1-- A New Assgnment

Nykkyo Kyhanalay on hisback, relaxed in the sweet exhaustion that comes after. He surveyed
the room, illuminated by the nightstand lamp turned low. It was the bedroom in the apartment above the
house in Queens. The window was open and mild, late-April night air wafted in, now and then carrying
with it atrace of diesd fumes. He could hear the noise of the City -- that of traffic, the muffled sound of a
televison down the block ... the occasional siren.

Suki lay under hisleft arm, clutching him. He stroked her bicep and contemplated her
yellow-brown skin. Nyk pressed hislipsto the top of her head and inhaed the scent of her hair. She
snuggled againgt him. “Mmm,” she said.

“Mmm?’

She drew in adeep breath. “Mmmmmm... My whole body is perfectly relaxed. If | close my
eyes, I'll beadegp. MmMm...”

“I hope you can keep those beautiful eyes open for alittle while. | love gazing into them.”
“I'mtrying.”

“Areyou happy?’



“Uh-unh.”
“No?’

“Uh-UNH.” She kissed his cheek. “I'm ddlirioudly happy. Oh, Nykkyo -- when I'm in your arms
-- | truly have no cares.”

“Wouldn't you like to havethisfor therest of your life?’
“Who wouldn't?’

“Thenmarry me.”

“Isthat the only way | can haveit?’

“...no... of coursenot.”

“Nykkyo, | swore an oath I'd never marry again.”

“And, I've sworn oaths I've broken.” He kissed the top of her head. “To think all this started with
asmple question aboutmiso soup.”

“It wasthefirst thing you asked me.”

“No -- thefirgt thing | asked you wasif you were Japanese.”
“I told you | wasan American.”

“Then | said you had beautiful eyes”

“And then | ran away -- like a scared rabbit.”

“Was| redly so frightening?’ he asked.

“Terrifying.” Sheran her hand dong hisarm.

“What did | doto frighten you?’

She smiled. “What you said about my eyes... | guessyou didn't redlize it's a notorious pickup
line”

“Fickup?
“Yes-- | thought you were going to hit on me.”
“Oh, no, Suki. | wouldn't do that.”

“I know -- but | didn't know it then.” She pulled hersdlf againgt him and let out a contented sigh.
“Bon'noka, Nykkyo.” She closed her eyes.



Nyk felt her legs twitch as she drifted toward deep. He brushed aside some of her hair and
gazed at her face. Her breathing became deep and regular. A tear formed and ran down his cheek.

Morning light waked Nyk. Suki still lay clutching him. He kissed her cheek and she cracked open
her eyes. “ Bon'matina,” he said.

“Bon'matina.”

“Suki, what did | do to make you think I'd hurt you?’

“What?’

“What did | do or say to make you believe I'd strike you? 1'd never harm you.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Last night -- you said when wefirst met, you feared I'd hit you.”

“Oh... | said | thought you might be trying to hit on me.” She giggled. “Have you been worrying
about that?’ She kissed his cheek. “It's an expression. | thought you were trying to ... you know, to pick
meup.”

His mouth made an O. “1 understand. Y ou thought maybe | was paying you a hollow
compliment, in the hope you might lower your guard and perhaps consent to sexud activity.”

“Yesh ... that'sthe ... sort of thing | thought might happen.”

“Forgive me. | have much to learn of Earth mating practices-- it's not atopic covered in my
traning.”

“Nykkyo -- on your world, how would two people approach each other?’

“Well, if two people were attracted to each other, one might ask the other if they cared to make
love”

“Judt likethat?’

“Oh, yes. We're quite direct about such things. Y ou aways know where you stand with another
Floran, and we know no means no. The odds are the answer would be yes.” Suki shook her head. “We
have different notions of love and fidelity than here on Earth. But, I'm not like that. Perhgpsit's one
reason | feedl more comfortable here than on my homeworld. I'm quite abit more reserved than atypica
Floran. | must know someone and care for them before | can engagein intimacy.”

“How would you get to know someone?’

“Do you mean, how would | attempt to make someone my friend?” He thought, then said, “I
might start by paying acompliment.”

“Liketdling agirl she has pretty eyes?’



Hesmiled. “Yes-- but only if sheredly did.”

Suki sat up and swung her feet to thefloor. “If you'll excuse me, | haveto vomit.” She walked
briskly toward the bathroom.

Nyk stood by the bathroom door. Suki emerged with her hand on her ssomach. “I'll be so glad
when I'm over this part of it. Mom says when she was carrying me she had terrible morning sickness.”

“Areyou coming downgtairs?’

“Once the nausea subsides. Go ahead -- don't wait for me.” She headed back toward the
bathroom.

Nyk pulled on apair of twill pants and a polo shirt and descended the stairs. He walked into the
kitchen and sat at the table. Y asuko poured a cup of coffee and set it before him.

“Good morning, Nick,” she said. “How are thelovebirds thismorning?’

“Suki said shelll be down once her morning sickness subsides.”

“I had an awful timewith her -- it seemed to take forever before it went away.”
“Y asuko, have you begun to accept Suki's pregnancy?’

She smiled and shook her head. “Asyou said -- Sukiko is an adult and free to make her own
decisons. I'm ill terribly worried, though.”

“About what?’
“I think she'd be better off rearing a child she wanted and planned for.”
“Shewantsthisone.”

“She says she does, but | wonder if any woman can care for achild conceived in arape as she
would one planned for and concelved in love.”

“It'snot the child'sfault who the father is”

“| suppose you're right about that, Nick. We know nothing about the kid who raped her. | ill
think she'd be better off... But, what | think isimmeaterid. | do think you and she could make some
beautiful children.”

“It can't happen, Y asuko -- I'm Serile.”

“Youresure?’

“Without doubt -- if there were one thing about my lifel could changeit would bethat. | long to
be ableto father Suki's child.”

“That'sashame... Sothischildisit, then.” Sherolled her eyes. “If this one ends up the sort of
youth shewas... Y ou two will have your work cut out for you.”



“Suki turned out Al right.”

“Not without giving usfits. I'll be honest Nick -- there were many years in which we despaired
having anything like what we now have with her. They say agrandchild isaparent's reward for not
strangling her teen. Believe me, Sukiko gave me ample grounds. | am adjusting to the notion of being a
grandmother. | think | might enjoy it.”

“I can't wait to meet him.”

“How can you know it'sahim?’

“Weassumeit'saboy.”

“George and | were positive Sukiko would be aboy. We even had a boy's name ready. Then,
shecamedong...”

“And disgppointed you?’

“No, not disappointed. Surprised, perhaps.” Y asuko closed her eyes. “ George always wanted a
son. | do believe he's happy with the notion of a son-in-law.”

“She hasn't said yes, yet.”
“I see how you two interact. That girl'snutsif she refusesyou, Nick.”
“We have plenty of time.”

Suki stepped into the kitchen and sat beside Nyk. She folded her arms across her abdomen and
lay her head on thetable.

“Still 9ck?’ her mother asked.

“When will it go away?’ Suki moaned. Her mother set abowl of rice before her. “Y ou must
want to turn my dry heavesinto wet ones.”

“Morning sickness or not, you still need nourishment.” Y asuko set acup on thetable. “Ginger tea
-- to settle your ssomach.” Suki spped the teaand unenthusiagticaly picked up aclump of ricewith a
pair of chopsticks. “What are your planstoday?’ Y asuko asked.

“| asked Suki to help me purchase awardrobe,” Nyk replied. “Monday, | start my new job and
it requires busness tire.”

“Maybe I'll tag dong. George needs afew new shirts.”

Nyk surveyed the pile of clothing he had purchased. He picked up anecktie. “Thisis an essentia
part of business attire?’

“I'm afraid s0,” Suki replied. “Daddy hates wearing them. Think of it asthe Earth equivaentto a
Floranxarpa -- it serves no purpose other than decoration.”



“Thexarpa has utility. Floran tunics have no pockets -- without it we have no placeto carry small
articles. Not that we have much to carry -- everything we need isright here.” He held up hisright arm.

“Y our wrigt chip.”

“A wrist scan unlocks doors, activates transportation -- pays for groceries. | sill have difficulty
with the notion of currency -- dthough | do understand the principa of the debit card.”

“Nykkyo, | want to compliment you on your street smartstoday. Y ou did theright thing --
ignoring those skinheads who were taunting us.”

“I recdl from my training the best way to dedl with verbd hodtility isto ignoreit. I'm not sure
what it was we did to provoke them.”

“They didn't like seeing awhite man holding hands with an Asian woman -- especidly a pregnant
one. I've had to dedl with such al my life. If Mom and | had been Black, it would've been even worse.”

“I'll never understand why everyone on thisworld can't revel in the marvelous diversity. | cherish
your Asan heritage, Suki.”

“I know you do. Nykkyo, you're the most color-blind person I've ever met. Many on this planet
share your view. Unfortunately, many don't. Y ou may haveto develop athick skin.”

“It'smy heritage, too.”

“I' know -- but they didn't. It can work both ways. There are undoubtedly plenty of Asanswho'd
be just as unhappy to see ustogether -- maybe more so.”

“Mores0?”’

“It'savestige of an Earth tribal mentality -- and, sexua poalitics. Y ou see -- women were
regarded as chattel. A white man would see you as a conqueror and me as your trophy.”

“And, an Asan man might see me as amarauder, despoiling the tribe's assat. | understand. Given
that context, I'm pleased with the level of acceptance your parents have shown me. How would they fed
if they knew | wasa FHoran?’

She amiled. “Nykkyo -- my folks are delighted by the fact you're aman. It wouldn't matter if you
were purple with pink polka-dots. Come, Mom has dinner ready.”

Nyk walked into the kitchen carrying anecktie. Suki's father sat reading the Wall Street Journdl.
“George, could you show me again how to tiethis?’

George set down his paper and walked Nyk through the stepsto tie a haf-Windsor knot. “Y our
first day onthejob?’

“Firg day inmy new role,” Nyk replied.

“Wall, good luck.” George folded his newspaper and tucked it into his briefcase. “Good day,



all.” He headed out the door.
Suki descended the stairs. “How are you thismorning,” her mother asked.
“I'l survive”
“Don't you want some breskfast?’
“I'll get something from the union. Oh, Mom?’
“Yes, der?

“Don't hold dinner -- | have my first session tonight.” She headed toward the front door and
dipped on apair of canvas shoes.

Nyk followed her. “Seeyou later, Y asuko,” he caled as he went out the door.

Holding hands, he and Suki walked to the bus stop. “We can ride together asfar as Grand
Centrd,” Suki told him. “From there I'll transfer to adowntown trainto NY U. Y ou'll need to get off at
Time Square and take anumber threetrain to Cana Stret.”

“I think | can manage.”

“What time will you be done?’

“Fve, | think.”

“I'll wait for you on the outbound platform at Grand Centra. My agppointment isin Midtown and
we can wak from there.” The city bus drew to the stop. Nyk inserted hisfare card into the box and then

took aseat. Suki sat beside him and held his hand as the bus pulled into traffic, bound for the subway
dation.

Nyk climbed the steps from the Cana Street platform and walked ten blocks to adingy office
building in the Tribeca section of Manhattan. He trudged up the stairs to the second floor and opened a
door marked HoranCo. A middle-aged woman sitting behind adesk greeted him. “Good morning, Mr
Kane”

“Good morning, Jaquie. Youll be seeing afair amount of me.”
“So Mr Seymor hastold me.” She picked up the phone, punched a button and announced Nyk's
arrival. He regarded Jaquie -- he thought she was a beautiful woman, with her dark brown skin and

black hair, negily donein cornrows.

The door to Seymor's office opened. “Good to have you on board, lad. Comeonin.” Nyk sat
across from Seymor's desk. “Do you have any questions?’

“Only about athousand. What exactly will my responsibilities be?

“Asl told you, thisisatraining post. If you do well, you'll be prime candidate to take over my
job -- when | retirethat is. For starters, welll place you in charge of our western operations. It includes



your old hauntsin Wisconsin -- though well keep that facility shut 'til we can get someoneto manit. I'll
want you in charge of our plant breeding operation, too. It'sin DesMoines and run by Earth people.
We're careful to keep our prices non- competitive, but we manage to make amodest profit -- enough to
keep it credible”

Nyk nodded, recdling histraining on the Earth economy.

“I'll start by introducing you around the office.” Seymor stood and headed toward the door.

“I' know Jaquieis an Earth person. How many other Floranswork in this office?’

“ Assume everyone's anative, lad -- unless you know for sure otherwise.”

Nyk sat at his desk and plugged in his laptop computer. He began reviewing the files of the
Floran Agents now reporting to him.

He opened thefile for Grynnya Quinn. He recognized her surname from histrandation of Koichi
Kyhanas journa. Bryan Quinn was Chief Engineer aboard theFloran . After the warp jump accident, it
had been Quinn who rigged the starship's engines for near-relativigtic velocities permitting the colonists to
reach the planet they named after their vessdl.

Nyk pondered for amoment the tempora paradox. Here he was, on late-twentieth- century
Earth. TheFloran expedition was two hundred yearsin Earth'sfuture; but it was aso five thousand years
in hispast. And, here he was -- loving and living with an ancestor to the man who founded hisworld --
the man whose name, if not consanguinity, he shared. Reporting to him was awoman who aso shared
the name of afounding father.

He perused thefile. Grynnya was another Earthbound Foran. She wastheir medical liaison, so
to speak, and as such was responsible for the health of the Florans who walked the surface of their world
of origin. Using the Earth name of Ndlie Hogarth, she was aregistered nurse and worked in ahospita in
Kansas City.

Seymor stuck his head into the office. Nyk looked up. “1've been looking over thefile of one
GrynnyaQuinn,” hesaid.

“Ahh, Grynnya Watch your step with her.”
“What do you mean?’

“... you'll find out. Say, lad, care for some lunch at Bronfmann's? They make amean pastrami
sandwich.”

Nyk closed hisfile, locked hislgptop and followed Seymor out the door.

Nykkyo sat in the waiting room flipping through asix-month old edition of Readers Digest. He
heard the door to an inner office open. A middle-aged woman escorted Suki from the office. “1'll seeyou
next week.” Suki nodded.

Nyk stood and approached her. “Areyou dl right?” Suki nodded again, took his hand and



walked with him. He pressed the call button for the elevator. The doors did open. He stepped in and
pressed the button for the lobby. “ Are you hungry?’ She shrugged her shoulders.

Heled Suki down the street. He pointed to a Chock-Full-of-Nuts shop. “Would you like to get
asandwich in there?’ She nodded.

Nyk took abite from his cheese sandwich. “Wasit adifficult sesson?’ Suki nodded again.
“Careto talk about it?” She shook her heed. “I think it would help to talk.”

“She said shethinks | was molested asachild.”

Helooked into her face. “When you were in the hospital on Floran -- Dr Krullathought so, too.
Do you remember any...”

She shook her head. “Maybe I've suppressed it. She suggested we try hypnosis. | don't know
about that ... sometimes when they go looking for something -- they find it -- whether it'sredlly there or

Nyk gulped hismouthful. “Be careful.”

Suki nodded. “I need to get comfortable with her before taking that step.” She took a bite from
her tuna salad sandwich. Nyk reached across the table and took her hand. “ Thank you for coming with
me. | wouldn't have had the courageto go in there done.”

He dumped their refuse into the trash bin and headed out the door, holding her hand. She walked
with him toward Grand Central, her eyesfixed on the pavement. Nyk moved closer to her and dipped
hisarm around her waist. Shelooked up, smiled and leaned against him. “As soon as you put your arm
around me -- the pain went away.”

They reached Grand Central and stood, holding hands on the outbound platform. Nyk craned his
neck to look down the line for the train. He could see the headlamps reflected on the rails and tunnel
wdls.

Thetrain pulled to astop. Nyk climbed aboard, took a seat and Suki sat beside him. “Do you
want to tell me more?’ Nyk asked.

“Not now. | just want you to hold me.”

Nyk settled into his seat, hisarm around her. She leaned againgt him. Thetrain |eft the Sation and
Nyk began counting the stops until it arrived at their destination in Queens.

Nyk lay in bed, his hands locked behind his head. Suki emerged from the bathroom in her short
robe, her long, black hair clipped into a ponytail. She dipped off the robe, ran her hands aong her
abdomen and then did into bed.

He put hisarm around her and she cuddled to him. “It was arough evening for you. Areyou ill
thinking about it?’

She nodded. “Nykkyo, I'm scared. There's much about me you don't know -- much of which
I'm ashamed. I'm afraid you'll learn something and decide I'm not worth bothering with.”



“It'snot likely. Asto your past -- | wouldn't change any of it. Those were the events that formed
you, and without them -- you wouldn't be ... you. It'syou | love.”

“You're so sweet.” Shekissed his cheek.
“Feding better?’

“A bit. There's something about tonight's session | want to share. Do you remember that Indian
dinner when we told each other our sad, sad stories?’

“Yes. | remember you told me how you entered into an arranged marriage with aman you did
not love -- how he abused you and beat you. Y ou told me you fled from him and lived with an old friend
from your university days”

“I'm afraid it wasn't quitelike that.”

“That's not how it happened?’

“Wadl -- yes. | |eft out an important detail, though.”

“Whichwas...”

“It was my own behavior that brought it all about. Y ou see, Nykkyo -- | never stopped loving
Alice. Even after | had married, | kept seeing her. One night my husband left on abusinesstrip. | had
planned atryst with Alice-- | invited her over. It turned out my husband's flight was cancelled and he
rescheduled for the morning. He came home and found us. He said the worst things about Alice and me

-- 30| dgpped him. Heretdiated. | threw thefirst blow in that fight.”

“None of it justifies him beating you.” Nyk pondered, stroking her arm. “I suppose | understand
why you wouldn't want to tell me that. We hardly knew each other...”

“Nykkyo -- we dill hardly know each other.”

“We had just met, and you wanted to explain what you were doing by yoursdf in Wisconsn.”

“Therésmoretoit... | had lived with Alice during grad school, and | knew how dominating she
was. | knew what | wasin for, but | went to her, anyway. Onereason | findly fled to Wisconsin wasto
be away from her. Now, I'm back in New Y ork, and I'm afraid...”

“Alice has no hold over you.”

“Shedid once -- when | lived with her, she made me do the most humiliating things.”

“Likewhat?’

“I'd rather not go into it. | had such aneed for her -- for her acceptance -- | submitted. My
therapist asked meif | craved being dominated. | hadn't thought of it that way. Maybe it'strue.”

“I don't understand. Are you asking me to dominate you? It's not in my nature...”



“No, Nykkyo.” Shewiped tears from her face. “Y ou've shown methelight of purelove. | fear
what lurksin the shadows. Alice works as a curatorid assstant a the Museum of Naturd History. I'm
sureinmy job at NY U our pathswill cross some day. I'm afraid of what might happen.”

“I understand your anxiety. Suki, on my world we've learned the best way isthe direct way. |
think you should tell Alice how you now fed for her.”

“My therapist said the same thing.” She kissed his cheek. “I don't need counsdling when you're
by my sde”

“Y our Stuation issmilar to mine with Senta. Even though I'vefiled for divorce, | very much wish
to remain friendswith her. I'vetold her s0.”

“How did shereact?’

He smiled. “Wdl -- Sentaiis awoman accustomed to having things go her way. Itll take awhile
for her to assmilate our new relationship. Horans are humans, after al -- and humans have faults.”

“I'm afraid Alicewill have difficulty assmilating, too.”
“I trust you, Suki. You'l do theright thing.”

“That'sthe problem -- | don't trust me. ”

Nyk sat at the kitchen table. He could hear the shower running in the apartment above. Y asuko
topped off his coffee cup and sat across from him. “How did it go last night?’

“I don't know. It's not easy for her.”

“Just getting her to go and to cooperate is an enormous step. She wouldn't have without you,
Nick. Her father and | are grateful.”

He sipped his coffee. “Y asuko, was Suki molested asa child?” Her mother gaped a him. “I'm
sorry, Y asuko, but it came up last night. Suki claims she can't remember.”

Y asuko shook her head. “1 suppose dirty linen hasto be aired sometime. | wasn't expecting it so
soon.” Shelooked into Nyk's eyes. “I don't know for sure. | never had proof.”

“Her thergpist wantsto hypnotize her.”

Y asuko bit her lip. “I don't agree with that sort of probing. It'stoo easy to ... to...”
“To contaminate her memory?’

“Exactly.”

“Who would've doneit? Her father?’

“Lord, no -- it wasn't George.”



“Who, then?’

“George'sfather seemed to have an unhedlthy interest in her. He was avery peculiar man, Nick.”

“Suki told me some about him -- how he dressed in traditional Japanese clothing.”

“He did have astrange fascination with the old country. That foolish crest hanging onthewall isa
product of hisfancy. When George and | first married, we lived in the very apartment you and Sukiko
now use. George's father lived downgtairs. | ended up hisde- facto housekeeper. He enjoyed having a
real Japanesein the house -- | had to wear thekimono -- put my hair up in the traditional way. He even
had me attempt to teach him Japanese. I'm nosensee -- | have no idea how to train someonein the
language. | think he wanted me, physicaly -- though if he did, he never acted on those desires.”

“Y ou think he may have with Suki?’

“I have my suspicions. Shewas abeautiful littlegirl.”

“That's not surprising -- she'sa beautiful young woman.”

“| stopped using him as a baby-sitter and tried to make sure someone was in the room with him
when Sukiko wasthere.” She shook her head. “It's not possible to watch someone twenty-four hoursa
day; seven days aweek -- month after month, year after year...”

“Y ou never pursued it?’

She shook her head. “No... Y ou must understand my situation -- our Situation. We depended on
George'sfather for aroof over our heads. George wasjust starting out, and my own immigration status
was unresolved. | wasterrified | would be sent back to Japan and George and Sukiko would be left
homeless. It wasn't until after her grandfather died that my status was sorted out. I've Since become a
citizen.” She stood and turned from him. “Y ou'll learn soon enough. When you become a parent -- you
do your best and hopeit's good enough.”

Nyk stood and embraced her. “I'm sure you did your very best, Y asuko.”

“Y ou are such afine young man, Nick. My daughter isvery fortunate...”

“Am | interrupting something?’ Nyk heard Suki's voice. Y asuko pulled from him and adjusted
her hair.

“Y our mother and | were having atalk.”

“How areyou feding thismorning?’ her mother asked.

“Not too bad. Come on, Nick -- welll belate.”

“Arent you having breskfast?’

“No time, Mom -- I'll grab abagel or something at the union.”

Nyk picked up his case and headed toward the front door.



“Sukiko -- wait.” Y asuko embraced her daughter and looked into her eyes. “I loveyou and | did
thebest | could for you.”

“Yeah, Mom -- | know.”
“Forgive meif it wasn't enough.” Y asuko's eyesfilled and she headed back into the kitchen.

Suki looked back toward her mother; then, proceeded down the front steps. “I wonder what
brought that on.”

“I think I know. | asked your mom whether or not you had been molested asachild.”
Suki stopped in her tracks. “Just like that -- flat out?’

“On my world, directnessis...”

“I'mafraid in Mom's culture, directnessisn't cherished asit ison Floran. What did she say?’
“She said she thinks you were ... but she has no proof.”

“Who? Who does she suspect?’

“Y our grandfather.”

“Not my father?’

“No -- your mom seemed quite certain it wasn't him.”

Suki closed her eyes and drew in adeep breath. She smiled. “Oh! I'm so relieved!”
“Relieved?’

“I'm doubly -- triply relieved.”

“How s07’

“For gtarters-- | had thought my difficulties were my own fault. Now | know for sure some of
them, at least, aren't.”

“Y ou can't be faulted for actions beyond your control.”

“Exactly.” She grabbed his hand and headed down the street toward the bus stop. “ Secondly, it
was someone who's no longer around to threaten me. My grandfather was atruly creepy man, Nykkyo.
| don't remember much about him -- maybe I've blocked it out -- but | do remember | dreaded being
withhim.

“Findly -- it wasn't my dad. | knew my theragpist would sooner or later come round to my
relationship with Daddy. When she mentioned hypnosis | was so afraid sheld put two and two together
and...”

“And come up with five?’



“Worse yet -- come up with four. If it had been Daddy -- how could | continueto livein that
house?’ She patted her ssomach. “How could | hope to bring him up there? It would've torn our little
family unit gpart -- dysfunctiond asitis.”

“Don't underrate what you have. I'm not sure there's any such thing asafunctiona family --
anywherein the gdaxy.”

Shelifted her face to the sun and inhaed. “ Oh, Nykkyo -- smell the spring air -- the leaves are
onthetrees...”

“All I andl isfumes”

She skipped dong the sdewalk. “It's like a burden's been lifted from me.” She grabbed hishand
and embraced hisarm.

“I don't think I've ever seen you like this -- maybe once -- that New Y ear's Eve.”

“And, look what happened then.” She stroked her wrist. “All right -- I'll toneit down ... | guessl
was never meant to be happy.”

Nyk sat a hisdesk reviewing field reports. An incoming vidphone cal signaled him. He pressed
keys on his lgptop computer to answer the call. Animage of amiddle-aged man appeared. Hewore
inggniaindicating he was an ExoService officid. “Nykkyo -- I'm lllya Kronta. We worked together on
the Zander Baxaincident.”

“I remember -- you helped interrogate Andra.”

Krontanodded. “ Good to speak with you again. How are you enjoying your new assignment?’

“Very much, sofar.”

“Nykkyo, | know you had some sort of ... atraction to Andra.”

“Sheand | are good friends.”

“When wasthe last time you spoke with her?”’

“Right before making trangt -- why?’

“Nyk -- thismay be difficult. I'm coming to you for your help. Andra has disappeared. | hoped
you might know where sheis”

“Disappeared?’

“Centra Admin has performed alocator code trace. We tracked her to the shuttleport in Floran
City.”

“And, from there?’



“Thetrail ends at there. We have no record of her boarding avessd, or leaving the shuttleport.”

“I'm baffled, Illya-- she never confided any plansin me. Did you ask my wife? The two of them
were living together.”

“Y our wife has been less than cooperative, and there'slittle we can do to encourage her
cooperation.”

“Sentais not an ExoService person.”

“Asgherather forcefully reminded me,” Krontareplied.

“Why are you looking for Andra? | thought she was exonerated.”

Krontashook his head. “We had insufficient evidence to pursue her -- with the operative word
being had. The more we delve into Zander's activities, the more likely it appears Andrawas a participant.
We have asked Interna Affairsto detain her...”

“Arrest her?”’

“Detain her -- for questioning. Nyk, if you should |locate her -- you'll let us know, won't you?’

“Of coursg, lllya.” The vidphone session went dark. Nyk drummed his fingers on the desk, then
typed commands to initiate another vidphone cal.

A woman appeared in the window, one with a high, broad forehead and bushy red hair. She
glowered a Nyk.

“Senta, wheré's Andra?’
“Wouldn't you liketo know...”

Hesdghed. “Tell me, Senta-- | know you know.” She shrugged her shoulders. “The Service
overseers have traced her to the Floran City shuttleport.”

“Havethey, now?’

“From there, thetrail goescold. | think you know where she went.”

“Have you been recruited to be one of their flunkies?’

“No--1.."

“Y ou know, Nykkyo -- you have some nerve. Y ou cal me after dl thistime and the first words
out of your mouth are, 'Whereis Andra? Not, 'I'm sorry for taking this assgnment' or 'l want usto work
thisout.' No -- it's 'Where's Andra?”

“Senta, I'm doing what | must do.”

“Y ou think you can get away with this. Y ou can't -- you think you're safe on Earth. Some day
you'll haveto return to Floran and then welll see who hasthelast laugh.”



“What do you think you could do?’
“I'll bring charges.”

“On what grounds?’
“Abandonment.”

“It won't work, Senta. Y ou're the one with the important job. Y ou lost aliability when | left --
not an asst. It doesn't make sense to sue to recover aliability.”

“Loss of companionship, then.”

Nyk laughed. “ Senta, you've never been at alossfor companionship. You and | dept together
only onenight out of five.”

“You and your provincia upbringing... My socid life has dways bothered you.”

“Therés an Earth saying, Senta-- you make your own bed and you must lieiniit. It certainly
gopliestoyou.”

Senta stared at him, her mouth open. “Mark my words -- you won't get away with this.”

“Senta -- let'slook at the redlity of the Situation. Y ou and | were never right for each other. We
never loved each other. | had no ideawnhat true love fdt like until | met Suki.”

“How dareyou!”

“It'sthetruth, Senta. But, it's more than that. Thisis something | must do -- | interfered with
Suki's destiny. | must replace the man who wasto bein her life”

“That tempord interference nonsense.”

“You redly think it's nonsense? Do you want to take the risk to find out? Do you want to be the
oneinitiating atempord disaster?’

“Nykkyo...”
“Therésmore. Right before | made trangit here, | learned who my redl father is.”
“I' know.”

“I had atalk with your stepdad. He told me there were two women he loved -- my mother and
yours, Senta. Did you ever do a DNA sequencing andysisto seeif Veskamight beyour...”

“It'simpossblel”
“It'snotimpossible”

“What did hetdll you?’



“Only what | told you. Senta, if you pressthis, I'll bring the whole VVeska thing out into the open.
At that point, we're not just talking divorce...”

“Y ouwouldn't dare! Y ou'd ruin both our reputations!”
“My reputation on that world is of no consequence on Earth.”

Tears began spilling out of Senta's eyes. Her lower lip trembled. “Mark my words, Nykkyo --
you will regret this”

“WEell see-- now, tell mewhere Andrais.” Sentaglowered a him. “ Senta -- tell me!”

“Why don't you call her up and ask her yourself?’ The vidphone window went dark.

2 -- Dyppa

Nyk disembarked thetrain at Grand Central. He pushed hisway through the throng and spotted
Suki standing againgt the wall.

He embraced her. “How was your day?’

“Quick -- our train!”

Holding Suki's hand, Nyk pushed back through the mass of humanity and onto the train. The car
was full so he stood and held onto the overhead rail. Suki stood with her arms around him and smiled
broadly. “1 like strap-hanging thisway. Y ou pushed our way onto thetrain like anative.”

“I'm accustomed to crowds. There are some good-sized onesin Floran City. You look like you
have big news.”

“I do. Youll never guesswho | ran into today.”

“Who?’

“Vlad Donatovich.”

“You'reright -- I couldn't possibly have guessed. Who's he?’

“He'smy old thesis advisor from grad school. Now, hel's a curator at the Museum of Natural
History. He il hastieswith NY U, and this summer he's conducting amini-dig in Turkey. He's asked me



tojoinhim.”

“Y ou're not thinking of doing thet, are you?’

“Why not? It'sonly for three weeks. | called my obstetrician and she said it was okay.”

“Three weeks!”

“| thought you'd be happy for me.”

“I'm not happy with the notion of you being so far away.”

“Nykkyo, | know you'll need to make tripsin your job and they'll be alot further than Turkey. |
gpent six monthsin Syriawith Vlad when | wasin grad schoal. I'm sure I'll survive. It's probably my last
;hgqce to use my training before the baby comes. It'll ook good on my resume, I'll be networking,

“Haveagreat timein Turkey, korlyta .

“You'reletting mego?’

“Suki, you're an adult and adults have free wills. | hold no authority over you. If thisiswhat you
want to do, then you have my blessing.” She squeezed him. “Now, tell medl about thisdig.”

“Nick -- maybe you can reach thisfor me.” Y asuko handed him alacquer tray and he placed it
into ahigh cabinet. “Before| forget -- a man from the phone company was hereto ingdl ... | don't
remember whet it was.”

“A broad-band data circuit?’ Nyk asked.

“Yes-- that'sit. | opened the apartment and showed him where you wanted it. He left the
paperwork on the table.”

“Thanks, Y asuko.”
Suki hung the dishtowe to dry. “What's that for?’

“So | can connect the laptop computer to our office's data network.” Suki gave aknowing nod.
“Maybe we can try it out when we go upstairs.”

Y asuko began wiping the counter tops. “I'm dl right here -- you two can run dong and play.”
Nyk led Suki up the gairsto the gpartment. “Y ou didn't mention Turkey at dinner tonight.”
“It'snot adone ded,” shereplied. “No sense upsetting them until | know it'sasurething.”

Nyk flipped open hislaptop compuiter, jacked it into the broadband circuit and powered it up.
“I'm going to seeif this connection isfast enough for afull-video vidphone sesson,” he said.

Suki stepped into the bedroom. “Who are you going to call?”



“l wasgoing to try Andra.”

She emerged in her short robe and gave him afrosty look. “ Andra? Y ou mean your Floran
girlfriend?

“Suki -- we've gone over it. Andrais adear friend. She knows you're my true love and she sent
me to you with her blessng.”

“If you say s0.”

“Believe me -- you have no reason to be jealous of Andra.”

“How can | not be jealous of awoman who's made love with you more timesthan | have?’

“For starters-- you don't know if she has.”

“All right -- how many times?’

“I'm not the sort that kisses and tells. Suki -- Andrawants to meet you -- she wants desperately
to be your friend, too. Andrameansalot to me. It would please meif you'd try liking her, too. If | get
through -- will you spesk with her?’

“I don't know...” Suki headed into the bathroom.

His computer running, Nyk entered the commandsto initiate avidphone cal. He selected
Andraslocator code.

Custom software on his laptop computer routed his cal through the newly-ingtaled broadband
circuit, viaEarth's Internet to one of the clandestine ExoAgency comm uplinks concedled on Earth.
There, it was sent to the Floran TachNet relay station moored above Earth's sun's north pole, outside the
heliopause -- and from there to the Floran communications network.

A blue window opened and flashed. Animage formed -- one of ayoung woman with pae blue
eyes and shoulder-length oat-straw white hair. “Nykkyo!”

“Andral”

Andrasmiled. “Good to see you from Earth, Nykkyo.”

Nyk tried to make out the objectsin the background. “Where are you?’

“I'mat the palaceon Lexa.”

“Lexd?’

“Y es-- you know my roommate at V ebinad Academy married the chancellor of Lexa. She's
known here as Princess Janna.” Nyk nodded. “ She heard about the incident with Zander and called me.

It turned out she was on Floran with her husband for ameeting of the High Legidature. Sheinvited meto
vidt Lexd and brought me here on the Lexadese chancdlor's shuttle.”



“Andra-- | wasled to believe your locator code had been deactivated.”

“Oh, no -- herein the palace, al the vidphones are screened -- to eliminate nuisance calls.” Nyk
nodded in comprehension. “I put Senta's code on my accesslist -- and, of course, yours.” She turned
from him. “Nykkyo -- heré's someone | want you to meet. Jannal” She waved to someonein the
distance.

Andrawasjoined by another woman with pale blue eyes and oat-straw white hair. Shewas
wearing agown and ajacket studded with tiny gems. Around her waist was a heavy, jewd-encrusted
metallic bet with alarge, jet-black cabochon in the buckle. Her hair was up, in atwist, and atop her head
was an iridescent tiara

“Janna, thisismy good friend Nykkyo Kyhana. Nyk -- Princess JannaWygann of Lexa.”

“Pleasad to meet you, your highness,” Nyk replied.

“Cdl me Janna”

Nyk regarded the two women. They resembled each other enough to be mistaken for identical
twins. Jannawas a bit taller and a bit lighter, Nyk thought -- but Andrawas a bit prettier.

“| am ddlighted to make your acquaintance,” Janna continued. “ Andratold me how you helped
when Zander cameto abduct her.”

“She exaggerates.”

“I think not.” She regarded Nyk through the circuit. “ She told me you risked your lifeto save
hers”

“It was a collaborative effort -- she and | defeated Zander together.”
She glanced toward Andra. “What did | tell you?" Andraasked.

Jannasmiled. “He'smodest...” She nodded and turned back to the vidisplay. “ Nykkyo, have you
ever vigted our colony?’

“Except for Earth, I've never been offworld.”

“Should you find yoursdlf headed here, please call me.” Jannatouched the vidisplay and acode
appeared on Nyk's screen. “Hereismy locator code.”

“I'm honored you'd share it with me.”

“1'd be honored to host you here at the palace. Send me your code and I'll placeit on our access
lig.”

“I have hiscode, here,” Andrainterjected.
“Good, then. Andraand | are Vebinad Academy sisters. A friend of hersisafriend of mine, and

I'd like to meet you in person and thank you for helping my sister. Please make sure you do -- I'd be
disappointed otherwise. Now, if you'll excuse me -- duty calls. Good day, Nykkyo.” Janna whispered



into Andras ear and left the room.

Nyk saved Janna's codein his directory. Andrareturned to the vidphone. “1 wasworried,” Nyk
sad. “lllyaKrontafrom the Oversight Committee has been looking for you. He said you had

disappeared.”

Sherolled her eyes. “I got so tired of answering ExoAgency questions -- the same ones, over
and over again. | needed to get away and when Jannainvited me -- | legpt at the chance.”

“Do you want me to keep your whereabouts secret?’

She shook her head. “I don't see areason for that. Tell them I'll answer any and dl questions
after | return from Lexa. | must be back on Foran before the next term at Suddl University Sarts.”

Nyk caught motion out of the corner of hiseye. Suki was standing behind him, out of the digita
camerdsfidd-of-view. “THAT's Andra?’ she whispered. Nyk nodded. She let out a soft whistle.

“Isthat Sukiko?’ Andraasked. “ Sukiko -- Sukiko -- Andrais!”
Nyk grabbed Suki's forearm. She pulled away -- then relented and drew up achair beside Nyk.
“Saluti Andra,” shesaid.

Andrasmiled. “Ah -- Nykkyo you our tongue learn ... teach.Bone . Good. Y ou beautiful. She
beautiful, Nyk.”

“Andra,” Suki replied, “you're the most gorgeous woman I've ever seen.”

Andrasmiled. “Sukiko ... umm ... Nykkyo and meamften are. Y ou knowamften 7’

Shelooked sideways at Nyk. “Lovers, yes.”

“No -- not same on Earth -- different.” She pointed to hersdlf. “Me helove. He melove...” She
held up her thumb and forefinger. “...little.” She pointed at the camera. “ Y ou helovebig...” Sheheld her
hands apart. “... much. | you loversbeard ... want. | ... umm ... Nyk, konfidenka, es-ka 7’

“Secret,” Nyk replied.

“Ji-ji. | him secret tell soyou loversbe. | ... you me...amfen ... friends be ... want.”

“What isshetrying to say?’ Suki asked.

“Shewants you and meto be lovers.”

“I got that much... What secret?’

“Andraknew you and | weren't really related -- that you're not my two-hundred-
times-plus-grest-grandmother and therefore our relationship isn't incestuous. Senta discovered it and was

keeping it from me, but Andraknew and she told me. She did so you and | needn't remain celibate.”

Suki gaped a him. “Y ou mean...”



“Andratold me and then sent me to you to consummeate our love.”
“Oh, Andra-- thank you ...denke .

“Shewantsyou as her friend.”

“Yes--ji -- ni ... nivaamfen es,” Suki replied.

Andrabroke into abroad smile. “Bone -- xa mi plak... me please.”
“Andra, how did you learn English like that?’ Nyk asked.

“Ka?

“Kil Anglixa kom xa lernt-zi?’

“Zander meteach. Y ou SukikoLingwa teach -- he meAnglixa teach. Now, must go. Good you
mest, Sukiko. Seeyou, Nykkyo.” The vidphone session terminated.

Nyk powered off the laptop and closed the case. “L et me get something straight,” Suki said. You
and Andrawere lovers.”

“No -- sheand | AREamften -- dear friends.”

“Y ou dept together -- you made love.”

“I deep only with dear friends or lovers.”

“But -- shelovesyou, Nykkyo -- | can tell shelovesyou.”
“Yes, | know. | fed abit sorry for her.”

“She knew a secret. She knew if you knew you would cometo me. Y et -- she told you, anyway.
Why?Why would she do that? Why would she send you into my arms?’

“Because she loves me. Y ou must understand the Floran approach to love korlyta . Trueloveis
generous. Andraknew my happiness depended on you and | being reunited.”

“Could | dothat?If | knew asecret that would send you into the arms of another -- could | tell
you? Would 1?1 don't think so. Could you do that for me? Could you tell me something you knew would
send meinto the arms of another?”

“I could, and | would in an ingtant -- if | were convinced your happiness depended upon it.”

“Y ou redly could do that for me?’

“I do love you enough to give you up. | wouldn't be happy about it. | would hope, though, that
you would leave room in your heart for alittle lovefor me-- as| havealittlelovefor her.”

“Oh, Nykkyo!” Her eyesfilled.



“On my world, friends and lovers are one and the same. Our language doesn't have aword for
friend -- we use the word for lover. Thefact Andraand | areamften in no way diminishestheloveyou
and | have -- rather, it strengthensiit.”

“How?’

“Because Andrawants you as heramfta , too. Y ou won't find amore loyd friend.”

“I dolikeher. I'mwilling to givethisatry.”

Hesmiled. “That pleases me -- very much.”

“Was sheredly geneticaly engineered to look like that?’

“Yes-- shesanax'amfin . Don't use that word in front of her -- it's not considered palite.
Parents blessed with the right genes will work for years with genetic counsdllorsto conceive a child with
the desired traits. Then, they're taken from their families a puberty and put into specid finishing schools
where they're taught carriage, protocol and statecraft. Most end up as consorts to colonid or high

government officias. Sometimes they're awarded to ordinary citizensin recognition of some
accomplishment.”

Suki's eyes widened. “ Awarding a ... ahuman being in recognition of some accomplishment?
Nykkyo, I can't fathom your society endorsing such an ingtitution.”

“It'sonel loathe. It'slike davery, dthough anax'amfin isn't adave -- she'safree citizen with
rights. They do have agreat sense of duty. These girlsdo asthey'retold.”

“Areanyax'amfin men?’

“Thefinishing schools are not co-ed. | believe one exigtsto train men, but the demand isfor the
feminine variety. Even our women seem to prefer femaeax'amfin companions”

“Isshean dbino? She'svery light.”
“She'sas closeto an albino asisfound among my people. It'sararetrait, and adesireable one.

Don't befooled by her looks, Suki. The finishing schools pick not only the prettiest girls but the smartest
ones, too. When it comesto brains versus beauty -- Andra has both.”

Nyk lay in Suki's bed with hisfingerslocked behind his head. She emerged from the bathroomin
her short robe, brushing her hair. “What aday,” she said. “ The excitement of the dig and meeting Andra.
| never asked you how your day went.”

“There's much more to Seymor's operation than | imagined. My head is till spinning. | wonder
how long itll take meto assmilaeit dl. | do have my first assgnment.”

“Whichis?

“Seymor and | aretraveling to Oklahomato sanitize the house Zander Baxa used.”



“Sanitize?’

“Remove any Floran technology and return it to the homeworld.”

“You're going to Horan?’

“No -- from Oklahomal fly to Wisconsin to return the shuttlecar to the relay station. Since I've
been bumped upstairs and am now attached to the home office, | can't useit and Seymor doesn't want it
sitting unattended. So, the shuttle and any of Zander's paraphernaiago to the relay station.”

“How will you get home?’

“Our Kansas City operative is scheduled to return from avacation on Gamma-5. I'll hitch aride
to Earth with her and fly home.”

“How far away istherday sation?

“Jusgt outs de Earth's hdliopause -- about five billion miles”

“See?Just like | said earlier. How can you object to me going to Turkey when you're going
there?” Suki set down her brush, clipped her hair into a ponytall and dipped off her robe. She stood
sdewaysto Nyk and ran her hands along her ssomach. “Do | look any bigger?”

“I can't see adifference day-to-day.”

She did into bed with him. He put hisarm around her and she snuggled to him. “Mmm, thisfeds
S0 good.Bon'noka , Nykkyo.”

Nyk walked with Seymor to the rental car lot and looked for the assgned stal. Seymor inserted
the key into the door of alate-model Chryder. Nyk did into the passenger seat.

“Y ou should consider learning to drive,” Seymor said. “If you can pilot a shuttlecar, you can
drive one of these”

“Navigating the streets of New Y ork City seemsimpossible.”

“If you can master driving in New Y ork, you can drive anywhere.” Seymor turned onto the
highway. He handed aroadmap to Nyk. “Here -- you navigate. It's about an hour's drive from Tulsa.”

Nyk looked at the map and out the car window. The countryside grew empty asthey headed
from Tulsa. He could see rusted oil wells. Some were till in operation.

“What desolate country,” Seymor remarked.

“Floran's desolate. Thisisfascinating. | can see why Zander would pick thisplaceto live. He
could engage in just about any activity and no one would notice.”

The overcast began to thicken and raindrops splattered onto the windshield. Seymor activated
thewipers. The smell of wet pavement seeped into the car.



Nyk regarded the roadmap. “We turn right in White Eagle,” he said.
“Coombs Road Extension isthe address,” Seymor replied. “ Seeif you can find it on the map.”
“1 see Coombs Road but no Coombs Road Extension.” He showed the map to his boss.

Seymor turned onto a county trunk and located Coombs Road. He followed the narrow road
until it terminated at another county trunk. “I think werelogst.”

“Let'sask directions at that country store we passed in town.”

Seymor turned the car around and headed in the direction they had come. He pulled upto a
smdl country ore.

Behind the counter was alarge man in hismid thirties. He had abeard and long hair pulled into a
ponytail. Seymor purchased apack of chewing gum and paid with afive-dollar bill. “ Excuse me, but
could you direct usto Coombs Road Extension?’

The shop attendant eyed him. “Coombs Road Extension?’

“We'relooking for Alexander Baxter's place.”

The man's eyes narrowed. “Y ou cops?’

“I'mhisboss,” Seymor replied. “ Do you know him?’

“Y eah -- Alex comes around now and then. Haven't seen himin afew weeks. If you find him,
remind him he has my spotting scope.”

“ Spotting scope?’ Nyk asked.

“About ayear ago | met him at the shooting range. He was getting in sometarget practice. | ran
into him quite afew times there. He said he was a collector and we traded tips about guns and loads --
sghtsand so on.”

“Did he spend much time there?’ Nyk asked.

“For awhile -- every weekend. | remember once he had awoman with him.”

“A woman?’

“I'll never forget her -- tall, blond -- areal looker. She never spoke to me, but | heard her
gpesking with him -- in some foreign language. Sounded like Dutch or maybe Swedish -- she couldve
been a Swede, | guess, being so fair.”

“What was she doing at the range?’

“She was practicing, too -- area dead-eye. | watched her shoot a49-3X at twenty- five yards,

offhand -- witha9mm | think it was. | couldn't believeit -- Pow! Pow-pow-pow-pow -- five shots, just
like that -- four of ‘em in the bulls-eye, and three dead center.”



“Had you seen thiswoman before or since?” Nyk asked.

“Nope -- just the onetime. A couple weeks later, | was back at the range and Alex had a
high-power rifleto zero. | offered to let him use my spotting scope -- to save having to hike out to the
target and back. Big mistake -- never saw it again.”

“Y ou haven't run across him since then?” Seymor asked.

The man shook hishead. “1 went by his place afew times but it was always deserted. It wasa
good scope, too.”

“WEell try to get your scope for you. Now, if you could provide us with directions... We found
Coombs Road but not Coombs Road Extension.”

“That's no wonder.” Nyk placed the roadmap on the counter. The man pointed to apond. “The
extension's on the other side of that pond.” He pointed the route. “It's not on the map, but it'sright
here...”

Seymor pulled shut the car door and drove out of town. “| trusted Zander. | still can't believe he
did what hedid.”

“I trusted him, too,” Nyk replied. “Hewas my closest childhood friend -- my only childhood
friend”

“On top of everything, | cannot believe held take therisk to bring Andra here -- and parade her
around in public.”

“Do you think he was talking about Andra?’ Nyk asked.
Seymor regarded him through narrowed eyes. “It couldn't have been anyone else.”
“She never mentioned being on Earth.”

“| dare say thereé's much about thatax'amfin you don't know. Do you till cling to the belief she's
an innocent bystander in Zander's activities?’

“I trust Andra,” Nyk replied. “I have no choice but to trust her. Zander was using drugsto
control her. Someonein the control of another can't be held responsible for their actions.”

“Do you think he drugged her into becoming an expert marksman?’

“That guy must've been exaggerating.”

“Start adding things up, Nyk -- we know Zander was running guns to factions on one of the
colonies. It stands to reason held want to know how to use them. If Andrawas involved and hewas

training her...”

“I refuseto believe she was awilling participant. | spent time with her, Seymor. | know her better
than anyone.”

“Ax'amfinenare witches, Nyk -- social chameleons. They can assume any persondity the



Stuation requires. Y ou can't trust 'em any farther than you could hand maneuver an ExoScout. Y ou have
to be dispassionate, lad, in order to do thisjob. Y ou can't let your emotions get the better of your

judgment.”
Nyk pointed. “Look -- Coombs Road Extension.”

Seymor turned onto the road. After amile the pavement turned to gravel. The car bounced along
the rough surface and came to a hdt outside arun-down housetrailer.

“Thisis Zander's place?’ Nyk asked.

“Yep...” Seymor approached the door, reached into a pocket and produced akey. He dipped
the key into the lock and swung the door open.

Nyk stepped inside and was greeted by afoul odor. “What amess!”

Seymor began looking through closets. “Well scour the place for anything of homeworld origin,”
hesad.

Something under atable caught Nyk's eye. He stooped and retrieved a spent injector cartridge.
“Look here -- Zander had homeworld recregtiona chemicds. It'sa Class-A euphoriant.”

Seymor examined the cartridge. “ Sloppy -- damned doppy... That infraction alone would've kept
him planetbound for therest of hislife.” He opened a cabinet and retrieved a polymer box. “This must be
hisstash.”

Nyk examined an assortment of injector cartridges. “ Those green ones ook like what he was
using to control Andra-- his drug mixture. And, the red ones probably contain nerve toxin -- the same
suff Andraused to kill him.”

