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1-- Birthday

Nykkyo Kyhana stepped into the living room of the house in Queens. “Hey, Nick!” he caled.

“Hey, Nick,” Nicky answered, laughed and ran toward him. Nyk traded high-fives with the boy,
picked him up and kissed him.

“Do you know what day today is?" Nyk asked.
“Birthday!” Nicky replied.

“Whose?”

“Ming”

“How old areyou?’

“THREE!”

“And, what do you get on your birthday?’
“PRESENTS”

“Come on, buddy -- let's go see Grandma.”

Nyk set the boy down and he climbed into a chair with a booster seet. Y asuko set a cake with three
candles on the table. “Blow them out, buddy -- while | take your picture.”

Y asuko cut pieces of cake. “Can you bdieve three, Y asuko?” Nyk asked.

She shook her head. “I cannot.”
“Here, buddy,” Nyk said and handed Nicky a package.

Nicky ripped off the paper and opened a case containing two child-sized chopsticks. “Nick!” Y asuko
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exclamed. “Thosefor him?’

“They said not for children under three. Heisno longer under three. Don't you think it'stimefor him
to dart learning to use them?’

“I supposeitis. | can't recall when | learned.”

“Y ou were probably born with apair in your hand, Y asuko. Let metake apicture...”

Nicky hopped off the chair and headed toward the living room. Y asuko spoke to him in Japanese. He
turned and walked to her. She held out her hand and he dropped the chopsticks into it. She said afew
more words and Nicky headed back to the living room.

“I think 1'm beginning to understand some of what you're saying to him,” Nyk said.

“That'simpressive. Jagpaneseisadifficult language.”

“SoisEnglish”

She nodded. “1 won't argue you on that. Y ou must have agood ear for languages, Nick.”

Nyk walked into the building housing his office. “Good morning, Mr Kane.”
“Good morning, Jaquie. Here -- look.”

“Pictures... Oh, how adorable. Three yearsold! He'sturning into such afinelittle man. Isthat his
grandmother?’

“Yes, indeed.”
“She resembles Sukiko.”

“So does Nicky. You can see her featuresin hisface. And, he has her coloring, her black hair and her
dark, dark eyes.”

“How isyour mother-in-law getting dong?’
“Better. She gtill misses Suki and George, bt ... better.”
“That'sgood. I'll bet you miss her, too.”

Seymor stepped through the door. “When you're done, lad,” he said and headed into his private
office.

Nyk followed his bossinto the office. “ Shut the door, lad.”
“I don't know why we keep up this charade with Jaquie,” Nyk said. “She KNOWS I'm not really

Nick Kane, and she KNOWS Suki isn't dead but living on Floran. | know she knows. | don't know if
sheknows | know she knows.”



“She thinks she's sheltering us. She probably is. | heard you say your mother-in-law is doing better.”

“Y es. Having me home has helped ... alot. She still has her moments, but overal -- she's doing
better.”

“Getting over it?’

“I don't expect shelll ever get over it.”

“How's the long-distance rel ationship working out?’

Nyk sighed. “It'sevolving. | think I'm growing more distant from Suki. | till love her. Shel's becoming
more and more important on the homeworld. When | first took her to Floran | promised her I'd call
every day. Now, I'm lucky if | can speak to her once aweek. I'm afraid she's found another husband.”

“Another man?’ Seymor asked.

“No -- her work. | can't believe how her career thereistaking off. Her courses at Sudal University
are alwaysfull, and she's asked to do speaking engagements. She told me she's been asked to deliver an
address at a convention of educators on Myataxya. On Myataxya, Seymor! I've never been there.”

“Nether havel. Myataxya... Thismust be abunch of red big-wigs.”

“They'll put her up in one of the resortsthere.”

“She should get hersdf an agent.”

“Do such exigt on FHoran?’

“Of coursethey do. No one could keep a speaking calendar straight by themselves.”

“I'll sugget it to her.”

“Pretty soon shelll have her ownax'amfin assgtant.”

“She has Andra. I'm happy for her. | know she's more fulfilled there than she ever was here. But --
it'snot how | expected it to be.” Nyk held hishand to hiseyes. “I missher s0.”

“I'm sorry to open awound, lad.”

“It'sdl right. It'sthe story of my life, Seymor. I'm adways surrounded by women -- by people who are
more important that | am.”

“Y ou're doing important work here.”
“I know -- and raising Nicky isimportant. Why did you want to see me?’

“Thiscamein last night after you went home. I'll forward it S0 you can read it. Executive summary is
[llya Krontawants to borrow you.”

“Borrow me? What for?’



“He needs your linguigtic skills -- someone fluent in the Esperanto tongue. Something about a
diplomaticinitigtiveinvolving alos colony.”

“Hmm... It's Probably the Abo -- that primitive colony on Lexd.”

“He doesn't say. He wantsyou in Floran City day after tomorrow for a briefing with the specia
envoy.”

“I'll tell Yasuko I'll be away for afew days... | wonder if I'll havetimeto visit Suki.”

“Play your cardsright and you will,” Seymor replied. “ Go show your woman her first choicein
husbands was her best.”

Nyk climbed the steps to the house in Queens and opened the front door. “I1t's Nick,” he called to the
back.

“Well have dinner in the dining room,” Y asuko said to him from the rear of the house.
“Thedining room?’

“Y es-- remember? We agreed that, when Nicky started using chopsticks, we would resume using
the dining room.”

“I remember... | didn't remember it being an agreement.”

“Dinner isnearly reedy.”

“Nicky!” Nyk called. Nicky ran toward him. Nyk held out his hand. “Hey, Nick!”

“Hey, Nick!” Nicky retorted and dapped Nyk's pam.

“Let'shave dinner.” Nicky headed toward the kitchen. “No, buddy.” Nyk pointed. “Over there.”

Nyk approached the low table. Woven reed mats were set at three places, and pairs of chopsticks.
The child-sized ones Nyk had given Nicky were set a one place. He adjusted athin cushion and kneeled

onit. “Likethis” hesad.

Y asuko brought atray with three bowls and set them on the placemats. Nyk picked up hisown
chopsticks. Nicky fumbled with his.

“Likethis, buddy...” Helooked toward his mother-in-law. “ Obaasan, | need some help here.”
Y asuko attempted to show Nicky how to use the sticks.
“I'm going to get the camera,” Nyk said. “ Thisistoo precious.”

He returned with the camera and snapped photos of Y asuko and Nicky with the chopsticks. “1'll bet
Suki would get akick out of these,” he said.



“I'll bet shewould,” Y asuko replied. “ Truth be known, there's no right or wrong way to use these.”

Nicky put down the sticks and began picking food from the bowl with hisfingers. Nyk took more
photographs. “Hey -- when Suki taught me to use those things -- she never told ME that fingersare an
acceptable dterndtive.”

“Give himtime. In no time héell be using them like anative. Like you do, Nick.”

“I hardly usethem like anative.”

“Y ou do very wdll with them.” Y asuko gazed into hisface. “Y ou're right, Nick. We should do things
Sukiko would enjoy -- and things George would, too. Let's honor them -- day to day.”

“A wonderful idea, Y asuko.”

“I remember what you said about your experience losing your parents. 'Life goes on and happiness
returns.’ Those were your very words.”

“It doesn't mean we ever forget them, Y asuko. But, it's not written anywhere that we're obligated to
mourn them for therest of our lives”

“After dinner -- we have some thingsto discuss.”
“All right, Y asuko.”
“After Nicky'sin bed.”

“Whatever you say.”

Nyk stepped into the kitchen and began stowing bowlsin cabinets. “Nicky's down. What did you
want to discuss, Y asuko?’

“Nick... Asthe mother of the woman you married, | never thought I'd hear mysdlf say this, but... |
think ... you should consider ... bringing another woman...”

“Oh, isthat it?I'm sorry, Y asuko -- | forgot the check the calendar.”
“Cdenda?

“Y es-- we seem to have this discussion every sx months or so. | am not interested in marrying
another woman. I'm not even interested in dating another.”

“But -- for Nicky'ssake...”
“Nicky isdoing just fine.” He stepped to the calendar and began flipping over leaves.
“What are you doing?’

“Marking the calendar so well remember to repest this discusson in six months.” Hetook a pen from
his pocket and annotated the calendar. “ There -- Discuss woman for Nick.”



Y asuko smiled. “If you redly don't want to -- | won't play match-maker.”
“I hope you didn't have someonein mind.”
“Wadll... My friend Linda Tsukasa has aniece -- avery nicegirl...”

“Y asuko -- there is something we do need to discuss. Something's come up a my office and I'll need
to be away for awhile.”

“Oh... Not too long, | hope.”
“Possbly threeto four weeks.”

“Y ou go and do what you need to do, Nick. | have no claim on you. Y ou haven't had too many of
these assgnmentslately, and I've been thankful for that. | suppose oncein awhile comeswith the
territory.”

“Yes--I'm afraid it does.”

2 -- Briefing

Nyk gazed out the viewport as the interstellar packet drew near the transport platform -- a
village-szed space tation in permanent orbit around hisindigo homeworld. The packet had picked him
up from the comm relay station his people had ingtalled near Earth. By now he knew the drill by heart --
Shuttlecar ride from Earth's surface to the relay station; a diverted packet to take him to Floran and a
shuttle ride to the surface. It was asroutine for him as an airliner flight wasto an Earth native -- and,
about as pleasant.

The packet made its approach and docked with one of the tunnels with which the platform bristled.
Hefiled through the tunnel and into the arrivaslounge. A middle-aged man wearing officid insgnia
approached him. “Nykkyo!”

“Illya-- what are you doing here?’

“It's been awhile, Nyk. | thought | should meet your flight. Come -- we can fly my private shuttle to
the surface. Do you have accommodations?’

“No -- I'll find aroom at the hostdl.”

“Y ou will do nothing of the sort. Y ou will stay as my guest. Come.”



Nyk followed Krontato abullet car that carried them through the platform to the diplomatic terminal.
They boarded asmall shuttle. It pulled away from the platform and headed toward the surface.

Nyk felt Krontals pdm againgt hisin atraditional Floran gesture of friendship. He spread hisfingers
and the two men held hands. “Nyk,” lllyasaid, “over the years | have devel oped a deep respect for your
abilities. In away, it'stoo bad you're stationed on Earth. Y ou could have a bright future here on the
homeworld.”

“Thanks, lllya It'simportant work I'm doing on Earth.”

“I know it is. I wish we could cloneyou.”

The shuttle touched down and taxied to the private termind at the Floran City shuttleport. Kronta
motioned Nyk to an awaiting skimmer that carried them to a platform on the 100th floor of an apartment
tower.

Nyk glanced toward lllya. “Why al the ceremony, Illya? | could've just as easily taken one of the
regular shuttles and atubecar here.”

“I have asurprise for you.” Kronta gpproached adoor and pressed hiswrist to adoorscan. The
device read the microchip in hiswrist and the door did open. Nyk stepped into the apartment. “ Thisis
my humble abode.”

Nyk looked around. “Very nice, Illya” He noticed motion from the back of the gpartment and a
middle-aged woman stepped into the room. His eyes met hers. “ Daphne! Daphne Wallace...”

“Nick Kane ... Nykkyo Kyhana,” the woman replied.

“How long have you been here?’

“About half ayear.” She held up her right wrist. “I have apersona ID chip... I'm now aForan.”

“How?'

“Illyaand | have been corresponding since that day in Seymor's office.”

“And, since your wife has been onworld, I've been pleading with her to come, too.”

“Then, | waslet go from my teaching job. After eighteen years on the job -- they said they wanted
Hi]f?rerblood What they really wanted was chesper, not fresher. | have no family, so | took Illyaup on

“| sent one of our enforcersto fetch her,” Krontareplied.

“Thisvery nice young man escorted me here. | stepped into the shuttleport and saw Illya standing,
waiting for me... and the decades melted away. | was ayoung American sudent in Parisagain.”

“And | was ayoung ExoAgent on assgnment.”

“It's been wonderful. We're both so happy.”



“It'sadebt | oweyou, Nykkyo,” Krontaadded. “1 only wish Daphne and | could marry.”

“We can't,” said Daphne, “because | have no line here. | so envy you and Suki.”

“Wewere married in an Earth ceremony,” Nyk replied. “It has no legal standing here.”

“Speaking as awoman, Nykkyo -- it wouldn't matter to me whether it did or didn't. | remember
watching you two, standing before that judge and proclaiming your love for each other. It was the most
beautiful moment | had ever witnessed.”

“Then -- why not do just that? Invite friends, stand before them and proclaim your love for each
other. Afterward you can have aparty.”

Krontalooked at Daphne. “ That isan excdlent idea.”
“I'll bring the champagne,” Nyk added. “ Since you've been here, have you seen Suki?’

“No. Weve taked on the vidphone but we haven't got together. We will someday, soon. Y our wifeis
avery busy woman. She'sthe most important Earth person living on Floran.”

“Until half ayear ago, shewasthe ONLY Earth person living here.”

“Now,” Daphne replied, “ sheiswithout a doubt the most important. Come -- welll dine and talk
about the old days. I'll show you to your room.”

Daphne heated packaged dinnersin the apartment's small kitchen and set them on the table. She
produced a bottle and a corkscrew. Illya struggled to extract the cork; then poured rounds into polymer
tumblers

Nyk examined thelabd. “ Chateneuf-du-Pape,” he said. “ Thiswas Suki's dad'sfavorite.”

“I brought afew bottleswith me,” Daphne replied, “and a corkscrew.”

“It'sagood thing she remembered that,” Illyareplied.

“1 brought it to celebrate our reunion. Illya said we had to save the last bottle to share with you.”

“I fed honored,” Nyk replied. Helifted hisglass. “ Then, heresto reunions.” He sipped thewine. “If
there are Earth products you'd like -- fed freeto give me alist. I'm adways bringing cans of tunafor Suki.
| can certainly make room for afew bottles of wine...”

“Or, perhapsatin offoie gras ,” Daphne suggested.

“Or some chocolates,” Illyaadded.

“How areyou finding Floran?’ Nyk asked.

“It's beautiful -- more beautiful than my wildest imagination.”

“Beauty isin the eye of the beholder,” Nyk replied.



“Thank goodness for beholders. Without them there would be no beauty at al.”

Nyk smiled. “ Suki told me how crucid you were to forming her. Shetold me over and over how Miss
Wallace was her favorite teacher. | can see your influence -- that last remark could've come from her
ownlips”

“I love your wife, Nykkyo. She was without adoubt, in al my yearsteaching, my favorite. Teachers
aren't supposed to form favorites, but she was mine. The day she graduated | was so happy for her --
knowing she had gotten her life on track. | was sad to see her leave, but | knew great thingswerein store
for her.”

“Youjust didn't know where,” 1llya added.

Nyk walked with Illyainto an empty conference room at ExoService headquarters.
“lllya” he asked, “what isthis about? Where's our specid envoy?’

“Shelll be conferencing in from Gamma:5. | should warn you, Nyk -- she's someone we've locked
hornswith before.”

“Who might that be?” Nyk chuckled. “Tomyka Wels?’

“None other.”

“Impossible...” He pondered. “Tomyka has been ... rehabilitated?’

“Tomyka spent thefirst two years of her confinement being such amode citizen, she convinced a
magigtrate to cut short her sentence. She has been working with the latest Secretary of Agriculture on
Gamma. The rumor istheir relationship extends beyond professional.”

“Hmmph,” Nyk snorted. “I wonder what sort of man would appreciate Tomykas ... unique charms.”

Krontasmiled. “Hed need to be avery strong one.”

“Or, avery weak one,” Nyk replied. “Latest Ag Secretary? How many have there been?’

“They'veingdled arevolving door onthe Gamman Ag minigry. Thisisthefourth in three years”

“Why the turnover?’

“We can blame THAT on the Altian-L exa ese rapprochement. Mykko Wygann has been opening
large tracts of land, and the Altians have been sending unemployed ore-workersto be field hands.”

“What grows on Lexa except for inkroot?’

“They have discovered the Lexaese southern tier has aclimate nearly idedl for growing winter
whest.”

Nyk nodded. “Let me guess -- The resulting wheat surplus has hit the Gammans hard.”



“Ontop of that, the Altians have contributed more than ore-workers. They've installed a couple of
their mass driversto put the containersinto orbit...”

“...Reaulting in lower production and freight costs”

“Thefirg Lexdese-Altian wheet came on line two seasons ago. For centuries, the Gammans have
been accustomed to amonopoly on being the Hegemony's breadbasket.”

“Now, they know what competition fedslike. Hence the turnover a the Ag Minigtry.”

“Right, Nyk. They're scrambling to figure out how to dedl with it. They've even petitioned the High
Legidaturefor subsdies”

“I canimagine how well that went over.”

“They called the Stuation acrissimpacting every colony. It fell on more or less deaf ears. Do you see
what happens when you spend ayear and ahaf cooped up in your little Earthbound hole? Y ou get cut
out of theloop.”

Nyk smiled. “It'saloop I'd just as soon remain out of. How doesthislead to Tomyka's assignment as
envoy?’

“This diplomatic initiative has been going on, quietly in the background for some time. Now, both
parties are ready to moveit up anotch. Once word circulated, Tomyka caled in afew of her remaining
favors among the ExoService brass and got hersdlf gppointed.”

“It seemsout of her character,” Nyk replied. “I never envisoned her asadiplomat. Asan enforcer,
yes-- adiplomat, no.”

“Shewanted it bad. We could tell she wanted it -- so bad she could tasteit.”

“I dill can't believe sheld make such afuss over this sort of an assgnment. What are they planning? A
treaty between the Abo and the Gammans patterned after the Lexalese-Altian one?’

“The Abo? What makes you think this has anything to do with the Abo?’
“Y our note to Seymor referred to alost colony. | assumed...”
“Y ou assumed wrong. The colony in questionisVarada.”

“Varada...” Nyk rolled the word around in his mouth for afew moments. “ The lost colony of
Varada..”

“Misplaced would be more appropriate... It'stime for Tomykato conferencein. She canfill you in
withtherest.”

Nyk turned his chair to face awall-mounted vidisplay. Kronta activated it and theimage of a
late-middle-aged woman appeared. “ Nykkyo Kyhana,” she said. “Wdll, well, well... | didn't know Y OU
wereto be our interpreter.”



“I didn't know Y OU were to be the envoy,” Nyk replied.

“Please, Nykkyo -- let's not start on the wrong foot. Let's let bygones be bygones. | hold no hard
fedings and neither should you. After dl -- you werethe victor.”

“Agreed... Tell me, MsWadlls...”
“Tomyka,” shereplied. “We are on the same team.”

“Tomyka-- tell me how | can help negotiating with Varada. Tell me why we're negotiating with them
adl”

“Some background, Nykkyo... What do you recall of your school history lessons regarding Varada?’

Helooked at the ceiling. “Varada -- second or third colony discovered ... Earth-like planet ... for
some reason they were excluded from the Floran Hegemony.”

“Varada,” Wdlsreplied. “ Current planetary population about two billion. The planet is Stuated such
that interstellar navigation in and out is very dangerous. More of our scoutswere lost inthe Varada
gpproach than to al other colonies, combined. Asaresult, the High Legidature decided the colony was
too dangerous and was to be abandoned. However, the settlers who were there liked the place and
preferred to sever ties and become independent rather than pack up and ship out.

“The Varadans attempted, about athousand years ago, to normalize relations. An exploratory
expedition there revealed something very troubling about how their society had evolved.”

“Whichwas?’ Nyk asked.

“They had evolved into arigid, Stratified society, comprising aleadership class at the top, and with
professional, merchant and worker classesin the middle.”

“We have societies like that on Earth,” Nyk replied. “What of the lower class?”’

“That iswherethe difficulties arose. The lowest rung on their ladder wasadave class”

“Savery? The Varadans practice davery?’

“What iseven worse,” Tomykaadded, “isthat they endaved their own people.”

“Please explain to me why it's preferable to end ave someone else's people.”

Walsignored hisremark and continued, “Asyou know, the Floran Compact forbids involuntary
servitude; the HL congdtitution forbids it and each and every colonid charter forbidsit. The Varadans
weretold to abolish davery asacondition for normalization. They waked away from the table.”

“And, now they're back. How did we make contact with them?’

“The Varadans have no interstellar fleet. Their technology resembles Floran's at the dawn of our
Golden Age. They do have primitive tachyon transmitters, and they have been hailing usfor ... for about a

hundred years. About ayear ago, one of our exo scouts intercepted the hail. We have been
communicating, laborioudy, for the past year. Each communiqué must be trandated and relayed to an



exo scout, which must move close enough to transmit; then wait and relay the reply back. Wefed we are
ready for face-to-face communications.”

“How dol fitin?’

“Nykkyo -- Y ou are fluent in Esperanto. We want you to interpret for us.”

“The Varadans spesk Esperanto? By the time of thefirst colonies, the language had aready evolved.”
“The Varadans speak alanguage that resembles Old Foran.”

“1 don't spesk Old Floran.”

“Old Horan isquite close to Esperanto,” Krontainterjected. “Have you ever readRed Dawn, Red
Dusk intheorigind Old Floran?’

“Our nationd literary treasure... | can't get through it in modern Floran.”

“You areanaturd linguist, Nykkyo,” Kronta added. “I wouldn't have recommended you if | didn't
think you could handleit.”

“There must be linguistsin the diplomatic corps who can trandate. Use the onesthat trandated the
initial missves”

“They can read the language and trandate it -- but they can't spegk it.”
“All right -- I'll giveitatry.”
“Good,” Tomykasaid. “In two daystime, you are to proceed to the trangit platform. Go to the

ExoService wing and receive ingructions there. An exo scout will transport you to Varada, where you
will meet with Prefect Ogan. | will follow in two or three days. It'll give you timeto practice with the

language.”

Nyk looked toward Kronta. “1'll want Andrawith me.”

“Theax'amfin witch?’ Wellsexclamed. “Never!”

“Why do you want her?’ Kronta asked.

“Because she |Sax'amfin . She was taught the arts of statecraft and protocol. She's also aquick
study when languages are concerned. If these are to be diplomatic meetings, 1'd want her there. She can
advise me based on skills she was taught.”

“I refuseto permit this,” Wells protested.

“Those are my terms,” Nyk replied. “No Andra-- no participation.”

Wells glowered through the vidisplay. “Very wel. lllya, get some assurances.” The teleconference
display went blank.

“I redly rather you didn't bring Andrainto this, Nyk.”



“WW not?i
“I don't trustax'amfinen .”
“Andra has never done anything contrato the best interests of the Hegemony,” NyKk replied.

“True, but maybe because she's never had to choose between loyalty to her school and loyalty to her
home”

“Andras not like that. She has awell-devel oped sense of right and wrong.”

“My previous statement stands,” Illyasaid. “I like Andra, and she's never crossed me, persondly. But
-- anax'amfin would never be my choicefor an important misson.”

“I think shelll be useful. | certainly don't know how she could hurt.”
“What's your plan?’ Kronta asked.

“I'll swing by Suda and pick up Andra. Then welll take the scout to Varada.”

Nyk climbed the spiral Saircaseto theliving level of the Residencein Sudal. He looked around his
childhood home. The place seemed deserted. “Hello? Suki? Andra?’ A tal young woman with oat-straw
white hair and pale blue eyes stepped from the back of the house. “Andral”

“Nyk!” Sheran to him. He held and kissed her. “What are you doing here?’

“I'm on aspecid assgnment. | need you to come with me. Can you get away for afew days?’

“What assgnment?’

“A diplomatic missonto thelost colony of Varada”

“Varada?’

“Nolie”

“I ... 1 think I can get away...”

“Wonderful. I'd love having you dong.” He scanned around the living room. “Where's Suki?’

“She'straveling. She's giving ashort course on T-Delta. Sheleft yesterday.”

“Shélll tour the gdlaxy before | will -- and she's not even andtive.”

“Shelll be disappointed to learn she missed your visit. Nyk -- you must get this notion of surprise visits
out of your head.”

“Right -- | need to check her cdendar first.”



“If she had known you were coming, shed have made arrangements to be with you. | know she
wouldve”

“I hed little advance warning on this one myself.”

Andranodded toward the kitchen. “I'll heet some meals. Y ou can tell meall about this diplomatic
misson.”

Nyk sat besde Andra at the kitchen table. He dropped hisfork onto his empty dinner tray and
opened adessert roll. “I told you what | know.”

“Itisfascinating. At least it doesn't sound dangerous. Thelost colony of Varada. It dmost sounds
romantic. Think of it -- athousand years ago the Varadans would rather walk away from the hegemony
than give up involuntary servitude.”

“They must've given it up to try contact now. They knew those were the terms, and they knew they
were non-negotiable. | have some background materid on Varada.” He whipped his handheld vidisplay
from his sash and consulted it. “ The population is dispersed across the entire planet. There are four
continents, two of which straddle the planet's equator and are populated. The other two are polar,
ice-covered and unpopul ated -- except for some native fauna.”

“Arethere different nationaitieson Varada?’ Andraasked.

“No -- the population makes up asingle Varadan nation. What is conspicuousisaformd class
system, made up of aleadership class, professionds, merchants and workers. It is Varadan fashion to
wesar clothing that exposesthe |eft shoulder and arm, and to wear tattooed on the left clavicle emblems of
onesclass. Three lozengesindicates the ruling class and three scrollsisthe professond class.”

“The doctors and lawyers,” Andraremarked.

“Yes, but aso the adminigtrators, ministers and bureaucrats. Three disksidentify the merchant
class..”

“Threecoins,” she observed.

“Three staves mark the working class. At onetime therewas adave class, identified by three links of
achan.”

Andra shuddered. “To be branded adave with an icon of the bands that bind you -- how horrible. |
take it oneisborn into aparticular class and stays there.”

“Mobility between classesis permitted, but the rules are complicated -- Ao, inter- classmarriageis
permitted, and offspring are given the choice of classto join. Varadan class hierarchy isacomplex
inditution.”

“What else do we know of Varada?’ she asked.
“Technologicaly, they sit between present-day Earth and Floran. They have no interstellar fleet. They

do have limited, primitive hyperspace communications.” He returned his handheld to hisxarpa . “Day
after tomorrow we must ride the shuttle to the trangit platform. An exo scout will take usto Varada”



“A exo scout. I've never been on one of those.”

“Me, neither,” Nyk replied. “Y ou know -- when | was akid, Veskawould visit and he dways
brought me a scale model of one of the scouts. For awhile, joining the ExoServiceiswhat | wanted to
do. My collection included every vessdl in the fleet ... from the 100-series diplomatic couriers up to the
700-seriesheavy cruisers. | knew al the vitd facts-- mission, size, crew complement, cargo capacity... |
had them hanging on wires from the ceiling of my room. Sounds pretty nerdy, doesn't it?’

She kissed his cheek. “It soundsin perfect character with you.”
“1 don't know whether to take that as a cut or acompliment.”
She kissed his cheek again. “ Take it asthetruth.”

“Do you redize you dways kiss my cheek when you're about to tell me something you think | don't
want to hear?’

“If you're the expert on the Exo flest, tell mewhat sort of scout werelikdy to fly.”

“Hmm... Were using the scout for two reasons. It's been centuries ... no, millenniasince we had
regular serviceto Varada. They'll need a scout to plot the course. That eliminates a 100-series. On top of
that, the approach to Varadaistricky. The planet sts amidst the hyperspace equivalent of dangerous
shoals. Well need one well equipped for such exploration.”

“ Are those the two reasons?’

“No. Tomykawill need to consult to the homeworld. The Communications Corps has aready
dragged acomm relay into position hafway between Varada and the nearest node on our comm net.
They'll need another comm relay at Varada. Based on my exhaustive study of the maiter, | predict they'll
use a 200-series Scout. Those ships are modular, and one could be configured as atemporary, portable
comm relay. They are used as such when arday at acritica nodein the net gets damaged for some
reason.”

“200-series,” Andramused. “I was hoping it would be abigger ship.”

“It'sbig enough -- severd timesthe Size of a passenger packet. Actudly, the 300- series Explorers
arethe smallest ships-- unless you're counting the 100-series couriers. | don't consider them scouts.”

Nyk lay on his childhood bed with a portable vidisplay propped on a cushion. On the screen was the
image of an Adan woman. “Areyou cdling from Floran?’ Suki asked.

“I'm cdling from my bedroom at the Residence.”
“Oh... Why didn't you tell me you were coming?’
“I didn't know mysdf. Andratells me you're giving ashort course on Earth history.”

“Yes-- | wasasked to cometo T-Ddta. | wish | knew you were coming.”



“How long will you be there?’
“The courseisforty Deltan days, which amounts to about thirty-five standard Foran days.”

“Long enough to screw up your biological clock. Well, my mission shouldn't take more than ten or so
standard days, so I'll be long gone by the time you return. How do you likeit there?’

“It'sdifferent. | don't think it's as pretty aworld as Floran.”
“Horan'snot dl thet pretty.”
“Beauty isin the eye of the beholder, Nykkyo.”

“I was discussing that point with someone el se recently. Well -- you'll find Myataxya looks beautiful
to dl beholders. Isthat gig dl set?’

“Yesitis-- later thisyear. | can't wait... | know! I'll give you the dates and maybe Seymor will let you
join me. It can be the honeymoon we never had. Y ou said you wanted to honeymoon on Myataxya.”

“But -- we wouldn't be able to make love day and night like a proper honeymoon. Y ou'll need to go
to your conference.”

“Those conference sessions don't last ‘round the clock.”

“You'reright -- it does sound like agreat idea. Now | can't wait.” He chuckled. “ Seymor saysyou
should find yoursdf an agent.”

“Hmm... | never thought of that. Do they exist on Horan?’

“Seymor saysthey do.” He reached to his nightstand. “1 brought some pictures -- Nicky's third.”
“Let'ssee..”

“1 didn't bother to scan these.” He held photographsto the vidisplay camera.
“Oh... So cute! Mom'slooking good.”

“She'sdoing better...”

“I'm happy to hear that. | lie awake nights worrying about her.”

“Now, for the grand finde... Nicky's chopstick lesson.”

“Oh, my God!” Suki began laughing. “ That's so funny.”

“And, heréshow it al ended -- finger food.”

“Those aretoo precious. Look at Mom -- she's actualy smiling!”

“I'll leave these here for you -- on your nightstand. They're extraprints. | had them made for you.”



“1'd appreciate that. Thank you, Nykkyo.”

“During that chopstick incident, | amost let it dip. | wastaking the picture and | said, 'Suki would
enjoy these I'm glad | didn't say 'Suki WILL enjoy these.”

“How did Mom take it?’

“She thought | was suggesting we do the things you and your dad would enjoy doing -- astributes.”
Suki sniffed back atear. “Yes. Y ou should do that.”

“I missyou so much. | lie awake nights missing you.”

“Remember -- before the next time you vist...”

“I'll call your agent first. Maybe he can put in agood word...”

Suki giggled. “What's next for you?’

“Andraand | are going on an adventure. Don't worry -- thisoneis gtrictly routine -- nothing
dangerous. I'm smply needed as an interpreter for adiplomatic misson.”

“Dangerous? It sounds downright boring to me.”
“Duty cdlls, | suppose.”

“Is Andradeeping with you tonight?”

“With you gone -- of course.”

“Kiss her for me, will you?’

3 -- The ExoScout

The Suda shuttle docked with the trangit platform. The docking tunnel door opened and Nyk filed
onto the platform. He took Andras hand. “We go to baggage claim. Then, to the ExoService wing of the
platform.”

He stood waiting for his bag to dideinto place. “ Therésmine,” Andrasaid.

Nyk stooped to retrieveit, and then plucked his own. He took her hand and they walked to the



trangit bullet that made the loop around the massive platform.

The car stopped at the Exo terminal. Nyk led Andrato another car which took them out to the Exo
wing -- a satdllite platform connected viaatunnel to the main one. He stepped to areception desk.
“Nykkyo Kyhanareporting for the Varadamission.”

A young man in an ExoService uniform consulted his vidisplay. He pointed. “ That bay over there. The
trangport shuttle will take you aboard on the next trip.”

“Which scout?” Nyk asked.

The serviceman consulted hisvidisplay again. “The 501.”
“501? That's acolonia expedition transport.”

“It'swhat it says here.”

Nyk shrugged, took Andras hand and led her toward the shuttle bay. “ Something wrong?’ she
asked.

“Not wrong, wrong. We're riding ExoScout 501. The 500-series are colonid expedition transports.”
Herolled his eyes as he searched his memory. “ Basic crew complement isthirteen, full crew isfifty. They
are designed to carry colonists and materiel to new worlds. They have barracks to accommodate up to
five hundred colonigts, and avery large cargo bay for pre- fab housing and so on. | think they only built a
handful of them.”

“1 suppose we don't need too many,” Andrareplied. “1t's been hundreds of years since we've seeded
acolony onanew world.”

“I suppose... Still, it seems odd to use such avessdl on this sort of mission. They're not equipped as
commrelays”

He stood at a viewport looking out into space. Parked in station-keeping was afleet of Exo vessdls.
All were much larger than the passenger packets he was accustomed to flying.

He pointed. “ See? That's a 200-series. Over thereis a 300-series Explorer ... no, two of them...”
“Isthat big, ugly onethe 501?7" Andra asked.

“Yes.. Ugly?”

Shegiggled. “It looks bottom-heavy.”

“It's because of the cargo hold and barracks decks,” hereplied. “ They need the extraroom to carry
colonists and supplies when we seed anew world.”

“And -- whenisTHAT next likely to happen? The dome on top looks like awart.”
“That's the observation lounge.”

The pressure door to the shuttle bay did open. A crewman approached them. “Nykkyo Kyhana?”



{3 YS”

“Come aboard -- well take you to the scout.”

Nyk carried thetravel casesinto the bay. The transport shuttle, no bigger than an Earth minivan, was
parked there. He climbed aboard and Andra sat beside him. “Thislooks like an ExoAgency shuttlecar,”
Nyk remarked.

