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Introduction: Her First Bow

Andrea Cort, a descendant of Sherlock Holmes in temperament, literary tradition, and, according to a couple of references here and there in the series, genetic fact, has been the protagonist of three of my novels and three of my novellas.

To say that she is a favorite of mine, among my creations, is to put it mildly. I unabashedly happen to love her, to the point where I am frankly determined to keep occasionally producing stories about her adventures despite the (with luck) temporarily moribund state of the novel series.

One of the fun things about the series is that Andrea is not a template character, by which I mean one who doesn’t change through the years of her life, but a human being who for all her damage does happen to change and grow, while remaining recognizably herself throughout. There is therefore, at this point, an existing last Andrea Cort story, “Hiding Place,” after which she must either become something other than the Andrea Cort we know, or regress to some earlier version of herself. There is also an existing first Andrea Cort story, and you happen to be looking at it. This is a story that could only take place near the beginning of her career, while she’s still a total emotional mess held together by sheer force of will; before she builds a reputation for brilliance, before she shifts her allegiances, before she finds herself surrounded by the one thing she least expected, a family. Any story taking place much earlier would have to be about her as a student. She’s brittle, uncertain of herself, alone, and as vulnerable as she’ll ever be.

So naturally, the point here was to kick her real hard.

The results were quite nice for me -- not just my favorite among Andrea Cort’s shorter adventures, but a Nebula nominee in the novella category.

This e-book is the first salvo in an ongoing project to bring all the existing Andrea Cort stories and any that I might produce in the future back into availability as E-Books. Yes, before you ask, this will eventually include the third Andrea Cort novel, War of the Marionettes, heretofore only available in print in a German edition, or in English as an audio book. The Amazon page for the excellent Audible.com edition of that particular volume is filled with the bilious reviews of customers who, to document they love me, slammed the audio book for not being something they can read -- logic that escapes me, frankly, as it’s still punching the author in the teeth, but, honestly, an omission that is being addressed. Understand that the stories will now be released as e-books in the order in which they take place in Andrea’s life, departing from that chronological order only when I produce a new story in the interim.

So here’s the young Andrea Cort, on a very simple assignment that turns out to have implications greater than she ever expected. Enjoy.

Adam-Troy Castro


With Unclean Hands

Counselor Andrea Cort escaped the reception at the Zinn capitol at something like the local equivalent of midnight, feeling more out of place among her fellow human beings than most people feel when visiting alien civilizations.

It had been a grim occasion. For three hours she’d had to endure the conversations that pointedly excluded her, the snatches of overheard scandalized conversation that were about her, the banal embassy politics that had nothing to do with her, and the thousand-and-one manifestations of interpersonal drama that had started before her arrival and would no doubt continue in their endless variety after she left, so unaffected by her passage that she might as well have been a ghost, incapable of any affect but the offensive.

Cort was only a couple of solo assignments into her Dip Corps career. She was still young and untested, had yet to develop a professional reputation, and was not yet inured to the nauseated look that appeared on the faces of her purported colleagues when they put face to name and recognized her as the infamous child war criminal whose blood-soaked image had once scandalized civilized space. Her personal armor was a harsh and even off-putting personality marked by cold manners and a habitual scowl on a face that otherwise might have been perceived as delicate or even beautiful. Within a very few years her frigid mask would become notorious. But it had not yet become impermeable. At this point, she was still capable of exposing weakness when her feelings were hurt.

So she wandered away from the discordant Zinn music and the even more discordant banter between her human colleagues, got lost in the labyrinthine corridors of the ancient Zinn capitol and found herself outdoors, on a balcony garden just outside a chamber she guessed to be the equivalent of a chapel. 

It was a cool evening, tinged with the spice of the unspoiled forest that grew, undisturbed by civilization, on much of the Zinn homeworld.  There were only a few lights shining up from the valley below, site of the ancient city of Purehome that now housed the entire population of the once-numerous, once galaxy-spanning race. In the dark, Cort could not see just how high this mountaintop embassy loomed over the city and thus didn’t have to fight the special kind of vertigo that always came complete with the overwhelming urge to jump. She could imagine herself still aboard one of the orbital habitats she had long preferred to planets, peering through a viewport at stars too far away to burn. 

Lightheaded from the intoxicant buzzpops she’d taken to settle her nerves before the party, she found a small knee-high retaining wall enclosing a clutch of swaying pink flowers, for the moment enjoying the absence of any oppressive, intrusive, condescending, despicable, patently other people. For a few seconds she did not wasn’t to die.

Then an unaccented voice asked, “Are you in pain?”

It sounded like a human girl. It could, of course, be any one of a number of different species currently maintaining embassies on this world; though the reception had been meant for the human contingent only, she had spotted a Tchi, a K’cenhowten, and a Szabi among the alien dignitaries visiting from their respective embassies. But when Cort turned, she saw that the questioner was a Zinn, albeit one who stood only as tall as her, which made it approximately half the height the species averaged in adulthood. Its head was a thin vertical crescent ringed at the midpoint with a dozen black marble eyes, its torso a series of boneless, puffy sacs connected at hinged joints and descending in a train three-quarters of the way to the tiled floor. The two multi-jointed limbs that served as the Zinn’s legs and the two that served as its arms were all anchored at the disk-shaped shoulder bone, just below that sickle of a head.

Cort had not been on-planet long enough to master the subtle visual cues a human needed to distinguish any one of the race’s four sexes from another, let alone whatever they used for body language, but it was simple enough to make an elementary deduction from this one’s relatively short stature. “Are you a child?”

The little Zinn emitted a series of short whistles that might have been its kind’s equivalent of laughter. “Yes. Are you?”

“I may be a little on the short side for females of my species,” Cort said, “but not by that much. I’m an adult.”

More whistles. “I apologize for any offense.”

“None taken. I’m impressed by your command of Hom.Sap Mercantile. Do you live here?”

“Yes. I am the project administrator’s fotir.”

 That was the word for an offspring belonging to the Zinn’s egg-producing gender, not the completely separate egg-incubating gender or the two actually responsible for copulation. Under the circumstances, it was simplest, and most acceptable under local interspecies etiquette, to consider this individual as a little girl. 

But even before Cort finished working that out, the Zinn child said, “I am still concerned. Are you in pain?”

“Why would you ask me that?”

“I know a little bit about the emotional displays of human beings. Your eyes are leaking fluid.”

Cort dabbed at her cheeks and discovered to her chagrin that some tears had escaped. “It’sjust  an involuntary discharge. It doesn’t always indicate pain.” 

“Why then are you not with the others at the reception?”

Truth, Cort decided, was simplest. “I was not enjoying myself.”

“Adults can be boring,” the alien child agreed, with a slight dip of the head.

“Sometimes worse than boring,” Cort said.

“What’s your name?”

“Andrea Cort. And yours?”

The little fotir provided a long string of unpronounceable sounds, punctuated by whistles and snorts and extending long enough to fill several sentences in Cort’s preferred tongue of Hom.Sap Mercantile.  “Our names are more like what you would call autobiographical essays, and get longer as we age. For simplicity you may call me First-Given.”

“It is an honor to meet you, First-Given.”

“And to meet you, Andrea Cort. You are my first human being.”

Cort found that odd. “This is your capitol. Alien ambassadors must visit here all the time.” 

“I have met Riirgaans, Tchi, Bursteeni, and even a few K’cenhowten. I like the Bursteeni best; they’re funny. But I’ve always been told to stay in my room when human beings are around. My parents said that my presence would disrupt the negotiations.”

Cort didn’t see how, but supposed that alien parents could be as inscrutable as human ones. “So you’re breaking the rules by talking to me?”

 “I don’t believe so. The exchange is almost settled, now, and everybody’s so excited about the prisoner you’re turning over to us that the family security’s gotten careless and I was able to get out and find you. This makes me glad. It is a good thing in a short life to have made friends with one human being.”

Cort reflected that it was more than she‘d ever managed to do, then shook her head angrily; aside from being untrue, it was also downright maudlin. “It’s not that impressive an accomplishment, First-Given. We’re awful.”

“I know that a few of you are supposed to be. My teachers have told me frightening stories about ones like your Hitler, your Dunnevad, your Beast Magrison.  And then, of course, there’s the prisoner; he is evil in ways we find impossible to understand. We have no such individuals in my species. But I do not make the mistake of believing that you’re all like those.”

Or like me, Cort thought with a pang. “Your species is fortunate, First-Given.”

“My species is not fortunate,” First-Given said. “My species has been dying for longer than yours has been rising.”

The collapse of the Zinn empire might have taken thousands of years, but it had been no less inexorable for that, a total retreat from other advancing civilizations that had amounted to the ceding of entire clusters without so much as a shot being fired. These days they barely stirred themselves to procreate, and would likely fall below the critical genetic viability threshold within a very few generations. It hadn’t ever occurred to Cort, before, how much that knowledge would weigh on the young of the species.  “I’m sorry.”

 “There is no need to apologize,” First-Given said. “This has been a short life and I do not have time for it. May I think of you as a friend?” 

Cort usually responded to offers with the firm announcement that she wasn’t looking for any. But the innocence of the request, and the apparent absence of the hidden agendas Cort had grown used to finding in the overtures of the kind of people capable of wanting to collect the likes of her as friend, touched a part of her she had considered buried since childhood. “Yes, First-Given. I would like that.”

“As would I,” the alien child said. “I suspect it will prove a comfort.”

Cort was about to ask First-Given how old she was, by the standard of her species, when a sudden commotion erupted behind her. 

She had just enough time to say “What the hell…” before the Confederate Ambassador, Mira Valcek, grabbed her by the arm and yanked her off her feet.

Valcek loomed two heads taller than the athletically-built Cort. She had bulging athletic shoulders and a flat, fearsome face with cheeks rippling from parallel lines carved into the flesh from some kind of ritual scarification. Her eyes were a cold arctic blue beneath red locks cut into a fierce military buzz. The inescapable implications about the kind of society she must have come from, and what it said about her that she’d still ended up working for an organization devoted to keeping the peace, rendered her a formidable enemy, if that was indeed what she wanted to be. The jury was still out on that; she’d been courteous, if cold, since Cort’s arrival on-world three days earlier. But there was nothing but fury in her eyes now. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

There were a dozen other figures, all told, some human and some Zinn, all scandalized, all indignant and what seemed to be a massive breach of protocol and all determined to stop the conversation between Cort and First-Given before it went any further. Four adult Zinn had surrounded First-Given and were now sweeping her away without so much as a word; about twice as many human beings backed Valcek, providing her with a physical advantage she didn’t even come close to needing. 

Cort said, “In most advanced civilizations it’s known as talking.”

“In diplomacy,” Valcek said, “it’s unauthorized contact.”

“She’s a child, Ambassador. She spoke to me, I returned the favor. What was I supposed to do? Treat her like she was beneath my notice?”

Valcek’s furious glare might have drawn blood from someone less exquisitely armored. “At your level of inexperience you don’t just wander away from an embassy reception, where the attending locals are authorized to speak to you, to have unsupervised conversations with those who aren’t. You could be affecting issues you don’t even have a clue about, endangering agreements that we were hammering out a year before you showed up to provide your official rubber-stamp. At the very least, you could be endangering your own…”

A tuxedoed Dip Corps functionary who Cort had overheard earlier that evening referring to her as a monster pressed his way past the phalanx of indentures and leaned in close to whisper in Valcek’s ear. 

Valcek’s eyebrows knit. She gave the functionary a sour look. He murmured something else Valcek couldn’t hear, and Valcek’s rage burned darker.

“They want you,” she said.

* * *

Flanked by a pair of adult Zinn who towered above her like construction cranes, Cort was escorted down a series of hallways, up a series of graduated rises that might have qualified as a human stairway had the steps been uniform in interval or height, and down a corridor where, for no reason making sense to her, the walls all waxed convex, giving the space between them the outline of an hourglass. She was left in an egg-shaped room with a rippled, glowing floor and a pair of thick fabric slings hanging from the ceiling. 

