
pain. It's normal.

Nodding, Val raised my arm again, looking at
it, feeling it from inside me as I did, while she moved it. I felt
the aha of her understanding light up… solving another
puzzle.

-- Pain is not normal, Val. What
do you mean?

~ Pain is simply the interpretation of nerve
impulses by your brain. Nerve impulses, though, are what moves our
muscles… our…

-- I get it. Doesn't help. How do I own it?
Why don't I already?

Again she was thinking… these thoughts were
nearly too rapid to follow, spiraling in a dizzy display of
associations and interpretations. Val's conclusion was that Azkor
had left something loose in my brain, leaving a gap where
connection to me should be.

-- That doesn't help.

~ I know. I'm not stupid. No matter what you
think of me… may I try to fix this?

I managed to force my eyes open, ignoring
the pain. That weird dual vision was irritating. Looking at her,
while seeing me looking at her, was nothing I'd get used to.

-- What makes you think you can?

~ I don't know that I can. I believe it's
possible. I may have learned enough of his methods to reach into
you.

-- What are you…?

The problem of asking a question was that
her memory opened in response, answering. It was instantaneous, as
though it was my memory… not something I'd ever get used to.

This time she fought me, trying to obscure
what I was reading. Nothing she tried worked as she intended.
Rather than hiding what she wanted, she only pointed it out more
clearly.

-- You were awake while he did this to
us?

~ I was aware, yes. I tried to perceive
everything he did.

Even though I gained an understanding of
what she'd tried, I had no clue what it meant. It was like
assembling a needler in the dark with gloves on. It was one step
too distant to relate.

While that was one matter, the simple one…
what she'd tried to hide was the fact that she hadn't completely
surrendered to Azkor's domination. Valeria is intelligent. Her
intellect is ordered in such a manner that she views her escape as
a puzzle to solve. She collected pieces, clues and data so that she
can one day use them to free herself.

Val had forced herself to remain aware as
Azkor ripped us apart and stitched us together with this strange
psychic connection. It had been painful. I couldn't understand what
she'd visualized during the event. She didn't have words to
associate with it all.

~ So. Will you allow me to try?

I allowed.

Taking my hands with hers, she closed her
eyes. I closed mine at her impulse.

Then… it was different. Her thoughts
communicated. I'd reached into her memories, claiming them. This
was more. I had no words to associate with the sensations.

The result was pain.

~ Relax. Breathe.

Neither was easy.

Time passed. I felt her presence within.

~ That's all I can do. Is there any
change?

Val's eyes opened. She leaned away.

I saw me lying there. My eyelids fluttered,
failed to open. Pain trembled.

Trying, I turned my hand over, curled my
fingers. The pain was present but minimal.

I understood what she'd meant. The pain I
felt was the impulse I was trying to use to move my muscles.
Interesting.

~ I need to…

I felt her need. I felt her shift, turning.
I felt her roll to the edge of the bed, balance and then lower her
feet to the floor. I watched the room through her eyes.

~ This is difficult.

Val meant that she was feeling me moving my
hand, still lying on the bed… while feeling herself walk across the
room.

It was screlly.

Being with her in the toilet and as she
washed her face, seeing her reflection… strange.

-- I'll never get used to this.

~ The human mind is capable of extreme
adaptations, Sea. Don't doubt yourself. I've seen how skilled you
are as a fighter and marksman… I know more from your memories. I
believe you'll adjust to this rapidly. Knowing you, you'll find
some advantage in it.

I was practicing using my hands and fingers
as she studied herself… or… were we studying her and
we practiced using my hands.

~ I recommend not over-thinking it.

I almost laughed at that.

Val brought juice and treats back to the
bed.

"You have to…" her voice felt and sounded
odd to both of us. She shrugged. "You need to sit up, Sea."

She'd already thought it.

"We need to appear normal," she said.

Fighting through the pain, I knelt up on the
bed. I was dizzy. Shouldn't be. I looked to the closet. That was
Azkor's nest. We both felt him inside, asleep.

~ He never sleeps completely, Sea. I can
feel a tendril of his awareness, do you?

I didn't.

Val led my thoughts to where she perceived
him. I grew aware of him. I frowned.