“Wall, the boys at the pharmalabs will be eager to get alook at this. Put dl thisinto that carton
and well keep looking... Ah, avidisplay -- that hasto go...” He dropped the gadget into the box.

Nyk picked up more spent euphoriant cartridges, dropped them into the carton and headed into
the trailer's kitchen. He stopped short. “ Seymor -- come herel” He pointed to the trailer's stove. On a
burner was an open can of lentil soup Stting in a saucepan haf-filled with water. Steam wafted from the
pan. Nyk switched off the burner. “ Someone's been here.”

“Or, someone IS here,” Seymor hissed.

Nyk could fed his pulse pounding in his neck. He headed toward the bedroomsin the rear of the
trailer. One door was closed. With atug he pulled it open.

Insde was agirl he estimated to be perhaps fourteen Earth years old. Shewasdressedina
mid-thigh-length cotton deepshirt. Her hair was medium blond and her eyes brilliant blue. Nyk
recognized her immediately asaFloran. Hisgazefdl on her hand, which held what looked like an
injector.

Her eyes flashed around the room. Seymor took a step toward her. Nyk grabbed hisarm and
held him back. “ That'sared cartridge,” he said, “deadly.”



The girl pointed theinjector needle toward her thigh but couldn't find the courageto driveit into
her flesh. Her eyes met Nyk's. He could see them filling with tears and her heart pounding through the
fabric of her nightshirt.

She grasped theinjector in her figt, lifted her arm and brought it down toward her thigh. Again
she stopped short. She raised her hand again and clenched shut her eyes.

“Z'dev m'obe!” Nyk shouted. For an instant her eyeslocked on his. “Hand methat.” He held
his pam toward her.

Slowly she stretched her arm to him and dropped the gadget into his hand. He turned and gave it
to Seymor; then, opened hisarmsto her. “Come, you poor, precious girl,” he said soothingly in his native
tongue, employing diminutive endings to sweeten hiswords.

Thegirl fell againgt him, sobbing and trembling. He held her and stroked her hair until she began
to cam hersdf.

“What did you say to her?” Seymor asked in English.
“Z'dev mobe.”
“Obey me”

“Andratold meit was Zander's trigger word to activate hiswill-controlling drug. | thought
perhaps he was using this poor girl to perfect his mind control. He must've planted a sublimina command
for her to use the toxin if she were discovered.” Seymor shook his head. “Lookslike | wasright... Now,
do you il cling to the notion that Zander couldn't have exerted such control on Andra? Y ou could see
her conflict -- her will to survive fighting the power of Zander's command.” He continued to pet the girl's
hair as shewept againgt him.

Seymor picked up the vidisplay he had found in the cabinet, switched it on and pressed it againgt
her right wrist. The device's scanpad chirped asit read the ID chip in her metacarpa bone. “Her ID
comes back as DyppaHawryt -- anative of the Altia colony.”

“Dyppa?’ Nyk asked. “Isthat your name?’ She nodded. “It's apretty name... Mineis
Nykkyo...” Helooked toward Seymor and addressed him in English, “Now we have ared dilemma We
can't pack HER into abox and ship her to Wisconsin.”

“Well haveto put her on the plane with you.”

“Shell need some sort of 1D,” Nyk replied. “How do we manage that?’

“You'll haveto improvise...” Seymor looked at the materia in the carton. “Ah -- what have we
here?” Seymor handed Nyk a small booklet. “ This should do the trick. Looks like Zander anticipated
that problem.”

“A phony passport...” Helooked at the photo of Dyppa. “Meghan Conedley, citizen of the
Republic of Eire...”

“One of Zander's ass gnments was engineering Earth identities for Floran Agents,” Seymor
replied. “ Thet little document would be child's play.”



Dyppatrembled against Nyk. “Whereis Zander?’ she asked. “Hell be angry -- hell punish
me...” She wept more.

“Zander can't hurt you.” Nyk looked toward Seymor. “I'll tend to her while you sanitize the
place. We don't have much timeif I'm to make that evening flight to Milwaukee.”

Seymor nodded and began a methodical search of thetrailer. Nyk coaxed Dyppato asofa. She
leaned againgt him as he held her. “I'm finding alot of spent euphoriant cartridges,” Seymor remarked.

“Doyou use drugs?’ Nyk asked. Dyppa nodded. “How old are you?’
“Eighteen standard Horan years,” shereplied.
“Theligt kegps growing,” Nyk caled to Seymor. “Zander supplied drugsto aminor.”

Seymor took an object from acloset. “ This must be that guy's scope. Well drop it off on our
way to Tulsa” He closed up the carton and carried it from the trailer.

“Comeon, Dyppa,” Nyk said. “Put some clothes on -- we're going for aride.”
“Where are you teking me?’

“Home”

“Home?’

“Don't you want to go home?’

“I don't have ahome.”

“WEell find somebody to care for you. Y ou can't stay here. Wouldn't you rather be with your
own people?’

Nyk stood in line to purchase aticket for Dyppa. “Remember,” he whispered. “Y our nameis
Meghan Conedey.”

Dyppa nodded.

“ID please,” theticket agent said. He presented his state 1D card and prompted Dyppato turn
over the passport.

“Republic of Eire,” the agent said. “Don't see too many of those...” She looked at Dyppa. “Are
you checking any bags?”’

Dyppalooked blankly at the agent.
“She doesn't speak English,” Nyk said. “ She only speaks ... Gadlic. If you'd like, I'll trandate.”

“Please”



Nyk looked at Dyppaand spokein his native tongue, “ Shake your head and say no.”
Dyppaglanced at him with afaint smile. She shook her head. “No.”

“Has anyone unbeknownst to you asked you to carry anything on board?’
“Onceagain, say no,” Nyk prompted.

“No.” Dyppashook her head.

“I haveyou in row twelve, seats A and B. Isthat dl right?’

“Nod and say yes.”

She nodded. “ Ji-- yes.” Theticket agent handed her the tickets. “ Thank you very much,” Dyppa
said with athick accent and curtsied.

He sat with her in the departure lounge. “ So far, so good.”

The gate agent opened the flight for boarding. Nyk escorted Dyppaaboard and took the aide
seet. Outside dusk wasfast turning to night. He assisted her in fastening her seat belt.

The plane pushed back and taxied toward the runway. Dyppalooked around the cabin as Nyk
listened to the flight attendant's emergency ingtructions.

The plane paused; then, the pilots opened the throttles. The craft hurtled down the runway and
lifted off. Dyppagrasped Nyk'sforearm in awhite-knuckled grip. Helooked at the panic in her eyes.
“Reax -- it'sno worse than a shuttle flight.”

“I dont fly well.”

“Areyou going to besck?’

“I hope not.”

Dyppabegan to relax as the plane reached cruising dtitude. The flight attendant brought drinks
and Nyk gave Dyppaa cup of ice water.

The plane beganitsinitial descent. Dyppa grabbed Nyk's arm every time the motion changed and
at the sounds of flaps being deployed. She looked out the window in fear and fascination asthe city lights
below grew closer and closer. Then shethrew her arms around him and buried her face asthe aircraft
touched down. Nyk could fed her trembling.

She relaxed her grasp on him once the plane came to ahat and the door opened. “Areyou al
right?” he asked.

“I will be”

“I have some bad news. Thisflight landed in Chicago. We must repest that orded with the flight
to Milwaukee.



Nyk paid the driver and helped Dyppa from the cab. He unlocked the door to the housein
Wisconsin. “I've never been so happy to seetheinside of thishouse” He escorted her insde. “I have
fond memories of thisplace. | spent my initial ExoAgency tour here -- what therewas of it, at least. It's
herel fdl inlove”

“Inlove?’ Dyppaasked.

“Y es -- with Earth and with Suki.” He showed her the spare bedroom. “Y ou can deep here
tonight. Tomorrow, Seymor's package should arrive and we head for home. Are you hungry?’

13 Va.y.n
“| dill have my university staff card. Let's go over to the union and get something to eat.”

He escorted her down the street and into the university union where he purchased two bowls of
vegetarian chili. He watched her wolf down the med. “How long were you on Earth?’

“| don't redlly know -- Zander kept me inside the whole time. One day blendsinto another. This
world is such a strange and fearsome place.”

“Earth isabeautiful planet,” Nyk replied. “ Zander supplied you with euphoriants?’
“Y es. He had other drugs, too.”

“Somein green cartridges?’

She nodded. “I can barely remember being under itsinfluence.”
“Did you ever meet Andra?’

She shook her head. “Who's Andra?’

“Zander'swife. Hiswidow, now.”

“Zander ... dead?’ Shock and relief spread across her face.

“| told you he couldn't hurt you.”

“No, | never met Andra.”

“Did you ever meset atal, blond woman -- anax'amfin 7’

She shook her head again. “No.”

“Y ou'd remember her if you had.”

Dyppa dropped her spoon into her empty bowl. She pressed her hand against her stomach.
“Thet fedsgood.”



“Do you want more?’
“I'mfine”
Nyk picked up the empty bowls. “Let'sgo back -- | don't know about you, but I'm exhausted.”

He opened the door to the house and heard the phone ringing. He picked it up. “Nykkyo,” he
heard Seymor'svoice, in English. “1 have some information on young Dyppa.”

“Go ahead.”

“I knew the name Hawryt rang abell. Zander stole the identity of one Frax Hawryt.”

“I remember. We surmise Zander killed Frax for hisidentity chip.”

“Dyppaisthat man's daughter. It seems Frax |eft Dyppas mother when she was atoddler and
enlisted in the ExoService. Her mother's aregistered psyco-addict -- probably didn't give the girl much
of ahomelife. Dyppahersdf hasarap sheet -- mainly drug infractions -- use by minor -- truancy -- that
sort of thing.”

“Judging from the number of spent injectors we found, the addictive tendencies must runin her
family.”

“Therésmore,” Seymor continued. “ She ended up in achild prostitution ring on Altia”” Nyk
groaned and held hisforehead. “ She was caught and agreed to help in asting operation to nail the
ringleader. Then, she was remanded to her mother and ordered to attend are-education center.”

“Y ou mean reform school.”

“ She seemed to do well there. When her mother was diagnosed a psychologica addictive and
ordered into rehab, Dyppawent into agroup home/hafway house. Then, sometime in the past year, her
fether pad avist.”

“Her father would've been long dead.”

“Exactly -- who looks at faces? Zander scanned hisway in to take her on aone-day leave. She
never returned.”

“So, Dyppa's AWOL from the group home -- and Zander's been feeding her habit. It must be
how heingnuated his control over her -- how he got her to try is hypnotic mixture.”

“I've been in contact with Interna Affairs. Her mom's been clean for the past year and wants her
back.”

“How will they address her skipping out with Zander?”

“It won't be held againgt her so long as she cooperates and completes her re-education. Of
course, shelll need trestment.”

“Morethan just rehab,” Nyk replied. “No telling what Zander planted in her subconscious.”



“Agreed. An Internd Affairs officer will meet her on the relay station and take her into custody.”

“-- Along with our carton of goodies. Then | ride home with Grynnyaand this Zander affair is
behind us once and for al. Thanks, Seymor. Thishelps.” Nyk hung up the phone.

He mounted the stairs to the spare room and rapped on the door. “ Come,” Dyppa said. Nyk
opened the door. She was lying in bed with the covers pulled up to her armpits.

Nyk sat on the bed. “Dyppa, | want you to try to trust people who want to help you.”
“I don't understand...”

“I think Zander might have planted ideas in your head -- ideas you don't know you have. Like
today -- you didn't want to kill yoursdlf, did you?’

“What are you talking about? | never tried to kill mysalf.”

“Theinjector -- the red cartridge...”

“I don't know anything about ared cartridge.”

Nyk looked into her eyes. “Y ou redly don't -- do you?” She shook her head. “If you find
yoursdf in astuation where your ingtinct istelling you one thing -- and some ... some voicein your mind
tells you something e se -- go with your ingtinct. Will you try to do that?’

“I'll try. 1 think I trust you, Nykkyo.”

“By theway, Dyppa-- | was proud of how you handled yoursdlf at the airport today. It took
courage and poise. Y ou sized up what you had to do and executed flawlesdly.”

Sheamiled. “Thanks.”

“I'm going to cdl Suki and then turnin. I'll seeyou in the morning.” He kissed her forehead and
switched out thelights.

Nyk lay on hisbed, hisfingers laced behind his head. “ Andraand | were much closer to the
abyssthan | imagined,” he said to himsdf. He closed hiseyesand tried to relax.

His deep was shattered by a shriek. He ran to the spare room and rapped on the door. “ Dyppa
-- areyou al right? Dyppa?’

He heard another scream and opened the door. Dyppa was standing on the bed, pointing toward
thefloor. “No! It'scoming! Don't letit... Don't letit... Don't et it get me!”

Nyk switched on the light. “Dyppa-- you're having abad dream.” Panting, she looked at him.
“Come, liedown.” He coaxed her into the bed and tucked the covers around her. “What was your
dream?’

“I don't know -- | can't describeit. It wasasif apool of ... of evil seeped under the door and
crept toward me. | knew I'd dieif it touched me.” Shetook hishand and pressed it to her chest. “Fed
my heart...”



“1 have no doubt it scared you -- but it was just adream. Have you had bad dreams before?’
“Now and then. Nykkyo, do you have any drugs?’

“No -- nonein the house.”

“Oh... I'll bedl right, | guess”

Nyk kissed her forehead. “Try to get somerest.” He switched off the light and headed for his
own room.

He was dmost adeep when he heard aknock on hisdoor. “Yes?’ he said as he switched on the
light.

The door opened and Dyppa entered. “May | deep with you?”’
Nyk averted his gaze. “ Dyppa, go put on ashirt.”

“| want to deep with you. I'm afraid of being aone.”

“Put on ashirt, and then if you need meto hold you, I will.”

She returned wearing the blouse she had worn earlier. Nyk turned back the covers and patted
the mattress. She lay beside him and he held her.

“Nykkyo -- who's Suki?’

“A woman -- anative of thisworld.”

“I deduced so much. Tell me about her.”

“How much do you know of the founding of our homeworld?’

“Some.”

“Suki is destined to have a great-great-great-grandson with the name of Koichi Kyhana. He will
be the astral navigator aboard the Centauri mission. After the warp jump accident, it will be Koichi who
will discover the planet we know as Floran. Suki is right now pregnant with Koichi's forebear. Sheand |

arelovers”

Dyppalay quietly, contemplating. “Nykkyo, you shouldn't have contact with her. Suppose you
do something...”

“I'mafraid | did do something -- | made her my friend before | realized who shewas. Then, it
wastoo late. It's called temporad interference, and al ExoAgents are trained to avoid it. | diverted her
from her intended destiny, and now | must replace the Earth man who wasto bein her life -- to keep her
timelinein baance. Destiny hasaway of punishing tempora offenders, Dyppa.”

“Suki isyour punishment?’



“Oh, no -- shesmy joy. | love her with all my heart and would no matter what. Her childismy
punishment -- | have promised to love and care for him asif hewere my own.” A tear ran down his
cheek. “I must never reved my true nature to him. | can never introduce him to my homeworld friends or
family, or let him know the glorious achievement of his descendants. Imaginewhat it would beliketo
experienceinterstelar travel for the first time through the eyes of achild. Those are gifts| am prohibited
fromgivinghim, and | havelittledse”

“No, Nykkyo. Youll givehim agift | never received.”

He kissed her forehead. “1'm going to turn the light off. Try to go to deep.” Nyk closed hiseyes
and tried to relax.

“Nykkyo?’

“What?’

“Isshe pretty?’

“Suki? Y es-- very. She hasthe most beautiful eyes. | was smitten the moment | gazed into
them.”

“Do you think I'm pretty?’

“Y ou'reyoung, Dyppa-- dl youth is beautiful. Yes, youre apretty girl.”

“Doyou likeme?’

“| fed sorry for you. You're asmart girl who's been misused.”

“But, do you like me?’

“Yes, Dyppa-- | carefor you -- | likeyou.”

“I likeyou, too.” She dipped her arm around him. “Nykkyo, do you like me enough to make
love?’

“Dyppa-- you're too young.”

“I'm not inexperienced -- I'm not avirgin. Y ou probably know that already. | like sex and | like
you.”

“I obey two rules, and making love with you would violate both of them. Firt, | don't make
intimate with strangers. And, secondly -- never with minors. Y ou're two Floran years from the age of
consent.”

“A year and ahdf.”

“If it wereasingle day it would be one too many.”

“If | were older, would you?’



“Let's not speculate on such -- might-have-beens don't count.”

“Then, let'smake adate in ayear and ahalf.”

He kissed her forehead. “Well see”

“Good night, Nykkyo.” Her body relaxed and she began to breathe deeply and regularly.

Nyk drew in adeep breath and released it dowly. He closed his eyes.What a day , he thought.

Daylight waked him. Dyppawas adeep, her back to him. He stood, dressed and went into the
kitchen to see what food was edible. He reflected on the collection of pots and pans. Suki had left them
when she moved back to her homein New Y ork.

He found some wafflesin the freezer and dropped a couple into the toaster. Dyppawalked into
the kitchen and st at thetable.

“Good morning,” he said and placed awatfle before her. He noticed her hands were trembling.
“Areyoudl right?’

She nodded and began eating. “Nykkyo, do we have any drugs?’
“I told you -- nonein the house.”

“1 need a euphoriant. What about the ones from Zander's?’

“I don't havethem.”

“Did that other man take them?’

“Y es-- they must go to the homeworld. Y ou'll have to do without.”
“I need one”

Nyk paced around the house. Dyppa sat on the sofa. Her hands were shaking. She folded her
arms across her abdomen. “Ohhh...” she moaned.

“What'swrong?’

“Cramps... | need aeuphoriant...”

“Dyppa, | wouldn't giveyou oneif | had it -- and | don't haveit.”

“Ohhh...” Sherocked back and forth on the sofa, clutching her somach. “1 need to lie down...”
Dyppa headed up the stairs and stumbled, doubled over. Nyk helped her to the spare room. Shelay on
the bed, writhing. “Please ... | don't want to die...”

“Y ouwon't die from lack of euphoriant.”

“Yes| will ... ohhh, the pain...” Shebeganto cry. “Help mel”



“Try to hold on until we can get you to the packet tonight,” he said.

Nyk heard pounding at the front door. He bolted down the stairs and opened the door. “ FedEx
for Nick Kane.”

Nyk signed for the package and carried it into the house. He set it down, cut open the tape
sedling it, rummaged through the contents and withdrew a cartridge and an injector. Turning it over in his
fingershe examined it. It was aclass-A euphoriant. When injected into athigh or shoulder muscleit
would impart a sense of moderate intoxication lasting an hour or 0. He shook his head and replaced it
into the box.

He grabbed hislaptop computer and jacked it into the network port at the house. Some
keystrokes brought up avidphone window and he entered alocator code. The call initiator flashed and
then went dark.

Nyk composed a telemessage and sent it. He paced around the room and then mounted the
gairsto check on Dyppa. Shewas curled into afetd postion, trembling and moaning.

Anincoming vidphone call signaled him and he rushed down the stairsto answer it. He saw his
friend Aahhn.

“Sorry | missed your call, Nykkyo -- | wasin surgery.”

“Aahhn, have you ever heard of physical addiction to Floran recregtiond drugs?’

“Psychologica addiction isawell-known phenomenon,” Aahhn replied. “Which drug?’

“Euphoriant.”

Aahhn nodded. “We see it mogt often with euphoriants. The patient becomes dependant upon
the effects of the drug, not the substance itsalf. I'll be honest -- we don't dedl with this problem very well.
Our response isto deny them access -- which drives them to use dangerous substitutes like acohol. We
should be treeting the underlying problem.”

“No, Aahhn -- | mean redl, physica addiction -- cold swests, trembling, abdominal cramps...”

“Recredtiond drugs are specifically formulated to be non-addictive.”

“I have agirl here exhibiting those very symptoms.”

“Bring herin.”

“I can't -- we're on Earth. We're scheduled to meet a packet tonight, but she claims shell die
before then.”

“Do you have any euphoriant?’
“Someclass-A injectible”

“Give her some, then.”



“Shesaminor, Aahhn.”

“If adose of that stuff will stabilize her until she can get transport, then adminigter it. If she's
aready addicted, one more dose won't hurt her.”

“It goesagaing my ingtinct, Aahhn -- but I'll doit.” The vidphone session went dark.

Nyk took the cartridge from the box and loaded it into the injector. He climbed the stairs and
entered Dyppa's room. “1 have some euphoriant. It goes against my better judgment, but my doctor
friend saysyou can haveit.”

Dyppasat up, her lipswhite and her face pale and damp with perspiration. He placed the
injector into her trembling hand.

He watched as she turned her left hand palm-up, clenched it into afist and punctured a prominent
veininsde her ebow. “Wait, Dyppa-- it's not supposed to be used that way!” He lunged toward her,
then heard the injector discharge with a snap.

Dyppalay on her back, breathing heavily. Her hands relaxed and he saw the agony drain from
her face. Her eyesrolled upward, she arched her back and drew in adeep breath. “Ohh.... ahh...” shelet
out gasping moans, then caught her breath. Her eyelids drooped and her lipsformed afaint smile. “Ohh...
floating... floating...”

Nyk watched her as her eydids drifted shut. Dyppas hand went limp, fell off the side of the bed,
and theinjector dropped to the floor. He stooped to pick it up. Her head rolled to the side, her lips
parted and she began to snore.

He straightened her arms and legs, covered her with ablanket and kissed her forehead. “Y ou
poor, poor girl -- what did Zander do to you?’

Back in the living room, Nyk g ected the spent cartridge and tossed the injector into the carton.
He examined the cartridge, then threw it into the box. “Zander, what did you do to her?’

Nyk poured some ceredl into abowl and tasted it. It was Stde, but edible. Dyppawaked into
the kitchen. “How are you feding, now?’

“Fine” She sat at the kitchen table. He looked into her face -- her color was good and her eyes
clear and dert. “ Perfectly normal.”

“We maketrangt tonight a midnight. Areyou up to it?’

“Sure -- why wouldn't | be?’

Nyk eyed her. “How long can you go between doses of that stuff?’
“A couple of daysor s0.”

“And, you redly believeyoull diewithout it?’



“Zander withheld it for three days once. | couldn't stand -- | couldn't Sit -- | couldn't eat, and the
pain wasexcruciating.”

“Dyppa-- it doesn't make sense. Those drugs aren't addictive. It al must bein your head.”

“Werethe shakesdl in my head? The swests, the pain -- dl in my head?’ Tearsran down her
face.

“Y our head controls your body.”

“Believe me, Nykkyo -- | don't likeusing it. | did once, but not since Zander...”
“Zander!”

“I'd give anything to be free of it -- you don't believe me, do you?’

“I think | do. Well, | hope once they get you to Floran -- or, to wherever -- they can help you.
Come with me -- you can help me get the shuttlecar ready.”

Dyppafollowed him to the detached garage. Nyk unlocked the door an did it open. He removed
and folded a canvas cover.

“Wetrave to Floraninthis?’ she asked.
“No -- wetravel to therelay station in this. We meet the packet there.”
“I'mnot riding inthat.”

“Y ou don't have achoice, Dyppa” Helooked at the sky. “It's almost late enough. Let's close up
the house and get going.”

3-- Grynnya

Nyk backed the shuttle from the garage and stepped out to close and lock the door. He went
into the house to shut off lights and lock up. Dyppa accompanied him to the shuttle and he helped her into
the passenger seat. He set the carton onto her |ap.

“Make sure you fasten your restraint,” he advised. Then, he buckled his belts, grasped the
unistick and backed the craft onto the Strest.

It was onein the morning and the highway was deserted. A light fog had settled around the smdll



city on the outskirts of Milwaukee. He piloted the craft down the highwaysto aquiet country road and
pulled onto the shoulder.

Nyk ran the prelaunch sequence and tested the doorseals. The safety catches engaged with a
snap. He programmed an orbita insertion maneuver into the nav computer. The main pand lit upinablue
“go” condition.

“Herewe go,” he said and pressed the launch activator. The shuttle nosed upward and shot into
the sky. Dyppa placed her hand over her eyes.

Shortly they werein orbit. Nyk set the subjump parameters and awaited navigation results. The
windscreen and windows darkened and the pand glowed white.

“Hold on, werre going to jump,” he said and pressed the warp trigger. The coil discharged with a
bang, jolting the vessdl. Dyppa shrieked.

Transparency returned to the windows. Nyk tuned the autopilot to the relay station transponders.
Soon the house-sized structure loomed in the forward view pand. The space door swung open and Nyk
piloted the shuttle into alanding bay. The spacedoor closed and he initiated bay pressurization. The
safety catches released.

He helped Dyppafrom the car. She was white and trembling. “ Sit -- put your head between your
knees. Areyou dl right?’

“l -- I've never flown in such asmal craft.”
“How did Zander get you to Earth?’
“l can't remember...”

“You relax while | prepare the decontamination chamber.”

Dyppa had changed into a Foran tunic andlifxarpa . Nyk paced around the relay station main
workroom. “The packet should be dong any moment.”

“I'm scared, Nykkyo. What's to become of me?’

“You'll get some treatment and then go to your mom. If you need any help -- if you need
someoneto ... to testify asto what Zander did to you...” Nyk grabbed a polycard and wrote oniit. “Here
ismy locator code -- and Seymor's.” She dipped it into thefold of herlifxarpa .

A dull thud reverberated through the station. From the fed, Nyk surmised it was asmaller vess
than a passenger packet. He looked out the viewport and saw a degp-space shuttle at the far end of the

docking tunnd. The craft bore theinsgnia of Internd Affairs. The tunnel door opened and apair of
officers emerged. Both were armed with stunners.

“DyppaHawryt?’ one said.

“That'sme”



The officer gpproached her with ahandheld vidisplay. “Wristscan, please.” The device chirped
as she pressed her wrist againgt the scanpad. The officer examined the display and turned it toward her.
“I have awarrant for your arrest for violating the terms of your probation. Please stand till...” He
fastened awhite band around her neck.

“What'sthat?" Nyk asked.

“A dun collar,” the officer replied.

“That's unnecessary -- shelll cooperate. Won't you, Dyppa -- you'll cooperate, won't you?’

She nodded.

“It's standard procedure,” the officer said.

“But, it'sunnecessary...”

“It'sdl right,” Dyppasad.

Nyk approached and embraced her. “ Take care of yourself.”

“lwill.”

“Y ou have my locator code. Call me and let me know how you're doing.”

“I'll do that, too.” Nyk kissed her forehead. She stroked the back of his head and kissed hislips.
“Seeyouinayear and ahaf.”

“Comeon,” one officer said. Dyppagave Nyk alittle wave and headed for the docking tunnel.
The other officer drew his stunner and prodded her with itstip. “Move dong...”

“Wait,” Nyk caled. The officer with the stunner stopped and turned toward him. “Y ou'll want
this, too,” Nyk said and handed over the carton.

The docking tunnel door closed. “Good luck, Dyppa,” Nyk said and stood by the viewport to
watch the shuttle draw away and vanish into awarp jump.

Nyk checked the vidisplay for the time. It would be awhile before the outbound packet was due
to arrive. He walked to the control room, sat and leaned back with his fingerslocked behind his head.
Vidisplays flashed status reports on relayed tachnet and gravnet communications traffic.

Another thud jolted the station. Nyk glanced out the viewport and saw the docked packet,
resembling awingless Earth wide-bodied jetliner.

The tunnel door opened and awoman emerged. Nyk figured she was at least fifty Floran years
old -- about forty Earth years. Shewasin aFloran tunic and bright redlifxarpa . She had long, dark
blond hair that was turning grey. He recalled the photo attached to her personal file and redlized it was at
least a decade out of date.

Nyk made eye contact -- hers were a beautiful shade of turquoise, an unusua color for aFloran.



“Hdlo,” shegreeted himin English. “I'm Q. Y ou must be NK..”

“We can dispense with the coded monikers,” Nyk replied. “1 think someonein the Agency has
been reading too many Earth spy novels. Shal we go with our Earth names?’

“Oh, God, no. You can't imagine how disappointed | wasto learn | had to go through life known
asNelieHogarth.”

“Then I'll call you Grynnyaand you can cal me Nykkyo -- or, Nyk.”
“Fair enough, Nyk.”

She headed toward the wardroom to change into Earth clothing. Nyk paced around the
workroom. He looked at his watch.

Grynnya emerged from the wardroom naked and holding a green sundressin one hand and a
denim skirt and knit top in the other. “What's the weather like down there, kiddo? Which outfit would
you go with?” Nyk gaped at her. She held her arms out. “Not bad for an old babe, huh?’

Nyk averted his gaze and could fedl hisface reddening. “It's not too warm,” he stammered. “I'd
go with the skirt and top.”

Grynnyareturned to the wardroom. “| think we've lost the darkness,” Nyk called to her.

“That's the trouble with making trangts thistime of year -- not enough night.” She emerged
tucking her top into the waistband of her skirt.

“Areyou hungry?’ Nyk asked. “1 can check and see what meal packages we have on hand.”

“Oh, no you dontt. I've eaten nothing but homeworld shit for two weeks.” She opened her
persond effectslocker and removed astasis canister. Insde was a frozen lasagna. She withdrew agallon
jug of red wine, opened the lasagnaand dipped it into awarmer. “ There's enough here for two. Careto
joinme?’

Nyk sat across from her in the station's galey. She poured hersdf atal tumblerful of wine.
“Somefor you?’

“No, thanks. | prefer not to consume acohol. I'm concerned about it's del eterious effects.”

“In moderation, wine's no worse for you than any of the homeworld recreationd chemicas.”

Nyk took abite of lasagna. “ So, you're the new assistant chief,” she said.

“Yes, and I'm 4till feding my way around.”

“I heard about you and Baxas wife -- and about Baxa himsdlf. I'll tell you, Nyk -- | wasn't redly
too surprised to learn of Zander'sinvolvement. He always appeared just abit too smug. What did

surprise mewasto learn of Andra's exoneration. | would've expected anax'amfin witch to be up to her
ampitsin that sort of intrigue.”



“I would've said the same thing,” Nyk replied. “Once | had the opportunity to know Andra, |
redized shel's quite asweet girl.”

“I've never even been closeto anax'amfin . Arethey redly as beautiful asthey say?’

“I think in Andra’s case, her genetically-engineered good |ooks worked to her detriment.”
“That'sacomfort to those of uswithout geneticaly-engineered good looks.”

“Don't underrate yoursdf, Grynnya-- you're quite an attractive woman.”

She smiled. “Thanks. Y ou should've seen me when | was your age -- | was aknockout.”

Nyk took another bite of lasagna. “ Grynnya, | know you're from the Quinn line. I'm aKyhana --
in name, at least. That's two old-line names who've ended up as Earthbound Agents.”

“Do you know DdrinaDavis?’ Grynnyaasked.

“No -- | don't recognize that name.”

“She's Agent-in chief for European Operations.”

“Wow -- three descendants of the origina Floran crew who're career Agents. | wonder if it's
coincidence, or if something about Earth draws us here. Y oursisafairly common name. Have you run

into any Earth Quinns?’

“All thetime” replied Grynnya. “I alwayswonder if I'm spesking to an ancestor. How about
you? Kyhanaisn't nearly as common aname.”

Nyk looked at her shegpishly. “I'm living with one Sukiko Kyhana”

“Oh, redlly... Wdll, Agency attitudes about such must be softening.”

“Thereare some... specid circumstances surrounding Suki.”

“Indeed. | believe some ... specia circumstances ... must surround al Kyhanas.” She sipped her
wine. “I'm sorry -- it'sjust Agency rules against mingling with the native population have dwaysbeen a

sore point with me. This can be alondly assignment, especidly for us Earthbound Agents. After al, were
trained professionas and we can be trusted to form relationships that won't put our mission into

jeopardy.”
“Asyour colleague, | agree with you. Asyour superior, I'm afraid | must adhereto policy.”
Grynnyablushed. “Forgive me -- for amoment, | forgot | now report to you.”
“Itsquitedl right. Y ou may dways speek fredy with me.”
Shedrained her glass. “| takeit, then, your adherence to policy extends so far asit doesn't

inconvenience your own Situation.” She smiled and batted her turquoise eyes. “ Y ou did say | could speak
fredy.”



“| did and touché. Asamatter of fact, Seymor and | are hoping my relationship with Sukiko can
form amodd for relaxing the very rules under which you chafe s0.”

“If that's the case, then more power to you!”
“Grynnya, | think I might want to try some of that wine after al.”

She poured aglass for him. Nyk scooped some more lasagna. He felt Grynnyastoe brush
agang hisankle,

“You know,” shesaid, “since welost the darknesswell have sometimeto kill and there's not
much to do on this station. Maybe we should take the opportunity to get to know each other better.”

Nyk looked at her for along moment. “1 think in light of our professond relationship, 1'd prefer
to fed more comfortablein that role before taking it to another level. Believe me, it's not that | don't find
you -- or your offer -- quite attractive.”

“I see... Well, it certainly doesn't take one long to devel op Earth attitudes on the relationship
between a subordinate and her superior. | imagine you're aso being sengitive to your Earth woman's
sengibilities. She probably doesn't appreciate the Floran approach to such.” She poured herself some
morewine. “I'mterribly sorry -- | seem to be having difficulty kegping my foot out of my mouth.”

Nyk sipped hiswine. Grynnyakept her gaze on her dinner. “Don't you fedd more at home on
Earth than on the homeworld?’ Nyk asked. “| know | do.”

Shelooked up. “Of course | do. | fed especialy a homein Kansas City. The peoplethere are
direct and hard-working.”

Grynnya piloted her shuttlecar toward aranch house. “1 live far enough in the country to use my
own backyard asalanding pad,” she said. The car touched down and she drove it to the overhead door
of the attached garage. She reached under her seat and produced a pam-sized device and pressed a
button. The overhead door opened and she eased the shuttle inside, next to a 1982 Plymouth station
wagon.

Nyk helped her concedl the shuttle under a canvas cover and followed her into the house. “It's
one AM,” shesad. “I don't know about you, but my body clock istotaly confused.”

“It fedslikeone AM to me”

The phonerang. Grynnyapicked it up. “Hello ... Leo ... No, Leo, | didn't promise you anything
... Haveyou been cadling?| just got in ... My flight was late, okay?’ Shelistened for awhile.

“No, Leo ... I'll be spending tomorrow deeping off jet lag. I'm sorry for the misunderstanding, but
| don't know how you got theideawe had a... Leo, I've been away for two weeks. Another night or
two shouldn't make that much difference ... I'll makeit up to you, | promise. How about Thursday at
eight? The black one? Fine. Now, run along and take a cold shower like agood boy. Seeyou
Thursday.”

She hung up the phone and batted her eyes. “Y ou could send me up for overhearing that
conversaion.”



“I wont. | believe an Agent's persond lifeistheir own business -- provided they don't put our
mission at risk.”

“Y ou're agood man, Nykkyo. Better than the first son-of-a-bitch | worked for.”
“Tell meabout Leo.”

“Hesalab technician a the hospital -- divorced with the nicest, most palite thirteen- year-old
son he sees on weekends.”

“How long have you been seeing him?’

“About ayear. Leo's not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he's sweet and a damned good
lay.” Shelooked at him. “Tdl me, Nykkyo -- your Earth woman... Does she know?’

He nodded. “ She's been on the homeworld, and I'm teaching her our language. Now, you could
have me sent up for hearing that.”

“Then, fair'sfair. Those must be the specia circumstances you referred to.”

“I'm living with her and her parents”

“Do they know?’

1] NO_”

“And, do you think you two can keep it secret?’

“If Seymor can keep our mission from the Earth people working in his office, | think Suki and |
can keep it from her parents. Asfar asthey know, I'm nothing more aien than ayoung man who cares
for their daughter.”

“You'revery lucky -- | envy you. | can never get too closeto anyone. It's been the story of my
career -- as soon asthey start to get curious, | must cut them loose” She smiled at Nyk. “It's okay -- it
comeswith the territory.”

“It'll be harder with Suki's child. | must not permit my tempora interferenceto infect him. It must
stop with Suki. He can never know my true nature. How | wish...” He brushed away atear. “It can never
be -- thisiswhat comes with my territory -- my punishment for my temporal misconduct.” He pressed his
hand to hiseyes. “Now I'm maudlin ... it must be the late hour.”

She put her arm around his shoulders. “I can see you're going to be adifferent kind of boss. |
think I'm going to like you.”

“Grynnya, if you'l direct meto your guest room, I'll turnin. | have anine AM flight to New Y ork
tomorrow.”

“Over there.” She pointed to adoor. “The bed's not very comfy. The one in the master bedroom
ismuch nicer.”



“I'll usethe guest room.”

“Suit yoursdlf. Can't blameagd for trying.Bon'noka , Nykkyo.”

Nyk paid the cabby, trudged up the steps to the front door and unlocked it. Hewalked in,
treading softly. The place was dark. He had reached the stairs to the gpartment when alight flashed on.
“Oh, it'syou,” George said. “ Y asuko said she heard anoise. Y ou must've caught the red-eye.”

“Theflight was ddlayed,” Nyk whispered. “First the weeather, then mechanica problems. Sorry to
disturb you.”

George nodded and headed back into his bedroom. Nyk mounted the stairs and unlocked the
gpartment door. The bedroom door was closed. He opened it and peered in. Inthe dim light he
perceived Suki. Alongside her was another woman with dark blond hair.

Nyk closed the bedroom door, stretched out on the sofaiin the living room and pulled a
crocheted afghan over him. He closed hiseyes.

Hislight deep was disturbed by the sound of the darm clock in the bedroom. He heard voices.
The door opened and the blond woman emerged, wearing Nyk's robe. His eyes met hers and she
stopped short.

“Good morning,” hesaid. “I'm Nick Kane. Y ou must be Alice. I'm pleased to meet you.”

Alice backed from him and dodged into the bedroom. Suki rushed out. “Oh, my God! Oh,
NyKk... Nick! It'snot what it looks like!”

“It'sdl right. I'd like to meet your friend.”
Alice stepped from the bedroom, dressed and adjusting her hair. “1'd better be leaving.”

“Don't go on my account,” Nyk replied. “1'd enjoy the opportunity to get to know one of Suki's
friends”

Aliceeyed him. “Right... Suki, I'll call.”

She headed for the door and Suki followed her down the stairs. He heard the front door. Suki
returned and dropped to her knees, sobbing. “Honestly, Nykkyo -- it's not what it looks like.”

“| see you took my advice to speak with Alice.”

“Yes, | had her come over for dinner. Wetaked -- it got late and she didn't feel comfortable
going home after midnight, so | suggested she deep over. | wasn't expecting you...” She brushed tears
from her face. “We didn't do anything, Nykkyo. Please believe me.”

“I believeyou. It wouldn't bother meif you did. I'm aFloran, remember?’

“All we did was share the bed. That sofais so uncomfortable...”

“Yes, | agree with you on that account.”



“Oh, God, Nykkyo... I'm so sorry.”

“It'sokay -- redly.”

“You're sure you're not angry?’

“Not in the least. Come downgtairs with me and I'll make some coffee.”

“I have to take ashower. I'll be down in ahit. Y ou're sure you're not angry? Positive?’

He amiled. “Not angry. I'm happy to be home, happy to be with you, and happy to seeyou
patching things up with your friend.”

Nyk headed down the stairs to the main kitchen and began brewing coffee. He made some toast
and found some strawberry jam. Y asuko stepped in and stared at him. He procured another cup and
saucer and poured coffee for Suki's mother.

Y asuko shook her head. “Was that woman here?” Nyk nodded. “I thought so. | don't think
George knows, and I'd hope to keep it that way.” Sherolled her eyes. | fed sorry for you, Nick. |
didn't carefor it when Sukiko brought her home for dinner last night.”

“It'sdl right, Yasuko. Aliceisan old friend who helped Suki through some tough times.”

She shook her head. “No, Nick. That woman istrouble. She did far more harm than good.”

Nyk sat and took a bite from histoast. He could hear the sound of the shower in the apartment.

“I don't know what iswrong with that girl,” Y asuko continued. *Y ou'd think she'd have some
sense of what she'sgot.”

“She said they didn't do anything except share the bed.”

“Doyou bdieveit?’

“| don't care one way or another. What two consenting adults do while they're one together is
no one esgsbusiness. Yasuko, if Suki wantsto spend time with her friends, who am | to stand in her

way?" He sipped his coffee.

“This| cannot comprehend, Nick. How can you take it so lightly? How would you have felt if
you had come home and found another man in your bed?’

He swallowed his mouthful. “I think it would depend on who it was. Right now, | have no
difficulty with Alice” Y asuko rolled her eyes and shook her head.

Suki stepped into the kitchen in her short robe, her hair wet. Y asuko glowered &t her. “No
lectures, Mom. My stomach hurts and I'm not in the mood.” She sat beside Nyk and took his hand. “I
thought about it in the shower -- I'm going to tell Alice | can't see her any more.”

“Y ou don't have to do that on my account.”



“I'mdoing it for me.”

“You gill must havefedingsfor her.”

“That's exactly the problem. Aliceisfrom my dark times. | want to move on.”
“But, she's il afriend.”

“I've made up my mind.” Shekissed his cheek and glanced a her mother, standing by the kitchen
sink with her back turned. Suki stuck out her tongue. “1'm going upstairsto get dressed.”

Y asuko watched her daughter leave the kitchen. “Well -- maybe there's hope, after al.”

Seymor poked his head into Nyk's office. “How'd it go?’

“I thought a packet was coming for Dyppa. Internd affairs sent a deep-space shuittle, instead.
They led her away like some crimind. They will try to help her, won't they?’

Seymor shook hishead. “1 dont likeit when | see my Agents become emationaly involved.”
“| fed sorry for her. It wasn't her fault.”

“I havefiled areport with Internal Affairs-- and, I've spoken with Dyppa's caseworker. They're
more interested in her from adlinica viewpoint.”

“Clinic?’

“They want to know how Zander turned a psychologica addiction into aphysica one. Y oung
Dyppaisacause celebre . Shell get good trestment.”

“I'm relieved.” Nyk locked hisfingers behind his head and leaned back. “I wish you had warned
me about Grynnya.”

“I thought | had.”
“She came on to me, Seymor.”

Seymor chuckled. “It'sasort of rite of passage. | think Grynnya's bedded every Floran to come
through here”

“Wdl, shedidn't with me.”
“Not yet, lad. Not yet.”

“And, she'snot going to...”

Nyk walked ten blocks to the Cana Street subway station. He rode a number threetrainto Time
Square, where he transferred to one on the outbound number seven. He got off at Grand Centrd,
proceeded to his waiting-spot and watched the trainsfor Suki. He didn't see her.



He waited 'til 5:30, then rode done to Queens.

He walked into the house. “It's Nick, Yasuko,” he caled to the rear of the house.
Suki's mother emerged from the kitchen. “Where's Sukiko?”

“I don't know. She didn't show up at our meeting-place.”

“Someone from NY U caled this afternoon, looking for her. I'm worried, Nick.”

The door opened and Suki walked in. Nyk held her, pressed hislipsto the top of her head and
inhded.

“Come, dinner'sready,” Y asuko said.

Nyk knelt beside Suki at the dining table. “Where were you this afternoon?’ he asked. “| |eft
voicemal for you.”

“| was at the museum,” shereplied. “I hadn't realized it was so late and | wasn't near a phone.”

“Y ou should have acell phone,” Y asuko suggested. “Then, you could've called Nick and he
wouldn't have had to waste histime waiting for you.”

“I don't think | waited more than fifteen minutes,” Nyk replied.

“George, why don't you and Sukiko look at cell phones this weekend?”

George looked up and squinted. “1I'm aready paying for two cell phones.”

“One of those you usein your work.”

“I dill haveto pay for it. If she wantsacell phone, she can buy one herself. She has an income.”

“It'snot worth it for the amount of usel'd giveit,” Suki said. “I'm saving my money for doctor's
billsand for the baby.”

“I think it'samatter of safety,” Y asuko continued. “1 know I'd fed better if she had acell phone
in her bag. That way, if she got into trouble...”

“Mom -- I've gone twenty-seven years without a cell phone and survived.”
“Inthisday and age...”

“For chrisake,” George interrupted, “ cut her loose, will you? She's not ateenager any more. She
can make up her own damned mind about what to have or not havein her bag.”

Y asuko looked down at her bowl.

“What were you doing at the museum?’ Nyk asked.



“I had amesting with Vlad.”

“Oh, inregardsto your Turkey trip.”

“What Turkey trip?’ her mother asked.

Suki rolled her eyes. “This summer -- I've been asked to help with amini-dig in Turkey.”

“Y ou can't be serious about going -- not in your condition.”

“Mom, pregnancy isn't adisease. My doctor gave me the okay.”

George glanced toward Nyk. Y ou're permitting this?’

“I'minno positionto forbid it. | hold no authority over her.”

“Whichisit, Daddy? Am | an adult who can make up my own mind or not?’

“What sort of dig isthis?’ George asked.

“They're building ahotel, and there's evidence of an old village on the site. We only have three
weeksto get in there and see what we can find. Sinceit's not that important, archeologically, Vlad has
arranged to bring some studentsfrom N'Y U and Pace. I'll mostly be supervising them.”

“What about your positionat NYU?’

“I've agreed to write apaper, o0 I'll till be onthe NY U payroll. And, the museum will pay my
travel costs”

“I'll never understand why you prefer that sort of work to a nice safe and sane office job.”
“When do you leave?’ her mother asked.

“Thefirgt of June”

“That's only afew weeks avay!”

“I'll befine,” Suki protested. “I'll be with Vlad. He speaks the language. | spent six monthswith
himin Syria I'm sure I'll survive Turkey.”

Nyk sat at the kitchen table. Suki stood beside her mother at the sink drying the dishes handed
her. “1 don't understand why your father would object to getting acell phonefor you,” she said.

“It'sameatter of principa with him,” Suki replied.
“Should | offer to pay rent?” Nyk asked, “room and board?’
“Oh, no, Nick -- George would be offended. It costs nothing to have you two living in that

apartment. We can't rent it out Since there's no separate entrance. Four can live nearly as cheaply astwo.
Weé're ddighted to have you here”



“Daddy makes no sense,” Suki said. “He objectsto the cost of acell phone yet he'd turn down
room and board. | never can predict what'll set him off. | hate having to walk on eggs whenever I'm
around him.”

“How much does acell phone cost?” Nyk asked.

“Thirty or forty dollarsamonth,” Y asuko replied.

Nyk pondered. “1 can afford that. I'll buy acell phone. | like the idea of you having one.”

Nyk lay in bed with his handslocked behind his head. Suki dipped out of her robe, turned
Sdewaysto him and ran her hands down her ssomach. “I'm redlly showing, now.” She didinto bed and
suggled againg him.

He kissed her forehead. “ Care for some lovemaking?’ he asked.

“I can't tonight,” shereplied. “Not after thismorning.”

“It'sforgotten.”

“I haven't forgotten.” She squeezed him. “Itl take me sometimeto get over it. Tell me about
your trip.”

Nyk rolled hiseyes. It was unbelievable. Seymor and | found Zander's place -- ahove of a
dilapidated housetrailer. Insde we found a Horan girl he had smuggled here.”

“A gir?How old?’
“About nineteen FHoran -- fourteen or fifteen Earth years. We surmise he was using her to perfect
the mind-control he used on Andra. The poor thing -- donein the middle of nowhere on a strange planet,

not knowing the language. He got her addicted to something -- probably part of his plan to subjugate
m.ll

“What did you do with her?’

“I took her to Wisconsin, and turned her over to Floran authorities on the relay station. Seymor
saysthey'll try to rehabilitate her, and | hope they can. She's a sweet kid. She had the worst time at the
house -- aterrible nightmare and withdrawal . She claimed some ... pool of evil was stalking her.”

“I've had night terrorslike that,” Suki replied. “ Especidly in astrange place -- | wake up inthe
wrong part of my deep cycle and hear afunny noise or see unfamiliar lights. They can be quite vivid -
and quitefrightening.”

“Shewas afraid to go back to deep, so | had her get into bed with me and | held her until she
camed down.”

“Y ou dept with her?’

“Yes-- | had her to cam her.”



“That'sal you did? She's not anotheramften , isshe?’

“Of course not. All | did washold her.”

“That was plenty!” Suki pulled away from him. “Now, | see how it is-- sauce for the gooseis
sauce for the gander, isn't it. Y ou were o quick to forgive methismorning ... because you had done the

very samething.”

“She needed drugs and | didn't have any. Shewasterrified. Y ou said you've been afraid in the
dark.”

“Never s0 badly | needed awarm body.”
“| did what any Floran would've done.”
“No doubt -- dl your freelove -- free sex...”

“Suki -- Horans frequently share beds. We hate deeping aone. Even casua acquaintances
extend offersto deep together -- and it's not necessarily sexua. Besides, | told her why we couldn't do

anything.”
“Whichwas?’

“Because she was underage and we didn't know each other well enough. She accepted it and
had aquiet night.”

“And, | supposethefact you're aready taken never came up?’
“A FHoran wouldn't accept that as areason.”

“It must've been red nicefor you -- cuddling up to a pretty, blond and blue-eyed Floran girl -- a
far sght better than what you have here -- fat, disgusting, pregnant... Was she naked? Was she?’

“Suki, get agrip on yourself. | have no fedings for Dyppa other than to help afrightened and
misused girl get safely home, and in away that didn't jeopardize our misson.” Hereached for her.

She jerked away. “Don't touch me!” Tears streamed down her face. *Y ou shouldn't have had
her in bed with you. Now, I'm sorry | agreed to break up with Alice.”

“If I recdl it wasyou inasting on doing that,” he replied.