“Yes,” the shuttle pilot replied, “your Agency shuttlecars are built on the same chasss”

The pilot began a prelaunch sequence and tested doorseals. “I'll bet | could fly this,” he whispered to
Andra”

“Don't deny it -- you are excited to fly in an ExoScout, aren't you?’

“It gppedsto thelittlekid in me. How | wish | could share something like thiswith Nicky.”

“I'll giveyou thetour,” the pilot said. He flew the shuttle over the scout's topsides. “Below isthe
observation lounge... Thereisthe bridge ... hypergpace sensor probes ... engineering is on the lower
decks. The cargo hold is one deck up... The row of viewports marks the barracks deck.”

“I know al thisby heart,” Nyk whispered to Andra. “How this brings back my childhood.”

“Thewarp coil islocated mid-ships” the pilot continued. “ This classhasasingle coil.”

“Unlike the 300 series Explorers,” Nyk whispered. “ They have dua coils mounted on externa pods.”

Andrasmiled and patted the back of his hand.

The shuttle swept up underneath and headed astern. Clamshell doors siwung open to revea the shuttle
bay. The transport made its approach and touched down. Asthe bay doors closed the pilot taxied to a
parking stal and set the shuttle onto the deck.

Bay pressurization required afew moments; then the door safeties rel eased with a snap. Nyk stepped
onto the deck and gave Andraa hand. He pointed to a rectangle on the deck marked with ared outline.

“That'sthe cargo lift,” he said. “It connects directly with the cargo hold one deck below. On aseeding
mission this shuttlebay can accommodate three tender shuitles for offloading colonists and supplies”

“Absolutely correct,” the shuttle pilot remarked.

The pressure door isolating the bay from the rest of the ship opened and Nyk encountered aman in
tan shirtdeeves and trousers, the ExoService duty uniform. Epauletteswith insggniaidentified him asthe
commanding officer. “Mr Kyhana, | am Captain Hayt. Welcome aboard the 501. We're operating with a
skeleton crew for thismission. You are freeto pick any vacant crewmen's cabin.” He turned to Andra.
“MsBaxa.” He extended his hand. Andragrasped it and curtsied.

Hayt led them to the passenger lift. “ Crew quarters are on bridge deck,” he said.

Nyk pointed to the levels on the lift panel. “ Deck oneis the observation deck; two isbridge and crew
quarters, threeisthe gdley, messand sick bay; four is barracks and shuttlebay; five isthe main hold and



sxisengineering.”
“Have you been aboard a scout before?’ the captain asked.
“Inmy dreams... asalittlekid. | wasinsde the shuttle bay on a 300, once. May | see the bridge?’

“Thiswill bean informd flight. The bridge will be open. Y ou are welcome on decks one through three
anytime. Decksfour through six are off-limitswithout a crew escort.”

They waked from the lift dong acorridor of crew's cabins. “Any of these” Hayt said, gesturing.
“Likel said -- we're running askeleton crew.”

Nyk pressed adoor actuator and a cabin door did open. Andrafollowed him insde. He surveyed the
accommodations. The place had awell-worn look.

“Do you think the bunk is big enough for two?’ he asked, pointing.

She shook her head. “No.”

“No?’

“No ... It meanswelll have to cuddle closer.”

He set down hiscase. “1 want to see the bridge. Come with me?’

“What dseisthereto do on this barge?’

Hetook her hand and headed down the corridor, which ended at a bulkhead. Through the open door
he could see the bridge and posts for the pilot, navigator, operations officer and the captain's command.
Crewmen worked vidisplays, running through checkligts.

He spotted a bronze plague mounted on the bulkhead. *“ ExoScout 501,” he read and ran his hand
over it. “Ked laid T-Detayards 6009.101APF... The first 500-class. Thisvessd isover five hundred
yearsold. | guessit shows... She's ... seasoned.”

“She'swell seasoned,” Andraremarked.

He spotted atall young man with light skin and oat-straw white hair. He was wearing the uniform of a
junior-grade officer. His eyes were of the palest blue. The young ensign glanced Nyk'sway and hisjaw
dropped. “Janna?’ he caled out.

“Zane?’ shereplied. “No, it'sAndra”

He leapt over alow railing and approached her. “1 knew it had to be one of you.” They embraced
and kissed each other's foreheads.

“Do you know each other?’
“Of coursewe do. Thisis Zane. Hewas a Rote Academy when | was at VVebinad.”

“Vebinad isour sster school,” Zane said.



“More precisaly, Roteis Vebinad's brother school,” Andrareplied. “It's the only academy that trains
maeax'amfinen .”

“I remember attending class with her and Janna,” Zane said. “We used to cdll the two of them the
Twins”

“SoI'veheard,” Nyk replied.

“How did you end up here, Zane?’

“I washed out of Rote. | failed to makethefind cut, so | enlisted in the Service.”
“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“It'sdl right. Weall know how hard it isto graduate from one of the academies. I'm the 501's
communications officer. How did Y OU end up here?’

“Comm... thefirg officer cdled. “COMM!”
“1'd better get back to my post. We can hash over old times after the watch isover.”
Nyk approached the captain. “\When will we be getting underway?’

Hayt consulted a chronometer. “It's getting late. Probably first thing tomorrow. Were till awaiting
word on our cargo.”

“Cargo?’ Nyk asked.
“A communicationsrelay. Were giving oneto the Varadans.”
“We're giving away acomm relay?’ Nyk asked.

“Congder it adiplomatic gift. It'san old one that's been decommissioned. For the Varadans
purposss, it'll work just fine. WEIl drop it off outside their heliopause before making planetfal.”

“So that explains why were using a 500-series scout. We needed something with some cargo
capacity.”

“And, thisvessd was available. Now, if you'll excuse me.”

Nyk stood with his back againgt the bridge's rear bulkhead. A chime sounded. “Okay, end of watch,”
the first officer announced. “Put her into station-keeping.”

Captain Hayt approached Nyk. “Y ou two are welcome to dine in my cabin.”
“If you'll excuseme,” Andrareplied, “1 have aprior engagement.”

Nyk watched as Andraand Zane strolled, hand-in-hand, down the corridor.



“Ax'amfinen,” Hayt muttered. “Y ou can pick your friends, but not your family -- or, your crew.”

“I'm sorry?” Nyk replied.

The captain nodded toward the corridor. “If | had my choice | wouldn't have anax'amfin in my crew.
Best to relegate them to what they're good at -- being sex toysfor colonia high officials. I'm surprised

you have one with you.”

“Andraisavery good friend of mine,” Nyk replied. “As|'ve grown to know her, I've developed an
gppreciation for the roles her kind play.”

“Zane has been agood comm officer. | do wonder where anax'amfin's trueloydtieslie”
“IllyaKrontasaysthe samething,”

“Ah ... Kronta.... How islllya?

“Doingwel.”

“Come with me, Nykkyo -- welll shareameal.” Hayt led him to another doorway that opened onto a
spacious cabin directly behind the bridge.

“Captain's quarters,” Nyk remarked.

“Firg officer'sisacrosstheway. Have aseat.” Hayt pressed apand. “It'll be just amoment. Fully
crewed, this ship would have acabin boy...”

“A cabin boy... That thought never crossed my mind.”

A chime sounded. The captain opened apanel and took apair of meal traysfrom adumbwaiter.
“Thisisquiteavenerable ship,” Nyk remarked. “Firg in the 500-class.”

“Thisisthe ship that seeded the Lexa colony.”

“How many 500s were built?’

“Two,” Hayt replied. “Threeif you count the prototype. There's not much need for this class of
vessel. We haven't had the opportunity to seed another colony since Lexa was founded.”

“How long do you think the crossing to Varadawill take?’
“I'm estimating four sandard days.”

“Four days?I've been on the packet to Lexd. They can makethetripinasinglejump, and Lexd is
more distant than Varada.”

“Morelikdy, multiplejumpsthat fed likejust one. Y ou must understand, Nykkyo -- that isa
commercia run. Those routes are well understood and well mapped. Well be charting unknown territory
on our way to Varada.”



“Varadawas aroutine destination at onetime.”

Hayt gulped his mouthful. “Never routine. That planet has the misfortune of lying closeto anexus of
some very steep hyperspace gradients. We must approach that system with great caution -- we must
probe and jump ... probe and jump. Add to this the fact we're manning only one watch. We must go into
dation-keeping for half aday when that watch isover.”

“So, welll be doing hyperspace mapping, too?’

“Absolutely.”

“Wouldn't a 300-class Explorer be better suited?’

“Thisshipisfully qualified for our mission. Don't forget our cargo. A 300 would haveto tow it.”
“I keep forgetting about the relay station. Could we tow something like that?’

“1 wouldn't want to attempt it.” Hayt scooped another spoonful. “Have you studied hyperspace
navigation?’

“No,” Nyk replied.

The captain stood and retrieved material from his desk drawer. He returned with a polysheet, astylus
and a shirt button. “Let's say this polysheet represents space.” With the stylus he drew two circles, one at
each end of the sheet. “And, let's say thisisFloran and thisis Varada.” He placed the button on one
circle and began to push it dong the sheet. “We could not make the trangit in norma space -- not in our
lifetimes, at least, except at rdativistic velocities. Even then, time dilation would make thetrip
impracticd.”

Hayt returned the button to one of the circles. “However, if we can use additional dimensions...” He
held his hand above the sheet. “ From the viewpoint of the polysheet, my hand existsin a higher-order
dimension. If we know spaceiswarped in thisdimension...” He picked up the end of the sheet and the
button, folded it over and released it. The page flopped open onto his desk, with the button atop the
circle a the other end. “We can travel from Foran to Varadain an ingtant -- without moving at al.”

“In ordinary timespace, you mean.”
“Precisdy.”
“I understand warp travel,” Nyk replied. “1 never understood how warp navigation works.”

“Adding the time dimension complicates matters,” Hayt continued. “Thegod isto arrive a Varada
with negligible time displacement.” He returned the button to the starting circle. “In order to do that, we
may find ourselves having to make multiple jumps.” He bent the sheet over halfway and dropped the
button onto its middle; then picked up the other end, bent it over and picked up the button. “I1t may very
well bethat, in hyperspace, the best route takes us viathe other sde of the galaxy. We want to avoid
time displacement & al costs”

“Would you navigate viaajump with atime displacement followed by a second jump with an
oppostetime shift?’



“Theoreticaly possible, but we prefer not to do it that way. We rather to stick to hyperspace
contourswith aneutrd time gradient.”

“Why isthat?’ Nyk asked.

“Time gradients are dangerous. Just because our target coordinates are empty space today isno
guarantee they will be at some arbitrary time ddtainto the future.”

Nyk nodded in comprehension. “Or, were a some arbitrary point in the past. What differentiatesthe
contours?’ Nyk asked.

“Energy levels. Most commercid routes follow contours that are widely-spaced in the energy domain.
Y ou don't need to be too careful setting your warp coil parameters. The levels are quantized, so even if
you're off by afew percent, you lock onto the desired contour. That's what makes the Varadan
approach so tricky -- the contours are too close together. If you're off by a couple percent, you risk
following thewrong one.”

“It could take usinto uncharted space or throw us backward in time.”

“Worseyet, it could send us straight into the center of astar. Shipsthat were lost on the Varadan
approach were never heard from again. We surmise they suffered such afate.”

“WEell use the hyperspace contour mapping to facilitate future missons?’ Nyk asked.
“Precisdly. For starters, welll relay the route to Tomyka WellSs courier. Her vessel is not equipped to

perform the necessary probing. Should regular transportsto Varadaresume, then welll use the
hyperspace maps to create automated jump programs for passenger packets and freighters.”

“This” sad Zane, “isatachnet uplink well beingaling in the Varadan capita.”

“Theres one of thosein the attic of the housein Wisconan,” Nyk replied. “It links with the comm
relay station we have parked outside Earth's heliopause.”

“Well do exactly the samething a Varada,” Zanereplied. “1 believe on Earth therdlay islocated in a
circumpolar region of the sky.”

“Y es -- above the planet's north pole. From Wisconsin, at leas, it never fals below Earth's horizon.”

“That won't be possibleon Varada,” Zanereplied. “ Our relay station will only be visible during part of
the day. If relations with Varada develop, we can ingtal others spaced around the equator...”

“So, onewill dwaysfacethereay”

“Exactly.” Heled them from the communications|ab. “Now, I'll show you more of Engineering...” He
led them through ahatch in abulkhead. “ Theinertid sinksarein this compartment...”

“Snks?’

“Yes-- man and auxiliary... Ahead of the sinksislife support, waste reprocessing, water and oxygen
reclamation and reserve supplies of water and atmosphere.”



“How long can this vessdl operate without resupplying air and water?” Nyk asked.

“With this crew, we are provisioned for one hundred standard days -- provided some event doesn't
cause usto vent atmosphere ... these are containment hatches -- the entire ship is set up so we can
isolate apart of the hull in the event of damage.”

“To prevent venting atmosphere,” Nyk commented.

HY$"”

Thethree of them stood and gazed upon alarge tank, lying on its Sde, with plumbing that ran from
ather end.

“This” Zanesad, “isour warp coil.”
“Impressive,” Nyk replied. “1 wouldn't want to be standing here when it'striggered.”

“Thewarp jolt doesn't come from the coil -- it comes from the rupture of normal timespace. It feds
no different here than in any other part of the ship.”

“Arethose power conduits?” Nyk asked.
“No -- cryogenic coolant.”
“I've seen the warp coilsthat are in our shuttlecars. They don't require cooling.”

“Thisisamuch bigger vessd than one of your shuttlecars,” Zanereplied. “ Come -- let'slook in Main
Engineering.”

They passed through another bulkhead and into a control room. Nyk saw the chief engineer and two
mates watching status displays. A low thrum-thrum-thrum came from behind abulkheed. “ Behind thereis
the fusion reactor,” Zane said, pointing. “And, behind that are the hydrogen fud tanks.” He pointed to a
schematic diagram on the bulkhead. “ Here are the helium vent ports.”

“We vent the fusion byproduct?’ Nyk asked. “We only have single-stage reactors?’

“On avess asthis, the additiona power from two-stage reactors doesn't justify the additional weight
and complexity -- better, instead, to use alarger one-stage reactor.”

Nyk perused the control panels.

“One of the tenderswill be fuding us before we depart,” Zane continued. “We do that second
watch.”

“I thought Captain Hayt said we were manning only asingle watch.”
“Engineering isalwaysmanned,” the chief engineer replied.

“It must be alondy watch, then,” Nyk remarked.



“Over hereisthe auxiliary bridge. We can run the ship from hereif need be -- al the critica functions
arereplicated. With a skeleton crew, the second watch chief isresponsible for dl operations. Of course,
weéll bein station-keeping -- but should anything arise, welll haveeyesonit at dl times.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Nyk said.

“WEll continue our tour up two decks,” Zane said. “Directly above usisthe cargo hold. It's empty
and will stay that way.”

“Won't we be carrying the comm relay in there?’ Nyk asked.
“It'stoo big. We have no way to get it below decks from the shuttlebay. It1l have to stay put there.”
“Weve aready seen the shuttlebay,” Nyk said, “on our way in.”

“That'sright. The only other thing on deck four are the barracks, and we won't be using them on this
voyage, either. We might aswell go straight to deck three.”

“We have askeleton crew on abig, empty ship,” Nyk said. “ At least we won't fedl claustrophobic.”

“Right,” Zanereplied. “Wewon't be bumping into each other.”

“I imagine on a seeding mission -- thiswould be one busy ship,” Andraremarked.

“Y es, indeed -- we can accommodate five hundred colonists. We would need afull crew and we'd
man both watches -- run the galley 'round the clock and hope our passengers behave themsalves. Wdll,
sheand her sster are ready, willing and able if and when the next colony world is discovered. Missons
like this one keep her limber. Come on, let's go up to the galley deck.”

Zaneled them toward the lift. “Deck threeis sick bay, galey, and crew and passenger mess. We

have no medic aboard, so sick bay is closed -- not even stocked. We have one cook in the crew. Well
leave the mess halls shut and take our medlsin our cabins....”

“Y our friend Zane seems personable enough,” Nyk said to Andra.
“Yes-- hesaniceguy.”
“How much did you see of him at VVebinad?’

“Not an awful lot.” She giggled. “For awhile he had a crush on Janna. It was before he realized how
much the two of us resembled each other.”

“Don't tell memore... | imagine you two had quite abit of fun at his expense.”

“Yes... Hewas agood sport about it. Of course,ax'amfinen aren't permitted love interests during
academy. We are ddivered to our assignees as virgins, and Destiny help anyone who isn't one.”

Nyk dipped hisarm around her and she leaned againgt him. The lift doors opened and he looked
around the observation deck.



“Thisisdeck one -- observation lounge. We're actudly standing outside the hull of the 501.”

The deck was covered by atransparent dome. Uphol stered benches lined the dome, with others set
in geometric patterns.

Nyk stood and looked toward the trangit platform. “Y ou get agreat view from here,” he said.
“I believethat'swhy they cdl it the observation lounge,” Andrareplied.

“Look -- you can see Floran City and Suda from here... Y ou can't appreciate the view from a packet
viewport. Y ou need to be standing in aplace like this”

Andralooked aft. “ Therésthe fuding tender,” she sad.

“It gives the second watch engineering crew something to keep their minds occupied. | understand
some of the scouts can pull stray hydrogen from space and refud in flight.”

“Not this bucket?’ she asked.

“No -- not this one. Some of the newer ones... I'm just as happy we're leaving with afull tank. It
wouldn't be good to run short on the other side of the galaxy.”

She embraced his arm and kissed his cheek. “Y ou are enjoying yoursdf -- aren't you?’
“Immensdly. | knew | was destined to be aboard one of these, one day.”

“Shdl wereturn to our cabin?’

Nyk lay on hisback, staring in the dim light at the patterns made by the meta plates forming the
ceiling of their cabin. Beyond those plateslay alayer of insulating foam, more plates forming the hull of
the vessdl, and then -- deep itsdlf.

Andrapulled hersdf againgt him, resting her head on his shoulder. He caressed her, and fingered her
fine, white hair. She kissed his chest. “Mmm,” she said. “Y ou have away of making mefed loved like
I've never felt before.”

“It'sbecause| loveyou, Andra.”

“Mmm ... | know -- like I've never been loved before.”

“You and Suki arethetwo | love most in thewhole universe.”

“You and Sukiko arethetwo | love mogt in the whole universe,” shereplied.

“Thank you for agreeing to come with me on this boondoggle. | was surprised you agreed so easily.”

“It givesmeachance to use the skillsfor which | wastrained,” shereplied.

“Y ou weretrained for politica assgnments-- not diplomacy.”



“Diplomacy isone of the politica arts-- don't you think?” Shekissed him again. “ Thered reason |
agreedisasdfishone”

“Hfish?’
“Y es-- to spend time with you.”
“It'sthe same reason | ingsted you accompany me -- to spend time with you. Even if it'sin acramped

bunk in a cabin on an ExoService bucket ... or, on astrange world, breathing strange air, drinking strange
water and eating strange food.”

4 -- Planetfall Varada

Nyk was startled awake by the bong-bong-bong of achime. Helooked up and saw white indicators
blinking over his cabin's viewports. The flash shutters began to close.

“Andra-- Andral Wake up.”
“Mmmmph,” she said and rubbed her eyes.

“We're getting underway.” He folded down ajump seat and belted himself in. Andraclimbed out of
the bunk, folded down another and fastened her restraints.

Theindicators flashed white to blue. A thud shook the ship and Nyk was thrown againgt hisrestraint.
Andras overnight bag fell from a shelf onto the deck. Then asecond jolt and athird. The warp indicators
went dark and the viewport shutters opened.

“Where do you think we are?’ she asked.

“I don't know.” He craned his neck to ook through the viewport. “We dept through the start of the
watch and the captain's briefing.” He pulled on histunic. “I'm going to take astroll to the bridge.”

“I'll join you after my shower.”

Nyk headed down the corridor and stepped onto the bridge. On the viewpane was a rust-colored
planet. “Where arewe?’ he asked.

“We're making planetfall on Naos” thefirs officer replied.

“What's on Nalos?’



“Nothing. It'swhat'sin orbit around Nalos -- ExoService salvage yard. Were hereto pick up a
commrday.”

“How long will we be here?’

“Wadll, that depends, doesn't it -- on how long it takes to find one that Zane and the chief can coax
back into life”

“Weve reached the coordinates,” the pilot reported.
“Thank you, helm,” replied the first officer. He touched acontrol pand at his post and arectangular
object tumbling lazily in space appeared on the viewpane. “ That's it -- taken out of service ahundred

years ago.”

An open trangport with pressure-suited crew approached the relay station. “Are they from the salvage
yard?’ Nyk asked.

“Yes” thefirgt officer replied. “They'll control itsroll so our men can have alook- see”

“It looks like dangerous work.”

“It isdangerous -- but these guys are pros.”

One of the crew stepped from the transport. He paused for amoment and then activated his thruster
pack. He approached the tumbling relay, his velocity matching its rotation and grabbed onto it. From a
pack on his back he withdrew an object, secured it to the relay station, let go and headed back to the
transport. Another crewman repeated the performance on the other side of the relay.

“What are those?’ Nyk asked.

“Inertiad sinks,” thefirgt officer replied. “They'll control theralling.” Therelay station'stumbling dowed
and stopped. “Ensign,” he cdled into acommunicator, “you're on.”

Another figure, riding apersond thruster like amotorcycle, approached the ation.

“Isthat Zane?’ Nyk asked.

“Yes. Hell giveit the once-over. The yard master tells usthey have three othersif thiswon't do.”
“And, if none of them do?’

“Well makeonedo.”

Zane gpproached the bridge in his pressure suit and carrying hishelmet in the crook of hisarm.
“Status?’ the captain said.
“It appearsto befunctiona,” Zane reported, “but...”

“But whet, Enggn?’



“The control cabin won't hold atmosphere. It seemsthe door sedls are hardened from being in space
for solong. Also, it'smissing itsgravity generator. Likely explanation -- it was scavenged years ago.
Well have to do our work in pressure suits and zero-G. It won't be easy.”

“Enggn, wherein your enlissment agreement did you see the word ‘easy?”

“Nowhere, Sir. Some day, though, a Communications Corps technician will be cursing us through her
teeth. WEIl be ableto work on it here in the bay during the crossing to Varada. Well have gravity and
amosphere -- that'll make it easer. According to the yard master, this one was fully functiona when
taken out of service. I'll say this, Sir -- we couldn't find amore margina specimen if we looked for one.”

“Put ateam together to bring it on board.”

“Yes Sr.”

Nyk stood holding hands with Andra as they stood in the observation lounge looking aftward. The
scout had maneuvered so the house-Szed relay station was directly aft, and had matched its velocity. The
shuttle bay clamshell doors swung open.

Four open cockpit thrust tractors, manned by crewmen in pressure suits | eft the bay and headed
toward the relay. Two before and two &ft, they hooked cables onto it and began towing it toward the
open bay. The gap between the scout and the comm station narrowed.

He watched two more crewmen wearing thruster packs drag cables out from the bay. Thesethey
hooked onto the relay. With the tractors hauling to the aft to keep the cables taught, they began to draw
the device into the shuttle bay.

“It lookslike atight fit,” Nyk remarked. “Let's go below. When will we have another chanceto see
the outside of acomm relay this close up?’

He headed for the lift and exited on the shuttle bay deck. Peering through the view panel inthe
pressure door he could watch the crewmen winch the relay sationinside. A pair of crewmen placed
roller dollies under the station. He could feel scraping transmitted through the deck.

The clamshell swung shut and he could hear the bay pressurize. The pressure door did open asthe
captain stepped from thelift car. Zane removed his helmet and wiped perspiration from his brow. “We
brought it in, Sir,” he reported.

“Sol see’”

“Chief will gart fuding thefuson reactors. Aslong asit'sin the bay, we might aswell go over the
exterior -- make sure the antenna couplings are dl sound. I'll ingtall comm protocol upgrades. WEll have
it ship-shape before we reach Varada, Captain.”

“That'smorelikeit, Ensgn.”

Nyk approached Zane. “Were giving this away?’

“That'sthe plan.”



“Arent we afraid the Varadans will learn some secrets? Like our comm ciphers?’

“Thiswill be parked outside their heliopause. They won't be ableto reach it -- their fastest shuttle
would take ten yearsto make the trangit ... one way. If you'll excuse me, | want to get out of this suit and
dart breathing life into thisthing.”

Nyk wandered around the shuttlebay regarding the relay station. He poked his head into the docking
tunnd and saw Zane Sitting at avidisplay running diagnostics. “Comeon up,” Zane cdled to him.

He pushed a stepstool under the docking tunnd and clambered insde. “ Thisis so much smaller than
the one near Earth. Isthat the crew cabin?’

“Yes” Zanereplied. “No onewill want to spend any more time aboard this one than necessary -- not
without atimaosphere or gravity.”

“How isit coming?’

Zane put down his diagnostic panel. “I have the comm equipment upgraded. This one only hastwo
hundred channdls, but it'll do for the Varadansfor yearsto come.” He poked some switches. “ Assuming
it stays running that long. Right now, were running it on ship's power.”

“Thereactorsdon't work?’

“So far, the chief hasn't been able to get the fusion reactors fueled -- they leak hydrogen.”

“That's not good.”

“He has one of his matesin the machine shop fabricating anew set of cryogenic couplerswhich
should do thejob.”

“Zane-- what'sit like?’

“What'swhét like?’

“What'sit like being amaeax'amfin ?1'm sorry if my question seemstoo forward.”

He smiled. “Nykkyo -- Andra has told me some of her experiences with you. | won't consider
anything too forward coming from your lips. Being amaeax'amfin is pretty much like being afemaeone
except for the gender thing.”

“That'sarather glib answer.”

“It'sthe best | can do. Actudly, Nykkyo -- you and | have much more in common being men than
Andraand | do beingax'amfinen . | think it'seasier being a man.Ax'amfin features are more striking on
awoman, don't you think?’

“Id say 0.”

“It must be difficult having your physica appearance define your whole life. That part of itismore



difficult for thewomen, | think.”
“Don't you ever wonder?’
“Wonder what?’
“What it would be like to fulfill anax'amfin assgnment?’

He smiled again. “Nykkyo -- the day they told me| failed to make thefina cut was the happiest of
my life. It meant | wasfreeto fulfill my own dreams.”

“The ExoService?’
“I've wanted to do thissince | wasakid. Y ou haveto redize what it's like growing up with these
features. My parents worked long and hard with genetic counselors before they created an embryo with

the right features for the finishing schools. They knew time was running out on my mother'sbiological
clock.

“Findly they had dl the features -- the light skin, the blue eyes, the white hair ... certain innate
cognitive ahilities. It dl lined up with the profiles. There was one small problem cdled aY chromosome.
It was either implant or Sart over. There's dways Rote Academy, they consoled each other.

“Rote accepted me -- on aprovisiona admission.”

“What does that mean?’

“It meant they'd pay my parents only twenty-five percent, with the rest held in trust until 1 successtully
completed the program. Of course, Rote doesn't pay for boys what Vebinad doesfor girlsin thefirst
place. Here | was -- adouble disappointment for my parents. | didn't want to go. When | washed out,
they saw their graduation bonus vanish into thin air. | haven't spoken to them since. They accuse me of
Odliberately faling.”

“Didyou?’

Zane smiled. “Likel said, it wasthe happiest day of my life”

“Areyou enjoying the Service?’

“For the most part. They recognized my talents for the comm stuff during basic training. | got my
certificate, but lacked the rank. So, they fast-tracked me through officer's training and assigned meto this
barge. Most comm officers are firgt lieutenants -- or better. Beggars can't be choosers, | suppose.”

“What do you mean?’

“It'snot like could pick my commission. It works both ways -- thereés no line of crew out there
waiting to man this bucket.”

“The 500s perform acritica function,” Nyk replied. “When the next colony...”

“And, when's THAT going to happen? It's been three hundred years since Lexal was seeded. Inthe
meantime, we run a skeleton crew and make short cruisesto keep our systems ship-shape...”



“...And,” Nyk added, “when the Service has something big that needs to be lugged from point A to
point B...”

“Likearelay gtation ... right -- the Service consders us a big, deep-space tender shuttle.”

“Y ou're making the run from Tedium to Apathy and back again, with an occasiona sidetrip to
Monotony.”

Zane looked up at him and chortled. “That'sagood one.”

“It'salinefrom amovie program | was watching with my Earth mother-in-law ... about a navy vesse
withasmilar misson.”

“That'sright -- Andratold me abit of your situation. It sounds like your Agency assignment has been
anything but boring.”

“Anything but,” Nyk replied.

“Unlike mine. We aso servewho st and wait... If you'll excuse me | have some more comm circuits
toring out.”

Thewarp chimes sounded and Nyk belted himsdlf in. “ Another jump,” he said. “1t's been like thisal
watch -- jump, then reconnoiter, then jump again. No one can get anything done because as soon as you
gart something the chimes sound and you have to stow it and belt yoursdlf in.”

Andraadjusted her restraints. “What precisely did you want to accomplish on this crossing?’

“Nothing... But, if | knew thisiswhat life aboard an exo scout wasredly like -- it would've dampened
my enthusiasm right away.”

The viewport shutters closed and the jump shook the ship. The indicators went dark and the shutters
retracted. Nyk unhooked his belt and looked out the viewport. “ Andral Look!” Andra bent over and
pressed her nose againgt the port. “It'saglobular cluster! That last jump took us way outside the plane of
the galaxy. We areredly far from home.”

“And no doubt another jump coming.”

“I hope s0 -- | wouldn't want to be stranded here. But -- isn't that a sight? Those are some of the
oldest starsin the galaxy. It looks close enough to touch, but it must be thousands of lightyears away.”

Another chime sounded -- the one ending the watch.
“We're going to spend the night here,” Andrasaid.
“Lookslike. Hereisas good as anywhere, | guess... Let's go up to the observation lounge.”

The lift doors opened and he climbed the spira stairsto the lounge. “ Oh, my goodness,” Andra
exclamed.



He pointed. “ There's our globular clugter...”
“No, Nyk -- look down!” she said.

“Y ou can see the gdlaxy -- the central bulge -- our arm of it. Thisview isworthit al, don't you
think?’

“Oh, yes. THISiswhy Horansenlist in the ExoService.”

“And, herel am without acamera.”

“What about your handheld?’

“| forgot.” He pulled it from his sash and used the built-in camerato snap photoimages. “Oh, how |
wish | could show theseto Y asuko and Nicky. Maybe we should bunk here tonight. Could you imagine
waking up to that view?’

“1 think there's something else you'd like to do to that view.”

“Yes-- if we could assure we wouldn't be interrupted -- we would.”

The chime signaling the start of the watch sounded through the ship. “ Are you coming to the captain's
briefing?’ he asked Andra. “We were asked to be there.”

“No. I cantell when I'm unwelcomein that boy's club.”
“They'reandl right bunch.”

“To another man, perhaps. I've sensed nothing but hostility from the senior officers. | don't know if it's
because I'm awoman, anax'amfin , or both. | suspect both. | don't like the way the captain treats Zane.”

“Zaneisaprecociousjunior officer in asenior officer'srole. HeE's handsome, blond and bright -- I'll
bet he has no problem getting dates on shore leave. Teasing such aoneis part of the Service.”

“It goes beyond teasing, Nyk. Remember -- |'ve been trained to read people. There's something
deeper.”

“Y ou're sure you're not coming.”
“Pogtive”
“I'll giveyou afull report, then.”

Nyk adjusted hisxar pa and headed down the corridor into the bridge. From there he stepped into the
captain's cabin and took a sedt at the conference table.

Captain Hayt sat at the head, dong with hisfirst officer, both chief engineers, Zane and the navigator.
“We expect planetfal Varadathiswatch,” Hayt announced. “We have some background materia on our
objective and our misson.” He gestured toward his navigator.



“Planet Varadamasses 1.2 times greater than Floran. Rotational period is ten percent shorter.
Revolutionary period isfifteen percent longer. Their sunisclass GllI. Solar radiation protectionis
recommended for crew operating on the surface.

“Theaxid tilt iseleven degrees. Seasond variaionisminimd. The planet hastwo moons that appear
to be asteroid captures. There are two continents, with the bulk of the population living in aband
gretching from roughly the equator to gpproximetely forty degrees north latitude. The population
becomes dramatically sparser further north. From approximately seventy degrees to the poles are polar
caps. Two smdl, uninhabited continents lie under each cap.

“Mean surface temperature is twenty-five CalSus, near the equator the mean isthirty-five. The climate
in the equatorid zonesistemperate to semi-tropicd. Rainfal is moderate, and severe wegther is
uncommon.”

“It sounds very much like Earth,” Nyk remarked. “Nicer than Earth, in fact.”

“It'sno wonder the original settlers refused to abandon the planet,” Zane remarked. “It sounds more
hospitable than Horan itsdlf.”

The captain rapped the table. “ On to our mission. We will have one away team, led by our Comm
Chief.”

Zane stood. “1 will be taking ateam of myself and two midshipmen to deploy the tachyon uplink on
the roof of the adminigtration building in the capita city. Locad communication trunks have beenlaidin
and we will attempt to configure protocol convertersto interconnect their planetary network to ours.”

“In addition,” the captain said, “we will be transporting the diplomatic envoysto the surface. Mr
Kyhana...”

Nyk stood. “Thereisasingle nationa entity on Varada. The two continents are referred to as Varada
Mgor and Varada Minor, and each hasits own continenta government. The nationa capita city is
located on the eastern coast of VaradaMajor.

“Our diplomatic missionisto await theariva of Specid Envoy TomykaWells, a which timewewill
begin negotiations. Our objectiveisto agree upon aLetter of Intent to begin discussions exploring
normaization of relations”

“A Letter of Intent to begin discussons?’ Zane asked. “We spent all thistime and effort -- and all
well wak awvay with isaLetter of Intent?’