Offering a bulb of juice, she shrugged,
offering a minimal smile.

"So," I said, trying to feel it as though it
was normal. "You're just…"

~ STOP.

I blinked, shaking my head. That tone
nearly hurt.

~ Don't ever speak anything we want secret,
Sea. Azkor can understand our verbal language more than he ever
knows our thoughts.

The first sip of juice hit me like some
nectar I'd never tasted before. I sucked the bulb dry in a minute.
I still had pain. I strove to ignore it. Even the slightest
movement hurt.

Val offered me a fruit bar.

I gave her by empty bulb.

The exchange was odd. We both knew, felt,
moved to the same impetus. The movements had flowed, simply,
properly.

~ The key will be not thinking too hard
about doing. We've trained our bodies to move according to standard
impulses. Sharing those impulses will only be confusing if we make
it so.

-- Don't know about that. Seeing your hand
coming and going, from my eyes and yours, while bringing my hand
up, seeing it from both of us… it's already confusing as
blazes.

Val gave her slight smile.

Her brown eyes were deep, dark, with a hint
of gold. Her spine stiffened. She looked aside.

Azkor had trained her well. Every expression
of hers was minimal, controlled, repressed.

Though I hardly wanted it, a flood of her
memories of being trained ran through me.

As a guard I've been exposed to cruelty,
even before that, on a dozen planets. Azkor was a master. How?

~ I don't know. I haven't figured that part
out, Sea. You saw when he came with me as a little kitten… a cub. I
cannot believe his parents had time to teach him these manners. And
the fact that he searches for something. None of this is
instinctual behavior.

-- What of his planet of origin?

~ I believe he was a star traveler, either
as a sentient or the pet companion aboard their ships. Well, a
descendant of those whose extinct colony I studied. He wasn't a
native life-form of that planet.

-- What of that? Have you ever identified a
planet of origin for his species?

~ No. I've searched every record I can
access… I have unlimited access at University… but I've never
identified a similar breed.

-- Some kind of mutant or genetic
experiment?

~ If so, the difference is moot. I've never
seen technology that could create a species of this category. He
was born of a mother, not a vat. There are legends… but only among
humankind. Azkor is not human.

-- You know this…?

~ If he had human genetic origins his mental
processes would connect to ours. We don't want that.

After finishing the fruit bar, I had to go
to the toilet. The pain aspect was less worrisome than the dual
vision. Val watched me walk across the room. I was watching where I
was going. It was slightly unnerving. I looked like a cripple… Val
thought somnambulist… sleepwalker.

I took my time. I washed my face. My hair
was sticky for some reason. I ran wet fingers through it, combing
it into order. I wore my hair longer than regs allowed to hide the
scars on my back. The mind-leech that had stolen my youth and
memories had been planted there.

As Val was accessing my memories of that
part of my past, I was returning to the bed.

I considered getting another bulb of
juice.

Val wanted to see the scar.

She was…

The closet door opened.

Azkor shifted into the room. He was ink
black.

The sight of it…

Dropping to my knees, I reached into the
pile of my clothes, fumbling. A gun came to hand, a micro… I
brought it up, shifting, while digging for another, as I…

Azkor's mouth stretched wide, showing the
terrible array of teeth I'd only seen once before. He pounced.



Chapter
2

 


 


Pain summoned me to awareness.

It didn't let go there.

Val's pain and my pain echoed and thrummed
between us.

Heat was a force around us… a presence.

Val was whimpering. Her pleading thoughts
were incoherent.

Darkness filled us.

I forced my eyes to work. I managed to get
one to obey, opening it.

I was on my back on the floor as I'd
suspected. I had to turn my head to see Valeria. She was on the
floor nearby, shoved in a seated position against the bed. Blood
streaked her chest.

Claw trails, like knife wounds,
criss-crossed her chest and belly. They appeared shallow.

Pain radiated through her, through me…
throbbing and burning.

I turned my eye to Azkor. My mission
briefing had included the fact that he weighed three hundred and
thirty kilograms. That fact was relevant in that he sat on my right
leg and Val's left leg. He was licking the fingers of his right
hand.

His large green eyes were watching me.

I don't know if he'd waited for my attention
to comprehend his but as I met his eyes, his right hand waved
through the air.