There was no obvious place to sit, so Cort just stood beside one of the hanging slings waiting for the consequences to play themselves out until something not quite a door-opening happened at the far side of the room and an adult Zinn appeared there.

It spoke to her in a voice not quite as unaccented as the little fotir’s, the tinny Mercantile testifying to the use of a hidden translator. “There is no furniture designed for the use of human beings in this part of the facility, but you may use the sling as a improvised seat, if you wish. It will bear your weight as well as it bears ours.”

Cort sat, her legs dangling in a manner that brought back vivid memories of a swing set the local children had played with during a childhood she had not yet known to be doomed.

The Zinn rested its weight on the other sling, its head and all four of its limbs dangling over the side closer to Cort, its segmented torso dangling to the ground on the other. The position looked hideously uncomfortable to her, but then she didn’t have Zinn anatomy; for all she knew the pose might have been downright indolent.

It said, “My name is.” Then it erupted into a series of whistles and snorts and grunts, three times longer in duration than the one Cort had heard from First-Given. “I am the administrator of the project involving the prisoner. You may call me by my job title, Feeder-Of-Prisoners.”

Cort’s heart thumped. “Is that what I am to you? A prisoner?”

The crescent-shaped head tilted at her. “Do you believe that you should be?”

“Not for anything I’ve done tonight.  Am I correct that First-Given is your child?”

The translation program conveyed a certain wry amusement. “She is in a greater sense our world’s child. But yes, she is genetically mine.”

“Then, if by exchanging friendly words with her I violated some primal law or taboo of your society, or local diplomatic protocol, I did so without malice, and I apologize.”

The crescent-shaped head tilted to one side, and the dozen black marble eyes blinked, one after another, as if in reaction to an invisible object passing close to the concave curve of the face. After a moment, Feeder-of-Prisoners said, “You have committed other crimes in your life. Crimes against children.”

Oh. So that’s what this was about. “Yes, I did. Many years ago, when I was only a child myself.”

“Tell me about them.”

Cort had spent too much of her life attending to those who wanted the gory details to recount the same old story without protest.  “It’s common knowledge, sir. It also would have been provided to your people, when you were sent my credentials…”

“Nevertheless. Tell me about them.”

She wanted to tell Feeder-Of-Prisoners to go to hell. But she was young and unsure of where the boundaries were drawn and not at all used to being in over her head…so she heaved a deep sigh of resignation and reported the weight she was doomed to carry for the rest of her life. “I was raised in a small utopian community on a world known as Bocai. It was just humans and Bocaians, two species that resemble each other quite a bit and normally get along quite well. Where we lived, they even participated in the rearing of one another’s children.”

“It must have been interesting. Continue.”

“Everything was peaceful until what I suppose you’d call a night of sudden madness. There might have been some kind of environmental reason, some kind of psychoactive agent we don’t know about. Nobody knows for sure. But the humans and their Bocaian neighbors turned on one another without warning, friends killing friends, married couples killing each other, children killing other children. When it passed, I was one of the few survivors left standing.” Cort hesitated. “I was eight years old. That’s very early childhood, by human measurement.”

“You had killed, by then?”

“Yes.”

“How many times?”

“I direct you to the official record. I’m certain that Ambassador Valcek could help you with that.”

“Do you remember the experience?”

“Every waking moment of my life.”

“What did it feel like?”

Cort was incredulous. “Killing?”

“Yes.”

“What the hell difference does it make what it felt like?”

“I ask what I need to ask in order to learn.”

Cort remembered her pounding heart, her bloody hands, the joy in holding part of what had once been a beloved Bocaian adult in her own tiny fingers.

“When I was in the grip of whatever caused it, it felt good.”

“And afterward?”

“The memories still make me want to commit suicide. Is this really necessary?”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners asked, “Have you ever killed any other sentients since then?”

The unfortunate, hated answer was yes; Cort had been the equivalent of a convict for what remained of her childhood, and on a couple of occasions had been obliged to take extreme measures against people responsible for guarding her, when they’d taken advantages that only monsters take with the children in their care. “I prefer not to answer that question.”

“Is that a tacit admission of guilt?”

“No, sir, it’s a tacit line being drawn between what you have the right to ask me and what’s none of your fucking business. If you honestly believe that I meant the child harm, or that my mere presence threatened her in any way, then declare me persona non grata, expel me from your world, and do a better job of supervising her so she doesn’t run into random human beings who might be wandering your facilities late at night.”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners stepped out of the sling, paced in a slow circle, then looked at Cort again. “You are not accused of being a physical threat to her.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The problem is inherent with our status as a declining species. Our numbers are now few, and our reliance on our few remaining children extreme. They are now all raised from infancy with a firm understanding of the specific roles they must someday play in our society. We were concerned that your conversation, however innocently-intended, might have introduced new variables serious enough to compromise First-Given’s training. Can you tell me what you spoke about?”

Cort had had more than enough of this shit. “I was upset for reasons that are also none of your business. She asked me why I was crying. I told her my tears were nothing to worry about. We exchanged names and she said it was nice to have met one human who could be her friend. I gave her no reason to believe otherwise. That, sir, is about as far as the conversation had a chance to go. If it was enough to compromise her training in some way, I apologize, but I should say I’m damned if I can see how.”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners performed that little circle of his once again. “Adjustments may need to be made, but if that is truly all that passed between you, I don’t believe you have wreaked any permanent damage. I may even allow First-Given to speak to you again. I will have you returned to your embassy, with the proviso that you do not leave Zinn territory until we have decided how to proceed.”

Cort wasn’t happy about that either; her remaining duties on-world would be completed in a day. Having to spend any longer than that among diplomats who despised her, while aliens decided whether to prosecute her, wasn’t her idea of a productive way to use her time. But it couldn’t be helped. She hopped out of the sling and spat, “I’ll try not to have any more unnecessary conversations while I’m here.”

Feeder-of-Prisoners didn’t seem to recognize the sarcasm. “We appreciate your cooperation.”

* * *

The chief annoyance of unwittingly sparking a diplomatic incident is that you need to take shit for it not once but twice, answering at length to your own side after you’ve answered at length to the other’s.

By the time Cort was shuttled back to the Confederate Embassy, subjected to the standard hour or so of cooling her heels in her quarters, and then escorted to the ambassador’s office for a proper reaming, Valcek was at her desk, chin on fist, all of her attention focused on a full-body hologram of the prisoner in her embassy’s improvised holding cell.

 It was a still, not a real-time image, and it was a significantly dated portrait, as it came from his criminal record and reflected what he’d looked like on the day of his arrest thirteen years ago more than the way he looked now. It depicted a large, round-shouldered man with a thin hatch of straw-colored hair and an expression that some slight asymmetry in the set of his jaw transformed into a crooked grin. He didn’t look like evil incarnate, more like some paragon of harmlessness man who had always been thirty seconds behind in every conversation he’d ever had, whose only option as he struggled to keep up was gentle self-deprecating humor at his own stupidity.

Cort had endured several unpleasant conversations with Simon Farr, in the course of confirming his willingness to surrender himself to Zinn custody, and knew that nothing about that impression was true. He was not stupid. He was not self-deprecating. And he was as close to evil incarnate as anybody she had ever met, no small achievement given that her life had already forced her into close contact with several people who belonged in the same general category…the same category, not so incidentally, so many others had placed her in for so long.  

Valcek  stared at the slowly rotating image, as if hoping to find in Farr’s curved shoulders or slight pot belly some clue to the corruption the holo had failed to capture. Brooding, she tapped her bare desktop with a fingernail, beating a martial refrain that stopped only when she spoke without looking up. “You know there’s a pretty crucial trade deal at stake, here.”

“I spoke to a child, Ambassador.”

Valcek pretty much ignored that. “The Zinn may be on their last legs. They may live like a defeated people about to expire from culture shock. But technologically they’re millennia ahead of us. The knowledge they’re willing to turn over, in exchange for this sorry sack of shit,” she indicated the holo of Simon Farr, “is expected to give humanity an economic and military advantage that’ll put us on top for centuries. Centuries.”

“And again,” Cort said, “all I did was speak to a child.”

The Ambassador didn’t look up. “All you were brought here to do was provide a legal rubber stamp. You were here to confirm Farr’s informed consent, inspect the conditions at the facility where he’s to be housed, and authorize the final transaction. Anything else, including conversations with indigenous children, was extraneous.”

“So’s attending fancy receptions, and, if you’ll excuse me, getting called on the carpet for acting the way anybody addressed by a child would have acted. I suspect that this isn’t really about what I did. It’s about who I happened to be when I did it.”

For the first time during the meeting, Valcek met her eyes. “You have quite a persecution complex, Counselor.”

“It’s appropriate for someone who’s spent her life being persecuted.” 

The Ambassador straightened, her cold eyes never leaving Cort’s, never admitting a single moment of warmth. “That has a lot to do with why I told New London that you were absolutely the wrong person for the job.”

Cort almost appreciated Valcek’s belated honesty. After all, many in the ambassador’s position would have drawn rhetorical circles around the topic, calling attention to it only insofar as a satellite describing an elliptical orbit around an unseen mass manages to prove that object’s existence by mere trajectory. A direct and immediate attack came as a relief.  “Do you actually imagine me incapable of providing you with your rubber stamp?”

“For that job I actually consider you overqualified. I’m certain that you have a promising future, if you can get past the prejudice of others.  But this is a highly sensitive situation, and I honestly don’t think your substantial capabilities have anything to do with why the Corps chose you to handle it when they could have chosen any number of advocates with more experience. No. I think they sent you, instead of all the possible candidates for this assignment, specifically because you’re the one with the most despicable history.”

Cort stiffened. “Is that also how they decided to appoint you ambassador?”

“Listen to my actual words. I’m not abusing you, I’m warning you. The piece of scum you’re here to represent is only here in the first place because the Zinn wanted custody of a specimen of human evil, and were willing to hand over unbelievable wealth to get him. Given your past – which I am otherwise perfectly willing to leave in the past -- you need to consider the possibility that our superiors might have thought they were handing you over as a special bonus.” 

Cort searched the ambassador’s martial features for signs of duplicity, and found none. “You want me to believe that you’re trying to protect me.”

“I don’t give a shit what you believe. But your reputation does put you at special risk.”

“Unfortunately,” Cort said, in words as sharp as ice, “my reputation travels with me wherever I go. Once I start using it as an excuse to avoid situations I’ll never get out of bed in the morning.”

Valcek studied her for several seconds, while tapping the desktop again, a three-four-three refrain that repeated a number of times before wrapping up in a sharp series of knocks. “What does get you out of bed in the morning, Andrea? I know it‘s not pleasure in the company of your fellow human beings.”

“My work. Which I have not endangered in any way.“

Valcek drummed the desktop. “You have a lot to learn about professional detachment. Someday it’ll bite you. But I suppose that’s something you’ll have to learn for yourself. You’re free to go.”

The moment called for something more, but the half-dozen exit lines that occurred to Cort all struck her as inadequate, or inappropriate, or simple asking for more trouble. It didn’t help that she was lost in the minefield that was interaction with other people, and expected that she’ll always be. After a moment she offered a stiff nod that could have meant anything.

She hated the pity in the nod she received in return, but was willing to take it as long as that provided her with excuse to leave.

* * *

Cort really needed to get some sleep before inspecting the facilities the Zinn had built to house their new acquisition, but she was restless, at odds, feeling a disquiet that went far beyond the professional nightmare of somehow endangering a major interspecies trade agreement in a way that still escaped her. For no particular reason she found herself going to check up on the prisoner.