“That's enough Ensign,” the captain retorted. “ Y ou are out of order.”

“I'msorry, Sir,” Zanereplied.

“Let meaddressthis,” Nyk interjected. “| agree this soundslike a... amodest objective. There are ...
complications regarding Varadan society that we must understand before we can proceed with full
normdization. Thismisson will beastep inthat direction.”

“And -- don't forget that comm relay,” the captain added. “ That done will facilitate further discussions
after we have obtained that Letter of Intent. Any questions?’



He looked around the table.

“None heard. Once we have transported the envoys, and once the tachyon uplink isin place, we will
continue our mission of hyperspace contour mapping in and around the Varadan system while the talks
progress. Upon conclusion of the diplomatic mission -- we return home.”

Hayt looked around the table again. “ This concludes our briefing,” he said. “ Advise your teams
accordingly. Dismissed.”

Nyk headed toward his cabin. “Well?" Andraasked.
“Planetfal Varadathiswatch,” Nyk replied.

“It's about time. My eagerness to be off this bucket istempered only by the knowledge well need to
ride her home.”

Nyk belted himsdlf into ajumpseat mounted to the aft bulkhead of the bridge. He felt thejalt of the
jump.

“Gentlemen,” thecaptain said. “1 giveyou Varada”

The crew erupted into a cheer.

“We need to subjump to orbit,” Nyk said.

“We need to offload that comm relay,” thefirgt officer replied.

Nyk followed the crewmen to the shuttlebay. Through the pressure door he watched suited crew haul
the relay station out of the bay. Then, he saw Zane astride a persond thruster heading toward the station.
Zane hooked atether from the thruster to the station; then unhooked his own safety line. He opened the
docking tunnel door and stepped inside.

The gtation's formation and safety lights came on; then the tachyon antennas blossomed. The docking
tunnel door opened, Zane emerged, hopped onto his steed and guided it back toward the shuttle bay.

The clamshdlls closed and the bay pressurized. Zane unhooked his hemet and walked through the
door.

“Status?’ asked the captain.

“Operationd,” Zanereplied, “though I don't know for how long. That isthe biggest piece of junk I've
ever worked on.”

Nyk pulled out his handheld, switched it on and saw the comm uplink indicator. Hisvidisplay would
now operate asif he were sitting at home on Floran. He switched it off and tucked it back into his sash.

“Wadll,” the captain said, “ Thisthing only needsto work long enough to get us through thefirst round
of negotiations. Well done, Ensign.”

“Let'shope,” Zanereplied, “they don't drag the talks out.”



“Now, let's get this boat into orbit. Stations everyone.”

Nyk followed the officers toward the bridge. He poked his head into the cabin. “Andra-- cometo
the bridge. We're about to subjump to orbit.”

She joined him, sat on abench at the aft bulkhead and took his hand. The warp indicators flashed
white to blue and the subjump jolted the ship.

The captain addressed hisfirgt officer. “Take her in.”

“Yes, Captain ... Navigator, hyperbolic approach vector, if you please.”

“Lockedin.”

“Hdm..”

“Engaging...”

A blue world flecked with white began to loom in the forward viewpane. Andraleaned to Nyk. “I
hav_e_ to admit -- despite mysdlf I'm giddy insde. Other than Lexd, I've never been offworld. Thisis
exating.”

“What about that gtint you did on Earth with Zander?’

“That was harrowing. THISisexciting.”

The blue sphere grew to fill the viewpane. Nyk could begin to make out surface features -- the
coadtling, cities, lakesand rivers.

“Decderating to dlipticd orbit,” the pilot reported, “ apogee five hundred fifty kilometres; perigee four
sventy-five”

“Place her into orbital station-keeping,” the captain said. “Warp systems to standby. Away teams --
prepare for your missons.”

5 -- Novo Hominids

The scout's shuttlecraft swept toward the Varadan capital city. Nyk looked out viewports and
pointed toward the green-brown continent that spread before them. “ A remarkably Earth-like colony,”
he remarked to Andra.



She nodded. “The most Earth-like of them dll,” shereplied. “What's that brown smudge over the
cgpitd city?’

Nyk peered. “Air pollution. New Y ork City looks the same from this dtitude. This society uses
internal-combustion enginesto power their transportation.”

“Weve been indructed to land on the roof of one of the administration buildings,” the pilot said.
“They have alanding areaintended for rotary-wing aircraft there.”

Thelr craft went into station-keeping over ahelipad atop alow building Stuated in agreen, groomed
park. Nyk watched as the roof approached and felt a bounce as they touched down. The hatch opened.
He stepped out and headed toward the edge of the roof and |ooked toward the ground.

Bdow him were forma gardens planted with brightly colored shrubs arranged in geometric patterns.
He glimpsed motion among the greens and reds and made out a bare-chested, dark-skinned figure
tending the beds.

“Nykkyo Kyhana” he heard someone cal. Approaching from a stairwell wasamiddle-aged manin
tan shirt and trousers. His shirt was cut to expose hisleft clavicle, on which were tattooed three scrolls.
Insgniaembroidered on hisright deeveidentified him asan officid of some sort.

“Nykkyo Kyhana, | am Prefect Ogan. Welcome ... welcometo Varada. It is my duty and my
privilege to extend hospitality aswe await the arrival of the envoy.” Through concentration, Nyk could
piece together the meanings of hiswords, sfting through the nuances differentiating OldLingwa from

Esperanto.

He attempted to apply the nuancesin formulating areply. “ Good day, Prefect. Please accept our
thanks. | would like to introduce my companion and assstant AndraBaxa.” He gestured in her direction.

Ogan nodded a greeting and Andra made adeep curtsy. “I had heard she was accompanying youl.
MsBaxa, you are avery beautiful woman. Please, thisway. Our luncheon tebleis set.”

Nyk grasped his case and followed Ogan into the stairwell and down severd flightsto a conference
room. Set on the table were three plates, each mounded with off-white, finger- length strands. Topping
the mounds were scoops of agreen puree.

Nyk sat and picked up aflat implement -- arectangular, shalow spoon with three stubby prongs on
the end. His eyes met Andra's and she smiled. He scooped some strands.

“Mmm, very good,” Andrasaid.

“No need to trandate that,” Ogan replied. He stabbed some strands and held them up. “Pomma --
the staple of Varada. Thewhole grain provides all essentid nutrients. We egt it with every medl.”

“Dontyoutireof it?” Nyk asked.

“Never. Totireof pommaisto tire of living -- aVaradan aphorism.” Nyk took another mouthful. The
flavor and texture reminded him of an Earth pasta.

“PommalSVarada” Ogan continued. “ Pomma gives us everything, from food to fiber to fue.”



“Redly,” Nyk replied. “Fuel, Prefect?’

“Alcohoal, digtilled from pommamash. Do Horans ill grow food and fiber under domes?’
“We certainly do.”

“Varada needs not. Pommais a native plant, well adapted to the climate here.”

“Y ou're fortunate to have a native biosphere compatible with humans.”

“Fortunate, indeed. Our colony wouldn't have survived otherwise.” He skewered and again held up
some pommagrans. “It isavery labor-intensive crop to grow.” He touched hisfinger to the pointed end
of agrain. “Each of theseisasngle kernel. From thisend grows atassdl. It isessentid that the tassel be
removed before it matures. Left on, the kernels mature to become inedible. The only way to de-tassel
pommais by hand.”

“It must be difficult work,” Nyk remarked between bites.

“Yes,” Andraadded, her Varadan thickly colored by a Floran accent. “I1t must explain your need for
davelabor.”

“Please,” Ogan protested. “ The cultivation of pommawas but one reason we developed a... a
dratified society.” He moved hishand back and forth at hiseyelevel. “Whenever you encounter strata,
by necessity somereside at thetop...” He did hishand along the table top. “... and some at the bottom.
The bottom stratum is as important as the top, for it supports those aboveit.”

Nyk picked up Andrasthread. “Nonethel ess, you found it necessary to impose involuntary
sarvitude”

“Given the choice of thetop or bottom, one naturally choosesthe top. If everyone inhabited the top,
the structure becomes top heavy and collapses.” He made a collapsing gesture. He looked up and into
Nyk'seyes. “| takeit the notion of our stratified society does not appedl to Floran sengibilities.”

“Stratification? No, we have no problem with siratification. Some of our existing colonies have
societies dratified to one degree or another. We do have difficulties with involuntary membershipina
givenleve. And, lack of opportunity for advancement -- that's a problem, too. These were the principa
sumbling blocksin normdizing relaions”

“We have solved both problems,” Ogan replied. “ The bottom stratum isnow...” Hewaved his hands
inacutting motion. “...gone. Absolutely gone.”

“How did you solve this problem?’ Andra asked.

“Yes, how?’ Nyk added. “With automation?’

“No ... perhapsyesin aloose sense. Y ou will see shortly...” He scooped the last of his meal. “ For
dessert we have pomma cake. Y ou won't believe it's made of the same plant. The kernels are ground

intoflour...”

“I suppose you have pommabread,” Nyk interrupted. He skewered hislast kernels.



“Cetanly.”
“I'm finished,” Andrasaid as she st down her utendl.

“Excdlent,” Ogan replied scarcely concealing his anticipation. He stood and pressed hishand to a
control.

The door opened and ayoung man entered. Nyk struggled to conceal his surprise.

Standing before them was afigure about astall as Nyk. Hisfeatures were pleasant bordering on
handsome. He was bald -- hairless to the point of lacking eyebrows and eyelashes, and he was
bare-chested and dressed only inapair of mid-thigh length shorts and sandds. His eyeswere abright
yellow-orange. Tattooed on hisleft clavicle, in Roman characters was LKK 882821.

His most conspicuous feature was the color of his skin. He was adeep forest green.

Ogan addressed him. “Eight-two-one, please clear the table and bring dessert.” The green man
nodded in acknowledgement, picked up the plates and left. The door closed. “THAT, Nykkyo and
Andra, isour solution.”

“What ... who ... was that?” Andra asked.

“Heisan atificial being -- developed and bred in Varadan labsto fill the lowest stratum of our
society.” Ogan's glance shifted between Nyk and Andra. 1 apologize for the dramatics. He represents
Varadas finest achievement, and | felt he needed an appropriately spectacular introduction.”

“Helooks human,” Nyk replied. “ Aside from the green skin -- heis human.”

Ogan shook his head. “Heis not. Nykkyo, | understand you areabiologi<...”

“A botanist -- an exobotanist to be precise. My training isin Earth plants.”

“Indeed. Tell me asabiologist, Nykkyo -- what isthe primary test of species?’

“The ability to interbreed,” Nyk replied.

“That young man cannot breed with humans. No matter how hetried, there would be no issue. Even
though his DNA is based on a human pattern, it isincompatible with human genes.”

The door opened and the man entered with plates holding golden squares dripping with adark syrup.
He placed them on the table and began to leave. “ Eight-two-one,” Ogan said, “please wait.” He turned
tofacethetable.

Ogan stood. “Let me point out some features... Structuraly, smilar to humans. Skeletal and muscle
topography areidentica to ours. Our genetic designers had some fun when it came to this species. For
example, even though the externa features resemble yours or mine -- interndly, the anatomy isflipped.”
He pointed toward the man's right ribcage. “ The stomach and spleen are on the right; the liver on the left.
The muscles are, gram-for-gram, one and a haf times stronger than ahuman's.”

“And the skin color?’ Andraasked.



“Chloroplagts,” Ogan replied. “We have replaced mel anin-bearing bodies with chloroplasts.”

“Chlorophyll,” Nyk added. “They produce their own nourishment from sunlight.”

“Precisdy,” Ogan said. “ They are solar-powered. One of them can work al day in the field without
the need to break for meals. Hence the hairlessness -- hair would shade the sun. They requireonly a
sngle med every two or three days -- aspecid diet rich in protein and minerals. Their digestive systems
are specidized and cannot process carbohydrates.”

“They have no need to,” Nyk said. “ The chloroplasts create the sugars they need.”

“Agan, precisdy.”

“Doyou mean,” Andraasked, “that hesaPLANT?’

“No,” Nyk replied. “ They've adapted a plant's photosynthetic strategy and applied it to ahuman
meatrix.”

“Exactly,” Ogan added. “Weve modified and enhanced it -- so that al the energy hisbody requires
comesdirectly from the sun.”

“It's an amazing accomplishment, Prefect.”

“What about reproduction?’ Andra asked.

“Patterned after the human model. Would you care to see?”’

“Uhh ... no need for that, Prefect.”

“Thank you, Eight-two-one.” The man turned and | ft.

“You haven't diminated davery,” Andrasaid. “Y ou have merely created anew race of daves.”
“No,” Ogan replied. “They are not anew race. They are not human. They are anew species.”

“I must agreethere,” Nyk said. “If two organisms cannot interbreed, then they are different species.
That man...”

“Eight-two-one,” Ogan interrupted.

“Eight-two-oneis not human,” Nyk said. “Heis not amember of Homo Sapiens. Homo ... Homo
Novus, perhaps -- or, Homo Artificidis -- but not Homo Sapiens.”

“We cdl them novo hominids, or novonidsfor short. They are created by usto serve us... in order to
free Homo Sapiensfrom involuntary servitude.”

“I am going to have to think about this,” Andrasaid.

“1 thought | saw one of them tending the garden when we landed,” Nyk remarked. “ At first | thought
he merely had adark tan.”



“Yes-- the mgority of novonids are used in the pommafiglds; but we do employ anumber in the
cties”

“Dothey dl dress... thus?” Andra asked.

“Of course. We clothe them only as needed for propriety -- in order not to block the sunlight.”

“How long havethey ... been in existence?’ Nyk asked.

“Thefirs fertile pair reached breeding maturity around five hundred years ago,” Ogan replied, gazing
at the ceiling. “We required a couple hundred years to develop a sufficient population -- through breeding
and cloning -- to displace humansin thefieds”

“How many novonids are on this planet?’

Ogan again looked upward. “ Around ten million.”

“Ten... million?” Andralooked toward Nyk. “What isthe lifespan?’

“Very much like ahuman's” Ogan's eyes shifted between Nyk and Andra. “I can see our novonid
took you by surprise.”

“That isan understatement,” Andrareplied.

“Wehad noidea,” Nyk added. “When | learned you had solved the problem of davery | assumed
some mechanicd solution.”

“Our novonids arefar better than machines. They are gifted with enough intelligence to learn and
adapt; but they are docile and do not aspire to anything greater. Rather than a speciaized machine, they
are adaptable to any task. Any menid labor ahuman wishes no longer to perform can be done by one of
them.” Ogan glanced at aclock onthewall. *'Y ou must excuse me, but | have some gppointments.” He
gestured them to follow.

Outside the conference room sat Eight-two-one, his hands folded in hislap. “Eight- two-one,” Ogan
said, “Please turn Mr Kyhanaand Ms Baxa over to my assistant.” He turned toward Nyk. “ She will
escort you on atour of our city. Then, shewill get you Stuated in your quarters at the guest house. Good
day, Nykkyo and Andra. WEl meet again tomorrow and prepare for the arrival of your envoy.”

The green man stood. Nyk and Andrafollowed him down the corridor and into another office. A
young woman stood to greet them. Tattooed on her clavicle were three staves.

“Hello,” shesad. “I'm Glinni. Prefect Ogan asked me to show you our city. What would you like to
See?’

“Whatever you want to show us,” Nyk replied.
“Let'swalk.” Shelooked at their Floran tunics and sashes. “Maybe you'd like to acquire some

Varadan clothing.” She called down the corridor. “ Eight-two-one!” Their green escort stopped and
returned to her office. “Well need some scrip.” He nodded and | eft.



Eight-two-one returned, handed Glinni some cards and then returned to his post outside the door to
Ogan's office. “Here,” Glinni said and handed the cardsto Nyk and Andra. “ Some Varadan currency.
Condder it agift. Y ou arewelcometo it -- it's not enough to bankrupt us, but enough to do some

shopping.”

Nyk followed Glinni to the street. Heinhaled. The air carried the sterno-smdll of burning acohol, with
apungent note of ozone. Cars and three- and two-wheeled cycles whizzed by, each generating its own
whine like so many mosquitoes. “ The vehicles here are powered by interna-combustion engines?” Nyk
asked.

“By gasturbines, for the most part,” Glinni replied, “fueled by acohol.”

“Surely theinertia sink had been developed on Floran before Varadawas settled,” Nyk replied.

“Varadalacksthe exotic metal's necessary to build inertid Sinks.”

“The same metals are used to build warp coils,” he whispered to Andra. It's one reason they have no
interstellar fleat.”

“It's one reason the Varadans are eager for rapprochement with Floran,” shewhispered in reply.

“We do haveiron, duminum and titanium in abundance,” Glinni continued. “We must work with what
thisworld affords us.”

“Glinni, arethe vehicles al human-piloted? Do you have no centraized, automated vehicular control ?”

“Why invest in such when each vehicle can have its own navigationa and control system?” She
tapped her temple and smiled.

Nyk heard a screech and saw athree-whedler colliding with atruck. The drivers stood on the
pavement and shouted oaths at each other. “THAT'swhy,” Andrawhispered.

The three of them headed toward the capitd's downtown business digtrict with Glinni in the lead. They
passed by a novonid man pushing abroom asthey gpproached acrosswak. “ Careful,” Glinni said, “this
isastreetcar lane.”

Nyk heard a deep whinerisein pitch and then fall from Doppler effect asthe bus- like Streetcar
whizzed by. On the rear was mounted a open platform on which two green-skinned passengers stood,

grasping ralings.
“Why are those novonids standing ... outside the bus?’ he asked.
“That'swherethey ride,” Glinni replied. “ They pay nofare”
“Novonidstravel for free?”
“That'sright.”
“Aslong asthey don't let go of the back of the bus,” Andraremarked.

“Comein here,” Glinni said, holding adoor. “Thisisour premier department store.”



Nyk stepped insgde. The store's street level held arow of stdlswith advertisng sgnsand lights.

“Thisisour food court,” Glinni explained. “I come herefor lunch often.”

Nyk scanned the court. Varadan professionals and youths sat at tables conversing, eating and
drinking. On either Sde stood apair of young novonid men, clad in their shorts, ready to bus and clear
tables as customers | eft.

“Hereinthecity,” Nyk asked, “what percentage of menid jobs are filled by novonids?’

“More and more of them,” Glinni replied. “ A hundred years ago you'd never see one off the farms.
Now, they're everywhere.”

“Arethey displacing human workers?” Andraasked.

“They're mainly used for work no one else wants. It's been liberating for people like me.”

“How s0?’ Nyk asked.

Glinni pointed to her cagte tattoo. “I'm laborer class, but I'm working in an office, in ajob traditiondly
reserved for professiona class. I'm fully qualified for thejob | do. Before | could apply, | had to obtain
from the labor office a certificate that there were no laborer jobs vacant and needing filling.”

“Since those werefilled by novonids...”

“That'sright. | wasfreeto apply up-class”

“Don't they preferentidly fill professiona jobswith professional-classworkers?” Andra asked.

“No -- it works the other way around. | filled a professional job, so aprofessional- classisfreeto
apply up-class. Thisnotion that someone only can perform in-classwork dates from before the

introduction of novonids.”

“Y ou've smashed the glass ceilings,” Nyk added. “And, you've exposed asfalacy the notion that
thereisonly afinite amount of work to be done.”

“Exactly.” Glinni replied “ Theré's an endless amount of work to do.”
“A rigngtideliftsal ships” Nyk remarked.

Glinni gestured to the lifts. “Let's go upstairs and buy aVaradan wardrobe for you.”

Nyk stepped from adressing room in apair of dacks and aone-deeved shirt. | feel naked without a
classmark,” hesaid.

“Hardly anyone noticesthese days,” Glinni replied. “ Some don't bother to have it applied.”

He picked up asack of other garments and headed for the cashier. Glinni consulted atimepiece. “We
must get you back to the offices. Prefect has ordered a car to take you to the guest house.”



Nyk sat besde Andraas the car whined itsway adong the Varadan Streets. “ A rising tideliftsal ships
indeed,” sheremarked in her native tongue.

“Certanly -- it hasworked for Glinni.”
“What she describes runs counter to the laws of economics -- and human nature.”

“Andra-- encountering amid-level functionary in Floran City who's as professiona, as enthusiastic
and as out-going as Glinni would be abreath of fresh air. There, every office assstant or Central Admin
wonk believestherr job istheir birth-right. Glinni was pushed into a better opportunity by that risng tide.
She loves her job -- that much was obvious.”

“| agreeit worked for Glinni,” she replied. “What happens when that risng green tide overflowsits
banks? Will the Varadanstolerate novonids filling professional dots? 1 don't think so. | can't imagine,
after what Ogan told us, that any Varadan would accept anovonid as hisboss.”

6-- Lada

The car stopped outside atwo-story building surrounded by flower beds. A novonid man knelt with
hand shears, trimming the moss-like lawn around the base of a shrub.

Nyk carried his case and parcelsinto the building. “Mr Kyhana... Ms Baxa-- upstairs, second door.
The passcard isin the lock.”

“Quitethedigs,” Nyk remarked as he looked over their lodging. “More like aguest gpartment than a
hogtd.”

Andrashook her head. “Nykkyo -- how can you blithely talk about guest quarters? Especidly after
what we've seen here?’

“It'sgoing to take me sometimeto assmilate dl this. | didn't see any novonids being abused or
mistreated. | tend to agree with Ogan. They were created to serve. They certainly are aremarkable
accomplishment.”

“How do you imagine the Varadans could achieve this remarkabl e accomplishment, given the state of
the rest of their technology?’

“AsGlinni said, they work with the resources this world affords them, and the gene pool issuch a
resource. | dare say such genetic engineering iswel within the capabilities of Floran science -- even
Floran science of thousands of years ago.”



“Perhgps s0,” shereplied. “ Our people dways have resisted such genetic tinkering as unethical ...
immoral. | supposetheinditution of davery desensitizes a population.”

“Andra, you of al people should redlize the importance of the genetic counselorsin our society. The
bulk of our population -- yoursdlf included -- are the result of genetic tinkering. The differenceisin

degreeonly.”

“The difference ishow the resulting population is engaged. Whether a Floran embryo isconceivedina
falopian tube or atest tube, the resulting individua isNOT endaved.”

“I don't believe the novonid mode is based so much on davery as.... well, as on a concept like using
draught animals a couple hundred years ago on Earth.”

“I think I'd didike the notion of draught animalsjust as much,” shereplied.
A tone sounded at the door, then sounded again. “ Come,” Nyk called. “It's unlocked.”

The door swung open. An older man entered followed by ayoung novonid femae. Like her mae
counterparts, she was bald and dressed in short shorts and sandals. She wore abandeau to cover her
breasts. The tattoo on her collar bone read LLB102386.

“Hédlo,” theman sad. “I'm Alvo -- guest house manager.” He gestured to the green girl. “Thisis
Three-eight-six, and sheisat your disposal for any of your needs.” He placed some cards on the table.
“Hereis some currency scrip you can useto purchase incidentals.” He glanced at the girl. “ Y ou've
encountered our novonids, yes?’

“Yes” Andrareplied.

Alvo nodded. “I've been following the debates regarding the decision to gpproach the hegemony and
petition for normdization. Many in our governing house believed novonidswould ... disturb Floran
senshilities”

“They disturb mine,” Andrasaid. “I don't like seeing anyone relegated to menid...”

Alvo cut her off with agesture. “ Our novonids lack free wills. Y ou won't find one discontent, aspiring
to greater things. It'snot in their nature to do so. What IS in their nature is selfless obedience. And --
don't ascribe fedlings to them. They don't fed asyou and | do. Let me demondirate...”

He stepped into the apartment's kitchen, rummaged through a drawer and removed a skewer.
“Three-eight-six, come here.” The girl approached. “Watch... hold out your arm.” He held the skewer
parald to her am.

Nyk winced as he watched Alvo drive the skewer severa inches under the skin of her forearm until it
protruded out the other sde. “Not even aflinch.” He pulled it out. “Thank you, dear. Now, she can
prepare your dinner -- or, you can dine out or have food brought in.” He pointed to acall button. “If you
need anything day or night, any time -- Three-eight-six will be at your command.” Alvo headed out the
door.

“What did you make of Alvo's demongtration?’



“I think shefdtit,” Andrareplied. “I saw fear and painin her eyes.”

“I think you'reright.”

“I' wonder how much of what the Varadanstell us about novonidsisther own saf-delusion.”

“I'll get my case.” Nyk stepped down the corridor to the door and picked up his bag. His eye caught
the novonid girl standing in the lavatory, running cold water on her arm. She was biting her lower lip. A
thick brown fluid oozed from both wounds.

Nyk entered the lavatory. “ Y ou did fed that, didn't you?’ She nodded and tears ran down her cheek.
“Maybe | have something to help...” He popped open histravel case and removed abottle from an
indde compartment. “FHoran hedling sdve -- | never leave home without it. I'm assuming your biology is
sgmilar enough to minefor thisto have achance a working... Hold out your arm. Thismay sting...”

He dropped the thick, clear liquid onto her wounds. She winced. “Look,” he said. The bleeding
stopped and the wounds began to close. 1t doeswork. | think you should wrap your arm -- keep that
areacompressed until it starts heding. |s there some bandage gauze anywhere here?’

The girl returned with aspoal of lightweight cloth. “ Thiswill do,” Nyk said and wrapped her forearm.
“There -- doesthat fed better?’

She nodded. “Yes... thanks...”

“Oh, you CAN speak. | was beginning to think your ilk were mute.” Shelooked away and stifled a
giggle. “Youre Three-eight-Sx?’

—
“I'm Nykkyo.”

“Nykkyo,” shereplied.

“My friendisAndra”

“...Andra..”

Hetilted his head. “ Don't you have another name? Something your friends cal you?”
“Yes.”

“What isit?’

Shelooked at thefloor. “Laida”

“Laida... | like that much better than Three-eight-six. Don't you?” She nodded. “ Then, Laida-- come
meet my friend Andra.”

Nyk sat acrossfrom Andraat the table while Laida prepared amea. Andranodded in her direction.
“How old do you think sheis?’ she asked.



“Eighteen to twenty Earth years -- twenty-two to twenty-five Floran. She'sapretty girl.”
Andranodded in agreement.

Laida set two plates before them. * Stir-fried pommawith herbs.”

“It smellsvery good,” Andrasaid.

“Isthere anything se?’ Laidaasked.

Nyk looked at Andraand shook hishead. “I don't think so, Laida.”

“Then excuse me-- | must go feed. I'll be back to clear your table.”

“Laida” Andrasaid, “why don't you bring your medl in here?’

“May 17’

“Certainly,” Nyk replied.

Laidareturned with alarge bowl mounded with a pinkish-brown paste. She sat on the floor,
cross-legged, in acorner, holding the bowl between her knees and began eating the paste with a spoon.

“No, Laida,” Andrasaid. “ Sit here at the table with us.” She patted an empty chair.
Laidaset her bowl on the table and pulled up achair.

“What isthat you're eating?’ Nyk asked.

“It'sour food.”

“How doesit come?”’

“I don't understand.”

“Where does this come from?’

“Fromacan.”

“May | taste?’ He scooped abit with hisfingertip and licked it. “ Salty... Laida, do you like this?’
“It doesn't matter if | likeit or not -- | must feed.”

“When wasyour last med?’

“Three daysago.” She continued to wolf down the paste.

“Y ou don't get hungry between meals?’

“No.” Laida scraped the last of the paste from the bowl, then dropped in the spoon. She reached up,



locked her fingers behind her neck and stretched. Nyk noticed her skin bulging below her right ribcage.
She pressed her hand there. “ A full ssomach isan agreeable sensation,” she said. “Do you concur?’

“| certainly do. | enjoy that sensation three times aday -- not once every three days.”
Laidarubbed her biceps. “1 must get sun tomorrow -- | haven't had much today.”
“Laida” Andraasked, “what happensif you don't get sun?’

“Weget Sck and die” shereplied, “though that takes along time. | fed sunstarved after two or three
daysin the shade. It's not an agreeable sensation.”

“Thenwhat?’ Nyk asked.

“ After afew more days, torpor setsin.”

“Unconsciousness?’ Nyk asked.

“No -- torpor. We don't |oose consciousness, but it becomes more and more difficult to move.”
“Pardyds,” Nyk offered.

“Morelikethat.”

“Thenwhat?’

“ After another ten days or so, unconsciousness and then we die. That's assuming we're only

sungtarved. Without water, we die quicker.” She rubbed her arms again. “I fed sun- hunger now. Maybe
tomorrow while you're at your meetings, Mr Alvo will let me tend the garden -- pull weeds -- and have

my sun.”
“How about just lying out init?” Andraasked.
“We must keep busy. We prefer to keep busy.”
Nyk stood and retrieved something from his case. “Here -- try eating this.”
“What isit?”
“It'sasweet snack wafer.”
Shehitinto thewafer. “An agreeable flavor...” She chewed and swallowed it.
“Have another.”
Laidaheld her hand against her abdomen. “I have an odd sensation in my stomach.”
“Uncomfortable?’

“No ... odd ... but the sun-hunger isfading.”



“Y ou needed sugar,” Nyk said.

“We can't digest sugar.”

“Perhaps you can't digest sucrose. There are many kinds of sugar. Lada-- the chloroplastsin your
skin create glucose -- the same sugar in those wafers. Y our body doesn't need to digest glucose --
smply absorb it -- which your somach seems ableto do.”

“I am feding better. Let me clear thetable”

Andrafollowed Nyk into the living room and sat beside him on asofa. “We can't be party to this,”
shesad. “We must inform Kronta of what's going on here.”

“Suppose the HL isfully aware of the novonids? We have given other colonieswide latitudein
edtablishing their own cultures.

“No, Nyk. Think of what might comeif novonids were introduced onto a colony that already hasa
high unemployment rate -- onelike Altiaor T-Ddta.”

Laida approached them. “Do you need anything ese?’ she asked.
“Yes,” Nyk replied. “ Some companionship.”

She paused. “I must pass your request to Mr Alvo. He would be the one to |ocate companions for
yw'ﬂ

“Y our companionship, Laida. Come st and talk with us.”
She shook her head. “I've dready done more than | should...”

“Alvo said you were to satisfy our needs,” Andrasaid. “We need to talk with you.” Laidasat ina
chair. Her yellow-orange eyes shifted between Nyk and Andra.

“Will you spend the rest of your life working here?” Nyk asked.

“No. When I'm of age, I'll return to my breeder. A novonid femaleis expected to bear at least ten
children -- mostly maes.”

“You must be closeto age,” Nyk observed.

“Yes--inayear.

“What happensto unwanted femaeinfants?” Andraasked. “ Are they killed?’
“No. There are none -- they aren't implanted.”

Nyk looked toward Andra. “ In vitrofertilization. Why waste a pregnancy?’
“No, notin vitro ,” Laidareplied. “They can screen the sperm.”

“Then, what happens?’ Andra asked.



“Older women spend severd years as wet nurses, feeding other infants.”

“And, then?’

Laidashook her head. “I don't know.”

“Would you be sent to work in thefields?’ inquired Nyk.

“No. That ismen'swork.”

“Laida, do you enjoy thelife you lead?’

“Enjoy?What do you mean?’

Andrare-phrased Nyk's question. “ Do you find serving guests for Alvo to be agreegble?’

“Agreedble, yes” Shelooked into Nyk's eyes. “ Please... no more of this. Mr Alvo instructed me not
to...”

“We don't want to get you into trouble with your boss,” Nyk replied.
“Then, I'll go. I'll return to prepare your morning medl.”

“We must be up early to meet with Prefect Ogan.”

“Y ou are meeting with Prefect Ogan?’ Laida asked.

“Yes. Frg thing in the morning.”

“I'll be hereto prepare your med.”

Morning light streamed into the wide window overlooking the Varadan capital. Nyk paced in the
guest gpartment. Andraemerged from the bathroom pulling her fingers through her wet hair. “1 had a
conversation with Krontawhile you werein the shower,” he said. “1 informed him of the situation here.”

“What did Kronta say?’

“He said the decision to proceed with normdlization rests with Tomyka She's not due here for two
more days.”

“Isthet it?’

“No. He gave usthe go-ahead to gather moreinteligence.”

“He doesnt fully trust Tomyka, either,” Andramused.

“Hetrusts her,” Nyk replied, “in hisown words, asfar as he could hand-maneuver an ExoScout. He

did think one thing was odd, though... Neither of us understand why we would resurrect adiscarded
comm relay rather than obtain anew one from the Communications Corps.”



“Thisoneworks well enough, doesnt it?’

“Indeed -- thanksto your friend Zane.” The doorchime sounded. Nyk stepped to the door and
admitted Laida “Good morning,” he said.

“I shdl prepare your food.” She headed into the kitchen.

Andrajoined Nyk at thetable. Laida set before them plates with biscuits smeared with the same
sweet syrup Ogan had served for dessert the prior day. Then she brought mugs of a hot beverage.

“These are pommabiscuits?” Nyk asked.

“Yes” Ladareplied.

“Isthisdrink aso made from pomma?’

“Yes-- the kernels are roasted and ground, then steeped in boiling water.”

“It'svery good.” Helooked up at her. “Laida-- your hands are shaking.”

“The sun-hunger has returned. Mr Alvo said | may spend the day tending the gardens.”
“If you need sun -- go get it,” Andrasaid. “Nyk and | can fend for ourselves.”
“You'resure?’

“Absolutely. You're dismissed, Laida.”

“Thank you. I'll seeyou thisevening.”

Nyk sat at the conference table with Andra beside him. Prefect Ogan breezed into the room. “Envoy
Widlsis due tomorrow. What else needs doing to prepare?’

“Wewould like more information on the novonids,” Nyk said.

“Isthisbeing requested by the envoy?

“It is being requested by some homeworld authorities.”

Ogan paced. “Very well. Our novonid project is an open book. What can | tell you?’
“Aredl novonids as docile and complacent as you have represented?’