Val gasped, weakly. Her interrupted
whimpering resumed.

A fresh pattern of claw marks was bleeding
along her bare thigh.

Even with half his weight on my leg I'd sat
up… reaching for… anything as that pain flashed through me… into
me… though it was Val's body.

My eyes were wide open. Her pain throbbed
within us.

Azkor resumed licking his fingers.

Azkor was a black monster. The mission
briefing had likened his form to a mix of old-earth types. His body
type, hindlimbs and torso… even his head was similar to that of a
tiger. His forearms and shoulders were like those of a gorilla. The
tail that rubbed against my bare foot was prehensile, like a monkey
or certain reptiles.

Covered in ink black fur, he could vanish in
the dark. I'd seen his eyes glow green, though, as if
electrified.

While his hind feet were similar to cat's
feet, his front hands were similar to an ape's. I believe the thumb
and little finger were more useful… grasping.

Those green eyes were awaiting my look.

Heat filled me. Anger. Hatred. Need.

Again his hand waved. He moved almost faster
than I could witness.

Again Val gasped. Her whimpers changed to
sobs.

I didn't look from his eyes this time. Val's
pain tore at me and through me.

He was licking her blood from his
fingers.

Val's thoughts were only the tumbling
reflections of pain… like she was hiding from it.

There was nothing to understand in Azkor's
eyes.

The black furred face gave no hint of
thoughts, expressions… nothing.

Keeping his eyes on mine, his right hand
settled to rest on Val's leg. His left hand came up. Something fell
onto my lap.

I'd flinched but didn't dare look away.

The familiar weight had me looking down,
though.

The mirco-needler I'd pulled on him before,
rested on my upper thigh, leaning against my belly. I looked at his
eyes again.

I watched as he moved his left hand again.
This time he dropped a pulsor onto my lap. Then one of my regular
needlers landed.

I flinched again, this time fighting it as I
wanted to grab my guns and blow him away.

Thing was, I was fairly certain I had hit
him with the micro before I'd been struck.

I was too close. He could lash out and hit
me… no… he'd hit Valeria.

Raising my eyes to his, I realized his game…
his message.

Azkor showed a snarl. Slowly, his lips
curled and spread, exposing the strange daggerlike teeth.

For a moment he held that pose, looking at
me. Whether it was a smile, snarl or simply a baring of teeth… I
got the message.

I was trembling. Hadn't realized that.

His teeth vanished, though his eyes
continued to hold mine.

His right hand waved, raising another gasp
from Val, scoring another trail of pain across both of us… leaving
blood across her breasts.

Shifting his haunches, Azkor freed me of his
weight. Raising his right hand, he resumed licking blood… Val's
blood. All the while, those wide green eyes held me.

Even knowing the creature was alien, I could
only interpret its behavior as mocking, disdainful. It looked at me
like I was a weak little child. I'd felt this way before, when I
lived among the WRash. They had towered over me. I'm a bit under
two meters tall. I weigh about fifty-two kilos, small and
light.

Azkor was six times my mass with
unbelievable strength, speed and agility.

Looking up at it, it was hard to believe I'd
accepted it as harmless.

Again, he settled his right hand onto Val's
leg. Reaching out, he plucked the pulsor from my lap and tossed it
to the side. Then he claimed the micro-needler and tossed it.

I thought he'd take the last gun… instead
those thick blunt fingers stroked up my chest, between my breasts
and circled my neck.

Holding myself from flinching, I looked to
his eyes. They were hooded, half closed. He was almost leaning
toward me.

Almost gently he squeezed my neck… holding
me between his fingers.

Then… the sharp tips of claws pressed into
me… not deep… I think he meant to show off. He started lifting
me.

That hurt, lifting me by my neck. I
scrambled to crouch and then stand, at the same time grabbing the
needler from my lap. That was automatic. My guns were my life.

I kept the barrel aimed down, away from
Azkor and Valeria. My fingers instinctively adjusted range and
strength, activating the weapon.

Releasing my neck, Azkor ran his hand back
down. This time a single claw scratched a line from my neck,
between my breasts and to my belly.

He poked me. One finger poked at my belly.
He prodded me as his hand pushed me back. I nearly stumbled.