The Confederate Embassy to Purehome had been built decades earlier, after the Dip Corps started negotiating for embargoed Zinn technology but before the species settled on its strange interest in human murderers. Its one-convict prison facility was therefore a retrofit of what had once been a standard embassy ballroom, with all the furniture and wall decorations removed. Farr’s actual living space, complete with cot, real-water shower stall, sink and toilet, occupied a narrow strip at the far wall, marked off by red stripes on the floor. The rest of his half of the ballroom was a vast empty space, just large enough to afford him the opportunity to spend his day walking in as many circles as he wanted. The boundary of his freedom was marked by a single black line, slicing the dance floor at the midpoint. A nano-implant in his brain ensured that he could not step even one pace over that line without experiencing a severe jolt of pain; a second line, ten paces closer to the entrance, marked the line that would cause instant unconsciousness. 

This was more security than most other prisoners would have merited, and it had not been enough to prevent Farr from being the kind of prisoner jailers not only hate but fervently wish they had the right to summarily execute. Here, as in the obscure prison on an obscure planet he had come from, he had proven the kind of convict who so completely considered any kind of cooperation a contemptible surrender that he hoarded his own excrement for throwing purposes. (During the briefing, Valcek had confessed to being tagged more than once, and Cort had begun her own association with the man by telling him that she would hurt him if he ever pulled that on her.)

For long periods during the many months of final negotiations over the terms of the custody transfer, he’d been punished by necessity to confinement to a strip of floor barely as wide as his bed, with barely enough room to move from cot to toilet and back again. The amount of free space he had now was testament to his recent good behavior, which translated to being merely unpleasant instead of vicious and uncontrollable.

Cort, who had not been noticeably better behaved during own her years of incarceration as an adolescent, secretly didn’t blame him. After all, every prison ever built, whether actual and metaphoric, was about confinement within confined spaces. Human beings, whether criminal or law-abiding, were by their very nature built to rebel against them. If any prisoner’s only means of self-respect was to render every interaction with him a torment for the guards, then that was inevitably what the prisoner did.

But that was where her sympathy for Simon Farr ended.

The man was nothing. In his life as a free man he’d been a thief, a rapist, an extortion artist, a sadist, and a multiple murder, but even his sickening crimes hadn’t earned enough respect to be considered notorious. Cort might have understood, if hardly condoned, the Zinn’s determination to take custody of him had he been one of humanity’s epic beasts, the kind of man or woman or neuter like those First-Given had mentioned, someone like Dunnevad or Magrison whose very name had come to embody the worst of the species. But Farr had committed most of his brutal acts as a low-level if exceptionally enthusiastic thug, taking the orders of a local criminal syndicate on some nameless backwater planet with little of note to distinguish it from any other.

 He had likely been as surprised as anybody else when the Zinn chose him, out of all the thousands of other sordid human killers they’d interviewed all over Confederate space by that time, as their choice of pet. Or maybe not. A man like Farr is the center of his own universe, to start with; to him, the Zinn offer might have been nothing less than confirmation of everything he’d always believed in whatever passed for his heart.

She signed in with the guards at the entrance to the ballroom, noting as she did how the one on the left seemed to recoil from her, establishing that even those who caged a Simon Farr were not inured to the foul reputation of an Andrea Cort. “How’s he doing?”

The guard on the right, a thin pale man bearing the look of a man bored and disgusted by his duty, shrugged. “Who cares?”

“You should, sir. Guarding a dangerous animal means keeping close track of its moods.”

“And what if I say he has only one mood? Vicious and pissed-off?”

“Then I say you’re not paying attention. A narrow spectrum is still a spectrum.”

The other guard, the one Cort had seen curl his lip at her, suddenly grinned; and there was nothing at all nasty about the grin, even it was as lopsided as the sneer she’d perceived a moment before. He brushed at his sparse blonde hair with one hand and said, “Yeah, I got you, Counselor. Last time I spoke to him, a couple of hours ago, he was within a stone’s throw of civility. He didn’t entirely refrain from being disgusting, but I think what I got was mostly out of habit. It’s as close to human as the son of a bitch gets.”

Cort nodded. “Thank you. That’ll make this easier.”

She entered the ballroom and stopped just short of the unconsciousness line, by general agreement the last safe distance for any interaction with the prisoner. “Simon.”

Farr, who rarely slept at night and contented himself with to or three daily naps of a couple of hours apiece, had been walking in circles near his cot. Upon her entrance he’d approached as close as was safe for him, his toes positioned a hair’s-breadth away of the line that brought pain. “Counselor. What brings such a pretty lady to my cozy room at this ungodly hour of the morning?”

He was still the man the holo in Valcek’s office depicted, only thirteen years older and fatter. There was no obvious sadism to him, unless Cort was willing to give that little half-smile of his the worst possible interpretation.

Sometimes, Cort knew from intimate personal experience, the very worst of us look like saints.

After all, she’d been often told that she had a sweet face herself.

“I wanted another look at you.”

Farr’s lips twitched. “You could come to my side of the line and look real close.”

“Putting myself in a position where I’d have to kill you in self-defense would do far more harm to my career than I’m willing to accept.”

He chuckled. “I like the way you talk. But I could rip you in half without breathing hard.”

“And if I told you that each of those halves would still be more than capable of dealing with you, you’d only counter with another silly threat and force me to walk out with our business unconcluded.  I’ve told you before that I’m not frightened of you, Mr. Farr. Even if you were still at your physical peak, which you’re not, I’ve defended myself from people worse than you before breakfast, and would have no trouble doing so again. That’s not why I’m here now, and, frankly, a little common courtesy for your advocate would not be out of line here.”

Farr showed teeth, rubbed his unshaven jaw, and grinned with what could have been genuine affection. “You’re a hell of a woman. On another world, I would have made a play for you.”

“On another world, you would have tried to take me without my consent. Fortunately, sir, we’re on this one, and I only have a few hours to go before I inspect the facilities the Zinn have built for you. So I ask you again whether there’s anything you want me to ask on your behalf.” 

He raised an appreciative eyebrow, rubbed his jaw again, and began to pace on his side of the line, like any other imprisoned animal searching for the weak spots in his cage. “Your guys have been hashing that out for months. I’m supposed to get sunshine, my choice of food and recreational drugs, anything I want in the way of holos or neurecs for entertainment, some woods I can walk in when I want to…you know. We covered all this long before you even showed up.”

“Anything already covered you want me to double-check on?”

For a moment, he looked almost wistful. “I told them I wanted to be able to swim every day. I got used to that, as a kid. We lived by the ocean and I liked being in the water more than I ever liked dealing with shithead people on dry land. Mind you, my homeworld was an factory planet indentured to the Bettelhine Munitions Corporation, and the oceans there were just about the most polluted soup you ever saw. You could probably figure out where I lived on my planet by sampling my blood and measuring how many toxins I still got mucking around in there.”

“Swimming. Right.“ She made a mental note of that. “Anything last-minute?”

“I’ve also been wishing for some tactile porn,” he said, with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows, “but I think that’s already been covered in the neurec deal. You haven’t performed in any, have you? I’d put that on the top of the list.”

Cort ignored that. “One last question before I leave you for now. We’ve covered it before, but I feel the need to double-check.”

“All right.”

“Once I approve this deal, the Zinn will have sole responsibility for your welfare. No human agency will ever have anything further to do with you. You will likely never see any individuals of your own species ever again. Are you really prepared for that?”

Farr smirked. “Why? Do you expect me to get lonely?”

“Remember that I’m your appointed advocate, try to imagine any reason I’d be asking that question other than your own good, and give me the courtesy of a straight answer.”

There were precious few occasions when something like emotional honesty could be extracted from a sociopath like Simon Farr. It only happened when honesty benefited him, when truth was the sole path to what he would have had no problem killing for. His respectful nod only looked that way because he knew that respect conferred an advantage. But there was nothing in what he said next that struck Cort as bullshit. “Look, Counselor. I’m the worst of the worst. I was never going to be allowed to mix with the general prison population, because I make too much trouble. I start fights. I carry grudges. I hurt people. In my last prison I was only allowed out of my cell for half an hour of supervised exercise once a day, and they had to stop even that because I figured out a way to scar up one of my guards. For five years after that they fed me through a slit at the bottom of the door, and they spoke to me only to tell me when to go to the back of my cell. I don’t have anybody on the outside who gives a crap what happens to me, and I don’t want any. I’ve long since used up my other human being privileges…and, frankly, have been without them for long that I don’t find conversations like this one with you anything but a pain in the ass.”

“You might feel differently,” Cort pointed out, “when you know they won’t ever happen again.”  

“Little chance of that. All my life, other human beings have just been something I had to deal with to get what I wanted…and being in prison only meant that dealing with them was harder and what I could get from them was smaller. These Zinn bugs just offered me a better deal, more reward for less work. I really don’t see any possibility of regretting it. I just wish you people would get on with arranging it, already.”

Cort had no reason to disbelieve him. There had to be more he wasn’t saying. A creature like him would consider absolute honesty a sign of weakness. But this sounded  close enough. The omissions, whatever they might have been, weren’t fundamental. “I’ll see if I can expedite things. Good night, Mr. Farr.”

“And fuck you,” he said genially, “Counselor Cort.”

* * *

A few hours later, when her bracelet buzzed the wake-up chime, Cort enjoyed one of the real-water showers that a woman raised in an orbital environment and accustomed to sonic bathing got to indulge in only infrequently, then spent more time before her mirror getting the only long lock of hair on an otherwise tight cut to hug the side of her face: it being both a grim secret joke and public statement of pain that it should seem to bisect her right cheek like a scar. She ate cold rations in her room, therefore sparing herself any unwanted social congress in the embassy mess, then dressed in one of her habitual severe black suits and went to go meet Ambassador Valcek on the facility roof, where the Zinn were scheduled to pick them up for the flight to Farr’s future prison.

Valcek was already there, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the morning sky for the Zinn flier. She looked more martial than usual, having colored her ritual scars with blood dye, some of which had run just enough to resemble hemorrhaging wounds. “Good morning, Counselor. I was beginning to worry about you. Another five minutes and I might have sent someone to hurry you along.”

“That would have been a mistake,” Cort said. “Aside from the obvious evidence that I’m not late, the finite list of things I need to accomplish in order to face my day would not be shortened by the need to argue with a messenger sent to tell me something I already know.”

The Ambassador’s lips twitched. “You really do start up first thing in the morning, don’t you?”

“Always have.”

“In the future, you might want to take it down a notch and avoid unnecessary arguments with people who are only making conversation.”

The Zinn flier appeared to the east, swelling from a black speck on the horizon to a vehicle settled on the embassy roof in less time than it took Cort to note that its approach had begun. Even the most advanced human atmospheric vehicle, regardless of top speed, would have slowed down at least a little when it drew near, to avoid a catastrophic impact if anything went wrong, but this one went from supersonic to still without any obvious transition, the sense of movement seeming to arrive a fraction of a second behind it.

Millennia ahead of us, Cort thought with a chill, and then, with what felt even worse: dying.   

The flier was a smooth black bus of a thing, so light-absorbent that it more closely resembled an object-shaped hole in the world than an actual object with weight and depth. Part of the darkness lightened to a neutral gray, and Feeder-Of-Prisoners emerged, crossing the distance between the vehicle and its intended human passengers with a grace that made his gait seem like a hover only partially assisted by limbs.

“Greetings of a new dawn,” he said. 

“And of the sunset and the night,” Valcek bowed. 

“I look forward to escorting the two of you to Mr. Farr’s new prison, but before we go I must pause long enough to apologize to the Counselor for her ordeal last night. In the interim I have questioned my fotir and confirmed that the encounter was no more intrusive than you reported.”

Cort was not mollified. “I’m insulted that it needed to be confirmed.” 

“I’m certain you are, but I’m also sure you understand that one must always take special care with one’s children. As she was quite taken with you, I hope you won’t mind that I have arranged for you to see her again.”

Cort could only hope that the biological divide between species was enough to prevent the apparently well-meaning alien dignitary from noting the dismay on her face. It wasn’t that she hadn’t liked First-Given, as much as she was capable of liking any sentient, but the fleeting conversation hadn’t amounted to a relationship – and now that it was being treated as one, she was obligated. And even worse, she sensed more to this than that: the sense of some other purpose at play, some other protocol being observed. Nor was Cort alone in this suspicion. From the disquiet on Valcek’s face, she sensed it too.