“Hmm...” He continued to pace. “In the early years of the project, we had some strains that exhibited
more aggressive behavior. Over the years we have bred that trait out of the species.”

“But thetrait could surface.”

“It's possible. From time to time we do encounter individua specimens that respond poorly to



conditioning.”

“And, what do you do with those?’ Ogan paced. “ Prefect -- what happens to specimens resistant to
conditioning.”

“If they respond poorly enough -- they are ... terminated. In ahumane manner, of course.”

“Terminated?’ Andraasked. “Does the same practice extend to field workers who have become too
old or infirm to produce?’

“Y ou must understand ... we have no room in our society for unproductive novonids.”

“In other words,” Andrareplied, “you have brought these people into thisworld, you use them and
then discard them.”

“They are NOT people.” Ogan paced more, hiseyesrolled upward. “ There isamovement among us
-- the Benevolent Shelter Society... They take in worn-out workers ... carefor them ... give them shelter
... until nature takesits course.”

“How many are placed in the shelters?”’

“These days-- most.”

“Butnotdl.”

“No, not dl.” He stopped and faced them. “There -- I'velaid it on the table. Passthisall along to
your homeworld authorities. | make no apologies for our practices -- they are what they are. Y ou will
find normalization between Floran and Varada beneficia -- or not. That must be your assessment. But --
wewill NOT deceiveyou.”

“A policy | favor,” Nyk replied. “1 appreciate your candor. Were al diplomatslikethat.” Ogan
proffered awesk smile. “ Answer this, Prefect... Are the novonids sentient?’

“Sentient? What do you mean?’

“Arethey aware of their own mortaity? Do they fear their own deaths?’

“Hmm... That'sadifficult oneto answer. Ther brains are patterned after the human mode, and they
have limited cognitive skills. No one knows for sure how they perceive the world around them. Any
comparison of their thought patterns to ours would be mere conjecture.”

“Can they be taught to read?’ Nyk asked.

“Can they be taught to recognize written patterns? Y es. It doesn't mean they comprehend what they
read.”

“The guest house assigned us a young novonid woman to be our atendant,” Andranoted. “1 was
impressed with her, Prefect. She seemed sentient. Her cognitive skills seemed well enough developed to
compete with the best of us. She certainly was aware of her own mortality.”

“What makesyou think that?’



“She undergtandsthat, if deprived of sunlight long enough, shewill die. I'll tell you, Prefect -- if |
closed my eyeswhile conversing with her, | wouldn't have known she was one of your artificia people.
She was articulate and her speech patterns belied nothing that would make me think she was other than a
human peer.”

“MsBaxa... We havefive centuries of experience with these beings. We designed them for a
purpose. Y ou, on the other hand, have been on thisworld less than one full day, and you have had direct
contact with ... how many? two? three? Please don't presume you know more of them than we do.”

“Prefect,” Andrareplied coldly, “I am offering my observations as a digpassionate outsider...”

“Outsder, yes. Digpassonate? | believe there may be some concedled agendato your line of
discussion.”

“No agenda, Prefect. Eventsin my life have given me some appreciation for what the novonids must
be...”

“Prefect,” Nyk interrupted. “Would it be possiblefor usto visit apommafarm?’

“Y ou wish to observe novonidsin their naturd habitat. | think | can arrangeit.”

A mini-bus sped adong ahighway into the countryside surrounding the VVaradan capitd, its
a cohol-fueled turbine whining. Nyk pointed. “ Thisisal pomma?’

“yes”
He regarded the fields of waist-high shrubs with pack-toting novonid men strolling the rows.
“Mr Alvo at our guest house told usthe novonidslack freewills,” Andrasaid.

“That istrue,” Ogan replied.

“Isitfact or merely alegd fiction?

“Why would you cdll it afiction?’

“I would say our novonid maid has awill that certainly appearsfreeto me.”

“ Appearances can be deceiving. They lack the ability to weigh facts and make informed decisions;
consequently they may not own property or enter into legal contracts. They were designed thus, Andra.”

“Prefect,” Nyk said. “Perhapsthisisan inddicate question... Isthere aVaradan sex industry involving
novonid women?’

“Why would you ask something like that?’

“Out of curiogity. I know of it hgppening on other colonies. On Altia, for example, asubrace has
evolved and those women find employment as progtitutes.”



“1 can speak for the entire Varadan population,” Ogan replied, “perhaps with the exception of the
odd pervert here or there. Wefind the notion of intercourse between Varadans and novonidsto be
repugnant ... disgusting. | persondly find it abhorrent.”

“I gpologizefor offending you, then.”

“It'squite al right, Nykkyo. We agreed to be open... Asamatter of fact, anyone caught in such an
act would be severdly punished.”

“Both parties?” Andraasked. “Human aswell as novonid?’

“Yes, indeed.”

“Tell me, Prefect,” she continued. “Isit regular Varadan practice to punish victims of crime?’

“Certainly not. Thevictim in such acaseisthe senghility of al Varadan society.”

“No doubt. But what of anovonid victim of a sexud assault? Would you punish her?’

“Of course not. We were discussing consensua intercourse, not rape.”

“I believe, Prefect,” Andrareplied, “you have contradicted yoursdlf.”

“How 07’

“Youtell usthe novonidslack freewill. Therefore they must lack the ability to give consent, for
consent isachoice and choice derivesfrom freewill. A sexual act with anon- consenting partner isrape.
Y et, you dso tell usyou will punish anovonid caught in such an act. Whichiisit, Prefect? Do they or do
they not have free wills? Can they give consent or not?’

Ogan glowered at her. “Let me expressit moredirectly,” hefinaly said. “Novonids are like humansin
that each possesses abaser sdif. Like us, they have emotions and primitive drives. Our conditioning trains

them to suppress acting on such. Those unableto resist are dedlt with.”

Thevehicle dowed at a prawling complex of low buildings. “Ah,” Ogan said. “We have arrived. Let
me speak with the landlord.” He stepped from the bus.

“Ogan'sapro,” Nyk said. “Did you see how he danced hisway out of your trap?’

Andrasmiled. “A real pro would've seen the trap coming and avoided it. | think, perhaps
unintentionaly, you touched anerve. | could see it when you broached the subject -- it struck him on an
emotiond level. We weretrained at the academy to look for such. The best way to trgp someoneiswith
an emotiond lure.” She kissed his cheek. “Y ou performed the perfect set-up, Nyk. Anotherax'amfin
couldn't have done better.”

Ogan opened the door and gestured Nyk and Andraoutside. “1 fed thissun,” she said.

“Becareful,” Nyk replied. “I've had sunburn on Earth. | imagine with your fair skin you'd get burned
standing too near alight bulb.”



7 -- The PommaFarm

A young man approached them. “ Thisisthe farm's overseer,” Ogan explained. “He will take you to
the crops.”

“Follow me”

They walked toward afield resembling many the bus had passed. Their guide pointed to arow of
waist-high plants. “Thisispomma,” he said. “Mature plants are in continuous production.” He picked a
fruiting body and pointed to it. “ These grains have tasseled out and the tassdl must be plucked.” He
picked off ared, feathery structure growing from the tip of akernd. “ These grains are ready to harvest.”
He picked them off and handed them to Nyk. “ These grains are immature and must be left. Every day,
each seed head has grains requiring attention of some sort.”

They approached anovonid man in late middle age. At hiswaist he wore a pouch into which he
placed harvested kerndls. Nyk watched his deft fingers de-tasseling some grains and harvesting others.
Methodically he worked hisway from top to bottom of the plant, then moved on to the next one. “Care
to try your hand at it?” Ogan asked.

Nyk approached a pomma plant and plucked red tassels. He picked afew grains. “1 would quickly
tire of thiswork.”

“Be careful not to disturb theimmature kernds,” Andrasaid.
“My fingersare getting red.”

Nyk dropped a handful of kernelsinto the novonid worker's pouch. “ That's enough,” he said. “Y our
fieldhands are content to do thiswork day in and day out?’

“Certainly,” Ogan replied. “They prefer to be busy asthey soak up sunshine.” He turned to the
oversear. “ Show our visitors the demonstration we discussed.”

“Oh, yes...” The overseer caled to one of the men. “ Seven-five-three. Come over here.” One of the
fieldworkers turned and approached them. “Here -- put this over your head.” He handed the worker a
trangparent polymer bag. “ Secure it with this” The worker dipped an eastic band around his neck,
headed back to the field and returned to hiswork.

“How long,” Ogan asked, “would you remain upright with one of those over your head?’

“Not ... not very long,” Nyk stammered.



“He can stand there dl day.”

“The bag isn't even moving,” Andrasaid.

“It's because he isn't breathing. He has no need to.” Ogan held out hisarms. “Under these conditions,
his metabolism isin perfect balance. The carbon dioxide his muscles create is absorbed by the
chloroplastsin hisskin. Photosynthesisturnsit into fuel and oxygen, which his muscles consume.”

“Should he begin to exert himself,” Nyk asked, “would he Sart bresthing?’

“Y es, and when the sun goes down and his metabolism reverts to an aerobic mode.”

“I imagine he could produce a surplus of oxygen and begin exhding it.”

“It does happen,” Ogan replied, “ but oxygen surplusis uncomfortable for them.”

“Hence the urge to be busy in the sun.” Nyk shook his head. “ Remarkable. What amazing aerobic
capacity. | would hate to get into along-distance foot race with him -- especidly, during daylight.”

“Youwouldn't have achance,” the overseer said. “ Seven-five-threg,” he called, “you can take that
thing off.”

“Let'sget Andraout of the sun,” Nyk said. “ Show usthe workers quarters.”
He followed Ogan and the guide toward a barracks. They passed a hopper connected to an
Archimedes screw leading to the top of asilo. “When aworker's pouch isfull, he comes here to empty

it,” the guide said, “and to take water.”

One of the fieldworkers dumped his pouch into the hopper. He picked up adipper, filled it froma
bucket and drank. Nyk watched him head back to the fields.

They reached the barracks. “ Thisis one of the men'slodges.”

Nyk looked in the barracks door and saw rows of mattresses on the floor. “How many work here?’

“We have two hundred fifty novonid workers -- al but twenty are men.”

“And, the women?’

“We breed our own. Theinfants are cared for here on the farm. Once they're weaned, they are sent
for conditioning and training. Upon reaching maturity, they return here to work. If we have asurplus, we
sdll some. Thewomen are dso used as servantsin the family and staff quarters.”

“And those who've outlived their usefullness?’

“We have had good luck placing them with the BSS.”

“The Benevolent Shelter Society,” Nyk said.

“Y es -- we support the BSS one hundred percent. On thisfarm, we have ano- termination policy --
the landlord spent some time as aterminator and refuses to permit it on the novonids he owns.”



“I takeit not all farms have such apolicy,” Andrasaid.

“Unfortunately not. I'll admit -- you become attached to them. Thelittle children are adorable, and
many of the adults are good company. I'd hate to haveto kill one.” The overseer led them toward along,
low building. “ These are the femaes cabins”

“The women have private quarters?’ Andra asked.

“Yes. Wereward the maleswith conjugd vidts. It givesthem something to ... Srivetoward.”

“Just so we undergtand this...” Andrareplied. “A fieldworker can earn the reward of anight with one
of...”

“Exactly. It'sdl part of our breeding strategy.”
“I imagine,” Nyk added, “that you assign pairings based on the desired issue.”

“Of course not. Breeding is aprecise science. The male must wear asheath. The gaculateis
collected, separated, preserved, catalogued and used as our needs dictate to impregnate femaes...”

“Y ou mean viaatificid insemination.”
“Correct. We dso sdll sperm to other breeders.”
“And, amaewho is uncooperative?’

“Heloses his conjugd privileges. It tendsto be a powerful motivator for their cooperation -- in every
regard.”

“l imagineso...”

“In other words,” Andra observed, “despite what we've been told about their inability to weigh facts
and make informed decisions, they DO understand cooperation and reward.”

“Atabasiclevd, yes. If there's one complaint I'd have againgt their designers, it'sthat the novonids
reproductive strategy is patterned abit TOO closdly on the human model.”

Nyk nodded and remarked, “ So, these conjugal visits not only provide you with the genetic materia
necessary for breeding, they dso satisfy abasic sexua drive -- not to mention motivating and rewarding
desired behavior. It'saclever strategy.”

“Clever, indeed,” Andrawhispered to Nyk in her nativeLingwa . “No doubt it also provides endless
amusement for the overseers”

“I'm sorry -- | didn't catch that,” Ogan said.

“Y ou don't by any chance employ spy holes or hidden cameras to observe them in the act, do you?’
Nyk asked. Ogan flashed him a sideways glance, his eyes narrowed.

“Of coursenot,” the overseer replied. * Privacy during these conjugd vistsisafundamenta dignity



they expect and receive.”

“On THIS farm, perhaps,” Andrawhispered; then she spoke up. “What about the children? How are
they cared for?’

“The older women -- those beyond safe childbearing years -- serve as caregivers.”

“Until the children are of age to be sent for conditioning and training, that is,” Nyk observed.

“The boys are sent for training. Our girls perform domestic chores and tend the herb garden.”

Nyk looked toward Ogan. “Thank you,” he said to the guide. He took Andra's hand and walked
toward the bus. He stopped to survey the pommafield and watched the workers move from plant to

plant. “Imagine,” he said, “working, sun up to sun down with no break -- and, liking it.”

Ogan gestured them inside and the vehicle began itsway back into the city. “Well,” he said, “now
what do you think?’

Andrastroked her forearm. “I think | got too much sun.”

“I think,” Nyk said, “you are growing the wrong crop.”

“Pommaisapervasive plant on thisworld,” Ogan replied. “During our many years of isolation, our
Earth cropsfailed -- one by one, they dl failed. Pommawas origindly considered faminefood. Asit

overran our wheat and rice we learned to harvest it. Pommais our savior, Nykkyo. There would be no
Varadawithout it.”

Nyk nodded. “1 do understand what motivated you to create the novonids. That demonstration with
the plastic bag was astonishing.” He shook his head. “Y ou could use them in ahazardous materias spill.
Provided there was enough sunlight -- they could go into a toxic atmosphere without amask and secure
thearea”

“Absolutely,” Ogan replied. “ Did you see any evidence of mistreatment? Thosefidld workers are
content to soak up life-sustaining sunlight and to tend our cropsin return.”

“I'll concede those fiel dworkers looked well cared for.”
The driver gestured for Ogan's attention and he turned to the front seat for a consultation.

Andraregarded Nyk through narrowed eyes. “1 wish he weren't so smug,” she whispered to Nyk in
their native tongue. “And, | wish Y OU wouldn't encourage him.”

“Encourage him? What do you mean?’

“That remark about using them in atoxic atmosphere. I'm sure the Varadans can come up with plenty
of waysto exploit them without hel pful suggestionsfrom you.”

Ogan turned his seet to face them again. “I'm sorry... Where were we? Oh, yes... Fieldworkers
comprisethe largest component of apommafarm's cagpitd. Only afool would mistreat such expensive
and vauable resources.”



“I've seen men do foolish things, Prefect.” Andraflashed him afaint smile. “That was only onefarm,
and I'll wager one of the better ones.” Nyk rested his chin on hisfigt. “ Prefect, would it be possibleto
have accessto your media?

“Media?’

“Yes-- your newsreporting ... journaism.”

“Certainly. Y ou must have amediascreen in your guest quarters.”

“| believewedo.”

“Then, when we return to my office, I'll create aguest access for you and show you how to retrieve
our newsreports. As| said, our records concerning the novonids are open books.”

Andrafollowed Nyk into the guest house. “ That certainly was ingtructive, wouldn't you say?’ he
asked.

“It certainly was,” shereplied frodtily.

“I'll say this, though... | felt decidedly embarassed asking that question about spyholesin the females
quarters.”

“Why did you, then?’

“Y ou made an accusation | felt the Varadans deserved an opportunity to address.”
“1 don't understand why you fed the need to defend them,” shereplied.

“| don't understand why you seem to think the worst of them.”

“Because ... it isan old story. Whenever one people subjugates another, sexua exploitation isthe
inevitableresult.”

“I admiretheir breeding strategy. | can imagine more humiliating ways to obtain sperm.”

“Truly spoken like aman, Nykkyo. I'm imagining how humiliating it must beto be anovonid femde....
being no more than areceiving vess ... having no control over her own fertility ... much less her own sex

partners”

“Humiliationisin the eye of the humiliated, don't you think? If thisisthe only way they know, how
would it be humiliating to them?”

Andrasjaw dropped. “NYKKY O! We are talking about basic human rights, herel”

“And, the novonids are not human. Besides, Floran women have relegated control over their fertility
to the state, with birth licenses and al. Don't forget about that contraceptive implant capsulein your arm.
Neither society istruly free. The differenceisonly in degree. Their breeding strategy accomplishes one
thing -- it diminatesthe problem of a... asexudly frustrated work force.” He put his hands on her
shoulders. “That'sagood thing, isn't it?” Hekissed her hair.



“Don't you even think about it!”

“Comeon, Andra... You and | are on the same sidein thisassgnment.”

“Isthat afact?”

“We certainly are.” He pulled her against himself and kissed the top of her head.

She embraced him and lay her face on his shoulder. “Let'snot argue. Let's agree to disagree on the
topic of novonids,” shesaid.

“1 have abetter idea. Let's both agree to be open-minded on the topic.”
“Agreed.” He kissed her lips.
“I have nagging doubts -- that's dl. I'll try to push them aside.”

“Good. Now, I'm going to take alook at the Varadan mediaachive...” He sat, staring into the media
screen and tapping the keyboard. “Nothing. No matter how | specify queries for novonids, | get
nothing.” Andra stood behind and looked over his shoulder. “Maybe novonidsjust aren't considered
newsworthy here”

“Maybe the word isn't considered polite -- at least polite in the media.”
“Likeax'amfin ... What euphemism would they use?’

“Try ardated term,” Andrasuggested.

“Related how?’

“I don't know... Have you tried Benevolent Shelter Society?’

“No, | havent...” He manipulated the display. “Herewe go... Look at this. 'BSS members cited for
possession of unregistered feral fieldworker." So fieldworker isthe press euphemism...” Nyk continued to
read. “ This couple was discovered harboring afera novonid ... an adolescent female...” Nyk read more.
“They had their shelter privilegesrevoked ... paid fines...” Helooked up & Andra “Thefera femde...”
He shook his head and bit hislip. “...was destroyed.”

“Oh no, Nyk! Proof positive the novonid pictureisn't as pretty as Ogan painted.”

“Yes-- | must get thisto Kronta.” He sat back and stared at the screen. “But how... | can't
download thesefiles -- their screens aren't compeatible with our vidisplays.” He took his handheld from
histravel case and powered it on. “I know...” He turned the device toward the mediatermina and used
its camerato photograph the screen. “ Thiswill haveto do... Look &t this.”

On the screen was apair of older novonids -- male and female. “ This appears to be an advertisement
recruiting for the BSS: 'They gavetheir livesto growing pommarfor us... Now, which should be their
future?” He scrolled the screen and an image of ahuman child sitting on the man's lap appeared,
juxtaposed with animage of ahypodermic syringe. “ The choiceisyours.' It goes on with atestimonia
from afamily who adopted aretired fieldhand. 'Our fieldworker islike amember of our family.' It dso



describes how joining the BSS entitles one to purchase nutrient from the society. Touching... I'll send this
to Krontaalso.”

“Arethere other articles?’

“Certainly... BSS member arrested for attempting to organize farmworkers... ” Nyk photoimaged the
screen with his handheld. “Thisonésred interesting... It ssemsasmaler pommafarm was being
auctioned after the death of thelandlord. A BSS member bought two novonids -- male and female... He
was subsequently charged with using them to produce pornographic videos.”

“See?| told you so!”

“Therésmore... The novonid pair were confiscated by the Varadan state.”

She put her hands over her ears. “Don't tell me they were terminated.”

“No, they werent...”

“I'mrelieved.”

“There was quite a dispute over what to do with them. The head enforcer wanted to terminate them.
The BSSinssted they be given shelter. Another group wanted to sell them to the farmers... Inthe end the
gtate auctioned them, and the BSS bought them. They're with aBSS family now.” He continued to scroll.
“I seeanumber of articlesin that vein. It looks like a BSS mandate isto buy them when they can and
then shelter them.”

The doorchime sounded. “I'll get it,” Andrasaid and headed toward the door. “Laida, comein.”

Nyk stood from the termind as Ladastepped insde. “ Did you get your sun?’

“| certainly did,” Laidareplied.

“You look darker,” Andraremarked.

“Yes-- it wasagood sunning. | can't describe how good it feels ... relaxing and exhilarating at the
sametime.” She closed her eyes and lifted her face. “Mmm... It's been awhile since I've had such
ddicioussunghine”

Andrashowed Laida her forearm. “I got sun today, too -- but | didn't find it delicious. It hurts.”

“How'syour arm?’ Nyk asked. Laidaheld out her forearm. The puncture wounds had healed, but an
oblong, dark bruise remained between them. “Y ou removed the bandage.”

“Yes-- it fedsbetter. I'm healing. The mark will fade over time.”
“Y ou gppear in better spiritstonight,” Andrasaid.

“A day inthe sunwill do that. I'm sorry if | wasn't gracious yesternight. It must've been sun hunger. |
cameto seeif you'd like your dinner prepared.”

“Please do,” Nyk said.



“What would you like meto make?’

“Whatever you think we'd enjoy,” he replied.

Laidapondered. “1 know...” She brought water to boil and dumped in aquantity of pommakerndls.
Nyk watched as she tested and drained the pomma, mixed it with other ingredients and dumped it into a
baking pan. She did thisinto the oven. “That must heat... May | get you anything while we wait? Some
pomma beer perhaps? It's very good ... I've been told.”

“That would befine, Laida.”

“I'll' be right back.” She breezed out of the gpartment and returned with two tumblersfilled with a
fizzingtanliquid.

“Nonefor you?" Nyk asked.

“I can't drink this” shereplied. “It will make mevery sck.”

“Drink something,” Nyk said. “Fill aglass. Sit and drink with us.”

“I'll drink water.” She sat at the table and sipped from her glass.

“Tell usabout yourself,” Andrasaid.

“Therésnot much to tell. | wasborn a abreeder's. There | wastrained as a hospitdity servant.”

“So Alvo bought you?’

“No -- | belong to my breeder. She only leased me to the guesthouse. Asafemale, I'm too valuable.
Therésasaying: A maesworth one, afemaeten. The breederstend to retain title to their females. My
mother till livesthere. She no longer bears children, but she nursesthem. | visit her from timeto time.”

“Y ou can do that?”’

“Yes. Solong asit's before curfew, we can travel the streets. Right now, I'm registered to this guest
house. My travel is never questioned, for | must be fetching this or that for aguest. Let me check your
dinner.” Laidalooked into the oven. “Yes-- it'sdone.” She brought two plates and set them on the table.

“Have you tasted pomma?’ Nyk asked.

“Yes--fromtimetotime”

Helifted his spoon-fork utensil. “Have you tasted this?’

“No.”

“It'svery good. Try some, Laida.”

“It'snot food | can use.”



“It won't harm you to eat some, will it?" he asked.

“No... But, why bother to?’

“Youll do abetter job servicing your guestsif you know what it tasteslike.” Nyk stood and took a
plate from a cabinet. He placed asmall scoop of the pomma casserole onto it and set it before Laida
“My mother-in-law has a saying. She says someone who doesn't enjoy coffee should never attempt
mekingit.”

“What's coffee?’ she asked.

“ An Earth beverage smilar to pomma brew. Besides, Laida-- you look pathetic sitting there ...
doesn't she, Andra?’

“Pethetic,” Andra concurred.

Laidalooked down at hersdlf. * Pathetic? How?’

“Y ou're gitting, sharing atable with us -- with nothing before you but a haf-empty glass of water.”

Laida scooped asmall amount of the casserole. “How do you likeit?’ Nyk asked. She shrugged and
smiled. “Foranstend to treat egting as abodily function,” he continued. “I've learned on Earth that, when
shared with friends, ameal can be apleasure.”

“I believe Varadansfed the sameway,” shereplied.

“Laida-- you ARE aVaradan,” Andraremarked.

“No.”

“Yes-- you live on Varada -- you are Varadan.”

“Laida” Nyk asked, “could you take usto meet your mother?’

She shook her head. “I dare not.”

“You sad you could travel there unrestricted.”

“Yes... Mr Alvo would be displeased.”

“Wouldn't he be displeased to know you refused a guest's request? Especialy one you could so easily
grant?’

She pondered. “I'll place acdl with Ms Ramina.”
“Who?’
“She's the breeder who owns me.”

Ladaleft the table and used the mediatermind. “Y es, Ms Ramina has agreed.”



“Then, let'sgo.”
“I must clear thetable,” Laidareplied.

“It can wait. Those plates aren't going anywhere.” He picked up the currency scrip Alvo had given
him.

Nyk stood with Laidaand Andraon acorner. “Whereisthisfacility located?’

“Quadrant 2, sector 14,” Laidareplied. “I usualy take one of the streetcars. Thereésno fare for us,
but we must stand.”

“Can't we buy afarefor you?’
“No. Standing room is provided for us.”

“I've seen the standing room provided for you. Laida-- we have dl this scrip. Doesthis city havea
livery service?’

“Certanly.” Ladapointed. “That'salivery cdl box.”
Nyk walked to mid-block and saw akiosk. “Do | pressthis?’
“Yes-- that will cal alivery car.”

He pressed the panel and rocked on hisheglswhile awaiting the livery. A vehicle approached and
pulled to astop. “Address?’ the driver asked.

“Quadrant 2, sector 14,” Nyk said.

The driver nodded and the door did open. Nyk gestured Andraand Laidainside. “Wait -- | don't
carry their kind,” the driver said gesturing in Laida's direction. Nyk stepped out and the cab sped off.

“I'm sorry,” Laidasaid. “We should take the Streetcar.”
“Nonsense.” He pressed the panel again.

Another livery car approached. Nyk conferred with the driver and then gestured the women inside.
“A farédsafare, hesaid,” Nyk reported. The door did shut and the cab headed into traffic.

8 -- The Breedery



Their route carried them away from the government complex, past office buildings and storefronts and
into aresidential section. The cab stopped at a corner of two streets filled with row houses having the
look of once being affluent but now neglected. He helped Laidaand Andrafrom the car.

“| gavethe driver something extra,” Nyk said.

“MsRaminasisover there” Laidasaid, pointing at arow of houses.

“Which one?’ Andra asked.

“All of them. Comeon.”

Nyk followed Laidainto one of the houses. “MsRaminal” she called.

A grey-haired Varadan woman approached and threw open her arms. Laidafdll into them. The
woman hugged her, kissed her and caressed the back of her bald head. “My Laida...”

Raminalooked Laida over and took her forearm. She pointed to the bruise. “What happened here?’
“Nothing -- it'll bedl right,” Laidareplied.

Nyk looked around the vestibule. He saw a certificate recognizing Ramina as acharter member of the
BSS.

“Ms Ramina-- these are the people | told you about.”
Nyk extended his hand. “Nykkyo Kyhana Thisis Andra.”
“Comeingde. Go cdl your mother, Laida.”

Nyk regarded Ramina. “I see you're amember of the BSS,” he said. “Isn't what you do contradictory
to thelr purpose?’

“Not intheleast,” shereplied. “Infact | don't know any breeder -- any who care, that is -- who
doesn't support the BSS.”

Laidareturned with an older novonid woman in tow. She was bare-breasted and suckled an infant.
“Mother -- these are Nykkyo and Andra -- they're from Floran.” The woman smiled.

“Isthat aboy or girl?" Nyk asked.
“Boy,” Ladareplied.
“May | hold him?’

“It'stimeto switch sdes,” Ladaprompted, took the infant from her mother and handed him to Nyk.
He cradled the boy in the crook of hisarm.

“Youvehdd aninfant before” Raminanoted.



“Yes-- | havealittle boy at home.” He regarded the child. “His skin is about the same color as mine.
Except for the orange eyes and black lips, I'd mistake him for ahuman child.”

“And the badness,” Andraadded.

“I've seen plenty of bald Earth infants.” Nyk smiled and held hisfinger for the baby to track. “When
does the skin change?’

“After they're weaned,” Ramina answered.

“Hesadorable” Nyk handed the infant to Laida's mother, who resumed nursing him. A toddler
wearing adigper waddled into the room and hugged Laidas|eg. The boy's white skin was covered with
irregularly-shaped green blotches. “I take it this boy was weaned recently.”

“Within the past few days. His pigment is developing well.”

“Let'sgo back and visit,” Laida said to her mother. “ Our guests wish to chat with Ms Ramina.”

“Please 5t.” Ramina gestured toward aworn settee.

“Ramina,” Nyk said, “tel uswhy you support the BSS.”

“The BSS provides a safety net. It's acomfort to know if anything happened to me -- they'd be cared
for. I love them, Nykkyo -- they're my children. | joined the BSS. ... | don't know how many years ago. |
adopted aretired fieldhand. Eventudly | started this business because | thought someone with
compasson should beraisng them.”

“You own al the houses on this block?’

“Y es-- this business needs alot of room.”

“How many maes and femaes do you house?’

“I have twenty fertile femaes and five wet nurses. Right now | have ahundred children, from infantsto
adolescents.”

“How many maes?’

“Ninety are male and ten female -- the usud ratio.”

“No -- how many adult males?’

“None. | obtain semen from some of the nearby farms. I'll tell you, Nykkyo -- | can't say enough
good about the BSS. The society not only provides shelter but also advocacy. Just two years ago was
our biggest victory -- the Termination Act.”

“Whichis?’ Nyk prompted.

“Now, itisillegd to terminate one without a hearing before the fid dworkers committee. If not for
cause...”



“Cause?’ Nyk interrupted.

“Onethat's a menace to society may be terminated on order from the committee. Abandoned or
unwanted individuals must be placed in temporary shelterswhile the BSS attempts to place them.
Violating this procedure is considered a serious crime -- akin to homicide. We do not tolerate it here and
it is prosecuted vigoroudy. Because of the registry and the hearings, the BSS knows of each situation.
Weve brought the termination rate for registered ones nearly to the vanishing point.”

“What about the feral ones?’” Andraasked.

Raminasighed. “That I'm afraid isthe next territory for the BSS to conquer. There was an unfortunate
incident regarding afera adolescent girl who wasterminated...”

“I read about that,” Nyk interjected.

“I interviewed her. Shewas anice girl who happened to be unregistered -- not wild at al. The
incident sparked an uproar among BSS members. Now we have a bill in the government house to bring
ferd ones under the committee umbrela. | don't know how much it will help -- some of the feral onesare
wild, indeed -- but it'sa start.”

“DoesVaradahave alargefera population?” Nyk asked.

“Inthe cities-- no. Oncein awhile you hear of one surfacing.”

“Likethat poor girl,” he remarked.

“No. Likel said, shewas not wild -- smply unregistered. True ferals are not found often in the cities.”

“What about the rural areas?’

She shook her head. “Who knows?’

“Where do they live?’

“They'rewe| adapted to living in the forests between the pomma farms. They can trap and kill small
animasfor their protein requirements. They even have learned to steep minerdsfrom the soil.”

“Doesthat mean they know how to usefire?” Andraasked.
Raminasighed. “I've heard tales of fera populations.”
“Do you mean reports ... Sghtings?’

“Tdes... Asyou know, there are vadt, virgin forests to the north. I've heard stories of ferd tribes
living in rude villages up there. ... villages of huts made of logs and soil.”

“They would need fire to survivein the north,” Nyk observed. “How much credence do you placein
these stories?”

“Not much. Evenif they were capable of the amazing feats described in these tall tales, the northern



climate would be inhospitable to them. They were designed for the climate herein the so-caled Pomma
Belt. We do know small pockets of them exist in the woodlands and hedgerows. | believe they arethe
extent of theferal population.

“Arethey dangerous?’

“Left done-- no. Oncein awhile you hear of agroup of children being frightened by them. Until
recently, officid policy waskill-on-sight...”

“Kill onsght?” Andraasked.

“Y es, but we're working on changing that. Until this bill is debated and voted up or down, theré'sa
moratorium on killing ferals. I'm glad for that -- | worry that an errant registered one might be mistaken
for aferal...” Shelooked up at the certificate. “ The BSS a so has established programs for doctors
wishing to specidize in medicine for them. They have specid needs, you know. Y es, the BSS helps make
surethey're cared for.”

“Wouldn' it be better if they could care for themselves?” Andra asked.
“But -- they aren't capable.”

“Laidaappearsfully capable,” Nyk replied.

“My Laidais specid -- she'sunusualy bright and outgoing. Most are not.”
“Like her mother?’ Andraasked.

Ramina's brow darkened. “ Her mother islike that because she was over-conditioned. She was that
way when | acquired her.”

“I've heard that term,” Nyk replied. “What does it mean?’

“It'sareprehengble practice. They're taken as children. Their brainsareirradiated -- certain cognitive
centers are destroyed -- to make them more docile. Thisis the reason | became abreeder. Conditioning
-- agentleterm for such avicious procedure. When | learned what it truly was | wasinfuriated. | wanted
to show our world what could result from no conditioning.” She scooped up the toddler boy and
bounced him on her knee. A tear ran down her cheek. “1 refuseto let any of my children be treated so.
Look a him ... would you have those eyes clouded?’ She kissed thelittle boy. “The only conditioning my
boys and girlsreceiveislove, dignity and proper guidance.”

“AndtheresultisLaida”
“Asl sad, Ladais specid. Even without conditioning, their intelligenceis below that of anormal
human. They were designed that way. Once in awhile an exceptiona one comes aong. | was lucky

enough to have Laida”

“She mugt've inherited that intelligence from someone,” Andrasaid. “Imagine what her mother
might've been without conditioning.”

“It makes my blood pressurerise every time think of it,” Raminareplied.



“All your children are specid,” Nyk observed.