Making a shooing motion, like a human, he
had me back up… away from him.

I still held my needler.

Pointedly, he looked to that weapon, and
back to my eyes.

I didn't grasp his intention. There was no
mental touch from him. Val's presence was a mewling ball of pain in
the side of my head.

I backed up.

I backed to the wall of her quarters as he
watched me.

My finger calibrated the needler.

A needler was a gun deemed relatively safe
for space ships. The magnetic arming and firing mech wouldn't
damage nearby electronics. The needle-like projectiles, if
calibrated properly, could pierce the hull. If calibrated to a
different hardness they'd shatter. A pinch of carbon molecules were
chambered and compressed into a needle as the gun fired. The
compression was adjustable, as was the exact mass.

For a human target, without armor, a weak
compression allowed the needle to fragment into a dozen shards at
impact. The shards would continue on track, ripping through flesh
and bone. A harder compression would simply pierce a body or armor.
If armor, they'd shatter and spread inside it.

For Azkor I'd adjusted compression to
weak.

All the while Azkor watched me.

Once more, he glanced at the gun I held.

Then… he turned away.

Leaving Val propped against the bed, Azkor
paced to the far side of her quarters.

The giant creature strolled like a lazy
ship's cat, his tail swaying.

Even though Valeria was an honored passenger
and the lead on this mission, ship's quarters weren't all that big.
This might've been the best on the ship but from one side to the
other wasn't a great distance.

So, when Azkor turned and faced me from
across that space… it wasn't far. Not for a gun.

I'd seen Azkor playing in zero-g. I'd played
with him once… was it only hours ago? Hard to tell. But in the
z-ball court, he'd moved with incredible precision, grace and
speed.

Even with gravity, I figured he could cross
the room in two bounds and crush me.

I wasn't sure of his game.

He'd armed me, separated me and left Val's
side. It was like a duel… except I was the only one with a
weapon.

Settling on his haunches, watching me, his
eyes hooded.

He started licking his fingers.

It was tempting. I could aim and fire half
the pak before he took one step.

His tail curled and writhed on the
floor.

Before I could wonder if this was really the
game, Azkor hunched his shoulders. His fists opened and closed,
slamming gently to the floor. Then he was snarling, showing his
true teeth, shaking his head.

I felt him then. I felt the pressure,
presence… the pain of his mind hitting mine.

As he took a step toward me, stretching that
as he bunched for a leap, I brought the needler up and fired.

I fired again and again and again before he
slammed into me. One fist shoved me back into the wall, blasting my
breath out.

I fired again… pointblank.

Pain wracked me. Air failed. Dizziness tried
to drag me into the dark.

Azkor pulled the gun from my hand.

When he let me go, I sank to the deck. I
could barely breathe. My chest hurt. My back hurt. I managed to
open my eyes, watching as he paced away, turned and settled near
Val.

I couldn't see her face.

Little had changed with her thoughts, they
were still moaning in pain.

Val was trying to get herself under
control.

Azkor faced me, simply watching.

A buzz attracted me to the comm unit by the
hatch. A yellow light was blinking.

One clawed black hand directed me to attend
the call.

I'd hit the beast. I was better than
excellent with my guns. Every shot I fired, a nearly constant
spray, hit him as he'd approached. They'd had no effect. I'd hit
his body the first time. He hadn't even flinched. So I'd targeted
his head. It was like the gun didn't launch anything.

I knew it had.

To no effect.

I used the wall to aid my movement.

"Yes?" I said to the comm.

"Sensors indicate weapon's discharge in
Professor Pelayrm's compartment, magnetic pulses," said a voice I
didn't recognize. "What's the situation?"

"Sorry," I said. "I was showing the
professor my needler. It was just the mag pulse. The gun was empty.
Sorry about that. Did you want to speak with her?"

"That won't be necessary. If you decide on
any further weapon displays, please use the appropriate facility. A
warning note will be added to today's log, Sea. Please don't do
this again."

"Right, of course," I said.

I flicked off the comm.

Azkor showed me his teeth as I leaned
against the wall.

Val's thoughts were finally lifting beyond
her pain.

I ignored her curiosity. I felt her in me,
using my eyes, feeling what was what with me. She was going through
my immediate memories.