She glowered at him, then grabbed her pillow. “Y ou hate deeping aone? Good -- | hope you
have amiserable night!” she shouted and headed into the living room. Nyk laced hisfingers behind his
head and sighed. He could hear her sobbing.

He arose and walked to the living room. She was knedling on the sofawith her arms draped
acrossits back. He sat beside her. “ Suki, I'm sorry. | didn't mean to do anything to upset you. It won't
happen again.” He stroked her hair. “I promise. | don't ever want to hurt you. Can you forgive me?’

“ NO_”



“No?’

“No.” Shelooked up at him. “I'm the one who's sorry -- for my foolish, irrational, jealous
behavior. You'reright -- you did nothing wrong -- you did what | would've done. I'm so ashamed of
myself -- | don't know what got into me. Can you forgive me?’

“I've dready forgiven you.” He stroked her back and she leaned againgt him. “ Shall we kissand
make up?’ He kissed her lips. “Now, come back to bed.”

Shelay besde him. “I can't believe you sill want me after my shameful behavior.”

“It'sforgotten,” he said and kissed her lips. “Totaly forgotten.” He lay beside her and stroked
her cheek.

She brushed aside tears. “How can you forgive me so easly? How can you forget?”

“If you forgive but don't forget -- you haven't redlly forgiven, have you?’ He kissed away her
tears -- then kissed her eydids. “ Suki, | know how much abuse you've overcome -- how much you're
gtill deding with.” He kissed her lips. *Y ou are achalenge -- but, nothing truly worth having comes
eadly. Now, let'sget some deep. | didn't get much last night.”

Suki caressed his hair. She dipped her hands behind his head, drew hisface to hers and kissed
him. He felt her breeth on hisface. Again she kissed him and he felt her tongue againgt his. He felt her
hand caress hisarm. Shetook his hand, kissed it and guided it to her breast.

“Areyou sure?’ Nyk asked. 1 thought you said you couldn't.”
“I needit.”

Their kisses and caresses grew into vigorous foreplay. Suki urged him onto his back and lay atop
him. Helocked hislegswith hers, and he could fed the musclesin her abdomen heave with her bresthing.

She cradled his head in her hands and pressed her lipsto his. Nyk caressed her shoulder blades,
her skin moist with perspiration. She arched her back, gasped and panted. He clutched her around the
smdll of her back, squeezed her against hisbody and closed hiseyes. “Oh, Suki!” he grunted, released
her and attempted to catch his breath. He stroked her cheek and gazed into her eyes. “ Suki -- that ...
that was phenomenal. | love you so much.” He felt warm drops on hisface. “Now, what's wrong?’

She collgpsed onto him, weeping. “Oh, Nykkyo -- | can't believe you want me!”

“Of course | want you.” He spoke tenderly. “We wouldn't have been able to do what we just did
if I didn't love you and want you.”

“I' know -- that'swhy | needed it. Oh, Nykkyo -- I'm such amess. Please help me.”

He held her atop him, petting her hair and caressing her back. “It'sadl right -- | love you, and I'll
never sop loving you.”

Her sobbing subsided and he felt her body relax. Her legs and arms twitched. Soon her lips
parted and she was bregthing regularly through her nose and mouth. She began to feel heavy on him, so



herolled to one sde and did from under her. She stirred for amoment and rdaxed. He held her, closed
hiseyes and willed himsdf to deep.

4 -- The Stray

Nyk sat at the kitchen table. Suki's mother placed abowl of oatmesl before him. “Is Sukiko
joining usfor breskfast?’

“She said shelll be down.”

Y asuko sat across from him and picked up her coffee cup. “Georgeand | are a alossto
understand how you could consent to this Turkey thing.”

Nyk shrugged. “It's something she needsto do, and shelll do it whether or not | consent. She
might aswell go with my blessng.”

“That girl hasno congderation for the fedings of others.” She sipped her coffee. “I'll beworried
sck whileshesaway inthat ... awful, dangerous country.”

“Mom, it isn't dangerous.” Nyk heard Suki descending the stairs. “ Turkey isacivilized country
and one of our dlies.” Shewalked into the kitchen, opened a cabinet and withdrew a box of soda
crackers.

“There are many who'd chalenge both those assertions.” Y asuko glanced at her plate. “ Another
sdtines-and-ginger-ae breakfast? How are you going to dedl with that over there?’

“I'mfedling better. By the time of thetrip | should be over the morning-sickness phase.”
“What if you get over there and have ... complications?’

“They have doctorsthere...” Her mother rolled her eyes. “Mother! Why must you be so
risk-adverse? Look at Nick -- he's not worried.”

“I wouldn't go that far,” Nyk replied.

“Then, why can't you see thisis something | must do to advance my career? Nick at least sees
that.”

“I might have carried you in my belly for only nine months, but you've been in my heart for
twenty-seven years. Once you push that baby out and begin nurturing it -- then, you'll understand. | hope
that child grows up and gives you the same kind of worry you've given us.” Y asuko stood behind Suki



and put her hand on her shoulder. “1 didn't mean that...”

“Congratulations, Mom -- you have top scorein thisround of "Y ou Can't Win.” She chugged the
remains of her ginger de. “If you'll excuse me, I'll go get dressed.”

Nyk watched her mount the stairs to the gpartment. “1'm sorry, but | didn't understand her last
remark.”

“I'mafraid | put my foot in it. Sukiko knows she wasn't the easiest adolescent. | should never
wish what she put us through on anyone.” Y asuko looked up toward the gpartment. “Nick, pleasetell me
you'd rather shedidn't go.”

“I'd rather she didn't go.”

“Now, tell her youd rather shedidn't go.”

“I did. She'sgoing anyway.”

“Just likel said -- no consideration for the feelings of others.”

“Y asuko, likeit or not thisis something she must do.” Nyk drained his coffee mug and set it in
thesink. “I'll go pack my briefcase. Well see you for dinner.” He headed toward the gpartment.

Nyk held Suki's hand as they walked toward the bus stop. “It pains me to see you argue with
your mother,” he said.

“That was no argument -- just a hedlthy discussion. I'm happy | can have hedlthy discussonswith
her.”

“Shelovesyou. | can fed how much shelovesyou.”
“I know she does. | love her, too.” They reached the bus stop. “ It wasn't too many yearsago |

wouldn't have been ableto say that. Y es-- I'm happy with how my relationship with my mother has
improved over theyears. | wish it was like that with Daddy. Here's our bus.”

Nyk'sintercom buzzed. “Y es, Jaquie?”’
“A Yasuko Kyhana on two, Mr Kane.”
“Thanks... Hello, Y asuko?’

“Nick, | didn't want to say anything in front of Sukiko, but | thought last night | heard harsh
words between you two -- and crying. | hope everythingisdl right.”

“Yes, Yasuko -- everything'sfine. We had a misunderstanding, but everything's patched up.”
“ She seemed so argumentative at breskfast.”

“She told me your exchange was nothing but a hedthy discussion.”



“It felt like an argument to me. Areyou sure everything's okay?’
“I'm sure. We talked and kissed and made up.”

“I'mrelieved. After dl these years, I'm accustomed to our arguments. 1'd hate to see anything
jeopardize what you two have together, though.”

Nyk hung up the phone. Anincoming vidphone cal sgnaled him. He glanced up to be sure the
door to his office was closed, and then answered the call. He saw lllyaKronta. “Good day, Illya.”

“I received your telemessage. So, Andraison Lexa. That explainsthe ID code trace -- those
colonid shuttles have diplomatic immunity.”

“It aso explainswhy you can't reach her on the vidphone -- her calls are being screened at the

paace”

“Nyk -- that young woman isin considerable trouble. The evidence she wasinvolved in Zander's
plot kegps mounting. Some now believeit extends even to the Ricin plot.”

“That'simpossible -- she didn't even know Zander until afterward.”

“Sinceyou're our only pipdineto her, | was hoping you'd try to convince her to turn State's
Evidence. It'sthe best way to minimize her possible exposurein this.”

“Shesinnocent, Illya”
“Running away to Lexa isn't avery good way to demonstrate innocence.”
“I thought we were afree people, lllya. She had an opportunity to vist an old friend.”

“Do you mean her highness, Princess Janna of Lexa? The sameax'amfin witch who placed a
crown on her own head? Doesn't this sound suspicious to you?’

“Suspicious? How?’
“Firgt we have the fact of Andra's marriage to Zander.”

“ She was chosen by Zander as part of his plot to destabilize Lexa -- chosen because she
happens to be a dead ringer for Janna. He intended to use anillegd hypnotic to turn her into his zombie.”

“Zombie?’

“An Earth word -- hisunwitting puppet.”

“I've heard that rather fantastic theory.”

“It's not fantagtic, llya. We used some of Zander's hypnotic when you questioned her in Sudal.
Y ou saw how it worked. Under itsinfluence sheld do anything Zander instructed her to do. Andrawas

nothing more than an unwilling pawn.”

“Nyk, it wasn't my intent to debate you. I'm concerned you have some emotiona involvement,



here”

“I do. lllya, | spent time with Andraand became fast friendswith her. | don't believe her capable
of the sort of intrigue you imply.”

Kronta planted his elbow on his desk and held his forehead. “What about the Rud Vadimalink?’
“What about it?’

“Vadimais Wygann's ass stant adjutant and he's known to have associated with Zander. It gives
usadirect link between Wygann and the smugglers.”

“VadimaWAS hisassgtant, Illya-- according to Wygann's own statement, Vadimaleft his
regime two plusyears ago.”

Krontadrummed hisfingers on the desk. “Nyk we are receiving reports that Wygann isarming
Lexd.”

“Aren't the colonies permitted to develop defensive capabilities?’

“Yes-- it would belegd if and only if the technology were of Lexdese origin. The charter
specificaly prohibits importing weapons technology, and smuggling of Earth technology would be
regarded as an even more seriousviolation.”

“What do you want meto do?’ Nyk asked.

“I'd like you to use your influence with Andrato arrange an interview.”

“She's been interviewed --ad nauseum.”

“But, not since weve pulled together the supporting evidence.”

“Andrasaid shell answer al questions -- after she returnsfrom Lexal.”

“By then, it may betoo late.”

Nyk sighed. “I'll spesk to her.” The vidphone session went dark.

He started a vidphone call, entering Andras code. The initiator flashed and went black.

Nyk cancelled the call, and started another. V eska'simage appeared on his screen. “Veska --
Dad...”

“Nykkyo -- son.”

“Dad, what do you know of the Lexa colony?’

“Lexd ... fifteen hundred lightyears distant ... founded on atwin planetary system orbiting ablue
aun ... Sster world Lexa Primeis uninhabitable ... our youngest, most distant, and with apopulation of

130 million, our second-smdlest colony after Myataxya ... they've only had communications for the past
ten years. Before that | had to schedule regular couriers.”



“What of Mykko Wygann?’

“Wygann was dected chancellor about five years ago. In no time, he had declared himsdlf
chancdlor-for-life.”

“How does one declare onesdf chancdlor-for life?’

“I guess by saying, 'l am chancedllor-for-life." He has the support of the Lexaese Senate, which
marchesin lock-step with him -- with one exception, and that's Zygon Vellod.”

“Who'she?’

“The former chancellor. Wygann ousted him in the last generd eection -- right before declaring
himsdf chancellor-for-life. Velod didn't accept defeat gracefully and has been athornin Wygann'sside
ever since. He hasasmdll but voca band of followers. They make up Wygann's opposition, so to speak.

“Indl farness, Wygann isextremely popular. He's built Lexa into astrong, self- sufficient
economy. Therés athree-year waiting list to emigrate there -- assuming you can get onthelist inthefirst
place. Wygann screens all applicants. There's been talk of autonomy -- even independence. About two
years ago, he expelled dl Internd Affairs agents and replaced them with his own security force.”

“All of them?’

“Yes-- Anyone from Centra Admin ispersona-non-grata on Lexd.”

“He can do that and get away with it?’

“Wygann gpparently can.”

“What of hiswife?’

“Princess Janna -- anax'amfin witch ... fond of imperia trappings. She'sthe red power behind
the throne, so I've heard. I've even heard she's the one who convinced Wygann to cancel eections and
declare himsdlf chancellor-for-life. They have a son about three years old -- Mykko, Junior. They call
him Mykkoin. She can't be any older than Andra.”

“Andrastwenty-eight FHoran years.”

“Exactly -- how did Wygann get a birth license issued to someone under thirty? | guess when
you're chancellor-for-life, you get your own way.”

“Veska, how do you know so much?’

“A great many come through thistrangt platform. | can spegk only to afraction of afraction of
them, but that's still abig number.”

The vidphone session went dark. Nyk drummed hisfingers against the desk; then scanned
through hisdirectory of locator codes. He opened another vidphone window on hislaptop. Soon he saw
the image of ablond woman in along gown and heavy belt. She had answered the call from aroom lined
with embroidered white draperies and iridescent chandeliers. An ornate canopy bed wasin the



background. Nyk could see the Lexaese colonid insgniacarved into the footboard, and light glittered off
beaded curtains.

His eye was caught by an elaborate tattoo on her right deltoid. It appeared identical to the design
in the footboard, but with another emblem worked into the center. This he surmised was the Wygann
family moniker. The pattern was rendered in abright purple instead of the black ordinarily used for
marriage crests.

“Nykkyo -- asurprise hearing from you so soon.”
“Princess -- pleaseforgive theintrusion. | hopeit's not an impostion...”

“Cdl me Janna, Nyk. It'sno imposition. I'm aways happy to hear from one of my friends-- and
peers.”

“Peer?

“A friend of Andraisafriend of mine, and | regard dl my friends as peers. Cdl whenever you
wishtotak.”

Nyk smiled. “I've been trying to contact Andra about some homeworld issues. It appears my
friendship with her has put meinto the position of ago-between. It's not one with which I'm
comfortable.”

“Andraand | have just come from the armory and are changing for dinner. She may be on her
way to the dining room aswe speak.”

“Armory?’
“Y es-- She wasteaching me to shoot. Andrais an amazing young woman.”
“Y ou don't need to tell me that. Teaching you to shoot what -- afirearm?’

“Yes-- Mykko thought it wise I should know how to defend mysdlf. Our arms- master planned
to train me, but Andra offered and | accepted. We enjoyed ourselves. She's quite good.”

“It's... cometo my atention Andralearned during astint on Earth.”

“She'stold me abit about her stay there -- how nearly everyone she saw carried weapons. She's
concerned for your safety, Nykkyo -- we both hope you know how to defend yourself.”

“| assure you that's not the case in the corner of Earth where I'm stationed. Would you mind
showing meyour firearm?’

“I don't seewhy not...” She opened adrawer and removed a bulky device with ahandle set at
the center. She held it to the vidphone camera and turned it so Nyk could seeit from different angles.
“Hereisthe thumb-trigger. Heresthe fue cell.”

She pointed to a compartment in the handle. “ Here's the pellet magazine.” She opened the
compartment and tapped out a metallic sphere. “ Thisisaround -- a 12 millimetre sphere of depleted
uranium, cladded with asted shell.” She replaced the round and closed the compartment. From another



drawer she withdrew ametd cylinder. “Thisisthe safety key. The gun won't operate unlessit'sin place.”
She returned the key to the cabinet. “With Mykkoin around, | keep the gun and the key separated.” He
watched her return the pistol to the drawer.

“How many on your world carry arms?’ Nyk asked.

“Only our security forces or other authorized officias. | guess| qudify as an authorized officia.”

Nyk pondered amoment. “ Janna, what can you tell me of Rud Vadima?’

“Vadimawas Mykko's assistant adjutant. He was aloyal supporter and agood friend --
destined for grand thingsin our administration. Then, about two and ahdf Floran years ago, he

disappeared.”

“Disappeared?’

“Vanished -- without atrace. We have no ideawhat happened to him.”

Nyk caught some motion in the corner of the vidphone screen. Startled, Jannaturned toward it
with her hand over the black gem in her belt. The door opened and alittle, blond boy ranin, followed by
ateenaged girl. Janna spoke to them and they |eft.

“Was that your son?’ Nyk asked.

“Y es-- that was Mykko Junior.”

“He'sadorable.”

“Nykkyo, I'll tel Andrayou caled. Now, dinner isserved.” The vidphone session terminated.

Nyk sat and stared at the screen. He opened another window to access the Floran central
database and began looking at photoimages of Janna and Chancellor Wygann.

Seymor poked his head through the door. “Lunch a Bronfmanns?’ he asked.

“Sure”

“What're you up to?’

“Oh, I'm looking for images of Mykko Wygann and hiswife -- state functions, charity events and
so on. Look here...” He gestured Seymor behind the desk. “ This photo dates from about the time we
broke Zander's smuggling ring.”

“ &?l

He pointed to the screen. “L ook at her belt. She's not wearing it in any photos taken before this
one. In dl the subsequent ones she's never without it.”

“What does that mean?”’

“Therésmore. | spoketo Krontayesterday. The oversight committee believes Zander was



providing Earth armsto the Lexaese adminigtration. There are guns on the colony, no doubt -- but |
believe what Wygann has are home-grown technology and legal under the charter.”

“Then, why would Zander ship Earth armsto Lexd?’

“That isthe big question, isn't it? Wdll -- I'm working ahunch. If | can find abit more evidence,
I'll fill Krontain on my hypothesis.”

“Nyk, Illyahas an entire team working the wegponsissue. It's not that | want to discourage your
... cregtive thinking, but this smply doesn't fal within our domain of respongbility.”

“| suppose you'reright.”
“However, thereisabacklog of field reportsthat DO fall under our domain.”
“I'll get right onthem.”

“After lunch. Comeaong, lad.” Nyk followed Seymor out the door.

Nyk opened the front door and walked in. “It's Nick,” he called out.

Y asuko appeared from the rear of the house. “No Sukiko again?’

“I received acall from someoneat NY U this afternoon, asking if | knew where shewas. | told
them she was probably at the museum again. Then | called and spoke with Dr Donatovich. Hetold me
Suki had not been visting him.”

“I'mworried, Nick. Where do you think she might be?’

“Now | wish she had that cell phone. Y our guessis as good as mine. I'm operating under the
no-news-is-good-news principal.”

“Wed better not hold dinner waiting for her -- Georgeisin apoor enough mood asitis. The
market was down and one of hisunderwriting deslsfell through.”

Nyk kndlt at thelow table. George eyed him. “Is Sukiko working late?’

“We don't know where sheis.”

“ S0, she's back to her old habits, is she?”’

“What do you mean?’

“When shewasin high school,” Y asuko explained, “ Sukiko would ... stray off fromtimeto time.
Once she was gone for two whole days. It turned out she was with some older kids who were supplying
her with drugs and acohal.”

“Drugs? Alcohol? In exchange for what?’

Y asuko pursed her lips. “Don't go there,” George admonished.



“Sukiko had a problem with them,” Y asuko continued. * She doesn't know that we know, but
one can't hide such from one's parents. She seemed to straighten out in college. | hope she hasn't had a

relapse.”
“I don't think so,” Nyk replied.

“It would be bad for the baby. Invariably she'd return in tears. We'd have a confrontation --
ground her or come up with some sort of penance. She'd behave for awhile...”

“Then,” George added, “the pattern would repest. | certainly hope sheisn't planning on
continuing this behavior after the baby comes. She shouldn't be out ... frolicking...”

“We don't know where sheis,” Y asuko interrupted.

“Y ou know damned well where sheis and what she's doing. For God's sake -- shehasamanin
her life and a child on the way. She ought to know better than to run off with another of her leshian
friends”

“We don't know that for sure,” Nyk replied.

“| don't care where sheis-- she belongsright here.” George brought hisfinger onto the table
with enough force to rattle the dinnerware. He shook his head. “I'm too old and she'stoo big for meto
take her over my knee.” He glanced toward Nyk. “ Perhaps sheld benefit from that sort of trestment from
you.”

“Oh, no. I'd never strike her.”

“What do you intend to do?’ Y asuko asked.

“I intend to hear what she has to say and then decide what action, if any, isappropriate. Itis
possible she has alegitimate explanation.”

George snorted. “Anything's possible. But, aleopard cannot change its spots.”

Nyk sat on the sofain the apartment. Y asuko paced around the room. Nyk looked at his watch.
“Y ou might aswell goto bed, Yasuko. I'll wait up for her.”

“I won't deep.”

“If she does come home, welll probably need sometime alone. If not -- then you and | can take
turnsmounting avigil. I'll call assoon as| know something.”

Y asuko gripped his shoulder, nodded and brushed atear from her cheek. She headed down the
dairs.

Nyk looked again at his watch. He sighed, leaned back and shut his eyes.

The events of hisshort relationship with her ran through his mind. His one comfort was his belief
that the unborn child she carried was destined to give rise to the man who discovered hisworld. That



meant aslong as he existed -- saw sights and thought thoughts -- Suki and her child were sefe.

Hewas startled by the sound of the front door and footfalls on the stairs. Suki breezed in. “Oh,
Nykkyo -- do you have any money?’

“Some. Why?

“Therésataxi waiting out front. | didn't have any cash and the driver won't take plastic. He's
holding my purse ascollaterd.”

“I'll take careof it.”

Nyk dashed down the stairs and returned with Suki's bag. He found her kneeling on the sofa.
“Herésyour bag.”

“Thanks. I'mrdieved | didn't haveto ask my father for the money.”

“What happened?’ She kept her face turned from him. He sat beside her and caressed her back.
“Areyou dl right?’ She began sobbing. “Please tel me what happened. Weve been worried sick.” He
touched her chin and turned her head to face him. On her |eft cheek were three bloody gouges. “Who...
how...”

“Oh, Nykkyo,” she blubbered. “| fed like such afool. Y ou've every right to be furious with me.”

“I want you to tell me everything from the beginning. But first, let's ded with those scratches.”

Heled her to the bedroom and had her lie on her right side. Then he took a cardboard carton
from the closet and removed a polymer case. “Healing salve,” he said as he opened a bottle from the
case, “thismay smart for amoment.”

Suki winced as he gpplied the thick liquid to her face. “ You lie ill -- I'll get some cotton.” He
headed out of the bedroom and paused to pick up the telephone. He punched in the number and could

hear it ring downgtairs. “ Y asuko -- she's home and safe. I'll fill you in tomorrow morning... abouit five
minutes ago ... seeyou in the morning.”

Nyk sat on the bed and daubed her cheek with a cotton ball. “Now, from the beginning.”

“Oh, Nykkyo -- | haven't been honest with you. I've been seeing Alice since -- well, since
shortly after moving back to New Y ork.”

“When do you see her?”’

“It started out innocently enough. | needed to check some factsfor apaper | was editing and |
ran across her at the museum. We talked -- she apologized for how she had treated me. Shetold me she
was in another relationship. We started having lunch together a couple days aweek.

“ After the rape she sent me flowers at work. A few weeks ago we met for lunch. Shetold me
she had broken up with her latest lover. She seemed distraught. | told her she needed agood cry. | know
how good it feelsto cry on your shoulder, Nykkyo -- so, | offered her mine.

“Wefound ararely-used room -- there are plenty of such hiding-placesin abuilding the size of



the museum. | held her and she cried. Then, she kissed me. Oh, Nykkyo -- | have no sdf-control.”
“What happened next?’

“Thekissing led to some petting and the petting led to -- well, you can imagine. That storage
room became our trysting-place. Since then, Alice and | have been meeting two or three times aweek
to... well, you can imagine that, too. Are you becoming angry?’

“Disappointed, perhaps. Then what?’

“Then, we were dmost discovered. | can't believe the risk we were taking. We decided it was
too dangerous to keep meeting in the museum, so we agreed to meet in her gpartment in SoHo.

“I knew things were spirdling out of control. When | had my first counsdling sesson we talked
mostly about Alice. | redlized | needed to do something -- but | was so conflicted. | tried to tell you that
night, but it came out al garbled and sanitized.

“I invited her homefor dinner -- | thought bringing it out in the open would be a catalyst to break
it off. | was expecting you to be home, but your flight was cancelled.

“After dinner we came up hereto talk. | had every intention of telling her, but instead we ended
up making love al evening. Y es, Nykkyo -- | lied about that, too. When you discovered us-- | was
terrified, but you took it so camly.” He handed her atissue and she dabbed her eyes. “Y ou must be

getting angry, now.”

“What good would anger serve? Go on.”

“I vowed to break it off. Y esterday | went to Alice's apartment to tell her, but instead we ended
up...” Suki resumed crying. “ There's something terribly wrong with me! | spent the whole afternoon with
her. That night, | thought you'd be suspiciouswhen | didn't want to make love.”

“I did think it was a bit odd...”

“I knew you probably wanted it, being away for afew days, but | was exhausted and couldn't.
Y ou told me about Dyppaand | exploded -- then | redlly hit bottom. It dawned on me how you were
innocently trying to help someone, while | was cheating behind your back.” She held up her thumb and
forefinger. “| fet thissmdl.”

“Then, we madelove”

“Today | met Alice determined to breek it off. | told her. | told her | have awonderful manin my
life and ababy on the way, and that | wasn't going to see her any more.”

“How did shereact?’

“At firgt she was understanding -- she wished me luck. Then, she suggested we make love one
last time. | refused -- | told her it was over. She became furious. She said she wasn't letting me out of the
gpartment until 1 made love with her. It got later and later. | tried to reason with her -- | pleaded with her.
Findly | picked up the phone and started to call 911.”

Nyk daubed her face with the cotton. “ There -- go look in the mirror.”



She went into the bathroom. “That'samazing. | was sure | had been disfigured. | can barely see
them.”

“Therell be no trace tomorrow, guaranteed.”

“Doesthat stuff work on bruises, too?’

“No -- the skin must be broken... Did Alice give you bruises?’

“Not where they'll show. | started to did 911 but she grabbed the phone from me, ripped it out
of thewall and started hitting me with it. We had aknock-down, drag-out fight. | screamed. The
neighbors started pounding on the door. '‘Before | et you go, I'm putting my mark on you,' she said and
gouged my face. | had no idea her nails were so sharp.

“By now one of the neighbors had called the police. Alice opened the door and this cop was
standing there. He must've been trying to figure out if it was some domestic disturbance or what. He saw
my face. | told him | didn't want to press charges.”

“Why not?’

“Oh, Nykkyo -- by then | just wanted to come home. The cop used hisradio to call acab.”

“That'sit?’

“That'sit -- that's everything. I'm so sorry, Nykkyo. | feel so embarrassed and so foolish for
getting sucked into something like this. | deserve what | get -- go ahead and give me my scolding.”

Nyk lay on the bed and held her, stroking her back as she whimpered and sniffled. * Suki, I'm not
going to scold you. We do have somethingsto discuss. | told you | hold our relationship to Earth
standards. But, you don't appear to be doing the same.”

“You'reright,” she sobbed. “I'm so sorry -- | didn't intend to be unfaithful, Nykkyo -- please
beieveme”

“I'm not angry for what you did with Alice”

“Yourenot?’

“No. Y ou were acting in aFloran way. Wanting to patch things up with an ex-lover isagood
thing, and aForan thing. | desperately want to be on friendly termswith Senta. Expressing fondness by
sharing the gift isagood thing, and a Horan thing, too.”

“Soyou don't mind...”

“Not at dl. | am hurt by your actions, though -- because you weren't honest with me -- because
you felt you had to ... skulk around behind my back and lie to me and your mom about your
whereabouts. Our relationship must be founded on trust. I'll never lieto you.”

“Oh, Nykkyo...”



He brushed away atear. “ Y ou hurt me, Suki -- by lying to me.”
“Oh, God -- the last thing | wanted to do was hurt you. I'm so sorry ... | redlly am, Nykkyo.”

“What hurt moreisthat you couldn't trust me -- that you felt the need to lie. Suki, you need keep
nothing from me. If you had told me you wanted to spend timewith Alice...”

“Y ou probably would've told me to enjoy myself. Oh, God, Nykkyo ... oh, God...”

“If you decide you want to spend time with someone else -- or, even live with them -- there's
nothing | can do to stop you. | hold no authority over you. All | can do isto demonstrate my love for you
and to hope you don't find a better offer. | would expect you to be honest with me about it.”

“Oh, God...” Her body shook from her sobbing. “ Thisisworse than a scolding. | deservethat --
not this. What did | do to deserve you? Can you forgive me?’

“I don't think you weretrying to injure me-- in fact | believe you weretrying to spareme. You
probably thought what | didn't know wouldn't hurt me and you could put this Alice incident behind you
and no onewould be the wiser. Y our actions make sense, from an Earth values framework. Thingsjust
didn't work out for you.” He kissed the top of her head.

“No, Nykkyo ...What | did waswrong under any vaues framework. It'll never happen again, |
promise. Please forgive me... please...”

“I canand | do.” Nyk stroked her back. “It's behind us now,korlyta . Let's consider it alearning
experience.”

“A learning experience?’
“Why don't we get ready for bed?’

Helay with hisfingerslocked behind his head. Suki entered, brushing her hair. She clipped it into
aponytail, dipped off her robe and joined him.

“Areyou feding better, now?’ he asked.

“No. Nykkyo, | can't believe how you're taking this. When | walked in, | figured you'd be angry.
| expected you'd ydl a me. | thought maybe you'd leave me. | was even alittle afraid you might hit me,
athough | know you're too gentlefor that. | never in my life expected you to react by loving me. If the
tables had been turned -- if it had been you, dragging your ass home after some affair, | ... | don't know
what I'd do -- but | know for afact | wouldn't have responded as you did. | can't believe you can just
put this behind us. | can't believe we can go on asif nothing happened.”

“We won't -- something did happen.” He showed her hisright pam. Acrossit wasaline -- the
scar he received from stopping her suicide. “It'slike this -- sometimes our actions leave ascar. But -- we
hedl, and we go forward. We're strengthened by adversity.” He stroked her arm. “ Suki, there's nothing
you can say or do that'll change how | love you. Remember that.”

“Nothing? Not even this?’

“Not even this. I'm aFloran, after al. Florans have discarded the possessive aspect of love and



lovemaking. Wethink it'sal right to love more than one -- more than al right -- agood thing. Tell me --
do you think your fedlingsfor Alice somehow diminished how you fdt for me?’

Suki lay, contemplating. “Of course not,” shefinaly replied.

“I have much the same situation with Senta. Even though sheand | are dissolving our marriage, |
gtill carefor her. | long to have her asafriend. Do you understand?’

“It'snot easy for me.”

“If I can retain her asmy friend -- we may find ourselves making love. It'swhat friends do on my
world. True loveisn't sefish - it's generous. The human heart has an infinite capacity for love. Accepting
that notion isliberating. We judge love and commitment by how generouswe are. Our society isn't
materidigtic, S0 we give each other trust and freedom.”

“And, forgiveness”

“When forgivenessiswarranted.” He kissed her forehead. “ Jedlousy is considered in very poor
taste on my world.” He kissed her again. “It's our way. Wl -- it'sour idedl, at least. We're human, after
al -- and humans have faults -- but wetry.”

“I'mtrying, too...”

“Remember this, Suki -- I'm herefor you. I've joined mysdlf to you. I'm your best friend and
your strongest aly. Y ou need never fear being open with me. Will you remember that?” She nodded.
“Good.” He continued to gaze into her eyes. With hisfinger he traced her cheek, down her neck and
shoulder and dong her arm. He took her hand and placed it on his chest. “ Then, let's do what friends and
loversdo.”

“I don't think | cantonight,” she said. “Do you need it?’

“Yes | ...you ... weneedit.” He dipped hishand behind her head and drew her lipsto his.

“Isthis how Florans make up?’

“It's how the ones who are serious about their love do.”

Sheran her fingers across his skin. Tearsformed in her eyes. “1 cant... | can't enjoy mysdlf
fedingdl thisguilt.”

“I fed hurt. We must go beyond -- to prove our love is stronger than the hurt and the guilt. Don't
you think so?’

“I'dliketo bdieveitis”

“Then,korlyta , the time has comefor you to learn the Floran way.” He caressed her cheek with
the backs of hisfingers. “Look into my eyes... degp into my eyes.” He gazed into hers. “Empty your mind
of thoughts -- push the guilt aside. Fill your mind instead with your partner. It's giving and trust, Suki.
Give one hundred percent of yourself toward pleasing me and trust me to do the same toward you -- the
result will be better for both of us. Do you understand?’



She nodded.

“Good. Now -- touch melikethis...”

Nyk descended the stairs and stepped into the kitchen. Y asuko intercepted him. “How's our little
dray thismorning?’

“She'sfine”

“Did she say where shewas?’

“yYes”

“Where?’

“Shewaswith Alice”

“I suspected as much. I'm so sorry. | told you that woman istrouble.”

“She'sover it.”

“Isshe? What about you, Nick? Areyou over it?’

“Y es-- her intentions were good.”

“So she says”

“It was her execution that was flawed -- I'm convinced of it. We had atalk last night.”

“I heard you two ... talking.” Sherolled her eyes. It ssemsthe nights| think you two are
happiest | hear crying, and when you're the most troubled | hear ... what sounds like apair of
newlyweds.”

“When'syour birthday, Y asuko? I think I'll buy you apair of earplugs.”

“1 don't know how you can be so tolerant. | half expected to see you heading out the door with
your bags packed -- and | wouldn't have blamed you oneiota.”

“Y asuko, in my mind theincident is behind us. Y ou would please meif you'd put it behind us,
too.”

Suki entered the kitchen in adenim jumper, her hair wet. She approached her mother and
embraced her. “Mom -- I'm so sorry for worrying you.”

Y asuko hugged her daughter and glanced toward Nyk. “1 accept your gpology. I'm just happy
you're safe. Would you like some breskfagst?’

“I'll get some at the university. | have a backlog of work to catch up on.”

Nyk gulped thelast of his coffee and headed out the door with her.



He sat with her on the subway. She leaned againgt him. “Nykkyo -- about last night... Areyou
getting over the hurt?’

“Yes-- areyou getting over the guilt?” She nodded. “Then -- not another word.”
Thetrain entered the tunnel under the East River.

“Nykkyo -- there's a saying that love conquers al. Before last night -- | wastoo cynicd to
beieveit.”

Suki stood asthe train approached Grand Central. “1'll see you right here tonight,” he said.

“Y ou can depend on it.”

5 -- Domains of Responshility

Nyk embraced Suki at the international departure lounge at JFK. “Thisisamost as bad aswhen
you moved to New York,” hesaid. “It'shard to let you go.”

“It'sonly for three weeks.”
“Areyou nervous?’

“A bit,” shereplied. “But, I'm aso looking forward to it. Thisismy real profession. | enjoyed
teaching, but my trueloveisdigginginthedirt.”

“Youll be careful.”

“Of course | will. I'maNew York girl, remember?’ She kissed him. Nyk heard an
announcement the flight to Turkey was ready for boarding. Suki whispered in hisear, “ Nykkyo, mi Zam.
Mi va'terne Zam.”

He whispered to her, “ Mi mikont. Mi anke Zam. Have agood trip,korlyta .” Sheturned and
headed for the security checkpoint.

Nykkyo descended the stairs from the apartment and walked into the kitchen, “Can | help,
Y asuko?’

“Thank you, Nick, but | think everything's under control here.”



Nyk walked into the living room and surveyed it. He recalled he had first walked into the house a
few short months ago as astranger. Now, thiswas hishome, and it felt more like home to him than did
the Residencein Sudal.

He spotted Suki'sfather sitting at the go board studying patterns of black and white stones.
“George, do you fancy agame?’

George cleared the board of stones. “1 offer you black.”

“I'll takewhite,” Nyk replied. George smacked the first stone onto the gridded board and Nyk
responded with his own. They began to build black and white patternsin an attempt to claim territory,
rgpidly trading moves.

“Youdo play well,” George said. “Playing againg you has sharpened my game. | should take
you with me to the Queens Go Club.”

Their game dowed asit progressed. Nyk was absorbed in the patterns of black and white. He
became aware George was regarding him. He looked up and into George's eyes. “I'm happy we can
have afew momentsto talk, Nick. Y ou're normally so occupied with Sukiko. Yasuko and | are pleased
you've entered our lives. It'samazing to me one person could make such adifference.”

“| want nothing more than to be here for Suki when she needsme.”

“Y ou must've been heaven-sent. Y ou certainly have turned her life around.”

“I didn't doiit. It was Suki's choice -- her accomplishment.”

“There were times during her teen years | was convinced shed end upinjail -- or dead. I'm
sorry. | shouldn't say such to you.”

“I know some of Suki'sdifficulties”

George looked at the board. “1 do love her, Nick. | know she doesn't dways believe that.”

“I know you do. | canfed it.”

“For God's sake -- she's my daughter -- my own flesh and blood. How could | not love her?’
He placed agtone. “I don't understand why we can't get dong -- why | must fed like I'm walking on
eggs whenever she'saround?’

“May | befrank, George?’

“Certainly, Nick -- you're part of the family, now.”

“It seemsto me each of you has carefully built awal between you, and now you're both sitting
on your respective sides, sulking and wishing thewall weren't there.”

George looked up a him. “That'safairly perceptive observation.”

“Thereisgreat good in her. From the moment | met her | knew she had avery goodsena .” He



winced as he redlized what he had said.
“A good what?’
“Spirit, inner being... Soul if youwould.”
“I never heard it expressed that way... Isthat aword from her practice of meditating?’

“ Suki's been teaching me to meditate. I've found it very useful, agood way to groom mental
discipline -- and agood tool for contemplating the universe.”

“It seems so much mumbo-jumbo to me.”
“You shouldtry it.”

“I've been curious, but I've never had the opportunity to ask. What isthe significance of the
tattoo on your right arm?’

Nyk lifted the deeve of hispolo shirt and looked at the mark, adime-sized emblem of ablack
triangle ingde a pentagon. It was Sentas cret, Sgnifying the Tibran line. 1 had this done when | married.
My wifewearsasmilar mark.”

“That symbolism has outlived your marriage to her. Once your divorceisfind, would you
consder having it removed?’

“No. Our marriage was an important event in both our lives. It helped me survive adifficult time,
right after my parentswerekilled.”

Nyk placed a stone and bore off two of George's black ones.

“An excdlent move, Nick.” George placed another stone and looked up at Nyk. “Do you work
out or engage in sports?’

“No. I've never been particularly physical.”
“You look fit. I'd say it looks like you have some strength in those arms.”

“I've had the benefit of good nutrition. | aso do afair amount of walking -- my officeisn't very
convenient to the subway.” He resumed contemplating the gridded board.

“May | ask you apersona question?’ George asked.
“Certainly.”

“How did you punch through with her?’

“Punch through? Punch through what?’

“Her homosexudlity. I've wanted for years to do something like what you've done. How did you
doit?’



“l didn't. Suki and | don't love each other as man and woman -- we love each other as soul
mates. It'sour personasthat arein love.”

“Yoursenas ? Isthat the word you used?’

Nyk smiled. “Yes. Wejust happen to live in our own respective bodies”

“Y ou certainly behave likeanorma couple.”

“We've discovered how to use our bodiesto expressthe love our personas have for each other.”

“I love my daughter, Nick. But thisis one aspect of her persondity | struggle with. For her sake,
and for the sake of the baby, I'vetried to get past it. | had been hoping her relationship with you might
have changed her.”

“She has changed. It took her until fairly recently not to fed crushing guilt over her own nature --
that she's not the embodiment of something evil.”

“Her nature? Y ou believe this behavior is part of her nature, like the color of her hair?’

“1 don't desire to change her, George -- she'd no longer be Suki. | accept this as part of her
makeup.”

“I disagree with you on that account. | believe we each have a choice, and we can chooseto be
strong and do the right thing, or we can choose to indulge our whims. | choose not to embezzle funds
from my firm, athough on awhim, I might be tempted to do s0.”

Nyk placed a stone on avacant corner of the board. George retaliated with a one on an adjacent
point. He glanced up and saw George was still eyeing him. “What about you, Nick?’

“What about me?’

“Areyou gay?’

“Exactly whet isgay?’

“Y ou know full well what gay means”

“I'mme,” Nyk replied. “I'm myself who'sin love with the person who livesinside your daughter's

“You didn't answer my question.”

Nyk looked into hiseyes. “ George, | can appreciate the beauty and the sexuality of aman's body
aswell asawoman's. Does that make me gay?’

“It ... it depends on ... on what you practice, | suppose.”

“I'm not the sort to kissand tell. So long as it's consensua, and so long as nobody's being hurt, |
don't think what two adults do while they're by themselvesis anyone e sgs business.”



“With that attitude, you two certainly are meant for each other.”
Nyk placed another stone. “Do you think I'm gay?’ he asked George.

“I feared you might be. Not that it makes abig difference. Y ou've demonstrated a care for her
beyond what anyone e se has ever offered.”

“What made you think | might be gay?’

“Therésa... | don't know how to expressit. There's a softnessto you | haven't experienced
before -- you're not like any man I've known. Y ou have some physical characteristics, a... sSmoothness...
Sukiko's been attracted to some mannish women, | thought perhaps she responds to an effeminate...
That a gay woman might be attracted to agay... I'm sorry, Nick. You're so good for her, and here | am,
looking agift horsein the mouth.”

“It'sdl right -- please don't fed you'veinsulted my manhood, George. I'm comfortable with who
| am. | know I'm afresk of nature.”

“How 07

“I'mavictim of acongenitd disorder known as atypica femde syndrome. Geneticaly, I'ma
woman, but physicaly, I'm aman. It may explain some of those characteristics”

“I've never heard of it.”

“It'squiterare. It'sthe reason I'm gterile. That's the one thing about mysdlf I'd changeif | could. |
long to know | could father her child ... | do have aman'sfeatures, George. | an male, and everything
works asit should, except my seed can't make awoman pregnant.” Nyk placed another stone on the
board. “What about you, George? Areyou gay?’

Nyk could see darkness spread across George's brow. “No! I've never had such an
experience.” George glared a him. “I have always done what's right. I've never permitted mysdlf to be
tempted from the correct path. This pertainsto every aspect of my life-- my career, my marriage and my
family.”

“I'm sorry, George. | had no intention of upsetting you.”

George eyed him for along moment. “Y ou're forgiven, Nick.” He placed another stone.
“Turnabout'sfair play, | suppose.”

Nyk detected an increase in the aggressiveness of George's Strategy. He looked at the clock,
“It'sgetting late. Shall wetdly?’

“Fine, Nick.” They scored the board and agreed George had adight lead. “ Thanksfor a
chdlenging game”

“My pleasure,” Nyk replied and extended his hand. George hesitated, then grasped it. Nyk
looked into hiseyes. “1 love Suki. | lovedl of you. I never had much of areationship with my own
father, and both my parents have been dead for nearly eight years. Y asuko and you are my mom and
dad, now.” He opened hisarms.



George patted his back, “ Y es, Nick, were happy to have you as a member of our family. Good
night.”

Nyk sat at the kitchen table sipping acup of coffee. “Well, how do you like being abachelor
again?’ Suki's mother asked.

“I don't like it very well. Suki's been gone two daysand | can't wait 'til she'sback.” Y asuko
pulled achair next to his and patted his hand. “ Use the next few weeks to catch up on your deep,
Y asuko. The bedroom above yours should be quiet.”

“The sound of your lovemaking is music to my ears, Nick. | know she's here, | know she's sife,
and | know she's happy. It's become alullaby for me. I'll admit | was skeptical when | first learned she
had invited you to movein. Y ou've been so good for her -- I've never seen her so happy. | do wish she
hadn't goneto Turkey, though. | worry for her... asyou know.”

“Shell befine. She's not made of glass. Suki has a strong respect for the cultures of others. I'm
surethe Turkswill love her -- and Vlad speaks some of the language. It's out of our control, anyway.
Thisis something she needed to do. | imagine ther€lll be more tripsto the Middle East in the upcoming
years. Maybe well al have the chance to accompany her. Wouldn't that be fascinating?’

“Fascinating, assuming we surviveit.”

Y asuko refilled his cup. “Thanks,” he said. * Y asuko, is George gay?’

Shelooked up a him, “Why would you ask such aquestion?’

“Y ou can be frank with me. Thisis between us. | won't breathe aword to anyone, not even
Suki.”

“Why would you ask?’ she demanded.
“Lagt night while we were playing go, George asked if | were gay, so | asked him if hewas.”
“Youdidnt!”

“Y es, and hisreaction was stronger than | anticipated -- it frightened me abit. | started thinking
perhaps George's obsession with Suki's lesbianism might be because...”

“Becauseit reflects something in his own persondity? Something that makes him uncomfortable?”
Y asuko sat, looked into Nyk's eyes and shook her head. Y ou are treading on dangerous ground, Nick.
| recommend you drop it.”

“Whether heisor isn't has no bearing on how | feel toward him. It could explain hisdistresswith
Suki's nature, though.”

“George has been agood and faithful husband.”

“I don't want him to fear being open with me. | know I'm different -- that I'm not like other men
onthisplanet.”



“Wereal unique, Nick. It'swhat makes thisworld such an interesting place.”

“I couldn't have said it better mysdf.”

“Please -- don't pursuethis. George probably regrets bringing the subject up in thefirst place.”

“Consider thetopic closed. | love him, Yasuko. | lovedl of you -- and I'm happier than I've
beenin years, feding part of afamily again.” Herinsed his cup and placed it in the kitchen sink. “Waell,
I'm off tomy grind. I'll seeyou later.” He headed for the door.

“Wait, Nick.” He turned toward her. “I wanted to say... George and | love you, too. You redly
areasonto us. If anything should happen to Sukiko, | hope...”

Nyk held her and stroked atear off her face, “I'll never let any of you out of my life.” He kissed
her forehead. “1'll seeyou for dinner.”

Nyk flipped open hislaptop computer and powered it up. In his email was amessage from lllya
Kronta, requesting acall. He opened a vidphone window and entered Kronta's locator code.

“Nykkyo, were dill waiting to hold that interview with Andra.”
“She'sdill onLexd.”
“We could do it viavidphone.”

“I haven't spoken to her. Illya, when you have three parties each on different worlds with
different day lengths, it can be hard to mesh.”

“Nyk -- | get the digtinct impression you're less than eager to help us arrange an interview.”

“I've been told thisLexd affair falls outsde my domain of responsibility.”

“That sounds like Seymor. Listen, Nyk -- perhaps | can gppeal to your sense of duty asaFloran
citizen. | fed | should fill you in on what we now know. The arms shipments Zander engineered no doubt
went to Lexal, but the trail ends there. We have more on Rud Vadima-- he was known to have traveled
to Earth with Zander for paramilitary training. Thisgives uslinks between dl the players”

“Who are?’

“Zander, Andra, Vadima, Janna and Wygann. We know of at least one meeting between
Vadimaand Zander that Andra attended.”

“That's not surprising -- Zander kept her on a short tether. He even smuggled her to Earth.”
“Isthat s0? That ties her eventighter into it.”

“I think not, Illya Think about what it must've been like for her -- stuck on an dien world, not
knowing the language or customs. She was an unwitting pawn.”

“Don't underestimateax'amfin witches, Nyk. They're trained just for such intrigue. If shewereon



Earth for wegpons and tacticstraining...”

“Illya, I know and trust Andra. Shetells me she knew nothing of Zander'sdoingsand | believe
her.”

“I'd redlly liketo get adose of truth drug into her to know for sure.”

“Y ou've developed this theory and you're attempting to make the factsfit,” Nyk replied. “Take
the Vadimalink -- according to Wygann's own statement, Vadimalleft his administration over two years
ago and his whereabouts are unknown.”

“We have no way to verify Wygann's assertion. For that matter, we can't corroborate anything
he says. He clamshis colony is open, yet he refusesto permit High Legidature officidsto inspect his
labs”

“That'sa least partly understandable, given the mutual distrust between Wygann and the current
HL.

“He aso clams no wegpons have been shipped to Lexd, yet we know the shipments went there,
and we know wegpons do exist on the colony.”

“I spoke to Princess Jannathe other day.”

“Y OU spoke to Janna? She hasn't answered any of our inquiries.”
“She gave me her locator code -- asafriend of Andra.”

“Y ou have Janna's persona locator code? Could you share it with me?’

“I'm sorry lllya-- | was givenit in confidence. It isthe persona code of the wife of acolonia
chancellor. Besides, it wouldn't do you any good -- unless you're on her accesslist.”

“Of course-- you'reright.”

“Illya-- if the HL would meet Janna or Wygann half-way, I'm sure they'd reciprocate. | found
Jannato be open and pleasant.”

“I'm afraid too many bridges have been burned -- and I'd expect nothing less from another
ax'amfin witch. What did she say to you?’

“ She showed me the gun she wasissued. I'm no expert in firearms, but it looked nothing like any
Earth pistal I've ever seen. Shewas given it for defensive purposes -- the same reason shewearsa
persond shidd.”

“Jannawearsashied?’

“I believe s0 -- | don't know for sure.”

“What makes you think she does?’

“Look at photoimages of her. Ever since we broke up Zander's operation she's been wearing a



heavy belt. | think it conceals ashield generator. When | was speaking with her she was startled and
reached for it.”

“A shidd... | wonder where that technology came from.”
“It'sstronger evidence their arms program is defensive in nature.”

“On the contrary -- what would be more offensive than a shielded and invulnerable attack force?
Nyk -- | appreciate your loyalty to your ... friend. Y ou don't have the benefit of theinformation | have.”

“Perhaps lack of information isitsalf a benefit.”
“All right -- what is your theory regarding the whereabouts of those Earth arms?’

“I believe Lexd was atrans-shipment point. The planetary population isonly ahundred million or

“Onefifty,” lllyainterjected.

“Nonetheless, there must be vast tracts of empty land there. An ExoScout could park outside the
heliopauise and send shuttlecars down to the surface. Once there, the arms shipments could be broken
down, dispersed and quietly taken to amore densaly populated colony -- like Altia”

“Y our theory works equaly well for the smuggling of wesponsinto Wygann'shands.” Kronta
drummed hisfingersagaingt hisdesk. “Nyk, I'm going to confide in you information of the utmost
sengitivity. Please set your comm cipher to strongest security.”

