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      A few years ago I wrote a short story titled The Zabolov Gambit for a yearly anthology put out by Craig Martelle, The Expanding Universe, Vol. 5.

      That short story is now available as a standalone at all retailers. But that wasn’t the end of the story. The lead character, a translator clone, haunted me. I wanted to know more about her. I wanted to know the full story that couldn’t be told in the word count limit of a short story.

      And so I wrote A Desperate Gamble. And then I wrote Stone City. And then The Four Angels. My fascination with the character continued with Deadly Games with book five and six to come.

      I write these books because I love this character and I want to tell her whole story, the adventures of a clone learning what it means to be human.
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      They were going to terminate her. Compost her body and feed it back into the system.

      Translator T564 looked out her room’s tiny view port at the planet below and considered the current negotiations. Things weren’t going at all well. She had only one more meeting to find a solution before the Tribunal called for her report.

      Failure was not an option. Failure meant she’d be recalled.

      Recalled was just another word for recycled. Euthanized, broken down, and fed into the system at the cloning laboratory to feed the new embryos.

      Euthanized. What an ugly, misleading word. A sanitized word meant to cover up the harsh truth. Another name for murder.

      Euthanized, as if her passing would mean nothing.

      In the larger scheme of things, perhaps her death would mean nothing, but it certainly meant something to her.

      Outside the view port, the planet Trestan slowly slid from sight as the spiral-shaped station rotated on its axis. Her temporary quarters were near the lowermost coils of the station. The sparsely decorated room held a narrow shelf covered with a thin pad to sleep on, a small autochef, and a tiny privacy corner with a wash-dry tube and toilet.

      The entire space was done up in an insipid, dingy color more gray than white. The only relief in the monotonous space was the small, round view port–barely larger than her face–that linked her to the outside world.

      She was drawn to the view port as soon as she walked into the room and spent every waking hour that she wasn’t facilitating a meeting staring out the tiny window. Watching Trestan appear and disappear. Appear and disappear.

      It didn’t seem to matter where she was assigned–clones were considered to be in a class lower than even the galaxy’s commonest criminals; barely half a step up from the droids that performed much of any advanced society’s menial labor.

      She had successfully handled more than a thousand assignments in her short career and had never received a room better than what she currently slept in. She shouldn’t notice–personal opinions were not supposed to be part of a clone’s makeup–but lately her accommodations had begun to depress her.

      Yet another sign that she was defective.

      All translators were clones, genetically engineered to possess an uncanny aptitude with languages and for retaining information, as well as for their calm, neutral demeanor no matter how frustrating the circumstances. The ability to learn and speak any language as soon as hearing it, their unflappability, and the fact that a clone couldn’t be bribed made them ideal negotiators.

      Because translator clones were accepted by every known species in the galaxy–no matter how warlike their culture–they were in constant demand to facilitate negotiations of every type. Translators were big business–and the major source of credits for the Tribunal’s rich coffers.

      A small shuttle craft far above caught her eye. The station’s loading dock must have opened on one of the largest outer curves because the shuttle craft disappeared. Fresh participants for the upcoming meeting?

      She fervently hoped so. The negotiations thus far had not gone well.

      She really should be strategizing a way through the current impasse, not fretting about her life.

      And exactly when had she learned to fret? She was a translator, genetically-engineered and trained to ignore and suppress any feelings. Worry and anxiety should not be part of her make-up.

      She pressed her forehead to the thick, clear window, relishing the sensation of cold on her skin, and tried to analyze the problem.

      Outwardly nothing had changed in her life. She was the Tribunal’s property to do with as they wished. She had no control over her life. Clones had no personal rights.

      The galaxy clone laws stated that a clone couldn’t own property and therefore couldn’t own credits. Credits fueled the galaxy’s economies. Without credits she couldn’t barter for anything. The Tribunal provided all of her food, lodging, transportation, and clothing. She couldn’t even choose what to wear or what to eat.

      She had been issued two uniforms before her first assignment and nothing else. She went where she was sent and did the assignments as directed by the Tribunal. As soon as she finished one negotiation she was whisked to the next one. With the tens of thousands of societies in the galaxy, there was a constant need for translator-negotiators and a tightly controlled supply.

      High demand and controlled supply meant the Tribunal could set the cost for her services as high as they wanted and the price would be met.

      This was her life, and this would be her life until she was used up. The average life span for a working translator was fifteen years. When signs of mental fatigue began to appear, the Tribunal simply took them out of circulation and returned them to one of their Genesis Labs, where their bodies were broken down to their chemical parts and fed into the system to feed the new clones.