I wasn't certain which movement of Azkor's
prompted me, but I staggered from the wall. I knelt beside Val,
leaning back against the bed.

Azkor shifted. His hand was gripping my neck
again, angled so he controlled my head.

For a moment he held me still, gazing into
my face.

Slowly, he turned my head so I faced Val.
Her eyes were barely open.

When his other hand moved up to her face, I
thought he was going to pet her.

Instead, his hand left a trail of fire, pain
and blood down the side of her face.

Val swallowed the scream that boiled up in
her mind.

She stilled the flinch of her body almost
before it started. The whimpering, pleading thoughts were back in
her head… unvoiced.

Fiery anger rose in me… I started up.

Still holding my head, his other hand was
suddenly on my chest, pressed onto my breasts.

Azkor was leaning nearer.

His wide, dark green eyes narrowed as the
tips of his claws touched my flesh.

I struggled not to move.

As those clawtips penetrated, like daggers,
I grabbed his arm with both hands.

No matter how much force I used… all of me…
I couldn't stop the slow downward rake of those claws.

Pain like that can only be considered as
fire. It consumed me. From my breastbone downward, over… through…
my breasts and downward across my chest to my belly.

Each claw was a separate pain, fire, a trail
of hurt and burn.

I knew there was blood. That was a distinct
feeling.

I'd been cut enough, hurt enough… to deal
with it.

I didn't scream.

I didn't pass out.

I didn't turn from it, not that I could.

All I could manage was return the alien
glare he focused on me.

Probably not the smartest thing to do.

From my belly, he raised his bloody fingers
to touch my cheek above his other hand.

The snarl he showed was again mocking,
superior.

He flicked his finger across my cheek.

Tears obscured my sight… pain blurred my
mind.

Then… he did it again. And again. And
again.

From cheekbone to my mouth he flicked little
slashes of a claw across me.

My eyes screwed shut. My jaw had locked
tight.

The pain was all but overwhelming.

Then he switched hands.

He began slashing my other cheek.

I didn't exactly pass out.

I wanted to.

Pain took the place of awareness.

I'd been here before. It took both hands to
encircle his wrist. I didn't have enough strength to budge him. I
was only holding on.

Then… Azkor flicked his arm.

I slammed into Val… both of us against the
bed.

Before I could move, he shifted and grabbed
my head in one hand, his fingers wrapped my head. The palm of his
hand was over my eyes. I felt the same hold on Val.

~ No. No. No… no… no… no no no no.

Panic filled her. She'd latched onto his
wrist, trying to do something, even as she writhed, trying to get
out from under his hand.

She'd endured everything else without such
fear… now she panicked.

Even as I realized her memory of why… it was
too late to mean a thing.

*

I've always known that darkness hurt.

It's been a truth for me as long as I can
remember. I've never had the darkness hurt so much, so deeply, and
for so long.

The longer it lasted, the more I knew
something else was going on.

-- Val?

I knew her in the darkness. I felt her here
as much as I'd felt her before.

-- Val?

I felt her hear me. She recognized my voice…
my thought. She didn't respond.

-- Val?

~ Hush. I'm working.

-- What the blazes are you working on?

~ Hush. Look for yourself.

Look? It was all dark. Not knowing what else
to do, I tapped her memories. Her thoughts were buzzing too swiftly
to track. It was her memories that led me to understand what she
was doing. She was learning.

We were somewhere else. Neither of us
connected to our bodies. I didn't understand a bit of it but Val
had a plan.

We were within Azkor.

Within Azkor?

~ There. Here.

I had no idea what she was showing me. There
was nothing to orient ourselves to… at least nothing I understood.
From Val I gained the impression that this was the source of all we
didn't know about Azkor. This was the core truth of him.

Whatever it was… I had no clue. Val wasn't
completely certain of what it was either.

She wasn't sure where this information would
lead us… or if she could even make use of it. Valeria was all about
gathering intelligence… data. When she had enough of it, she'd have
a picture she could use.

All of the alien systems she'd analyzed,
decoded, decrypted and translated were nothing more than practice
for understanding how this creature thought. Val wasn't sure we'd
live long enough to make use of her knowledge. The way he treated
us… neither of us could know.