Kronta's image broke up. Nyk entered his pass code and the image reformed.

“Nyk, have you ever heard of the Defense Research Labs.”

“Y es -- formed to preserve Earth wegpons technology so we'd be prepared in the event our
ExoScouts encountered hogtile dien lifeforms.”

“The |abs have done more than preserve Earth technology.”

“What do you mean? Are you taking about nuclear wegpons?

“I've heard credible reports of energy beam technology. Y ou didn't hear me say that.”
Nyk sat dack-jawed. “1 can't imagine our people armed with beam weapons.”

“After the Ricin Plot, the HL authorized mohilizing this technology and the formation of an
inter-colonid strike force.”

“ Are we talking colony-against-colony?’

“No -- the force can only be deployed under HL authority. The intent isto take preemptive
action againgt a colony deemed a threat to the peace of the Floran Hegemony.”

“Youthink Lexal poses such athreat”



“SomeintheHL bdieveso.”

“Illya, I know Mykko Wygann has made enemiesinthe HL. That initself doesn't makehima
threet.”

“Nyk, | am the ExoService liaison to the High L egidature committee overseeing the strike force.
The committee seesawindow of opportunity to move against Lexd if it iswarranted.”

“Window of opportunity?’

“Yes, Nyk -- Wygann's delegation has been recalled to Lexa for consultation after hefailed to
sway aresolution on colonia security. The HL isin adifficult position. On the one hand, let's assumethe
Lexdese are arming offensively. Wygann could overrun severa colonies before the HL could react.”

“Hence the push for a preemptive strike...”

“Totake out their offensve machinery beforeit can be brought to bear.”

“What if Lexa has no offensve capacity? How will the HL react to an assault on an innocent

colony?’

“Frankly, it could bring down the government. Nyk, I'd like you to travel to Lexal, look around
and seeif you can find any evidence of Wygann using Earth weapons technology.”

“Mé?i

“Yes, Nyk. You'rein aunique position. Through your friendship with Andra, you have an entre
into the Lexdese pdace”

“Whichisit, lllya? Do you want to bring charges againgt her or use her as adouble agent? Or,
both?’

“Our window of opportunity won't remain open for long. If Wygann launches his own strike
while we st on our hands, then the consequenceswill bejust asdire. | can't order you to do this, Nyk.”

“I'm sorry, lllyabut | must refuse. I'm abotanist -- | have no training in undercover operations. |
have a huge backlog of work to do here. There must be someone who'd be a better choice.”

“Y ou have Earth experience. Our planetbound agents wouldn't recognize an Earth firearm if they
tripped over one. And, you have a contact indgde the Lexalese paace. We need thisintelligence, Nyk.
Livesare at stake.”

Nyk pondered for amoment. “If thereisto be astrike, I'd hate to think of Andra stuck therein
themiddle of it.”

“Thereyou go, Nyk. Go to Lexa and bring Andrahome for her safety.”
“So you can file charges? Interrogate her?’

“Bring credible evidence of her lack of involvement and that won't happen.”



“All right, lllya I'll doit -- atripto Lexa and back. And, I'll seeif | can witnessany Lexaese
Security forces carrying wesgpons of Earth design or manufacture. Inreturn, if | don't -- you agree to siop
pursuing Andra.”

“Do you agree to be open-minded about her possible participation?’

Nyk sighed. “Yes, lllya I'maHoranfird. If | find evidence of Andrasinvolvement, I'll bethe
fird to tedtify.”

“Good. Thenwe have aded.” The vidphone session terminated.

“But, | won't find it,” Nyk muttered. He poked his head into Seymor's office. “Wdll, it appears
this Lexa weapons business has suddenly been thrust into our domain of respongbility.”

“What do you mean?’

“Krontajust asked meto travel to Lexd to fetch Andrahome. Whilethere, I'm to do some
intelligence gathering.”

“If Krontaisasking you to do this, I can't tell you not to.”

“Kronta seems convinced Andraisin the middle of some plot.”

“Doyouthink so?’

“I don't know what to think. Andraswears sheisn't -- but...”

“But what?” Seymor asked.

“But ... | don't know. Everyone calstheax'amfinen witches. Maybe | am too trusting -- maybe |
shouldn't take what awoman says at face value. Maybe you're right when you say | become too
emotiondly involved... How do you ded with it when someone you trust looks you in the eye and tells
you alie? Now, I'm being asked to do the same.”

“What do you mean?’ Seymor asked.

“I'mto go to Lexa under the pretense of bringing Andrahome for her safety -- yet | know full
well acontingent of Interna Affairsofficerswill bewaiting for her. | fed like atraitor.”

“Lad -- if it turns out she's atraitor -- then you'll feel good. If not -- shelll be exonerated, and
you'l fed good about that.”

“I'll fed awful either way. She asked meto trust her, and she says she trusts me.”
“When do you make trangt?’

“It's out and back -- no more than a couple of days. I'll call Veskato arrange a packet diversion.
Can you do without mefor two or three days?’

“Well haveto.”



“Any ideas on how to get to the rdlay station?’

“Why don't you give Grynnyaacdl? She's never busy.”

6 -- Janna

Nykkyo sat at Grynnyas kitchen table. “ Thanks for doing this” he said.

“Don't worry about it. Dinner'samost ready. | hope you like salisbury steak. Would you like
another Coke?’

“No thanks.”

She sood behind him and fingered his hair. “Have you thought any more about my offer?
Remember, you owe meanight.”

“Grynnya, | have a happy reationship with Suki.”

“Y es, your Earth woman. Some day shelll come to appreciate the Floran approach. When she
does-- | have dibsl” She pulled agallon jug of red winefrom her refrigerator. “I had to cancel adate
tonight -- with Leo. Oh, well -- duty calls, | suppose.” She opened a cabinet. “For you?’

“Why not?’

She withdrew apair of glasses and poured aone for Nyk. “I'll make mine ashort one, sinceI'm
flying.” Shefilled hers half-way. “Leo's set some sort of arecord with me -- most of them don't last this
long. There have been a couple Earth men | was sorry to lose.”

“What about another Earthbound Floran?’

“Precious few of those come by. There'syou and Seymor.” She sipped her wine. “Leo's happy
to keep things on adtrictly physical level and that suits mefine. Y ou'relucky -- having apartner you can
trugt. Y ou told me your woman has seen the homeworld.”

“ She attempted suicide. When | found her she had no pulse.”

“It soundsto melike asuccessful suicide.”

“| took her to Horan to be reanimated.”



“A gutsy move-- | admire your courage.”

“I had no choice. My friendship with her triggered achain of eventsleading to her suicide. I'm
guilty of tempora interference. Y ou arelooking at atempora offender. I've framed my own destiny -- |
must replace the man who wasto bein her life”

“Y ou're not going to be maudlin again, are you?’ Nyk smiled and shook hishead. Grynnya
looked into the oven. “I think dinner's ready. Well make trandit as soon asit'sdark.”

The inbound packet approached the transit platform and docked. Nyk stepped out and headed
for his connection to the Myataxyaand Lexa outbound packet. He passed V eska's office and poked his
head in. “Veska-- Dad...”

“My son and friend,” Veskasaid.

“I'm on atight connection. | thought I'd say hi.”

Veska stood, embraced him and kissed his forehead. “Maybe now's not the time to trouble you
with Senta.”

“Why?What's Sentadoing?’

“ She's been speaking with asolicitor, looking for ways to make your separation more difficult.”

“It'srather cut and dried, isn't it? | left her -- I've taken permanent residence in a place out of her
reach. | was her dependant, so I'm not injuring her financialy. She has so many lovers she can't clam loss

of companionship.”

“It'sthe principa with her,” Veskareplied. “1'm trying to make her see reason. The truth about
you and me haan't helped my relationship with her.”

“Ther€'s nothing she can do to alter the outcome.”

“No, but she can make the process unpleasant -- and that's what she's attempting to do.”
“What isit with women? Do they exist solely to make men miserable?’

Veskagmiled. “But -- it's such addightful misery, isntit? Well, haveanicetripto Lexd.”

“Seeyou in acouple of days.” Nyk headed toward the departure lounge for the outbound
packet.

The packet pulled into a parking orbit around Lexa and waited for the shuttle to dock. Nyk
watched the proceedings through the viewport. The packet airlock opened and Nyk boarded the shuttle
to the colony's only shuttleport, located in the capital. Soon he was standing on the planet's surface. He
looked around. The capital city waslocated in the rugged highlands. Snow could be seen on some of the
taller pesks. Nyk could fed agtiff breeze and he felt uncomfortablein hislightweight FHooran clothing. The
wind blew through the trees, rustling leaves ranging from green to brown. He heard a clang, looked up
and saw aLexaeseflag -- white and yellow with the colonia emblem in purple -- flapping and banging



agang itspole.

He walked to the groundcar lot and selected acar, opened it and climbed in. He pressed his
wrist againgt the scanpad and requested the paace as destination. The groundcar headed from the
shuttleport and onto a narrow roadway. Nyk watched the scenery whiz by as the car wound itsway up
switchbacks leading to the hilltop palace, dodging into lay-bys to permit oncoming traffic to pass.

He saw the paace ahead. From the road, adl he could see was the outer wall, built of a
brown-grey stone. Watchtowers stood at each corner and he could see guards with long arms of some
sort stationed atop the wall.

The groundcar cameto ahdt in avigtor'slot aprudent distance from the palace. Nyk walked to
aguardhouse and noticed the firearm at the sentry's side. It looked like the one Janna had shown him.

“I'm Nykkyo Kyhana. | have an appointment with the Princess.”

The guard presented him with a scanpad and Nyk pressed hiswrigt to it. “ Are you here on
business or pleasure?’ the guard asked after reviewing Nyk's profile.”

“Budness”

The guard scowled. “ExoAgent...” He squinted at Nyk. “Homeworld officids are unwelcome
I’He_”

“It's persona business.”
The guard motioned him to alow platform. Nyk stood onit.

“Hold your armsout.” The guard manipulated controls on adisplay. “Y ou may step down,” the
guard said and then spoke to someone viavidphone. “ An escort will be dong shortly.”

Nyk paced outsde the guard station, shivering with hisarmsfolded. A short, chunky young
woman gpproached him.

“Areyou Nykkyo?' she asked.

“Yes | am.”

“I'm Daya, Princess Janna's assistant. Welcometo Lexa. By thelooks of things, well haveto
locate some warmer clothing for you. Come with me -- welll see what we can find. Then I'll take you to

Janna.” Dayaled Nyk to atransport car for theride into the palace.

“Therésawardroom over here” she said. “thisisafarly common problem with visitorsfrom
Floran.”

Nyk dressed in trousers and along-deeved shirt. “ These fashions are smilar to those found on
Earth,” hesaid.

“That'sright -- you're an ExoAgent. How do you find Lexa?’

“Your planet isquite Earth-like. Thisismy first visit to any of the colonies.”



“Follow me and I'll take you to Janna. She's expecting you.”
Dayascanned hersdf into alift to the chancdlor'sliving quarters.

Nyk walked into a drawing room and saw Janna sitting at a desk. She was wearing the
floor-length gown and the heavy belt. Nyk eyed the elaborate buckle with itsjet-black cabochon.

“Thank you, Daya.” Janna dismissed her assistant with a hand gesture. Daya snapped her head,
turned and | eft.

“Hédlo, Nykkyo -- | was surprised to hear from you.”

“Thank you for taking the time to meet with me, Princess.”

“Please-- it'sJanna.” Sheturned to face him. “Y ou caught me between engagements. Andraisa
very specid friend of mine, and I'm always happy to spend afew moments with one of hers. What brings
youto Lexd?’

“I've cometo fetch Andrahome. She's required on the homeworld.”

Jannaregarded him through narrowed eyes, “ That sounds like an excuse -- not areason. Andras
abig girl who hardly needs a chaperone. No -- there must be something dse.”

Nyk paused and pondered. “I'll be frank, Janna. | was sent here on an espionage mission, but |
fed openness and honesty are the best palicies. I'm afraid I'm in abit over my head -- I'm not trained as
an undercover agent. I'm the envoy of one lllya Kronta, an ExoService overseer who's been named
liaison to aHigh Legidature committee investigating rumors about some goings-on here. I'm to report
what | find to Kronta, and he will report to the committee.”

“| appreciate your frankness, Nykkyo.” She shook her head. “ The measures to which the HL
stoops... What are these rumors?’

“The ExoService has proof of Earth wegponry being smuggled here. The prevailing opinionis
that your husband'sregimeisarming offengvely with illegal arms, with theintent of destabilizing
neighboring colonies”

“I've heard reports of the same rumor. It'stoo fantastic to be believed.”

“Krontabelieves Andrais part of the plot. He wishesto interview her.”

“Andra?’ She shook her head. “Ludicrous.”

“We know she was on Earth with Zander about the time the arms shipments were arranged. We
aso know she received wegpons training there. She's proficient enough with afirearm to train you. Andra
was present when certain individuals met with Zander on Floran. She may have been with him on Altiaas
wdl.”

“Do you believe any of this?’ Janna asked.

“I don't know what to believe. Kronta's evidence is compelling.”



“Kronta couldn't be more wrong. The rumors are nonsense. Did he explain to you what possible
gain we could expect from destabilizing the region?”

“Extending your sphere of influence. To put it badly -- sheer power.”

“Take my word, Nykkyo -- governing this sphere is quite enough. We have no interest in
projecting our control onto Altiaor T-Delta. | find the notion abhorrent.”

Nyk stood, regarding Janna. Helooked into her pae blue eyes. “I think | believe you.”
She proffered afaint amile. “Thank you for giving me benefit of the doubt.”

“It's not that, Janna. Andratold me how much aike you and she are. Now that I've met you in
person -- | can see how remarkable the resemblanceis.”

“Yes-- sheand | met when we were about fifteen. Andrajoined the academy and needed a
room. | needed aroommate. All the students at Vebinad looked dike -- Andraand | especialy so.
We've been close ever since. Our classmates called usthe Twins. | wastruly delighted to renew our
friendship. Despite appearances, thisrole can be alonely one. | enjoy Andras company -- she takesmy
mind off the pressures of state.”

“Janna, did you and Andra ever find yourselves crying over the same hurt and tasting each other's
tears, and thus becoming bonded fast -- friends-for-life?’

“Theritud of shared pain from Vebinad Academy. A slly ritud, redly -- schoolgirl stuff. Yes,
Andraand | are so bonded.”

“Andratakesthat ritud serioudy.”
“Theritud isdlly -- we take the bonding serioudy.”
“Janna, | think it'sin both our intereststo be friends and to trust each other.”

Sheamiled. “Thisisrefreshing. Y ou intrigue me, Nykkyo. | was about to summon my security
and have you removed from this paace... Why should you and | trust each other?’

“Andraand | spent afew daystogether, around the time her husband was killed. She told me of
how she suffered, how he mistreated her, of how her hopes were dashed, and yet she survived, was
strengthened, and remains a beautiful and cheerful young woman. | found my eyes burning as she
described Zander's tortures of her, of how she submitted to him in an effort to avoid his punishments, of
how he used illega drugsto force hiswill upon her. | cried for her, with her, and we tasted each other's
tears. Andraand | arefriends- for-life.”

“The deeper the hurt, the stronger the bond. Did, by any chance, this occur after you two had
made love?’

“Yes itdid.”

“That doubles the bond.” Janna stood, walked to awindow and looked out at the highlandsin
the near distance.



“S0 -- you and | are bonded through Andra. Friends-for-life trust each other with their lives. |
must trust her and | find mysalf compelled to trust you, too. She trustsme, and | hope so would you.”

“An interesting approach. I'm beginning to appreciate what Andraseesin you, Nykkyo.”
“Janng, the investigators have learned of alink between your husband and Andras.”
“That'simpossible”

“Andraand | found ourselves dlied against Zander. Asyou know, Academy students are taught
how to suppress knowledge of their companions political activities.”

“Of course...”

“Andraagreed to interrogation under the influence of ahypnotic. She was shown a series of
photoimages and she identified those who had met with Zander at their Floran City gpartment. Among
the photoimages was one of Rud Vadima.”

Janna spun around and looked at Nyk. “ That's why you wanted to know about Vadimal”

“Janna, it appearsto meyou'reliving acharmed life. Look at your surroundings. Y our planet's
population is devoted to you. It seemsto me you're avery lucky woman.”

“Luckier in my assgnment than some, | suppose.”

“You're certainly luckier than Andra. Shetold me of her dreams. She dreamt of agloriouslife on
an exotic world. The assgnment shewas given wasafar cry from this. And, yet she adhered to what she
was taught -- the Vebinad Academy motto --Unu Deva Feti .

“To do one'sduty.”

“Andradid hers. Janna, | look into Andra'seyesand | can only begin to imagine what she's seen
and fdt. Yet -- theré'sno anger in her eyes. Might you be bitter if your dreams were dashed, and your
liferuined? Shelll never live up to her potential, now. No one would accept Zander Baxa'swidow asa
consort -- even though she's as beautiful, intelligent and capable as you or any Vebinad graduate. She
acceptsthis as her duty without complaint.”

Jannaturned her back to him. He walked around her and looked into her eyes again. “ Think
about it. She entered V ebinad Academy as did you, a bright and pretty girl full of hopes. Her dream was
to livein apaace on acolony planet, to look out on snow-covered highlands or atropica paradise -- to
see moonsin the sky or adouble sun. Where did she go instead? To Zander's cramped apartment in the
older part of Floran City. Our society had a socia contract with her and it was abrogated.”

“Shefulfilled her destiny,” Jannareplied. “Asdoweadl.”

“ Andrawas 0 unhappy with Zander, at the end she was ready to die before going back to him.
When | found her, she had concealed an injector filled with nerve toxin. Shetold me shed useit on
hersdlf willingly and eegerly before returning to him.”

“I had no ideal”



“I watched Zander die of that same toxin -- it wasn't apleasant sght. Andrawas fully prepared
to jab that needleinto her own flesh. Think of how this poor girl suffered, and for the only reason shewas
born with certain physicd traits. | know you love Andra.” Janna pressed her knuckleto her lips. “I love
her, too. We came very closeto losing her.” Nyk stroked atear from his face and touched hisfinger to
her lips. “That poor, poor girl. Let the tearsflow for her, Janna.”

Her eyesfilled and atear ran down her face. Nyk touched it and transferred it to hislips. “Now,
you and | have cried over the same hurt and tasted each other'stears. We're bonded fast, friendsfor life.
We have no choice but to trust each other.”

Janna gtared at Nyk and attempted to speak. Sowly she regained her composure. “Nykkyo, you
are as good aman as Andradescribed -- perhaps better. Y es -- lets be friends and trust each other.
How can we help each other?’

“Well tell each other what we know, and figure out the rest from there. I'll go first. We know
Zander was using Floran diamonds to purchase Earth weapons, and Vadima was arranging shipment.
We know the wegpons cameto Lexd. Illya Kronta has been given the assgnment to ddliver to aHigh
Legidature committee afinding on whether or not those arms are in the hands of your husband's forces.”

Janna sat and pondered.

“The committee in question,” Nyk continued, “was formed to recommend to the HL whether or
not to declare Lexa arogue colony, and whether or not to launch a police action against your regime, the
first such action in our peoples history. That iswhat | know. Now, it'syour turn.”

Janna sat, staring at the floor. “Would the High Legidature really launch astrike againgt us? |
know Mykkao's policies have made him unpopular with other colonid leaders, and his successes are the
envy of many. Originaly, our world was founded as an agricultura and resort colony. Mykko'svison
was for something more.” She looked up at Nyk, “Thank you for sharing that with me. As| told you,
Rud Vadima dropped from sight two and ahalf Floran years ago.”

“His disgppearance would coincide with Zander's stay on Earth.”

“Wall, Vadimacertainly was not acting as Mykko's agent. Mykko wouldn't have anything to do
with Zander or any other Baxa.”

“Krontais convinced the weapons shipments came here. If they weren't for your forces, the only
other explanations would be for someone else on Lexal, or that Lexa was atransshipment point.”

“That'saquestion | can't answer.”

“Then tell me about your wegpons program.”

“Qur firearms technology was invented here. It is based on materid pre-dating PlanetFall, but
that'sal in the public domain. When Mykko authorized the crestion of our defense lab, heinssted we
follow both the spirit and the letter of our colonid charter.”

“Then, none of your technology came from the Defense Research Labs?’

“No --none from the DRL or from any other off-colony source. | can take you to meet our



arms-master and permit you to ingpect our armory, and to see our research and development facilities.
That may convince you our arms program is completely native to this planet.”

“I need no convincing. If you tel methat'sthe case, | believeit. We are friends-for-life.”
Jannasmiled a him. “Thank you, Nyk.”

“But, Krontais neither your nor my friend-for-life. He may need convincing. And he may need
evidence strong enough to convince the committee.”

“Come with me-- I'll introduce you to our arms master.”
Dayaentered carrying a portable vidisplay. “Princess, | have your afternoon schedule.”

“Daya, please clear my schedule for the rest of the day. Transmit my regrets, but thisisinfinitely
more important.”

“Yes, Princess.” Dayasnapped her head and |eft the chamber.

Nyk returned with Jannato her chambers carrying a datacel . “ Photoimages, mechanica
drawings, R& D documents. This should be enough to convince Kronta your wegpons development is
indeed origind and within the colonid charter. I'll tranamit thisto him immediatdy.”

“Very good, Nyk. Now, were you serious about taking Andra home with you?’
“I have been ingtructed to bring Andrahome with me -- for her safety.”

“| assure you, Nykkyo, that she's safe and welcome here. If she wishesto return to Floran with
you, that's her affair. I'd be sorry to see her go. At any rate, the next outbound packet will be tomorrow,
S0 you must accept my hospitality for at least one night.” Janna passed her hand over a proximity pad.
Dayareappeared. “Daya, please show Nykkyo to his guestroom. Give him the one adjacent to Andras.”
Daya snapped a bow and led Nykkyo down a corridor.

He sat at the vidigplay in his guesiroom, inserted the datacel containing his high- security comm
cipher, and placed acadl to Kronta. “I've seen no evidence of any offworld arms technology in the hands
of Wygann'sforces,” Nyk reported. “Also, I've seen no evidence of beam weapons -- only firearms of
Lexaese design and manufacture.”

“Do you have any ideawhere the materia might have gone?’

“None so far. | do have documentation supporting Jannas claim their program is defensive and
self-contained. Wygann has operated within hislegd rights. | might not agree with what he has done, but
| believe he was within hisrightsto do it. When Wygann started his defense program, heinssted his
researchers avoid even the gppearance of employing prohibited technology. For example, heforbid his
researchers from using salf-oxidized explosvesto propel projectiles.”

“What does that mean?’

“Heforbid them using gunpowder, [llya-- since gunpowder is an Earth technology. Y ou won't
find it on Lexd. | dso have an inventory of al the guns produced by Wygann's armory and where they're



deployed -- hardly enough to equip aninvasion force. It'sdl in this documentation. I'll transmit it to you
but only under the condition that it remain confidentia and that it isto be destroyed after your committee
has had achanceto review it.”

“So agreed.”

Nyk inserted the datacel and began transmitting the documentation.

“I'll review this. I'm planning on recommending the committee to leave Wygann aone. Do you
see, Nyk?'Y our accessto the palace paid off.”

“And Andra?’
“This appearsto let her off the hook.”
“Youll gtick to our bargan?

“Yes, Nyk -- barring any new developments, well cease investigating Andra. What are your
plans?’

“We've missed today's outbound packet. We have two seats reserved on tomorrow's flight, so
I'm spending the night as Jannal's guest.”

“Lucky you. I'm beginning to think your protestations about this mission were specious.”

“Good night, Illya.”” The vidphone display went dark.

Nyk pressed the doorchime on Andras door. “Comein,” she said. He waked in. “Nyk! What
areyou doing here?’ He put his hands on her waist and |ooked deeply into her eyes. “What's the matter?
Nykkyo, what's wrong?’

He held her and she rested her head on his shoulder. “Krontaiswrong,” he said as he stroked
her hair.

“Wrong about what?’

“About you -- about Lexal. | was sent here to bring you home -- under the pretense of guarding
your safety. There are rumors of trouble brewing here. But -- the real reason wasto turn you over to
Interna Affarsfor aninterview.”

“Dothey dill question my role?’

“The authorities aren't interested in the truth -- they want a collar -- finding someone they can
charge and makeit stick.”

“If that'swhat it takesto clear my name, I'll go -- I'll submit to truth drug. | have nothing to fear.”
She stroked atear from hisface. “My friend-for-life.” She kissed his cheek.

“I couldn't betray you.”

“The rumors areright about trouble brewing. Security is much tighter than when | first arrived.



Everyone's on edge, and Jannawon't let me leave the palace. | don't likeit.”

“Well, were st for transport on tomorrow's early outbound packet. How do you like the
lifestyle of aprincess?’

“Give methat housein Sudal. That's a palace that's more than big enough for me.”

Nyk heard the doorchime. “Come.”
The door opened and he saw Daya. “Please follow mefor dinner.”

Nyk motioned for Andrato precede him and they went into the chancellor's private dining room.
Dayamotioned them to Sit a alarge, round table. Janna entered with her husband.

Mykko Wygann was a compact, well-groomed man with a presence reminding Nyk of Suki's
father. Nyk thought he looked to be about sixty-five Floran years -- old enough to be Jannas father.

“Please, don't stand,” Wygann said. “Nykkyo, Janna has told me of your conversation. Thank
you for your help. Believe me, making this palace an armed stronghold was never our intention -- it'sfor
the safety of my staff and family. We're hoping to be able to rlax abit, once we've neutrdized Zygon
Vdlod'sfaction.”

“Chancdlor,” Nyk said, “would you explain why Velod is so antagonistic toward your
adminigration?’

“Pease, cal me Mykko. Werreal friends here, are we not? Zygon Vellod was along- standing
chancellor here. Hewas, in fact, my mentor. We came to disagree over the direction of this colony.
Vellod saw Lexd as an agrarian economy -- combined with tourism. I, on the other hand, believed we
had the opportunity for acomplete, self-contained economy that included industry. Wefindly decided to
take the issue to the people, after year-long educational campaigns from both sides. The people chose
my approach. Shortly after that, we held agenera eection, and | was elected chancellor.

“Vdlod never accepted his defeet, either in the plebiscite or in the eection. He believed that
some dirty tricks -- some vote fraud -- had been committed. He has taken his case to the arbitration
panedls, and to the High Legidature, to be rebuffed at every turn. It'sdriven him abit mad, I'm afraid. He
does have asmdll, zedous band of followers. We are convinced that Vellod is more bluster than action,
but we must remain cautious.”

“Everyone seems so much more... on-edge today,” Andrasaid. Isthere ared threat, or only a
perceived one?’

“There have been rumorsthat VVellod is planning some sort of move, but we've heard those
rumorsfor years.”

“We suspect Zander Baxawas smuggling firearms of Earth origin onto thisplanet,” Nyk said.
“It's clear to me these weapons would do your administration more harm than good -- but | can
rationalize plenty of reasonswhy Velod would desire them.”

“We have heard rumorsthat Velod was arming hisfaction. Thefdl of Baxasring wasthefirst
indication the weapons might be of Earth origin. We regard thosearmsasared, but smdl threst.”



“Small?’ Nyk asked.

“Because of thelogigtica problems of transferring enough materiel from Earth to pose alarge
one”

“Weve evidence Baxawas planning some sort of coup. It seemed too grand aplan for asingle
individud.”

“Wethink Baxa had been promised aposition of authority withinaVelod regime,” Wygann
replied. “Velod believes he can overturn the will of the people, who will redize their mistaken dlegiance
and become loyd to him. HE'swrong, of course.

“It'sironic that Vellod would enlist the services of Zander Baxa. Zander'sfather, Gunder, wasa
colonid security chief who was amember of the juntathat ruled Lexd for a short while about thirty-five
years ago. Those were five years of areign of terror, | can assureyou... Velod and | werealiesinan
effort to remove the junta and return the colony to ademocratic rule. Gunder Baxa eventudly chose exile
over imprisonment... Gunder was mad, and perhaps Zander shared some of that madness. Perhaps he
was eager to vist revenge upon the Lexa ese people.”

“Maybe Zander had visons of occupying this palace with hisown princessby hissde,” Janna
sad, glancing toward Andra.

“I knew Gunder Baxaas amid-level Food Service manager working in Sudal,” Nyk added. “He
perished in the same shuttle crash that claimed my parents. | had no idea of his past. | imagine someone
accustomed to higher levels power who finds himself in alowly desk job might have some bitterness.”

Dayadirected wait gtaff in setting plates before each at the table. Another servant placed
portions of areddish-brown cutlet on the plates, along with deep purple root vegetables and a scoop of
rice.

Janna regarded the meal, motioned to Daya and whispered into her ear.

Dayalooked down and blushed adeep red. “I'll tend to it right away. | should have known
better with homeworld guests.” She motioned to one of the servants who began removing Nyk's plate.

“No, please, thisisfine” Andrasaid. “Nykkyo and | have both spent time on Earth and have no
qualms about consuming flesh. Isn't that right?’

“...absolutdy,” Nyk replied.

Daya gestured to the servants and they stood with their backs againgt the dining room wall. Nyk
looked down at hisplate. “What isthis... dish?’

“Itslagexeva , alake-dwelling creature,” Jannareplied. “I'm terribly sorry if you're put off by it.
It'sone of Mykko's favorites. Chef knows better when we've scheduled visitors from the homeworld.”

Nyk cut adlice of the meat and popped it into his mouth. It had a strong flavor, with a swvest,
aromatic, camphorous note filling his sinuses and making them tingle. “It'svery ... good.” He looked at
Andra. She ate apiece and nodded in agreement.



“You two aretoo kind,” Jannasaid. “ Lagexevais decidedly an acquired taste. Mix it with the
inkroot and rice -- that tones down the flavor.”

“I actudly likethis,” Nyk replied. “I've become fond of Earth Japanese food -- not thet this
resemblesit. But that experience has taught me how to gppreciate the unfamiliar.” He cut another dice
and pushed pieces of inkroot onto hisfork. “Chancellor -- Mykko -- forgive meif this sounds like an
unfriendly question, but isn't it a contradiction for you to espouse democratic ideals and yet declare
yoursdlf chancdlor-for-life?’

“Sincewereal friends here, | won't regard any question as unfriendly. Nykkyo, you perhaps
attribute more power to my role thanisredly there. The position of chancellor is more afigurehead than
anything else. | view my role not asaruler but asafacilitator. Thered governing power isin the colonid
senate, which remains duly eected every three years. | have pledged that, if ever an impasse between my
policies and thewill of the people -- as represented by the colonial senate -- isreached, | will happily
tender my resignation. I've given my word, Nyk -- and I'm aman of my word.”

Nyk looked up and saw Jannagazing intently a her husband.

Nyk stood with Andrain an ante-room adjacent to the dining hdl. “Don't tell me you enjoyed
that,” shewhispered. “1 required al my willpower to suppress vomiting. | can il tasteit. That ...
whatever-it-was has aflavor that stayswith you.”

“It wasn't so bad. Suki's mom has served me some very strange-tasting stuff.”
“What do you think of Mykko?’

“Poaliticiansg! They're the same everywherein the galaxy -- and did you see how Janna dotes on
hisevery word?’

Daya approached them. “| gpologize again for the entree. | can bardy standlagexeva mysdf,
and I've ddivered Chef a stern reprimand. We have amusical group from the local intermediate school
here for a performance. Please follow me.”

Nyk followed Daya and Andrainto aviewing box overlooking an auditorium. Mykko and Janna
were seated. Jannaleaned againgt her husband and they held hands. Nyk motioned Andrato take a seat
beside Janna. Daya stood at the rear of the box. Below them thefirst three rows of seats werefilled.

A line of children appeared on stage. Nyk estimated their ages were between twelve and fifteen
Floran years. They were dressed in uniforms of yellow and white. Nyk leaned back and pressed hispam
againg Andras. Shelaced fingerswith hisand leaned against him as the children presented a program of

acgpdlasongs.

“Those children were adorable,” Andrasaid as Nyk, Janna and she waked in the palace
courtyard. A crescent hung in the western sky, illuminating the courtyard with orange moonlight. A flock
of flying crestures darkened the moon momentarily.

“Thank you,” replied Janna. “We contribute to their school, and thiswastheir way of thanking



“What abrilliant moon,” Nyk said, “-- easly fivetimesthe sze of Earth's. It must be asbright as
midday whenit'sfull.”

“That's Lexd Prime -- our sister world. It's an inhospitable place, with a crushing atmosphere
and surface temperatures exceeding five hundred CelSus.”

“It'slike Venus,” Nyk remarked. “Isn't it odd two planets could share the same orbit and yield
such different environments?’

“It'sthe thick atmospherethat'sto blame.” A searchlight from awatchtower swept onto them.
Thelight paused for amoment, illuminating them -- then moved on. The three sat on agarden bench at
the center of the courtyard near afountain.

Nyk scanned the outer wall and regarded the sentrieswith their long arms. “ Do you aways have
SO many guards?’

“They're on specid dert tonight. It'saprecaution. Vellod has delivered another of histhreats.
Mykko and | don't take them too serioudly, but our guard commander would rather play it safe.”

One of theflying creatureslanded to dake at the fountain. The creature looked like alizard, but
with two pairs of wingsand asingle pair of limbs. It folded its wings and stood on the edge of the
fountain, then bent over to drink. Janna pointed to the creature. “ That's aflulaxera ,” she whispered.
“This species feeds on themizhajen . They're very shy -- it'sunusua to see onethisclose. They feed at
night and deep by day. It's quite asight to watch them fly; the hind wings provide lift and maneuvering,
the front wings supply power.”

The animal turned and looked at them. Nyk could seeitsface in the moonlight. “Do they have
four eyes?” he asked.

“No,” Jannareplied. “ Thelower structures are light-emitting organs, complete with focusing
lenses”

“A creature with headlamps!”

“On amoonless night one may see them, flitting above the |ake, searching for their prey with
those headlamps.” The animal spread itswings and legpt into the air.

“Janna, are you happy?’ Nyk asked. She looked at him, her mouth open, for along moment.
“Areyou leading the kind of life you anticipated when you enrolled at V ebinad Academy?’

“Happiness has nothing to do with it,” shereplied. “1'm doing my duty.”

“Unu Deva Feti,” Nyk interjected.

Jannanodded. “ Unu Deva Feti. No one enrolls at Vebinad, or any other finishing school for that
matter, in order to seek happiness. I'm afigure to the people of this colony, I'm their princess. | didn't ask
for that honor. They bestowed it upon me. To answer your question directly, I'm very happy to be the
wife of Mykko Wygann. He's agood man, agood leader, and aloving husband. And | delight in
Mykkoin. I do wish my duties eft me moretime to enjoy my family.”

“I'm surprised you have the time to spend with us” Nyk replied.



“I'm more than happy to make time for Andraand her friends. | do appreciate your help,
Nykkyo. Friends and their assi stance often arrive a surprising times. We should retireindoors asthe air
is becoming damp, and the dampnesswill bring themizhajen -- the little biting pests. Y ou must betired,
Nykkyo -- the time change is always wearing on one.”

They walked toward and into the palace. Daya, carrying a portable vidisplay, ran up to Janna.
“Princess, for you. Chancellor thought you should see this”

Jannatook the display and read it, then handed it back to Daya. “Our security forces have
detained Rud Vadima He was found attending ameeting of Zygon Velod'sforces. Our intelligence chief

issupervisng hisinterrogation right now. The result may explain where those Earth wegpons have gone.
I'll order asummary and well review it in the morning.”

7 -- The Double

Nyk dipped from his clothes, turned down the bedcovers and did in. He switched off the room
lights, laced hisfingers behind hishead and closed his eyes. Light from the searchlight seeped around the
blinds on hiswindow. He heard klaxonsin the distance and the muffled sounds of troops speaking on
communications devices,

The doorchime sounded. “Y es?’

“May | comein?’ Herecognized Andrasvoice.

Nyk switched on theroom lights. “Certainly.”

The door did open and shewaked in. “May | deep with you?’

“Certainly.” He turned back the covers. Andradipped from her robe and did in beside him.

He put hisarm around her. She kissed his cheek. “Thisfedsgood, Nykkyo. | missyou holding
me.” Nyk siroked her fine, light hair. “Would you be crosswith meif | told you | wasn't in the mood?’

“I'm not in the mood, ether. It doesfed good to hold you. It reminds me of our daystogether in
Sudd. | cherish those days.”

“Sodol.” Shereached adender arm across him and pulled hersdlf tighter againgt him.

“Thisworld isso Earth-like,” he said. “It's cold here. I'm glad there are covers on the bed. I'd be
uncomfortable, otherwise”



“It'sdl beginning to make senseto me,” Andrasaid.
“What makes sense?’

“What Zander was up to -- the whole weapons plot -- it's beginning to make sense. Zander was
helping Zygon Velod's plan to seize the colony. Velod has congtructed an image for himsdf asa
disgruntled crackpot, with asmall but voca following. | think he's more dangerous -- much more
dangerous. He must be getting help from the outside.”

“We know Zander arranged for some operatives to have paramilitary training on Earth. Vadima
was among those ... You'reright -- our people are so unprepared for combat. Wygann might have guns
and his guards might know how to shoot, but I'm sure they have no ideawnhat to expect in an assaullt. |
have no ideawhat to expect. I'd rather not experienceit.”

“Nykkyo, I'm frightened. | know Jannas frightened, too. She's trying not to show it, but | can
tell. I've heard rumors about Vellod's latest threats. It's become personal. He's vowed to target Janna
and Mykkoin -- in order to hurt Wygann. For the past ten days Jannas been afraid to leave the palace.
Mykkoin's an innocent little boy.”

“All the more reason for usto be on that morning packet and on our way back to Floran.” Nyk
extinguished the lights. “Veskatold me Jannas the real power behind Wygann -- she's the one who
convinced him to suspend dections and declare himsdlf chancdllor- for-life.”

“| don't believeit for aningtant. It soundslike typica anti-ax'amfinresentment. Many people
believe usto be power-hungry witches. I've known Janna since my first day at VVebinad Academy. She
and | are very much dike. Could you see me doing something like that?’

“Of course not. You'reright, it sounds like something I'd have believed before | knew you asa
rea person.”

“Wygann named himself chancellor because it's what the people wanted. He's abeloved leader,
and Jannastheir princess. They cal her that out of lovefor her.”

“I'm fond of Janna, too. We're friends-for-life.”

“Y ou've bonded with Janna? | think you take that Silly ritua more serioudy than | do.” She
stroked hisface. “Mykko has been very good for this colony. He's raised the standard of living and
therésawaiting list to immigrate here. It'sared successstory.” She clutched him. “Ligten ... the guard's
been put on full alert. Velod's sure to know Vadimas been caught, and he'slikely to assume,
interrogated.”

“And, he'slikdly to assume Wygann assumes helll try something out of desperation. If therésto
be an attack, it'll be when Wygann's guard is down, not when heson full dert.”

“I have abad fedling, Nyk. | think something's going to happen, and soon.”

“Let'stry to get some deep. We must be up early to catch that packet. Nyk kissed her forehead.
“Good night, my kindred spirit and friend-for-life.”




Nyk escorted Andrato the dining room and helped himself to abreakfast buffet. Daya entered.
“Princesswill joinyou shortly.” Shelooked over the buffet table. “1I'll have them bring some moretea.”

Light from the Lexaese blue sun streamed into the dining room. “ That sunlight's so harsh, but this
placeisso cold,” Nyk said. “It isabeautiful world, though. | think | could grow to loveit. Have you
gpent time on any other of the colonies?’

“No,” Andrareplied. “1 would like to spend some time on Myataxyabefore| die.”

Janna entered carrying ahandheld vidisplay. “1 have the summary of Vadimasinterrogation. The
extent of Velod'sorganization istruly Staggering.”

“Vdlod's sure to know Vadima's been captured,” Nyk replied.

“Weve announced on our news broadcasts that Vadimawas injured, isin acomaand were
awaiting his recovery before interrogating him. It's not too far from the truth -- I'm afraid our security
chief was a bit heavy-handed with truth drug.”

“Doyoumindif | look over that summary?’ Nyk asked. Janna handed the vidisplay to him. “I
think Kronta should see this. There's no doubt of involvement from other coloniesin Velod's plan.”

“I'll order afull transcript for you,” Jannareplied. She placed her hand over aproximity pad.
Daya appeared, then |eft to fetch the transcript. “ It aso appears from hisinterrogation that | am indeed a
primary target -- dong with my son. | can't llow Andrato go on that packet. I'm afraid it'stoo
dangerousto permit her outside the safety of this palace.”

“Why do you say that?’

“Vdlod has operatives stationed around the capita. These agents are armed with small,
concedl able Earth handguns. They'll be on thelookout for anax'amfin traveling outside the palace. I'm
afraid they'd mistake her for me. I'm confident she's safe within the confines of thesewals.” Jannaturned
to Andra. “1'd advise you stay here until Mykko's guards can neutraize the threet.”

“What about adisguise?’ Nyk handed the vidisplay to Andra.

“A disguise might work,” Jannareplied. “I'll have Dayalook intoit.”

Nyk sat before avidisplay in his guestroom. He entered Krontas locator code and marked the
call urgent. Kronta'simage appeared. He rubbed his eyes. “1t's nadir-one, Nykkyo. This had better be
important.”

“Illya, Mykko Wygann's security force has captured and interrogated Rud Vadima. | havethe
transcript of hisinterrogation here. I'll transmit it to you.”

“Vadima?’ Kronta asked.
“Yes-- it'sproof pogitive the Altian and Deltan colonies are secretly providing support to the

Védlod faction on Lexd -- with the intent of deposing the Wygann regime. Lexd isthevictiminthis, Illya
-- ot the aggressor.”



“Thisisunbdievable”

“Itsdl inthetranscript.

“Trangmit it to me. Then, | want you and Andra on that packet -- and that's an order.”
“Areyou ready to receive?’

“Go ahead and trangmit.”

Nyk inserted the datacel into the vidisplay. The screen went blank. He poked the touchscreen
but couldn't re-establish communications with Kronta.

Heran into the corridor carrying the datacel. “Dayal Dayal” Heran dongside her. “My vidisplay
conked out as| was tranamitting this transcript.”

“I know -- dl our communications are down. Were working on it. This happensfrom timeto
time -- an overload in the relay station. It comes with being the furthest-flung colony. Come -- we should
get you and Andraready to leave. |'ve been working on her disguise. Follow me.”

Dayaled him into the dining room. She pointed to clothing of the sort worn by Lexaese workers.
“I think we can darken Andras hair. Y ou can pass as factory workers. WEIl mix you in with one of the
tours and you can leave viathe visitors entrance.”

“Y ou're conducting public tours of the palace under these circumstances?’

“Of course. We don't wish to give the appearance of being cowed by these threats. Everyone
entering the palace is screened, so theré'slittlerisk. Now, I'll be right back. 1 want to find something to
use on Andras hair.”

Daya returned and approached Janna. “ Princess -- it's more serious than we thought. The comm
relay station's been damaged.”

“Damaged?’

“Y es-- thisreport was relayed from one of the shuttles. The tachyon antenna on the relay station
was sheared off by something -- perhaps an asteroid collison.”

“Maybe it was shot off,” Nyk replied.

“The thought has crossed our minds. The Communications Corps believesit will be severd days
beforeit can berepaired.”

“Then, it'seven more urgent Andraand | get on that packet. WEIl hand-deliver thistranscript to
the High Legidature”

Nyk observed Andra and Janna standing before awindow. They were conducting an animated
conversation in alanguage he had never heard.

“I'm not going.” Nyk heard Andra's voice and turned to her. She was standing a ongside Janna
and holding her hand. “Thisis undoubtedly the beginning of Vdlod'soffensve.”



“Or -- an attempt to flush me into the open,” Janna added.
“We must get that transcript to the High Legidature,” Nyk replied.

“Velod knows only Mykko or | have the credentia s to petition the High Legidature. And, he
knows my husband is needed here.”

“Jannaand | have aplan, Nyk,” Andrasaid. “Y ou will escort her to Floran in my place. Once
there, shewill deliver the transcript to Kronta and plead before the High Legidature.”

“What will you do?’

“I'll take her place as a decoy -- attend state functions -- sit beside Mykko for his broadcasts.
Velod won't know Jannas off colony.”

“But -- your safety...”

“| fed safe enough insdethewalls of the paace. Oncethe HL seesVadimas transcript and
hears Jannas plea -- they can't help but send reinforcements. As soon asVellod'sthresat is neutraized, Il
return to Floran.”

“Andra-- thisisn't our fight.”

“Itismine. Jannaand | are VVebinad Academy ssters. When we graduated, we both gave up our

family names and joined the VVebinad line. Ssters come to each other'said.Unu Deva Feti , remember?
Nyk, thismust be why Destiny sent me here.”

Nyk changed into the worker's clothing Daya had procured. He walked from his chamber to
Jannas drawing room. Andra was wearing Janna's long gown and belt. Janna had donned afemde
worker's costume. He looked at the two women. “No wonder they called you the Twins. What was that

language you were spesking?’
“Vebinese” Andrareplied. “All the finishing schools have their own private language.”

Daya entered with a polymer pot of abrown materid. “Thisis some of Mykkoin's finger-paint,
Princess. Let me comb some through your hair.” She daubed the material onto Janna's head, combed it
through and clipped her shoulder-blade length hair into aponytail. Daya then rubbed some into Janna's
eyebrows.

Next, sheturned to Andra. Y our hair isn't aslong as Princesss. | can't styleit into thetwist she
wears...” Dayalooked at Andrafrom severa angles. She placed thetiaraon her head. “Itll passif no
one sees her from therear.”

“What do you think?" Andra asked.

“Amazing,” Nyk replied. He looked Andraover from head to foot. “1 hope you know what
you're getting into.”

“Unu deva feti,” Andrareplied.



“One morething,” Daya said. She obtained some makeup foundation and began applying it to
Andrasright arm to conceal her black, diamond-shaped marriage crest. She picked up aviolet marker
and began copying Janna's crest onto Andra's deltoid. “ That should be convincing from adistance...” She
applied the same materia to Jannas shoulder, obliterating the Lexa crest. Janadipped into a shawl and
pulled it over her upper arm.

Mykko entered the room. “Unbelievable,” he said. “I knew you two bore a strong resemblance.
Now | know just how strong. I'm to make my morning address. Janna sits by my side. | like the notion of
her being spirited away while her decoy is beside me on a colony-wide broadcast. I've asked my
gpeech-writer to be extraverbose today.” He crooked hisarm. “ Come along with me to our media
center.”

Andraembraced Janna. The two women exchanged words and kisses. Then, she did her am
through Mykko's and headed from the room.

Mykkoin's caregiver led the little boy into the drawing room. He, too, had been dressed in arude
Lexalese costume. The teenaged girl knelt before him. “Y ou be agood boy, Mykkoin. Well seeyouina
few days”

Daya switched on avidisplay. Nyk watched as Mykko and Andratook seats. Mykko leaned
and engaged her in smdll talk. The camera zoomed into atight shot of Mykko and he began his speech.

“Thisissuch an odd feding,” Jannasaid.
“Come,” said Daya, “well dip you into the palace tour.”

Janna scooped up Mykkoin and put acap on his head. He pulled it off. “Now, now,” she said
softly. “Mykkoin must wear the cap.” Shereplaced it on his head. Nyk followed as Dayaled themto a
lift and down acorridor. She cracked open a door. Janna stepped through and Nyk followed.

“Thisisthe hal of pictures” atour guiderecited. “Thisroom isused for important state meetings
and dinners. Theimages on the wal are permanent photos of important eventsin the history of the Lexa
colony.” The guide glanced toward Nyk and proffered aquick smile. “For the benefit of any offworld
vigitors, theimage over the head of thetableisthat of our current chancellor, Mykko Wygann and his
wife Princess Janna.”

The guide gestured toward the long conference table in the center of the room, made of wood
with apurplefinish. “Thetable is made from locdly grown lumber, and stained with inkroot -- a native
plant providing the violet color -- and it'sddlicious aswell.

“Now if you'll step through the door to theright...”

Nyk took Jannas arm and escorted her toward the door. The guide turned and faced them. “I'm
sorry, you two and the child will haveto wait here.” She passed her hand over aproximity pad. Three
security guards surrounded Nyk and Janna. “ These three weren't in the group when we Started,” she
sad.

One guard nodded. “Well take care of them. Please step thisway.”

“You're making amistake,” Nyk protested.



“WEell see who's made the mistake.” The guards escorted them into a security office. The
vidisplay in the office showed Mykko delivering his address.

A guard captain was watching the display. “ Our beloved leader -- he can certainly drone on,
can't he? Today, his blathering isworse than ever.” The captain looked up. “What have we here?’

“Potentia security breach. They dipped into one of the tours.”

The captain yawned and stretched. He grabbed a scanpad and presented it to Nyk. “1Ds
please”

Nyk pressed hiswrist againgt the pad. The captain looked over his profile. “ExoAgent... Earth
based... What are you doing here?’

“I'm herein an officia capacity -- ExoAgency business,” Nyk replied. “I'm an envoy from the
High Legidature. Youd do wdl not to interfere.”

“Y ou'd do better to hold your tongue. We're none too fond of the HL here.” The captain
presented the scanpad to Janna. “ And, now thelittle lady...” She pressed her wrist to it. He looked at the
display and at her face. The color drained from his. “Y our high...”

Janna gestured. The captain nodded and looked up at the other guards. “ These two are okay.
Let them return to the others.”