      She shuddered at the thought and turned away from the view port. Programming the room’s autochef for water, she cracked the tube and drank it down. Despite being lukewarm and tainted with a faint metallic taste, the water helped soothe the rawness of her throat. Speaking languages like Motomak was tough on her vocal cords.

      She had a dream-like memory of a Genesis Lab. A vast, dim room containing row after row of large, clear cylinders. Each container held a naked body in various stages of growth–from embryo to fully adult. Through the miracles of science, translator clones were birthed fully grown, ready to go to work for their masters.

      A dim memory tucked deep where she couldn’t access it made her heart race with fear. She forced her thoughts away, to better memories.

      For the first three years of her existence after birthing, she did what she’d been trained to do and never questioned her life. She simply was.

      But as she handled more assignments, as she faced each new challenge and studied every living being she met in order to understand what motivated them–what they wanted most from the negotiation–something began to change. She began to understand how emotions affected every other being’s life. Their emotions–their feelings–dictated how other beings responded to everything.

      It was a revelation that made her job easier. It also changed her in unexpected ways. She began to think outside the matrix she had been schooled to use as her guide, the matrix that strictly governed every translator.

      The dreams had begun right about the time she began to veer from the matrix–a blueprint that dictated her every word, thought, and action. If this happens you take one action. If that happens you respond with this different action.

      She had never dreamed before that point. Hadn’t even known dreams existed. At first the dreams were little more than replays of snippets of conversation between parties at the negotiation table. Or memories of sitting quietly in conference rooms waiting to go to work, mentally reviewing the files on the clients that she always memorized prior to each assignment.

      Then she began to dream about the discomfort of constant travel and the hours spent waiting in sparsely furnished quarters similar to the one she stood in now.

      Over the last few months, the dreams had grown more intense and frightening.

      Row upon row of hungry embryos in the cloning lab staring at her from their containers, imploring her to donate her body so they could grow.

      Memories of angry words and faces in heated negotiations.

      The gruesome death of an underling because someone didn’t get everything he wanted and couldn’t punish T564 for it. She’d woken up in a cold sweat after that one. It had taken her hours of pacing to stop shaking.

      Lately, dreams about Princess Amelia tormented her nights. Forced to give up the one she loved and marry the man her father had chosen for political purposes, the princess had taken her own life rather than face a future married to a grim and sadistic ogre decades older than herself.

      In her secret heart, T564 knew that she had failed the person at the center of that marriage negotiation. Much like herself, Princess Amelia had had no say over her life. The princess had been a lovely young woman filled with hopes and dreams of a future with the man she loved.

      If only the princess had confided in her before committing suicide.

      T564 shook her head at the foolish thoughts. What could a lowly clone have done to help? She had been sent to negotiate the marriage contract and that’s what she’d had to do. The punishment for disobeying Tribunal orders was always death.

      She stared at the stars and forced away the painful memory.

      She was Translator Clone Number T564. She wasn’t supposed to experience emotions. And yet lately she couldn’t seem to stop them.

      Worse, the emotions she experienced in her dreams had begun bleeding over into her waking life. Even into her work. So far she’d been able to keep her frayed nerves hidden from both the Tribunal and their clients, but it became more difficult with each passing day.

      Turning away from the view port, she tightly rolled the empty water tube and placed it in the autochef’s recycler slot with a heavy sigh. Her own future would be very short if she didn’t find a way through her current assignment.
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      Translator clone T564 had never faced such a difficult negotiation before. Neither party would budge even the slightest from the demands they’d set out and no matter what she tried, she couldn’t break the impasse. All of her suggestions were shot down almost as soon as they left her lips. Neither party was willing to concede a single micrometer, and the third party involved had yet to speak.

      She checked her wrist unit. She needed to pull herself together, tuck away thoughts of the princess and focus on the current negotiation. It was time to re-engage and she still hadn’t come up with a new strategy. Maybe the silent party would surprise her and present a solution to the impasse.

      Outside her quarters, the narrow, dimpled, polycarbonate corridor followed the station’s curved walls in a tight, steep slope. She made a beeline for the transpo tubes that ran up through the center of the massive station. Even though the conference chambers were located at the station’s mid point, they were far enough away that it would take too long–and too much effort–to walk there.

      Bundled with the cables and ducts that carried the station’s life support systems from the top to the bottom of the station, the transpo tubes were fast and heavily used. The two tubes were set side by side–one for ascending and one for descending through the station.

      She pressed the up button and stepped back. No one else was in sight. No surprise. Since she wasn’t a crew member and wasn’t considered a guest, she had been quartered in a sort of no-man’s land near the bottom of the station. In all likelihood she was the only one inhabiting her level at the moment.