On the positive side, she believed he had no
idea we were functioning here.

Our mental wavelength was still private.

I wasn't so sure of her capabilities. The
thing was… I'm not a strategist… I take orders and carry out
missions. With a team or alone, I'd never failed. Well, I was still
alive. Failure on most of the missions we carried out meant
death.

The Elite squad only dealt with the most
critical missions.

Valeria had the intelligence and perspective
of a strategist. If she wasn't so cowardly, I might have more
faith.

~ Do you confuse patience with cowardice,
Sea?

-- I don't think so.

~ Look here. What do you see?

Moving my awareness to her impetus I
saw a vision. At first it was like a blazing cloud of fire
and we were hovering on the edge of it. There was incredible depth
and substance… more than could be held in reality.

We had to lean closer to view anything.

Even though I saw other creatures like
Azkor, I had no idea of their importance.

Valeria interpreted what we were seeing.

~ By all the stars… do you see?

-- I have no idea what we're looking at.

~ This is it. This is what makes Azkor so
incredible… and so terrible.

-- What is this?

~ If I'm right… I believe I am… this is his
memory core.

-- You say that like he's a computer or some
technological entity.

~ All sophisticated sentient life-forms are
technological entities, Sea. But I can't believe any other known
intellect has such an essence. Look closely…

-- I've seen enough, Val. Just tell me what
the blazes we're looking at.

~ I told you, Azkor's memory core. I've seen
him here… as a kitten… when he first claimed me. I saw him being
born. I saw his mother… her birth… one of her parents… that birth…
and back. Back through time to… I don't know how far. Back to where
they landed on that planet in starships… back to when they had
different bodies.

-- Different bodies?

~ Slightly different. Hard to tell the exact
alterations. They stood upright. I suppose they are an extremely
adaptable species.

-- That's fine… it's great. I don't see how
it helps us.

~ I don't see how it helps us…
yet. But, Sea, this is the key. This is something hypothesized,
but never… never ever proved. I'd say it's impossible but here it
is.

-- What's this key?

~ Genetic memory. More powerful than any
imprinted or instinctual behavior… this is actual memories.
Everything the parent knew, the child knows. And back and back and
back… who knows how far back into the past. Something like this
would never evolve quickly. A young species couldn't… unless there
was some powerful genetic manipulation. And the alteration of form
in one or two generations is another survival mechanism that's
impossible for any complex organism. It's all impossible.

-- So, you're saying what we see here is
impossible?

~ Yes, exactly. This is incredible.

-- This info doesn't sound exactly
helpful.

~ No. I fear this makes our situation all
the more perilous.

-- Really? Because I don't see how this
changes anything, Valeria.

~ Because you're not looking at what he's
doing. That's what I'm studying, too.

-- What's he doing? And I thought you were
studying this.

~ I am studying this. I'm also studying what
he's doing to us. I want to know what he's doing and why. I'm
doubtful I can understand the why, but if I understood the what…
I'd feel better.

Following her impetus, I was somewhere else.
I wasn't sure I was in Azkor, me or her… or some out-of-us place. I
don't think Val had a clue about that. It didn't matter to her.

-- What is this?

There was warmth. Warm colors even. There
was liquid and light.

~ I think this is you… inside of your body,
I mean. Look there… did you have something going on in your
intestines?

-- I don't see anything like intestines. But
I've had them ripped up a few times. I was patched and spliced.
Likely I have scars. Why?

~ Azkor is fixing it all… healing you.
Watch…

Whatever she was seeing, I couldn't
interpret. All I saw were colors, light and warm sensations. It was
strange but nothing I understood.

I moved back to look at the bonfire of his
memory core. I thought it was more interesting.

~ I can't determine which parent gives up
the memories… or if both do.

-- How can you even try to understand
it?

~ If you look closely here, you'll see the
fusion of chromosomes where the offspring is first inspired. I
haven't quite determined where the memory tag rests.

-- Wait. How can you be… you're studying the
healing, the memories and this level of conception… how?

~ I'm not limiting my awareness, Sea. Or you
could consider that I'm multitasking. In this state there's no
limit to what we can perceive.

-- You've done this before.