“Demand for mine far exceeds my ability to produce them. Other breeders are taking note. Well see
the end of conditioning -- perhaps not in my lifetime, but mark my word -- the conditioners days are
numbered.”

Ladareturned from the back hall. “We should be heading back,” she said. “We wouldn't want to
violate curfew.”

“No, wewould not,” Raminaagreed.
Nyk followed Laidaonto the Street. “ The liveries are probably off the street by now,” she said.
“Why? This doesn't ook like abad part of town.”

“Some of the surrounding areas are quite bad, and the liveries won't come here after sundown. Come
-- welll take the Streetcar home. | rideit al thetime.”

Nyk stood at the corner stop and craned his neck to look down the street. Laida pointed. “ Two
sectors over that way isthe Green Zone.”

“What'sthat?’

“It'sasector set asidefor us.”

“For you?’

“Not for ME,” shereplied. Laidarolled her eyes upward in thought. “ It sems from the practices of
some brokers. Placing usin urban jobsisriskier than farm work. We must compete with labor class
whites. Our wages are lower, so the lease fees the brokers collect are lower. They are supposed to

provide shelter for us, but shelter in the city can be expensive. Many of the brokers turn usloose to fend
for oursalves. In the Green Zone, we can find shelter.”

“There are houses for you there?’
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“Who ownsthem?’

“The city does. They're old buildings, but adequate for shelter, and it costs the brokers nothing to
house us. Fortunatdly, | have very fine quarters at the guest house, and between assignments Ms Ramina
keeps aplace for me here. I've never been inside the Green Zone.” The whine of aturbine grew louder.
“Herésthecar,” Laidasaid. “ Put your scrip card in the farebox and don't forget to get atransfer.” The
bus stopped and she headed toward the platform on the rear.

“Laida-- how do we know which stops?’

“I'l wave,” she shouted.

The door opened. He stepped in and dipped his card into the farebox dot. “Two fares,” hetold the
driver, who pressed akey. His card was s urped into the box and then popped back out. “ Transfers?’



The driver twice poked a button on the side of the box and two colored tokens dropped into adot.

Nyk gestured to Andra and they headed toward the back of the bus. The rear window was scratched
and clouded but he could see Laida through it, holding onto an overhead rail. She made eye contact and
gmiled.

He glanced toward Andra. “Y ou know -- when she amiles, she'savery pretty girl.”

The bus worked its route and approached a corner. Laida rapped on the window to signa Nyk. He
waked toward the front of the bus and stepped to the sdewalk at the next stop. Laida bounded to them
from the rear of the coach. “We crossthe street,” she said. That buswill take usto ablock away from
the guest house.”

Nykkyo held Andras hand as they waked from the bus stop toward the guest house. Laida followed
about three paces behind. “It makes me angry,” Andrawhispered.

“What does?’ She nodded behind them. “ She knows her place,” Nyk replied.

“I can't believe | heard you say that!” Andra hissed and snatched her hand from his.

“It'sthe truth. She knows what this society expects.”

“Yes, and | remember what Ogan said: This society has no room for non-functioning novonids.”
“Andra, you KNOW I'd rather she walk beside us so we could hold hands.”

“What would happen then? Would she be arrested? Put down? Mogt likely...”

They arrived a the apartment. Nyk unlocked the door with his passcard. “Good night, Laida,” he
sad.

“I must clear the dinner plates. They weren't going anywhere, remember?’

“I remember. Comeonin.”

Laidafollowed him into the gpartment and bussed the plates from the table.

“Laida” Nyk sad, “haveyou heard taes of ... of your kind living in tribes in the forests to the north?”
She looked over her shoulder as she wiped the dinner plates. “ Do you mean feral novonids?’

“Yes-- Raminatold us of tales”

“I've heard them.”

“Doyou believethem?’ Andraasked. “Isit possible?’

“| supposeit'spossble,” shereplied. “ There's probably strong enough sunshine. | wouldn't want to,
though. It's cold up there -- it would be very uncomfortable.”



“They couldn't wear coats because of blocking the sun,” Nyk remarked.

“Laida” Andrasaid, “If you were given the choice between living in theforest or being hunted here --
which would you choose?’

“1 would choose to do what I'm doing.”

“Suppose that weren't an option. Suppose your only choices were to flee to the cold or spend your
life hiding from those intent on killing you. What would you do?’

“I don't know... I'm sorry -- I'm not equipped to answer your question. I've lived too comfortable a
life, | guess.” Shedried her hands and set clean plates on thetable. “ There -- ready for breakfast.” She
looked at Nyk and at Andra. “I'm very sorry...”

“Sorry for what?” Nyk asked.

“I'm not often asked for my opinion. Tonight you asked meand | had noneto give.”
“No, Laida,” Andrareplied. “Y our responses were lightening and interesting.”
“Lightening?’ Laidaasked.

“She meant enlightening,” Nyk said. “Didn't you?” Andrasmiled and nodded.
Laidabrokeinto asmile. “Redly?’

“Yes” Andraadded, “aswas our entire evening.”

“I'm pleased. I'll see you both in the morning.”

Nyk watched Laidahead out the door. “ Enlightening, of course...” he heard Andra muitter.

Nykkyo dipped into bed and coaxed Andrato snuggle against him. He closed hiseyes and tried to
clear hismind. Andra'slegs twitched againgt his as she drifted toward deegp. Slowly the tenson drained
from his body and he began to drowse.

He was standing in apommafield, dressed only in apair of shorts and with afieldworker's pouch a
hisside. A glance down showed the number KNK 221353 on hiseft shoulder. The hot Varadan sun,
halfway past the meridian in the afternoon sky blazed overhead.

He scanned arow of pomma plants, extending to hisleft and hisright to the horizon. That row was
replicated over and over again to the vanishing point. He grasped a seed head and began stripping
kernels. An older novonid worker approached him. “Pick the tassels off first,” he said. “Pick the whole
plant clean. Then, harvest the kernels. Watch...” The fidldworker cupped his hand around a seed head,
closed it into afist and opened it again. He dumped a handful of kernelsinto his pouch.

Nyk followed the fieldhand's lead, plucking tassals and grasping the seed heads and dropping kernels

into his pouch. He stepped to the next plant and deposited the harvested kernels. He looked down -- his
pouch had grown to the size of agolf bag.



The fieldworker measured the sun's distance to the horizon by holding two fingers at arm'slength. He
reached into a pocket, withdrew awhistle and blew it. Nyk dragged his bag of pommato the collection
gtation and dumped it into the hopper.

A turbine's whine approached and an open bus stopped. Other fieldworkers climbed aboard. Nyk
followed them and stood as the vehicle headed from the field and toward a cluster of low buildings. It
stopped near aclearing. An overseer sat at atable. Behind him was aboard. Pegs held keys of different
shapes and colors.

The overseer opened alarge ledger-book. “ Seven-two-three,” he caled out. The older man who had
helped him harvest stepped forward. “ Number one.”

An assistant overseer took a key from the board and handed it to the man. He headed toward
another clugter of buildings.

“Three-five-three,” the overseer cdled out. Nyk looked around. “ Three-five-three!”

One of the other workersjabbed Nyk's ribs with his elbow. He looked again at the number on his
chest and redlized it was he.

“Three-five-three... Y ou're new here, but you are making the effort. Y ou can have number two.” The
assistant took a key from the board and handed it to Nyk. “ Over there...”

He examined the key. It was ydlow and shaped like atriangle. Ahead was a cluster of small huts, and
on each door was a colored shape. Nyk approached the door with ayellow triangle. He dipped the key
into the lock and turned the knob.

The door swung open onto a spacious waiting-room. A row of chairs were occupied by novonid
men. Ahead was a desk and beyond the desk adoorway into an inner room. Behind the desk sat Suki.

He closed his eyes, shook his head and opened them again. No -- it wasn't Suki, but anovonid
verson of her. Hers had the shape of Suki'sface, with the pronounced epicanthic foldsto her eyes.

The inner door opened and anovonid man stepped out. The woman behind the desk motioned to the
next onein line. He stepped into the room and the door closed.

The door opened again. Novonid Suki gestured toward Nyk and he stepped into the room. He stood
looking at abed. Lyinginit, under asheet wasLaida. He lay beside her, looked into her orange eyes and
caressed her cheek with the back of hisfingers. She flung back the covers.

Nyk gazed upon her naked body -- her smooth, green skin; her compact breasts and her long,
dender legs. He kissed her shoulders, nuzzled her neck and smoothed both hands dong her ribsand
abdomen to her hips. With histhumbs he explored the shapes of her muscles.

“Hurry,” shesad. “The othersare waiting.”

“I'm not readly...”

“Yes, you are...” She stripped his shorts from him and caressed the insides of histhighs. Hefdt
himself becoming powerfully aroused. “Here,” she said, and handed him a plastic object. “Wear this. I'll
show you how...”



Ladaunwrapped the sheath and dipped it onto him. Her green fingers wrapped around him in afirm,
warm grasp. Hefelt pressure building deep in his pelvis -- a surge he was powerlessto stop...

Nyk gasped and opened hiseyes. Andralay beside him in the dark. He straightened the bedclothes
and felt dampness againgt his abdomen.Oh, no... he thought. He stood and headed for the lavatory.

The sun'sfirg raysfell across his eyes and waked Nyk. Andralay beside him, her back to him. He
kissed her shoulder. “ Good morning,” he said.

“Mmmph,” shereplied, yawned and hoisted herself onto her elbows. “Nyk -- you were dl over me
last night. Do you remember?’

“No... I'm sorry -- | was having aweird dream.”
“Not to mention awet one,” shereplied. “| figured that'swhat it was.”
“Oh, Andra-- I'm so, so sorry ... and, mortified.”

“It'sal right, Nyk. It's not something you can control. Don't be embarassed. | have those kinds of
dreams, mysdf.”

“You?

“Of course. Nearly everyone does. One of the advantages of being awoman isyou can have awet
dream and no one notices.”

“| suppose...”

“Nyk -- I'm sorry | haven't been much of abed partner the past few nights. | agreed to this
assignment so you and | could be together. Instead, we seem to be at odds. | don't want us to be that

way.
“Neither do I. Oh, Andra-- It'snot you ... it's not your fault.”
“I think there's something about this place.”
“I think you'reright about that.”
“Do you remember your dream?’
“Oh... no -- not much of it.”
“Wasl init?’
He pondered. “No -- | don't think you were.”
“Hmm... | don't know if that's good or bad.”

“For thisdream -- it'sagood thing.” He swung hisfeet to the floor. “ Pommabrew for you?’



“No thanks-- | don't know about you, but I'm sick and tired of pomma.”
“Totireof pommaistotireof living,” Nyk replied with asmile.

“I'll never again complain of Foran food being monotonous. Pommathis and pommathat -- | think |
have pommakernels coming out of my ears.”

“You're not sorry you came aong on this adventure, are you?’

“Nykkyo -- now that you mentionit ... yes| am. | hatethefood, | can't master the language...”

“Areyou gill fussng over ‘enlightening?”

“l do NOT fuss...”

“You're not hereasalinguist -- that'sMY role. Y ou're here as a diplomatic consultant.”

“Then, why haven't you consulted me?’

“I have”

“No you havent. Y ou haven't listened to aword I've said. | can't stand seeing how the novonids are
mistreated here, and I'm beginning to loathe Ogan's smug face. Thereisno reason for usto be talking
with these people. We'd be better off marking this corner of the galaxy 'Off Limits and leaving them to
their own devices.”

He hugged her and kissed her forehead. “ Andra, | love you. | don't want usto argue.”

“If you saw things my way, we'd have nothing to argue.”

“Andra, your concerns HAV E been noted. If it werein my power to call off negotiations, | wouldve
cdled them off. Tomyka Wells hasfull responghbility for the outcome of these talks.”

“Don't get me garted on TomykaWells...”
He kissed her again. “Each of us hasaroleto play. Now, I'm going to take my shower...”

Nyk stepped from the shower into the living room and pulled on apair of trousers. The doorchime
sounded. He opened the door and admitted Laida. “Good morning,” he said.

“I'll fix your bregkfasts.”

“No breskfast today,” Nyk replied. “Wewon't havetime.”

“What are you doing today?’ she asked.

“Our envoy arrives. We have briefing meetings and begin negotiations tomorrow.”

“Then, youll beleavingin afew days”



“I'd prefer to think well be staying for afew days,” he replied and approached her. “Thank you for
taking usto vigt Raminalast night.”

“Thank you for asking me. | don't need much of an excuse. Those people are my family. | love them,
and | fed happy there. Even my mother feds happy.”

“With al thelove -- no doubt. Laida-- you are enriching us with your company. Andraand | both
enjoy you very much.”

She amiled. Nyk opened his arms and embraced her. Shelooked at him, her eyes brimming and
stroked his shirt. “ See -- it doesn't rub off.”

“What?’
“The green -- it doesn't rub off.” Shebit her lower lip.
“Lada, issomething wrong?’

She shook her head. “No one has ever hugged me -- except for Ms Ramina, of course -- no one has
ever hugged me. They must fear it will rub off on them.”

Nyk took her hand and held hisbeside hers. “Y our palm and mine are amost the same color. Min€'s
abit lighter...” He turned her hand over. “The green pigment is on the back of your hand -- not your
pam.” He caressed her hand and forearm. “My wife's hands are like that.”
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“She has ydlow-brown skin, but her pams are amogt aslight asmine.”

“Isshean atificid being, too?’

He chuckled. “No -- she'san Asan.”

“Adan? What'sthat”’

“A variety of Earth human.” He pressed his pam againgt hers. “I think therés much more dike
between usthan differs...”

“Nyk!” Andracalled. “Our car ishere.”

“I'll cleanyour rooms,” Laidasaid, “and, I'll see you tonight. Good luck with your meetings.”
Nyk looked out thewindow. “1 don't see our car,” he said.

“My migtake.” Shelooked a him. “Were you putting the moves on Laida?’

“Moves? What moves?’

“Don't feign innocence, Nyk. Y ou know what | mean.”

“I can't helpit, Andra. When I'm fond of someone | expressit physicaly.”



“Y ou remember what Ogan said about Varadan atitudes regarding the ... mingling of humansand
novonids. For both your sakes, | think you should watch your step. And, | sensed you were making her
uncomfortable. That'swhy | thought | had to break it up.”

“Herésour car coming... | sure hope | didn't. Besdes, it's part of gathering intelligence for Kronta.
Everything | said to her was sincere. Y ou know I'm not capable of insincerity.”

She kissed his cheek. “Yes, Nyk -- that much | know.”
“Y ou're keeping me honest.”

“I'm keeping you -- and Laida -- out of trouble. How would you fed if she were punished on account
of your lack of self-control?’

“I'd fed badly. You'reright, Andra. The socid roles here arerigidly defined. I'm beginning to chafe
under them.

“Areyou? Redly?’

He glanced out the window. “ Come on. Our car iswaiting.”

The car deposited Nyk and Andra at the government office building housing Prefect Ogan's office.
They were escorted into a conference room. Sitting at the table was awoman in late middie-age.
“Tomyka,” Nyk sad.

“Nykkyo Kyhanaand AndraBaxa... Again in person.”

Nyk turned to the prefect's aide. * Please inform Prefect Ogan that we need to confer privately with
Ms Wélls before we get started.”

“Certainly -- rap on the door when you're done.”

Nyk turned toward Tomyka. “How was your journey?’

She glared at him through narrowed eyes. “ Cut to the point, Nykkyo.”

“Tomyka,” Andrainterjected, “we can not enter into normalization with these people.”
“They have solved the ssumbling block -- they have abolished involuntary servitude.”

“The have replaced it with something far worse. They have created a species of artificid men and
women...”

“Areyou referring to the novonids?” Tomykainterrupted.
“Do you know about them?’

“Cetanly.”



“Aren't you concerned with the precedent admitting such a society presents to the Floran hegemony?’
Wellssmiled. “Andra... Nykkyo -- look at it thisway... Why do the Varadans need novonids?’
“Totend their crops.”

“Exactly. Suppose we were to trade them some aternative staples -- wheat or rice, for example.
Reducing their dependence on pommawould reduce their need for involuntary servitude.”

“And, what happensto the displaced novonids?’

“They would breed fewer of them -- the population would wither away. The change wouldn't happen
overnight.”

“And what,” Andra asked, “would the Varadans give in exchange for wheat or rice? What coin do
they possess?’

“That'smy concern,” Nyk added. “1 don't understand what they haveto trade.”

Widlslet out apetulant sigh. “We arein the earliest stages of negotiations on normdization. We both
have much to offer each other. For usto break off these talks because of ... of our sengbilities about the
novonidswould be as much adisservice asif they broke them off because of the Floran ingtitution of
ax'amfinen .” She glanced sdeways at Andra. “We were sent hereto do ajob. Let'sgettoit.”

Nyk sat besde Andraasthe car headed from the administration building, its turbine making amuffled
whine. “Remind me,” Nyk said, “if I'm ever foolish enough again to accept a diplomatic assignment -- not
to.”

“What do you make of dl this?’ she asked in her native tongue.

Nyk glanced into the front seet at the driver. “I don't get it,” hereplied. “1 don't understand why we're
even negotiating with these people.”

“I couldn't agree more.”

“I mean -- the people seem nice enough...”

“Nice? Nice people don't create arace and then endave them.”

“Thenovonids are aVaradan internd issue. Conceptudly, | think it's areasonable solution.”

“Reasonable?”

“It'sone | might've come up with. And, it's not something they entered into lightly. When their last
wheat crop failed, they rounded up the unemployed and forced them to harvest wild pomma. It wasa
matter of surviva. From that developed their dave class; but even that lead to socid ingtability. So, they

developed the novonids. When the first novonids were put in thefield, the dave classrevolted...”

“... Because now THEY were being put out of work...”



“Exactly. After five hundred years... FIVE HUNDRED Y EARS, Andra-- the novonids are part of
the cultura landscape here. They don't bother me nearly as much asthey seem to bother you.”

“Then, what does bother you?’ she asked.

“Two things. | can't figure out what Floran getsin the bargain. The trade seems entirely one-way.
Thereisnothing the Varadans can offer that's of value. Their technology is primitive and we have no need
for their consumer products. Our mining colonies, such as Altia, produce mineralsin abundance.”

“Including some absent here.”

“Exactly. Trade between Floran and V arada makes as much sense as trade between Floran and
Earth. Varadalookslike Earth plustwo hundred years.”

“Maybeit'sadry run for when we can make contact with Earth -- after the Centauri misson,” Andra
suggested. “ They can offer us pomma.”

“No, they can't. Thelr pomma production is calculated to produce only what they can use plusasmal
tactical contingency.”

“That leaves one commodity,” shesaid. “agreen one.”

“That'sridiculous. They wouldn't dare ... we wouldn't dare.”

“What's the other thing that bothers you?’

“TomykaWells. | can't figure out how she got credentials to be an envoy for these sorts of talks.”

The car stopped outside the guest house. Nyk gave the driver the two-finger Floran salute and
escorted Andrainside. He unlocked the door. The apartment was empty.

“Lookslike Laidacleaned therooms,” Andrasaid.

“Yes-- they're spotless...” Helooked out awindow at the Varadan sun settling below the western
horizon. “1'm surprised sheisn't herefixing dinner for us”

“Are you becoming accustom to having acook?’ Andra asked.
“No, but I have become accustomed to having Laida here.”

He pressed the call panel. He pressed it again. A rap came at the door. Nyk opened it and saw a
young novonid mde. “Yes?’

“Wheres Lada?’
“Who?’
“Lada-- Three-eight-six. Whereis she?’ He shrugged. “Have Alvo come up.”

“Right away.”



Nyk paced the gpartment. Another rap came at the door and Alvo entered. “|Is there a problem?”’
“Alvo -- wheres Laida?’

“Who?'

“Three-eight-six. Whereis she?’

“Missing. She apparently wandered off during the day. I'll be speaking with her keeper about this. |
don't pay for this sort of derdliction of duty.”

“It wouldn't be like her to ... wander off,” Nyk replied.

“How do you know what would or would not bein her nature?” Alvo replied. “Let me give you some
advice, Mr Kyhana... Socid fraternization with novonidsis frowned upon here -- in some casesto the
point of being acriminal offense. Since you are outsiders, take heed. Y ou will do your cause well not to
express too much concern for the whereabouts of Three- eight-six ... or any other novonid for that
matter.” He turned and |eft.

Nyk looked at Andra, dack-jawed. “Oh, Andra-- | hope we didn't get Laidainto trouble by being
friendly with her.”

“1 hope not, too. But -- | fear we might've.”

9 -- The Green Zone

“Six days of thisnonsense, lllya” Nyk spoke to Kronta through his handheld vidisplay. “ Tomykaand
Ogan have spent the past six days dithering back and forth on two paragraphs of the agreement. Today,
| swear sheinssted on reverting to phrasing we discarded two days ago. I'm mentally exhausted from it.”

“Thisisthe nature of diplomacy,” Krontareplied.

“It'sridiculous -- and so agonizingly dow. I'd understand it if thiswere afind treaty, but it'sonly a
letter of intent to begin the process of considering normalization. They should've been able to knock it out
inhaf aday.”

“Y ou're doing aman's job, there Nyk. Keep up the good work.”

“Thanks”



“And, | gppreciate the detail ed reports on the novonids. There are many in the High Legidature
deeply concerned about that ingtitution. Keep me posted.”

“I'will, lllya” The session went dark. Andra approached him. “Thisisagony,” he said. “And, every
time| think about Laidal get apainin my somach.”

“I don't know about you, but | find ahard day's work doing nothing exhausting.”

“No argument there,” hereplied. “What do you make of it? What does yourax'amfin intuition tell
you?”

“I'm baffled, Nyk. | can't figure out what Tomyka's gameis. Perhapsit's because she's not an
experienced diplomat. Maybe it's apower thing with her.”

“Power?’

“Y es -- she's determined to show Ogan who's boss.”

“Then -- how do you read Ogan on this?’

“1 think he'safrustrated aswe are.” She yawned. “I'm going to bed, Nyk. Are you coming, too?’

“I'm going to do some work on this agreement, so well have clean copies for tomorrow's on.
Then, let the dithering begin ... again.”

“Good night, then...” She headed into the bedroom.

Nyk sat at the mediaterminal and accessed the data store Ogan had created for the negotiations. He
stared at the document, his elbows planted on the desk and his chin propped in his palms. His eye caught
sght of the stack of scrip on thetable.

A check of the bedroom revealed Andra asleep. Nyk picked up the scrip and headed out the door.
The Varadan yellow sun had set and the streetlamps were beginning to come on. He approached the
livery callbox and pressed the pandl.

A cab pulled over and admitted him. “ Quadrant two, sector fourteen.” The driver nodded and headed
down the street.

He paid the driver, stepped out of the cab, approached the row houses and pressed the bell. He
pressed it again. The door was opened by anovonid boy in early adolescence. “IsMsRaminain?’ he
asked.

The boy swung the door open and left Nyk stting on the settee in the vestibule. He saw other pairs of
orange eyesin young green faces peering from the gair railing.

Raminain along robe gpproached him. “Mr Kyhana,” she said, “what brings you here at thistime of
night?’

“Do you know of Laida's disappearance?’

She nodded. “ Of course. Have you any news?’ He shook his head. “1'm distraught over it.”



“Soam|. Andraand | fear it's our fault -- that she was picked up by the authorities -- because we
were being friendly with her.”

Ramina shook her head. “No, Nykkyo. Neither you nor she did anything improper.”
“You'resure?’

“Of course. Cordia friendship between our kindsis not acrime. There are somein this society who
would liketo seeit thus, but it isnot. | have my own theories about her disappearance.”

“Which are?’

“I suspect foul play.”

“Towhat end?’

“Are attractive young women ever abducted on your world?’

“On my homeworld -- dmost never. On the world where I'm stationed for my assgnmern...
Unfortunatdy, yes. Y ou think it's something like that?’

She held her forehead, then looked up. “I feer it is. Since the registry has been in existence, the
so-called green market mostly has been put out of business.”

“Green market?’

“Traffic in stolen novonids. Nowadays, a ... misplaced one would soon be spotted and returned to the
rightful owner. Of course, changing registry numbersis not unheard of. There are disreputable brokers
out there. | have notified the BSS...”

“In addition to everything e se, the BSS maintainsthe regisiry?’

“That's correct. They'll be watching the auctions and the termination committees. |'ve spent the past
few days contacting dl the clinics specidizing in novonid medicine.” She pursed her lips. “And, I've
notified the morgues.”

“What about the authorities?’

“The constabulary are not excited about missing ... pets.” She spat the word.

“Knowing Laidaas| do,” he said, “I would think she'd make every effort to return here, or contact
you.”

Raminanodded. “It's been the cornerstone of my philosophy to teach them as much independence as
they can handle. They know how to be polite, but | also teach them how to scrap if the need arises. The
need, I'm afraid, arises more and more often these days.”

“How 07’

“Over the past hundred years or so, we've seen more and more of them used in the cities.”



“No offense, Ramina, but don't you think an operation like your own contributes to the problem?’
“Who said it was a problem? There are those who welcome novonids...”
“Yes. | met ayoung woman in Ogan's office who believes her job was made possible by them.”

“... and those who don't. I'm acity girl, Mr Kyhana. Thisismy home. | wouldn't be happy out in the
countryside, isolated on afarm. | do teach them ways to protect themselves.”

“In an dtercation wouldn't Varadan law be one-sded?’

“You're perceptive... Yes. None of minewould ever tart afight. What | teach them is awareness,
caution and escape.”

“Y ou teach them street smarts. Thank you, Ramina. If it'sany consolation Andraand | are sick about
it. Well do whatever isin our powers-- which isn't much, I'm afraid.”

“| gppreciateit Mr Kyhana.”
He walked to the corner and approached the livery box. Anindicator waslit. It read, “No service.”

He heard the whine of aturbine and saw astreetcar lumbering in hisdirection. Nyk stood at the stop.
The bus cameto ahdlt. He climbed aboard, inserted one of his scrip cards into the box and debited his
fare. Asthe bus pulled back into traffic he worked hisway to an empty bench in the back.

The bus crept itsway aong its route. Nyk reconstructed the stops they took when Laida
accompanied them from Raminas the other day. The bus approached a stop and dowed. Through the
rear window he saw afamiliar-looking young novonid woman preparing to step from the platform to the
Street.Laida !

Nyk dashed to the front of the coach, grabbing atransfer token on hisway out. He saw her head to
another stop acrossthe street. A traffic light changed, leaving him stranded. He saw her bus held at
another light. The light changed; it moved toward the stop and dowed.

He dashed across the street, pushed the door open as it closed and dropped the transfer token into
the farebox. The bus pulled into traffic and made aturn. The roadway grew darker asthey drew away
from the streetlamps.

Nyk sat in the rear-most seat. He turned around and rapped on the glass to attract her attention. She
turned her back to him.

Herapped again. “Laidal” he caled. The bus approached a stop and she hopped off.

He sprinted to the front of the bus, but reached it too late. The driver stopped the bus at the next
corner. Nyk jumped off and ran down the block. “Laidal” he shouted. He could see her ahead, clutching
afiber mesh sack.

Her walking accelerated into a sprint. Nyk ran after her but she was pulling away. She dodged into an
aley. He heard acrash and aclatter.



She was lying on the pavement. The contents of her sack -- ahalf dozen cans -- were strewn around
her.

Nyk leaned over, rested hisforearms on histhighs and panted to regain hisbreath. “ Y ourefast,” he
sad. “It must the extrastrength in your muscles.” Helooked into her face. “I'm terribly sorry. | thought
you were someone else.”

“Yes-- weadl look diketo white eyes.”

“No. Theresemblanceis strong ... you are probably a couple of years younger, though.” He
observed she did not have aregistry tattoo on her |eft shoulder. “Y ou're not registered.”

Her eyes darted and he could seeterror in them. “Please,” she pleaded, “don't turn mein.”
“I won't,” hereplied. “I won't hurt you.”
Her eyeskept shifting skyward. “The noise,” shesad. “Itl attract attention.”

Nyk's eyesfollowed her sightline and he saw what she had been regarding. Atop apylon wasa
searchlight and what might've been acamera. “Hide behind those barrdls,” she said. “I can't move-- |
think my foot is broken.”

Helifted and dragged her behind some barrels and debris cluttering the dley. The spatlight from the
tower probed the darkness. She grabbed his collar, pulled him to the pavement and held her finger to his

lips
The spotlight continued to sweep the alley. Nyk stood. “NO!” she gasped and reached for him.

“They won't stop until they know what caused the noise...” He limped from behind the barrels,
grabbed the fiber sack and began picking up cans.

The beam caught him and he looked toward the pylon. “Areyou dl right?’ came avoice from the
tower.

“I tripped and fell,” Nyk replied.

“Please stand and face us...” The beam focused on him, illuminating his face and upper torso, dressed
in aVaradan one-deaved shirt. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

“If you could...” Nyk pointed toward the pavement away from where the novonid girl lay. The beam
followed his gesture and he picked up the remaining cans. “ Thanks.”

“Make sure you're off the street by curfew,” came the voice. He waved an acknowledgment and
headed down the street, away from the dley. The searchlight switched off.

Nyk returned to the girl's side. She looked up from the pavement. “Don't be afraid. | won't hurt you
... trust me.” He crouched beside her. “Let mefed your foot,” he said and pal pitated her ankle. “Canyou
move your toes? ...I don't think it's broken -- just anasty sprain. Areyou hurt otherwise?’

“Some bruises maybe...” She pressed her hand above her breast. “Y ou SCARED me.”



“I'msurel did and I'm very sorry.” He handed her the sack of cans. “Here.”
“I didn't sedl them,” she said. “I'm not athief. They were being discarded.”

“That thought never crossed my mind.” Shetried to stand but collapsed when she put her weight on
her |eft foot. “How far are you going?’ he asked. “I'll help you.”

She pointed. “ Over thereisagate. Through that and to the left about twenty-five metres. Theresa
doorway leading to abasement. In there.”

“Areyou ready?’
She nodded. “We must keep to the shadows.”
“Okay, let'sgo.”

He helped her stand and supported her. He could see, dimly, the gateway in the glow from abluelight
above acdlbox. Shelimped with him through the gate.

“Now, where?’” Nyk whispered.

“ Ahead about twenty-five metres and to the left. Do you seeit?’

“Yes... Let me carry you.” He crouched. “Hop onto my back...”

He hooked hisarms under her knees and clasped his hands together. She held onto him around his
shoulders with one hand and clutched the sack with the other. Nyk stood and worked hisway toward
the doorway. A door opened across the way and he ducked behind the corner of a building.

“That'sdl right,” shesaid, “just one of the neighbors.”

He reached the doorway, set her down and pushed the door open. Before him, aflight of cracked
concrete stepsled down into adimly-lit room. “I'll carry you in my armsthistime,” he said and picked
her up. He negotiated the stairs and stepped into the basement. The place had adampness he found
disagreesble.

“Mother! Father!” the girl called. Nyk set her down and she limped to a bench.

An older novonid couple stepped from behind an interior staircase. One of them held amakeshift
lamp fabricated from adiscarded can. Nyk noticed they both had registry numbers on their shoulders.
They stopped short upon spotting him.

“What is he doing here?’ the man asked.

“Y our daughter sprained her ankle,” Nyk replied. “1 was helping her get home.”

“Don't hurt him, Father,” the girl said.

“I won't -- but he can take his chances out there.”

“No, please. He helped me. He could've pressed a panic button but he didn't. He distracted the



constables and carried me home. | think he'swith the BSS.”
“Areyou BSS?" the mother asked.
“No -- but I'm sympathetic to them.”
“How sympathetic?’ the man asked.

Nyk faced him. “I must apologize. | mistook your daughter for someone e se. She was running from
me when shetripped and fdll. | take responsbility for her twisted ankle.”

“They were using asecurity cam,” the girl continued. “1 don't think they saw me.”
Theman regarded Nyk. “All right. Y ou helped our daughter. Well help you.”
“My nameisNykkyo. Please tell meyours.”

“I'm Rayla, the mother said. “My husband is Grott. My daughter'snameisLise”

“Lise..” Nyk turned to the girl. “Y ou do resemble another girl I'm seeking. That'swhy | followed you.
I'm very sorry | frightened you.”

“I'l bedl right...” Lisereplied, “...now that I'm home, that is.”

“Doyou know of a... one named Laida?’

“Wedon't,” replied Grott.

“Why are you looking for her?’ Raylaasked.

“She was an attendant at the guest house where I'm staying. She disappeared afew days ago.”
“Good luck finding her,” Raylareplied. “You will needit.”

“I contacted her owner -- MsRamina...”

“Ramina” Grott nodded. “One of the better ones.”

“Better of abad lot, you mean,” Raylareplied. “Guest house ... | didn't think you were a city native.”
“I'mamember of the diplomatic misson from Horan.”

“Yes” Grott replied. “I've heard of the talks with the Florans. The rumor isyou want some of usfor
your minesand fields”

Nyk shook hishead. “ Do you mean...”

“Novonids,” said Rayla, tapping hersdlf above her breast. “ Us. It'saVaradan way of dealing with ...
the problem.”

“Therumor isfase” Nyk protested. “We arein the earliest stages of discussonswith Prefect Ogan's



office Believe me, there has been no mention of ... you ... from either side. | can say that with authority
sncel amthetrandator. Now, if you'll excuse me-- | must find my way back to the guest house.”

Grott shook hishead. “It istoo close to curfew. The streetcars will have stopped running by now.”
Thewall of asrenwelled up inthe distance. “ Thereit is-- curfew. Y ou will have to stay here tonight.
One of uswill hep you find your way home tomorrow.”

“Here?’ Helooked around the basement. Old bedclothes had been hung to partition the areainto
rooms.

Raylatook two of the cans from the sack Lise had been carrying and opened them with a hand
opener. She divided the contents among three bowls. Nyk recognized it as the nutrient paste he had seen
Ladaesting.

“I'm sorry we have nothing to offer you,” Raylasaid.