      The button blinked green and a curved section of the wall slid open, revealing an empty round room encased in a reflective surface. Stepping inside, she pressed the symbol for the conference room and the door slid closed.

      She worked her jaw to release the pressure in her ears as white lights rapidly flashed from the top of the transport tube to the bottom. There was no sensation of speed. Only the increased pressure in her ears and the flashing lights told her she was moving.

      Bright green eyes stared back at her from her reflection on the tube wall. Thick, silky black hair surrounded her face and fell in loose waves to her narrow waist. Her genetic code had been chosen to make her look fragile and unthreatening, an intentional illusion. She was actually far stronger than her size and build indicated.

      All translator clones were immediately recognizable. Tribunal studies had shown that curvaceous young humanoid females with even, perfect features set the participants at ease, and, because they were clones, every translator looked exactly like every other translator clone.

      The door slid open and T564 stepped off the tube, already moving quickly down a corridor much wider and far more welcoming than the one outside her quarters. Unlike the lower levels, the slope and coil in the corridors of the station’s upper levels were almost imperceptible.

      The door to the conference room stood open, but she was relieved to find that she was the first to arrive.

      She’d learned early on that while space stations could differ radically in design, conference rooms galaxy-wide were all the same. It was only recently that she’d learned the reason: the conference rooms were all Tribunal designed and owned.

      Every conference room was windowless, with gray-white walls, ceiling, and floor. One long, gray, polycarbonate-topped table anchored the center of the space–with ten seats to a side because centuries earlier someone had determined that nothing ever got resolved if there were more than twenty participants. The twenty seats adjusted to fit every size and body type–less than half of conference attendees were humanoid in shape.

      The foot of the table held a non-adjustable seat for the translator. For the past two moon cycles this particular seat had been occupied daily by T564.

      She was beginning to loathe the sight of it.

      She took the seat with a silent sigh and folded her hands on the table while she waited for the others to arrive. The opposite end of the table had no seat because the head of any table was the position of power and everyone at a conference table had to be equal. At least that’s what the Tribunal had intended when they designed what surely had to be the dullest rooms ever created.

      She wondered–not for the first time–if there had been an ulterior motive to the room’s bland design. The Tribunal rarely did anything without a reason.

      Perhaps conference rooms were intended to bore the participants into finishing their negotiations in a timely manner so they could get the hell out of them. That would free up the translators to move onto the next assignment–which meant more credits in the Tribunal’s coffers.

      Unfortunately, the strategy wasn’t working on the current participants.

      The first of the three parties filed through the door.

      She observed the three Motomaks through half-lowered eyelids as they settled to her right. Broad-shouldered, muscular and leather-skinned, with small ears pinned tight to their skulls and flat noses, they looked like brawlers. And according to their file, they were. Their Motomak Empire stretched through several star systems in Tristan’s quadrant of the galaxy.

      Three Crenicians followed the Motomaks into the room and took their seats to her left. A very wealthy, artisanal society, the Crenicians were tall and slim, with long fingers and bald heads. Their heavy white robes were elegantly embroidered with unfamiliar symbols.

      The Crenicians had an even wider reach than the Motomaks. They ensured their safety from all would-be invaders (the Motomaks in particular) by employing a large portion of their wealth to purchase the latest techno-weaponry along with an army to wield it.

      Until recently, the two empires had co-existed in relative peace. Unless the negotiation was brought to a successful close, that was about to change.

      A lone Zabolov, the representative for the subject of the current negotiation, entered the conference room and sat quietly in the seat farthest from her left. Small in stature, with moon-white skin and six-fingered hands, the Zabolov had yet to speak a single word.

      A quiet and very private society of miners who lived and worked in the mountains that separated the seats of the Motomak and Crenician empires on Trestan, the Zabolovs sold their mined products on the open market with little fanfare.

      T564 figured the Zabolov rep was light years out of his comfort zone. He had looked at no one during the previous meetings, either sitting with his eyes closed or staring down at the table while the Crenicians and Motomaks argued.

      She wondered what the Zabolov thought about the proceedings and why he had yet to speak. His silence puzzled her. The Motomaks and the Crenicians were no closer to an agreement than they had been on day one. The Zabolov had to realize that with each passing day the threat of war increased–and with it the annihilation of entire worlds. Why was he there if he didn’t intend to participate?

      The issue at hand was that both the Motomaks and the Crenicians wanted to lay claim to a recent Zabolov discovery, a fact that made the Zabolov
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