Cort could only say, “Thank you.” 

“No thanks are necessary. You have honored us. Come, let us board.” 

Feeder-of-Prisoners turned his back and glided through the grayer place on the flier’s fuselage, a spot that even close up looked no less solid, no more revelatory of the vehicle’s interior, than the rest of the metal shell.

Cort reached out a hand to the threshold, felt a slight resistance as she touched what looked solid, then a tingle as it softened enough to admit her entry.

She pulled her hand back and then probed the gray spot again, with identical results. 

Behind her, Valcek murmured, “Never seen anything like it, right?”

“No.”

“It struck me dumb the first time I saw it, too. It’s a selective alloy, connected to just enough of an onboard AI to render it capable of recognizing those solid objects with a defensible reason to enter. Just one of the more minor technologies we’ve been negotiating for. Worth a piece of shit like Farr, isn’t it?” 

“If that’s all they’re really charging,” Cort murmured, before passing through.

The interior was an oval chamber with rounded walls that faded toward transparency as they curved upward toward a high vaulted ceiling. The interior space was as cavernous for somebody scaled to human dimensions as it must have been snug for the towering Zinn. There was no obvious pilot’s station, just a passenger cabin with a couple of dangling slings for Zinn use and a couple of plush chairs brought aboard for the use of human beings. As Cort and Valcek came aboard, Feeder-Of-Prisoners was just getting situated in the only empty sling, the other being already occupied by his fotir, First-Given. 

It was impossible for human eyes to discern any expression on Zinn features, but the bob of the child’s head and the twitch of the dangling abdomen communicated an excitement the face could not. “Andrea Cort. It is a pleasure to see my human friend again.”

Cort couldn’t escape the impression that she’d just been ambushed, but she could not for the life of her imagine for what purpose. “Hello, First-Given. It is a pleasure to see my young Zinn friend, as well. I gather that you’re joining us on our tour today?”

“I have been taken to visit the island many times during its construction. As you will see, it is a beautiful place. I believe the murderer Mr. Farr will find it a most pleasant home. In the meantime, if you do not mind, I have constructed a token of our friendship. May I show you?” 

“My fotir,“ Feeder-Of-Prisoners explained, “is in her spare time a very talented artist.”

Her crest falling with every moment, Cort gave her assent.

First-Given produced a featureless disk, manipulated it in some manner too subtle to follow, and projected a startlingly realistic holographic bust of Andrea Cort, as she had appeared the night before, glistening tear-tracks and all. The colors were all a shade off, with odd purple highlights that could have reflected either artistic license or some quirk of Zinn color perception; the perspective was strange, and the eyes were larger and rounder than anything ever seen on an actual human face, but the likeness was undeniable, and the impression of deep hurt and sadness, mixed with anger, was so vivid that even Cort, normally opaque to art, blinked with surprise at how deeply the little alien child seemed to have understood her at first encounter.

 For a moment Cort couldn’t speak. Her cheeks burned at the knowledge that Valcek could also see this representation of herself at her most vulnerable. Then she managed, “Thank you, First-Given. I am honored.”

 “To the contrary,“ the fotir said. “It is rare in such a short life for the artist to have such a perfect subject.“

 Ears burning, Cort took the disk and put it away in a jacket pocket. As she took her seat, she looked through the transparent sections of fuselage that though only seconds had passed since her entry into the Zinn vehicle, and despite the absence of any sense of sudden acceleration, the vehicle had already taken off and left the last remaining city of the Zinn far behind; they were now speeding over dense green forest, unmarked by roads or any other local signs of habitation. She winced. “Excuse me, Feeder-Of-Prisoners, but is it possible to do something about this view? Heights and I don’t exactly get along.”

“My pleasure,” Feeder-Of-Prisoners said. He took no obvious action, but the walls opaqued.

Valcek grinned, her martial scarring and war paint removing all genuine mirth from the impression. “You live in a city on a satellite. How do you avoid looking out the windows?”

There was a little more chill in Cort’s reply than she intended. “By walking fast.”

“And if you have to be near a great height and can’t walk fast?”

“Then I endure.”

There was a moment of silence, after that. Valcek looked puzzled and frustrated. The two Zinn, insofar as they could be read at all, looked like witnesses to some alien rite they had not understood but were struggling to parse. 

Then First-Given said,“It’s all right, Andrea. I know what it’s like to be afraid.”

Relieved at the opportunity to change the subject,  Cort allowed a smile to tug at the corners of her lips. “What scares you, First-Given?”

“Failure. I don’t want my life to be a wasted one.”

Cort nodded. “Good for you.”

“I’m also afraid of evil, mostly because it’s so alien and disturbing a concept. The prospect of a being whose sole interaction with the universe has been to serve his own selfish needs, and whose sole legacy has been to cause others pain, keeps me awake at night. I find it frightening as well as fascinating that such a thing can exist, and would not want to live if I thought I possessed the quality.”

Andrea Cort, who had spent much of her adolescence considering herself such a thing, attempting suicide on more than one occasion because she didn’t want to live as be one either, massaged the hairline scars on her right wrist. “You’re not alone there.” 

“Yes, I am aware that this frightens human beings as well, and find that a fascinating paradox, given that your species produces so many with the property. I have heard the number estimated at up to ten percent of you, which is an astounding ratio. It would be nice to know where such evil comes from.”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners cut in.  “Be careful, child. You might cause offense to our guests.”

“No offense taken,” Cort snapped, with a sharp irritation that surprised her. She turned back to First-Given, and said, “Your parent is wise, but he overestimates our willingness to take offense. There’s never shame in candor. In fact, you deserve credit for being a very smart child, by identifying one of what our kind calls the great eternal questions.”

“Thank you,” First-Given said. “But I am not so smart. I have heard the question many times.”	 

“As have I. What else frightens you, First-Given?”

“Death,” the child said.

Valcek proved that she could smile without looking like a savage beast, that she was in fact capable of genuine warmth. “That frightens everybody.”

“That should be comforting to know. But death has frightened me since I was very young, since I first found out what death was.”

Cort said, “That’s not unusual either. I think all sentients go through that.”

“Not all sentients belong to a dying species. – Sometimes I look at the stars and remind myself that we used to be that beyond number. And then I look down at the city and I remind myself that there are fewer of us every day. It’s frightening to think of the world going on after I’m gone, but I don’t want that death to be just the smallest part of the greater death that later comes for all things Zinn.” The child hesitated for a moment. “Can I change my answer? I suppose that I’m not scared of death, so much as extinction.”

The silence that followed this was even more oppressive than the first. Cort glanced at the child’s parent, Feeder-Of-Prisoners, half-expecting him to rush to his fotir’s side; but though he’d cocked his crescent-shaped head in a manner she had come to recognize as a sign that he was paying attention, he said and did nothing, his alien face as inscrutable as a stone wall.

It was as always impossible to read everything that was happening, from alien faces on bodies employing alien body language.

But there was something familiar about the weight of the moment.

Cort didn’t know how she knew it, but she was certain she was right; even if she didn’t know the degree to which love figured in Zinn family relationships, she could feel something especially off in this case.

He doesn’t love her.

* * *

Farr had told his future jailers that he liked warm weather and loathed the cold, could not abide heavy rain or bothersome insects, liked sweet fruit, enjoyed birdsong, and preferred light breezes to high winds or the still doldrums of dead air.

The Zinn had accordingly constructed a small island off the coast of an otherwise abandoned continent, installing sonics to drive away pests and weather stations to keep the temperature, precipitation, and wind speed within their prisoner’s chosen tolerances. They’d bio-engineered trees abundant with fruit designed to appeal to his taste buds, and stocked the island with colorful flying creatures, not birds but a fine local substitute, that communicated with one another in trills of song.

The island even had a fine white-sand beach the texture of baby powder, abutting an ocean as warm as bathwater. Feeder-Of-Prisoners explained that the shallows extended for several kilometers and that Farr would be able to wade out far enough to leave the island a mere dark patch on the horizon before first encountering water over his head.  “Of course,” he said, leading Valcek, Cort and First-Given down a stretch of that ivory beach, “we are aware that a being like Farr might be inclined to do something naïve or mischievous, like attempt to swim out farther than is strictly safe for him. Rest assured that he will be monitored every single moment of his stay here and will not come to any harm even if he decides to attempt to inflict damage on himself.”

“That’s a drawback,” Cort murmured. 

She hadn’t meant the comment to be overheard, but First-Given’s sickle of a head swiveled on its disc-shaped base to glance at her. “In what way?” 

Ambassador Valcek rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry about it. It was just the Counselor’s ill-conceived idea of a joke.”

“I don’t understand.” 

“Neither do I,” Feeder-Of-Prisoners added. “Since I will soon be interacting with this human on a regular basis, perhaps you should explain it to me. I promise that I will not take offense, even if it’s at my own expense.”

Ambassador Valcek’s glare communicated about five separate species of warning against taking the Zinn up on that invitation.

Cort had just enough of a tension headache to defy her. “Let’s just say it’s difficult for us to work up much of an emotional attachment to Farr’s well-being.”

“I still don’t understand. You wish him harmed?”

Ambassador Valcek interceded. “It’s a subtle point, sir. Counselor Cort was recognizing your duty to keep the prisoner safe while also acknowledging, in all humor, that if he did die under violent circumstances it would not be a tragic loss for the human race.”

“And you feel this way as well?”

“Most human beings rebel at the idea at a criminal as vicious as Farr being imprisoned under conditions that the wealthiest members of our species would happily arrange for themselves, if they could. We believe that prison should be an unpleasant ordeal, on some level.”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners turned his attention to Andrea Cort. “And you believe this too? Even though you were in prison yourself?”

The Dip.Corps facility where Cort had been incarcerated for most of her childhood hadn’t been a prison by most definitions of the word, but it had been sufficiently close to one in its treatment of her that she saw no real point in drawing the distinction now. “Yes. Yes, sir, I do. They don’t have to be brutal and they don’t have to be inhumane, but nobody thinks that they should be pleasant.” 

“Interesting. We proceed from different assumptions.” Feeder-of-Prisoners gestured at a small path cutting through the foliage and leading toward the island’s interior. “Come, we’ll share more on the way to the house.”

The four sentients proceeded up the path, Feeder-Of-Prisoners leading the way, Cort, Valcek, and First-Given following close behind. On the way up the slight incline to the house atop the overlook at the island’s center, they passed a number of flowerbeds, all carefully cultivated, all breaking the lush green of the wild growth with oases of bright color. Sweet scents rose up all around them to provide plenty of local relief from the tang of the nearby sea. The promised birdsong, not quite birdsong but something else very much like it, serenaded them from all sides. 

On the way, Feeder-Of-Prisoners said, “It is like this. My species evolved from peaceful herbivores. The very idea of killing is alien to us. We never even had the capacity. Indeed, we built what you would call an empire only because it took us so long, among the stars, to encounter any potential for conflict.  Once that happened, we retreated, because the alternative was unspeakable to us. Do you understand?”

Cort not only understood but envied it. “I believe so.”

“You have always been obliged to build giant warehouses to house all of the diseased, violent individuals of your species who must be segregated from the rest of your kind for the good of all. Given the limited resources of a society that must also serve the needs of your law-abiding, the difficulties involved in caging so many aggressive creatures in a confined space, and your own conviction that they need to be punished for what they have done, you have grown used to the idea that their confinement must be – forgive me – distinguished by various deprivations both large and small. It is not a philosophy that serves our situation. We have never had a murderer, or even a serious criminal, at any point in our recorded history. Once he is turned over to us, we will have a total prison population of exactly one individual, and will not need to marshal our resources to care for many. So we have no reason to house him in anything but maximum comfort.”    

“Except,” Cort said, “that he doesn’t deserve it.”

“Perhaps not. But deserve does not enter into our calculations.”