“It'sdl right. I'm not hungry... Grott -- | see your daughter is unregistered.”

Theman'seyes narrowed. “I havelittle| can giveyou.”

Nyk tried to reconcile her father's response to his own remark.

“He said he's sympathetic to the BSS,” Rayla added. She turned to Nyk. “Y ou won't turn her in ...
will you?”

“Of coursenot,” hereplied. “1 knew her likdly fateif | left her there. | felt helping her home wasthe
least | could do -- considering my responsbility for her injury.”

“Doyou see, Father?’ Lise asked.
Grott glanced toward Rayla. She nodded. “Pull up astool and sit with us,” Grott said.

Lise and her parents sat on benches, holding the bowls of nutrient paste on their laps. Nyk found a
stool and sat oniit. “Grott,” he said, “I was curiouswhy Liseisn't registered.”

“You'reright,” Grott replied. “ She's of age -- she should be registered. No one wants her. She'sa
oneshot ... like her mother.”

Nyk glanced toward Rayla, who looked at the floor. “What does that mean™?”’
“It'sagenetic defect -- amutation that has found itsway into some of ours,” Raylareplied.
“When Raylagave birth to Lise, she was damaged.”

“Thewomb tears” Raylaexplained, “splitsin two. Asaresult, | cannot carry another child. The word
they useisoneshot. Undoubtedly Lise hasthe same defect.”

“Raylanearly died.”

“She obvioudy recovered.”



“A kind surgeon on the farm took it upon himsdlf to save me. Aninfertilefemaleisof novaueona
pommafam,” Raylacontinued. “A maeisworth one, afemdeten...”

“I've heard that saying,” Nyk interrupted.

“... but aoneshot isworth nothing. 1 was sold, along with my child, to the same broker who bought
Grott from another farm. He paired us.”

“So -- Grott isnot Lise'sfather.”
“I'm not -- but | love her asif shewere mine.”

“The broker leases meto atowd and uniform laundry. | might very well have washed the sheetsin
your guest room. Grott works as a congtruction laborer. It's hard work.”

“Pommafarming is hard work,” Nyk replied.

“No -- pommafarming is easy. What's easier than standing in the sun al day? Asalaborer | must lift
and carry. Lifeisgood on the farms, with comfortable quarters and regular medls.” He held out his
pams. “ These are the quarters our owner provides. He's banking our wages for us. When we have
accumulated enough for thefee, hewill register Lise, and find work for her.”

“So hesays,” retorted Rayla. “| think he spends our wages on pomma beer and potteen. He holds
Lise over usto keep usfrom bolting. There's not much work to be found for the likes of us. Pushing out
baby after baby iswhat's considered afemaéeswork.”

“If he doesn't register her by ayear from now,” Grott said, “we will take her to the BSS and have
them register her. Well be punished for sure, and well probably lose her, but she can't beimpounded if
she has one of these.” He tapped his registration tattoo.

“TheBSS,” Nyk remarked. “They do much to help you.”

“No they don't,” Raylaretorted. “ They're abunch of soft-hearted do-gooders.”

“They passlawslikethe Termination Act.”

“They don't like to see us hunted and killed.”

“I can'timagine YOU liketo seeit.”

“It'snot the point.” Raylaput her hand on Grott's shoulder. “We disagree on this. | think the BSS are
as anxiousto stay the course as are the breeders and brokers. The Termination Act makesit easier for
an old and tired-out farmworker to live out histwilight years, dl right -- asa servant to some mid-level
bureaucrat. Why not give him apension and ahome, and let him live out those yearsin leisure, instead?
That'swhat the bureaucrats expect -- and receive from this society.”

“Rayla-- | don't know what to say...”

“I'm sorry, Nykkyo. It's not my place to be spouting such.” She collected the bowls. Nyk watched as
shelit more lanterns made from tins that had held the pink paste.



“What do you burnin your lamps?’ Nyk asked.

“Discarded grease from fry shopsoutsde the Zone,” Raylareplied. “ There are afew things till freein
thiscity.”

A rap came on the door above the interior staircase. Rayla climbed the steps and cracked it open.
She gestured to her husband.

“Behind here,” Grott said and Nyk crouched behind a hanging blanket.

He heard the door open and heavy footfdls. “ Grott,” aman's voice said. “Are you coming to the

mesting?’
“Y ou know my fedings”
“We need you. The others respect you.”
“1 do not wish to get involved. | have afamily.”

“Grott...” Nyk heard adifferent voice. “The word isawhite's been seen in the area -- maybe a
bounty hunter. Watch out for Lise”

“Lisg” Grott cdled. “Did you hear that?’

“Yes, Father...”

“Well keep her insde. Thanksfor thewarning.”

“You're sure you're not coming,” thefirst voice repeated.
“1 am not. Now, be gone.”

Nyk heard the door close. He peeked from behind the blanket. Grott eyed him. “They'relooking for
awhite. Well hide you heretonight.”

Raylaapproached him. “What did they want?’
“A mesting tonight -- they wish meto attend.”
“Youwont,” Raylareplied.

“No.” Helooked in Nyk's direction. “ Some of the younger ones believe we should ... show the
Varadanswe're not aforce to be trifled with. It'safools misson. We don't have enough numbers.”

“Someday,” Raylaadded, “the numberswill be there. There are more and more unregistereds. And
those unregistereds will have unregistered children.”

“How many livein this sector?’ Nyk asked.

“Hard to say,” Grott replied. “ This sector was designated to house us a hundred years ago when we
werefirg brought from the farmsinto the cities. The Varadans turn ablind eye to what goes on within our



perimeter.”

“Out of sght -- out of mind,” Nyk remarked. “Tell me, Grott -- are wein the Green Zone?’

Grott nodded. “Once in awhile abounty hunter comes through...”

“Looking for unregistereds?’

“Mostly looking for registereds who've bolted. They seek sanctuary here.”

“Grott isan elder,” Raylaexplained. “ That'swhy they wanted him for the meeting.”

Another rap came from the door. Again, Raylamounted the steps and cracked it open. A number of
novonid children descended the stairs. They formed asemicircle on the basement floor. Watching from
behind the blanket, Nyk counted a baker's dozen of them.

Rayla passed out booklets. He watched as the children took turns reading aloud from them.

Nyk approached Grott. “1'm amazed. Raylateaches them to read?’

“Yes” Grott whispered.

“l wastold you ... that ...”

“Y ou were told we can't be taught to read. Y ou were told wrong.”

“Where do the children come from? It's after curfew.”

“From other familiesliving upgtairs”

“How did Raylalearn...”

Grott looked into Nyk's eyes. “ Raylawas born on a pommafarm. Like other femaes, she was being
groomed for breeding. The farm's owner had asingle child, alittle girl of the same age, who became fond
of Rayla”

“And, she taught Raylato read.” Grott nodded. “And, Rayla has been passing it on to others. Will this
help them in finding work?’

Grott shook his head. “No.”

“Why do it, then?’

“Because knowing is better than not knowing.”

“Do you know how, Grott?’ He shook his head. “Why not have Raylateach you?’
“I'mtooold.”

“You're never too old to learn, Grott.”



He watched as Raylas lesson switched to arithmetic. The class ended with her reading astory. She
collected the books, hugged and kissed each child and sent them back up the sairs.

Nyk approached Rayla. “May | see one of those?” She handed him one of the little books.

He examined it. The book was hand made, the text hand | ettered onto polysheet pages. These had
been folded and gathered, then sewn through the sides to form a spine. Pieces of scrap cloth had been
pasted on to form covers. “Rayla -- did you make these?’

“Yes...” She opened abasket and withdrew the pattern -- atattered primary school text book. She
touched it to her lips and handed it to Nyk.

He opened it and redized she had copied everything -- the text, illustrations, and page numbers --
from the origind. He o redlized how she had used the skills and tools available to her to fabricate her
copies. He looked inside the front cover and found an inscription. To Rayla love Kimmi .

“Kimmi was the farmer's daughter?’” Nyk asked.

“Yes. | imagine by now she hasforgotten | existed.”

“She gavethisto you. Thiswas hers”

“Even when | wasachild these had fallen out of use.”

“They don't print books any more?’

“It'sal gone over to the mediascreens. Of course we can't afford those. This book belonged to
Kimmi's grandmother. She used it to teach me.”

“It'svery precious, then,” Nyk said.

“It's precious to me. No one e se wants them. Y ou can buy books at some of the junk shops. They
sl them by thekilogram.”

“Then, buy somefor your sudents.”
“We can't afford them,” Grott interjected. “ Our owner is banking our wages...”
“Toward Lisgsregigration.”

“He gives us enough to buy our food. I've been using it instead for writing pads for the children. Lise
was scavenging expired food when you encountered her.”

“It'sstdebut edible,” Lise added.
“Weredly requirelittleto liveon,” Raylacontinued. “1 think it's important to teach our children.”
“I agree,” Nyk replied. “What do others think? Obviousy some agree.”

“Thewhitesthink it's pointless -- that we can't learn.”



“So, it'snot acrime?’ he asked.
“A wagte of timeiswhat they think.”

Nyk dug into his pockets and retrieved the scrip cards. He handed them to Rayla. “Here. Take these.
Go to the junk shops and buy books.”

“I can't accept this.”

“lingst.” Heheld up acard. “1 have enough for my fare home. He dipped the one card back into his
pocket. You taketherest. | can't imagine it better spent.”

“Thank you.”
“It'slateand I'm very tired,” Nyk said. “1 don't know about you, but | need deep.”

Raylagestured behind a sheet hanging from the ceiling. “Y ou may bed down there.” 1 must make my
rounds.”

He watched her climb the steps. “Rounds?’
Grott's eyes narrowed. “ There are SO many more men here than women -- we decided to share them.
It helps keep the peace.” He looked toward Lise. “| refuseto share her. A pregnancy would kill her. I'll

kill anyone who laysahand on her ... and they know | will.”

“You loveyour child. | understand -- | have alittle boy a home. I'll turnin -- thanksfor the

hospitality.”

Nyk lay on abare mattress on the floor. He closed his eyes. His exhaustion soon overtook him.

Daylight streaming through a basement sill window roused him. “Good morning.” He heard Lise's
voice.

“Good morning. How's your foot?’
“I dill cant walk onit.”

He sat up and saw her sitting nude and cross-legged on the floor by the mattress. He involuntarily
scanned her from head to toe, then forced his gaze between her forehead and her collarbone.

What Ogan had told him about the novonids swirled through his mind.What lies they had been told .
Why, hewondered, had their designers so carefully crafted them in the human image? Certainly, for field
work other patterns would've been more efficient -- amoded with multiple arms and hands, perhaps. Or,
one with gppendages designed to strip pommakernels.

They had started with ablank date, free to create from any pattern they imagined. The onesthey had
used were not based in human redity, but human idedls.

Lise like Laida, was abeautiful young woman. Rayla, and even Laidas mother had aged gracefully,
retaining pretty festures and lean, firm bodies. Their street clothes [ ft little to the imagination to begin



with. The sex appedl Lise's green, naked figure exuded was not lost on Nyk. Even novonid men were
more muscular, more physicd ... more masculine than Floran or even Varadan natives. In spite of himsdlf,
he appreciated the beauty and sensudlity of their bodies, too.

Then, he recalled Ogan's response to his question about anovonid sex industry.Another lie ...

And -- something ese bothered him... Grott, Raylaand Lise dl exhibited cognitive abilities far beyond
what Ogan, Alvo and even Ramina had attributed to them. Ramina believed Laida to be exceptiond.
Now, Nyk didn't know if Grott and hisfamily were also exceptiond; or if Laidawas merely typicd. His
suspicions tended toward the | atter. He wondered about the so- called conditioning. And, he pondered if
they were smart enough to behave in acertain way in front of their masters; and in avery different way
around their families and peers. It would be behavior that certainly had its precedents.Lies -- All the lies
they had been told ...

“Nykkyo,” Lise said, her voice taut and with atrace of aquiver in her lip. “My mother and father
have agreed.” She swdlowed hard. “I'm yoursif you want.”

“Why would they? Why would you?’

She swdlowed again. “We are in your debt, and I'm al we haveto give.” Her eyesbrimmed. “ Y ou
could've turned mein. Y ou could've shouted and waved your arms at that security cam, or pressed the
panic button on the callbox. I'm unregistered, but of age.”

“The authoritieswould regard you asferd.”

“I'm not. | was born on apommafarmto aregistered femae.”

“But, try explaining that. Y ou'd suffer afatelikethat girl in the news.”

“Theré's abounty on such asme. Y ou'd have received ... twenty times the value of the scrip you gave
my mother. You didnt ... instead you gave her money.”

“Lise-- do you agree with thisdecison?’
Shenodded. “Yes-- | do.”

“But -- you're not keen on it, are you?’
A tear beaded down her cheek. “No...”
“Grott said he forbid anyone...”

“Heknowsit's safe with you -- you can't make me pregnant. He wants to pay his debt. Besides,
Grott saysmy only job will bein the brothels on the edge of the Zone, anyway. | might aswell practice.”

“Why would he say something so crud ?’
“Becauseit'sthetruth. Heis preparing me -- for what lies ahead.”

“Lise-- it need not be that way. A surgeon could tie your tubes. Y ou need not fear pregnancy. You
could liveanormd life -- pair with aman. Maybe you couldn't bear achild, but I'm surethere are



orphaned children here who need someone like you.”

“What surgeon would do this?’

“Onelike the one who saved your mother.”

“He only did so to appease the farmer's daughter. If | could find one -- how could | afford it?’

“Wouldn't the BSS...” She shook her head. “If | had the money, I'd giveit to you.”

“I think you would. What they are saying about Florans must be correct.”

“What are ... they ... saying?’

“That you are soft-hearted fools.”

“ Soft-hearted? Perhaps. Fools? | think not.”

“We couldvetold you anything. Maybe there's nothing wrong with my womb.”

“Areyou tdling me you're cgpable of lying?’

“Anyones capable.”

“Perhapsyou can tell alie-- | don't think you can conced it. | think Grott and Raylaraised you with
too much integrity. Y our mother teaching the little onesto read -- that wasno lie. I'll bet she taught you to
read out of the same books.” Lise stared at the floor. “ How many has Raylataught to read? Fifty? A
hundred?”

“Maybe more.”

“Let'ssay ahundred. | hope each of those hundred Rayla taught goes out and teaches a hundred
more ... and each of those hundred, hundred does the same. No, Florans aren't fools. The fools are the
onesliving outside the perimeter of this zone. Lise, the pleasure of knowing that money went for agood
causeisthe only payment | require. | consider the debt cancelled. Go put some clotheson.”

Relief washed over her features. She stood and hobbled into another part of the basement.

Nyk arose and stepped from behind the sheet. Lise sat on astoal.

“Let melook at your ankle,” he said, knegling. Thetop of her foot and her ankle were thickly swollen
and discolored to amuddy brown. *Y ou will need to keep off that for afew days.”

“It fedsbetter than last night,” shereplied.
“If you would give me directions to the bus stop -- I'll be on my way.”
She shook her head. “I'm afraid you'll get lost. Theway is confusing -- and, dangerous. | dare not go

out during daylight, sorained foot or not. I'm safe enough within this compound, but I'd be fair game on
the streets.”



“Isthere aplace where | can makeacal?’

She shook her head. “Y ou must wait here until one of my parents comes home. One of them will
show you the way. They both work an early shift. They'll be home by mid- afternoon

10 -- Solicitation

“I must get somesun,” Lisesaid.
“Isit safe for you to be outdoors?’

“Here, yes. Hereit'snot safe for Y OU to be outdoors. Someone might mistake you for a bounty
hunter -- afool-hardy one, at that.”

She climbed the steps leading outside. Nyk followed her.

He looked around in the daylight and attempted to get his bearings. The doorway to the basement led
into a courtyard surrounded on four sides by four and five story buildings. Whether they had been built as
tenements or had been converted, he could not determine from the exteriors. The condition of the
building left no doubt. They had been long neglected.

The courtyard itsalf was paved in concrete. It was broken and tufts of native plants pushed their way
through the cracks. Over alow fence he could seeinto another courtyard. A group of novonid children
played running and hiding games.

She pointed past the houses. “ This sector... from there...” She pointed again. “ To there... isours. We
have asort of an agreement with the constables. So long aswe stay inside, they won't bother us. And, if
the body of a bounty-hunter should be found outside the perimeter...”

“He wasfoolish enough to violate the agreement.”

“That'sright. Don't worry, Nykkyo. No one will bother usin this courtyard.”

Hefollowed Lise to some concrete bricks stacked to form a planter. Growing there were some
knee-high shrubs. He looked at the seed heads, with feathery, colored tassals. “ Thislooks like pomma,”
hesad.

“It'snot,” shereplied. “It'srelated to pomma. Y ou can't edt it, though. My mother brought seeds for
these from the farm. | liked them so she gave them to me. They're pretty, don't you think?’

“I thought the tassalslooked more elaborate than the ones | saw at the pommafarm.”



“There are three sexes to these plants -- for pomma, too. Y ou need to mate dl three in order to have
fertile seeds. On pomma, the three sexes grow on the same seed head.” She knelt and pointed to one of
the plants. “ On this plant, there are three different blossoms... See?”’

“Yes... Lise, did you know | am abotanist? Do you know what that is?” She shook her head. “It's
someone who studies plants. | have never seen a plant with three genders.”

“Let me show you something else...” Sheled him to another planting bed. “These are ones| grew
from seed. Do you seethiscolor?’ She pointed to alavender tassdl. “I madethis, by fertilizing ablue
flower with red and yellow ones.”

“Blue, red and yellow give lavender?’

“Thethree genders are mae, female and X. The blue hasto be on the femae sideto give lavender.”

“Haveyou studied this, Lise?’

“Yes. | kegp track of theones| cross, so | can make more. | like pretty things.”

“Lise-- you aredoing science. Y ou are figuring out the genetics of this plant.”

She shrugged. “It gives me something to do. Weliketo be busy inthe sun.”

“So I've heard.”

Lise picked up acan and limped to astandpipe. Shefilled it with water and poured it onto the bases
of her plants. “I'll get you more water,” Nyk said, “so you don't have to be on that foot.”

“It'sdl right,” shereplied. “Exercising helpsit fed better; otherwiseit stiffensup.”

“Y ou need sun -- | need shade. | can't stay in your world's sun very long or it'll burn me.”

“WEell goingdethen.”

“But, you need sun.”

“Therésadwaysmore sun.”

She limped to the doorway to her basement home.

“Let me carry you. Those stepslook tricky, and with your foot...”

“Nykkyo -- it isn't the first time I've twisted an ankle... All right, carry me.”

He dipped one arm behind her knees and supported her back with the other. She put her arms
around his shoulders. He looked into her orange eyes. Shelooked into hisand smiled. Then, he carried

her down the steps and set her onto astool.

He extended his hand. “I know banishing mistrust between your people and mineistoo much to
expect. Do you think we can banish it between you and me?’ She clasped her hand to his. “Friends?’



“Friends”

“Lise-- doyou believein Degtiny?’

“Degtiny?’

“I do. | believe therés amaster plan for the universe, and a purpose for everyone and everything. |
believe Degtiny planned that you twist your ankle, so | would help you. And -- She planned that | help
you 0 | could meet your remarkable family.”

“Remarkable? Nykkyo -- were no different than any family.”

“That iswhat's remarkable.”

Nyk paced the basement. Noon, afternoon, sunset and dusk had all passed. Liselit one of thetin-can
lamps.

His stomach growled. “Y ou must be very hungry,” Lise said.
“No, Lise. | am beyond very hungry.”

“I'm sorry, but we have nothing.”

“I'm getting worried, Lise”

“I've been worried...”

He heard footfalls on the concrete steps leading directly outdoors. “Lise!” Raylasvoicecaled. “It's
Grott and me.”

Rayla stepped into the basement carrying aparcel. She handed it to Nyk. “Thisisfor you. | imagine
you're very hungry by now.”

Inside the parcel was around of flat pomma bread and a bottled beverage. “ Thanks,” hereplied and
tore achunk from the bread.

“What took you so long?’ Lise asked.

“We were detained by authorities,” Grott explained.

“Did you usethe scrip | gave you for this?” Nyk asked.

“Alittle bit of it. Don't worry -- the rest will be put to good use.”

“A plainclothes congstable wasin line behind us,” Rayla added. “He wondered how we came by a
scrip card of that denomination. They claimed to be looking for aband of street thugs, but it'sredly an

excuse to harass law-abiding folk. They know Grott isan elder.”

Nyk finished wolfing down the flat bread and chugging the drink. “Let'sgo,” he said. “I'm sure my



people are frantic for me by now.”
“There was areport of amissng Floran envoy,” Raylareplied. “I saw it on anewsdisplay.”

Lise stood, avoiding putting weight on her left foot. Nyk embraced her and kissed her forehead.
“Take good care of your folks, Lise. They love you and need you.”

“I know and | will. Goodbye, Nykkyo.”
He turned to Rayla and hugged her. Grott nodded toward the doorway .

Nyk climbed with him into the VVaradan night. “'Y ou have plenty of time before curfew,” he said. “Best
to avoid the dley where Lise camein. It'swatched.”

“Watched by whom?’ Nyk asked.

“By dreet thugs. If you turn right instead of |eft, you're at abrothel. Street thugs will take your scrip.
And, the authorities watch the thugs. If they're lucky, they arrest both -- the thugs and the brothdl's
customers. | tell Lise not to usethe dley, but it's shorter than the safe route.”

“With me pursuing her, she probably thought shorter was sefer.”
“Probably,” Grott agreed. He gestured. “In here.”

Nyk followed him into another building. He waked aong the first floor. Tileswere missing and pieces
of mortar kicked underfoot. With Grott he passed open doorways and saw novonid men and women,
some young and some old. He saw children, and toddlers with green blotches on white skin.

Grott led him down aset of stairsinto another basement, and then into atunnel. He pointed to a set of
steps leading upward. “ That will take you to the street. There's abus stop on the corner.”

Nyk extended his hand. “Good luck with your family, Grott. You'll get Lise registered, won't you?’
Nyk gave him the two-fingered Floran sal ute and mounted the steps. He pushed open atrap door, stood
on the street and looked around. The sinking sensation in the pit of his sscomach confirmed what he
aready knew -- hewas il in abad part of town.

The street was deserted and illuminated mainly by the city's light pollution, scattered by itsair pollution
and giving the sky adull, yellow glow. He crossed over to the bus stop and redlized he had no ideahow
often the regtcarsran on thisline ... a thishour...

He paced back and forth under an inoperative streetlamp. One vehicle passed by, then another in the
opposite direction. Footsteps approached from down the block. Nyk paid them no heed and waited, his
hands stuffed in his pockets.

Something sharp pressed againg histhroat. “Give me your scrip.”

He dug into his pocket and turned over the last scrip card to a powerfully-built novonid man. “ There
.. that's... that'sal | have,” he sammered. He felt hands from behind him patting him down.

The beam from apylon spotlight caught hisface. Two of his assailantsfled in opposite directions. The
one with the knife spun him around, put hisarm in ahammer-lock and held the blade again to histhroat.



Then, apop and he felt himsdf splattered by warm droplets. His assailant crumpled to the sdewalk.

“Halt! Put your hands up,” came a disembodied voice from the top of the pylon. Nyk held up his
hands and backed away until stopped by awall.

Thewhine of aturbine grew louder. The spotlight from the pylon was joined by one from the
approaching vehicle. It opped and two uniformed men stepped out.

“ID please,” one constable said.

“I ... 1 don't have any.”

“NoID -- takehimin.”

“My nameis Nykkyo Kyhana. I'm amember of the diplomatic misson from Foran.”
“Y ou're coming with us.”

Anather constable pulled Nyk's hands behind his back and secured them. They pushed him into the
van. Itsturbine whined up and it bumped and bounced aong the broken pavement.

“My nameisNykkyo Kyhana,” he repested to the officer guarding him. “I'm amember of the
diplomatic misson from Floran. That'swhy | have no ID. I'm meeting with Prefect Ogan. He will vouch
forme”

“Y ou say your nameis Nykkyo Kyhana,” aplain clothed detective asked him.
“Y&”
“Y ou have no identification.”

He held up hisright wrist. “On my world, my identification isimplanted here. Y ou lack the ability to
read it.”

“That name has been on the alerts,” another officer remarked. “ There have been reports all day about
amissing diplomeat with that name.”

“Yes” Nyk said. “That'sme. I'm sure my colleagues are frantic looking for me.”

“Y ou should've picked aless conspicuousidentity to stedl,” the detective replied. “Why would a
diplomat bein this part of the city, after dark?’

“He must've been rounding up greeniesto take homewith him,” the other officer replied, chuckling.
“Go ahead, pd -- takethem dl.”

“No.” Nyk sighed. “I'vetold you... | went for agtroll. | waslogt. It was after curfew and anovonid
family sheltered mefor the night.”

“Do you know what happensiif the greeniesfind whitesingde their perimeter? WE find the bodies the
next day.”



“They must'veredized | was no threat to them. | was unarmed, and I'm no match for one of their men
... I'm no match for one of their women.”

“S0, they sheltered you overnight.”

“Y es -- then, tonight one of them led me through a secret tunndl. | was waiting for the bus when | was
accosted.”

“Do you remember any names?’

“..No, I don't.”

“You'resure?’

“No. | don't recall any names.”

“Too bad ... it would've helped your dibi.”

A uniformed cop opened the door to the interview room and signaed the detective. “ Excuse me,
Sir...” He conferred with the officer. “We have been unable to match his biometricsto any in our files”

“None?’

“No prints, no retinal scans, no DNA profile.”

“That's because I'm not from here,” Nyk replied. “1 told you -- I'm from the Floran delegation.”
“Try contacting the prefect,” the detective said. “Be apologetic.”

“Wereonit.”

“Why didn't you call him as soon as you brought mein?’

“Mr Kyhana-- one does not disturb a prefect on awhim.”

“Mr Kyhana,” said Ogan, “1 do not appreciate being summoned at thistime of night ... to this part of
town. What were you doing? What were you thinking?’

“1 couldn't deep. | decided to take astrall, instead. | redlized | had gone too far and decided to take
adreetcar home. | must've gotten on the wrong one.”

Ogan stopped pacing and glowered a him. “Y ou certainly have gonetoo far -- and you certainly did
get on thewrong one.”

“I found mysdlf logt and it was after curfew. A novonid family sheltered me.”

“The congtables have told me that story. Do you remember names?” Ogan paced more. “Mr Kyhana,
if you could name names...”



“I know their names.”

“Thentdl me”

“| refuse”

“Why?

“Because their daughter is unregistered. | wouldn't want any harm to cometo her.”

“Y ou were staying with unregistered novonids?’

“Just the daughter was unregistered. They will register her -- when they can afford it.”

“And, you expect meto bdieve this story? The constables have a different theory asto what you
weredoing.”

“Whichis?’
“They are prepared to charge you with solicitation. It'swhat | suspected al aong.”

“Solicitation of what?' Redization dawned in his mind like the Floran sun. “ Progtitution? Therés no
way, Prefect.”

“Solicitation isavery serious crime here, Mr Kyhana. The only way to eiminate progtitution isto
eliminate the customers. Those convicted serve long stretches of prison time. | should've known there
was areason you were inquiring about anovonid sex industry...”

“No, Prefect -- that was my own curiogity.”

“...and py holesinthefemaes cabins. | hope not ALL Forans show such aprurient interest in sex.
Nonetheless...” Ogan began stood and faced away from Nyk. “Mr Kyhana -- the corner where you
were picked up is one frequented by Green Zone prostitutes and their procurers. Y ou were seenon a
security cam handing currency over to astreet thug. The one attempting to use you as ahuman shield was
well-known in these parts as a procurer. We have the video...”

“Then, you should aso have video of me being threatened by that same street thug holding avery
sharp instrument. No, Prefect. | am not interested in Varadan prostitutes -- of either color.”

Ogan shook hishead. “1 wish | could believe you.”

“Prefect -- why would any man in hisright mind want to engage in random, anonymous, impersond
sex with anovonid when he has an eager and willing partner ... who looks like Andra Baxa?’

Ogan regarded him through narrowed eyes. “I'll give you benefit of the doubt ... Strictly to maintaina
cordid, interplanetary relationship, mind you.” He touched the intercom. “He wasn't soliciting. Hewas
being mugged. I'll vouch for him.”

The Prefect led Nyk to his car and gave the driver the address of the guest house. “In the future, Mr
Kyhana-- please refrain from these nocturna walkabouts.”



“Believe me, Prefect -- | have learned my lesson.”
“I should hope s0.”
“I' hope my absence didn't inconvenience the negotiations.”

“We called arecess. It's fortunate you surfaced today, so we can resume them tomorrow. Otherwise,
| don't know what we would'vetold the envoy.”

“Youdidnttdl Tomykal wasmissng?’

Ogan looked down hisnose at Nyk. “Y our assistant insisted we contrive alikely explanation for your
absence. It wasn't an action | was comfortable doing, but | agreed ... thistime.”

“Therewon't be another time, Prefect. | promise.”

“Nyk -- what were you doing?’ Andraasked him. “Why did you take dl our scrip?’

“Are’Y OU going to interrogate me, too?’

“Don't you think | deserve an explanation? | was so worried when you didn't return overnight. Ogan
caled and said you were arrested for solicitation. He told me he suspected you had contracted a case of
Green Fever.”

“What is Green Fever?’

“Y ou know what it is”

Nyk nodded. “1 think | can figure it out. Ogan accused me of it to my face. No, Andra. | was not
patronizing any novonid progtitutes.”

“Then, wherewereyou al day?’ Shelooked at him. “What did you get al over you? Mud?’
“No -- novonid blood and brains.”
Andrasjaw dropped. “Y ou had better tell me the whole story.”

“Last night | kept thinking of Laida. | couldn't concentrate on my work, so | hired alivery and went
over to Raminasto seeif she knew anything.”

“Doesshe?’

He shook his head. “No. When | was done there, dl the liveriesin that sector had been cdled off the
streets, s0 | decided to take a streetcar home -- like we did the other night. While | was on the bus| saw
agirl who I thought was she. | tried to follow her. She ran from me, tripped and fell. | caught up with
her...”

“And, it wasn't Laida”

“Right. Shewas unregistered. We were on the perimeter of some novonid ghetto the city created for



them. They patrol this perimeter with remotely controlled cameras and guns. She had sprained her ankle
and couldn't walk. | knew what her fate would be if shefell into the hands of the authorities, so | helped
her to her home.”

“Her home?’

“The city hasturned a sector over to the novonids -- a sector of old, decaying buildings. They make
their homes there, without power or running water. They do what comes naturaly.”

“Whichis?’

A tear ran down hisface. “They form families. They love and support each other. They find joy inthe
samplest things. By the time we reached her home, it was past curfew. Her family offered me what
hospitality they could. | gave them all our scrip, save one card for car fare here.

“Thismorning, her parents went to find food for me. Apparently, novonids purchasing pomma bread
with freshly-minted scrip is considered a suspicious activity. They spent the day being interrogated. By
the time they got home, it was night again. Grott -- he's the stepfather -- led me through alabyrinth of
tunnels back outside the perimeter.

“I waswaiting for the bus when | got mugged by agang of novonid street thugs. One of their pylon
cameras caught it. They shot the guy who was attacking me, and they took meinto custody.”

“From the sound of it, you have had abusy day.”

“Ogan told me you gave some excuseto Tomykafor my ... indisposd.”
“Yes-- | told himto tell her you had over-imbibed in pommabeer...”

“And that | had ahangover. Andra-- couldn't you come up with a better...”
“It was afar sght better than Ogan's theory to where you were.”

“1 supposeit was... | convinced Ogan | had no carnal interest in novonids. The authorities released
me on hisvoucher.”

“Nykkyo -- we were so worried. How could you have done something like this?’
“It'swhat Seymor says-- | let my emotiona involvement in Laida cloud my common sense.”

“Y ou could've told me where you were going -- left anote or something. We had no ideawhereto
dart looking. | was so worried.”

“I fucked up -- plainand smple.”

“Nyk -- it could've cost you your lifel”

“I' know -- | know...” Helooked up at her. “Suki used to get mad at melikethis...” Andra shook her
head. “It was worth it. My attitude was in a serious need of adjustment, and | got it adjusted. The

novonid issue is more complex than the Varadans want usto believe -- far more complex. | wish you
couldve seenit, Andra.”



“No doubt there are many ways novonids are being exploited. Thisisjust aforetaste of what'sin
goreif novonids are the commodity Varadaintendsto export...”

“That's another thing. The novonidsindeed believe THEY 're the reason Floran wants to normaize
relationswith Varada. It'sarumor I've heard from severa sources.” He shook his head. “All thisfrom
looking for information on Laida. I'm even more worried for her, now.”

“What did Raminasay?’

“Raminadoesn't believe she was detained because of us. Laida did nothing improper -- even that vist
to her breeding place wasin no way actionable.”

“Doyou believe that?’

“I don't know wheét to believe. Theredlity of this society's trestment of novonidsis so different from
the picture Ogan painted. The whole thing makes me sick.” He paced around the apartment. “ Ramina

suspectsfoul play.”

“I think we dl agree on that,” Andrareplied. “Why doesn't she go to the authorities?’

“The authoritieswould be no help.”

“But -- what motive?

“1 don't know. My mind runs the gamut from sexua assault to ahate crime...”

“Hate crime?’

“Y ou should hear the way the constablestalk about them ... call them greenies. | believethereisa
segment of this population capable of hate crimes againgt novonids...” He paced more. “Or, wasit
payback for befriending us? No doubt there are novonids who hate whites just as much.”

“Don't abuse yoursdlf, Nyk. Does Raminathink it's our fault?’

“No...”

“These sorts of things happen -- in ANY society. Y ou can't blame yourself.”

“... or maybe shewasjust saying that so I'll fedl better.”

“Comeon, Nyk -- cometo bed. It'slate and we need to be at Ogan's office first thing tomorrow.”