“Thisway,” the guard said, led them down a corridor and opened a door. He caught the tour
guide's attention and gave her ahand sgnd.

The guide motioned them into the tour group. “Thisisour last area, the Morning Room. Normally
thisroomisused by Princess Jannato recelve officid callers. Thisis her favorite room and you can see
her touch in the decor.”

Nyk and Jannalooked around the room. The tour guide motioned the group out and into a
reception vestibule. She approached Nyk. “1 gpologize for the inconvenience.”

“What isyour name?’ Janna asked.

“Kovina, mam. I'm sorry. | couldn't remember if you were in the group or not. Everyoneson
edgelately.”

“It'sdl right, Koving” Jannasaid. “ Y ou're only doing your job, and you're doing it well.”

The guide gestured the group to the exit. Nyk dipped his arm around Jannaand they walked out
the visitor'sentrance. A line of tourists sood awaiting admission to the paace. Each in turn stood with
arms outstretched as a guard used a handheld scanner to screen them. Nyk took Jannal's arm and led her
to the parking lot. He popped open the cowl to the groundcar and flipped open the rear seat to form a
child restraint. Janna dipped Mykkoin into the seat and then sat beside NyKk. “Do you think your disguise
isconvincing?’ he asked.

She put her hand over her mouth. “1 especialy enjoyed seeing the look on that guard captain's
face”



“We have two seats on the morning packet,” Nyk said.
“Two seats?’ she asked.

“Yes, for you and Mykkoin.”

“What about you? Aren't you coming?’

“Welve only two seats reserved. This packet isfilled with passengers returning to the homeworld
from Myataxya Vekatdlsmeit'sawaysfull.”

“I wouldn't know -- I've never flown onit ... I've dways used Mykkao's courier.”

“I'm staying here. If Andrafeds safein the paace, so should |. Besides, with Vadimals
interrogation, the HL can't possibly deny your requests for aid. How long should it take to neutralize
Vdlod'sthreat?’

The groundcar pulled into the shuttleport parking lot. “Now for some play-acting,” Nyk said. “I
know you Vebinad grads excel at it.” Nyk popped the cowl and escorted Jannainto the termina. He
walked up to the podium.

“IDs please,” the agent said. First Nyk, then Janna pressed her wrist to the scanpad.
The agent looked down, then up at Janna. Her jaw dropped. Janna put her finger to her lips.

“Thisisvery ddicate,” Nyk whispered. “ She and the boy must board that shuttle -- as
inconspicuoudy as possible. Y ou have two reservations for Kyhana and Baxa -- they're to fill those
seats”

The agent poked her vidisplay. “ Certainly -- two seats confirmed. Y ou may wait over there.”

Nyk took a seat beside Janna. She held Mykkoin on her lap. The child grabbed for her hair.
Nyk pointed to ayoung man standing near the rear wall. “I'll bet that's one of Velod's men,” he
whispered to her. “It'sa suspicious bulge under his jacket.”

“Perhaps we should put on alittle performance for his benefit.” Jannathrew her arms around
Nyk. “Oh, I'll missyou so much!”

“Please, Lydda-- don't fret. I'll be al right. Have agood trip and give my regards to your
mother.”

“I shdl. I'll call whenwe arrive on FHoran.” The agent made an announcement the shuttle was
ready for boarding. “ Good bye,” she said and wiped tears from her face. She gave Nyk along and
passionate kiss. Nyk kissed Mykkoin's forehead. Janna arose and stood in line for the shuttle.

Nyk watched as the passengers paraded onto the polymer concrete landing apron and climbed
into the shuttle. The door did shut, the shuttle pulled from the terminal, nosed up and shot skyward. He
watched it disappear, then headed to the parking lot and climbed into the groundcar.

He scrolled through the list of destinations on the groundcar vidisplay and picked the shopping



mall. The car pulled from the lot and headed away from the shuttleport. After he had ridden a distance he
cancelled the destination and selected the palace. The car turned around, drove up the roadway to the
palace and parked. Nyk walked to the guard station. Soon Dayawas escorting him into theliving
quarters.

“I didn't expect to see you again. What are you doing here?’

“No seat for me on the packet,” hereplied. “I think our subterfuge worked. Janna had no
problem getting on board.”

Nyk walked into Jannas drawing room. Andrawas Sitting at her desk. “Being aprincessis hard
v_vork,” shesaid. “Mykko's asked me to greet a delegation from Gammar5 tonight.” She adjusted the
tiara

“Y ou do look the part. Y ou're absolutely stunning.”

Andrasmiled. “Thisbdt isso heavy.”

“I think that belt concedls ashield generator.”

“Really? How doesit work?’

“Try pressing thelarge black gem.”

Andra pressed the gem and a shimmer surrounded her. Nyk picked up an object from the desk

and tossed it at her. She began to duck, but it encountered the shield, dowed and dropped to the floor.
Andralaughed. “That's good to know,” she said and pressed the gem again.

Nyk stretched out on the bed in his guestroom. The doorchime sounded. “Come,” Nyk said.
Dayaentered. “Dinner isserved.”

Nyk followed her to the dining room. Andrawas standing beside Mykko. “So far, so good,”
Wygann said.

An attendant entered and handed a datacdl to Daya. “Viacourier, mam.”

She dipped it into ahandheld vidisplay and scanned the text. “ For you, Chancellor.” She handed
it to Wygann.

Heglanced at it. “ Jannais safe on Floran.” He buried hisfacein his hands, then turned to Nyk.
“Thank you for your help getting her offworld.”

Wygann turned to Andra and took her hand. “It's such arelief to know she's safe. | don't know
what 1'd do if anything happened to her or to my boy. | don't know what Jannas told you about me, but
be assured | do love her very much. Shejoined me out of duty, but we quickly learned we love each
other, and I've never been happier in my life than the day Mykkoin was born. | never forced myself on
her, Andra. She had my assurances when she joined me | would never do that. She came into my bed
willingly and eagerly. Mykkoin'sanaturd child -- we wouldn't have him any other way. You'reavery
good friend. | can see Vebinad Academy turns out consistently good work. | had thought maybe Janna



was an aberration -- that | had been lucky with her. Now | see how very much dike the two of you are.”

“Vebinad gartswith the finest raw materid,” Nyk replied. “Both would gtill be remarkable
women if neither had set foot insde that school.”

“I'm afraid theré's more, Chancellor,” Dayainterrupted.

Wygann continued to scan the document. He looked up a Nyk and Andra. “ Janna presented
Vadimastranscript at the HL committee. It's contents are being disputed by the Altian and Deltan
delegates. They're rebutting it point-by-point, and they've produced our news report of Vadimas coma.
They're asking how a comatose man could yield such an interrogation.”

“ S0, the transcript's been neutrdized.”

Wygann nodded. “It means we can't count on the HL for help. No matter -- | hadn't counted on
them in thefirst place. What does matter is-- Jannaand Mykkoin are out of harm'sway.”

8 -- The Intruder

Nyk sat in Jannas private office. He could see the moon hanging low in the western sky. Daya
walked in. “ Chancellor has offered you and Andrathe use of Princess's chamber. Wed like the paace
routine to be disrupted aslittle as possible by our ploy. Weve informed the persona guards of our
subterfuge, but the fewer that know the better.” Nyk turned and gazed out the window again. “ Of
course, the door adjoining the chamber to Chancellor'swill be locked.”

Nyk faced her and smiled. “ Daya, are you ever off duty?’

“I receive free time two days out of ten. It isan honor to be Princesss assstant. Do you require

anything?’
“No. How long do you think this Gamma:5 reception will last?’
“It should be wrapping up shortly.”

“I think you may cdll it anight, Daya” She snapped her head in acknowledgement, turned and
left. Nyk paced around the room.

The door did open and Andraentered. “I'm exhausted. All the concentration and watching
Mykko for cues.” She removed thetiara and began unpinning her hair.

Wygann entered the office. “Well done. Tomorrow should be alighter day.”



“What's on the schedul e for tomorrow?”’

“My press conference. Jannawas scheduled for some charity work, but that's been cancelled for
security reasons.” He stood and looked out the window. The moon had set and only the sweep of the
searchlight illuminated the courtyard below. “Nykkyo and Andra... If you'd like, you can have trangit off
thisworld viamy persona shuttle. It wouldn't be without risk. Vadima's transcript indicates Vellod has an
old deep-space shuttle, and severadl Deltan and Altian shuttles are at his digposal. We're assuming they're
amed.”

“Might he regard an attempt to take the princess offworld asasignal to begin an attack?’ Nyk
asked.

“Hemight. | believe you're safer in the paace. I'll be spending the afternoon tomorrow meeting
with our security planners. Perhaps by then well have a prognosis. Did Daya offer you Jannas
chamber?’

“Sheceatanly did.”

“Please comewith me.”

Nyk looked over Janna's bedchamber. The walls were draped with brocaded curtains. Ambient
light emanated from fixtures dripping with iridescent baubles.

“I recognize thisroom,” he said. * Janna answered my vidphone cal from here.” He approached
the wide, canopy bed, sat on it and bounced up and down. “It'll be quite an experience degpingina
princesss bed. | wonder if thisiswhere Mykkoin was conceived.”

“That | don't know,” Andrareplied. “I do know Janna and Mykko are devoted to each other.
Dayatdlsmethey deep together every night without fail.”

“ S0, no swapping bedpartners for them.”

“I wasn't invited to spend the night with elther of them,” shereplied.
“Were you expecting to?’

“Jannaand | used to make love at Vebinad.”

“I had surmised as much.”

“Their sort of fiddlity reminds me of Earth practices,” Andraobserved. She unclasped the buckle,
dipped out of the shield-belt and stepped into aprivate lavatory.

Nyk turned down the covers and did in. Andra stepped from the lavatory and lay beside him. He
rolled to face her and stroked her white eyebrows. “My kindred spirit and friend- for-life,” he said. He
leaned toward her and kissed her lips. Then he took her hand and placed it upon his chest.

She shook her head. “We shouldn't.”



“Y ou're not in the mood?’

“How would Sukiko fed?’

“Sheand | have talked about the differences between Earth and Floran attitudes.”

“Does she understand?’

“I don't know for sure.”

“Nykkyo, as much as| love you and want you, | want your happiness more. Y our happiness
depends upon aloving relationship with your Earth woman. Y ou and | dare not do anything to jeopardize
that.” She stroked his cheek. “1 spent time on Earth -- enough time to pick up abit of the language and
some of the customs. Some day, Sukiko will understand the Floran way -- and, she will do so with her

heart. Until then, we mustn't.”

“Of course, youreright.” Nyk dipped hisarm around her and she cuddled againgt him. “What if
something happensto ether of us and we're unable to reach that day?’

“If that's the path Degtiny istracing for us-- so beit.” She kissed his cheek. Well forever have
those daysin Sudd.”

Dayapinned Andra's hair back and handed her thetiara. “We must hurry -- the press conference
isabout to begin.”

Nyk followed Andraand Daya to the auditorium where they had heard the schoolchildren. A
pair of chairs had been set on the stage. The seats were filled. Wygann was standing on the stage behind
acurtan. “The conference will be broadcast colony-wide. I've ingtructed the cameraman not to dwell on
my consort, but to make it clear she'sby my sde.” He crooked hisarm and Andradid hersthrough. An
aide parted the curtains and the two stepped onto the stage.

Nyk stood beside Daya and watched the proceedings on avidisplay. The cameraheld amedium
shot on the two of them engaging in smal talk. Wygann patted Andras forearm and she looked ahead,
gtting straight with her hands folded in her |ap. The camerazoomed to atight shot of Wygann.

“The poisethey'retaught,” Nyk said. “It'samazing.”

“She'sso convincing,” Dayareplied. “I must keegp reminding mysdlf it's not Janna.”

Wygann began fielding questions from members of the audience. Theimagein the vidisplay cut
back and forth between the tight shot of Wygann and shots of the audience.

“Who's the one who seems to be trying to get Andra's attention?’ Nyk asked, gesturing toward a
disheveled-looking older man with long, unkempt grey hair.

“That's Zygon Velod.”
“That'sVdlod?You let himinto the paace?’

“Velod's till amember of the colonia senate, and acitizen of this colony. Until we can prove



he'sinvolved in something illegd, we can't touch him. He's been cautious not to do anything that can be
directly tied to himsdf. Even the threats he delivers are constructed so he can credibly deny them.”

“Atleast aslong ashe'sin the paace, an assault isunlikely.”

“That's some comfort, | guess.”

“Andrasignoring him. Was she briefed he might be here?’

“No. | think she knows ingtinctively how to ded with someone who'strying to be disruptive.”

“I've dways hated the finishing schools,” Nyk said. “1 had a poor opinion of theax'amfinen .
Now that | know Andra, | see how wrong | was.”

“| felt the same way. After Mykko won the chancellorhood and we heard he was looking for a
consort, | felt he was making abig mistake. Then, notices were posted that Janna needed an assistant. |
needed work, so | interviewed and was awarded the job. | fell in love with her dmost immediately. She's
strong but kind -- so beautiful and so gracious...”

Wygann took the last question. The image on the vidisplay cut to the colonia emblem. Nyk could
hear the hub-bub of the audience filing out of the hall.

“Mykko!” From his vantage behind the curtain, Nyk heard avoice. He stood close so he could
hear. “1 have aproposa for you.”

“What now, Zygon?’ he heard Wygann answer.

“A plebiscite! Turn the question over to the people.”

“Zygon, I'm not about to subject the population to another election.”
“You fear theresults”

“I know the outcome. There's no need to subject Lexa to the expense and inconvenience of an
election when the outcomeis clearly predictable. Weve aready had two eections on theissue.”

“But, not one with observers.”
“What do you mean?’

“Qutsde observersto monitor the fairness of the vote. We could enlist the services of impartia
third parties”

“Parties from where?’ Nyk heard Wygann ask.

“From wherever. I'm sure some other colonies would be more than happy to provide monitoring
teams.”

Nyk peeked through the curtains. Andrawas still seated with her handsin her 1ap. Wygann was
standing at the edge of the stage, bent over speaking with someone on the floor bel ow.



“Fair enough,” Wygann said. “WEell call another plebiscite.”
“I'll make arrangements for impartia observers”

“And, I'll make arrangements for observersto watch the observers,” Wygann replied. “To make
surethe watchers are asimpartia asthe eection will be. Now, Zygon, if you'll excuse us.”

Nyk watched as the old man turned and headed down the aide toward the door. Andra stood
and waked with Wygann through the curtains.

“Inaway, | wish hed try something,” Wygann said. “I1t would give us an excuse to detain him or
at least ban him from the palace.”

Nyk followed Andraand Daya as they headed back to the chancellor's quartersin the palace.
“I'll order lunch,” Dayasaid.

“I don't understand why Wygann doesn't asmply haul Vellodin,” Nyk said.

“Mykko's not amonarch,” Andrareplied. “This colony istill governed by the rule of law. One
reason the people are so solidly behind Mykko is his respect for their rights.”

Nyk looked out the dining room window. A dense fog was settling around the palace.

“Lookslikeaspdl of dirty westher.”

Nyk lay in Janna's bed with Andradeeping at hisside. He could hear her deep, regular
breathing. He closed his eyes and attempted to will himself to deep. A heavy rain pelted againgt the
floor-length windows. Images danced in Nyk's head. He wondered how Suki was doing on her digin
Turkey. He thought about Jannaand Mykkoin on Horan. Slowly he pushed intrusive thoughts aside and
began to empty hismind. He relaxed his body and modulated his breathing.

Something made a tap at the window. His eyes opened wide and hefdlt his heart jump. He heard
the sound again.

Nyk jumped up and in the dim light proceeded to the dresser. He found the drawer from which
Janna had withdrawn her handgun. He opened it, grasped the weapon and stood near the door, facing
the window with his hand on the ambient lighting actuator.

Thewindow cracked open and afigure dinked into the bedchamber. Nyk switched on the lights.
“Freezel” he commanded, pointing the handgun at the intruder. “ Freeze or | shoot.”

Theintruder shouted aword out the window and Nyk saw askimmer pull away. “Youll haveto
kill me,” theintruder said. He walked toward Nyk. “ Shoot me. Go ahead -- pressthetrigger.” Nyk
backed away from him until he was againgt thewall. “Do it -- pressthetrigger ... coward.”

Theintruder grasped the gun barrel, wrenched it from Nyk's hand and threw it onto the floor.
Andrasat up and screamed. She pressed her hand over the proximity pad beside the bed. The door to
the corridor opened and Daya stepped in. She saw the intruder and pressed an alarm button.

Guards, weapons drawn, began streaming into the room. The intruder attempted to make arun



for thewindow. One of the guards lunged and tackled him. Two other guards jumped on him.
“It appears an attempt to abduct you, Princess,” Daya said.  Everything's under control.”
The guards escorted the intruder down the corridor.
“Perhaps you should return to the guestroom for tonight,” Daya said.

Nyk picked up the handgun and replaced it in the dresser drawer. “It'sagood thing | couldn't

deep.

“Why didn't you shoot him?’ Andra asked.

“I couldn't. I didn't have the interlock key.”

Dayaled them to the guestroom Nyk had been using. “WEell post aguard. I'm sure the security
forceswill want to go over Princess's bedchamber with afine comb.” She sngpped her salute and |eft the
guestroom. Nyk did into bed.

Andrasnuggled againgt him. “ That wastoo close.”

Daya entered the dining room, picked up a breakfast cake and sat at the table. “What do we
know about last night?’ Nyk asked.

“We know someone dipped a skimmer past our perimeter guard. With the weather so bad, it
wasn't too difficult athing to do. Someone on the pal ace staff defeated the dlarm and jimmied the latch on
the bedchamber window so it could be pushed open from the outside. We're collecting physical evidence
to determine who the culprit might be. Until then, the private quarters are off-limitsto al except those
whoseloydty isunimpeachable”

“What of theintruder?” Andraasked. “Has he been interrogated?”’

“No. He'sdead.”

“A suicide?’ Nyk asked. “IsVelod desperate enough to send operatives on suicide missons?’

“It'seven moreintriguing. It appears our intruder had been ... equipped with amedica implant.
This particular drug hasthe property of interacting with truth drug -- with fatd results.”

“Velod hasinterrogation-proofed his operatives.”

“I wonder if he knew the purpose of theimplant,” Andraadded. “ This certainly demonsiratesto
what lengths our enemy iswillingto go.”

“Hewas armed with an injector loaded with a strong sedative,” Daya continued. “No doubt the
plan was to drug and abscond with the princess. Our security guards shot two more dead in Mykkoin's
nursery. Chancellor isvery distressed. His security chief has tendered hisresignation.”

Wygann entered the dining room. “I'm terribly sorry,” he said to Andra. “On the other hand, if
you had not had abed partner, you might bein Velod's hands right now.”



“What do you think he would've done once he redized Andrawasn't the princess?’ Nyk asked.

Wygann shook hishead. “I don't know. I'm ordering the palace closed. Therewill be no more
toursor live audiences. My experts are going over the bodies of the intruders looking for anything that'll
connect them to Vellod so we can move againgt him.”

“What weretheir IDS?’ Nyk asked.

“They'redl Altians,” Wygann replied. “I don't know how much stronger evidence we need of
inter-colonia colluson inthisaffair. | don't understand why the HL isso blind.” He handed Nyk a
handheld vidisplay. “ Thisisastatement from Velod. ‘Lexa chancelor refusesto hold monitored
eections.' It's utter rubbish.”

“What's on the agendafor today?’ Andra asked.

“Nothing. I'm meeting al day with my security chiefs.” Wygann bolted down a breskfast cake.
“We have re-established offworld communications -- on alimited bass. We have the palace vidisplays
back online. Therest of the colony is maintaining acommunications blackout.” He headed out of the
dining room.

Nyk sat e the vidisplay in his guestroom.

“All denigble,” Krontasaid. “1 agree with you and Jannathat, at the very least, Altiaisinvolved in
this. But, until someone does something that's undeniable, the HL won't commit the strike force.”

“Not even in defense of the lega and rightful government of one of the colonies? Certainly the
other colonid governments are uncomfortable with the notion of one colony working to destabilize
another.”

“They're even more uncomfortable with the notion of the HL intervening in colonid affairs”
Krontareplied. “Look, Nyk -- I've met with Jannaand | agree with you and with her. But -- we must
have undenigble evidence.”

“What about Janna's credentials?’

“The Altian and Ddltan delegates credentids are equally vaid. Its her word againgt theirs.”

“Then, what about the Altian agents who attempted to abduct Jannaand her child?’

“The fact someone was born on Altia doesn't make them an Altian agent. Again, it'stheissue of
deniability. Look, Nyk -- I'm asfrustrated in this as you are. My hands aretied. | want you and Andra
off that planet. | want both of you on the next packet if you haveto stand.”

“We can't. Wygann's ordered the planet sealed. He's closed the shuttleport and ordered the fleet
parked on the runways to prevent any craft from taking off or landing.”

“I'll work with Veskato find away to get you two off that colony.” The vidphone session went
dark.



The doorchime sounded. “Come,” Nyk said.
The door did open and Andrawalked in. “Nothing to do but wait,” she said.
“I hate being cooped up.”

“Wygann doesn't even want uswalking in the courtyard,” she said. “He's afraid one of the
perimeter guards might get trigger-happy.” She dipped off the belt-shield. “Let's get ready for bed.”

“After last night, I'll fed more comfortable degping in my clothes.” He stretched out on the bed
and laced hisfingers behind his head.

Andralay beside him and kissed his cheek. “Being together takes some of the sting out of
confinement, doesn't it?’

Nyk extinguished the ambient lights. He closed his eyes and relaxed.
His dumber was shattered by aloud explosion. Andra sat up. “What's happening?’
“Velod's assault, no doubt.”

Klaxons were sounding and Nyk heard shouting and more explosions. The guard opened the
door. “Quickly,” he said. “Into the bunker.”

Nyk pulled on apair of shoes. Andra headed out the door.

“Wait! The bt -- don't forget the belt!”

Andra snatched the belt-shield and buckled it around hersalf. Nyk followed the guard down
severd flights of gairs, into the basement of the paace and through atunnel. The tunnel opened into a
low room of polymer concrete. Dull thuds of explosions could be fdlt through the bunker.

Wygann was pacing in his dressng-gown. “Our worst fears have materidized,” he said. He
looked at Andra. “ Assoon asit can be arranged | want the two of you off planet. The last thing we need
isfor Velod to clam we're being hel ped by the homeworld -- or the ExoAgency.” Wygann turned his
back to them. “The Lexaese are astrong people. The truth will win, eventualy.” He turned again and
faced Nyk. “Eventually the HL and the whole hegemony will know what's happened here, and who the
perpetrators are. The other colonieswill not stand for this.”

One of Wygann's aides stepped to him. “ The shuttle's ready, Chancdllor.”

“Nykkyo, Andra-- you have my thanks. My wife and son are out of harm'sway. May you have
asafejourney.”

One of the guards handed Nyk a pair of handguns. He handed one to Andra.
She snapped open aclip on the sde. “It hangs on your belt, thus.”

“Let'shurry,” the aide said and led them into another tunndl. “ They're using artillery to breach the
outer wal. Thistunnd leadsto the paace landing strip.”



Nyk ran down the tunnd, hearing and feling more thuds as rounds hit.

The aideled them up aset of steps onto a polymer concrete apron. The chancellor's shuttle sat
with its hatch open. Nyk climbed in and gave Andraahand. He pointed toward the palace. The structure
had sustained heavy damage and fires burned in severd areas. A thick black smoke hung over the
complex. Lexa ese guards stood on the perimeter wal firing on their assailants.

The shuttle's hatch snapped shut. Nyk took a seat in the forward cabin. A woman in ablue

jumpsuit sat behind the controls. “I'm Nayva,” she said. “Whereto? | should warn you, were apt to be
followed.”

“To Foran,” Nyk replied. We might aswell take this right to the HL's back door.”

“ToHoranitis,” Nayvasaid and began the launch sequence.

9 -- Marooned

The shuttle nosed up and shot skyward. Nyk looked down on the paace. Outside he could see
troops with assault rifles using groundcars for cover, shooting up at the palace guards. Behind them a
group of men were dropping roundsinto amortar. “Well, now we know for sure where those Earth
weapons ended up,” he said.

“| can't believe Zander could supply so much,” Andrareplied.

“Hedidn't. I'm sure the Earth materia served as patterns for manufacture el sewhere. Perhaps
that'swhere T-Deltacomesin.”

The shuttle rose out of the Lexalese atmosphere and into a parking orbit. “We have company,”
Nayva said. She pointed to asensor display on the control panel. “They're coming in close -- no doubt
to prevent usjumping.”

“Can you evade them?’

“I'll try. 1 can't get jump coordinates without fixing our starting point... I'm assuming they're
armed.” She pulled the shuttle's unistick and flew a corkscrew maneuver. The other shuttle fell back.

“Okay, now let'sjump... come on, compuiter... there -- hold on!” She moved her hand to the
jump actuator when a proximity darm sounded. “Let'stry it again...” She began more evasve maneuvers.

“It lookslike they're trying to target us broadsides,” Andrasaid, looking out the viewport.



“I'm presenting aminimum cross-section,” Nayvareplied. Sherolled the craft.

Nyk looked out the viewport. He saw amuzzle flash and heard the sound of something striking
the shuttle.

“That was close,” Nayvasaid. Sherolled the shuttle again and pitched the nose upward. The
pursuing craft closed in. More rounds struck the shuttle.

Nayva pushed the stick forward and dove toward the planet. The shuttle was spinning and the
blue planet swung around in the forward viewports. She pulled the stick back and brought them around
behind the enemy shuttle. “L et them think werearmed,” she said. “It'san Altian shuittle.”

“How much more evidence do we need than this?’

The Altian craft executed atight turn and came toward their port side. Nyk saw amuzzle flash
and heard apop and a hiss.

“They've hit aviewport! Were losng aamosphere.”

Nayva pressed a control and the warp-jump shutters closed. “ That'll dow it down. We don't
dare adeep space trangit with that damage. WEl have to set down and effect repairs.”

“Canyou repair that?’

She put the vessal onto autopilot and stepped back to examine the damage. “Y es, we can sedl
that. I1t's no worse than a meteoriteimpact.” She returned to the cockpit and began a reentry maneuver.

Nyk heard more rounds strike the shuttle. “Werelosing power in the number one cell,” Nayva
said. “We've no choice but to set down, now.”

“Where can we go?’
“Under the circumstances, we can't afford to be fussy.”

The shuttle headed into athick cloud cover. The craft broke through and awhite continent
stretched before them. “Brace yoursaves ... I'm diverting al power to theinertial sink.”

The shuttle landed hard, belly first on a hilltop. Nayva popped open the hatch. * Quick, the power
cellsmay be damaged enough to blow.”

Nyk helped Andra out. Nayva grabbed a pouch, dipped the strap over her head and jumped
down. They ran for cover behind aboulder. The shuttle exploded, sending pieces of debrisflying over
their heads.

“What'sthat?’ Nyk asked, pointing to the pouch.

“Surviva kit. Were going to need it.”

“Where arewe?’ asked Andra.

“Southern continent. It's uninhabited -- uninhabitable.”



“It'l be dark soon,” Nyk said looking at the blue sun hanging low in the sky. “We must find some
shelter. How about over there?’ He pointed to arock outcropping. A large, flat overhanging stone
formed aroof over an acove. “Maybe we can build afire.”

Nyk led the two women across the rocky terrain toward the outcropping, pushing hisway
through the shoulder-high brush.

Andrastopped. “Isthere aknifein that kit?’ she asked.

Nayva opened the kit and withdrew afolding knife. Andratook it and began hacking off her
gown above her knees.

“Youll becold,” Nyk sad.
“I can't maneuver in thisthing.” Shefolded the cloth and tucked it into the pouch.

The sound of agrowl came from athicket. “ There may be some large carnivoresinhabiting this
region,” Nayvasaid.

“Perhaps afirewill keep them at bay,” Nyk replied.

Nyk stepped up to the natural acove. “ Thisll do. Let's start gathering firewood.” Nayvaand
Andrafanned out from him and began collecting bits and pieces of dead trees and vegetation.

“Dusk,” Nyk said. “It's getting cold.” Helooked at the pile of firewood the three of them had
gathered. “1 hope that's enough.” He made a pile of dried vegetation and placed some smaller twigson
top. “Isthere anything in that pouch to Sart afire?’

Nayva began rifling through the pouch. She shook her head.

Nyk took two sticks and began rubbing them together. Andralaughed. “Do you redly think
that'll work?’

“Do you have a better idea?’

Andrafound aflat rock and dipped it under the pile of kindling. She unclipped the handgun from
her belt. “ Stand back.” She pointed the handgun at the pile and pressed the trigger. It discharged with a
dull poomph, its pellet shattering the rock, showering the tinder with sparks. Tiny flamesflickered up.

Nyk knelt and fanned thefire. Soon the twigsignited and hefed larger sticks and logs onto the
blaze. “It's getting dark. Well take turnstending thefire. I'll go first.”

Nayvatook the piece of fabric from the pouch and used it as a blanket. She and Andraheld
each other. Nyk crouched by thefire. He could see large forms moving in the background, their shadows
thrown large onto the trees of the woods beyond.

Dawn came. Nyk was shivering and holding onto Nayvafor warmth. Andrakndlt by thefire. He
sat up. “ That pile of firewood looked so large last night.”

“Well need better shdter than this,” Andrasaid. “And, well need somefood.”



Nayvasat up. “Tel us about the southern continent,” Nyk said.

“It'sonebig glacier. Were in the piedmont.” She pointed toward awhite mass stretching to the
vanishing point. “The piedmont's too smal and too rugged -- that'swhy it's never been colonized.”

“Whenwas Lexd settled?’
“About two hundred years ago.”

“Wed better gather some more fuel,” Nyk said and headed toward the scrubby woods. He
began carrying sticks and placing them on the fire. Nayva carried an armload and dumped them on the

pile

Andrapicked up her handgun. A six-legged creature was approaching, creeping toward them.
Shelowered the handgun and fired. The animal yelped, began to run and fell over.

“Why did you do that?’ Nyk asked.

“We need food. That isfood.”

“How do you know it's edible?’

“Iflagexeva isedible, I'm surethisis, aso.”

“Youvetriedlagexeva 7’ Nayvaasked. “ Y ou're braver than | thought.”

Nyk helped Andradrag the carcass toward the alcove. “Hand methat knife,” she said. Nayva
dipped it from the pouch.

Andradit open the carcass and eviscerated it. Nyk fed some sticksto thefire, and soon the
carcass was roasting. The flames burned its feathery coat, filling the air with an acrid smoke.

“How did you know to do that?’ Nyk asked.
“| was on Earth long enough to see a deer dressed from the hunt.”
“Youll haveto tell me about your Earth adventure sometime.”

“We should fill our bellies” Andrasaid. “No telling when wéll est again.” Sheripped off one of
the six legs, peded off charred skin with the knife and handed it to Nyk.

Hetook abite. The meat was sweet, with a hint of the camphorous note he had tasted before.
“Thisisntbad at dl.”

“Force yoursdlf to eat al you can hold,” Andrasaid. “ Then, eat some more. The best placeto
carry food isin your somach.”

“I need some water,” Nayva said.

“I encountered astream over there,” Nyk pointed. Nayva stood and walked in that direction.



Andraran her hand dong her somach. “I've never been so full.”
“We should rest abit,” Nyk said. “Then, let'slook for better shelter.”

Andra began cutting chunks of flesh from the carcass and impaing them onto sticks. “Maybe we
can cary somefood likethis.”

Nyk picked up Nayva's pouch. “Let's seewhat seisin here... healing sdve... broad- spectrum
bioagent... communicator... binoculars... lamp.” He picked up the communicator. “Nothing. It must be
short-range and were too far from the comm net.” Nyk took the binoculars and began scanning the
rugged countryside. He pointed. “Up there -- a cave. Maybe that will be better shelter, and maybethe
eevaion will bring usinto communicationsrange.”

Nayvareturned. Nyk pointed toward the cave. “We're heading up there. If we get started now,
maybe we can be there by nightfal.”

Dusk fdll and Nyk cuddled with Andraand Nayva for warmth. The three had collected alarge
pile of firewood and had started another fire by the mouth of the cave. They ate more of the meat Andra
had impaled on the sticks. “WEéll take turnstending the fireagain,” Nyk said.

“I'll gofirg thistime,” Nayvareplied.

“Thewarmth fedlsgood,” Andrasaid. “ There's something oddly romantic about having an entire
continent to oursalves.”

Nyk took the portable lamp from the pouch and switched it on. “I wonder how far back this
cave goes. He swung its beam around in the darkness. “ There's another room behind thisone. It'satight
squeeze. Oh! My goodness!”

Nyk flashed the light around the rear chamber of the cave. On the walls were picturesand

characters. Againgt the back wall was an atar, and on it was a crude clay mode of a spacecraft.
Surrounding it were bits of charred wood.

Andraand Nayva squeezed into the rear chamber. “I don't recognize that writing,” Nayva said.

“I do,” Nyk replied. “It's Esperanto, written in the ancient Roman characters. Nyk pointed to a
section of thetext, illustrated by apair of circlesand lines. He began trandating, “In the year 154 After
PlanetFall, we under the leadership of Midoro Kyhanatook leave of Planet Floran...”

“How can you read that?’ Nayva asked.

“It'sthelanguage of the origind Floran settlers,” Nyk replied. “ The language of thefailed
Centauri mission. | taught it to myself so | could trandate Koichi Kyhanasjournd.”

“Who's Midoro Kyhana?” Andra asked.
“I don't know. An ancestor, no doubt, but not one | recdl from the family genealogy.” Nyk

continued to read the text. “It says here Midoro was among the crew of one of thefirst interstdlar vessels
built after PlanetFall -- in the year 154. | hadn't redlized we were engaged in interstellar travel so soon



after the founding. I'd dways heard the first successful interstellar expedition was 342 APF.”

“Perhaps the operative word hereis successful,” Andrasaid.

Nyk continued reading. “Midoro was amember of agroup wanting to bresk free from the main
colony and form another. He was unhappy with the leadership on Foran. He and his band insinuated
themsdvesinto the crew of this vessel and commandeered it onitsmaiden flight. I'll bet asfar asthe

homeworld knew, the misson waslog.”

“And that assumption pushed back the interstdlar travel program amost two hundred years,”
Andrasad.

“They sdlected thisworld upon which to build acolony,” Nyk added.
“A colony that failed,” Nayvasaid. “Lexa was uninhabited when colonized.”

Nyk pointed to the text. “ They called thisworld Abo. Thistext, these drawings have survived
here for over sixty-five hundred Floran years.”

“Thisisan amazing find,” Andrasaid.

Nyk shone the light onto the clay model of the spacecraft. “ Thisiswhat their vessel [ooked like.”
He picked up astick of charred wood and sniffed it. “ Some sort of incense. This must've been a sacred
place for them.” He handed the stick to Nayva.

“Itsmdlsso fresh.”

“The cave's moisture preserved it. Look -- the clay's till soft. | can see the sculptor's
fingerprints. | wonder how long the Abo colony thrived.” He swung his lamp around to another section of
thewall. “Look herel” He pointed to the Kyhana crest -- the threekatakana charactersin acircle.
“Once were out of here, we must report this find to the Floran museum.”

“If we get out of here,” Nayvareplied.

“We must be careful not to disturb any of it.” Nyk replaced the charred stick onto the dtar.

He squeezed through the passageway into the front chamber. Nayva stoked thefire. “It's actudly
quite comfortablein here, now,” she said.

“Let'sseeif we can get some deep.” Andracuddled againgt him.

Dawn'slight streamed into the cave. Nyk looked behind him at Nayvaand Andra, degping in an
embrace. Hefed gticksinto the fire. Then he picked up the communicator and climbed to the summit of
the hill and attempted to make contact.

He returned to the cave. “ Any luck?’ Andraasked.
“No.” Nyk grabbed the last stick impaled with meat and began hesting it over thefire. Andra

arox. “I must relieve mysdf,” shesaid. “I'll be back inamoment.” She headed toward a clump of
bushes.



“No red need for modesty,” Nyk called after her. “Weredl onefamily, now.”

Nayva arose and rubbed her eyes. Shelooked at the communicator. “ Any luck?’

“No. I'll keep trying.”

“I wonder what the situation's like in the capitd .”

Andrareturned. “Y ou know, | thought | saw smoke coming from the woods down the dope.”
“Where?” Nyk followed her, carrying the binoculars.

She pointed. “ Over there.”

Nyk lifted the lenses and peered. “1 don't see anything -- perhaps it was some morning mist.”
“I swear it looked like smoke.”

“Maybe our pursuers have struck acamp,” Nyk said.

“Wouldn't they more likely be hunting us from skimmers?’

Nyk shrugged. “Lets have breskfast. Later today we can go on ahunt for some more food.

Nyk banked ashes around the cods of their campfire. “ That should keep it while we go forage
for somedinner.”

“Ligen,” Andrasaid. “ Something's coming.”
“Maybe dinner's coming to us,” Nyk replied.
Andralifted her pistol. Shetook a position behind arock.

The approaching sounds grew louder. Nyk could hear twigs breaking underfoot, a
crunch-crunch-crunch sound of something walking unevenly. He heard humming -- hmmm-hm-
hmmmmm, hmmm-hm-hmmmmm...”

Andrastood and aimed the pistol, then pointed it to the sky. Nyk looked a an old man with a
long, grey beard approaching with the aid of awalking stick. He was wearing a cloak made of afeathery
pelt as on the creature they had daughtered. The man stopped short, his eyes wide and hisjaw agape.
He spoke in alanguage Nyk couldn't comprehend. Andraand Nayvalooked at each other.

The man spoke again. He repested it athird time, speaking dowly and enunciating each word.
Nyk began to perceive the meaning.Who are you? Why have you defiled our sacred place ?

Nyk concentrated, formulating aresponse in Esperanto. “I am Nykkyo Kyhana.” He picked up
adtick, drew acircle and each of thekatakana characters of the Kyhana crest. “Ky-Ha-Na.” The old
man backed away. “In the year 154 After PlanetFall, we under the leadership of Midoro Kyhanatook
leave of Planet Floran,” Nyk recited. “ Areyou of Abo?’



“I am Kyto,” the man replied. “1 have cometo fetch medicine.”

“What's he saying? Andra asked.

“Hée's speaking Esperanto,” Nyk replied. “His nameisKyto and he's here to fetch medicine.”
“It'sagood thing you know the language,” Nayvasaid.

“Thisismy first experience spesking it -- I've only read it before.”

“I think we know how long the Abo colony lasted,” Andrareplied. “I thought this planet was
uninhabited when colonized.”

“Isit possible two colonies exist here -- and neither knows of the existence of the other?’

Nyk opened hisarms. “We arefriends,” he said in Esperanto, “from Floran.” He pointed toward
the back of the cave. “Our ... vessd ...”

“Fying machine,” Kyto replied.

“Yes” Nyk dammed hisfist into hispam. “Crashed.” He pointed skyward. “Home. We must go
home”

Kyto shook hishead. “1 cannot help you.” The old man climbed the hill above the cave. He
began plucking blossoms from agroundvine.

Nyk watched as he carried the blossomsinto the rear chamber of the cave. He placed some
vegetation litter on the atar, then removed a pair of stones and struck them together. The tinder caught a
gpark. He fanned the flame with his breath and ignited a stick of incense,

He placed the incense in his mouth and inhaed the smoke, then blew it onto the blossoms.
Findly, he lay theincense stick on the dter and stepped to the cave entrance.

Nyk opened the survival pouch and retrieved the folding knife. “Kyto, for you.” He pulled the
knife open and handed the handle to the old man.

Kyto examined the blade and smiled. “ Thisisgood -- very good.” He regarded them. *Y ou look
like good people. Comewith meand I'll try to help.” He folded the knife and led them down the hill.

10 -- Kyto



Kyto looked at Andra. “The white one must be cold. He removed his cloak. Underneath he was
wearing a hide shirt. He handed the cloak to Andra.

“Denke,” shesaid.

The old man smiled and gestured toward the forest. He pushed aside brush with his stick.

“Fireplant, very poisonous,” Kyto said and pointed to a shrub with long thorns and leavestinged
with red. He noticed avine, stooped to strip leaves from it and stuffed them into a hide pouch. Then he
motioned them onward with his Saff.

By mid-afternoon Kyto had arrived at the edge of the woods. Nyk followed him through the
trees. The vegetation became more dense. Nyk could hear sounds of human life ahead -- talking and
childrenlaughing.

Kyto parted the vegetation with his stick. Ahead lay a stockade of poles about two metres high.
Hefollowed the old man around the stockade to an open gate. Ingde was avillage comprising clusters of
huts made of woven sticks. A largefire burned in the center of the village. A lodge, dso of woven sticks,
sat adjacent to thefire.

A group of women sat around thefire, nuraing infants. Smal children ran and played. Some older
women chatted asthey dressed a carcass for the fire. Men worked at crafts on benches outside the huts.

Kyto motioned to a hut near the lodge. “Please, wait in there.” Nyk gestured to Nayva and
Andraand they al stepped into the hut. Nyk stood by the doorway and saw Kyto engaging in alively
conversation with another, middle-aged man.

“That must bethe chieftain,” Nyk said. “No doubt, they're discussing our fate.”

“What do you think they'll do with us?’ Nayva asked.

“I don't think these are dangerous people. | don't see any weapons -- no spears, bows and
arrows.” Helooked at the faces on the women and children. “Interesting physica characteristics. They
look Asian, but with blond hair, blue eyesand light skin.”

“How many accompanied Midoro?’ Andraasked.

“I don't know. | didn't read the entire story on the wall of that cave.”

“For some reason, this settlement never hit critical mass like the Floran colony™, Andra observed.
“They look to bein decline”

“Perhapsthere are more villages,” Nyk replied. “I wonder how they were overlooked during the
scouting missons. Life-form scanning should've picked them up.”

“These people appear not to have any advanced technology,” Nayvasaid. “ Perhapsthe
assumption was they were native animals. This planet has awell-evolved fauna.”

“Aswevetasted,” Andraadded.



Kyto entered the hut. He motioned to Nyk to follow him. Andra and Nayva stood, but Kyto
gestured with his Seff.

“You'd better wait here.” Nyk followed the old man into the lodge. Lying on afeather fur on a
dab was aboy. He was naked and appeared to be in discomfort. Kyto and the chief continued their
heated discusson. Their speech wasrapid and laced with unfamiliar words.

The chief made a gesture, turned and | eft the lodge. Kyto bowed, walked to Nyk and gestured
him outside the lodge.

Nyk returned to the hut. “Kyto istheir medicine-man. Insde thelodgeisavery sick boy, in my
estimate about fifteen Floran years old. From what | gather he's the son of the chief. Kyto believesthe
boy has appendicitis, and held like to remove his appendix.”

“Hecan do that?’ Nayva asked.

“He could, assuming he had a sharp knife. Unfortunatdy, hisknife broke. The village smith will
fabricate anew one, but he must gather raw materials -- atwo day trek into the hills. Kyto hastold the
chief his son's prognosisis poor, but he went up the hill to gather some herbs to make medicine that might
hep him.”

“When you gave him our knife...” Nayvasad.

“Heviewed it asagift from Destiny. The chief isnot so happy to see outsidersin hisvillage,
though. Kyto has convinced the chief to permit him to operate. If the boy recovers, it'sasign from
Dedtiny. If not -- well, that's another sign. The chief wants me there during the procedure -- to remind
Kyto of the stakes.”

“What about us?” Andra asked.

“Thisisapatriarcha society,” Nyk replied. “I'm afraid females are not welcomefor the
procedure.”

“When does he begin?’ Nayvaasked.
“As s00n as he gathers the requisite materids.”

A village woman entered the hut carrying three bark trays loaded with meat cutlets and some
stringy, dark-green vegetables. Nyk accepted the trays and passed them to Nayvaand Andra.

Kyto appeared in the doorway. He motioned for Nyk to follow him. Insde the lodge a number
of other men sat on benches near the boy. “ Sit there,” Kyto said and gestured toward the corner. The
chief sat near him, holding ametre-long staff in hislap.

The old man approached afire burning in an earthenware brazier and placed adtick into it. The
splint ignited. He carried it to the boy, blew out the flame and pressed the glowing end against his bicep.
The boy winced and ablister raised on his arm. Kyto repeated the procedure twice.

Kyto withdrew a smal earthen jug. The men on the bench averted their eyes. He took the folding
knife, snapped it open and punctured the three blisters. Then, the old man reached into the jug with a



swab and daubed athick liquid onto the three wounds. He replaced the jug and motioned to the men on
the bench. They approached the boy, rolled him onto hisside and held his head.

The boy began panting. Kyto approached him with abasin hewn from apiece of log. He stroked
the boy's hair and spoke to him softly. The boy began vomiting. He gasped once and was limp. The men
rolled him onto hisback and stood at hisfest.

Kyto used the knife to make an incision in the boy's abdomen. He motioned to one of the men,
who dipped hisfingersinto the wound. The medicine man cut through layers of muscle to expose the
viscera. Another man lent hisfingersto keep the tissues retracted.

Nyk craned his neck to see past Kyto. He saw the old man drop something onto a bark tray,
and take what appeared to be a bone needle and some filament from akit.

Another man placed adressing of fiber wool onto theincision, covered it with apiece of hide and
held it in place. Kyto packed hisimplements, approached Nyk and smiled. The chief stood and went to
the boy. Nyk could see his deep, regular breathing.

Nyk returned to the hut. “ It was remarkable,” he said and described the surgery. “Kyto has
excdlent knowledge of human physiology and anatomy. Histools may be primitive, but he'savery wise

“Will the boy survive?’

“ Assuming he recoversfrom the anesthesia, | think he will.”

Dawn awoke Nyk and he dipped from under hisfeather-pelt blanket. He picked up the surviva
kit, stepped from the hut and looked into the lodge. Kyto was conferring with the boy, who was propped
up on the dab. The old man headed toward the rear of the lodge.

Nyk followed him into aworkroom. An earthenware cauldron sat on afire pit. A young woman
stood at arough-hewn bench sorting stems of herbs and tying them into bundles. She looked up at Kyto.
He gestured with his staff and she hustled from the workroom.

“How isthe boy?’ Nyk asked in Esperanto.
Kyto looked Nyk over. “Y ou are outsiders. Where are you from?’

“From the colony on the other continent,” Nyk replied. “ Are you aware you share thisworld with
others?’

“We see craft flying over from time to time. We surmiseit's outsders. Whether from thisworld
or another is of no concernto us.” Kyto opened a basket and removed an object. “Thisisapiece of a
craft that crashed here a generation ago -- there were no survivors. | was ayouth at thetime. | recognize
your clothes and those of the brown-haired woman. I've never seen awoman the likes of the white one.”
He returned the object to the basket. “How isit you speak our tongue and the women don't? Do your
women speek adifferent language than the men?’

“No. I learned your language in order to trandate Koichi Kyhanasjournal.”



“So you can read the old words?” Kyto picked up ajug and beckoned Nyk to follow him back
into the lodge. He opened the jug and removed a stick saturated with liquid. The boy opened his mouth
and Kyto inserted the stick.

“How ishedoing?’

“Hesdoing wel,” Kyto replied. “He must remain here until hiswound closes. | will apply afresh
dressng.”

Nyk opened the surviva kit and withdrew the bottle of hedling sdve. “ Put some of thisoniit.”

Kyto eyed him and dropped the salve onto the incision. The boy winced and grimaced. The
wound began to close. Kyto closed the bottle and began to hand it back to Nyk. “Also for you, my
friend.”

“Comewith me” Kyto said. Nyk followed him into his hut near the lodge. “ Our chief will keep
to hisbargain. Y ou and your friends may lodge here, and well attempt to aid you. Thereslittle we can
do to return you to your world.”

“Kyto, how many liveinthisvillage?’

“About two hundred men and women.”

“Arethere other villages?”’

The old man shook his head. “ Two generations ago, the last remaining villages merged into this
one. In not too many more generations there will be no more Abo.”

“Why the stockade? Y ou have no enemies.”

“To protect usfrom the night stalkers.”

“Predators?’ Nyk asked.

“Yes. Onceinawhilean infant or child gets carried off. The stockade permits usto deep easily.”
“Why did your people sttle here?’

Kyto opened adoor on a cabinet constructed of the same woven gticks as the huts. He withdrew
abook and handed it to Nyk. “Y ou can read the old words. That isa skill lost to us.”

Nyk opened the book and saw pages of polysheets filled with handwriting in Roman characters.
Heredlized it was ajournal kept by Midoro Kyhana. Nyk read out loud. We have made planetfall on a
world we shall call Abo. This planet possesses two continents -- a northern and a southern. From
our exploration, it appears the southern continent is the more hospitable .

Helooked up. “ This continent was once alush paradise?’

Kyto nodded. “Over the generations the glacier grew and pushed usto the shore. Only inthe
past two generations hasit shown signs of receding.”



Nyk flipped through the journd. “ That cave where we camped -- where you found us. Y ou put
those marks on thewall, didn't you.”

Kyto nodded. “That was many years ago, when we built this village. We needed a sacred place
nearby.”

“Y ou copied the words from this book.” The old man nodded again. “No wonder it al looked so
fresh. Do you know what these words mean?’

Kyto shook his head. “No. | know of the words. 'In the year 154 After PlanetFall, we under the
leadership of Midoro Kyhanatook leave of Planet Floran..." | know that.”

Nyk read more of the journal. He learned Midoro eschewed technology and desired an agrarian
paradise where men and women could live smply, off theland. Midoro believed reliance on technology
would doom the settlement on Floran.

“Do you know what became of the Floran settlement?’ Nyk asked.