They walked on, and after a few more minutes caught sight of the house: a small L-shaped white building atop the island’s only hill, overlooking the forest and beaches on all sides. It seemed to have been built to quaint human specifications, down to a sloping tile roof topped with chimney; the windows glittered from the rays of the sun. There was nothing about it that screamed prison cell, and Cort imagined that there wouldn’t be; with the entire island a prison, there was no particular reason why Farr would ever need to be locked inside the room where he slept. But it still seemed terribly wrong in its innocence.

Inside, the house turned out to be everything Feeder-Of-Prisoners had promised. It was modest, even with the kitchen and sitting area included, but it was still larger, and sunnier, than the cramped quarters where Cort lived on New London. The only concession to Simon Farr’s status as a dangerous prisoner was the absence of a front door; instead, the exterior wall boasted a hard panel constructed out of one of the Zinn’s selective surfaces, which according to Feeder-Of-Prisoners could be rendered solid in the event of any pressing security reason to lock him inside. Of course, it would serve him just as well as a means of keeping local wildlife out while he came and went and pleased. In the end he would likely greet it as a convenience. 

Farr had been right. For a man with no use for his fellow human beings, who had spent so many years in a succession of tiny cells that he only left under the escort of heavy guards, this would easily qualify as luxury.

As they left the house, Feeder-Of Prisoners said,  “By the time he moves in there will be a device installed which he will be able to use to communicate with us. Any staples will be delivered upon request on a regular basis. He will be monitored, but the means are unobtrusive, and the illusion of privacy will be total.”

“I almost wish I could retire here myself,” Valcek said.

“You have not killed anybody.” There was a terrible pause, during which Andrea Cort realized what was coming, sensed the world clearing a space for it, and could do nothing to head it off. By the time Feeder-Of-Prisoners turned toward her and spoke his next words, it was like an old wound, being ripped open a second time. “You, of course, have. And if you ever want to move in, all you need to do is ask.”

She knew that the Zinn had not meant to insult her, but her entire body stiffened anyway. The terrible fire that had always smoldered inside her now became a raging flame once again. Time slowed to a crawl, her cheeks flushed to deep scarlet, and she fought to bite back the only possible response, but failed. “Why?”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners raised both of his grasping limbs in a placating gesture. “If this habitat is not to your liking, we would be happy to build another.”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant, why are you doing this? What possible interest could you have in playing host to a subhuman like Simon Farr? Why are you willing to give our people so much in exchange for him, and why the hell do you think I’d be so honored by the chance to become part of it? At long last, sir, what are you really after?”

“You’re angry,” Feeder-Of-Prisoners said.

“Damn right I’m angry. I get that way when I’m insulted, and even more when I’m lied to, even if they’re only lies of omission. Did you really think I wouldn’t see the gaping hole in all of this? There’s something filthy about this whole deal, something so bloody off about all of this that unless I get some straight answers from you I’m going to spike this exchange on general principle. I…”

“Andrea!?”

Cort stopped in mid-sentence, belatedly aware that this was not the first time in that the past few seconds that First-Given had called her name. She’d cried it multiple times, at first softly, then more urgently as Cort’s anger rose, and just now with something approaching terror.

She whirled, and saw something in First-Given’s posture that she had never seen on a Zinn before. The sacs that made up the child’s dangling torso had shriveled like deflating balloons, each of them flattening, retreating, pulling the entire structure closer to the disk-shaped construct that anchored the sickle of a head. Together, they’d diminished to a little less than half their total prior size. 

It looked like the reaction of a creature poisoned by unexpected exposure to something venomous in its environment. 

Then First-Given said, “Please, don’t murder my parent,” and Cort felt the stomach sink with terrible understanding.

She hadn’t known this about the Zinn, but in context the body language was clear. All of First-Given’s currently unnecessary bodily structures had folded themselves up and packed themselves away, both to present a smaller target and streamline the organ-bearing part of the body for the most graceful possible retreat. Of course, this only happened when a Zinn was threatened; when a Zinn was mortally terrified.

When a Zinn felt like a child in the presence of a monster.

Cort’s cheeks burned. “I’m sorry for frightening you, First-Given. I was indeed angry with your parent, but I have no intention of harming him.”

First-Given’s dangling spheres inflated, but only a little. Her head trembled so much it actually seemed to blur. “Is – is it not true that human beings sometimes grow so angry that they cause harm without conscious intent?”

“Yes, that is true. But the state you’re talking about is not mere anger. It’s  something far more dangerous which our kind calls fury, and I’m very, very far from feeling that. This is just a disagreement that has become personal, nothing more. Believe me, I can be much angrier with your parent than I am, and still harbor no intentions of hurting him…if only because doing so would mean that you and I could no longer be friends, and I like being your friend too much to ever want that. All right?”

A human child might have sniffed and wiped away tears. First-Given’s torso inflated to its full prior size, and the trembling of the head diminished to the just barely discernable.  It meant the same. “Un..understood.”

Valcek’s features had tightened into a scowl of burning disappointment, of the sort entirely expected from a professional ambassador who has just seen a know-nothing from home base almost cause a second diplomatic incident less than a full twenty-four hours after the first. Cort knew she’d pay for what had just happened with a stern lecture later. And unlike last night’s dressing-down, which Cort had faced with open defiance, it wasn’t even anything Cort could argue with. This time Cort felt like shit.

Feeder-Of-Prisoners whistled a few times in rapid succession. “Human beings,” he said, “provide no shortage of interesting behaviors…”

* * *

Cort would have liked to come up with a single objection permitting her to reject the facility as unsuitable. Given any choice in the matter, she would have liked to issue a peremptory ruling against the transfer, just on the basis of the vague feeling of disquiet that burned hotter in her breast the longer she stayed on this world, but in the end knew she couldn’t. Not without just cause, and not when she was just a simple bureaucratic functionary here to certify a result everybody wanted and already knew to be inevitable.

The most she could do, when the tour was completed, was put her decision off. She informed Feeder-Of-Prisoners that she had no further questions and that she would issue our ruling within one planetary cycle. And then withdraw into herself on the flight back, listening to the polite conversation without allowing herself to become part of it. Inside, she thought of Bocai, of bodies on the ground, of her own hands stained with the blood of a sentient she’d loved, of sudden fear in the posture of an alien child…and then she shook her head and banished those thoughts with savage self-loathing. This is not just me, she thought, as the cycle of self-recrimination began again.

There was more when the Zinn transport returned to the roof of the Confederate embassy. As Cort murmured a thank-you to Feeder-Of-Prisoners and got up to disembark, First-Given said, “Wait.”

Cort waited. 

“I have been watching you. At some points during the flight you seemed to be close to discharging liquid from your eyes again. I know that you told me that doesn’t always indicate pain, but I believe that it might be in this case.”

The last thing Cort had wanted, now, was for Valcek to know how upset she was. “So?”

“So I believe that that I might be the cause. If I am, I apologize. Please understand that while I have been taught about human beings since the day I was born, I still don’t comprehend them all that well. I don’t want to leave you for what might be the last time without expressing my regrets if you have been left insulted by my earlier unfortunate misunderstanding. May I still look back on you as a human friend?”

Anger and annoyance warred with shame in Andrea Cort’s heart. “Yes. Yes, you may, First-Given.  I hope I’ll get to see you again.”

First-Given offered an approximation of a human curtsey, a gesture not natural to her that she might have picked up only after long and difficult practice. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” Cort said.

She followed Valcek out the selective hatch and stood watching with the ambassador as the Zinn transport took off and all but popped out of existence in its instantaneous acceleration to full speed. A breeze blew in its wake, pulling the one lock of hair Cort left long over her left eye. She brushed it away and stood there, frowning, feeling more uneasy than ever as the coming of night killed what was left of the glow on the horizon.

 Beside her, Valcek said, “I don’t know what objections you still have, but in the absence of something cataclysmic I’ll expect your authorization by first thing tomorrow morning.”

Cort brushed the lock of hair away from her eye, bit her lip, and addressed the open air more than the authority figure issuing demands.  “Doesn’t this deal strike you as profoundly fucked up?”

“Of course I think that,” Valcek said. “I can’t think of a damned thing about this whole deal that isn’t profoundly fucked up. But you’re dealing with aliens, one, and a profoundly fucked up human being, two, and what your government’s decided it wants at the very highest level, three, and tech that’ll vastly improve the lot of the human race, four. Not to mention the feelers Feeder-Of-Prisoners just put out about acquiring you as a second zoo animal, five. Trust me, Counselor. If you want to go anywhere in the Corps you’ll just have to learn that there comes a point when there’s no longer a point in worrying about what’s profoundly fucked up, when what you really have to worry about is getting your ass off world while you still have a chance.”

Cort groped for an answer. “We are selling a human being, after all. We could always invoke the interspecies covenant against slavery…”

“It’s slavery only if the affected sentient has a right to freedom. Farr gave up his through his own actions long before the Zinn ever heard of him. And when all is said and done, he really is surrendering to them of his own free will, and getting an existence that’s far too good for him. Even he wins.”

Cort had thought of all that, shooting down her own idea a fraction of a second before Valcek did. There really was no good reason to avoid going through with this. But why did she imagine something else, something that worried her, something like a monstrous shape glimpsed only in part through a portal too small to present a clear look?   

A weight landed on her shoulder. It took Cort a moment to identify it as Valcek’s hand, placed there in a stab at false camaraderie. She hated being touched without permission and in other circumstances might have slapped the hand away, but permitted its presence without conceding the relationship. It would give her a few more seconds to think. 

“Look.” Valcek said, her tone cajoling. “Give your consent, and by this time next week the Confederacy will take possession of a fully-functional Zinn starship, with a Zinn drive a thousand years ahead of anything we have. We’ll have the operation manual, a Zinn engineer to answer all our questions, and enough time and freedom to reverse-engineer everything else. You tell me that’s not a win-win. You tell me that’s not enough to improve the lot of the human race. If you say yes, your name will be part of that.”

“And if I say absolutely not?” Cort murmured, her own voice sounding like it came from the opposite end of a long tunnel.

“If you deprive the human race of that historic opportunity, without cause? Your name will be part of that, too. Forever. And you don’t need that, Andrea. With everything else you have dragging down your reputation, you most definitely don’t need that.”

Cort thought of two children, decades apart: one a little human girl whose peaceful life had been torn apart by a night of madness, and one a little Zinn fotir who had sensed a little bit of that madness and reared back in fear. 

She thought about how some things would never change, for her.

And, at a low ebb, she did what she might not have done, on any other day: what was in every other way unlike her, and what she would have refused to do had she not been so young and beleaguered and heartsick and so pressured by politics larger than herself to do what was expedient over what her instincts told her was right.

She surrendered.

“All right.”

“What?”

“I said, all right. I’ll return to my quarters and draw up the documents. You’ll have my authorization in your database, for countersigning, within the hour.”

“Outstanding!” The hand on Cort’s shoulder drew back and slapped her there in what she supposed to be a gesture of congratulation. “But you don’t have to do it right away. Let’s have some dinner first, so we can…”

“No,” Cort said.

“What?”

“No,” she repeated. She lifted the ambassador’s hand off her shoulder, moved it clear of her personal space, and let it fall, rejected. “I don’t eat with other people, if I can help it. I’ll get to it right away and then go to bed. For some reason, I’m exhausted.”

She turned her back and stormed away, leaving Valcek stunned and staring behind her.

* * *

The documents were easy enough, as she already had the templates. All Cort had to do when she returned to her quarters was draft a personal statement attesting to her interviews with Simon Farr and inspection of the Zinn holding facility. She added a personal statement witnessing Farr’s willing abandonment of all further contact with his fellow human beings, as well as providing her own assurance that she had come to these conclusions of her own free will and had not been under any unusual duress.

She stared at the text for a good fifteen minutes, hating it, knowing that her work was half-assed and not seeing what she had missed.

Then she sent the file, and sat back, wondering why her heart was pounding so hard.