~ No. I've never experienced anything like
this. I believe we needed to be merged like this for either of us
to have this capability. Since we don't know the next time we'll
have the opportunity to study like this, I need to make use of
every nanosecond.

-- When he pressed his hand on your head you
seemed to expect something. From that I assumed you'd experienced
this.

~ No. I did expect something. Not this. I
expected him to rip through my mind. He's done it before. While he
can't read our thoughts, he's capable of slapping our motivations
around. It's likely he'll do that before ending this session.

-- If you've never experienced this before
how can you know so much?

~ Deductions. Logic. Awareness of
intangibles. I'm not certain of knowledge. We'll find out if what I
learn amounts to anything.

-- Can you get a read on him?

~ No. I'm not going to try. If I pressed it…
and connected… I'd be afraid it would open us to him.

-- You said he's too alien.

~ Yes. I've seen how adaptable he is,
though. Do you want to risk our ultimate privacy at this point?

-- No. You don't seem to be the same person
in here that you are out there.

~ In. Out. Those terms mean nothing. I am
the same. You simply don't know me. Just as I don't know you.

Time was meaningless in that place. I
watched Azkor's memories. Following Val's hints, I tried tracking
his ancestry back through time. I don't know how far I got, if I
got lost or something happened.

Everything faded under a sweeping wave of
pressure and black.

*

I was staring at the ceiling… unblinking. My
eyes were watering, burning… aching.

The bed was beneath me. I'd been on the
floor before… propped against the bed.

Val had been beside…

I turned, forcing the movement through a web
of pain.

My eyes opened… more pain. Val was there,
lying on the bed, her face aimed at the ceiling.

She was the one staring at the ceiling. I
was looking at her.

Whatever Azkor had done, it hadn't separated
us.

Despite the pain, I moved a hand, shoving it
over to touch her. I felt the touch and being touched.

-- Val?

There was no response.

She wasn't dead. I could feel the thrumming
of her pulse. If she'd died I doubt I would see through her
eyes.

-- Val!?!

She blinked. Then she shut her eyes.

The dark from that half of us was good.

She groaned. Turning her head was forced
through the same pain I'd faced.

Opening her eyes, she looked at me.

That dual vision held us. For a time… we
stared at one another.

Moving my hand from her arm, I touched my
cheek. There were no bloody ragged rips on my cheeks. There was no
evidence of scars or any change. My cheek was as smooth as ever. I
looked backward… since this wasn't a reflection. The scar on my
brow was still there.

Using her eyes, I saw my breasts, chest and
belly were as unmarked as they'd been before.

Val's face was unmarked. Likely her body was
as perfect as it had been before.

~ He's done that to me before. Punishment.
You remember. This time he did it for your benefit.

-- Yeah, I got the message. How would he
know if I talked to my captain secretly?

~ I don't know how. I do know he'll be aware
of it. I tried such things, Sea. I suffered for it. He… he couldn't
vanish, nor could he kill all the people I talked to. What he did
was fill them with such confusion that they discounted anything I
said. Of course, then he'd punish me and force me to recant.

-- I thought you said he couldn't read our
minds.

~ I did say that. He doesn't have to read
our minds to mess with them. He's forced raw fear into me. You
don't want to experience that.

I'd had a taste of it. I don't think it
affected me the way it had Val. I'd suffered levels of pain few of
my squad had ever known.

~ Perhaps you're right. You're so much
better than me in all ways. I'm so sorry to bring this to you.
Maybe you'll get out of my head and leave me alone.

-- Don't I wish I could. I will leave you
alone, though. Blazes, what day is it? How long have I been here?
Why hasn't Gabriel come looking?

Shifting, fighting the pain for a moment, we
sat up. I looked around her quarters, looking over the mess of a
bed, tracking my clothing and weapons… I remembered where every
item was… somehow.

Valeria looked across the room to her
console.

"It's been," Val stopped, coughed, nearly
gagged, shaking her head. "It's only been thirty hours. Would they
look for you in such a time?"

I shook my head. They'd know where I was.
They'd never know why. Or… they'd think all the wrong… blazes.
They'd think there was something between us. I'd been hanging
around her, talking with her recently. Likely that had been Azkor
pushing her into my environs. She'd watched my weapon practice with
Mason and Dean. Azkor had been with her then.