Kyto shook his head. “No. | know when Midoro |eft the colony wasin decline and he believed
founding a new settlement wasthe only hope.”

“Kyto, the Floran hegemony now boasts a population of nearly twenty-four billion, inhabiting
more than a dozen planets.”

“Twenty-four billion?| can't fathom such anumber.”

“Would you liketo rgjoin the FHorans?’

Kyto shook his head again. “Thisisthe path Destiny traced for us, Nykkyo.”

“Maybe that path leads you to reunification.”

“Maybe... someday.”

“As some day Floran may reunite with Earth.”

“It doeslittle good to speculate on such so far in the future,” Kyto replied. “Welivein the now --
and now, tonight, we will have acelebration. Y lak -- that's the boy's name -- will emerge from the lodge
hedled. Y ou and your friends are welcome at that event.”

“What was that substance you used to sedate him?’

“It'sthe venom of a sea-dwelling creature, and it must be used with greeat care. Too little and he
feelsthe knife. Too much and he never wakes. We use the venom for rituals, and for this. Once, we used
it to execute prisoners.”

“Execute prisoners?’

“In the days when there were more villages. Once in awhile, amember of one village would
make mischief on another. Wed use the venom in that case. It's been generations since that was

necessary.”



“Kyto, who will hedl these people after you... after you're unable?’

“Ylak desiresto be my apprentice. He's not quite of age. | am fond of him, Nykkyo, and I'm
happy he's recovered.” Nyk handed the journa to Kyto. “No. It isyours, now. | can't read it; neither can
anyonein the village. The marks on that page benefit none of us.”

Nyk nodded and headed for his hut.

“When will we be permitted to show our faces?” Andra asked.

“Quite achange from princess, isn't it? Y ou may fed freeto join the women -- in women's
work.” He picked up the communicator. “Let's seeif we can get anywhere with this...” He activated it. “|
havealock! Let metry sending adistresssignd...” He pressed controls on the gadget. “1'm receiving an
acknowledgement ... logt it.”

“Maybe someone heard us,” Nayva said.

Nyk sat beside Andraand Nayva around the communal fire outside the door of the lodge.
Members of the village joined them. The villagers began chanting. Kyto stepped through the door of the
lodge. He motioned with his staff and Y lak stepped through the door wearing afeather-pelt robe. The
villagers cheered.

Y oung women began passing bark trays of food to those assembled. Nyk popped chunks of
meat and pieces of vegetable into his mouth. The villagers broke into song.

A young woman approached Nyk. “May | sit with you?’ she asked. Nyk moved aside. “My
nameisVipsa”

“I'm Nykkyo.”

“Y ou're one of the newcomers. Welcometo our village.” Vipsarested her tray on her lap and
began eating her med. Nyk regarded her. Her features reminded him of Suki and Y asuko -- she had high
cheekbones, an ova face and full lips. Her eyes exhibited Suki's pronounced epicanthic fold. But the
smilarity stopped there -- Vipsas hair was strawberry blond and she wore it braided in cornrows. Her
eyeswere brilliant blue. She had a peach complexion and freckles. Nyk thought she looked to be about
Dyppas age -- fifteen or so Earth years.

“Y ou were the one in Kyto'sworkshop,” Nyk said.

“Yes. Oneof my choresisto assst him. | bundle his herbs and clean his crockery.”

“Is heteaching you the heding ways?’

She shook her head. “No. The healing arts can't be learned by astupid girl. | do know the herbs
aswell as anyone -- which ones ease fever and soothe the stomach.”

The villagers began moving opposite the door to the lodge. “What's going on?’ Nyk asked.

“Bek, the story-teller will be here,” she said. “Here he comes.”



The story-teller stood by the lodge entrance. He began to relate atae of along-ago battle
between two peoples on another world -- of kings, heroes and beautiful women; of monsters and
supernatural beings; of valor and treachery. Nyk began to trand ate Bek's Esperanto intoLingwafloran
for Nayvaand Andra.

“I think I'll go to bed,” Andrawhispered.
“Don't you want to hear this?’

“I dready know how it ends -- the Trojanslose.” Andra beckoned Nayva and they headed
toward their hut.

Nyk felt Vipsalean against him. He glanced at her -- her eyes were transfixed on Bek.

Bek finished the night'sinstallment of the story. The women stood and started toward their huts.
“Good night, Nykkyo,” Vipsasaid to him.

“Areyou tired, too?’ Nyk asked.
“It'smen'stime, now, and the women must go to their huts.”
“Then, good night Vipsa.”

Kyto eyed the women as they retired to various corners of the village. Then he produced a pipe
about haf ametrelong with a cup carved near one end. He filled the cup with afindy-divided powder
and handed it to the chief, who placed it to hislipsand inhaled sharply.

The old man passed the pipe around to each of the men, reloading it with the powder. Nyk took
it, placed it to hislipsand inhded. He could fed aburning in hislungs asthe finely divided powder filled
them. He began coughing and gasping.

His breath began to return. Nyk sat, transfixed by the flamesin the communal fire. He noticed
movement around the periphery of hisvison; but when he glanced in that direction the movement was
gone. Then, aflamelegpt up and became a dancing, writhing serpent. Other flames transmogrified into
many legged animas. A sense of warmth and community filled him as he watched the fire-beings act out a
drama -- the serpents were vanquished and bird-like creatures took wing and flew overhead.

Morning came. Nyk felt asif his head were stuffed with sponge. “How are you this morning?”
Andra asked.

Hegroaned. “If everyonefedslikethis, therell belittlework donein the village thismorning.”

“It appears most of the work is done by the women,” Nayva said. “ They're sent to bed early
without benefit of ... whatever that wasyou indulged in.”

“Kyto tellsmetoday isaceremonial hunt, to celebrate Ylak's recovery. With luck, tonight we eat
wdl.”

“Areyou participating in the hunt?” Andra asked.



“I suppose | must, to bond with the men of thevillage.”
Kyto appeared at the door and gestured to Nyk.
“What wasin that pipelast night?” Nyk asked.

“Intheforest grows aspecid plant, onethat has no color. It produces afruit, which we can egt.
If thefruit isleft to mature, it splitsand fillsthe air with acloud of dust.”

“Spores,” Nyk said. “Y ou inhale the spores.”

“We collect the fruit before it opensand dry it by the fire. The resulting dust opensthe gateway
to the spirit world. Did you see the spirits of the forest last night?’

“I saw hdlucinations. Kyto, do you believe spirits exist dongs de humans?’

The old man regarded him. “Of course not. The dust releases something in the subconscious --
something we dl share. It promotes a sense of community.”

“Thevillagersbelievein spirits?’
“They wish to believe. They need to believe.”
“Don't you fed badly telling them thingsthat aren't true?’

“Comehere,” Kyto said and led Nyk into his workshop. “When I'm not collecting plants or
making potions, | spoend my time reading and writing.”

“I thought you said you couldn't read.”

“I can't read the old words.” The old man climbed a stepstool and took down a staff from arack
under the workshop roof. “I'll imagine you can't read this.” Nyk regarded the staff. It was covered with
symbolsthe likes of which he had never seen. “ Thisisthe formulafor an herba remedy for diabetes.” He
replaced the staff. “ That was written by my predecessor, eight generations ago.

“We smplify for the benefit of the villagers, who need answers to how the world operates.
Come, the hunters are gathering.” Kyto gestured with his staff toward a band of men heading into the
woods. “Bek isour best hunter,” Kyto said. “Go with them.” Nyk saw most of the men carrying
metre-long staffs and wearing small baskets of plaited fiber.

“Step quietly,” Bek admonished Nyk. He attempted to modulate histread.

Bek gave asigna and the troop stopped. He pointed into atree.

One of the men opened his plaited basket and removed an object that |ooked to Nyk to be as
long as hislittle finger. It was pointed, with afiber-wool plug a the end. He dipped it into the end of the
daff, brought it to hislips and exhaed.

The dart hit afour-legged bird-like creature. 1t took wing, flew a short distance and fell to the
ground.



“That was afire plant thorn,” Bek explained. “Very deadly -- one can kill aman.”
“Isthat our dinner?” Nyk asked.
“Oh, no. That'sthe bait. Today were hunting the hunter.”

Bek carried the dead bird into a clearing. Other men in the troop produced lines of fiber cord.
They tied the dead bird to alog, and tied lines to the wings and head. Some men climbed trees and
together they operated the bird carcass like amarionette, causing it to strut and flap.

One of the men motioned Nyk to take cover behind some brush. They waited as the puppeteers
manipulated the dead bird. Another man imitated acall.

The Lexdese blue sun reached its zenith, cagting its harsh light onto the clearing. Bek nudged
Nyk and pointed in the distance. A large six-legged creature was making itsway into the clearing. Nyk
glimpsed the animal's face and assumed it was the carnivore to which Nayva dluded.

Bek grabbed Nyk's shoulder. “We wait until our prey has seized the bait,” he whispered. “ At
that point, he is committed and much more vulnerable. Patience isthe art of the hunt.”

The anima dunk low to the ground and approached the flapping bird. The puppeteers made the
bird stop and appear to look in the direction of the predator. The animal stopped in itstracks. The bird
resumed its mating display. Now within striking distance, the predator reared back, grasped the bait with
itsforepaws and sank fangsinto it.

The brush around the clearing erupted with the village men, each loading and shooting dartsinto
the carnivore. The creature dropped the bird, rolled to did odge the darts and yelped in pain. It turned
and began to run, but thefire plant toxin was doing itswork. Pardysis spread to itslimbs and it fell to the
ground. Its eyes clouded over and the beast expired with agroan.

The men stood and whooped. They brought poles, tied up their prey and headed back to the
village

Once there, the men turned their catch over to the women, who skinned and dressed it. A group
of women took the hide, laced it on a stretcher and began scraping it with bone and meta tools. Another
group impaled the carcass on apole, placed it over the fire, and supervised youths who took turns
roteting it.

One of the village men gestured to Nyk. “Help meto construct ascreen,” the man said. “My
ward istending the roast.”

Nyk walked to aspot near apile of long, thin sticks. The villager picked up a pole and stuck one
end in the ground. He grasped atool made from a hollow log with arock lashed to one end, dipped it
over the end of the pole and hammered it into the ground. He pointed to where he wanted other poles
driven and Nyk obliged.

The villager showed Nyk how to weave the sticks around the poles. Nyk picked up sticksand
took turnswith the man building up apand of woven twigs. “My nameis Gan,” he said.

“Where do you gather these sticks?” Nyk asked.



Gan pointed toward a section of forest near the village. “That's a coppiced wood,” he replied.
“We cull out the sticks to keep the growth straight.”

“What do you useto cut them?’ Gan held up asaw. “Thislookslike bronze.”
Gan nodded. “ Deposits of copper and tin are found in the hills.”
“Do you haveiron for steedd 7’ Nyk asked.

“I know of iron,” Gan replied. “ That blade you gave Kyto is of iron. It'stoo much trouble, too
difficult to work. Long ago we used it, but not now.”

Nyk continued to weave the sticks onto the poles. He noticed avillage girl standing near him.
“Héllo, Vipsa. Doesn't Kyto need your servicesthis afternoon?’

“I've washed his crockery. Now, he's busy studying his staffs, so he sent me on my way. He
doesn't wish to risk melearning his secrets.”

“Can you read the staffs?” Nyk asked.

“Some -- alittle.” She picked up astick and drew inthedirt. “Thismeans|ledf ... thisisblue...
blossom ... low ... vine. Thismeansleaf from the low, blue-blossomed vine. Kyto doesn't know | know
this” She smiled and rubbed the symbol from the dirt with her foot. “Tell me of your world, Nykkyo.”

“Which one?’

“Y ou have more than one?

“I have two. Floran and Earth -- threeif you count Lexa.” He bent atwig around the end pole
and tucked it among the others. “ Lexa isanother world right here on this planet.”

“Tel meof your homeworld, then.”

“Floran -- it'swhere | was born. Andrawas born there, t0o.”

“Isshe the white one?’

Nyk nodded. “It'svery different there. The climate'swarm -- so warm people go around half
naked.” He picked up another stick and began weaving it onto the poles. “ There are no animals on the
land -- only in the sea. And, none of them can we eat.”

Vipsasat cross-legged on the ground. “What do you do for food, then?”

“We grow thefood.”

“Grow it?’

“Yes.” He picked up another stick. “Our food grows under great domes.”

“Domes? What are they?’



Nyk pointed to the lodge. “Like that, only much, much larger. Y ou could fit your entire village,
many times over in the corner of one of the domes -- and we have thousands of them. Theroof is
transparent, like ... likeice. It letsin the sunlight.”

“Y ou can't go out and gather food?’

Nyk began weaving another stick. “No. We must work very hard to have food for everyone.”

“What isyour village like?’

“I grew up in aplace called Sudd. It'sacity.”

“A city?

“A large village, with about ahundred thousand people.”

Vipsaseyeswidened. “ A hundred thousand!”

Nyk picked up another stick. “ Sudd's small. Our biggest is Floran City, with over seven hundred
million.”

A village man approached with some boys and youths. “ Bek istaking some boyson atraining
hunt,” Vipsawhispered. “Borryk isamong them.”

“Which oneishe?’

“The oldest youth. HE's Bek'sward -- Bek desires him to be the next chief. The chief wishes
Y lak to succeed him.” Vipsa glanced over her shoulder and whispered. “1'm happy Ylak ishedling -- |
dread the notion of Borryk asour leader.” She turned to concea her face. “ Best to ignore them.”

“Vipsal” Borryk shouted. “ Come on the hunt with us. Maybe you can earn the hero's portion.”

“She could kill it and cook it, too,” another boy called.

“Vipsadoesn't stain her handswith inkroot,” Borryk said, laughing. “ She has soot from the old
man's crockery under her nails.”

“Comeon, it'sgetting late,” Bek admonished and herded the boys toward the forest.

Vipsalooked up. “Borryk doesn't like me. He thinks I'm odd because I'd rather help Kyto than
tend thefire or ped tubers. The other boysfollow hislead.”

“I wouldn't worry about what some foolish boys think. Why don't they help Kyto?’
“They fear him and hismagic.”
“And, you don't.”

“Kytoisakind and wise man who's learned to use the things around us. The villagersthink it's
magic, but it's only wisdom. They think he talks to ancestors -- but it's ancestors talking to him, through



the staffs.” Shelooked down. “ Girls aren't supposed to occupy themsalves with such. Sometimes| wish
there were somewhere ese | could go.” Her eyeswidened. “A place like your city -- tell mewhat it's
like”

Nyk sat on the ground and faced her. “There are many tal buildings -- astal asthose
mountains.” He pointed to the distance. *From the top of one of those buildings you can stand and look
out at the city and not seethe end of it.”

“It must take along timeto climb to the top.”

“We have machinesto carry you to thetop...” He gestured skyward. “...in an instant.”

“Vipsal” Nyk heard avoice from the village call out. “Vipsal Where areyou?’

“That's Kwama,” she said. “ She's my sponsor. | had better go.” He watched her head toward a
clugter of huts.

Nyk sat beside Andraand Nayva near the commund fire. Village women passed bark trays
piled with chunks of meat from the day'skill -- dong with pieces of inkroot and awhite, starchy paste.
Nyk began egting. “ Thisisvery good,” he said to Andra.

She nodded. “Thisisas good as any Earth meat | recall.”

Vipsaapproached carrying abark tray. “Nykkyo,” she said, looking at the ground. “I'm sorry for
disturbing your work today.”

“Y ou've no need to gpologize,” hereplied. “Y ou didn't disturb me.”

“Kwamascolded me. She said if Gan was dissatisfied with your work, 1'd be to blame.”
“Notintheleast,” Nyk said and did over to make room for her. “Would you like to Sit here?’
Sheamiled. “May 17" She sat beside him and began eating her med.

“You have anew friend.” Andrawhispered to him.

“That'sVipsa,” hewhispered in reply. “She'sanice kid. She seemsto have taken aliking to me.”
“I hope for your sake she doesn't have a boyfriend -- at least not one of the jealous type.”
“She'stoo young for that.”

“I don't know, Nyk. She looks past the age of consent to me.”

“Do we know what consent is to these people?’

“It seemsto me you'd be smart to watch your step.”

Vipsastood and faced him. “If you're done, I'll take your trays.” Nyk collected their trays and
handed them to the girl.



Vipsareturned and sat beside Nyk. “Bek will tell more of hisstory.”
“Does Bek know many stories?’

“Many timesmany,” shereplied and leaned againgt him.

A shaft of dawn's sunlight fell across Nyk's eyes. “ Another hangover?” Nayvaasked him.
“Pease don't talk to me. Every word makes my head throb.”

Kyto came to the door and beckoned Nyk. He followed the medicine man into the lodge. Y lak
was back on the dab. “He'ssick again.”

“What isit thistime?’ Nyk asked.

“Thisisbad. It's probably infection -- it frequently follows the opening of a person'sbdly. Wetry
to be as clean as possible, but we often face this. | never go inside a patient unless he's certainly dead
otherwise -- I've explained this al to the chief.”

“What doesthis mean?’

“The chief intendsto stand by hisbargain. Aslong as Ylak lives, so doyou ... | must gather herbs
for medicine”

“I'll comewith you.” Nyk headed after Kyto into the forest.

“The chief is convinced your presenceiswhat's making hisboy sick.”

“Kyto, we have broad-spectrum bioagent with us. Let'suseit on him.”

“What sort of thing isthat?’

“It'smedicinethat will kill what's making him sick.”

Kyto shook hishead. “I dare not. The chief iswatching my every move.”

“Doent hetrust you?’

“If | permitted this and the boy dies, it'll be very bad for me aswell asfor you.”

“But, what if it cureshim?’

Kyto looked at him sdeways. “ That would be bad for me, als0.”

Nyk followed Kyto into the woods. The old man walked dowly, examining plants. He selected
leaves, pieces of vine and roots. Heled Nyk into hiswork room where he ground the materid into paste,
placed it in an earthen pot and added hot water. “ That must steep. These herbs work to help the body

fight infection.” He poured the fluid through an earthenware strainer into awooden bowl. “The root will
deaden his pain, and the vine covers the unpleasant flavors. Let's check on our patient.”



Kyto led Nyk into the lodge. “Takethis,” he said to the boy. Nyk helped Ylak st up to sip the
tea. They boy lay back onto the dab and Kyto covered him with afeather-pelt.

“Thisisnot good,” Kyto said upon returning to hiswork room. “Well belucky if hesdiveinthe
morning. We must prepare for thewordt. | can count on some of the men to take you out of thevillage.”

“Don't go againgt the wishes of your chief, Kyto. We can find our own way, if we must.”

Kyto accompanied Nyk to the hut. He eyed Andra. “There is another hope -- if the boy dies.
The chief has shown interest in the white one.”

“No, Kyto. | won't permit that.”
“Then it remainsto be seen if Ylak is strong enough to throw off thisinfection.” The old man |ft.

Nyk looked toward Nayva. “Kyto was saying, if Ylak perishes, we may be able to buy our
safety -- with Andra. | told himto forget it.”

“No, Nyk,” Andrareplied. “I'm prepared to do what is required. Remember Vebinad's motto ..
Unu Deva Feti .

“I won't permit you to be sold.”
“I was sold once.”

Nyk sat on abench, looking out the doorway toward the lodge. “No celebration tonight. Kyto
doesn't expect the boy to last 'til morning.”

“We should dip quietly into the forest,” Nayvasaid.

“They've closed the stockade gate for the night. | saw the chief posting aguard there. | think
they've anticipated that move.”

“What do we do?’

“I'd hateto,” Andrasaid. “but we could force our way out. We till have our weapons.”

“These are peaceful and gentle people,” Nyk replied. “But | wouldn't want to place odds on the
three of uswith handguns against ahundred of them with poison darts.” Nyk opened the surviva kit and
removed the vid and injector. “We must get this biocagent into Y lak.”

Helooked out of the door again. “ There's a sentry by the lodge entrance. Maybe we could
digtract him.” Nyk looked around the hut. He removed alength of fiber cord that was part of alashing
holding together two members of the hut's frame.

“Digract himwith that?’ Nayva asked.

“No -- thisisfor atourniquet. Andra, why don't you try distracting him?’

“Met?l



“You'reavery beautiful woman.”

“And, avery blond one,” Nayva added.

“I know Vebinad grads are excellent play-actors. Y ou should have no trouble distracting him.”

“I don't even spesk the language.”

“Usethat to your advantage. Distract him and Nayvaand | will dip into the lodge and administer
thedrug.” Hefitted the vid to theinjector, dipped off the needle guard and pressed the actuator to flush
the drug through the needle. He replaced the guard.

Andra stepped to the door of the hut and dipped her feather-pelt robe from her shoulders. She
headed in her tattered gown toward the latrine. Nyk saw the sentry follow her with hiseyes. He
beckoned Nayva and handed her the piece of cord.

Andra headed from the direction of the latrine, sumbled and let out acry. “ Mu pieda!” She
grabbed her ankle. “ Ow .. ow! Mi mu maleola frakture es pens!”

The sentry sprinted in her direction. Nyk and Nayva headed for the lodge. Y lak was on the dab,
semi-conscious and delirious. Another sentry sat ingde the lodge on abench, dumped and snoring.

Nyk approached the boy, took hisarm and felt for an appropriate vein. He wrapped the cord
around Ylak'sbicep. “Hold thistight,” he whispered to Nayva as he patted Y lak'sarm.

The sentry let out agroan. Nyk grabbed Nayva and ducked down behind the dab. The sentry
resumed snoring.

Nyk pulled the needle guard from the injector. He held the needle parallel to the boy's skin and
punctured the vein. “ Release the cord.”

He pressed the actuator and the injector began emptying the vid.
“How much areyou giving him?’ Nayvawhispered.

“All of it.” Nyk watched the vial empty. He removed the needle and pressed histhumb against
the spot. “ The needl€'s coated with hedling salve,” he said. “ The wound should close quickly ... Let's

m! ”

Nyk led Nayvaback to their hut. Andralimped in, supported by the sentry. He helped her lieon
afeather-pdt. “ Denke,” she said. The sentry backed from the hut and she gave him alittle wave.



11 -- The Wizard's Apprentice

Nyk looked toward the lodge in the dawn twilight. The sentry was being relieved by another
village man. “1 wonder how Y lak'sdoing.”

“Hemust gill bedive,” Nayvareplied. “Otherwise, thered be acommotion, don't you think?’

Kyto approached the hut and faced Nyk. “I understand we have abroken ankle in here.”

“Lagt night, Andratripped. She thought she broke her ankle, but | think it'sonly twisted.”

Kyto nodded. “I had better examineit.” Nyk led him to Andra Hefelt her ankle. “Not even
gprained.” He looked up a Nyk. “Ylak ismuch better thismorning. His fever isbroken and the painis
receding. | wondered if you might have anything to do with it.”

Nyk shook his head. “What would make you think that, Kyto?’

Kyto held up the piece of cord. “I found this by the boy thismorning.” Nyk shrugged. The
medicine man held up the needle guard. “And, | found this”

“I gave him the bioagent,” NyKk replied.

“I thought you might.” The old man smiled. “It'swhy | dipped Ylak'swatcher adeeping
draught.”

“Y ou can take the credit for heding him.”

“Asl intend to do.”

Nyk stood with Kyto as he sponged an herbal preparation over Y lak's body. He covered the
boy and patted his hand. “He's recovering rapidly. | shal send him to his hut this afternoon.” He handed a
bowl to the boy. “Sit up, Ylak, and drink this.” Kyto turned to Nyk. “I told the chief your presence
helped cure hisboy. It's not exactly alie, and not exactly the truth.” Kyto refilled Ylak's bowl. “The chief
isgrateful and wantsto offer you the opportunity to join the village.”

“How would | go about doing that?’

“Y ou would submit yourself to the ordedl. In two days-- when the moon isfull -- two village
youthswill undergo the orded. Y ou are welcometo join them.”

“Orded ? What sort of orded?”
“I will administer aritua drug --a poison -- the same | used to deaden Ylak for his surgery.”
Kyto looked into Nyk's eyes. “In large amounts it causes unconsciousness. | will administer asmaller

dose”

“What doesthat cause?’



“Dreams... fear .. your worst nightmare. It'sarite of initiation, Nykkyo. Since you're an outsider,
you're not obligated to do this.”

“Isthe drug dangerous?’

Kyto shook his head, “No. Not overly so. It wouldn't make sense for usto concoct arite that
carriesahigh risk of killing or crippling our youth, would it? Our numbers are smal enough asis. The
experienceis... unpleasant, but we've al gone through it -- and survived. Y ou'll know yoursdlf better,

afterward. That'sredly the point of theritud.” The old man smiled. “ Some say the drug showsyou the
future ... It doesn't. But you will learn what it isyou fear most. | recommend you accept -- for your

ety
“My sofety?

“Y ou may find yoursdlf with usfor awhile. It's been along time since we've had to ded with
outsders. There may be some who'll blame every misfortune on your presence.”

“Likethechief.”

Kyto nodded. “If you're amember of the village, no one may ask for your death. That may be
asked only of an outsider.”

“What of Andraand Nayva?’
“They've nothing to fear. Asawoman has no free will, no one may ask for her death.”

“I hopeyou don't really believe that, Kyto. Andraand Nayva possess two of the freest wills1've
ever encountered.”

Kyto cracked asmile. “What is your answer, then?’
“I'll doit.”

“That'sagood decison. It'll benefit you and your friends.” Kyto bid Ylak to lie down. “Nykkyo
-- you must fast the day of theritua.”

Nyk entered the lodge wearing afeather-pelt robe. Village men had brought in stones heated in
the communal blaze and set them in apile in the center of the lodge, making the place quite warm.
Torchesaong thewalls provided flickering illumination, and asmall fire burned in an earthen brazier. Nyk
sat on abench beside the two youths. He recognized the boy on the right as the one who had taunted

Vipsa

Vipsaentered the lodge with three bowls piled with chunks of inkroot and starchy tuber. She
handed abowl to Nyk and smiled at him.

“Thanks,” Nyk said. She held her finger to her lips and handed bowls to the two youths. They
began eating from theirs.

Kyto entered and approached Nyk. “Eat it dl -- even if you must force yoursdlf.”



“Why only vegetablesin thismed ?’
“No reason to waste good mest.”
“Waste?'

“The drug will cause you to vomit.”
“Isthat part of the orded 7’

“It'sthe nature of the drug. Stuff yoursdlf -- it will be easier for you on afull somach. Also, drink
plenty of water.”

He nodded and began eating. Vipsa brought a bucket of water. Nyk drank from adipper and
forced himself to empty the bowl. He gulped another dipper of water, dipped his hand beneath his robe
and felt his distended stomach.

Vipsareturned with three wooden buckets and placed them at the feet of theinitiates. She
collected the bowls and |eft. The chief and village €lders entered and sat on a bench acrossfrom the
initiates. The two youths dipped off their robes. Nyk dipped off his and sat, naked, on the bench. Kyto
placed agtick inthe brazier to igniteit. He carried it to the first youth.

“Thesethree areto beinitiated into the village,” Kyto announced. “ All have agreed to the ordedl.
| shdl now administer the poison.” He blew out the flame and pressed the glowing tip to the boy'sarm.
“With firel break the skin.” Kyto approached Nyk. He closed his eyes as he felt the ember burn hisarm.
“Just one bligter,” the old man whispered. “Ylak received three.” The second youth received his burn.

The elders averted their gaze as Kyto picked up the earthen jar. “ The venom.” Nyk saw him
apply the drug to thefirst youth. He turned his head as the medicine man opened hisblister with the knife
and daubed the wound with the thick liquid. It stung.

Nyk felt his heart begin to pound. A cramping sensation gripped his somach. He attempted to
modulate his breathing but found himself panting. The youth to hisleft began vomiting. Nyk gulped.
Perspiration began to bead on his forehead as he experienced wave after wave of nausea. The other
youth retched and vomited. Nyk folded his arms across his abdomen and rocked back and forth. He
leaned over the bucket and vomited. He heaved until his ssomach muscles ached.

His nausea passed as the effects of the drug deepened. He looked up and across at the village
elders. The lodge began to spin. He closed his eyes and saw colors pulsing with his heartbest.

The faces of his mother and father appeared. He was sitting with them on a platform shuittle.
Through the viewport he could see the indigo sphere that was Floran. The craft entered the atmosphere.
Soon he saw the agridomes as the shuttle made its gpproach to Sudal. The craft began to spin. Through
the viewport he could see land and sky swirling. One of the agridomes loomed large. There was aflash.

Nyk saw Sukiko lying in apool of blood in her gpartment bathtub. He kndlt by her, listened for
her heart and breathing. He looked into her face. He saw her sitting in her mother'skitchen, nursing an
infant. Shelooked up at him and smiled. Then, he saw her walking. Theinfant wasin astroller shewas
pushing. They turned to crossthe street. A truck careened through the intersection and Nyk watched as
it mowed them down.



Hewasin aroom with deep-pile carpeting, the walls lined with heavy draperies. Rows of folding
chairs were set up. At the far end was atiny closed casket beside an open one. He saw George and
Y asuko approach the casket. She bent and kissed the occupant. An attendant closed and latched the
Ccover.

He was aboard an unfamiliar spacecraft. Panic and despair surrounded him. He saw corpses
gected into space. A crewman placed him in adischarge tube. He found himsdlf falling in the black of
gpace -- fdling toward an indigo world.

He stood on the familiar bluff, and he could smell the bitter, musty scent of the Floran sea. He
looked toward the west. The Residence was not there, nor was the access road, nor the memorial
plague commemorating the deaths of his parents, nor the tops of thetall buildings of Sudal. Nyk sat on
the ground, cradled hishead in his hands and began sobbing. A fog enveloped him.

Nyk opened hiseyes. He was lying in the hut and he felt someone stroking his hair. Tears flowed
down hisface. “Nyk ... Nyk...” Helooked up into apair of pae blue eyes. “Areyou al right?’

“Andra... oh, Andral”

“You said you'd face your worst fear. What was it?’

“Death.”

“Y our death?’

He shook hishead. “No -- Suki's.... and her child. | saw the consequences of my temporal
interference. | saw theFloran , lost and adrift in deep space, its crew and passengers dying. | saw our

homeworld, empty and uninhabited. We must find away home, Andra. | must return to her.”

Kyto entered the hut. He looked at Andra. She glanced at Nyk. “1 don't need to speak his
language to know when I'm not welcome,” she said and stepped outside.

The old man followed her with hiseyes. “You did wel.”
“What now?’” Nyk asked.

“Now, you are amember of the village. Come, you must be recognized. Tonight we feast in your
honor.”

“Kyto, do you feast in honor of every event?’

“Asmany aspossible” the old man answered with atwinklein hiseye. Now, come. Y ou won
thefirst place.”

“Firg place?’
“Y es -- you bore the poison the best -- you were the last to vomit. Y ou get first choice.”

“I didn't redize it was a competition. First choice of what?’



“Y ou must choose amaiden. Then, tonight we feast in honor of our new villagers.”

Kyto led Nyk to the doorway of the lodge, where he joined the other two youths. Kyto raised
his staff and addressed the assembled villagers. “We welcome three to our village.”

Thevillagers began chanting. An ederly woman led five young women to face Kyto. Nyk saw
Vipsaamong them.

“Choose amaiden,” Kyto whispered to Nyk.

“What for? Kyto, | dready have awoman.”
“Thisispart of theinitiation ritua. Y ou must choose.”
Nyk stepped forward. “| choose Vipsa.”

Vipsaslipsformed afaint smile. She bowed her head and stepped back. The two youths chose
their partners.

Kyto tapped his gaff on the ground. “We convene a sundown for the feast. Now, make ready.”

Nyk followed Kyto into hisworkroom at the rear of the lodge. “Y ou made agood choice,” Kyto
sad. “Vipsaisanicegirl. | wish | could make her my apprentice.”

“Why cant you?’

“The village would never accept awoman astheir heder.”

“Kyto, faced with the choice of Vipsaor no one, they'd accept her.”
“Ylak will become my apprentice when he's of age.”

“Ylak doesn't want to be hedler -- he wantsto be chief. Can't you seethat?” Kyto glanced at
him. “Vipsas smart and eager, and she dready knows much.”

Kyto nodded. “I've shown her more than | should. Y ou'reright, Nykkyo. Ylak does have hiseye
on thethrone”

“Youreteaching Vipsaonthedy.”
The old man amiled. “ Theforbidden fruit is often the sweetest.”

“Did you encourage her to gpproach me at the village assemblies? Therest of the villagers prefer
to keep their distance.”

“They fear the unknown -- the unfamiliar. Vipsa doesn't -- her mind has an appetite, and I've
been feeding it -- as have you. I'm getting old. Some day -- and fairly soon, I'm afraid -- it will fall upon
Vipsa I'vewaited along time for ayouth to come aong -- one with an open mind and adesireto learn.”

“That youth came and shé'sagirl.”



“Yes... You observe well. | had hopesfor Ylak, but his mind doesn't hunger -- his appetite isfor
power. The village may have no choice but to rely on her.” Kyto gpproached hisworkbench and
examined some earthen jars. He opened one and invited Nyk to sniff it. Scratched into the side of the jar
was the same pictogram Vipsa had drawn for him. “Vipsa compounded these ails for me. Shelll be busy
today readying herself. | am pleased you chose her, Nykkyo. | carefor her and | know you're akind and

gentleman.”

“Kind and gentle? What happens next?’

“Tonight, after the feast, you will go to Vipsain Kwamas hut and open her.”
“Open her?’

“Y es, toinitiate her into womanhood.”

“Do you mean make love to her? She must beavirgin!”

“Of coursesheis”

“I'mno virgin, Kyto.”

The old man cracked asmile. “Neither are the two youths.”

“I redlly don't want to do this”

“Nykkyo, isthere areason you're objecting?’

“It's...it's... it'sthat ... defiling virgins.... isn't something | go around doing!”

“But, you'renot. Thisis her rightful initiation into womanhood. If shewereto give hersdlf toa
man and lie with him before tonight -- that would be defilement.”

“ She seems so young.”

“Shesof ageand fully digible”

“I've pledged my love to another woman.”
“One of thetwo with you?’

“No. My woman's on another world.”

“Then, she's not here to object, is she? Y ou must do this, Nykkyo. Y ou accepted initiation into
thevillage. Thisis part of theritual, and it'stoo late for you to back out of it, now.”

“What if Andraor Nayva objected?’

“That would ... complicate matters. | can't recall such a precedent. | hope for everyone's sake
they hold their tongues.”

“But... but...”



“Enjoy yoursdf tonight. It'sahappy occason for Vipsa, and if | know Kwama, shelll be well
prepared.”

“Prepared?’

“Kwamawill have explained to her what she should expect.”

“Am | now married to Vipsa?’

“Married?| don't know that word.”

“IsVipsanow my mate -- my partner for life?’

“Oh, no. If you don't desire pairing with her, you're under no obligation.”
“ After tonight, that is.”

“Yes, that'sright. After tonight, you and Vipsamay go your separate ways.”
“Kyto, how do familieswork within the village?’

“Families?| don't know that word, either.”

“Children -- How are children cared for?’

“Children belong to the village. Rearing them iswomen's work. Women who have milk feed the
infants. Once a child reaches adolescence, a sponsor is assigned -- aman for aboy and awoman for a

grl.”
“So, Ylak'snot redly the chief's son?’
“Thechief isYlak's sponsor.”
“Who are Ylak's mother and father?”
“His mother is Kwama. Hisfather is ... who knows? One of severa men.”
“So, the men and women pair up ... however they want?’

“Yes-- some pairingslast for years and others only for days. The chief was paired with Kwama
when Y lak reached adolescence. He desired to be the boy's sponsor.”

“Y ou wanted to sponsor Ylak.”

Kyto nodded. “What the chief wants, he usually gets. Tonight we will passthe pipein your
honor. Y ou may not indulge -- you'll need your full facultiesfor Vipsa.”

“Kyto, there were five maidens but only two youths.”

“Werefortunate to have a surplus of maidens.”



“Did that surplus have anything to do with your people inviting metojoin?’

“Y ou're perceptive for such ayoung man. | was hoping to inject some new blood into the
village”

“Y ou mean for me to make her pregnant? I'm afraid it's not possible -- I'm stexile.”

Kyto shook his head. “ That's a shame. No matter -- welll till have another fertile woman joining
our ranks.”

“What if there had been a surplus of youths?’
“We can only induct as many aswe have maidens. Some would haveto wait.” Kyto opened a

cabinet and withdrew asmall earthen jug and handed it to Nyk. “ Y ou may usethis. It'sarare, fragrant oil
-- pleasing to women. The blossom that yieldsthisis very scarce. Now, you should join one of the

hunting parties”
Nyk walked to his hut. “What was that about?’ Andra asked.
“I'm expected to deflower Vipsatonight.”
“Lucky you!”
“No. | don't want to do this.”

“Don' protest too vehemently, Nyk -- if you wish to maintain your credibility. Vipsaisacute
airl”

“I've never liked making intimate with strangers. Kyto says| must do this-- it'sal part of the
initition. | have aplan, though.”

“Whichis?’

“I'll explain my Situation to Vipsaand spend the night with her -- chagtdly, that is-- and in the
morning well both agree she'sno longer avirgin. After dl, isn't virginity more than anything a state of
mind?’

“Not to these people, | think,” Andrareplied.

“If you'll excuse us,” Nayvainterrupted, “Andraand | must go foraging for inkroot.”

Nyk sat on adais made of lashed poles, his ssomach full of game, inkroot and tubers. Beside him
sat Vipsa, and on ether Sde, the youths and the young women they had chosen. The villagers chanted
and sang. Vipsaleaned againgt him.

Kyto produced the pipe and held it a oft. The women stood and began heading toward their huts.
“I'll seeyouinalittlewhile,” Vipsawhispered and stepped off the dais.

One after another, the men lifted the pipe to salute Nyk and the two youths. Then, the village men



began heading toward their quarters.

Nyk stood near the entrance to the lodge. A late-middle-aged woman approached him carrying
an earthenware grease lamp. “Nykkyo, I'm Kwama. Please come with me.” Sheled himto oneof a
cluster of huts and pulled back the hide flap that served asadoor.

Nyk stepped into the structure -- larger than the hut he had been assigned. Inside was astone
hearth holding asmall fire. Screens of woven twigs separated the interior space into rooms. The floor of
lashed poles was carpeted with alayer of moist, green leaves from low-growing vines Nyk had spotted
during the hunts. The place exuded asmoky, musty aroma.

“Why theleaves?’ he asked, pointing at the floor. “ Our hut doesn't have them.”

Kwama pointed toward the hearth. “Y our hut doesn't have afire. Should aspark fly -- the leaves
won't burn.” She gestured him behind one of the screens. “Vipsawill join you shortly.” She hooked the
grease lamp onto a cord hanging from arafter pole.

He looked around the room and saw a deeping platform with apair of feather-pelts. He
removed his robe and dipped benesth the top pelt.

Vipsaentered and stood at the foot of the platform. “Nykkyo, I've come, for you've chosen me,”
she said, dipped from her feather-pelt and stood nude before him. Her breasts and ssomach bore
intricate patterns rendered in aviolet dye.

“I'm not too keen on this,” Nyk said. “Areyou?’

“I'm eager to join the village. The orded made you a member -- now you must make me one.”

“Thisis how you become an adult -- awoman?’

“Y es. Nykkyo, I'm honored you chose me. Y ou earned the first place, and you chose ME!
Now, youre unwilling. Don't | plesseyou?’

“Youreavery pretty girl, Vipsa”

“Kwama bathed me and anointed me with fragrant ails...”

“You sndl very sweet.”

“Don't you like my decorations?’

“They'restunning.” He turned back the top pelt. “Please, join me. Y ou must be chilly standing
there.” She did under the cover with him. “ These feather-pelts are very cozy.” Helay facing her and
traced her eyebrows. “Y ou have beautiful eyes.” He stroked her eyelids. “1t seems odd to meto see
blue, Asan eyes on ablond person.”

“Adan? What doesthat mean?’

“Thelittlefold of skin that givesyour eyestheir beautiful shapeis called an epicanthus. My

people don't have them, but | know from where they came. The shape of your eyesisalegacy of
Midoro Kyhana, whose family originated in an Earth region cdled Asa”



“I like talking with you, Nykkyo. Y ou're aswise as Kyto.”

“Not likely. Vipsa, | have adea for you. You and | can spend the night together, and in the
morning well both agreethat youand | ... that | ... opened you.”

“Y ou mean you don't want to...”

“I'd rather not. When | accepted Kyto'sinvitation to join the village, | had no ideathiswas
expected of me. Who'd be the wiser?’

She shook her head. “ Thiswon't work. Kwama must see.”
“Kwamamust watch us? I'm sure| couldn't with ... Someone watching.”

“No, but afterward she must inspect me, so she can tell the village I'm now awoman. Then,
tomorrow...”

“Let me guess. Tomorrow we have afeast in honor of the new women in the village?’

“That'sright.”

“Can't someone el<e ... do the honors?’

“No. You chose me, so | can't be chosen a second time. Nykkyo, if Kwama can't certify you
opened me, you'll be alaughing stock and I'll be disgraced -- I'll never be afull member of thevillage.”” A
tear formed in her eye. “1'd rather not be chosen at all and be a spinster -- than to be adiscard, an
outcast -- afallure.” She began crying.

“No, Vipsa, no.” Nyk stroked her. “1t'sal right. If thisis so important, I'll doiit. | never intended
to harm you. | chose you because | like you.”

“Hurry up.” He heard a voice from outside the hut. “I'm tired and | want deep.”
“That sounded like Kwama.”
“Yes. She'simpatient.”

“She can wait.” He stroked her cheek. “For meto do this, | must get to know you abit. | can't
make love to astranger. This can't be rushed. It shouldn't be like one of Kyto's procedures.”

Vipsagiggled. “Nykkyo, that's so funny! To think of Kyto with hisherbsand ails...” She began
laughing out loud.

“Kyto was ayoung man, once. He must've opened amaiden.”

She regained her composure. “1 suppose you'reright -- | never thought of him that way.” She
giggled again. “It does strike me as funny, though.” She smiled and looked into hiseyes. Nyk saw a
shadow of Suki'sfacein hers. “1 like you, too, Nykkyo.”

“Areyou feding warmer?’



“I'm comfortable. She folded back the pdlt. “ Do you like my decorations? The patterns represent
plants and animalsimportant to us.”

“They're very pretty. The dye -- it'sinkroot?’
“Y es. Kwama spent the whole afternoon drawing them. They'll fade over the next severd days.”
“So much preparation. Thisisaspecid event, isntit?’

“The most important in awoman'slife.” Nyk ran his hand aong her shoulder and arm. She took
his hand and held it against her neck. “Y our hands are warm. Kwama said that would be agood sign.”

“How 07

“Warm meansyou're relaxed ... comfortable ... knowledgeable. Cold meansyou're tentative ...
unsure ... nervous.”

“Areyou nervous?’

“I wasalittle, but you've put me at ease...” She placed her hands against his neck. “Fed -- my
hands aren't cold.” Nyk caressed her forearm, took one of her hands and guided it to his chest. “Were
you nervous before your ordea ?’

“Yes, and morethan alittle”

A woman'svoice cried out from acrossthe village. “Oh, no,” Vipsasaid. “ That sounded like
Minta”

“Whao's she?’

“She'sthegirl Borryk chose” Vipsahdd hishand againgt her neck again. “I trust you, Nykkyo.
Kwamasaid | could trust a man with warm hands. | ask only onething of you.”

“What'sthat?’
“That you not hurt me too much.”

Nyk began to trace the designs on her body. He caressed her and watched the purple patterns
flow benesth hisfingers. “I'll try not to hurt you at dl.”

“Comeon, you two.” Nyk heard Kwama's voice from outside the hut. *“ Stop the talking and get
onwith business”

“Pay her no mind,” Nyk said and gazed into her eyes. “I'm not familiar with the cusoms here.
Wouldit bedl right if | kissed you?” Vipsasmiled and nodded once. He kissed her lips, and then her
neck and shoulders.

She stroked the back of his head as he gazed into her eyes. “ Thank you for choosing me. | told
you the boys don't like me. I don't like them much, ether. But -- if | wasn't chosen by the ninth moon, I'd
no longer bedigible”



“How long have you waited?’
“Thiswas my fourth moon. | feared I'd end up aspinder...”
“Those boys are so short-sighted, Vipsa”

“...0r worse -- one might choose me as a prank. | worried that might happen today, with Borryk
among them.”

“What do you mean?’
“That held treat me unkindly -- use hisstrength to ... to...”
“Toforce himsdf onyou?’

“..toteach mealesson ... to put mein my place. At her opening agirl must submit to whatever
the man demands. Y ou might not think yoursalf aswise asKyto, but you are askind.”

“Vipsa, | have no doubt some village man will gppreciate you. When the time comes, | hopeiitl
be someone you love and who'll love you.”

“I have had offers. Gan would like to pair with me. HeE's had to wait, though -- until my opening.”
“How do you fed about him?’

“Hésal right -- asvillage smith, he knows how to coax metasfrom the soil. He's a bit like Kyto
that way -- but, he's not as gentle -- nor, aswise. If | could, I'd pair with you. | suppose that's not

possible”

“I'm dready paired. My woman isfar away. | shouldn't be talking of her at amoment likethis,
but I love her very much, and | missher.”

“I understand, Nykkyo. It's the reason you were rdluctant... | think I'm ready. Are you?’

“| suppose there's no sense postponing the inevitable.” Vipsarolled onto her back. Nyk turned
down the feather pelt to her knees. “1 won't keep you uncovered for long. | wanted to take alook to see
how much trouble well have...” He caressed her thigh as he examined her. “Well -- | don't have much
experience with virgins, but | don't think you'll have any trouble at al.”

“Kwamasaid there must be some blood. Some of the boys think the more the better.”

“Boyslike Borryk?’

She nodded. “I've heard taes of boys boasting how much blood they draw. | know sometimesa
maiden must heal for many days before she can proceed with her pairing.”

“It'sinhuman,” Nyk said.

“It's another reason I'm happy you chose me. | fed sorry for Minta.”



“Hmm ... must be blood,” Nyk mused. “ Do we have anything sharp?’ Vipsas jaw dropped. She
crossed her legs, rolled onto her side, drew up her knees and bit her lip. He stroked her shoulder. “No,
Vipsa If we need blood | was going to offer you some of mine.”

Shelooked up at him. “You ... you'd do that for me?’

“Ther€'s no reason lovemaking should be an ordedl. Not the firgt time -- not ever.”

“I have ashdll knife in the pouch of my robe. | useit to trim Kyto's herbs.”

Nyk stood and retrieved the knife. He tested the blade againgt histhumb. “Thiswill do.” He
dipped it beneath the lower pelt. “In case we need it -- okay?’

Vipsasmiled and rolled onto her back again. Nyk knelt between her legs. He caressed her body,
running his palms down her sdes and tracing the musclesin her abdomen with histhumbs. Then, helay
atop her and pressed his hips against hers. She winced.

He pulled back. “Areyou dl right?’

“Yes...” Shereached down, felt hersalf and showed him her finger. “We won't need the knife.”

“I'm so sorry -- | didn't want to hurt you.”

“I know you didn't. Don't fed badly, Nykkyo. It only stung for an ingtant. I'm al right -- and this
issomething | want.”

“You'reno longer avirgin, Vipsa”

“Now, plant your seed.”

“So-- it hasto bedl theway...” Nyk lay atop her again and began rocking his pelvisin adow,
gentle rhythm. Vipsaembraced him and ran her hands along his spine. He dipped an arm under the small
of her back and held her. She touched hisface and smiled. He pushed against her and drew in adeep
breath. “Ohhh!” he groaned and let hisbody go limp.

“Arewe done?’ Nyk nodded. “ It was starting to fed good...”

Herolled from her and attempted to catch his bresth. “1've heard that complaint before.”

“Kwama,” Vipsacalled out. “I'm now awoman.”

Kwama stepped into the room. “It's about time.” She unhooked the lamp from the cord, pulled
back the cover and examined between Vipsaslegs. With anod she pulled the covers over the two of
them and, carrying the lamp, stepped from the chamber.

Orange light from thefirein the central room filtered through the woven twig wall and danced on
Vipsasface. “Did you redly think | was complaining?’ she asked.

“No. | wasbeing asmartass.”

She put her hand over her mouth and laughed. “I've never heard that word.”



“It means...”

“| understand what it means.” She giggled.

“Vipsa... lovemaking islike any activity -- you improve with practice.”

“That sounds like something Kwamawould say.”

“What | meanis... asawoman -- you are gifted with an amazing ability to enjoy the pleasures of
:la\;ﬁna\ll(vlmgbzerhaos it'sto compensate for the ordeals of childbirth. I hope Gan -- or, whoever you pair

“Will you two stop it?” Kwamas voice came from another part of the hut. “I'll never get deep.
Areyou going to talk al night AFTERWARD, too?’

Vipsagiggled again. “Y ou were beginning to sound like Kyto.” She smiled. “I understand ...
thank you, Nykkyo. | respect your loyalty to your far-away woman. You're freeto go.”

“Isitdl rightif | say?’
“Y ou want to stay with me?’

Nyk coaxed Vipsato lieagaingt him. “| think fegling the other'swarmth asyou fall adegpisthe
best part of having abed partner.”

“The best?

“Thevery best.” He put hisarm around her as she rested her face on his shoulder, then he kissed
her forehead.

“Better than the moment?’
“Yes, becauseit lagtsdl night.”

“Some of the older girlstold me stories of their openings. Wait 'til | tell them of mine! I'll never
forget this, Nykkyo.”

12 -- Rescue

Nyk walked through the village to a group of women sitting around awooden tub. Andrawas



removing the skin from some inkroot with abone scraper. Shelooked up at him. “ So, how went the big
night?’