It didn’t matter. Half-assed or not, the job was over. In another couple of days she’d be back in the bluegel crypt on her transport, safely packed away for the trip back to New London. She’d suffer the usual dire nightmares just before waking, but she was used to those, just as she was used to the barrage of extradition requests from alien governments who still wanted the prestige of prosecuting her for what she had done as a child. Before long, she’d have another assignment. And then another, and another.

The problems were all she had, all she was confident she would ever had.

They distracted from being so unfit for human company.

She put the disk First-Given had given her on her end-table, tapped it to summon the melancholy portrait of herself, stared at the miserable woman in the image for several seconds and wondered if her unhappiness was as clear to other human beings as it had been to a little Zinn child who had otherwise never met one.

Then she took out her satchel and unpacked one of her buzzpops, an intoxicant mixture illegal in most Confederate Space but popular among diplomatic indentures stationed on alien worlds that didn’t prosecute their importation. It was a dose far more invasive than the mere calmative she’d taken for the reception at the capitol. A slap against the skin and the immediate, cooling rush of the drug flooded her senses, masking everything that made her miserable behind a tidal wave of enforced euphoria. Closing her eyes, aware that this means of escape solved nothing but grateful to be able to turn herself off for just a little while, she went to the bed and curled into a fetal position, dreaming.

For a long time -- hours -- she floated in serene oblivion.

Then the happy trip began its transition to drugged sleep, and memories came. They always came, whenever she was not actively working on a problem. But they were like images from a melodrama that didn’t involve her. The massacre at Bocai, the feel of the blood on her hands, the 

Feeder-Of-Prisoners

the look on the face of Cort’s Bocaian vaafir, a being she had loved as much a second father, as he lay dying from wounds the young Cort had inflicted

First-Given

the hateful touch of the rapist among Cort’s keepers in the Dip Corps holding facility

We have never had a murderer

the terrible revenge she took upon the

I have been taught about human beings since the day I was born

and then back to Bocai, and the bloody objects she’d been playing with the next day when they found her

Feeder of Prisoners

 The tiniest of frowns disturbed the drugged peace of Andrea Cort’s rest.

She rolled over, moaning, feeling the shape of something great and terrible rising up all around her. Old memories tried to re-assert themselves, torturing her as always with the blood already on her hands, but there was something awful about the word already in that sentence, something that warned her of more in her immediate future.

Her mind began to work.

She thought of the Zinn combing human space for suitable murderers, making extraordinarily exorbitant offers until they got one.

I have been taught about human beings since the day I was born.

Since the day she was born? Really?

Raised, from infancy, with a firm understanding of the specific roles they must someday play in our society.

From infancy? Really?

It has been a short life and I don’t have time for it.

What do you mean, short life? What do you mean, you don’t have time for it?

Please, don’t murder my parent.

Cort thrashed again.

Evil. So Alien And Disturbing a Concept. It would be nice to know where it comes from. You have committed other crimes in your life, crimes against children. How did it feel? I ask what I need to in order to learn. if you ever want to move in, all you need to do is ask.

On many of the nights when I don’t worry about evil, I like awake wondering whether my life will matter.

I suppose I’m not scared of death, so much as extinction.

Everybody’s so excited about the prisoner you’re turning over to us.

I don’t want to leave you for what might be the last time.

All raised, from infancy, with a firm understanding of the specific roles they must someday play in our society. 

And then, like drumbeats, the two names.

Feeder-Of-Prisoners.

First-Given.

Andrea Cort didn’t care. She couldn’t. The buzzpop deadened all caring, made the petty troubles of the universe look like a play performed by mute actors, mouthing dialogue that didn’t matter against a backdrop of droning irrelevance. But she was sitting up. The lights in her quarters were still on, but the absence of any ambient sound from the corridor suggested an embassy whose indentures had all settled into their respective beds for the night. A massive lurching effort of will provided the impetus to turn left, toward a wall-mounted local clock. The hour was thirty: long past midnight, local time.

May I think of you as a friend? I suspect it will prove a comfort.

And then, most chillingly of all:

Goodbye.

Cort tapped her throat contact, activating her implanted hytex. One sub-vocalized command later, the image of Ambassador Mira Valcek appeared before her: sitting up, groggy-eyed, her ritual scars appearing naked without their covering of red paint. A naked female form stirred sleepily behind her.

“Uhh… Counselor? Do you have any idea what time it is?”

Cort spoke with exaggerated care to avoid giving away the tremor in her voice. “This is important, Am…Ambassador. Did you tell the Zinn that I said yes to the transfer?”

“Is that what you’re so concerned about at this hour? Don’t worry about it. I took care of it twenty minutes after you did.”

Cort’s fists clenched. “Tell me they haven’t taken him yet.”

“Why? Don’t tell me you wanted to say goodbye to that piece of shit.”

“Ambassador --”

“They took him hours ago,” Valcek said. “Is there a problem?”

Cort terminated the contact, seized her satchel, and flung it against the wall as hard as hard as she could, screaming. The impact, a mild fwump, was not even remotely cathartic.

 She was on the bag again a second after it hit the floor, removing another of her many items of illegal contraband, this one a dangerous anti-intoxicant capsule linked to several deaths among a number of Dip Corps indentures with excessive fondness for narcotics abuse too close to active duty hours. There were other, gentler methods of counteracting a chemical high, but the most effective aside from this one took a number of minutes; this was a jolt so violent that it was only used out of stupidity or desperation, by users who needed full sobriety within seconds and were willing to risk permanent brain damage to do it. This was the first time Cort had ever been that stupid or desperate.

She broke the capsule open under her nose, took a deep breath, and almost fell over unconscious as the nano-agents raced through her system, not so much counteracting the previous high as forcing her system to run through what remained of it in less time than it took her blood to complete a full circulation.

A wave of premature grief almost knocked her over. She reeled, felt her head throb as if preparing to explode, pressed her palm flat against the wall of her quarters, and forced herself back into an upright position, her sudden self-hatred twisting her features into a demented grimace.

She tapped her throat again and summoned the Ambassador a second time.

Valcek’s image appeared before her, resentment just beginning to give way to worry. “What’s wrong with you, Andrea?”

“You will put me in touch with the Zinn authorities. Not in the morning, not as soon as you can wake up,  not after I explain why, but now. The top priority is reaching Feeder-Of-Prisoners, but I’ll talk to anybody in charge. This is not open to debate, and any failure to comply will expose you to charges of obstructing an officer of the court. I expect to hear from you within five minutes. Goodbye.”

She cut the connection.

It didn’t take Valcek five minutes, but less than two.

* * *

The flight that ensued was not a desperately friendly one like the ones that had taken her to and from Simon Farr’s new home, the previous day. There were no talkative children present, no Hom.Sap or Zinn diplomats keeping conversation going for the sake of putting a friendly veneer on a most savage transaction. No human seating had been installed on this second vehicle, so Cort made do with pacing back and forth while nibbling her fingernails until the digits bled.

The only other passenger was a Zinn who had identified himself with the usual string of unidentifiable sounds and a kind invitation to call him Escort. He went on to say that he had some familial relationship with Feeder-Of-Prisoners, something that wound through the race’s four genders and left Cort both angry and bored by the time he entered his second sentence.

She‘d cut him off. “Doesn’t that mean you’re related to First-Given too?”

“Of course. My direct link of lineage is a much prized one, in our society; much as the link between the young produced by a single set of parents is in yours. I have always valued her as an important relation.”

“But did you love her?”

“We played when she was younger, if that is what you mean. There are not many young Zinn, these days, so it was a most novel experience.”

Cort’s anger threatened to overwhelm her. “Novelty is something you seek from toys, not persons. Did you love her? Hell, I don’t even know what love means to your kind, but did you want her to live a full and happy life? Did you care, at all, about what happened to her?”

Escort said nothing, just cocked his crescent-shaped head in bafflement so profound that in other circumstances it might have been endearing. There was no way of telling whether Cort had encountered some limitation in his Mercantile vocabulary, whether the emotion understood by human beings was too alien for him to parse,  or whether he was simply stunned into silence by the depth of her vehemence. Maybe he was just like most government functionaries, acting in support of corrupt policies: he rationalized the unspeakable and thought it would keep him clean.

Cort, whose own hands would never be clean, said, “Leave me alone.”

He obliged.

The rest of the flight passed in a grim silence that was not broken until just before they reached their destination, at which point Escort stirred again and said, “If it will not make you angry, may I ask a question?”

“If you must.”

“I am only a tangential contributor to this project, but I have participated with enthusiasm, and I have spent a great deal of my free time perusing human histories. I know that some of your human rulers have ordered children drowned, or impaled on stakes, or asphyxiated in gas chambers. I know that even the empires you consider righteous have bombarded the cities of their enemies, killing untold numbers. The people who do this, it is said that they then go home and embrace their own families, seeing no inherent contradiction. I am accurate in this appraisal of the facts?”

“Yes,” Cort said. “What’s your question?”

The Zinn escort asked, “How is it that more of you don’t kill yourselves out of shame?”

Cort said nothing. She turned away and peered at the slightly grayer area on the vessel’s dimmed hull, wishing that the Zinn could have invented a selective filter for memory to go along with the one they had for solid objects.

Several minutes later, Escort said, “We have arrived.”

Cort hadn’t felt a landing. “Where’s Feeder-Of-Prisoners?”

“Communicating with you, before you have completed your business, would interfere with the behavior under observation.”

Yes, of course. Of course it would. What lay beyond that gray doorway was not so much the prison Simon Farr had come from as a zoo, designed to show off his true nature; and there was no possibility of his new owners ever wanting to do anything to interfere with that which rendered him so special in their eyes.

Special…but not unique. Not when she was on-world, too.

She hated Escort so much, by this point, that she might have killed him in his sling, without regret, but that would take a rage she’d likely need to marshal soon. So she simply bared teeth, hoping that his studies of humanity had taught him how the expression could sometimes mean more than a simple smile. “Enjoy the show.”

Then she turned her back on him and jumped out.

She landed in a crouch on the white sand of the prison’s pristine beach, the heat of the tropical sun hitting her the instant she was out in the open. It was not long after dawn, and the air was already warm enough to summon an instant sheen of sweat. The tree line, verdant and inviting, beckoned a mere dozen steps ahead of her. Birds, or whatever the Zinn called their local equivalent of birds, chirped an indignant protest from cover. She looked left, then right, hating the transport’s presence behind her but for the moment at least welcoming the relative safety of a solid object at her back, so she could get her bearings before exposing herself to the greater dangers of the island interior. In that moment she half-expected Farr to burst from the trees with some kind of weapon in hand and strike her down where she stood, but nothing of the kind occurred. She was, for the moment, safe.

Then that moment ended.

She took a deep breath and started running.

The path of stones that led deeper into the undergrowth was only a few steps down the beach. Cort took it at a dead gallop, her heart pounding, her arms pumping, the breath bursting from her lips with every step. 

There was no chance of getting lost; the path of stones she’d been shown led only to the cabin at the center of the island, and back, but she desperately wished that she’d paid greater attention on her prior visit, and could tell from the few landmarks she recognized just how far she had left to run, just how great her chances were of getting to Farr in time. That mauve growth, not quite a flower, with the long strands of something that waved without apparent influence by the local breeze? Was that the last turn before the big hill? Or was that oddly-shaped stone, that might have been carved as a bench, for the use of a prisoner weary after a hike to and from the beach? Or that collection of what looked like terrestrial beehives, only larger? Which was last on the way to the killing ground? Did this place have to have so many landmarks she hadn’t bothered to note, because she hadn’t ever dreamed that life and death would rest on her coming back again?

She was almost sure that she had taken a wrong turn, somehow, perhaps by blundering onto some side-path she hadn’t noticed before, some detour leading to another garden spot landscaped for the pleasure of the Zinn’s pet murderer, when the wall of green seemed to part before her, revealing the clearing with the hill leading up to Farr’s little house: an open space that she would now have to cross alone, to approach an enemy who would see her coming from a distance. 