He'd taken his bitch for a walk.

~ Find a black hole and drop in.

I glanced to see her anger, even felt it
stir against me.

-- Truth hurts?

After that first bit of pain upon moving,
getting off the bed and pacing around didn't conjure any pain. It
all felt natural. Maybe it even felt lighter.

I ran my fingers over the places his claws
had ripped me. There was no difference. There was no sensation but
the memory. My flesh was smooth. My muscles were unimpaired. I
started gathering my clothing.

I couldn't recall stripping. My panties were
shredded. Evidently Azkor had stripped me. Nothing else was
damaged. I dressed. I avoided looking at her, though I watched me
dressing through her eyes. I strapped my holsters on, gathered my
guns and checked them.

-- I shot him, you know.

Val flinched, frowning.

~ What? When?

-- I suppose you were out of it. He…
persuaded me to a duel. I was over here with a needler he gave me
and he was over there. He postured, made threatening faces and
snarls. Then he attacked me. I shot him, Val. I didn't miss. I
peppered his chest and then his face.

I looked at the gun, snapped open the pak
cover. The readout told me how many shots I'd fired. I shook my
head.

-- I got off sixteen shots before he crossed
the room and stopped me. Likely eight to his chest and eight to his
face and head. He didn't flinch.

~ I told you.

-- Well, now I know. He gave me a lesson,
all right.

~ As long as you understand the actual point
of that lesson, you may survive.

"I need the fresher," I said. I needed to
leave.

I shut her hatch behind me, listened for the
mech to lock.

I headed up the corridor. My quarters were
across the ship.

Before I'd left that corridor she'd curled
up on the bed, crying.

I ignored her whimpering thoughts. Tried
to.

According to ship's time, it was third
rotation. Everyone should be sacked out. I encountered no one along
the way. The ship was quiet. The corridors were dim.

Val's sniveling settled down to a tired
inner murmuring. Remaining curled on her bed she ran things through
her head. Most of her thoughts were too complex and fast for me to
follow. I wasn't interested enough to try.

With my hatch shut and bolted, I stopped. My
compartment felt different. I wasn't sure I belonged here. I wasn't
at all certain what I was feeling.

The squad had often used the Sword
for transport on assignments. There'd been times when we rode
along, guarding corporate execs as they used the ship. We'd be
their guard planetside when necessary. Some of the colonies they
visited didn't like corporate interference. At times competing
corporations could get aggressive. Some planets had civil conflict.
We had to protect corporate assets or help evacuate corporate
employees. Lots of variety.

In any case, every time we used the ship
this was my compartment. It was small. I had a bunk, fresher, head,
console and storage space. There was enough room to pace in tiny
circles.

I was pacing. I was pacing from the
contemplative attitude Valeria was carrying on with. While she was
curled up in bed, thinking, she was making me pace.

I wasn't a pacer.

I was either all action or settled waiting
for action. She was getting on my nerves… from the inside.

My attitude was getting on her nerves…
interfering with her thoughts.

Blazes.

I started disarming. I checked each gun as I
put it away. I reloaded the partial pac from the needler. As I
stowed them, I took an inventory of my personal weapons.

My knives… I considered carrying them… at
least one more than I had… something longer. Gabriel didn't want me
armed with knives.

~ Why not? Knives are good aboard ships,
right?

I ran my fingers over the assortment. Knives
were important to me. I still had my first.

-- I'm… umm… too reactive to carry knives.
Gabriel doesn't want me to lessen my alertness, so he insists I
don't carry them onboard. It's safer.

~ But you're always armed with your guns.
You had six guns on you yesterday. And… you still carry a knife.
Aren't guns more dangerous, if you're gonna attack someone?

-- Not for me. With my guns, I always have
to make a choice. With a knife… it's reflex. I trained myself to…
never mind. Just… get out of my head.

I slammed the locker shut, keeping one gun
with me.

~ You certainly have an interesting past.
How long did you live among the WiRasshitearle? I wondered about
that. They accepted you into their culture. You know most humans
associating with the WRash say they're an aloof people. They're
helpful but not especially forthcoming. Seems like you had a
different experience.

Even though I was trying to ignore her, she
could access my memories. She did. Pulling up all the
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