He undressed and climbed into bed beside her. She snuggled against him, reached across and drew
hersdlf tighter against him. He kissed her forehead. “So,” she asked, “how DID you convince Ogan you
werent soliciting?’

“It was essy. | asked him what man in his right mind would want to patronize anovonid whore when
he had awilling and eegerax'amfin .”

She gasped. “NYK! You didn't!”



“It worked. It was more of ajoke...”

“You DON'T joke about that!” She pulled from him. “Now, I'll haveto sit in on those sessions,
looking a Ogan's smug face -- knowing he thinks the only reason I'm hereisas Y OUR plaything!”

“Andra-- you're an indispensable part of thisteam.”

“But Ogan doesn't know that! Get out of thisbed! Y ou can deep on the sofafor that remark.” Andra
planted her foot in the smdl of his back and pushed him onto the floor.

“Andral | wasjoking!” She pulled the coversto her chin and rolled with her back to him. “Andra...
Andra, I'm sorry...”

He sighed, shook hishead, walked into the living room and sat a the mediaterminal.

Nyk heard running water switch off and Andrastepping from the shower. She gpproached him from
behind. “Nyk -- I'm sorry | kicked you out of bed last night.”

“You wereright to. | deserved it. Andra, I'm very sorry. Pleaseforgive me.”

She drew in abreath and exhded it loudly. “I forgive you. | think thisplaceis getting to us. All | want
todoisgo home.”

“I think | have the answer to that.”

“Didyoudeegpat dl?

“No -- | spent the whole night writing.” He handed her his handheld.

She began scrolling through the document. Her jaw dropped.

“It'sareport addressed to Kronta, but it'sintended for the Secretary of Colonid Affairs”
“l ssewhat itis...” Her eyesbegan to brim. “ Oh, Nyk! Do you redly fed thisway?’
“Withdl my heart.”

“1 was so worried you didn't... Oh, Nyk -- | was so afraid Ogan was right!”

“How could you be, Andra? Y ou KNOW me. After dl the two of us have been through together,
how could you think...”

“Theremarks you made... The novonids didn't bother you ... areasonable solution ... one YOU
might've come up with' ... the way you were coming onto Laida...”

“Oh, no Andra. | waswilling to take Ogan's remarks at face value. Now that I've seen them with my
own eyes...” Nyk watched her reaction as she read his report. “1 understand, Andra-- and, | am so
sorry.” He opened hisarmsto her, embraced her and caressed her hair. “ An artificialy-created person ...
crafted to be recognizable on sight ... specialy trained and conditioned... Y ou know | hate the genetic



counselors and the finishing schoals -- the indtitutions that created you. Y ou know how happy | am you
escaped that system.”

She sniffed. “I know. It'swhat | couldn't reconcile. How couldn't you see?’

“Thefact that good can come from an ingtitution doesn't excuse the indtitution itsdlf. It must be mord,
gtanding on its own.Ax'amfinen and novonids are two faces of the same evil. | don't know how | was so
blind.”

“1 saw,” shereplied. “1 saw from thefirst. | know how to read people, Nyk. | saw the oppression on
their faces. The young man in Ogan's office, the street workers ... even Laida. Y ou can read the same
thing in every one of the facesin thefinishing schools. Why couldn't you seeit? It is such ashort step
from anax'amfin assgnment to endavement.”

“Why indeed... Y our insight in such was the very reason | indgsted you come adong -- and | ignored
it”

“That night Laidatook usto her home. Didn't you seeit? She began to regard us as peers-- as
friends -- instead of masters. Didn't you see how she blossomed?’

“1 seeit now. Destiny sent Laidato usto open our eyes.”

“Will you stop it with your Destiny nonsense? Maybe Y OUR eyes needed opening.”

“They are uncovered, now. | put it al in thisreport.”

“Oh, Nyk...” She peppered hisface with kisses. “Will you redlly send thisto Kronta?’

“Itisonitsway to the Secretary's desk aswe speak.” Hetook his handheld from her. “I1t wasa
productive night. | need to be kicked out of bed more often...” He poked the screen. “After | finished my
missive, | worked onthis...” He held up his handheld. “Foran version...” He pointed to the media
screen. “Varadan version. | also passed these to Krontain the wee hours. He got them fast-tracked to
the office of the chairman of the High Legidature's Subcommittee on Colonia Security, who obtained
approvd from the Secretary.”

“Y ou went over Tomyka's head.” Andra put her arms around his neck and kissed hislips. “ Shell be
furious”

“I know. | can't wait. | decided it was high time to put an end to this diplomatic dithering.”

11 -- Letter of Intent



Nyk sat beside Andraat the conference table. Ogan walked in. “ After our respite, are we ready to
havea it agan?’

“Yes” Nyk replied. “ Before Envoy Wells arrives, Prefect, | would like to share with you an
observation.”

“Whichiswha?’

“Prefect -- | spent the night before last and yesterday sharing the shelter of anovonid family. For me,
it was an eye-opener. Of course, | have no way of knowing if what | saw was the norm for the urban
cousins of your rurd fieldworkers -- but | suspect it was. Tell me, Prefect? Why not show us hovonidsin
their natural urban environment? Have you ever visted it yoursaf?’

“Mr Kyhana...”

“What | observed in my stay was aloving family -- amother, a stepfather and adaughter. Their
interactions were every hit astender and giving toward each other as any human family I've known.
More so, perhaps.

“Prefect, | don't know if the statements you've made about their inferior intellectua capacity are
officially-sanctioned fiction, nationa self-delusion or smpleignorance and prgjudice. The people | met
were perfectly capable of weighing facts and making decisions; and asfully aware of cause and effect as
you or |. | watched the mother of this family teaching novonid children from the same ghetto household
how to read and how to add and subtract. | watched as child after child stood and read aoud from a
textbook; and then answered questions about what he had read.

“If novonids believethey areinferior, it isonly because they have been taught they're inferior. Sooner
or later, they will discover they are NOT, Prefect. They are not only stronger and more robust than you
or |, but at least as smart. They require asmaler sandard of living. The bulk of their nourishment comes
from the sun -- and, to date, no one has figured out how to put ameter on that. | suspect their biology is
designed so the chloroplastsin their skin ddliver energy on demand. | haven't seen afat one among them.

“And, Prefect, they are resourceful. That woman teaching the little ones lacked books, so she made
her own out of scrap materias. When they become aware of their superiority -- watch out. The young
woman who's your ass stant told me she wel comed them filling the lowliest jobs. What happens when
they learn they can do HER jab, too -- a haf thewages?In notime at al, one will be applying for
YOURS, Prefect.

“Y ou have created amongter. | don't mean the novo hominid species. | know you consider them
Varadas finest achievement. They are, and they arefiner than you imagine. What | mean isyour own
society that smugly thinksit can get away with endaving asuperior people. Thisisatime bomb, Prefect.
The clock on it is counting down, and the day of its detonation is closer than you think.”

Nyk glanced toward Andra. She smiled and made a gesture imitating applause. Ogan sat
dack-jawed.

“I suppose there's no point in continuing these discussons, then,” the prefect finally said.

“1 don't have the authority to make that assessment. It lies with the envoy and her superiors. What |
do haveisthe ear of an ExoServiceliaison, who in turn has the ear of the chairman for our subcommittee



on colonia security. This chair hasthe ear of the Secretary for Colonid Affairs. | have dready forwarded
areport outlining my experiencesto thisliaison.

“Prefect -- please don't takewhat | said in the wrong light. | meant it asfriendly advice. Y ou created
these beings, and now they share thisworld with you. I think both specieswill benefit if you embrace
them as partners. Y ou are correct that | have limited experience with them. | do have direct experience

living on aworld that ... could also benefit from this sort of advice. | like your people, Prefect. | likethe
novonids. | welcome both of you asfriends.”

Ogan amiled. “Very good, Nykkyo. | welcome your friendship, aso.”

“Oneword of warning. If you believe you can deal with anovonid problem by exporting it -- you
have another think coming. That is something we will not tolerate. My people are fully prepared to
welcome them as peers, but NEVER as chattd. | have that from the very top, Prefect.”

“Export? Where did you arrive at such aludicrous assumption?’

“It isthe rumor circulating among the novonid community herein the capitd. There are somein that
ghetto who see our very presence onworld as proof the rumor istrue.”

“It isnonsense. Where did you see any mention of novonidsin our agreement drafts?’
“Nowhere, Prefect.”

“Sending them offworld is an idea as repugnant to me asit isto you. Y ou have my absolute assurance
nothing of the sort isbeing planned.”

“I'm pleased we see eye-to-eye, then Prefect.”

Ogan checked histimepiece. “| wonder where the envoy is?’

“Wehavedl day,” Nyk replied.

A chime sounded. “ That must be her, now,” Ogan said and stepped to the door.

TomykaWells stepped in and glowered at Nyk. “Have we recovered from our little bender?’ she
asked.

“Beforewe tart,” Nyk said, offering each phrasein both the Floran and Varadan tongues, “| have
taken theliberty of reconciling the Floran and Varadan versions of this document. Thereredly waslittle
differing in them.” He set polysheets before them -- each presented the Letter of Intent in Foran on the
left and Varadan on theright. “As| said, | havethe ear of aliaison on aHigh Legidature subcommittee. |
took the liberty of forwarding this document to him. He was able to use hisinfluence to passit by the
gppropriate minister, who has given preliminary approva. So, Prefect -- unless you find something
objectionable -- we consder it adone dedl.”

Widlsglowered a Nyk.
“If you don't mind,” Ogan said, “I'd like my own trandator to have alook at it.”

“Certainly,” Nyk replied.



Ogan picked up his copy and left the room.

“Why, you little shit!” Wells exclaimed. “Y ou went over my head. Y ou and Kronta-- what apair you
make.”

“Tomyka-- Y ou may be ableto milk thisassignment. | have ajob to do -- ajob on Earth.”
“Areyou going to rub my nosein that, too?’

“I've wasted ten days here already. | need to get home, and so does Andra. It seemed to me we
were going around in circlesfor nothing.”

“What do Y OU know about diplomacy?’

“Enough to stay away from it in the future. Andraand | can't wait to be back on board the 501 and
headed home.”

“Nykkyo, you and Andramust remain here. | have some follow-up meetings and | need an
interpreter.”

“Follow-up? Follow-up to what? My assignment was to help draft a L etter of Intent. The Letter of
Intent has been drafted. My work hereis done. If you have follow-on meetings, Tomyka -- you are on
your own.”

“The 501 broke orbit today,” Wdlsreplied. “Y our only way home IS on my courier.”

“No, it didnt,” Andrainterjected. “I was speaking to Zane today. There has been no clearance
requested or granted to break orbit.”

“Andraand | intend to be on that scout tomorrow, Tomyka. Once I'm back on Floran, they can map
my brain for aVaradan language program. Then, you can sublimindly train an army of interpretersfor an
army of envoyslikeyoursdf. I'm going home.”

“You will regret this, Kyhana Mark my words. When my report...”

“Report whatever you want,” Nyk retorted. “Andraand | both have careers, and it's past time we
return to our day jobs. Wetook this assgnment asafavor to lllya. If you'd like -- I'll be happy to
escaate your concernsto him for clarification.”

Wedlsglowered a him.

Ogan returned to the conference room. “Y es, thislooks good.” Wells glowered again. “Let me
present thisto our affairs minister and | can have an answer this afternoon.”

Nyk sat beside Andraat atablein aprivate dining room. “1 was proud of how you stood your ground
with Tomykatoday,” she whispered. “Imagine being stuck here for who-knows-how many more days
and then riding home to Floran on her shuttle.”

“Therewas atimein my career when | would've caved in to her request. | figured -- now I'm



Assgtant Agent-in-Chief for North American Operations. | don't have to take stuff from the likes of
TomykaWsdls. To be safe, | bounced it off Kronta after our meeting with Ogan broke up.”

“What did Kronta say?’

“Illyaagreed with me. We have what we came for. There's no reason for usto tag dong with Tomyka
while she attends soirees and shmoozes the locas. And, he told me he would reiterate his ordersto
Captain Hayt, usng words of one syllable or lessif necessary: The 501 isto bring us home.”

“It leaves one bit of unfinished business,” shereplied.

“Laida. | sill wonder if Oganisinvolved with her disappearance. I'm going to try to dip in aquestion
to him about her whereabouts. | want you to evauate his reaction.”

“How are you going to do that?’
“I don't know -- I'll havetowingit.”
“Wingit?’

“I'll know the moment when | seeit.” Wellswaked in and sat. “Cheer up, Tomyka,” Nyk said. “We
got what we came for. Who caresif our vigt is cut short?’

“How little you know.”

Prefect Ogan stepped into the room. “A job well done -- ample cause to celebrate. Thisrestaurant is
my favorite. It specidizesin some of the exotic game and seafood found on thisworld.”

“Exotic game and seafood?’ Andraasked.

“If the notion offends you, they do serve pomma....”

“Prefect,” sheinterrupted him, “We were led to believe pommaisthe only food...”
“Oh, no,” hereplied. “Wewould tireof itin notime. It ISthe staple, buit...”
“Totireof pommaistotireof living.' Y ou told usthat yourself.”

“Yes-- aVaradan aphorism. We a so have another -- variety isthe spice of life”
“It isthe only thing we've been served.”

“I was under the impression Florans were gtrict vegetarians. | gave orders...”

“Not ALL Florans,” Andrareplied.

“I'mterribly sorry. If | had known...” A waiter whedled in acart carrying apitcher. “Ah! I've ordered
some pomma beer,” Ogan announced.

“Wevetried it,” Nyk replied. “It'svery good.”



Thewaiter poured glasses. L et us drink to interplanetary friendship,” Ogan said and lifted his glass.
“I should warn you -- it is Varadan custom -- when atoast is offered you must drain your glass.”

Nyk held up his. “To interplanetary friendship,” Nyk repeated and chugged his.
“What are you doing?’ Andrawhispered. “Well get drunk.”
“I hope so. Drink up.”

Andraforced hersdf to empty hers. Ogan drained his. Tomyka sat with her armsfolded. Ogan
sgnded thewaiter to refill them.

“To the Letter of Intent,” Nyk said and drained his second glass.

“| fed it dready,” Andrawhispered. “I hope you don't think you can out-drink him. He's accustomed
to this stuff and we aren't.”

“Try to keep your wits,” Nyk replied. “ One more should do. It's your turn to come up with atoast.”

Andralooked upward, then lifted her glass. “To pommal” she exclaimed.

“To pomma,” Ogan replied and drained hisglass.

“Your turn,” Nyk said to Tomyka

“Leavemeout of thisslly game.”

Nyk forced himsdlf to fight the effects of the dcohal. “ Prefect,” he said. “Would you do usafavor?’

“Wll ... that depends.”

“A novonid girl -- young woman, actudly -- who served us at the guest house has gone missing.”

“That'stoo bad.”

“I understand law enforcement falls under your domain of respongbility.” Nyk glanced toward Andra
and saw her nodding off. He nudged her under the table. She shook her head and looked up. “If your
officers should come across her, have them thank her for us-- for taking such good care of us.”

“Yes? Certainly. How is she known?’

“She'sknown asLaida-- or , Three-eight-9ix.”

“Three-eight-six... I'll remember that, and keep an eye out.”

“Thank you, Prefect.”

“What are you talking about?’ Wells asked.

“1 was merdly asking Prefect to try to locate afriend of ours-- aVaradan friend.” Nyk glanced at
Andra “Areyou dl right?" he asked.



She amiled. “Prefect -- isthere alavatory near by?’

“Through the door to the left.”

Nyk watched her walk out the door and thought she look unsteady on her feet. “1'd better make sure
she'sal right.” He stepped into a unisex restroom and saw the soles of her sandas from under agtall
door. “Andra?’

He approached her. “Andra? Areyou dl right?’

She was knedling over one of the toilets, her arms crossed across the bowl and forehead resting on
her wrigts. “1 will be, now that I've thrown up al that beer -- plus some pomma pancakes | had for
breakfast two daysago.”

“Wasthisyour first experience with acohol 7" he asked.

“And, my last... How can you handle that stuff?” She turned her face into the bowl and retched.
“Nyk, | redlly don't need any help, here ... excuse me...” Shevomited into the toilet.

He crouched and caressed her back. “I'll admit | fed alittle green around the gills, mysalf. Suki's dad
used to get me drinkingsake and it gave me asimilar sensation in my somach.”

“Minefdt likeit wasonfire.” She sat back on her hedls. “1 think I'm done. I'm glad | vomited. | was
on my way to being very inebriated otherwise.”

Hefilled apolymer tumbler with water and handed it to her. “Rinse with this... Il help you up.”

“Pomma beer doesn't taste nearly as bad going down asit does coming back up... How do | look?’

“Except for the bloodshot eyes, the flushed cheeks ... and mussed hair -- you look great.” He
grabbed a disposable towel, ran cold water over it and wrung it out. “Here...” Sheheld it over her eyes.
“Will you be ableto est dinner?’

“If  godowly, | think so. | don't think vomiting at a state dinner is gppreciated here.”

“1 wonder whereit |S gppreciated.” hereplied.

She mopped her face with the towd. “How doesthislook?’

“Better...” He adjusted her hair for her, then embraced her and kissed her forehead. “1 redlly
gppreciate your help on thisassgnment, Andra.”

“Thanks... I'd kissyou but | don't think you'd appreciate it from someone who just threw up.”

“Y ou can owe me one. Come on.” Hetook her hand and escorted her back to the dining room.

The 501's transport shuttle lifted off and headed toward space. “Well?* Nyk asked. “Did Ogan
know?’



“Know what?’

“Last night -- about Laida?’

“Y ou know, Nyk -- my head was swvimming when you pulled your little sunt.”

“What do you think?’

“I think | shouldn't have drunk so much pommabeer.”

“What about Ogan?’

“I think the number onejob requirement for a prefect on thisrock isthe ability to hold hisliquor.”
“Does he know about Laida?’

“1 don't know ... | don't think so. These politicos are so good at covering their tracks. From what |
recall -- and | don't recall much -- I'd say no, he doesn't know.”

“So, there goes THAT theory.” Nyk gazed out the viewport. “1'm going to pop into the cockpit and
watch the approach.”

“Suit yoursdf,” Andrareplied.

“Comejoinme.”

He unfastened his restraints and worked his way to the cockpit door. “Ah, Nykkyo -- Andra,” the
pilot said. “Pull down apair of jumpseats and make yourself at home. | didn't expect to be picking you
up.”

HWI,]y not?i

“Thetalks were planned to run another four days. Y ou two were to remain here and return on the
courier. We were scheduled to break orbit yesterday, but we were delayed.”

“These sort of talks end when they end,” Nyk replied. “Y ou can't predict when.” He pondered.
“Bresk orbit yesterday? According to our arrangement, this vessdl wasto remain in orbit until the talks
concluded.”

“We had ordersfrom the envoy hersdlf.”

“TomykaWdls ordered the change in plans?’

“That'sright.”

“The arrogance of that woman,” Nyk muttered to Andra. “I'll have another talk with lllyaabout this.”

The shuttle approached the ExoScout and went into station-keeping. “What's the hold-up?’ Nyk
asked the pilot.

“The bay's occupied. We have to hold until we get clearance.”



“Occupied by what?’
“A Varadan shuttle”

Nyk watched as the clamshell doors opened and the shuttle dipped into space. Thrusters oriented it
and aset of rocketsfired to send it into a surface-bound trgjectory.

“Those things are rocket-powered?’ Nyk asked.
“No,” Andrareplied. “ Those aren't rockets. They get thrust by blowing pomma husks out the back.”
“I'm surprised they have aspaceflect a al.”

“They have afleet of orbital shuttlesfor servicing their communications and weather satdllites,” the
pilot explained. “They're primitive but reliable hybrids usng scramjets and rockets.”

Nyk watched the Varadan shuttle re-enter and head toward the surface. The 501's transport shuttle
landed and the pilot taxied to aparking stall on the side of the shuttle bay. “ Give usamoment for
pressurization,” the pilot said. “ Okay, we're clear. Careful where you step. Those Varadan vessals use
some nasty stuff in their thrusters, and some of it leaked onto the deck.”

Nyk led Andrato the lift and walked with her to their cabin. “1 can't wait to be underway,” he said.

Nyk paced his cabin. “Weve been suck in orbit haf aday,” hesaid. “1 think | keep hearing shuttles
land”

“We've been here eight Floran days,” Andrareplied. “1t took four for usto get here and it'll take four
to go home. Half aday more won't make much difference.”

“I suppose... Let'sgo up to the observation lounge.” Heled her to thelift and rodeit to the circular,
domed cabin atop the scout. He stood, looked aftward and pointed. “It looks like another shuttle coming
in...” Hewatched asthe craft did into the clamshdll doors. “What could they be loading?’

Zane stepped into the lounge. “ Here you are... Were about ready to get underway,” he announced.
“Captain wanted meto tdll you.”

“Zane -- what are those shuttles delivering?’ Nyk asked.
“Samples of Varadan goods,” Zane replied.

“What goods?’

“That | don't know. All | know isthey're samples.”

“I know,” Andrareplied. “Whole pomma, hulled pomma, pommaflour, pommabread, pomma beer,
pomma cakes, pomma brew, pommamesl...” She counted on her fingers.

“They must have manufactured goods,” Zane observed. “It'snot an agriculturd society. You cantdl
so from orbit -- they're mechanized down there.”



“I'd say in terms of advancement, they're mid-way between Earth and Floran. | can't imagine we'd be
interested in Varadan technology -- THAT exchange would be in the other direction.”

The shuttle departed. “ That'sthe last ddlivery,” Zane said. “Well be underway shortly. | must man my

Nyk sat on abench and belted himself in. “Now, it'sjump after jump after jJump,” he said.

Six wedge-shaped flash shidds did into place to cover the lounge dome. Warp indicator lamps
flashed white, then blue and the first jump throbbed through the scout's structure.

Nyk strolled onto the bridge. He saw the captain and astral navigator conferring. “Do some more
probing,” the captain ingtructed. He looked up. “Ah, Nykkyo.”

“Just looking for aprogressreport,” Nyk said.

“It'sdow going,” the captain replied. “If our probing works out, well make one more jump this
watch.”

“Thenwhat?’
“WEll let thewarp coil re-form overnight and begin again in the morning.”
Nyk headed back to his cabin. “News?’” Andra asked.

“I have no ideawherewe are.” He picked up his handheld vidisplay. “What | do know is, werein
deep space and out of range of the comm net.” He showed her the screen. “No signal...”

“Let'shave adinner package devoid of any pommaand turnin,” she replied.

12 -- Mystery Cargo

Nyk lay in hisbunk, eyes wide open. Andralay beside, her back to him. He looked at the clock.
Nadir-one, he thought, and wondered what sort of graveyard watch was kept on this bucket.

He nudged Andra. “Wake up.”

“What?’



“ Something's been bothering me. Our mission wasto return home with that L etter of Intent.”

“Whichwearedoing.”

“There was no mention during any of our talks of returning with Varadan goods -- and, no mention
during any of our briefings. And, there's Tomykatrying to change the mission plans. If she had her way,
weld gill be on Varada and this craft would be heading home without us.”

“That'swhy I'm so happy you stared her down. | spent al the time on that planet | could stand.”

“That'snot it. | think something's going on in the background -- something we weren't supposed to
witness. And, | think we should take alook at the cargo were hauling. Cal it more intelligence

gathering.”
“Whet timeisit?’

“Nadir-one standard -- halfway through second watch. Come on -- put some clotheson.” He
opened adrawer and withdrew a handheld lamp.

The deck two corridor was empty. Nyk caled the lift and looked at the control pand. “Deck five --
cargo hold,” hesaid. “Let'slook there.”

The lift carried them to the deck directly above the warp coil and fusion reactors. “ Tread softly,” he
sad. “Engineering is manned around the clock. Footsteps would be transmitted through this metal
decking.” Andranodded.

He swung hislamp around the hold. “Empty,” Andrasaid.

“That makesno sense,” he replied. He scanned the hold from stem to stern, and from port to
garboard. “ Just one big empty ... room. | don't know how many shuttles|anded. They were offloading
something.”

“What's one deck up?’ she asked.

“Shuttle bay -- and settlers barracks.”

“Thisship has askeleton crew,” shereplied. Maybe they Ieft the cargo in the shuttle bay.”

{3 M Q/be, . .”

He returned to the lift and called the car. The liftcar doors opened.

He pressed the pandl for deck four. A scanpad lit up.

“Deck four islocked out,” Andrasaid.

“| don't dare awristscan. The captain said decks four through six are off-limitsto us. I'm sure we're
not authorized and a scan could trigger an darm.”

“Zane didn't need awristscan when he brought us through here on that tour.”



“That'sright -- thisis something new...”
“...and suspicious,” she added. “What do we do? Go back down and use the freight lift?”

“That would make way too much noise” He cancelled the call and pressed the pandl for deck three.
“With my scde models, I'm probably asfamiliar with thistub'slayout as acrewman...”

Thelift carried them up. He exited and led her down the corridor. “Isthere another 1ift?" she asked.
“No. There are 'tweendecks ladderways, but I'm sure they're locked. Thisway...”

He led her down the corridor, past doorways labeled Sick Bay, Crew Messand Galley. They
approached a bulkhead with a door marked Passengers Mess. He pressed the actuator and another
scanpad illuminated. “It'slocked, too.”

“Why would we want to go in there?” Andraasked.

“If we were on a seeding mission, we'd have five hundred settlers on board. Five hundred passengers
who need to be fed. Five hundred of them going up and down from the barracks to the mess hall might
tieup that onelift -- and interfere with the running of the ship.”

“There must be a passageway between the mess hall and deck four -- don't you think?’
He shook hishead. “No, | don't think so. | know so. Come here...”

Heled her in the opposite direction to the galley and pressed the actuator. Y et another scanpad lit up.
“I'm going to take my chanceswith thisone,” he said. “ They wouldn't begrudge us amidnight snack,
would they?’

He pressed hiswrist againgt the scanpad and the door did open. “ Quietly,” hewhispered. “ The
captain'scabin isdirectly overhead.” Nyk swvung hislamp around the gdley, illuminating stasis cabinet
after stasis cabinet and banks of warmers. “They need lots of meals on a seeding mission,” he whispered.
“The pantry ison the other side, under the first officer's cabin.” His beam stopped on a serving counter
under an archway. The arch was closed with atambour gate. “ The mess hall is behind there.”

A chirp came from the galley door. Andra grabbed and squeezed his shoulder. Nyk doused hislamp
and the two of them froze, their backs against the bulkhead and behind some stasis cabinets.

The ambient lighting came on. Footsteps entered the gdley. Nyk heard someone open a cabinet,
rummeage around inside and close it. The footsteps crossed to the warmers. The warmer door opened,
closed and the keypad beeped. The door opened again; then the footsteps grew distant. The ambient
lighting switched off and the gdley door did shut.

Nyk switched on hislamp and probed around the archway. He pressed a control and the tambour
retracted. The beam from hislamp searched the empty mess hdl. Long tables were folded into their
stowed positions againg theinside of the hull.

He hopped onto the serving counter and swung his feet to the deck. Andra clambered over the
barrier and stood beside him. Then, Nyk leaned over the counter and pressed the actuator again. The
tambour began to close.



He swung hislamp around and stopped it on abroad, spira staircase leading below decks. Andra
followed him down. They approached another bulkhead with a closed door. Nyk reached for the
actuator. “It's probably locked, too,” Andrasaid.

“Perhaps -- if 50, it'sfrom the other side. The object would be to keep passengers OUT of the mess
hall between meal cals.” He pressed the actuator and the door did open.

Andragrabbed his hand as they walked down the corridor past one barracks door after another.
“Twenty barracks,” he whispered, “ten on aside. Each accommodates twenty-five settlers.” Hislamp
probed the corridor.

The passageway widened into an antechamber immediately forward of the shuttlebay. The pressure
door was wide open. Nyk led Andrainto the bay and began scanning it with hislamp. “Empty!” she said.

Hislamp paused on the trangport shuttle, parked in its stall. He flashed it onto thruster packs and the
persond thruster-cycle Zane had used. Nyk trained the lamp on the deck. “Look -- calling cards from
the Varadan shuttles. Their corrosive thruster fuel has eaten holes in the coating on the deck.” He pointed
with the beam and counted. “... five, Sx... If you count the spots on the deck, you can see there were a
least Sx separate shuttle flights.”

“Proof podtive they were here. What were they doing?’

“Wereon afool'serrand,” hesaid. “Whatever it is, it'swell hidden. We might aswell go back to our
cabin”

“Do we need to go back up to the mess hal?’ she asked.

“Let'stry thelift.” He pressed the call button. “ Like the mess hdll, the object isto keep us off this
deck. I'll bet they assume anyone who makesit here, belongs here.”

“Nyk!” she whispered. “Did you hear that?
“Hear what?’
“It sounded likeamoan.” Theliftcar arrived and the door did open. “Thereitisagan.”

“I heard it that time.” He stepped into the car, pressed the control for deck two and stepped back
into the corridor.

They approached thefirst barracks door. Nyk touched an actuator and the door did open. He swung
his lamp around and gasped.

The two dozen cots in the cabin were occupied by semi-conscious, green-skinned men.
“My goodness!” Andrawhispered.

He looked in the barracks across the corridor and found more novonids.

“So much for Ogan's absol ute assurances.”

“What about ours? Y ou had it from the Secretary's office we would never do anything like this”



“TomykaWdlsl” Nyk hissed. “ She must be behind this”

HWI,V?I

“Krontatold me she'stied in with the Gamman Ag ministry. They've been frantic to figure out how to
ded with dl the new grain coming from the Altian-Lexaese detente. | wouldn't put it past them to give
novonidsatry. It certainly would drive down their production costs.”

Andra pressed the actuator on barracks number three. Nyk heard more moaning. He swung hislamp
anditsbeam illuminated afamiliar face. “Ladal”

“Nykkyo?" He kndlt and embraced her. “Y ou're not involved in this, are you?’
“No-- I'mappdled by it,” hesaid. “Areyou dl right?’

“I didn't think you were,” she gasped. “ Sunstarved ... torpor setting in ... can't stand ... very wesk.
Wheream |7’

“You'rein the exo scout. And, the exo scout isvery far from both Floran and Varada... Andra, you
day with her.”

“Whereare you going?’

“Back tothegdley.”

Nyk entered the barracks. Andra knelt, holding Laida's head in her lap and caressing her cheeks.
“Help her st,” Nyk said. “Laida-- drink this-- drink it down like medicine.”

“What isit?’

“Glucose syrup in water.”

Laidaemptied the glass. “1t burnsin my stomach.”

“I imagineit does, but it should help the sun-hunger.”

“Mmm,” she moaned and folded her arms across her abdomen. “It hurts.”

“| fed the same way when I've had too much of something sweet,” Nyk said. “It'll pass as you absorb
the sugar.”

Laidaleaned over and retched. “1 want to vomit.”

“Try to keep it down.” He held her and caressed her arms. “1t won't do you any good if you throw it

up.
“Ohhh... | am feding stronger ... the nauseais starting to pass...”

“What happened to you?’ Andra asked.



“They camefor me -- right after | cleaned your room...”

“After our visit to Ramina? Oh, Laida-- I'm so sorry to have gotten you into this.”
“You didn't, Nykkyo -- it wasn't anything you did. I'm responsible.”

“How?"

“I'm associated with awoman in the BSS who's advocating greater freedom for us novonids. She
uses me as an example. I'll go with her to BSS mestings, lectures and the like -- give readings...”

“YOU canread?’ Nyk started laughing.

“Do you, too, find the notion absurd?’

“Not at dl, Laida. | know you're capable of far more than the Varadans care to admit. Raminatold us
you're exceptionaly bright. | doubt even she appreciates how bright you are -- how bright al of your

kind are.”

“Raminadoesn't know about this... | learned from the BSS that the Florans were negotiating to bring
some novonidsto your world.”

“Notto MY world,” hereplied. “Did you by any chance hear anyone discuss a place called
Gamma-5?’

“Now that you mention it,” shemused. “Yes, | did hear that.”

“I knew it! This had nothing to do with thetalks | wasinvolved with, Laida. Believe me. It must've
been going onthe side.”

“I do believe you. | don't know how this BSS officia learned, but the agreement was for one hundred
novonid men and ten women -- the usud ratio. | learned this days before you arrived on Varada.”

“How did you contrive to be assigned as our house-keeper?’

“That wasjust luck. At first | thought you were part of the plot. It'sthered reason | was cool to you
that day. Then | learned you were mesting with Prefect Ogan and | redlized you were dl right.”

“Oganisontheleve?”

“Ogan has gone on the record denying any intent to trade us for Floran technology. The BSS regard
him asafool -- anidiot; but an honest one. He couldn't swindle someoneif hislife depended oniit.”

“So someone on Gamma contracted to receive one hundred fidd workers from Varada”
“And, ten fertile femaes. But -- you were double-crossed.”
“How s0?7" Nyk asked.

“Most of the novonids are fera -- rounded up from the woods and fields around the pommafarms



and sungtarved into submission. They're very wild -- some lack language skills. They'd be of no useinthe
fields-- dangerous even.”

“Andtheres?’

“Street thugs and trouble-makers from the ghetto... | think I'm feding well enough to stand... ”
“And, what was thequid-pro-quo 7’

“Thewhat?’

“What did Varadareceivein exchange?’

“Why -- that comm relay station -- state of the art communications.” Nyk put his hand over his mouth
and laughed. “What'sfunny?’

“Varadawas cheated, too. That relay station isan old clunker. It'll be out of commission withina
ym..”

Laidabegan laughing. “We swindled each other!”

“Yes-- thisisagreat way to launch an interplanetary friendship, isnt it?’

“I il think Varada got the better dedl,” Laidareplied. “Y ou see, with the termination act, they can't
just put down troublesome novonids, unless they're proven amenace; and then only after ahearing.
These aren't menaces, just ... more independent.”