There were any number of more strategic ways to approach. They would all take time. Cort just ran the distance, arms pumping, sweat pouring, a desperate voice inside her crying out, please, please, please.

Then she neared the top of the hill and saw what looked like a Zinn corpse hidden by a shallow depression not forty feet down the slope to her right. 

First-Given lay on her side, head flat against the ground, her walking and grasping limbs splayed, the organ spheres so deflated that for one terrible moment, supported by the glistening scarlet sheen over everything, it was impossible to believe anything except that she’d been hacked to pieces and her torso carried off.

For the very first time in her adult life, Andrea Cort screamed.

Then the sickle-shaped head on the corpse twitched, and turned on its circular base to focus a ring of tiny black eyes Cort’s way.

“Andrea,” she said. “You should not be here.”

Cort gasped and, forgetting everything including grace, stumbled down the gentle grade to the side of the child in the pool of blood.

When she skidded to her knees at First-Given’s side, she could only think that she’d arrived only in time to see the little fotir die of exsanguination. Zinn blood covered everything, from First-Given’s trembling limbs to her tightly contracted organ sacs. It was wet, glistening, and more at first glance than it seemed the little body could afford to lose. Cort didn’t even have the slightest idea what to touch first, what to try to repair first, how to wish all that life back into First-Given’s body, and could only kneel there, her already battered soul trying to shatter to pieces inside her.

First-Given extended her limbs, which had all been chained together to keep her from running or defending herself. “You should not be here, Andrea. This is my purpose.”

“You will have to find a new purpose, First-Given. I won’t let him hurt you anymore.”

“He has not hurt me yet,” First-Given said, with a calm so surprising that Cort registered the lack of any weakness in her voice. “I have not even seen him yet.”

“I don’t understand. All this blood --”

“I am afraid,” First-Given said.

“It’s going to be okay.”

“I am not asking for reassurance. I am just explaining the blood.  You have seen how we contract our organ sacs when frightened? There is a limit to how much we can do that before expelling excess fluids to make more room. What I have lost so far I can afford. I expelled blood because I have been lying here, waiting for him to come, and am afraid.”

Cort understood more than she had ever had, then: primary among her fresh epiphanies the strength of the pacifistic impulse in a race that could not even be afraid without bleeding.

“There is no reason to be,” she whispered. “I promise.”

Then she stood, turned her back on the threatened child, and faced the house of the executioner. She raised her voice. “Come on, Simon.”

The murderer walked around the corner of his house.

Simon Farr was a different creature in direct daylight than he’d been in the artificial light of the embassy ballroom. Barefoot, stripped to the waist, as pale as no man could be without a lifetime of being locked away from the rays of any sun, he was gray, pallid, soft, and pathetic, a shadow of a man from which all genuine vitality had been amputated. All that remained was the poison, the contempt for life that had made him such a threat to his fellow man…and in daylight it was clear that some of that poison had burned inward, searing him as it had seared others.

The blade clutched in his right hand -- of an alien design, though Cort decided to think of it as a machete -- was as long as his forearm. It was sharp enough to have nicked him in the thigh, leaving a scarlet slash oozing a red that was by far the most colorful thing about him.

He seemed downright baffled to see her. “Counselor. I thought we were done.”

“Turns out we’re not, Simon. Put that thing down.”

He glanced down at the machete, as if at a loss how it had come to appear in his hand. “What, this? You don’t have to be worried. I mean, I’d kill you in a second if I had a good reason, but I don’t have anything against you. You helped me.”

“I know, Simon. And I’m here to help you again. But I also know what you are. You can turn on me without warning.”

Farr held the blade closer to his chest, and felt its cutting edge with its opposite thumb, as if contemplating a change of heart. “I’m not letting it go at that. You didn’t have to ever see me again. Did you decide you liked me more than you let on?”

“No. I feel the same contempt for you I always did. But I’m giving you the chance to be better than you’ve ever been, to go back inside your house and not give these bastards what they want.”

He looked sad. “It was part of the deal, Andrea.  I don’t know why it’s so important to them, but it’s what they asked for.”

“It’s a rotten deal, Simon. You don’t have to go through with it.”

He seemed to consider that. And for a moment he seemed to turn away, drawn as much by the comforts inside his new home as he was by the ugliness that had always defined him and was now expected of him. Anybody other than Andrea Cort might have thought that he’d given in. But even before he tensed, even before he telegraphed the charge, even before the killing impulse motivated his limbs and sent him charging with machete in full backswing, she could tell that the decision had been made.

It was not that he hated First-Given, or even Andrea Cort.

It was not even that he took any pleasure in the act.

It was that a man like him could not be told no.

He charged, face blank, all emotion masked behind a simple, focused determination.

His first slash was as sloppy as only a man caged and sedentary for much of his life could make it, but Cort still had to draw back to avoid it, and was therefore badly off-balance when the whistling backslash sliced the air in the opposite direction. This didn’t cut her either, but in missing by a narrower margin it drove her even further back and even further off-balance.

 She might have been able to compensate, but she happened to be standing on grass slick with dew. She slipped and stumbled to one knee, a half-collapse that might have become a complete one had she not braced herself with a palm to the ground.

A fool might have still attempted to stand, and entered the arc of Farr’s next swing.

Cort embraced the fall, flattening her shoulders against the ground even as his third slash cut through the space where her head had been.

He kicked her in the ribs. She gasped for air, rolled, scrambled away, prepared for the sudden sharp pain of the machete imbedding itself in the back of her neck. When that failed to arrive she saw that she was clear, that he wasn’t going for her, that he had abandoned her as a silly braggart of a woman who had only pretended to toughness, and who he could dispatch as his leisure after he took care of the real target.

First-Given.

The little Zinn, helpless in her chains, emitted a scream that sounded like no human voice as Simon Farr hacked at her limbs. The first chop, a weak one, had impacted one of First-Given’s grasping limbs, imbedding in the bone. Farr had to wriggle the blade a little to pull it free; the agony of the little fotir must have been profound, as her shriek of pain and terror grew even sharper in the second or two it took for the blade to draw free and for the now-energized Farr to kneel beside her and position the blade for a second strike.

By then, of course, Andrea Cort had recovered and was upon him.

She didn’t bother with any punches or kicks. After all, the deadliest weapon in sight, the machete, was in his own right hand.

In the instant before it fell she had her own hands wrapped around his wrist and had added her strength to his, shifting the trajectory enough so that the blade imbedded itself in his own leg, right above the knee.

She’d been trying to get him in the belly, but hadn’t been able to deflect his aim quite that much.

Still, this was good. The sound of the blade striking bone was like music to her.

And as he shrieked, his cries drowning out First-Given’s as he called Andrea Cort a bitch and worse things, she made it even better, by taking a step back and kicking him hard in the side of the face. His ear split open. He fell back, cursing and moaning, clutching at the weapon so he could pull it free and slash at her again.

Another kick to the small of the back, followed by one to the belly that knocked the air out of him, and that became a non-issue. He was still writhing and moaning, but was for the moment beaten. She stepped on his knee to brace it and with a hard yank pulled the machete free, opening the wound further and soaking his leg with blood. Refraining from putting him out of her misery was one of the hardest things she‘d ever done, but she did spit on him when she stood up. “I told you,” she said, with a contempt deep enough to choke her. “You‘re nothing.”

He wheezed out the first few syllables of a threat.

She kicked him again, this time in the wounded knee.

Behind her, First-Given cried out, “Andrea.”

Cort came back to herself. She shook her head, wiped the blood on her hands on the fabric of her pants, threw the machete with a force that sent it spinning into a patch of tall grass,  and stepped over the little fotir so she could kneel beside her and still keep the writhing Farr in sight. “Yes. I’m here. Don’t worry, baby. It’s going to be all right.”

First-Given raised her head off the ground. “I n-need to know.“

“What is it?“

“W-was that what you talked about, yesterday? W-was that fury?”

Cort wiped at her eye, which burned worse at the touch of her dirtied hand.  “Not entirely, First-Given. There were other things there, too.”

“Like what?”

Cort almost answered. But no words felt adequate, and her business here was yet to be completed, so she patted the alien child on the ridge of skin just above the eyes and stood, scanning the sky for movement.

She waited. Farr cursed. A breeze more gentle than anything that had happened in the last few minutes blew her one long lock of hair against her cheek, where it struck the drying patch of blood and adhered. She still waited.

She was about to give on waiting when two figures appeared over the curve of the hill, their heads rising over the occluded landscape like moons rising over a planetary horizon. One was Feeder-Of-Animals. The one walking beside him was another Zinn Cort didn’t know.

The two of them stopped a fair distance away, as if afraid to place themselves within range of either of the dangerous humans.

Cort didn’t blame them.

“Your fotir’s hurt. So’s your prisoner. They both need medical attention.”

“I am not blind,” Feeder-of-Prisoners said. “I can see what is clearly evident. But you have not done what you offered to do, when you called this morning. You didn’t complete your demonstration.”

“I stopped the son of a bitch from killing her without having to kill him to do it.”

“And in so doing you have only delayed what is otherwise inevitable. We have made ourselves responsible for Simon Farr’s well-being. Accelerated healing will have him, and her, mobile again by the end of the day. Soon, he will be ready again. First-Given will be brought back here, and once again subjected to his attentions.”

She wished she’d kept the blade. “You bastard.”

Feeder-of-Prisoners tilted his head to one side, then the other, an act that might have been his equivalent of a shrug. “My people will have what we bargained for, one way or the other. Either from him, or from you.”

Cort had never felt so trapped, not when she was eight and obeying impulses she didn‘t understand, not when she was a Dip Corps prisoner living the rest of her childhood as lab animal, not when she was told that the service owned her for life and that her fate would never be her own. The inevitability of what she would soon be required to do, not in a moment of desperate life-or-death struggle, but in cold calculation, weighed on her back like a stone.  After a moment, she said, “All right. If that’s the only way to save First-Given, you’ll get it from me. But I’ll only do it for you one time, and only to save the child. Understand that you’ll never get it from me again, so there’ll be no point in moving me into one of your damn cottages.”

“You might want to think that over,” the other, unnamed, Zinn said. “With your reputation, it’s not like you’ll ever have any better place to go.”

 “Any place is better than with you.” 

“Then perhaps you should leave so we may heal Mr. Farr and allow this exercise to play out as originally intended.”

“Also not acceptable,“ Cort snapped. “This fotir may be a friend of mine, but I value my own freedom as well. I can show you what you want to see, but whatever happens, whatever other threats you pull out to manipulate me, you’ll have what you want from me once, and only once, and only if promise me that First-Given will be safe from now on.”

Another Zinn shrug, from the one that hadn’t given its name. “It makes no real difference. Even if we do this thing for us and we agree to spare First-Given in exchange, we will still be able to pay handsomely for more of your kind’s murderers. There will always be sources. We will obtain them, and we will house them, and we will provide them with other specimens of our children.”

Cort didn‘t ask why. She knew why. She knew why and it burned inside her, like a poison pill that would renew itself forever, even as it broke into pieces and poisoned her blood. “That’s beyond my control. I can still save this one.” 

“Even if you do, you should not be under the illusion that you’re doing her any favors. She failed in her life’s purpose. If she survives beyond today, it will mean a lifetime of shame.”

“And if there’s one thing my life has taught me,” Cort said, her voice faltering for the first time, as she spoke words meant for First-Given to hear, “it’s that living with shame can be done. It might even be a better way to live. It focuses one. Most other people I know value themselves too goddamned much.”

Feeder-Of-Prisoners turned his head toward his unnamed colleague, and then back at Andrea Cort. “Your shame seems to have cost you happiness. And her shame will cost her the same. As long as she lives, she will never be happy.”

“I’ve never at any point in my life met anybody who was,” Cort snarled, “but who knows? She might surprise both of us. And this conversation is stupid. I’ve told you the limits of what I’m willing to do and I’ve told you exactly what it’ll cost.” 