“I'm not the sort that kissesand tells.”
“Did everything go according to plan?’
“Not quite.”

“I didn't think so. | saw Vipsawith some other girls. She's absolutely glowing. | don't mind telling
you, Nyk, I'm alittle jealous. | wonder how Sukiko will react.”

“| did thisfor thewdl-being of dl of us”
“Keep tling yoursdlf that,” Nayva said and tossed aroot into the tub.

Andradropped her root into the tub and looked at her hands. They were stained a deep purple.
She picked up the last inkroot and began scraping. “1 suppose you think thisisamusing.”

“I said nothing.”

“I'm not amused,” Nayva added.

Nyk dipped the communicator out of his pocket. “I received alock again.”
“Did you tranamit the disresssgnd ?’

“Yes. | logt thelock, but it'sback.” He sat beside Nayva. “I'll send the signal again.” He pressed
acontrol on the handheld device. “ There, an acknowledgement. Let's seeif anyone answers us.”

Nyk held the device on hislap. One of the elder women picked up the tub of inkroot and carried
it toward thefire. She dumped the contents into alarge earthen pot sitting on the communa blaze.

A young woman brought asmall bucket and handed it to Andra. Shelifted it to sip from, but the
youth waved her hands asa signd to stop. The girl dipped her handsinto theliquid.

Andrasmiled and nodded. She dipped her handsinto the bucket. When she removed them the
inkroot stain was gone. The girl handed the bucket to Nayva.

The communicator chirped. “ Distresssgnd, identify yourself,” came avoice.

Nayvapicked it up. “Thisis Lexa-One. We were forced down on the southern continent.”
“Lexa-One -- welve been looking for you. What isyour condition?’

“The craft was destroyed. Pilot and two passengersin good condition. We request rescue.”

“ Acknowledged. We're more than happy to oblige. Well need to form arescue party. Keep
your communicator on standby and well cal with details.”

“Acknowledged,” Nayvareplied. “What's the Stuation in the capitd ?”



“Stuationisgood. The capitd isin friendly hands”

“WEell stand by for your call. Lexa-One out.” Nayvajumped up and embraced Andra. “We're
going to be rescued!”

Vipsaapproached Nyk and he made room for her. She sat beside him and placed her bark tray
on her lap. Helooked at her face, illuminated by the glow of the commund fire. Sheleaned againgt him.
“I hear you'll beleaving us”

“Y es, we expect in aday or two acraft will come and take us home.”

“I'll missyou, Nykkyo. Will you ever return?

“I won't say never. I'd like to return and find you paired with aman who cherishesyou. I'd like to
learn you've given strong children to the village.” Hetook her hand. “1'd like to see the villagers accept
and trust you asther heder.”

“Y ou're amember of our village, Nykkyo. Y ou're dways welcome, asis your far-away woman.”
She mopped the remaining tuber paste from her tray with the last chunk of mest. “I'll take your trays.”

Bek took his placeto deliver the night'sinstallment of his story. Vipsareturned and sat beside
Nyk. He dipped hisarm around her and she leaned against him. “I'm sorry you won't hear how Bek's
story ends,” she said.

“Andraknowsthe story,” Nyk replied. “I'll learn the ending from her.”

“Andraknows Bek's story?’ She leaned to look at Andra. “How does she know it?’

“It'san old story, common to both our people. Let'slisten.”

Nyk sat by the brazier in thelodge. To hisright was Kyto and to hisleft Ylak. The chief sat
across and some other tribal edersfilled the circle. Kyto loaded the pipe with the hallucinogenic powder
and passed it to Nyk. “It'san honor to take thefirst draw. | grant it to you in light of your departure.”

Nykkyo lifted the pipeto hislips, inhaled deeply and held his breath. He exhded dowly through
isnose and passed the pipeto Ylak. The boy lifted it to hislips but did not inhale -- then passed it on.

The drug was working, filling Nyk's head with afoggy sense of well-being. The faces of the
village men dissolved and reformed into asingle ring of humanity. He pressed his pam againgt Kyto's.

“Thisisour sgn of friendship. If you accept my offer of friendship, open your fingers and lace hands with
rm"

Kyto spread hisfingers and held Nyk's hand. Ylak pressed his palm against Nyk's and joined
hands. Soon the circle was united.

“Tell us about Floran after Midoro's expedition,” Kyto said.

“After ... Midoro departed around 150 APF.” He closed his eyes and searched his memory for



his school lessons on the planet's history. “ That was our darkest time -- the time we came closest to
annihilation. Midoro was not wrong to do ashe did.

“Floran emerged from the dark times around 300 APF. A generation later, we returned to the
sars. By 400 APF we had made contact with Earth.”

“The mother planet,” Y lak interjected.

“Y es, theworld from which our life originated. We knew the need to keep our true nature secret
from the Earth population. We still must walk the surface of that world with great care. | am one of those
wakers”

The circle murmured. “How many Foranswalk on Earth?’ Kyto asked.

“About two dozen at any time.”

“Then, it'sagreat honor to usthat you walk Abo.”

“No, Kyto. The honor ismine.” The pipe returned to Nyk and he took another draw. “We aso
began exploring the galaxy around Foran, for we knew the need for other worlds to support our
numbers. Our planet cannot support avery large population.”

“How large?’ the chief asked.

“We have ahillion and ahdf living on Floran.” The circle murmured upon hearing the number.
“Beieveme, it'squite enough.”

“Over adozen colony planetd” Kyto said. “ Tl them how many Horansinal.”

“Twenty-four billion,” Nyk replied. The circlelet out agasp. “By 1000 APF we had founded our
first colony -- after Abo, that is. It's called Gamma-5." Nyk faced the chief. “ Chief, it's clear the Abo
colony isin decline. I'm sure the Floran people would embrace you, should you wish to return to our
community.”

“No,” hereplied. “Not for this generation. Perhaps for the future. | see a day when our people
will not be able to feed or care for themsalves. Perhgpsthen.”

“I admire your community. Y ou livelife, and you lovelife. | sse more hgppinessin thisvillage
than in Horan cities many hundred timesthissize.”

The chief nodded and smiled. “Humansfind joy and sorrow in any community, Nykkyo.”

A shaft of morning light fell across Nyk's eyes and he groaned. “Y ou're going to haveto lay off
that stuff,” Nayvasaid.

“It's part and parcel of acouncil-of-elders meeting.”
“Think what you want,” Andrasaid. “I have some breakfast. Are you tired of inkroot yet?’

“I'mtired of whatever roast beast it is we've been served the past four days. 1t's beginning to



taste alittle off.” Nyk sat up and rubbed his eyes. Hefdt hisface. His sparse beard was showing six
days worth of growth. “1'd give anything now for asharp razor and abasin of warm water.” Andra
handed him abark tray and he began eating his breskfast.

The communicator chirped again. Nayva picked it up. “Lexa-One here.”

“Ah, Lexd-One. Thisisyour rescue squad. We're dispatching ashuttle to the southern continent.
It should be there shortly. Place your communicator into trangponder mode and well homeinonit.”

“Very good.” Nayva pressed acontrol on the device. “I can fed that hot water already.”

“Kyto would prefer we draw our rescuersto a spot away from the village. He doesn't want
ADbo's whereabouts widdly known.”

“It's out of the bottle,” Andrasaid.

“I know, but |et's adhere to his wishes. Well take a hike to the top of that hill.”

Nyk and Andra huddled under afeather-pelt while Ylak showed Nayva how to shoot a
blowgun. Nyk looked down at thevaley. “ Their village blends well with the forest. | wouldn't know it
was there from this vantage.”

“Only when someone stirs the fire and sends up some smoke,” Andrareplied.

The communicator began chirping. “They're hominginon us,” Nayvasad.

“Watch the sky. Well wavethemin.”

The chirping became more frequent and intense. “ They're very close now,” Andrasaid.

“Look!” Nyk pointed skyward. A craft circled overhead, leaving adouble contrail. It began to
losedtitude.

Nayva picked up the binoculars and peered through them. “ They're quite high up -- I'm sure they
can't seeus.” Shefollowed the craft asit circled. Then, she picked up the communicator and switched it
off. “Run! That shuttles Altian!”

Nyk started running toward the village. “ Are you sure?’ he panted.

“Yed Altian shuttles have adigtinctive twin-tail configuration.”

“Weve been tricked!” Andrasaid. “The capita in friendly hands. Friendly to whom?’

Y lak ran ahead of them into the village. Nyk was greeted by Kyto and the chief.

“What isthe trouble?’

“We've been tricked,” Nyk replied. “Or, perhaps we tricked ourselves, desiring rescue so badly.
I'm afraid we've given our whereabouts to our enemy. We may have placed you in jeopardy, too.”



“It seemstome,” Kyto replied, “in such a situation, one has no choice but to hunt the hunters.”
“How would we do that?’

“With bait.”

The communicator chirped again. “Lexa-Onethisisrescue. Welost your signd.”

Nayvaheld the deviceto her lips. “Our communicator is having power cell problems. Were
workingonit.”

“Rescue standing by.”
“What do we do?’ Nyk asked.

“Well cdl acouncil meeting,” the chief said.

Nyk sat with the villagemenin acircleinthelodge. “What isit your enemieswant?’ the chief
asked.

“They want Andra.”

“Thewhite one?1 don't blame them -- she'savery beautiful woman.”

“They want her dead. They bdieve she'sthewife of ... the chief to whom we're loyal.”
The chief nodded. “Y ou're amember of our village, Nykkyo. We can conced you.”

“They know were here, and they'll stop at nothing to find us. More will come with powerful
weapons. Concedling us puts your wholetribe into danger.”

“What do you propose?’ Kyto asked.

“If we could seize their vessdl -- Nayvacan fly it. She can draw their atention from you, and
perhaps take usto safety. It's our best hope, now.”

The chief looked around the cirdle. “Wewill hep you.”

Nyk followed Bek to a clearing some distance from thevillage. “ Thisisagood spot.” He
motioned to some village men, who began gathering firewood.

Kyto stepped forward with hisfire stones and ignited the blaze. Andra sat alone on alog near the
fire

“Signa them,” Nyk said.
“Rescug, thisis Lexa-One”

“Recue here”



“We're turning on our transponder now.” Nayva pressed a control and the gadget began
chirping. She set the device next to Andraon thelog.

“I'mall set,” Andrasaid. She pulled the remnant from her gown around her shoulders.

NyK retired to a spot behind some brush. He could hear the trangponder chirps from the
communicaor.

“Patienceisthe art of the hunt,” Kyto said.
“Patienceissomething | lack.”

“You'll never be agood hunter, Nykkyo.”

Nyk fidgeted. Kyto placed a hand on his shoulder.

The chirping became asolid tone. Ylak pointed skyward and they saw the twin- tailed shuttle
circling and then drop below the horizon.

Nyk started to jump up, but Kyto restrained him. * Our prey has sniffed the bait. We must wait
until it'sbeen saized.”

Nyk squatted behind the bush and watched.

Y lak tugged on his deeve and pointed toward the horizon. An open skimmer was headed toward
the clearing. Nyk looked into Kyto's eyes. The old man smiled and nodded.

Nyk could see about a half dozen troopers on the skimmer. One was carrying an Earth-style
shoulder arm. The craft headed toward the clearing. “Now, Andra,” Nyk thought. Andra kept gazing at
the campfire. “Now, Andral”

Andratouched the black gem in her belt buckle. For an instant a shimmer surrounded her. She
kept her eyes on the fire, warming her hands and rubbing them together.

The skimmer hovered about fifty metres from where she sat. The trooper lifted his shoulder gun
and aimed. The silence was broken by the crack of its discharge. Andrafell backwards and lay till on
the ground.

Kyto began to jump up, but thistime Nyk restrained him. The old man looked a him and
nodded.

Nyk could hear the corpsmen speaking inLingwafloran . “ Good shot,” one congratul ated the
marksman.

“Let'sgrab the princesss body and get out of here.”
“What about the others?’

“They canrot here”



The skimmer flew to within afew metres of the campfire and touched down. The troops stepped

off and headed toward Andra.

The chief gave the sgnd and the brush erupted with villagersloading and shooting their fireplant
darts. In an instant the Altians were on the ground, dead or dying. Andra stood and switched off the

shidd.
Nyk embraced Kyto. “Thanks. | hope our paths cross again.”

“Nykkyo...” Kyto handed him the ancient journd. “ Go with luck.”

Nayva climbed aboard the skimmer. “Come on!”
“I'll comewith you,” Ylak said and climbed aboard.
Nyk helped Andra aboard and climbed on himself. Nayvatook the controls and headed in the
direction the troops had come.
“Where do you think the shuttleis?’
“Therée's only about one place they'd want to set down.” Nayva pulled back on the stick to gain
dtitude. She pointed. “ There!”
Nayva piloted the skimmer directly over the shuttle and put it into station-keeping.

The shuttle pilot leaned from the craft. “What're you waiting for? Do you have the princess?’

“Yes,” Nyk called. “ Get ready to give usahand.”

The pilot stepped out of the craft. Ylak retrieved athorn from his pouch and loaded it into his
blowgun. Nayva dropped the skimmer to the ground. The boy stood and blew the dart into the pilot's

neck. The man reached for it, then fell to the ground in convulsions.

“Quick -- leave the skimmer here,” Nayvasaid. They clambered aboard the shuittle.

Nyk turned to Ylak. “ Y ou'll have no trouble finding your way back to the village?’

The boy flashed abroad smile. “No trouble at dl.”

Nyk climbed into the shuttle, turned and waved a Y lak and gave him the two- fingered Floran
salute. The boy turned and ran into the forest. Nayva closed the hatches and started prelaunch. The

power cellswhined as they spun up. “Do you sill want to go to Horan?’

“Yes, yes Let's seethe Altians deny this”

The shuttle headed skyward, and soon achieved orbit. Nayva operated the navigation compuiter.
The sensors picked up other vessals orbiting Lexal. She set courseto join them in formation.

“White, thisisleader,” came ahail. “ Do you have the princess? ... white, do you copy?’

Nayva switched off the communications system. “ Prepare for subjump. We're not following their



script.”
“Canthey track us?’
“I'mafraid s0.”

The viewport shutters closed and Nyk felt the jolt of the subjump. Nayva operated the navigation
computer again. “Prepare for warp jump.” The ship shook. “One more -- subjump.”

The viewport shutters opened and Nyk looked down on hisindigo homeworld. “That'sa
beautiful sght!”

“We're not doneyet,” Nayvasaid. “ Another vessdl just came out of warp jump and is heading
toward us. Hold on.”

“Head for Sudd. WEIl hole up in the Residence until this blows over.”

“Isthat the best place?’” Andraasked.

“It'sbuilt like afortress. Do you have a better suggestion?’

She swung the craft around to enter the Floran outer atimosphere belly-first, then oriented to fly
asan aircraft. “1'm computing atrgjectory toward Suda. But, for now it looks like we're heading for
Foran City. They'll have aharder time tracking usin the lower atmosphere, and thisbit of evasion might
buy us some moretime.”

Nyk looked out the forward viewports and saw Floran City looming before them. “We're
diverting to Suda,” Nayva said. She pulled hard on the stick. The craft swung around and flew past the

mons and toward the southern city.

Nayva switched on the communications system. “ Sudd, thisis Lexd-One requesting priority
landing.”

“Lexa-One, acknowledged. Bearing one-eighty-two, left. Y ou are cleared.”

“One-eighty-two, left. Acknowledged.”

Suda appeared before them in the forward viewport. The shuttle logt dtitude and velocity. The
landing approach vector appeared on the nav display. Nayva trimmed their approach, dropped landing
gear and touched down. She pulled the craft off to the side of the polymer concrete apron.

Nyk popped open the hatch and helped Andra out. “Are you coming?’ he caled to Nayva.

“I'll stay with the shuttle -- in case you need it.”

Nyk held Andras hand as he ran to the groundcar lot. He picked one, popped open the cowl
and climbed in. He pressed hiswrigt to the scanpad and selected Suda University as the destination.

The cowl did shut and the car headed to the south. Nyk switched off the automatic guidance. A
unistick popped up from the floor. He grasped it and piloted the car by hand out of the city limits and
toward the east. He pulled onto the access road running past the Residence and drove toward his



childhood house.

13 -- The Assault

Nykkyo drove the groundcar up to the house, popped the cowl and helped Andraout. “Go
ingde-- I'll beaong shortly.”

Andraheaded into the house. Nyk rolled the car into the lower level, hopped out and headed up
the spird staircase.

He spotted Andrain an embrace with Senta. “Andra-- I'm so happy you're safe. | was so
worried when | heard of the Situation on Lexa.” Senta stepped back and regarded Andra - - her soiled
and tattered gown. “What happened to you?’

“It'salong story,” Nyk said from near the house's main control panel. He pressed an actuator
and the storm shutters dammed down. “1'm not sure we're safe -- we may be having uninvited guests.”

Sentamoved toward Nyk. “Nykkyo! Y ou would be behind this.” She threw a punch a Nyk but
he ducked and stepped back. She advanced toward him and slapped hisface.

Andra grabbed her arm. “No, Senta. Nyk came to rescue me. It was my ideato get involved.”

“No matter,” Nyk replied. “I'm sure the Altians will track us here. | hope this structure is strong
enough to hold them off until help arrives. Now, | must mekeacdl.”

Nyk entered Kronta'slocator code. “ The Altians have overplayed their hand,” Kronta said.
“They've saized Lexd and now there's apitched battle at the Sudd shuttleport. The stunners our interna
affairs boys have are no match for those Earth firearms.”

“What's the HL's response?’

“Welve been in contact with Wygann, who'sin hiding somewhere outside the Lexa ese capital.
The HL has censured -- and muzzled -- the Altian and Deltan delegates and has offered to activate the
srikeforce -- to help Wygann. He's refused.”

“Wygann refused the HL'shel p?’

“Thet'sright.”

“Send that force to Sudal, and to the Residence. Andraand | are holed up here and we could
use reinforcements.”



“I'll send theword.” The digplay went dark.

Nyk paced around his childhood home. “1 hate being confined.”
Sentaglowered a him. “How long do you expect it'll take them to find you?’
“Not long. No one can keep their whereabouts secret on thisworld.”

Andra picked up one of the handguns and tested it for balance. “I'll show you how to usethis.
Pressthe safety release with your index finger. The thumb-trigger ishere” She handed the pistol to Nyk.

“Theré's an update on Lexal on the vidisplay,” Senta said. Nyk and Andra stood behind her and
watched as amob marched on the ruined Lexa ese palace. “Wygann's been recruiting Lexalese citizens
and they're about to retake the palace.”

“How higisthat crowd?’ Nyk asked.

“Haf amillion,” Sentareplied. “Maybe more. They're armed with tools -- kitchen knives, saws,
farm tools”

“Not amatch for firearms.”

“But Wygann has the numbers. There's no more than athousand or so of Velod's supporters
and Altian troopsin the capitd. It'sunbelievable.”

A bang came from one of the storm shutters, then some pounding. “ Quick, into the lower level,”
Nyk said. He stepped to avidisplay and placed another cal to Kronta. “Where'sinternd affairs?’

“They havetheir handsfull in Sudd. Two more Altian shuttles have landed.”

“We have commandos trying to break into the house.”

“They'll bethere, Nyk.”

The pounding was joined by some scraping. “How long will that shutter hold out?” Senta asked.
Nyk shook hishead. “I don't know.”

One of the troops taunted them through the shutter. “ Janna, we know you'rein there. Wekilled
your pilot, now were coming for you!”

Andralooked up a Nyk. “They killed Nayval” She grabbed one of the handguns and headed up
the spira staircase.

“Where are you going?’ Senta asked.

“I'm going to do something to discourage them. Maybe | can take out one or two of themin the
bargan.”



Nyk picked up the other handgun and headed after her.

“No, Andral” Senta shouted. “Don't!”

“Well havethe high ground,” Andrareplied. “And, I'm wearing ashidd.”
“You don't have ashield, Nyk!”

“I'll keep down.”

Nyk pushed open the trapdoor to the observation deck in the center of the Residence's domed
roof and followed Andra. She pointed to alarge skimmer parked on the bluff. Four commandos where
leaning againgt it. Two of the troops were attempting to pry up one of the storm shutters. Another pair
were standing back, watching the sky.

Andra pressed the gem in her belt buckle. Shelifted the handgun and held it in atwo- handed
grip, her finger pressing the safety release and her thumb poised on the trigger button. She lowered the
wegpon and aimed at one of the commandos working on the shutter.

The weapon discharged with adull poomph. The commando was thrown back and fell to the
ground, blood oozing from his helmet. He convulsed for amoment and was till.

Andraturned the weapon on the second trooper and fired, knocking him to the ground. He
stood and ran for cover behind some rocks. The commandos near the skimmer ducked behind it and
shouldered their assaullt rifles.

“You'd better get down,” Andrasaid. “They're about to return fire.”

Nyk ducked into the trapdoor. The troops began firing at Andra, their rounds striking the shield
with blue flashes, losing energy and dropping at her fet.

“I'm keeping them pinned down,” she shouted. “ Got onein the leg. HE's out of commission.”

One of the troops near the skimmer hopped into it and two others sat on itstail. The craft began
to lift off. Andraturned and fired at it, hitting one trooper and knocking him off. He staggered backward
and fell off the bluff onto the rocks below.

Andrafired at the skimmer. Fud from its power cell began spraying. Shefired again, and aspark
from the round'simpact ignited the fuel. The skimmer burst into flames, and Nyk could hear thetwo
troopers screaming. “I denied them the use of their skimmer. It's down to four against one -- better
odds.”

“Y ou'd better get down,” Nyk shouted. “Every round that shield stops uses energy, and the
power cellswon't hold up forever.”

Andra ducked down and switched off the shield. The shooting stopped. “ Now what?’ Nyk
asked.

“These boyswill be abit more careful, now.” Nyk and Andraknelt on the stairway benesth the
trapdoor. “Maybe | should take alook,” she said.



Nyk shook his head. “No, keep down.”

“I just spoketo Krontaagain,” Sentacalled from below. “He saysan interna affairs skimmer will
be heading our way shortly. He's very upset about thiswholething.”

“Asif werenot upset?’ Nyk replied. “ Can you hear anything?’

“No. Nothing.”

“I wonder what they're doing?’ Andra asked.

Hammering and scraping resumed at the shutter. Andra switched on the shidld, climbed to the
roof and began firing again. “ They've set up across-fire,” she shouted. “ One behind each of those big
rocks. They want to keep me occupied so the others can cut through the shutter. It won't work.” She
fired a the troops near the house and drove them back. “Got one! Now it's three to one!”

The commando near the house fell back behind arock and began firing at Andrawith a handgun.

“That Lexdese pigtal isn't very powerful,” Nyk shouted. “Y ou can tell by the sound, compared
to what they'reusing.”

“It's powerful enough to be deadly,” Andrareplied. “It uses some sort of fuel-air technology ...
Nyk, toss me the other handgun. This one's empty.”

Nyk handed her the pistol. “ They're wearing some sort of body armor,” Andra shouted.
“That must've been part of Zander's shipments, too.”

“I haveto am at their legs.... or their heads. | wonder if they counted on this shield. Got another
one! Now, it'stwo against one!”

Andraturned back and forth, pinning the two remaining commandos behind their rocks.
“Whereisthat skimmer?’ Nyk shouted. “How many more rounds do you have?’

“I haven't been counting,” Andra shouted back. Nyk continued to hear shooting. Then, Andra
screamed and fell to the roof.

“Andral” Nyk poked his head through the trapdoor. Andrawas lying on the roof, writhing. A red
gplotch was forming below her ribcage.

Nyk pulled her into the house and secured the trapdoor. He carried her to the main living leve
and stretched her out on abench. “ Sental” he shouted. “ Andra's been shot!”

“Oh, no!” Senta sat and held Andra’s head.
“Isit bad?’ Nyk asked.
“I'mbleeding insde,” shegasped. “1 canfed it.”

“Try toliedill. It may keep the bleeding to aminimum.” He turned to the vidisplay. “ Kronta,



wheresthat skimmer?”’

“It'sonitsway, Nyk. A Lexaese shuttle landed to help mop up in Suddl. They'll be there
shortly.”

Nyk sat and held Andras hand. “Friendsfor life,” she said.

“Doesit hurt?’

“It won't hurt for long. I'm going to deep, now.”

“No!” Sentacried. “ Stay with us, Andral”

“Nyk...” Andra panted.

“Saveyour strength.” He pet her hair.

“Nyk -- when you see Janna -- tell her ... tell her ...Unu Deva Feti .

“I'will.”

“We got the princess!” avoice outside the shutter shouted. “Now, let'sfinish thejob!”

Nyk could hear more hammering and scraping.

The shutter creaked open and one commando stuck his head insde. Andralifted the pistol she
gtill clutched, pointed it and pressed the trigger. The three of them were splattered by blood and brains.
The commando sank to the floor and the shutter dammed onto his body.

Andradropped the pistol to the floor and groaned. Nyk picked it up, opened the storm shutters
and stepped outside. The last commando picked up a pump shotgun and jacked a shell into the chamber.
Nyk lowered the handgun and fired, striking the trooper in his vest and knocking him to the ground. The
shotgun discharged into the air, its pellets raining onto the roof.

Thetrooper attempted to climb to hisfeet, but Nyk fired again, knocking him down. The man
looked up from the ground as Nyk stood over him, pointing the muzzle of the handgun into hisface.
“Mercy!”

“Thisisfor Nayval” Nyk shouted and fired into the man's forehead. He pressed the trigger again
and again, until pistol refused to respond.

Nyk looked at the mangled corpse and then at his own hand. He threw down the pistol, buried
hisfacein hishands and began wailing. He felt atouch on his shoulder, turned and saw an internd affairs
officer.

“They'redl dead or captured,” the officer said to him.

Nyk heard a scream from inside the house. He and the officer ran insde. Sentawas holding
Andra.

“She'sdead!” Senta shrieked.



Two Lexa ese security troops pushed into the house. “Princess!” one shouted. “ Get the stasis
chamber!”

The other trooper headed from the house. “Wait -- that's not the Lexalese crest.” He pointed to
her right shoulder.

“That's not Janna,” Nyk replied. “That's Andra Baxa.”
“Baxal” Theguard spat. “| can't utter the name without spitting. Best to leave her dead.”

“No -- Andra despised her husband as deeply as you. She put herself into harm'sway to protect
your princess, who'sright now safein Floran City.”

The second Lexaese guard entered dragging afield stasis chamber on alevitating palet. “ Quick
-- get her ingde”

Nyk helped dide her into the tube. “1 can't get good stasis,” the guard shouted.
“Thebdt!” Nyk replied. “It'sashield and may be interfering with the tasisfields.”

The men did her out and Nyk removed the belt. “We have good stasis, now. Isthereaclinicin
Sudd?’

“Take her to Centra Clinic in Floran City,” Nyk replied. “Ask for Dr Kurso Aahhn.” He
watched the guard drag the pallet toward a skimmer.

“Take her to the shuttleport,” thefirst Lexaese guard shouted. “ Transport her to Floran City by
shuttle” The Lexa ese corpsmen nodded acknowledgement.

The Internal affairs officer pproached Nyk. “A shidd? Let me seethat.”
The Lexaese guard snatched it. “ This belongsto Lexaese Security Forces.”

“Come,” he heard avoice shout from outside. The Lexaese guard took the belt with him to the
skimmer and it lifted off.

Nyk looked at his shaking hands. “I'm akiller! | killed aman!”
“Y ou preserved your own life and the lives of your friends,” the officer said.

“He begged for mercy. | had none. | shot aman when he was down -- | shot him between the
eyes. | killed him!”

“If he had gotten up, he/d have done everything in his power to overcomeyou. I'm certainit'll be
ruled justified.”

“And then -- | emptied the guninto him.”

“It's no crime to shoot a corpse. Come, two more skimmers are on their way. We'd like you to
comeinto Suda and tell usyour story.”



Nyk stepped from the skimmer and into the Residence. He looked at Senta. “ Senta, can we call
atruce?’

“Truce,” shereplied. “You'reamess-- go get cleaned up. Then, we can walk on the beach.”
“Y ou want to walk on the beach? Y ou, Senta?’
“We have somethingsto discuss.”

Nyk stepped from his childhood bedroom in atunic and sandals. He saw Senta sitting at a
vidisplay. “Y ou look so much better.”

“l wish | felt better.”

“Areyou interested in discovering whether or not you and | are half-brother and sster?’
“Aren't we better off not knowing?’

“Arewe? It'sbad for meif we are, and bad for you if we're not.”

“What do you mean?’

“Y ou threatened the prospect of incest to persuade me to grant the separation. Y ou don't want
to know because you're afraid it'll destroy your strongest argument.”

“Senta, after everything | went through, 1'min no mood for petty bickering.”

“A dissolution of marriageis hardly petty,” shereplied. She poked the touchscreen. “I have my
DNA sequence here. | also have the sequence of Ryddo Tibran, my legd father ... and of Veska. A
couple touches on the screen and welll al know for sure.”

Nyk looked into her green eyes. “ All right. Do the comparison.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yes, I'msure”

“You'renot just saying that, are you?’

“Y ou do enjoy tormenting me, don't you?’

“Doyouredly believethat?’

“Senta, just go ahead and run the match, will you?’

“Okay. Remember -- you asked for it.” She poked the touchscreen. The display flashed asiit
performed the statistical match of the two DNA sequences. The results were displayed. “ Percentage

match with Veskais 92.52 percent,” she replied. “ Percentage match with Ryddo is ... 99.99995
percent.” Shelooked into hiseyes. “I'm aTibran, legdly and biologically.”



“Y ou knew, didn't you?Y ou ran the match before, while | wason Lexd.”
She smiled. “Yes, Nyk. | needed to know.”

Hesghed. “All right, Senta-- youwin. Tell mewhat | have to do before you'll grant the
separdion.”

“For darters you can take awak with me.”

Hetook Senta's hand and led her out of the house. “Did you tell your stepdad?’ he asked. She
shook her head. “ Shdl wetdl him?”

“I think it would be dl right to let him keep guessing, don't you?” Sentareplied.

He headed toward the bluff. The burned-out skimmer sat on the edge of the cliff. Nyk pointed.
“They'll be by tomorrow to remove that.”

Nyk helped Senta down the rocks to the black sandy beach. He dipped off his sandas. She
dipped hers off her long, narrow feet and walked with him barefoot toward the surf.

“I didn't think you could stand the smell.”

“The smdl growson you,” shereplied. “Suda grows on you. | thought 1'd miss the excitement of
Floran City. I've discovered | don't, but | do appreciate the peace and quiet here. Maybe I'm getting
older.”

“Why couldn't you see that about Sudal before?’

“Why, indeed? Nykkyo, | am sorry | never permitted mysalf to appreciate what your home has
to offer. I'm sorry | never let you share thiswith me.”

“It wasn't from my lack of trying,”
“Certainly not.”
He walked with her dong the edge of the surf and felt the waves wash over hisankles.

Nyk stopped and stared out at the sea toward the horizon. He glanced Sental'sway and saw her
savoring the breeze, her face lifted and her eyes closed asit caught her red hair.

“Now, Senta-- what are your demands? Y ou know | havelittle | can giveyou. You'l keep the
rightsto the house. What else do | need to do?’

“Nyk, we've called atruce. For Andras sake let's honor it.”

“I want usto remain friends, Senta. We've known each other so long and the years we were
married do count for something.”

“I'm pleased to hear that. After our last vidphone conversation, | was afraid they didn't.”



“I don't know why you'd want to stay married to akiller.”

“Nyk, | don't blame you for what you did.”

“All I could think of was poor Nayva. She saved both our lives. She didn't deserveto die.”

“A great many have died in this adventure. Andra till may. Few deserved to.” She pointedto a
rock overhanging the surf. “That's Andras favorite place. She sitsthere after dinner...” Senta brushed

tearsfrom her eyes. “I love her, Nyk. | don't know what I'll do...”

“Shelovesyou, too, Senta. You and | are bonded through her. Aahhn'samiracle worker. He
reanimated Suki after her suicide.”

“Therésalimit even to what he can do, Nyk.”

A warbling Sgna came from Sentaslifxarpa . She withdrew from her sash ahandheld vidisplay
and looked at it; then handed it to Nyk. “Vidphone for you.”

Nyk pressed it to hiswrist to answer the call. He saw hisfriend Aahhn.
“Nyk, we reanimated your friend.”

“Will shelive?”

“Webdievesn.”

Nyk turned to Sentawith tearsin hiseyes. “Did you hear?’

Sentathrew her arms around him and kissed him. “Let's take the night train to Floran City.”

Nyk escorted Sentainto the clinic and was directed to a trestment room. Andrawas lying on her
back on atherapeutic pallet. Her skin was green and her lips black. “ They've given her atificia blood,”
Nyk said. Hewaked to her and took her hand. It was limp and she was unconscious.

A figurein hospita garb approached them. Nyk recognized his friend Aahhn.

“How isshe?’ Nyk asked.

“Oh, shelll recover. It'sa serious wound. The ... projectile entered here, below her left ribcage.”
Aahhn pointed on his own body. “It grazed her somach, put anick in her colon, severed arather large
artery and lodged near her spleen. Shelost asignificant amount of blood.”

“Did you haveto remove her spleen?’

“No, the surgeons patched it dl up.”

“It'sfortunate she was wearing ashield,” Nyk said.

“A shidd?Hmmm ... it gppearsit didn't work very well.”



“It worked very well -- it stopped hundreds of rounds. Y ou should've seen her, Aahhn --
standing on that roof, firing on those commandos. By the time she was hit, its power was depleted. |
imagine it was ill ableto dow theimpact of the bullet. Otherwise, sheld have been cut up even worse

insde -- perhaps beyond repair.”
“She's dtill recovering from the neura block. She should be coming around in ashort while”
“Why don't we take turnswaiting up for her?” Nyk said to Senta. “I'll take thefirst shift.”
“Fine, Nyk. Youll call if therésany news?’
“Of course”
“I'll be by inthemorning.” Senta headed out the door.

Nyk pulled up a seat beside Andra. He kissed her foreheed, then leaned back and closed his
eyes.

The sound of an attendant caring for Andraroused him. He looked up and saw the nurseleaving
the treetment room. Andras eyes were open. “How are you feding?’

“I'm not feding much ... | have aneurd block ... on my spine.... | can't fed anything .... below my
... shoulder blades ... it'saso controlling ... my breathing ... avery odd ... sensation...”

“Other than that?’

“I fed happy ... to bedive...” Nyk took her hand and she squeezed it. “We make quitea...
team ... don't we?’

14 -- Back to the Grind

Nyk walked into Andra's treatment room. Sentasat in achair, dozing. “Good morning. How are
you today?’

“They removed the neurd block.”
“S0, you havelegsagain.”

“And pain. Not too bad, though. They told me | can go home as soon as I've displaced most of
the artificid blood.”



Nyk stroked her oat-straw white hair. “ That green skin makes your hair look even lighter.”

An atendant brought in amedl tray and handed it to her. “Doctor wants you to try eating.”

Andrabrought the pallet into a Sitting position. She removed the cover on the med package and
scooped a spoonful. “I had forgotten how bland the food is on this planet. I'm in the mood for a chunk of

“Maybe we can have somelagexeva shipped from Lexd.”

“No thanks.” She scooped another spoonful.

“Andra, | must ask you -- how did you fed after you killed Zander?’

“Good. He deserved it.”

“How can you fed no remorse?’

“Nyk, it'seasy. It'slesson number one from Vebinad Academy -- thefirst order of businessis
survivd. | knew | wouldn't be free of Zander until one of usdied. | had alittle bet with myself asto which
of uswould diefirst. | thought it would be me. | waswrong -- | lost my bet but | won the game. Think
how many more wouldve died if hed been ableto carry out hisplan.”

“Penty of othersdied anyway.”

1] Exmly.”

“And the commandos?’

“They had no regard for life -- nonefor their own, and you can imagine their regard for yours and

. ”

mine
“Don't you think about their families?’

“They wered| career criminals. They were dead the moment they joined this adventure. My only
regret is| didn't kill dl of them.”

“I couldn't deep last night. | kept seeing them in my dreams. | keep hearing the screams of those
in the skimmer. And the one | shot -- he begged for mercy, but | shot him. | shot himin cold blood.” A
tear ran down Nyk'sface. “I don't know how I'm going to live with mysdlf. | don't know how I'll return
to Earth -- to amundane little job in adingy little office with that man on my conscience.”

“Nyk, remember they killed many morein cold blood. They shot Nayvain the knee to induce her
to tell them where you and | had gone. Then, they shot her in the head. If you hadn't killed him -- hed
have killed you, me and Senta. And | doubt it would've been quick, like apellet in the head.”

“Y ou're atougher man than | am, Andra. Thisisaside of you | never wanted to see. It'saside
of mel never knew | had. Isit Earth? Have we been corrupted by that planet? Does everyone who has
contact with that world end up tainted somehow? I'm sure Earth corrupted Zander. | think it's corrupted
Seymor, a least in away. Isanyone immune?’



“It'snot Earth, NykK. It's human nature. You and | are the same speciesthat lives on that plangt,
and wethink and fed and love and hate the same way. If Florans weren't every bit as human, the school
that formed me would've died for lack of clients generations ago.”

“I'm no better than those Altian commandos.”

“Y ou are the better man, Nyk -- much better. That commando wouldn't have shed atear over

you.
“What of you?Y ou dmost paid for our adventure with your life”
“I survived, and I'll heal. Thiswas good for me, Nyk.”
“Good for you? How can you say that?’
“Ever since Zander took me from the school, I've had doubts.”
“Doubts?You?’

“Yes. Zander did terrible thingsto my self-esteem. | wondered if | had what it takesto perform
the assgnment for which | wastrained. Now | know | do. This has strengthened me, Nyk. | don't have
any desireto repest it. What | want to do isto recover from these wounds and spend my life with what |
love -- with what you showed meto love -- to study the lifein the sea.”

“Would you go back to Lexa?’
“I would. I know Jannas safe. | have no ideawhat happened to Mykko.”

“It was remarkable. After we left the palace, Wygann's bodyguards got him into a skimmer.
Velod'sforces, with Altian reinforcements, were too much for the palace guard to hold off and overran
the place.

“Wygann declared martia law and formed a government-in-exile. He exhorted the L exalese
peopleto rise up and throw off thisdien infection that had afflicted hisworld. The people cameout in
droves.

“His supporterstook over the communications facility. He recruited over the vidphones, and
Janna gave encouragement from her exilein Foran City. The Lexa ese people were driven into afury of
outrage over the actions of Vdlod.

“Heformed an army of citizens armed with kitchen knives, wrenches, farm tools-- even sticks
and rocks. A mob of more than ahaf million Lexaese citizens swarmed over the palace. Many were
shot and killed, and many more were injured. Wygann himself was wounded, but he's expected to
recover. His supporters found and decapitated Vellod, Vadimaand his henchmen. Lexal erupted into a
Spontaneous cel ebration.

“The audacity of the Altiansto attack fellow citizensturned the HL againgt them, and the
legidature voted to authorize sending an expedition to Lexa to keep the peace. Wygann said they were
not welcome.”

“He turned them down?’



“Yes. Wygann said the Lexa ese need no outside help to preserve their security, and any HL
forces would receive the same as Vel lod got. Heis scheduled to make a mgor address tonight, and it
will be broadcast across the entire hegemony.”

Nyk stepped from the tubecar platform an took the lift to the 353rd floor apartment he had
shared with Senta. He scanned hiswrist and the door did open. Sentawas Sitting at avidisplay. “It's
handy you've kept this apartment,” he said. “I thought you planned to turn it back to Central Admin after
moving the labsto Sudal.”

“| till spend timein Floran City -- meetingsand all.”

“And the occasiond assignation.”

“I thought we were observing atruce, Nyk.”

“Yes-- you'reright, Senta. I'm sorry.”

“How's Andratonight?’

“Shesdoing well.”

“I'll go over there and spend time with her.”

“Y ou two can watch Wygann's speech.”

Nyk sat eating acold dinner package. The vidisplay sgnaled acal. He answered with his
wristscan and saw Janna. “ Greetings from the palace, or what's left of it.”

“I'm glad to see you home. I'm planning on watching your husband's address.”
“I wanted to cdl to thank you persondly for dl you did. Is Andraaround?’
“Andrasin theclinic. She sustained arather seriouswound.”

Jannalooked down. “Will shebedl right?’

“Yes” Nyk replied. “ Shell make afull recovery.”

“Thank goodness. If anything had happened to her... | wouldn't have been ableto live with
mysdf.”

“Janna-- Andrawanted meto tell you --Unu Deva Feti .

Janna closed her eyes and nodded. “ So many did their duty and paid the price. Welost so many
loyal staff and supporters. We had a hundred and twenty-seven members of the palace staff and guard
killedintheinitia assault. Dayaisdead.”

“Daya? Dead?”



Janna nodded and brushed atear aside.

“Sheloved you, Janna. Shetold me so.”

“I know she did. She was devoted to Mykko and me. So many loya staff -- they were our
friends, Nykkyo. | knew many of the casudties persondly. In the liberation of the palace, we had many,
many more ordinary citizenslay down their lives. Thefina count isn't known yet, but it's certain to be
more than any of us can imagine -- or bear.”

“I'mso sorry,” Nyk said.

“No, Nykkyo. I'm the one who's sorry. I'm sorry to have embroiled you and Andrain this. You
had no business getting involved. | shouldn't have agreed to Andras plan.”

“Andrasplan?

“To petition the HL -- it didn't work, anyway. | should've been with my people.”
“That was Andrasidea?’

“Sheingsted onit.”

“What would Mykko have doneif you werein harm'sway? What if you had fallen into Velod's
hands? What could he not have coerced your husband into doing to spare you? What of your son?’

“Of course -- you are correct, Nykkyo.”

“Having you in safekeeping freed his mind to deal with the attackers. Mykko told ushow deep is
hislovefor you. If Velod had gotten hold of you, he'd have done anything in exchange for your safety --
anything.”

“Yes, it might have turned out very differently.”

“Might-haves don't count.”

“I do hope you'l return to Lexal, Nykkyo. We are a peace-loving people. You and | are bonded
fadt, friends-for-life. I will honor that bond.”

“Aswill 1. 1 not only honor it -- | cherishit.”

“Thank you, Nyk. Now, | must prepare mysdf for the address.” The vidisplay went dark.

Nyk pressed the touch screen to access the public affairs channel. He saw the auditorium in the
Lexa paace. The camera panned around the facility and he could see evidence of scorching, and holesin
the roof. Mykko Wygann limped onto the stage with Janna standing beside him. She was wearing the
long gown and tiara, but no belt-shield.

The camerazoomed into atight shot of Wygann'sface. “ Citizens of Lexa and citizens of the
Floran Hegemony,” he began. “ Tonight isamoment of triumph for our people. We have eradicated a



threat to the security of our land and population.

“A band of thugs, led by aderanged and disgruntled ex-chancellor, and illegaly aided by forces
sanctioned by the governments of two other colonies attempted to seize control of thisworld. They were
vanquished, not by weaponry but by the will and resolve of this planet's population.” Nyk could hear the
crowd in the auditorium cheering.

Janaspoke. “1n our time of distress, |, representing the legal government of the Lexa colony,
petitioned the FHooran High Legidature for support and relief. The High Legidature, in control of an
inter-colonia strike force and equipped with state-of-the-art particle beam wegpons, refused us each
time. Only &fter the depth of commitment to our defeat made by the Altians becameirrefutable did they
offer to intercede.”

Wygann spoke again. “1 have refused their assistance. The Lexalese people -- our own, fine
people -- had by then aready arisen and vanquished our oppressors. The weapons we employed were
sticks and stones ... Sticks and stones! ... And our numbers and our own resolve.” Nyk heard more
cheering.

Wygann raised his hand to calm the crowd. “ Our victory did not come without a price. Seven
thousand four hundred and e ghteen peace-loving Lexa ese citizenswho answered our cdl perished inthe
palace assault.” The camera panned across the crowd again, who now sat in silence.

“Their familieswill be cared for. In addition, more than ten thousand were injured, and some will
suffer therest of their lives. The blood of our dead and wounded now stains the hands of the High
Legidature del egates who turned blind eyes and deaf earsto our plight.

“Never again! Never again will the Lexa ese people permit such athreat to materidize. It has
become clear to me that the security of Lexa can be had by one means only. We cannot rely on dliances
with others. We cannot rely on the empty promises of inter-colonia security made by the High
Legidature. We must rely on oursalves -- our own, independent, colonid militia”

The crowd cheered again.

“Consequently, | am announcing tonight that al Lexalese citizens desiring them may acquire,
possess and carry firearms. Thisis so ordered by me under the provisions of martial law, and will remain
an executive order until the colonia senate can amend our congtitution to include language guaranteeing
theright of the people to keep and bear arms.” The audience erupted into wild cheering.

“No, no, no!” Nyk said to himsdlf. “We need fewer weapons, not more of them.”

The camera panned to ashot of Janna. “1 would like to add my thanks,” she said, “to each and
everyone who cameto our ad -- for you were aiding yoursalves. The times ahead will be difficult, aswe
grievefor the casuaties and as we rebuild the capital. If we al work together for the greater good, we
will return to normd -- and better lifefor al.”

The crowd began chanting “ Jan-nal Jan-nal Jan-nal” Nyk pressed the control on the vidisplay to
switch it off. He went into the apartment's spare bedroom, flopped on the bed and attempted to will
himsdlf to deep.

Nyk waked into Andras treatment room. Sentawas Sitting in achair near the therapeutic pallet.



Andra spotted Nyk, smiled and waved.

Nyk embraced and kissed her. “How are you fedling today?’

“I'm starting to be bored,” shesaid. “I can't wait to go home.”

Sentalooked up at Nyk. “Did you watch Wygann's speech last night?’

“Yes. | hope he'sdoing the right thing, but | fear it's the wrong one.”

“What are your plans?’ Senta asked him.

“Tomorrow | maketrangt. Seymor's picking me up on therelay station. I'll take afew daysto
relax before going back to my grind. And, | haveto pick up Suki. Shell be returning from thedigin
Turkey.” Senta put her hand to her mouth and suppressed laughing. “What are you giggling about?’

“| wasjust thinking -- what are you going to tell your Earth woman about the last few days?’

Nyk rolled hiseyes. “| don't want to think about it right now.”

A middle-aged man wearing an officid xar pa walked into the trestment room. “Nykkyo, I'm Illya
Kronta. Pleased to meet you in person.” He turned to Andra. “ Andra Baxa -- it's an honor to meet you
in person, too. The reports I've heard are correct -- you are indeed a beautiful woman.”

“Thank you. You're not seeing mea my best.”

Krontareached into hisxarpa , withdrew asmall package and opened it. Inside wasameda on
acord. “Thisisthe ExoAgency Service meddlion. It's awarded for service above and beyond the cal of
duty.” He placed it around Nyk's neck.

Nyk looked at the medal, then removed it and handed it to Andra. “ Thisreally belongsto you. |
can't tekeit with meto Earth.”

“Nykkyo, please accept my deepest gpologiesfor ingsting you involve yoursdf inthisaffair. You
had no businesson Lexd, and | had no businessingsting you to go there.”

“You'reforgiven, lllya You'l be pleased to learn | have another Kyhanajournd to trandate.”

Nykkyo stepped from the packet into the communications relay station. Inside the workroom he
saw Seymor. “Welcome back, lad.” Seymor opened his arms and embraced him.

“What's the wegther like?’ Nyk asked.

“A very pleasant June, o far.”

Nyk stepped into the wardroom and selected a polo shirt, shorts and running shoes. He picked
up hiskeysand wallet from his persond effectslocker. “Well, I've learned one very important lesson

fromdl this”

“What'sthat?’



“Never get involved in something outside your own domain of responsbility.”

“Come, lad, before we lose the dark.” He followed Seymor into the shuttlebay.

Sitting next to his old shuttlecar was Seymor's bubble shuttle, designed to be mistaken for a
two-man helicopter -- including sham rotors that could be deployed within the atmaosphere for
verismilitude in teking off and landing.

Seymor sat behind the control pand and began prelaunch diagnostics. The shuttlebay
depressurized, the spacedoor opened and the shuttle lifted off the deck and headed into deep space.

Seymor initiated the subjump. The shuttl€'s bubble went opague and Nyk fdlt thejolt.
Transparency returned and Nyk looked down on the brilliant blue sphere of Earth.

“Do you want to talk about it?’

“I'm eager to be home,” Nyk replied. “But I'm also dreading it -- | don't know how I'll function.”
“Y ou've been through awar, lad. I've seen enough reports of Earth warsto begin to understand.”
“I can't deep. Every night I'm haunted by the face of the commando | killed.”

“Those commandos made a choice when they joined, lad. They knew the risks.”

Nyk shook his head. “ That man had amother, afather, perhaps siblings or awife or loved ones.
Helooked down at hishands. “I took that away.” He brushed away tears.

“| assure you none of those men would grievefor their victims.”

“Andrasaid the sameto me. I'm not just grieving for them. I'm grieving for something that died in
myself. | don't know how | can return to Suki and her parents. | certainly can't talk about it with them.”

“Y ou can talk about it with Sukiko.”

Nyk shook hishead again. “No, | don't think | can. She wouldn't understand what this meansto
aHoran.”

Seymor activated counter-measures and began a descent toward North America. He piloted the
shuttle onto the roof of the building where he had is penthouse co-op. “ Are you going to the house?’

“It'stwo inthe morning. | don't want to disturb Suki'sfolks.”

“I have agpare room. Be my guest, Nyk. I'm not expecting you in the office for afew days. Take
sometimeto think thingsthrough.”