The two adult Zinn looked at one another again. A silent negotiation passed between them. Then the one that had not given its name stirred, and said, “We agree to your terms.”

The fire in Andrea Cort’s heart turned cold. She swallowed and looked down at Simon Farr, who had followed the conversation and was now crawling toward the cabin, cursing anew with every twitch of his ruined leg. Then she glanced at First-Given, who was peering up at her with more fascination than fear, her organ sacs substantially more distended than they had been when she was directly threatened.

 Maybe the child was what Cort desperately wanted her to be: an innocent at heart, misled by a rotten agenda, and raised to a purpose she was not experienced enough to recognize as the same kind of evil she wanted to understand. And maybe she was as bad as the rest of them: a willing and dedicated participant, now a cold and unpitying observer, totally undeserving the mercy that Cort could only purchase by sacrificing yet another piece of her soul.

And maybe that didn’t matter, either.

Maybe what mattered here was bigger than all of them.

Cort didn’t bother searching the tall grass for the machete she had hurled away. It was much easier to select something else she had spotted: a stone of appropriate size, light enough to be carried in one hand but dense enough to survive multiple impacts with a more brittle surface, like a human skull.

She hefted it one hand, getting used to its weight, and wondered how many times the next few seconds had played out, in the long and brutal history of man.

By then the crawling Farr had reached his little house, and was pounding with both fists on the section of wall that was supposed to be permeable for nobody but him.

But it was just a wall now, standing between him and safety.

Cort was not going to enjoy the next few minutes. But in the end, the Zinn were right: she did possess the qualities they’d bargained for. She could do this. She’d done it before. It would give her nightmares and yet another in a long series of reasons to despise herself, but she could do it again. It was going to be far too easy.

I’m really going to do this again.

“I’m sorry,” she told the writhing man on the ground. “I’ll try to make this quick.”

Simon Farr had enough time to scream.

* * *

Andrea Cort refused to enter Farr’s house to use his bathing facilities, because even that would have been too close to moving in. So she left the island with her clothes and her skin and her hair still sticky and reeking from his blood.

The flight was a short one, and the air-filtration systems on the Zinn transport labored hard to cleanse the coppery stench from the circulating onboard atmosphere, but the reek was in her nostrils and she remained unable to take a breath without the sense-memory of his last moments. His had not possessed the eyes of the monster he had been his whole life, but those of a helpless and vulnerable man, who wanted only to keep on living for a little while longer.

The same Embassy guards who had watched over Farr in his ballroom prison were on the roof waiting for her upon her return to Valcek’s embassy. They said nothing to her, but their purpose was clear. She allowed them to escort her inside, and was relieved when they headed back to the guest quarters instead of the ballroom. On the way, the corridors were teeming: dozens of embassy functionaries and diplomatic indentures, all wide-eyed and disapproving as they took in her cold stare, her shell-shocked expression, the gore on her hands and clothes. A couple of the women, seeing the state of her, held their hands over their mouths. This, too, was familiar to her.

 Valcek was the last, waiting outside the guest room, her expression blank, her ritual scars now looking like no more than silly cultural affectation. She said nothing. Neither did Cort.

Inside, Cort turned the water temperature to just above the threshold of pain and stood there, staring up at the spray head., Zinn and human blood co-mingling at her feet. She may have slept a little, just standing there. She swayed, and from time to time gasped. Her shoulders shook, and once, until she stopped herself, she wailed.

Afterward, it would have been nice to take out another buzzpop and dose herself to oblivion. But this terrible business was not yet over. So she donned a fresh black suit, buttoned the jacket tight, made a bag of the bed sheets bearing the bloody outfit and, carrying it, asked the two women stationed at her door to take her to the ambassador. They complied without argument. The escorted march through the embassy hallways was a lot like the one that had taken her to her quarters an hour earlier. The same eyes watched her, providing the same silent accusations.

When she reached Valcek’s office she left the guards behind, marched across the room, held out the makeshift bag, and dropped the package in a lump in the center of the ambassador’s desk.

 The bundle came open when it landed, Cort’s sodden, blood-soaked clothes spilling out in a glistening heap.

Valcek did not recoil. “Get that shit off my desk.”

“I thought you’d want it there. It’s your proudest achievement.”

Valcek made a half-hearted attempt at wrapping the sheets up into another bundle and finally looked past Cort to the guards. “You, then. Take this crap out of here. I don’t care what you do with it. Burn it if you have to. It’s okay to leave me with her. Nothing’s going to happen.”

They complied, a swift military operation that seemed like an intervention by ghosts, for all it interfered with the fixed glares the ambassador and prosecutor had fixed on one another. Neither of the two women dropped their gaze, or made a sound, until the mess had been removed, and the door was closed.

Then Valcek said, “I think I deserve more appreciation from you. I tried to protect you from this.”

“Yes, you did. I give you credit for that; you actually did feel sorry for me, and you actually were trying to warn me from the very moment I first met the child. It would have been so much simpler, so much cleaner, not to mention so much kinder to me, if I’d been just a little stupider and provided my rubber stamp without interfering with the way of things. If you think that’s why I’m upset at you, you don’t have the slightest conception of the sheer evil you perpetrated by handing them a killer when you always knew what they wanted him for.”

Valcek stood up so quickly that her chair tipped and hit the floor behind with a resounding crash. “Don’t be so fucking naive. You know how many times treaties have to be signed with brutal regimes that kill their own? How many times diplomacy has always required deals with the devil, handshakes with people whose morals were enough to make you want to puke, just to make our side stronger for a little while? The price we pay, to do a little good?”

“Oh, I know that,“ Cort said. “I’m just not so sure that you do.”

“This was going to happen, one way or the other. They were going to get their hands on a human murderer, with us or without us, and they were going to use him the way they wanted to use Farr, with or without us. We can’t stop them from arranging atrocities against their own people, if they want to.  At least this way we get something of value in return…and we’ll get to do it again sooner than you will ever believe possible, when they renegotiate for the next killer in line. There were always going to be Zinn children in First-Given’s place. But this way some good comes out of it.”

“No good comes out of it,” Cort murmured. She dabbed the corners of her eyes with a thumb, looked to the wall at a landscape of burning buildings and cooling bodies that only she could see, gathered her strength together, and faced Valcek again, this time with an expression that she would have liked to show First-Given, as a fine illustration of fury. “And I don’t care what else they offer for payment, but this ends now. As soon as I leave this room, you’re going to contact New London and do whatever you can, even if that includes begging, to let the people in charge understand why the only intelligent policy from this day on is to surround this planet with a permanent military and economic blockade for as long as the Zinn continue to exist as a species. It’ll be an empty threat, given Zinn tech, but granted their psychological aversion to conflict it might still be enough to keep them confined to this world and prevent them from getting their hands on any more killers, from us or anybody else.”

Valcek was incredulous to the point of repressed laughter. She crossed her arms over her breasts and managed an aghast, “Really.”

“Really.”

“An unprovoked act of war against a race that has never fired a shot against us. A race with tech that could destroy us, if they saw fit. You’re crazy.”

“I might well be. But you are going to do this.”

“And what reason do you expect me to give our superiors for this insanity?”

Cort suddenly felt very tired. She was achy from the kicks to the ribs, sick to the heart of her being for being reduced to the kind of acts she thought she had left behind, nauseated at the vivid confirmation that she was still what so many people believed her to be, filled with despair at what seemed to be her fated place in the universe…but mostly exhausted from something that would amaze her for as long as she lived: the short-sightedness and stupidity of her fellow human beings. “You don’t even have a clue, do you?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“All right.” Cort walked around the desk and confronted Valcek face-to-face, speaking softly at first, but then building in volume and intensity with every word. “An alien race asks you for something that doesn’t seem to make any rational sense, and you figure that you might as well take it as just one of those things not worth understanding because they’re so different and mysterious and impossible for us to fathom. You don’t even bother asking yourself how they hope to benefit. You just proceed straight to the assumption that their motives are incomprehensible, grab whatever treasures they offer you in return, and throughout it all, because they’re so notoriously harmless, you don’t at any point expend so much as a single angstrom of thought to considering the only logical reason why a race that surrendered an entire empire without firing so much as a single shot, a race dying of despair because of it, a race that could still rise up and brush everybody else aside if they ever mustered the psychological means, would negotiate so desperately for specimens of human evil.” With the next sentence, she jabbed her index finger into Valcek’s collarbone. “You never realize that it’s for the very same reason that you’re so happy to get your hands on one of their starships.”

For long seconds Valcek’s face remained stamped with that look of total incomprehension…and then she saw it. Her confident expression faltered, replaced by horror, a heartbeat before Andrea Cort slammed her with the words.

“Nobody,” Cort said, “ever reverse-engineers something they don’t want.”

Valcek’s lips moved without making sound. The blood drained from her face, and she started groping for her chair, forgetting that it had fallen to the floor behind her.

Andrea Cort didn’t wait for her to figure it out. She just turned her back and left.

THE END

(Note: Andrea Cort previously appeared in the ANALOG novellas “Unseen Demons” and “Hiding Place,” as well as the novels Emissaries from the Dead, The Third Claw of God, and the available-only-in Germany War of the Marionettes. This most recent installment takes place first, chronologically.) 

 .


Appendix:

Andrea Cort Chronology

The Andrea Cort stories are part of what I now call the “AIsource Infection” universe, which details a substantial alteration in the nature of humanity.

As the stories in this larger universe take place over a period of many years, and in fact begin approximately a century from now, some stories merely use this history as background and others are more important to the grander story being told. Andrea Cort is one woman whose life is especially touched by the critical events.

Most stories now being written take place at the beginning of her career. This chronology is current as of November 2017.

“With Unclean Hands” (ANALOG, November 2011) is likely to remain her first recorded adventure. She is still an unformed thing of very little personal influence, though this will change as it becomes clear to her superiors how very formidable she is.

“Tasha’s Fail-Safe” (ANALOG, April 2015) In this story, she is still suffering the political fallout from her extreme actions in “With Unclean Hands.”

“The Coward’s Option” (ANALOG, March 2016) Once again trusted enough to be sent on a mission, though she’s not expected to be much more than a rubber stamp. As frequently happens with Andrea, there are complications.

There is now a gap of several years, into which almost all new short fiction will be inserted. During these years she is continuing to work on various missions, some of which cement her ruthless reputation. She also zealously maintains her social isolation, a situation that will not improve for her until the novels.

Following the gap, we are introduced to her again with the first Andrea story I wrote, “Unseen Demons” (ANALOG July / August 2002), by which time she is a well-known controversial figure in the Diplomatic community, and widely recognized as a force to be reckoned with. In this story, she receives her mission in life, reaching the epiphany that leads into the trilogy of novels.

About a year later, she appears in the first novel, EMISSARIES FROM THE DEAD, which changes her status quo, changes her agenda yet again, and introduces her to the great love of her life, the linked man and woman with one personality, Oscin and Skye Porrinyard. They remain with her for the rest of the series so far.

This is followed by the second novel, THE THIRD CLAW OF GOD, in which she travels to the planet Xana and learns something she never suspected about her past.

The story finished yet still to be published, “A Stab Of The Knife” (ANALOG, 2018) takes place after she returns from Xana, and is in part driven by the relationships formed there. She in fact still has the very un-Andrea hairstyle she obtained in that novel, though she didn’t like it at the time; maybe the Porrinyards do.

The final Andrea Cort novel for now, WAR OF THE MARIONETTES, the one currently available in English only as an Audiobook, but planned for an upcoming e-book, wraps up the trilogy and ends with her making a very personal decision that will change her forever.

The novella “Hiding Place” (ANALOG, April 2011), takes place less than a year later and will likely remain the final Andrea Cort story chronologically, as it concludes with her facing significant changes. At this point Andrea Cort will either move on and become a completely different person, or will retreat from her personal growth and back off from its implications. I cannot move on from this point at shorter than novel length, and that is unlikely to occur unless things change spectacularly. (But there’s always talk.)
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