Nyk nodded. He opened the door to the shuttle and helped Seymor attach safety tethersto lash
the craft to the roof-top helipad. Seymor escorted him through diding glass doorsinto the penthouse.
“Thisis my humble abode. The guestroom's over there.

“Good night.” Nyk walked into the guestroom, flopped on the bed and sobbed himsalf to deep.



Nyk paid the cabby and climbed the steps to the house in Queens. He reached into his pocket,
withdrew his house key and opened the front door. “It's Nick, Y asuko,” he called toward the back of
the house.

Suki's mother stepped from the family room. She opened her arms and embraced him. Nyk
kissed her forehead and held her tightly. “I'm happy to seeyou,” she said.

“I'm happy to be home.”
“ Anything exciting happen on your trip?’
“Nothing worth mentioning.”

“Sukiko called severa times while you were gone. She was asking for you. | told her you were
cdled out of town unexpectedly.”

“How did shetakethat?’

“She said perhaps it was good for you -- to keep you preoccupied and your mind off the two of
you being apart.”

“Preoccupied ... | was preoccupied, all right.”

Nyk knelt on thetatami mats around the dining table. Y asuko handed him abowl. He picked up
his chopsticks and poked the objects swimming in the broth.

“I mademiso soup,” Yasuko said. “1 know it's one of your favorites.”

Nyk sipped the broth. “Yes. It's very good.” He set the bowl down.

“How's business?’ George asked.

Nyk looked up. “I'm sorry, what did you say?’

“| asked how's business. | assume you were called out of town on some field problem.”
“A field problem. That'sagood way to expressit. Busnessisfine.”

Y asuko looked into his eyes. “Nick, is something wrong?’

He shook hishead. “I'm tired. | need to lie down.” He carried his bowl to the kitchen, set it by
the sink and headed up to the gpartment.

Nyk opened the closet and took down a cardboard carton from the top shelf. He withdrew a
polymer fiber sack, dipped his hand insde and grabbed a handful of uncut diamond crystals. He let them
fal through hisfingers back into the sack. Then, he kicked off hisrunning shoes, flopped on the bed and
laced hisfingers behind hishead.



A rap on the apartment door roused his nagpping. “Nick? Nick?’

“Y es George?’

“Sukiko's on the phone.”

Nyk headed down the stairs and took the handset. “Hellokorlyta .”
“Nykkyo, so good to hear you. Mom said you were out of town.”
“Yes, | wascdled out ona... specid project.”

“Anything interesting happen?’

“No ... How'sthe dig going?’

“It went well. Werefinishing up right now. In two days, Vlad and | fly home.”
“Did you find anything?’

“We found the Site of athousand-year-old village.”
“That'samazing.”

“When | wasin Syria, we were excavating a five-thousand-year-old site. That'struly the cradle
of our aivilization.”

“It'snot your civilization. Y ou're Japanese.”
“It ISmy civilization. | told you -- I'm an American.”

“Seeyou in acouple of dayskorlyta .”

Nyk sat in Internationa Arrivalsat JFK airport. The monitors showed Suki's flight had landed.
He paced.

Some passengers began coming from Customs. Nyk |ooked toward the doorway. He spotted
her as she came through the door, pushing a cart piled with baggage. Her eyes met his and she broke into
arun. Nyk opened hisarms and held her. He placed hislipsto the top of her head and inhaled.

“Lord, don't do that -- my hair must be disgusting. | need a shower so badly.”

“Roseswouldn't smell sweseter.”

Shelifted her arms and turned around. “Do | ook any more pregnant?’

“Not much more.”

“See? We didn't miss anything. I'm homein plenty of timefor birthing classes and picking out
nursery furniture”



Suki descended the stairs from the gpartment combing her wet hair. “1 hadn't realized how much
| missed plumbing.” She sat beside Nyk on the sofaand leaned againgt him. “Mmm, this feels so good.”

“Areyou glad you went?’

“Oh, yes. It was great working with VVlad again.”

“Areyou planning on more digs?’

“No. | wasredly bothered by the heat and the dust and the lack of hygiene. It didn't bother mein
Syria-- but, maybe I'm getting older.” She cuddled against him. “Mom, open that suitcase. | brought gifts
for everyone. I'd open it mysdlf, but thisfeelstoo good.”

Nyk felt her body relax against his and he saw her eyes drifting shut. He scooped her up and
began carrying her upgtairs. “Where are you taking me?’

“To bed, little girl. You've had abusy day.”

Nyk helped her out of her robe and turned down the covers. She climbed into bed. He
undressed, did in beside her and put hisarm around her.

“Oh, Nykkyo -- despite the heat and dugt, it felt so good to bein the field and using my degree.
Thiswas my first opportunity to useit sncel graduated. | had my doubts, and | needed thisto dispe
them.”

“ Andrasaid something quite like that to me not too long ago.”

“Vlad and | had some nicelong talks. There's an opening for an assistant professor in history at
Pace. He convinced meto go for it. He thinks I'm a natural. Some Pace undergraduates came along for
thisdig and | really connected with them. | enjoyed teaching in Wisconsin, and now I'm more certain than
ever it'swhat | want to do.”

“What about the baby? Won't that hurt your chances?’

“Vlad sad if thisjob at Paceistheright fit, they'll work around my maternity leave. I'll call
tomorrow and seeif | can arrange an interview. Now, you tell me about your trip. Did Seymor send you
to some meetings?’

He shook hishead. “No. | was doing afavor for ... one of the Agency bosses.”

“Did you see Andra?’

Henodded. “Yes, | saw Andra.”

“Did you deep with her?’

“No ... yes, | did deep with her acouple times. We didn't make love. Andradidn't want usto.”

“| thought you said you have alittle lovein your heart for her.”



1] I do.”
“Doesn't she have some for you?’

“Andras aremarkable woman...” He stroked her arm. * She thought we shouldn't -- out of
respect for you.”

“Andrasaid that?”
“She doesn't want us to do anything that would threaten what you and | have together.”
“Andraisremarkable. | really would like her asmy friend. Do you think she'd agree?’

“Undoubtedly she would.” Nyk reached and switched off the light. He closed hiseyesand
relaxed, willing himsdf to deep. Hefdt Suki drowse beside him.

He saw the commando lying on hisback. The pistol wasin Nyk's hand pointing at the trooper.
“Mercy,” thetrooper pleaded. He pressed the trigger and watched the pellet emerge from the muzzle. It
traveled itstrgjectory in dow-motion and shattered the man's forehead.

Nyk gasped. He opened his eyes and |ooked around the darkened room. He closed his eyes and
attempted again to will himsdf to deep. He saw the commando standing before him, holding the shotgun.
He jacked ashell into the chamber, pointed it at Nyk and pressed the trigger. Nyk saw the flash.

“Yaaaah!” he screamed and sat up.

“What's the matter?”’

He was panting and his heart wasracing. “It was abad dream! I'm sorry, | didn't mean to disturb

you.
“Itsdl right -- it'sdl right.” She kissed him. “Do you want to tell me about it?’

He shook his head. “No. No, let'stry to get back to Seep.”

Nyk sat in his office staring at the screen of hislaptop computer. Seymor walked in and pulled
the door closed. “ Still troubled?’

“I can't keep my mind on my work. | need al my energy to keep a happy face at home. | can't
deep, | can't get anything done and | go home exhausted.”

“Y ou haven't talked to Sukiko about it yet?’
“No. I don't know how I can.”
“Nykkyo, I'd have thought you, of al people, would've. Do you want aleave of absence?’

Nyk shook hishead. “I don't know what | want. I'd give anything right now for some homeworld
drugs”



“Gads, lad. Y ou haveto get over it.” Seymor stood at the window looking out at the New Y ork
skyline. “Y ou don't know how worried | was -- especidly after | started hearing the reports of the
assault on the Lexd capitd. | told Krontal'd never forgive him if anything happened to you.” Seymor
turned and looked a Nyk. “He told me held never forgive himself.”

“Krontadidn't shoot someonein the face. Seymor, | hope | never get my hands on another
weapon. | don't know what 1'd do.”

“I'veread the reports, Nyk. No oneis blaming you. No one thinks you did anything but the right
thing.”

“I keep wondering about that poor man's family.”

“That commando wouldn't have thought twice about you or yours. Nyk, you're depressed. Let's
give Grynnyaacdl. She can hook you up with a psychomedic who might help you.”

“I don't want to involve Grynnya.”

“Asyour superior I'm ordering you to. | may have to order you to the homeworld for treatment.”

Nyk held Suki and stroked her arm. “Mmm,” she said.
“Mmm?’
Shetook a deep breath. “Mmmmmm. It waysfedls so good.” Shekissed his cheek.

Nyk switched off the lamp. Suki cuddied againgt him. “I dwaysfall adeep so easly after making
lovewith you. It'sagreat deep ad.”

“Not from boredom, | hope.”
“Of course not. I missed you so much in Turkey. Going to bed adone was the hardest part.”

Hefet her body relax and her legs twitch as she drowsed. Nyk closed his eyes. He could hear
the sounds of the city through the open bedroom window. Periodicaly srenswailed in the distance.

Images of Lexal and Suda crept into his head. He concentrated on other memories -- when he
first set foot on Earth, when he met Suki ... when hetold her he loved her. He modulated his breathing
and began to relax. Hismind entered atwilight State as he let go of consciousness.

A popping noise from outside the window jarred him. He sat up, hopped off the bed and
crouched besideiit.

He climbed back into bed. “Nykkyo, you're shaking!”
“I heard anoise -- it startled me -- something outside. It sounded like ashot.”

“It was probably some truck backfiring. I'd have thought you've been herelong enough to be
accimated.”



“Thewindow's open.” He stood and shut it. “There. That's better.” He climbed into bed.
“Won't we betoo warm?Y ou know, | have alittle furnace insde me.”
“If you need it open, well leaveit open.” He got out of bed and started opening the window.

“Nykkyo ... | don't care. Leaveit shut if it'll help you deep. Please -- come to bed and stay
here.” He did into bed and put his arm around her. “Now, relax and go to deep.”

He stroked her arm. “1 may need to make another trip to the homeworld.”
“Again?| thought you were permanently assgned to New Y ork.”
“Thiswould befor ... persond business.”

“What sort of persona business?’ Nyk continued to stroke her arm. “Nykkyo, what sort of
persond busness?”’

“It'snothing that concernsyou.”

“Oh. Well, fine, then. Far beit for meto interfere with your persond business.” Sherolled over
and lay with her back to him.

Nyk laced hisfingers behind his head. “1'm thinking of quitting the Agency.”
“And then what? Return to Floran? What of your promise?’

“No, no. I'd stay here -- go native. I'm keeping my promise. | just don't think | want to remainin
the Agency.”

“But, Nykkyo, you love the Agency. What would you do otherwise?’

“I have those Floran diamonds. | could make money sdlling them.”

“How long would that last?’

“It could take afew yearsto move them into the market. | could invest the money... your father
said he could help mefind a position at hisinvestment bank .. It would be better -- 1'd never haveto go
homeagan.”

“Whichisit? Do you want to go to Floran, or do you want never to see the place again? Y ou're
contradicting yoursdlf.”

“It wasjugt athought.”
“Nykkyo, what iswrong? Sometimes | think | came home to adifferent person.”

“Nothing'swrong. Good night,korlyta .”



15 -- Medica Leave

“Nykkyo ... Nykkyo!” Nyk woke to Suki shaking him. “ Aren't you getting ready for work?’

“I don't fed like going to the office today.” Herolled onto his stomach.

“Areyou thinking of taking aday off?1 wish you had told me. | would've planned my week a
the university around it. It'sgoing to be anice day -- it would be great to spend some time together. Y ou
know, ever snce you moved in, weve been going and doing without taking timeto enjoy each other. It
won't be too long and the baby will be here and helll occupy al our time. Wouldn't it be niceto have a
day dl to oursdves without any structure? | could show you some of the sights. What do you think?’

“Yes, it would beredly nice”

“Maybe | should phone the university and seeif | could swap my schedule around.”

“I don't fed like getting out of bed.”

“Areyou sck?| thought ExoAgents had their immune systems pumped up and you never got
Sck.”

“No. | didn't deepwell last night.”

“Wasit more bad dreams? | wish you could tell me what's been wrong with you. Isit anxiety
over the baby? I've had some bad dreams about him.”

“No. It's not the baby.”

“What isit, then?’

“It'snothing.” He climbed out of bed. “1 can see I'm not getting any more deep.”
“Pardon mefor disturbing you. I'll be downgtairs having some coffee.”

Nyk showered, shaved and dipped into apair of dress trousers and awhite shirt. He grabbed a
pre-tied necktie hanging on ahook in the closet, dipped it over his head and cinched the knot.

Suki was sitting with her mother in the kitchen.  Coffee, Nick?’ Y asuko asked.
“Nonethismorning. I'll belate.”

“Y ou're not leaving without me, areyou?’ Suki asked and set her mug into the sink.



Nyk took her hand and they headed for the bus stop. He dipped his card into the farebox and
took an empty seet in the middle of the bus. Suki did into the seat beside his and leaned againgt him.

“Please” shesad. “If something's bothering you, let'stalk about it. Maybe you could cometo
one of my counsdling sessons. They've redly helped me get my arms around some of my issues.”

“Y ou know there'slittlein my background | dare discuss with acounsdor. I'm working through
somethings. I'll befine. | just need some space.”

“The dreaded 'l need my space.” She pulled away from him. “Nykkyo, those counsdling
sessions have redly helped me. Maybe you're right and you don't dare speak with one. I'll tell you this--
when you first moved in, | was sure | couldn't go through with this pregnancy by mysdf. Now, I'm
beginning to think | could.”

“Do you want meto leave?’

“Of course not.” She choked back tears. “1 want you the way you were. Nykkyo, when a
woman goes away for amonth and comes hometo find her partner aloof, distant -- distracted -- she
beginsto worry. Shewondersif there's ... another.”

“There'sno other.”

“ Something happened while | was away. | know it. Y ou're different. Even Mom noticesyou're
different.” Helooked at the floor of the bus. “ All right, don't tell me about it.”

The bus stopped at the subway station. He hustled to the platform and climbed aboard the train.
Suki sat beside him and took his hand. “I'm sorry to bein your face. | never expected to return from
Turkey tofind you likethis”

“It has nothing to do with you or with Turkey. | have alot on my mind and I'm working through
it. Okay?’

1] Okw.”
Hedipped hisarm around her. “1'm sorry, Suki. I'll get over it.”

Sheleaned againgt him asthe train made itsway toward Manhattan. “Here's Grand Centrd,” she
sad. “Seeyou tonight.”

Nyk looked at the floor of the car asit headed west. He heard the announcement for Time
Square and stepped out. He headed toward the platform for the number onetrain. Thetrain arrived and
he dipped into a seet. He buried hisface in his hands and closed his eyes. He could fed the lurching of
thetrain asit traveled through the tunndl.

The sensation of the train dowing for a station snapped him to attention. He looked out the coach
windows. “ Excuse me, which stop isthis?’ he asked a man standing by the door.

“Clark Street -- Brooklyn.”

Nyk stood, stepped onto the platform, climbed the steps to cross to the inbound side and waited



for atrain back to Manhattan.

Nyk lay in bed. He could hear Suki completing her nightly routine in the bathroom. She stepped
into the bedroom. “1t doesn't ook like you're getting over it.”

“Leavemeadone”

“I'll be happy to.” She picked up her pillow and headed toward the living room.
“Whereareyou going?’

“Todeep onthesofa”

“No, you're not.” He jumped off the bed, grabbed the pillow from her and threw it on the bed.
“If anyone degps on the sofait'sme.”

She grabbed the pillow and headed to the living room. He ran to block the doorway.

“Get out of my way!” Shetried to push past him. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into the
bedroom.

“Get out of my way, | said!” She swung the pillow at him. Heraised hisarmto block it and
struck Suki below her collarbone. Shelost her balance and fell hard to the floor.

Nyk stared at her. “I'm so sorry. Areyou dl right?” Suki looked up a him. “Areyou dl right?
Do you need to go to the hospital 7’ She stood and rubbed the base of her spine. “ Suki, areyou al
right?’

“Doyou care?’

“Yes, | care”

“Do you care about me or about this child I'm carrying?’

“| care about you -- and the child -- both of you.”

“Y ou've developed an odd way of showing it.” She picked up her pillow and pushed past Nyk.
Hefollowed her into the living room. She threw down the pillow, lay on the sofaand pulled a crocheted
afghan over her.

He knelt by her and touched her shoulder. “I'm sorry, | didn't mean to hit you.”

“Leavemedone”

“It was an accident.”

“| said leave methefuck aone.” She pulled the afghan to her chin.

Nyk headed into the bedroom, flopped on the bed and buried hisface in his pillow. He turned
over and lay with hisfingerslaced behind his head. Sounds of traffic came through the open window and



the house creaked asit cooled in the night air. He tried to will himself to deep. He wasn't successful.

He stood, dipped on apair of shorts and headed from the bedroom. Suki was deeping in aball
on the sofa. He crept past her, descended the stairs and stood in the living room.

Nyk approached the golden Kyhana pendant hanging on the living room wall. He ran hisfinger
over the disk, tracing thekatakana symbols. His eyes were drawn upward toward another object on the
wall, hanging above the pendant.

Nyk reached and took down the antiquetanto -- thesamurai dagger. He turned it over and over
in hisfingers. The smple form-following-function design gppealed to him. He dipped the wooden shegth
off the blade and tested the sharpness of the edge. Discussions he had with Suki and her father about the
bushido code of thesamurai rolled through his mind. He recalled how the weapon was an integral part
of therite of seppuku , theritua suicide that could cleanse afamily of dishonor.

He sat on the floor and contemplated the blade. He touched hisfinger to the point, then gripped
the handlein hisfig.

“Thetraditiona way isto insart the blade below the | eft ribcage,” Suki said from behind.

Nyk jumped.

“Then, draw it acrossto the right. Make sure the blade goes deep -- try to sever the aorta, if you
can. Your blood pressure will drop to zero and you'll go into shock and |oose consciousness quickly. If
you missthe aorta, you'rein for adow, painful death.”

She approached him. “Of course, for properseppuku you'll need akai shakunin wholl lop off
your head with asingle, clean stroke after you plunge the dagger. | don't think you'll find a swordsman so
skilled herein Queens. Not on such short notice, at least.” She pointed to her neck. “ Another way isto
sever the carotid artery. That technique was favored by women.”

He dipped the sheath onto the blade. “I ... | came down hereto look at the crest. This... thing
caught my eye.” He handed the dagger to her and shereplaced it onthewall. “1 wasjust looking at it. |
had no intention of using it -- believe me.”

“I don't know what to believe.” Nyk stood. “Let's go upstairs. We're going to have this out.”

Shefollowed him into the gpartment. “Now, tell me what'swrong.” He shook his head.
“Nykkyo, tel me! Something must've happened on the homeworld. Tell mewhat it was.”

“I can ded withit. Just give me sometime. Y ou asked meto be patient with you. Why can't you
be patient with me?’

“So, you think I have amonopoly on emotiona problems? | admit, | wasamess. | sill ana
mess, but I'm making an effort. I'm going to counseling. | ressted but | went and I'mglad | did. I've been
feeling better about mysdlf than | havein years.” Shewiped tearsfrom her face. 1 never expected to
come hometo find you in a state of meltdown. Tell me what happened.”

Nyk sat on the sofa, buried hisface in his hands and sobbed. “Y ou're right. Something did
happen on Floran.” He shook hishead. “I don't know how I'll live with mysdlf.”



She sat beside him and stroked his back. “ Tell mewhat it was.”
“ltwas horrible...”

“Y ou've given me a shoulder to cry upon, now it'smy turn.” Shetook hishand and led him into
the bedroom.

Helay beside her as she held him and caressed his hair. “It was so horrible ... oh, Suki...” he
sobbed. “ Suki, hold me.... love me...”

Nykkyo climbed the gtairs to the FloranCo offices, unpacked his laptop computer and sat behind
his desk. Seymor poked his head into the door. “Doing any better?’ Nyk shook hishead. “Have you
cdled Grynnya?’

“No.”

“Cdl her, Nyk. That'san order.” Seymor pulled the door shut behind him.

Nyk rested his head in his hand as he stared at the screen. He closed his eyes and began
weeping softly.

A beeping noise gtartled him. He was dumped over the lgptop with hisface resting on the

keyboard. The clock on the display read 1 PM. He sat up and rubbed hiseyes. A knock came at his
officedoor. “Comein.”

Jaquie cracked open the door. “Mr Seymor wantsto seeyou in his office.”
“Let memakeacdl. Tdl him I'll bethereinaminute.”
“He wantsto see you now.”

Nyk stood, walked to Seymor's office and opened the door. Seymor was sitting behind his desk.
“Close the door, lad. Take a seat.”

“I wasjust about to call Grynnya,” Nyk said, and he became aware of another presence in the
office. He turned and saw Suki Sitting in the corner.

“I'm delighted to meet your ... friend,” Seymor said. “I only wish it had been under happier
circumstances. Sukiko tells me you had arough night.” Nyk nodded. “I was pleased to receive her cal
thismorning. Lad, | can't bear to see such asolid contributor in this state.” He picked up the phone and
pressed a button. “Now, Jaquie.”

Seymor's office door opened and Jaguie handed him an envelope. He dismissed her with anod
and handed the envelope to Suki. “These are two first-class tickets to Kansas City. Y our flight leavesin
three hours. Sukiko has agreed to make sure you get on the plane herein New Y ork and get off in KC.
Grynnyawill be awaiting you at the airport.”

“Y ou're not sending me up, areyou?’

“That's not my intention. Well let Grynnya be the judge of that. She hasthe authority to send you



home, if she deemsit necessary. | hopeit won't be ... You arerelieved of duty and placed on medical
leave. Go take care of yoursdlf, lad. We need you.”

“Comeon,” Suki said. “Jaquie's calling acab.”

“What about my stuff?” Seymor produced a suitcase from behind his desk. Nyk grasped it and
followed Suki to the street.

“I've obvioudy never met this Grynnya- Néllie person,” Suki said. “ Seymor tells me she's helped
other Agents with emotiond trouble. | redlize you can't talk to acounsdlor here, but maybe you can talk
to her.”

The cab pulled to the curb, the driver stepped out and dropped the suitcase into the trunk. Nyk
climbed in beside Suki. “ Airport ... LaGuardia,” she said. She picked up his hand. “It's going to come
out. You might aswell tel me.”

Nyk stared out the window as the cab made its way to the east Side of Manhattan and pulled into
thelanefor the Triborough bridge. He saw the exit ramp for La Guardia

“Which airline?’ the cabby asked.
Suki opened the envelope. “ United.”

The cab stopped at the terminal. Nyk reached into his pocket. “| haveit,” Suki said and handed
the driver some bills.

Nyk sat by the window as the aircraft hurtled down the runway. Suki looked around. “ Thisisthe
firg timel'veflownfirg class”

The flight attendant approached to inquire about beverages.

“No thanks.” Shereached for Nyk's hand. “Now, tell me about it.”

He bowed his head and brushed away tears. “When | wason Floran ... | ... | killed aman.”

She gasped. “Oh, my God! Are you afugitive? When you said you'd need to travel home -- was
it to face charges?’ Her eyeswidened. “Oh, no! Are we headed into atrap? Is Grynnyagoing to turn
you over to your authorities? Thisiswhy you're thinking of quitting the Agency!”

“No. Internd Affarsruled it justified.”

“Judtified?’

“I was at the Resdence, defending Sentaand Andra.”

“A man'shomeishis castle -- on Floran aswell as here. How did it happen?’

“I'd rather not go into it. Ever since, I've been haunted by it.”

“Why didn't you tell me?’



“Y ouwouldn't understand. | don't know how I'll live with mysdlf.”
“Why don't you think I'd understand?’

“I have aman's blood on my hands. Y ou can't know what this meansto a Floran. No Earth
person could.”

“Do you think you put ahigher vaueon lifethan | do?| don't swat flies!”
“But ... violenceis part of Earth's culture. You livewith it on adailly bass”

“Me? No, Nykkyo -- | don't live with violence.” Shelooked directly into hiseyes. “ Soiit finally
comes out -- you're prejudiced. You'rearacist!”

He shook hishead. “No ... no ... this has nothing to do with the fact you're Asan. | cherish your
Adan heritage”

“It hasto do with my planet of origin -- you think I'm more of a savage. Nykkyo, I'm
accustomed to dedling with racism. | expect a certain segment of the population to think 1'm subhuman
because of this.” She pointed to her eyelid. “I never expected to hear something like that from your lips!
Do you redly think your cultureis so superior?’

Nyk gasped. “You'reright! I'm so, so sorry. Forgive me. | fedl so ashamed!”

She stroked hisface. “It'sal right. Now | know what it is-- for awhile| thought it might be
something with me.” She shook her head. “Weve much more in common than do we differ. We're both
no more nor less human than the other. | do understand.”

“I've never hurt anyone -- not intentionally at least. To have thison my conscience...” He sobbed
again.

“Something like this happened to my best friend in high school -- my only friend. Shewasdriving
and hit apatch of icein an intersection. She struck and killed allittle boy. She went through what you're
going through -- the unbearable guilt, losing interest in school and withdrawing from her friends”

“How did sheded withit?’

“Shedidn't. One morning she didn't get up for school. Her mother went to her room and found
her in bed with aplastic bag over her head. Then | felt guilty -- that | hadn't been more of ahelp to her.”

“I kegp thinking, | might've done something differently and this wouldn't have happened.”

“What do you tell me? Might-haves don't count. Nykkyo, my friend thought things might've been
different if she hadn't taken the car to go acrosstown. | thought things might've been different if I'd been a
better friend. What's doneisdone. Y ou must get on with life.” Shelooked at him with tearsin her eyes.
“Nykkyo, let me be the friend to you | couldn't be to my girlfriend. | couldn't bear to lose you. | cantt
bear to seeyou like this”

Tearsran down hisface. “Y ou do understand. I'm so sorry...” He opened hisarmsto her and
embraced her. “Can you forgive me? Can you love me? Do you till love me?’



“Of coursel do.” She caressed hishair. “ Of course | love you. Would | put up with thisfrom
someone | didn't love?’

Nyk smiled, kissed her and held her again. A flight attendant approached. “Areyou dl right?’
“I think wewill be,” Suki replied. “He's been through aterrible orded and thisis cathartic.”
“I'll leave you two done.”

Nyk tightened his embrace, buried hisface against her and wept. “Let it out,” Suki whispered.
“Letitdl out, likeyoutdl meto do.” Hefdt her lips against the top of hishead.

Nyk walked toward the termind. Near the security checkpoint he saw Grynnya. She spotted him
and waved.

“S0, thisisthelittle Kyhanawoman,” she said. “Nykkyo told me of you. When'sit due?’

“December.”

“Y ou have my best wishes. Come -- my car'soutside.”

Grynnyaled the way to the parking lot. She opened the door to her station wagon. “Y ou can Sit
inthefront,” she said to Suki. “We can enjoy some girl talk.” She started the engine and began backing
out of her parking stall. Her eyes met Nyk's. “L ook at you! Have you been crying?’

“Yes” hereplied.

“He blubbered like a baby the whole flight. He needed it.”

“He probably did.” She pulled out of the parking lot.

“Nykkyo says you're Earthbound. How long have you been here?’

“Twenty-five years. That's twenty-five Earth years.”

“What made you decide to be Earthbound?’

Grynnyasmiled. “In generd, Florans prefer to return to the homeworld. Wefind Earth ahard
placetolike. A few of usfed differently. Isn't that right, Nyk? | understand you've seen our world.”

“What little | could see of it from ahospital window,” shereplied. “ Every Horan I've met has
been so sweet. | love your people.”

Grynnyasmiled again. “Y our woman has good taste.”
“What can you do to help Nykkyo?’

“He's suffering post-traumadepression. | don't think it should be too difficult to deal with. Did he
tell you what he's been through?’



Suki nodded. “ 1t must've been horrible.”

Grynnya pulled into along driveway and approached her ranch-style house. She reached under
the seat and retrieved a garage-door actuator. The door opened and she pulled next to her shuttlecar.
“Let'shave something to eat,” she said. “Well get Sarted after dinner.”

Nyk followed Grynnyato her basement. “Take your shirt off,” she said. Nyk complied. She
looked him over and clicked her tongue. “Y our Earth woman is one lucky gal. Take a seat. Remember,
you dill owemeanight.”

She opened a cabinet and withdrew a Foran handheld blood andlyzer. “ Give me your finger.”
He pressed hisfinger against a detent and winced as alancet jabbed him. She swabbed the wound with
some heding sdve.

“| spoke to apsychomedic earlier about your case. Once we get some body chemistry nailed
down, well give you some treatment. The psychomedic wantsto have some regular consultations with
you, but you can do that over vidphone. The most important thing isto get something into you to adjust
your brain chemigtry.”

“Some fedlgood preparation?’

Grynnya poked controls on the analyzer. “ That'll take amoment to work ... No. Nyk, I've had
experience with caseslike yours. Not exactly like yours, but smilar. Y ou're not thefirst Agent to find
yoursdlf in adepression.” She read the analyzer report, picked up ahandheld vidisplay and poked its
screen. “You've suffered emotiond trauma. Y our brain responds, chemically. Now, it's become used to
that chemica environment -- it thinksthisisthe way to be. What I'm giving you will be akick-gart to get
your brain chemistry back to somewhat norma. The guilt triggered this. The talk therapy will help you
reolveit.”

“Explain to mewhy | needed to remove my shirt.”

“Weé're coming to that.” She removed a kit from the cabinet and opened it. With apair of forceps
sheremoved aflexible strand and placed it into a cylinder. She adjusted a cdibrated plunger, then
attached aneedle. “You're alucky guy -- you get agreen one.”

“That's arather impressive looking needle” he said.

“Thisisan implant that'll deliver the drug. It'samild anti-depressant and it includes some other
brain-chemistry modifiers”

“I figured it was an implant. It isadaunting looking needle.”

Shelifted her left arm. “Fed here” Heran hisfinger along theinsde of her bicep.

“Y our contraceptive implant capsule. | used to fed Senta'sfrom timeto time.”

“It'sasbig around asapencil,” shereplied. “ Every Floran girl experiencesthat -- it'sasort of rite

of passage into puberty. Trust me -- this needle's nothing. Lift your arm.” She swabbed the ingde of his
left arm with some antiseptic. Then, she removed the needle guard, held the needle flat and drove it



beneath his skin. She pressed the plunger.

Nyk winced. “ Ow, that hurts.”

“It's coated with salve. It'll be better in amoment. I'll seeif | have any candiesfor agood boy.”

He rubbed the insde of hisarm. “Now what?’

“Y oull have to work out the schedule with the psychomedic. It'l be achalenge with thetime
difference, but I'm sure you'll manage. I'll check your blood chemistry in the morning. If it looks okay,
yourefreeto return to New York.”

“That'sit?’

“Thet'sit.”

“I was afraid I'd have to return to the homeworld.”

Grynnya packed her equipment. “Y ou may yet. Let's see how you make out here. That implant
may make you groggy, so you should lie down. Y ou and Sukiko can use the master bedroom. | ingst.”

Nyk awoke to Suki stroking hisface. “ Bon'matina,” she said.

“Bon'matina.” Helooked into her eyes. “Did | ever tdl you how sexy you look pregnant? He
stroked her hair and kissed her lips.

She amiled. “That sounds more normal. Did you deep dl right?’
“Hine”

“No bad dreams?’

“None| can remember.”

“How do you fed? Do you ill fed guilt?’

He nodded. “1 hope | never stop fedling guilt for what | did. | hope | go to my death fedling guilt.
If | ever stop, I'll know something inside metruly hasdied.”

“Grynnyas medication didn't help, then.”

“No, it'shelping. | fed guilt, but I'm not consumed by it. | can push it asde now.” He sat up. “I
fed odd -- loopy. Grynnya said she'd need to do some tests this morning, maybe she needsto adjust a
dose or something.” He stood and Suki supported him. He dipped into a bathrobe.

“Let'stry to get to the kitchen,” she said as she helped him walk.

Grynnyawatched himwalk in. “How'sthe patient?’

“A bit dizzy.”



“I'll get my kit.” Shereturned and obtained ablood sample. * Everything isnomind. Y ou may
need sometimeto adjust to theimplant. Take it easy for afew days.”

“You'redischarging me?’ he asked.
“Doyoufed uptoflying?’
“| suppose. | have a pile of work to get to.”

“Y ou're taking sometimeto relax. Doctor's orders.”

16 -- Not TOO Angry

Nyk sat in his office reviewing hisemail. Seymor walked in, closed the door and sat on the desk.
“How are you doing, lad? Still having bad dreams?’

“Yes, but it's getting easier. | have another vidphone gppointment with the psychomedic this
afternoon.”

“Do you havetimefor lunch a Bronfmann's?’

Nyk headed down the block to the ddli. 1t wastruly a ddight to meet Sukiko,” Seymor said.
“To be speaking to someone known to be an ancestor of the man who founded our world was quite an
experience.”

“I'm pleased you two hit it off.”

“She gpoke to mein our native tongue. | was skeptica when you told me your plansto live with
her. Now, I'm sureit'stheright thing.”

“She's practicaly an honorary Foran.” He stepped to the deli counter and ordered a pastrami
sandwich.

Seymor pointed to Nyk's order. “ Giving up on vegetarianism?’

“My time on Lexa cured me of that. I've learned to savor the loca ddlicacies. Have you ever
triedlagexeva 7’

“I cant say | have.” Seymor glanced up a him. “| recelved acal from Kronta. Mykko Wygann
would like to borrow you.”



“Borrow me?’

“Yes, Nyk -- hewantsto use your servicesin negotiating with the Abo.” Nyk rolled hiseyes.
“Wygann has an ideato bring revenueinto Lexd -- and, helll need plenty to rebuild his colony.”

“Let me guess -- he wantsto exploit the Abo for ecotourism.”

“Exactly, and he needs someone they trust and who speaks their language to negotiate terms.
There are plenty of government high officid's and upper-echel on bureaucrats who aretired of their annua
vacaions on Myataxya.”

“And, hethinksthey'll pay big to rough it with the Abo? | know them, Seymor -- they want
nothing more than to beleft done.”

“Wygann thinks such an arrangement would hel p both peoples.”
Nyk bit into his sandwich. “Wygann deserves reparations from Altiaand T-Delta”

“Speaking of which -- | waslooking over some reports from the homeworld. The High
Legidature has sent their strike force into itsfirst action -- to root out the last of the independence cells
on Altia. They're recondtituting the Altian legidaure. The Ddtans are scrambling to explain how materiel
support for the Altian adventure originated on their colony. There's some serious spin control going on. If
it turns out T-Deltal's government sanctioned any of this-- itll redly start hitting thefan.”

“So we're seeing the firgt instance in our history of the HL sending a police force to control a
colony.”

“It'sthefirgt time acolony's misbehaved badly enough to deserveit,” Seymor replied.
“What of Lexd?’

“The L exa ese senate has been making noises about independence. Wygann hasn't done anything
to discourage such talk.”

“I've met Wygann,” Nyk said between bites of his sandwich. “He's the sort of man who's
accustomed to getting hisway. How would the HL react to that?’

“Theresabig difference between a handful of mal contents on Altiastirring up trouble and
colony-wide support for independence. It would put the HL into aterrible bind -- having to choose
between the precedent of permitting a colony to go independent, or suppressing the popular will of the
people. My guessis Wygann will strike acompromise. Hell propose greater autonomy for the colony
while kegping tieswith the hegemony.”

Nyk finished his sandwich, crumpled its paper wrapper into aball and stuffed it into his empty
sodacup. “Now, are we back to the potato crisis?’

“I understand the Agency has recruited someone they can train to be an exobotanist and send
down here.”

“That'll beafew yearsyet,” Nyk sad.



“A few Floran years. By the way, this candidate is someone you know.”

“Who do | know who'd be interested in becoming an ExoAgent?’ He tossed his soda cup into
thetrash barrdl. “Wed better get back. | have to get through those field reports.”

He accompanied Seymor to the office. Seymor put his arm around Nyk's shoulder. “ Good to
have you back, lad.”

Nyk stepped into his office and looked through his email. He spotted a telemessage from the
Floran comm net, converted to email. He opened and read it.

Dear Nykkyo.

My trestment is going well. I've been drug-free since that time on Earth. 1t hasn't been easy --
somedays| didn't think I'd makeit, but I've kept withit. | wanted to tell you because | thought you'd be
proud of me. In afew daysthey'll let me go live with my mother. She's now amfin to agentleman with a
housein Altropolis-- he's an assstant to amember of the new Altian senate. He has two other amfinen,
but | think Mom is hisfavorite. HEs used hisinfluenceto help me.

Now for the big news -- I've been accepted for ExoAgency training. Once I'm done with my
treatment, I'll be off to the Agency training center in Foran City. | suppose you know what that's dl
about. In the meantime, I'm catching up on my studies and am taking a course on exobotany. | hope I'm
good enough to make the cut -- so | can make use of that course.

So, the next few years of my life are mapped out. | don't know if I'll be able to keep that date,
Nykkyo. | think of you and how you helped me, and | hope our paths do cross again.

Thanksfor everything -- Dyppa.

Nyk stepped into Seymor's office and sat on his desk. “I received a nice note from Dyppa.”

“Sodidl.”

“It putsit dl into perspective -- and it finaly gives us closure on this Zander business.”

“How do you mean?’ Seymor asked.

“Zander's plotting wrecked some lives -- but, it also turned some around. Andra has been
accepted into the Sudd University Sea Research Center, and she tells me she's happier than she's been
her wholelife. Dyppas turned her life around, too.”

“It wouldn't have happened without your involvment, lad.”

“Yes-- | redizethat. It'sal part of the path Destiny istracing for me. Thiswill give me some

meateria for my afternoon vidphone cdl. In the meantime -- | have someitemsfaling under my domain of
responsibility to ded with.”



Nyk carried his briefcase and walked, holding hands, with Suki from the bus stop. He climbed to
the gpartment, unpacked the laptop computer and plugged it in. Suki stepped into the bedroom to
change her clothes.

The vidphone indicator flashed and Nyk answered the cal. “Nykkyo, I'm findly home!” Andra
exclamed. “Do you want to see my scar?’

“Sure.” Shelifted her tunic and showed her abdomen to the vidphone camera. “ That doesn't look
bad at al. Intime, itll hardly be noticeable.”

“Aahhn and histeam did agood job. | was sure I'd end up with asecond navel.”
“I likelittle scars. They're testimonies to overcoming adversity. How are you feding?’

“I'm ill abit sore, and abit weak. But, otherwisewdl. And look...” She held the backs of her
hands to the camera. “1'm no longer green!”

Suki came from the bedroom brushing her hair. “Who are you talking to?’
“ToAndra”
“Thereis Sukiko?’ Andraasked. “Hello Sukiko!”

“Saluti, Andra. Kil fet-z7?” Suki asked as she stepped around the table and looked into the
screen.

“Good. Good. | good. Home from ...Nyk, hopitala es-ka 7’
“Hospitd.”

“Ji-ji. | homefrom hospital am.” Shelifted her tunic again and pointed to her scar. “Me shot, but
| okay am.”

Suki looked at Nyk. “Andrawas shot?’

“Nykkyo and me.... big adventure have.” Andralooked up and waved. “Company hereis.Zi
dev ziven !”

Nyk saw Janna step beside Andra. Her hair was down and clipped into a ponytail, and she was
wearing aHoran tunic withoutlifxarpa . “Helo, Nykkyo.”

Hereplied in his native tongue. “ Janna -- good to see you.”
“Whao'sthat?’ Suki asked. “ Shelooks like Andrastwin!”

“That's Princess Janna Wygann, wife of and consort to the chancellor of the Lexal colony. Check
out the crest tattoo on her arm.”

“Since the palace is being rebuilt, | decided to come here -- to get out of the way, and to help



Andrarecuperate. And, to give her this.” She opened a box, removed amedallion and held it to the
camera. Nyk recognized the design asthe Lexaese colonid emblem. “Thisisthe Lexdese Medd of
Honor -- our highest award.”

“What's she saying?’ Suki asked. “I can't follow.”

“Jannawas Andras roommeate in school. She cameto help her convaesce and to give her that
award. It'sthe Lexalese medd of honor -- their highest.”

“What did Andrado to deserve that?’

Janna dipped the medallion around Andras neck. “1 have one for you, too,” she said holding
another box to the vidphone camera.

“Thanks, Janna.” Nyk replied.
“I've dso given oneto Nayvas parents.”
Suki stared into the screen. “Was that your name on the other box?” She eyed Nyk.

“Thisisalovely house, Nyk. | likeit very much. Mykkoin loves playing on the beach. | may take
al my vacaionshere”

“Yourewelcomeany time.”

“What dseisshe saying?’

“She likes the house and so does Mykkoin.”

“Who's Mykkoin?’

“Her son. He's about two or three Earth years -- an adorable child.”

“Nykkyo, Andraand | are wondering -- how did you know my belt contained ashield?’

“It wastoo bulky for fashion done. During our vidphone conversation when Mykkoin startled
you -- you reached for it.”

“Y ou're an excellent observer. Our arms-master assured us no one would suspect. Y ou must
cometo Lexal to receive our thanksin person. Come after the palace is reconstructed.”

“Yes ToLexd goyou must,” Andraadded. “Kon li Sukiko pren-li vave?’
“Ji-ji?” Jannareplied.

“See? Y ou, too, Sukiko come. To Lexa come. It very pretty world is. We now go must. Good
bye, Sukiko.”

“Bon'taka, Andra. Bon'taka Janna,” Suki said.

“Bon'taka Nykkyo ky Sukiko!” Jannaand Andra dipped their arms around each other and



waved as the sesson terminated.

Suki looked at Nyk. “It's obvious you haven't told me the whole story about what happened
whilel wasin Turkey. Who shot Andra? Why are there two of ... those women at your house now?
What's Lexa? And -- what was your name doing on that meda?’

“I told you. It's one of our colony planets -- about seventeen hundred lightyears away.”

“How does Lexd fit into this?’

“Wadl -- Andrawas visting Jannathere. Some questions about Zander's smuggling came up and
Illya Kronta asked me to go there and bring Andrahome.”

“Y ou were worried about me going to Turkey, and then you traveled seventeen hundred
lightyearsto another planet?’

“Oncel arrived on Lexd, Andraand | got mixed up in some colonia squabbling. Jannawas
being targeted for nation. Andra decided to pose as her double so she and the boy could be sent
to Floran.”

“Assassination target?’ Suki looked at him with eyeswide. “ Andra posed as her double?’

“Y ou saw they look enough diketo be twins.”

“How did you fit into thisplan?’

“Jannaand Mykkoin used the two packet seats reserved for Andraand me.”

“You and Andra stayed behind -- in harm's way -- while Jannafled to safety. What happened
next?’

“Then, the palace was attacked. We fled and ended up in a shoot-out at the Residence in Sudal.
That'swhen | killed one of our attackers.”

“Y ou killed aman in ashoot-out? With guns?’
“Andragot shot, but shelll be okay.”

Suki glowered a him. “Nykkyo, | think you had better tell me the whole story -- from the
beginning.”

He swallowed hard. “ The whole story from the beginning. Okay, I'll tdl you the whole story...”

Nyk sat at hislaptop computer. He read an incoming email message from Andra. Suki sat across
the table from him with ayellow legal pad. She reviewed photographs of artifacts from Turkey and wrote

on the pad.

Nyk looked up at her. “Working on your article?” She looked up at him and returned to her
work. “1 think I'll get asoda. Do you want one?” She glanced up for amoment, then looked down. “I
guessnot...” Heretrieved acan from the refrigerator, popped it open and set it on a coaster. “ Oh, Andra



would like you to give her avidphone call. Y ou know her locator code, | think.”

Her eyesflicked up at him again and then back to her work.

“Suki, if you're upset with me about Vipsa, please believe mewhen | say | don't have any
fedingsfor her. | found mysdf in that Stuation and | didn't have any way out. | tried to get out of it,
honest. Y ou can ask Andra-- shell tell you.”

“Nick?’ He heard Y asuko calling from the kitchen downgtairs.

He stood at the top of the sairs. “Yes, Y asuko?’

“Sorry to bother you. Can you reach something for me?’

Nyk descended the stairs. Y asuko handed him alacquer tray. “ It goes on the top shelf.” He
stood on achair and dipped the tray into the cabinet. “ Thanks. Is she still not speaking to you?” Nyk
shook his head. “What did you do to earn the cold shoulder?’

“I'd rather not go into it. Let's say I'm prepared for afew nights on the sofa, if it'srequired.”

“Usetheguestroom,” Yasuko said. “I ingst.”

“I'will, if it comestoit.” Nyk heard Suki's voice and laughter coming from the apartment.

“Who's shetaking to?’ Y asuko asked.

“A friend -- amutua friend. Do you need anything €l se?’

“No, Nick. Thanks. Remember what happened last time -- use the guestroom.”

“How could | forget?| promise | will, Y asuko.”

Nyk climbed the stairsto the gpartment. Suki had returned to her lega pad.

“Wereyou taking to Andra?’

She looked up at him for along moment. “Y es -- we had a very nice conversation -- considering
her grasp of English and mine of Horan.”

“What did Andrasay?”’

“Andrathinks you're ahero -- that you saved her life, aswell as Janna's and her little boy's.”
Suki wrote a couple sentences on the pad and picked up another photograph. “ She told me a bit more
about what happened on Lexal and in Sudd.” She glanced up at him. “I1t makes my flesh crawl.” She
flipped over anew leaf on thelegd pad. “ Andraimplored me not to be too angry with you.” Suki
scribbled a sentence. 1 don't think I'm TOO angry. Do you?’

“I think you're angry enough.” He sat at the laptop computer and began writing field reports. “I
think it's nice you and Andra can have these conversations.” He became aware of Suki glowering at him
and he looked up.



A tear ran down her face. “Mom doesn't know. Neither of them know, or will ever know how
closewedl cametolosng you. But | know -- and | will never forget!”

She stood and fetched afacia tissue. Nyk switched off the computer. “1 think I'll turnin.”

Nyk readied himself for bed, climbed in, locked hisfingers behind his head and sighed. He could
hear Suki performing her nightly toilet, and crying.

She walked into the bedroom in her short robe, closed the door and leaned againgt it.
Helooked up at her. “ Do you want me to deep downstairs? Y our mom said | could.”

“No. You don't have to do that.” She dipped off her robe and hung it on ahook. Nyk regarded
her five-month pregnant belly. She walked to the bed, folded down the covers and lay beside him.

Shelooked into hisface and touched his eyebrows. “Areyou redly...”

She pressed her finger to hislips. “Don't say anything.” She ran her hand along his neck and
shoulders. “Thisis something | need to do.”

She explored his body, running her hands dong hisarms. Her finger touched the scar where
Kyto had burned him. “Thisis where they administered that ordeal poison?’ she asked. He nodded.

She caressad the backs of his hands and turned them over. Sheran her finger dong the scar on
hisright palm.

With her finger she traced a prominent vein up hisforearm to the bend of his elbow whereit dove
into hisflesh and out of sight. “We are such fragile beings. Thisvein reminded me of how closeto the
surface our blood flows -- and how eadily it's spilled.”

Nyk felt her hands caress hisbody and legs. She worked her way up from hisfeet, kissing his
legs and abdomen.

Her kisses and touch grew more erotic and he became aroused. Suki knelt and straddied his
hips. He placed his hands on her thighs and smoothed them aong her yellow-brown skin. She picked up
his hand and pressed it againgt her breast.

“I'm ready to forgive you for this Lexa busness” shesaid. “1 know you'll need to travel to your
homeworld from timeto time. | know interstellar travel isasroutineto you asair travel isto me.
Nonetheless, every time you go, aseed of doubt gets planted in my head -- that I'll never see you again. |
worry that something -- maybe something palitica -- will kegp you from returning home, and ther€ll be
nothing | can do about it. Something like that has happened, once. | accept this asthe price of having you
inmy life

“I'm not going to tell you what you may or may not do, or what you should or should not do. We
are adults, and as you say, adults have free wills. Nonetheless, there are conseguences to our actions.”
She ran her hands across his chest.

“I'm sorry to use lovemaking thisway. But, before | could forgive you, | needed to remind mysdlf
of the possible consequencesif | couldn't -- that | might lose this.



“This Lexa thing was different. It s;emsto me you acted with a cardless disregard for your own
safety. Nykkyo, you gave me apromise. How could you keep that promise if you were dead? Think
about what it would've been likeif | had returned from Turkey to find you gone -- gone forever. It would
have destroyed me. It's not just me -- there are two other people in this house who love you and need
you, and athird on theway.

“On top of that, you weren't forthcoming about it. That's what hurt the most -- that you kept it
from me. Thisiscloser to an outright lie than | ever expected from you.” She wiped away atear. “1 know
how gentle and peaceful your people are -- how dien violenceisto you. Y ou have helped me through
difficult times, yet you denied me the chance to reciprocate. Do you understand?’

Nyk nodded.

“It'sdways been difficult for meto forgive and forget. | recal how effortlesdy you forgave mefor
the Aliceincident. Y our ability to forgive is one of the things about you | admire most. It'swhy | want you
asarolemodd inmy life, in my family'slives, and especidly in my baby'slife. How much better the
world would be if we could dl forgive so easly. | strive to be more like you in that regard, but | know |
have along way to go.

“S0... asof thismoment ... | forgiveyou.”

“Y ou're absolutely correct.” She stroked atear from hisface. “Now, | must work on forgiving
mysdf.”

“Theréstimefor that. Nykkyo, thereis nothing you can do or say that'll change how | love you.”
“Nothing?’

“Nothing. Weve joined each other heart and soul. Now |et's prove how strong our loveis.”