“Likeyoursdf?’

“Y es-- but impatient, and not willing to work within the syslem. And with ferals going under the
termination act umbrdla..”

“Since they can't kill them, why not just quietly ship them offworld?” Nyk mused. “No bodiesto
dispose of. How did you...”

“ItwasAlvo.”
“Alvo was brokering the dedl 7’

“Hewasinonit, to procure some of us. He must've overheard me talking with my BSS contact. He
probably feared 1'd tell you and you'd tell Ogan.”

“I' wishyou had,” Nyk replied.

“I was planning to -- that evening. He called meinto his office and a pair of thugs abducted me and
locked mein adark room.”

“Oh, Laida” Andraexclaimed, “it must've been terrifying for you.”

“I tried to preserve my strength ... but, when they came for me | could barely move.”



“Tomykas dithering on the language... It WAS agaling tactic -- to buy time to sunstarve you.”

“We have to do something to stop this,” Andrasaid. “ The captain and some crew must bein on this.”
“Yes, but what?’

“Let'stakeinventory,” Laidasaid. “Do you have more of that sweet water?’

“I have more syrup.”

“Comeon...”

Nyk toured the barracks with Andraand Laida.

“They'redl ferd,” Laidasaid of thefirst barracks. “We can't revive any lacking registry numbers. |
hate to say this about fellow novonids, but best to leave them torpid. They'll be dangerous otherwise.”

They looked into the next barracks. “ That's Maos,” she pointed to one of the men. “He'safriend -- a
hothead, but I can manage him. We should revive him.”

Nyk mixed syrup with water. Laida approached the man. “Mos ... Maos, wake up.” Shelifted his
head.

“Lada?’ he mumbled.
“Drink this-- it'll hurt in your ssomach but it will cure the sun-hunger.”

Mos sipped the drink, coughed and blew some out hisnose. “Try again,” Laidasaid. “Go dow...”
Shelooked at Nyk. “He was sunstarved longer than me -- he'sin worse shape.”

“Andra-- stay with him. Laidaand | will seeif there are moreto revive.”

Nyk examined the barracks with her and returned to Andra. Mos was sitting, doubled over on the
bunk, hisarmsfolded across his abdomen. “How's he doing?’

“All right,” shereplied.

“Laidafingered three more to revive -- two men and awoman. Therest areferal and dangerous --
or, untrustworthy. | gave her the syrup. Shell revive one tonight and the other two tomorrow.” Nyk
placed his hand on Mos's back. “Mos -- how are you feeling?’ He nodded. “Mos -- you must pretend
to be torpid. Well return tomorrow night to figure out our next move. Understand?’

Henodded. “Yes...”

“We had better get back to our cabin.” He gestured to Andra and they rode the lift to the cabin deck.

“ThisisAla” Laidasaid. Nyk looked into vacant orange eyes. “ She's had conditioning.”

“1 understand Raminas abhorrence of that practice.”



“Nykkyo -- Alas responses have been dulled, but her mind isjust as sharp. My mother isthe same
W@/_”

“That makes the practice even moreimmora.”

“Isthe glucose syrup working?” Andra asked.

“It worksfor awhile, then the sun-hunger returns.”

“I'vegivenyou dl | dare,” Nyk replied. “ The cook isgoing to missit otherwise.”

“How many of them are there?” Mos asked.

“Thirteen.”

“Thereare seven of us,” Laidareplied, “or will be oncel revive the other two.”

“Arethe other two ashbig asMos?’

“Yes-- but it'sill only seven againgt thirteen.”

“They're spread around the ship. During the watch there are six on the bridge, threein engineering and
the cook. Engineering isthe only section manned during both watches, so there are threein their bunks,
too. The bridge and quarters are two decks up; engineering is two decks down.”

“What should we do?’ Andra asked.

“I can only guesswhere this ship is headed. No doubt first stop would be Floran to drop off Andra
and me. | doubt they'd unload their ... cargo at Floran. More likely next stop would be Gamma-5.”

“Morelikely,” said Andra, “they would stop at Gammar5 first, maybe during second watch. We have
surface shuttles big enough to carry al of youinasingletrip.”

“Good point,” Nyk added. “And, that bay is large enough for one to land there. By the time we'd be
out of our bunks, our cargo would belong gone.”

“Why Gamma-5?7’ Laidaasked.

“It'sthe breadbasket of the hegemony, with large industria farms.”
“Do you think they wish to introduce pommathere?’

“I sure hope not,” Andrareplied.

“No,” Nyk said. “They grow whest, but their profits have been hurt by other colonies usng chegper
labor.”

“And, wethink they'd try acolony of novonidsthere.” Andraadded. “How could they get away with
it?

“It'smy best guess. There are large tracts of sparsaly populated land there. They could land the



transport shuttle relatively unobserved.”
“But -- the HL Secretary has stated such would not be tolerated.”

“The HL would haveto find out about it, first. I'm sure the Gammans have plansfor degling with that
agpect. It'san awfully big planet.”

“Nyk,” Andrasaid, “you're familiar with ExoService operations. What do you think this crew would
do?’

“I wouldn't say I'm familiar... | must assume the captain and first officer arein on this. I'm not surethe
wholecrew is”

“Can werecruit from them?’

“I wouldn't bet oniit,” Nyk replied. “Their first loyaty will beto ther officers. | think thecaptainis
taking a calculated risk. He's been trying to engage us on the bridge -- to keep us from wandering the
ship”

“I'm surprised he hasn't posted guards,” Laida observed.

“He probably doesn't see the need. Thisleve waslocked out of thelift program. Andraand | found
our ways here via another way. Y ou're supposed to be torpid -- they think you need sunlight to revive.”

“That'sright,” Laidaagreed, “they probably don't know about the syrup.”

“Their risk would be one of us discovering you and blowing the whistle. Our courseistaking us
through deep space -- far from the comm net. We can't file areport until we reach Floran space. By then
you'd be deposited on Gamma:5, and it becomes a colonid interna issue.”

“And, that's only wordgt-case,” Andra added, “from their point of view.”

“What should we do?’ Laida asked.

“Yes, what?’ asked Mos.

“I think our best plan would be to wait until we're within range of the Floran comm net. Then we can
detain the crew. | can send areport and put out adistress signal. That makesit an ExoService affair, and
we have friends there. Can you hold out 'til then?’

“I think s0,” Laidareplied.

“Here” Nyk handed her ahandheld vidisplay. “I swiped thisfrom the equipment store.” He pulled his
own handheld from his sash. “We can communicate thus...” He touched his screen and the one Laida
held warbled. “ Y ou can't activate it without a Floran wrist chip -- but that signal can beyour dert.”

She nodded. “Understood. If | hear that...”

“WEell comerunning,” Mos added.

“Weve shown you how to operate the lift; and remember -- bridgeistwo levels up, and engineering



istwo levelsdown. They can operate the ship from engineering...”
Mos nodded. “WEell send two of us down and the rest to the bridge.”

“Andraand | should be getting back to our cabin. First | want to take pictures of you ... of our cargo.
| want to back up my report with images.” He snapped photoimages of the barracks cabins.

“Laida,” he said returning to her barracks. “Well meet again next off-watch for a status update.” She
nodded. “Come on, Andra...”

She accompanied him to the lift.

13 -- Mutiny

Nyk awakened to the bonging of the warp jump aert. He strapped himself into ajumpseat and
awaited thejolt of the jump. “Let'stake agtroll to the bridge,” he said. “Well join our captain for our
morning tea.”

He approached the door to the captain's cabin and pressed the chime. “ Come.” Hewaked in. “ Good
morning, Nykkyo ... Andra. Have a sest.”

Nyk filled a cup with teafrom a carafe, picked up abreakfast cake and sat at the captain'stable.
“How goesthe plotting?’ Nyk asked.

“We'reworking our way throughiit.”

“Those sampleswe brought onboard at Varada,” Andraasked. “Are any of them perishable?’
“Wehavethemonice” the captain replied. “They'll last to planetfall.”

“Arewe offloading at Floran?’

“No -- next destination.” The captain eyed them. “Our current position is near the Magdlanic
Clouds”

“Arewethat far outsde the galaxy?’

“Yes--it'sthefurthest out I've ever been in my career. Theré'sagreat view from the observation
Iwrmﬂ

“Well check it out.”



“You haveto admit -- thisISagreat view,” Andrasaid as she stood with Nyk and looked out the
observation dome.

“I didn't think it was agood ideato express such interest in our cargo,” Nyk said.

“I don't think we should blithely ignore t, either. Protesting too little can be as suspicious as protesting
too much.”

“I'm afraid you've aroused his suspicions. Maybe we should hang close to the bridge.”

All right,” shereplied and followed him to thelift.

“You areright, Captain. It isagreat view.”

“I'm pleased you enjoyed it while you could. Were about to make another jump.”

Nyk sat on abench aong the rear bulkhead and fastened hisrestraints. Andra sat beside him.

The jump thudded through the ship. Nyk unhooked hisrestraints and pulled hisvidisplay from his
sash. “ Still no comm,” he whispered to Andra.

“I' haveour fix,” the navigator announced.

Nyk strolled to the navigation station and looked at adisplay of the plan of the gdaxy. A flashing
green dot identified their position.

Theintra-ship comm signaed. “Bridge -- engineering. Our primary reactor went off- line.”
“Status?’ the captain asked.

“Coolant,” the engineer replied. “WEell need to radiate heat before we can bring it back online.”
“Acknowledged. Begin auto reset sequence.”

“Yes, Cgptain.”

The captain pressed akey for theintra-ship hail. “ All crew stand down -- at ease for two segments.”
He stood and headed toward his cabin.

Zane gpproached them. “Don't worry -- thisisnormal.”

“Normal?’ Nyk asked.

“Normal for this ship. Our reactor isabit under-sized.”

“Ah-ha,” Nyk replied. “ She COULD benefit from atwo-stage reactor.”

“When she was built, two-stagers were cantankerous and dangerous -- not like the ones they ingll
today.”



“Why not upgrade her, then?’

“They will,” Zane said, “ once the next colony planet isdiscovered. Until then, we put up withit. This
happens whenever we need to charge the coil above eighty percent. We have sometimeto kill. Shall we
go to thelounge?’

“I think well go to our cabin,” Nyk replied.
“Suit yoursalves...”

Nyk headed down the corridor toward the cabin. He patted hisxarpa . “My vidisplay -- | think | |eft
itonthebridge..”

“Wed better go get it,” Andrareplied.

He turned, headed onto the bridge and approached the navigator's post. “Looking for something?’
the captain asked.

“My vidisplay.”

“I haveit here” The captain held the display in hisleft hand and astun wand in hisright. He turned the
screen so Nyk could see the images of the barracks. “I'm afraid I'll have to hold onto this. Y ou two are
confined to your quarters.” He sgnaed hisfirgt officer, who approached with astunner. “Take them to
their cabin. Then, prepare to jettison our cargo.” He tossed Nyk's handheld to his officer. “ Jettison this
dong with them.”

“Y es, Captain. Come dong, you two...”

Nyk glanced toward Andra. She pulled her vidisplay from her sash and pressed the touchscreen.
“That won't do you any good,” the captain said. “We'retoo far from the comm net.”

Nyk heard the lift and footfals. Three green figures darkened the doorway to the bridge.

The crew drew stunners and advanced on them. One crew member pressed akey to sound general
quarters. A klaxon echoed throughout the ship.

Mos grabbed the firgt officer's arm, wrenched the stunner from his grip and tossed it to Nyk. He
dodged a stunner thrust and connected with ayeoman, who went down. The captain charged toward
Andra. He touched her abdomen with his stunner. She screeched and fell to the deck.

Mos looked at Andraand glowered at the captain. He charged the officer, who jabbed the
fieldworker with his stunner. Mos kept coming. The captain jabbed again -- and again. The sunner's only
effect wasto enrage him more.

Mos grabbed the captain by the throat and lifted him off hisfeet. He pressed both thumbsinto his
windpipe; then dropped the limp body to the deck. M os then tackled the astral navigator, wrenched the
stunner from his hand and threw the man againgt a bulkhead. He did to the deck, bleeding from hisears.

“The stunners have no effect on them!” thefirst officer shouted. Nyk picked up the stun wands and



tossed them to the other novonids. Mos was chasing Zane around the bridge.
“Stop, Mos!” Laida shouted. “MOS! STOP!”
“They killed the white onel” Mos shouted.
“No, Mos,” Nyk said. “ She'sonly stunned.”

Mos stopped and stood, breathing heavily. Nyk and the others rounded up the crew at stunner-point.
“Watch them, Mos. I'll find some rope.”

He returned with lengths of polymer fiber cord and began binding their wrists.
Laidaknelt and held Andra. “How isshe?” Nyk asked.

“Coming around, | think.”

“Andra-- areyou dl right?’

“No more pommabeer,” she said and held her head. “ Please.”

“Take them to the barracks deck,” Nyk said. “Well tie them up and you can guard them, Mos.” Mos
nodded.

Nyk looked over the crew. “Now we have ared problem,” he said. “The captain is dead and the
navigator is so badly injured | had to put him into stasis. We're who-knows-where in space, and out of
range of the comm net. We haveto figure out how to fly this bucket.”

“Force one of themtofly it,” Mos suggested.

“Do any of us have the knowledge to know if they're flying it where we want to go? Someoneis
expecting anillega shipment of fiedldworkers. If they fly usthere, we're sunk.”

“It'sachancewell havetotake,” Laidasaid.

“No -- unless we can monitor our position, we can't risk it. | don't trust any of them.”
“I'll hdpyou,” came avoice.

“Who said that?’ Nyk replied.

“1 did,” said Zane. “Andraand | are bonded. Sheismy Academy sister. Brothers and sisters cometo
each other'said.”

“Doyoutrust him?’ Nyk asked Andra
She looked into Zane's pae blue eyes. “Yes-- | do.”

“Untiehim,” Nyk said to Mos, using Varadan. “Hell hdp usfly thisship.”



“Why should we trust him?’ Mos asked.

“He and Andraare bonded. Would you trust another of your own kind?’

“Not necessarily,” Mosreplied.

“QOur choiceisto trust him or be stranded here.”

Maos complied and untied Zane.

“You'll spend the rest of your career swabbing decks,” thefirst officer shouted, “if not inirong!”
“Or decorated,” Nyk replied. “Mos -- if any of them move -- stun them.” Mos nodded.

Zane accompanied Nyk, Andraand Laidato the bridge. “Y ou're acommunications technician,” Nyk
sad. “How can you help?’

“I'm studying for my certificatein astra navigation,” he replied.
“| suppose we don't have to get home -- just far enough inside the comm net to make adistress call.”

Zane sa at the astral navigation console and brought up charts of hyperspace contours. Andra sat
beside him.

Nyk regarded her. “ Andra-- if the tables had been turned -- if it had been ustied up and under
guard, and Zane needed help... Would you have hel ped him?’

Andralooked up at Nyk. She glanced at Zane and shook her head. “Please, Nyk -- |et's not go
there”

“Would you have?’

Her eyes brimmed. “Please don't make me go there ... please...”

“Okay -- wewon't go there.” She smiled. “I'm beginning to understand Kronta's caution, though.”

Nyk looked over Zan€'s shoulder. “Wel?’

He brought up a plan of the galaxy and pointed. “Were here ... and Floran'shere.” He pressed akey
and an dlipse was highlighted on the map. “ Thisisthe range of the comm net.” He pressed another key.
“Herésthe galaxy in elevation... again, you see the extent of the net. We haveto get from here ... to
here.” He pressed more keys. “ These are hyperspace contours. We must keep to those with neutra time
gradients... What | must do isto plot jumjps from contour to contour in a pattern that will take uswithin
the comm net... Not an easy job.”

“Takeyour time” Nyk said. “Let'sget it right.”

“We have sometime,” Zanereplied. “The fusion reactor hasn't come back online yet.”

“Itl dothat by itself?”



“It'sin an automatic restart program...”

Nyk paced as Zane worked his control panels. “Okay -- I've punched in the coordinates, and set the
warp coil energy level.”

“Let'schargeit up,” Nyk said. “Isthe reactor back on line?’
“Online... Charging -- ready for jump.”
“Belt yourselvesin,” Nyk ordered and sat in ajump seet. “Activate.”

Zane pressed a control to close the flash shields. The warp indicators flashed blue. He held hishand
over thetrigger and pressed it.

Thethud of the coil discharge reverberated through the vessdl. The flash shields opened to aspinning
garfied. “ Control the spin,” Nyk ordered.

“That'sthepilot'sjob,” Zanereplied.

Nyk sat at the helm. He grasped the unistick and began to counter the spin.
“I didn't know you could do that,” Andrasaid.

“It'sjust like abig shuttlecar,” Nyk replied.

“Let'sreconnoiter,” Zane said. “ Triangulating position...” He operated the beacon locator. “Were
lost. | have no ideawherewe are”

“Can't you find triangul ation beacons?’ Nyk asked.

“No -- which means either we're so far from them to be out of range, or our time gradient wasn't
neutra.”

“Dont panic,” Nyk sad. “Relax and think it through.”

Zane cradled hishead in his palm. He closed his eyes and took deep breaths. “Okay... | wasright --
our time gradient IS off.”

“By how much?’

“Pogtive two thousand years.”

“Two thousand? Into the future?”

“That'sright -- | must've got the coil energy level wrong ... or something.” He began to perspire.
“That was Lesson One ... time gradients -- avoid them at al codts... We might've emerged from the jump
inthe center of adtar ... or asupernova... or in the galactic core...”

“Might-haves don't count,” Nyk replied.

“Now what do we do?’ Andra asked.



“The hyperspace gradient maps don't show time deltasthat large... | don't know what to do! Were
hopelesdy lost and | don't know what to do!”

Andraspun his seat so he faced her. She grasped histemplesin her hands and looked into his eyes.
“Zane... Remember your academy training. Panicking won't do you or any of usany good. Do you
remember the exercise?”’

Zane was hyperventilating. “No! No...”

“Of courseyou do,” shesaid. “I'll do it with you... Look into my eyes ... Take adeep bregth -- one
deep breath.” Shedrew in abreath, held it and released it through her teeth. “Relax... banish anxiety ...
closeyour eyes ... you are master of your mind.”

Zane's breathing began to dow.

“Think clear,” Andrasaid. “Your mind isclear -- like a pristine pool. Make your mind like water....”
Zane opened hiseyes. “Areyou dl right?’

“Yes” hereplied.

“Then,” shesaid. “Let'sfigure out what to do. Y our mind is clear and fluid. Y ou have capacity to
solvethis problem. Think, Zane, of asolution.”

Zane thought more. “I know! We can backtrack.”
“Backtrack?’ Nyk asked.

“Y es -- the navigation computer remembers all jumps so we can program a complement and jump
back to where we started.” He looked up. “It'safailsafe for just such an incident.”

“That must've been what happened to theFloran ,” Nyk mused. “They got an energy level wrong --
and they didn't know how to compute a complementary jump.”

“Take your time and make sure you get it right, Zane,” Andrasaid.

“Not aproblem -- it'sall automated. All | doisrecdl the previousjump...” He pressed apand. “...
theninvert it. Ready?’

“Goforit.”

The flash shidds closed again and Zane triggered the jump. He brought up the galaxy plan. * See?
Herewe are... Pogition verified by triangulation beacons. We're back where we were. S0 ... let's start
over..”

Andralooked at the galaxy plan. “Zane... How many jumps does the computer remember?’

“All of them -- it's how we transmit courses to other vessdls.”

“Then -- why don't we jump all the way back to Varada?’ She pointed to the navigation display.



“I thought you wanted to be in range of the comm net,” Zane replied.
“We left acomm relay there,” Nyk said. “VaradalSin the net -- for thetime being, at least.”

“Heresthe jJump history,” Zane said. He pointed. “HeresVarada...” With hisfinger he traced the
jumps. “Herewe are, now. It'sfive jumps backward.” He traced the return route.

Ladaapproached Nyk. “Nykkyo -- you're not considering going back to Varada, are you?’

“It might be the surest way.”

“Please don't return to Varada. I'm dead there. So are the others.”

“The BSSwill protect you.”

“I'm beyond their protection, now. They'll claim I'm amenace -- and | am. I've tasted too much
freedom. They'll have me put down. And Mos-- he'skilled aman. They'd kill him, for sure -- the others,
too.”

“What about the ferals? We can turn them over to the BSS.”

“The BSS can't help them, either.”

“What do we do, Nyk?" Andra asked. “Take a chance on jumping forward or jump back?’

Nyk paced the bridge. “We havelives a stake...” he mused. “Technicaly, thisis Horan soil. The
Varadans can't demand we return any of the novonids ... even though they're Varadan subjects ... they'd
need to extradite them and we have no extradition treaty ... on the other hand, Floran authorities might
prefer to turn them over to avoid an interplanetary incident...” He looked at Zane. “Zane -- do you
KNOW what went wrong?’

13 YS‘H
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“1 was following the wrong contour -- | entered the coordinates for thisone...” He pointed. “...but the
energy levd for thisone. We want to follow this contour...” He pointed again. “It will put uswithin two
jumps of T-Dédlta... one jump to within the comm net.”

“Youresure?

“I've double-checked.”

“Wdl,” Andraasked, “what do we do?’

Nyk looked at Laida. “Please,” she pleaded, “not back to Varada.”

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law. We have the novonidsin our possession. Let'skeep it that

way.” Heturned to Laida and spoke to her in her tongue. “No, Laida-- were not going back.” He faced
Zane. “ Jump forward.”



“Coil charging,” Zane said. “ Coordinates st ... energy level entered ... on your command, captain.

“Doit.”

The flash shields closed and the indicators flashed. The discharge shook the ship. Nyk pressed the
control to open the flash shields and grabbed the unistick to control the spin. He saw awhite indicator
flash onthe pilot'sdisplay. “What'sthis?” he asked.

“Low power,” Zane replied. “We have enough reserve for one more jump.”

“We can't be out of fud.”

“No -- but the main reactor went offline again. | know nothing of fusion reactors. | don't know how to
resartit.”

“I doubt our engineer istrustworthy...” Helooked at the chart.

“Heresour new location,” Zane said pointing. “1f we follow this hyperspace contour, it takesusingde
the comm net.”

“We have enough power for one morejump... Make it agood one, Zane.”

Zanesfingersflew across the navigation computer touch screen. He wiped perspiration from his
brow. “Okay -- dl set. I'vetripled -- quadruple checked the figures. Thisjump will doit.”

“It had better doiit,” Nyk replied. “Trigger it.”

The ship shuddered from the jump. The white indicator on the console flashed to red. “No more
power,” Nyk said. “We couldn't have jumped back to Varadaif we wanted to.” He took his handheld
from his sash. “ Comm net uplink -- we have signdl lock.”

“I'll send adistresscdl,” Zanesad.

“No -- Let me contact Krontafirst. Then, we can make adistress call and send transponder
coordinates.”

“..thisisunbdievable,” Krontasaid. “What isthe status of ship and crew?’

“Our fuson reactor is off line, but we have adequate auxiliary power for communicationsand life
support. We know our position and we are within the Floran comm net -- obvioudy, or you and |
wouldn't be having this ddightful conversation. Captain Hayt is deed.”

“Dead?’

“Y es-- one of the novonid men broke hisneck in an atercation. It wasn't intentional. | have the body
ingass”

Krontarolled hiseyes. “ And, the rest of the crew?’

“Our astra navigator suffered ahead injury and | put himinto stasis, dso. Therest of the crew is



confined to one of the settlers barracks.”

“I'm dispatching a degp-space shuitle with a salvage crew. They will have explicit ordersthet they are
under my and only my command, and they'll bring the 501 back to Foran. Well start sorting out the
mess after that.”

Nyk stepped to the bridge. “1 have the communication parameters for the transponder,” he said.
“Transmit it on these and only these channdls. They're encoded for ExoService headquarters use only.”

Zane nodded.
“We don't need any help from Gamma-5. Keep transmitting until we get areply.”
“Yes, gr..”

Nyk strolled back to his cabin. Andrajoined him. 1 think weredly arein trouble now,” he said.
“Seymor'sright -- | do have an unfortunate tendency to let my emotions cloud my reason.” He shook his
head. “We should've |et the crew take this bucket wherever it was headed - - probably to drop us off at
the Floran trangit platform and then ddliver the novonidsto Gamma- 5. We could've informed the
authoritiesthere -- they'd be lying in wait for them. Instead -- | let my emotiona involvement with Laida
get the better of my judgment. And now, we have adead captain ... an astral navigator in stasisand
clinging to life and other crew members serioudly ... inconvenienced.” Helooked a Andra. “We are
probably going to prison for this”

“No, Nyk,” shereplied. “ By the time authorities could be natified, this ship's cargo would be off to
who-knows-where. They'd expose the novonids to sunlight only to discover they're uncooperétive,
unmanagesble and dangerous. We know our stunners have no effect on them. Our authorities only
recourse would be to use lethd force to subdue them. Laidas right -- aslong as they're torpid, they're
safe. | shudder to think of turning them loose on Gamma-5 -- or any other planet. Y ou have aduty first
to what's right and what's moral, Nyk. Letting these ... beings|oose on one of our colonieswould be
wrong, immora, and dangerous.”

“What of the captain?’

“Unfortunate, but not your fault. Nyk -- If | thought you were doing something wrong -- do you think
I'd stand by and watch? No, Nyk -- | waswith you al the way.”

“I'll need you with methe rest of the way, then.” The intra-ship comm buzzed. “Yes” Nyk sad.

“We have an acknowledgement,” Zane said. “ A deep-space shuttleison her way.”

Nyk sat in the captain's cabin, looking across the conference table at Captain Egan, who had
assumed command of the 501. Egan shook hishead. “| have never heard of such asituation. | have one
question. Why would you take it upon yoursdlf to seize command of thisvessd?’

“Our plan wasto merely detain the crew once we reached Floran space -- to delay until a message
could be sent to ExoService headquarters. Hayt learned we had discovered the novonids on board. He
was preparing to jettison them into space.”

“Thefirg officer deniesthat.”



“Of course he deniesit. Threaten him with truth drug...”

“My Kyhana -- please don't assume you know how to do MY job.”

“I'm sorry, Captain... | believed the captain had given ordersto gect the novonidsinto space.”
“That statement | will accept,” Egan replied. “Then what happened?’

“The captain confiscated my handheld with the photoimages | took in the barracks. We had arranged
asgnal with the few below decks we had revived. Andraused her handheld to send the signal. Three of
the novonids charged the bridge. In the ensuing melee, Captain Hayt was killed and the navigator
injured.”

“Mr Kyhana-- what were you doing getting involved with the novonidsin thefirst place?’

“I had communications from the Secretary of Colonid Affairs himsdf that the Horan Hegemony
would not tolerate endaving them. Thisis precisaly what it gppeared to me was about to happen. |
assumed Captain Hayt and the others were part of the plot.”

“Why would you assume that?’
“The novonids had to have been brought onboard with hisfull knowledge and cooperation.”

“ Suppose he was smply following orders? According to the remaining crew, that is exactly what they
weredoing.”

“Ordersfrom whom?’ Nyk asked. “Who would have the authority to order an ExoScout to become
adave-carier? The ExoServiceis under the auspices of the High Legidature -- not any individua
colonid government.”

Egan pursed hislips. “ Saves... But, they're not human. They are artificial beings crested for a
purpose.”

“Maybe they're not human in agtrict biological sense. Y ou look at them ... talk to them -- and tell me
they aren't people. They think, they love, they hate ... they are fully aware of their own mortaity.” His
eyes brimmed. “They fed, they bleed, they laugh, they cry... Captain -- there are those on Varadawho
believe the novonids are smply machines made of muscle and bone; and, they've convinced others on
Gamma-5 to believe the same. Those who do are less human than any of the green-skinned beingsin this
ship'shold. If we permit them on Foran territory as anything but our peers, we will have lost some of our
own humanity.”

Egan shook hishead again. “I'll put dl thisin my report.”

“What will you recommend?’

“I will recommend the one named Mos betried for homicide. If heis... human ... in any sense, then
he must be held accountable for the death of Captain Hayt. | will recommend you be held on charges of

mutiny. | don't know if any of thiswill stick. That's not my decision. It'sfor othersto decide -- thank
goodness. You're dismissed, Mr Kyhana. And, you are confined to your cabin.”



14 -- Lega Quagmire

“You haveredly doneit thistime, Nykkyo.” lllyaKronta paced in an interview room in the detention
block of ExoService headquartersin Floran City.

“Illya-- what would you have done?’ Kronta continued to pace. “Illya-- what?’
“Probably the same. Not that it excusesit.”
“It makes mefed better to hear that.”

“I'll tell you onething, Nyk. Y ou had better not bolt to Earth thistime. Y ou do that and our friendship
isover. | will not rest until | have you back here-- inirons.”

“I have no intention of bolting. I want my name cleared. | want thered culpritsidentified, caught and
punished -- both here AND on Varada. | want to see whoever did thisto Laida and the others pay for
their crimes. | want the novonids cared for. | will do whatever it takesto those ends.”

Kronta stopped pacing. “ Do you mean that?’

“Withdl my heart.”

“Good.” He pulled an object from his sash. “ Give me your left arm.” Krontasnapped a
wristwatch-like device around Nyk's left wrist and squeezed arivet with acrimping tool. “I convinced a
magistrate to order you released under eectronic surveillance. Y ou may come and go asyou like, but
you must remain planetbound. This device isatrangponder that will permit usto locate you anywhere
onworld.”

“Thank you Illya”

“And, you must remainin Floran City.”

“Isthat acongtraint imposed by the magistrate?’

“It's oneimposed by me. We are providing rooms for you and the others at the hostel near
Government Center. | wasfully prepared to detain you, Nyk. If | thought you were even considering
heading to Earth...”

“What about the novonids?’

“They are being held here a Service headquarters. The oneswho participated in your little



insurrection are in detention cells -- in particular, the one referred to asMos.”
“HisnameISMos, lllya” Nyk shook hishead. “Why isit so hard to treat them as equals”
“They're not equas. They have different biology...”

“Their biology differsonly in details. | had this same argument with Captain Egan. | didn't expect to
have it with you.”

“It'salegd quagmire you've put usin. We have acadre of solicitors scouring Floran Law for some
guidance onthis, Nyk.”

“Foran Law never consdered such astuation. What of the others?’
“The... unconscious ones arein the dlinic, being given fluids”

“Don't give the ones without tattooed numbers too much glucose. We won't even be able to
communicate with most of them.”

“The medics have been forewarned.”
“What of Laida? May | seeher?’
Krontanodded. “Comethisway.”

Nyk followed lllyato adetention cell. He saw Laidastting on abunk. Her eyes caught hisand she
stood. Nyk threw hisarms around her, held her and caressed the back of her head. “How are you

doing?
“They'retreating mekindly,” shereplied. “1 have never been thislong without sun.”
“Arethey giving you syrup?’

She nodded. “Yes-- it'ssustaining me. The othersare dl right, too. | wish they'd let me see Mos. He
doesn't understand.”

“We're doing what we can.” Nyk took Laida's hand and squeezed it.

“Nyk -- don't let them return meto Varada. I'm dead there.”

“Youll die here. This place can't sustain you.”

“I'd rather starve here than be put down there. Don't let them return meto Varada. Please.”
“Comeon, Nyk,” Kronta said.

Laidabrushed atear from her cheek and gave him alittle wave. Nyk regarded her through the

window-dlit on the cell door. He watched her sit on the bunk and bury her face in her hands. He turned
to Kronta. “All right Illya-- human or not?’




Nyk paced in Krontas office. “I can't recal abigger mess,” Illyasaid from behind hisdesk. “The
Varadans have severed communications with us. They are accusng US of stedling THEIR novonids. US!
Steding from THEM!”

“THEY brought the novonidsto the 501 in Varadan shuttles” Nyk replied. “Their primitive,
alcohol-fueled, so-called spaceships dripped corrosives al over our shuttlebay.”

“We bdlieve these statements are more directed toward domestic Varadan consumers,” Kronta
replied.

“What can we do?”’

“The 501 has been impounded and our forensics teams are going over it looking for evidence. Weve
taken statements from the crew.”

“Why don't we interrogate them?’

“This bunch knows how to ded with truth drug. It doesn't necessarily uncover the truth -- rather, what
the subject BELIEVESto be truthful.”

“What about interviewing the novonids?’ Nyk asked.

“We have no interpreters. Except for yoursalf, none of our staff can speak their language. They can
read and write t, but not speak it. With the exception of the onecalled Laida...”

“You mean Lada, lllya-- not ‘theonecdled Laida' It IS her name.”
“With the exception of Laida, none of the novonids can read or write.”
“Let me beinterpreter, then.”

“Regected. You're not animpartid party.”

“Then, let Andra.”

“Regected for the same reason.”

“Illya-- one reason | was asked to participate was to build aneural map for subliminal language
traning.”

“I had dmost forgotten. Shit, | had forgotten.”

“Let them map my head, Illya. Let then create aVaradan language program and train ... whoever's
impartid enough.”

“I'll want to watch,” Krontasaid. “1've never seen neural mapping done.”

[llyaaccompanied Nyk into atrestment room. “Y ou can change into trestment garb,” the attendant
toldhim.



Helooked around the room. “ Thislooks like an interrogation setup. Isthat truth drug?’
“We use truth drug as part of the procedure. Please get changed.”

Nyk returned wearing abroad loincloth. He climbed onto a therapeutic pallet. The attendant inserted
anl.V. catheter into aveinin hisarm.

A medic and atechnician stepped into the room. “Mr Kyhana -- let me explain the procedure.”

“1 understand you use truth drug,” Nyk replied.

“A light dose -- to get your mind focused on the subject at hand.” He pulled avidisplay before him.
“Wewill be presenting writingsin Varadan. Actudly, it'stheletter of intent you helped draft... 1dedly,
someone should be conversing in Varadan to you, but we have no native Varadan spegkersin the
building.”

“Yeswedo. We have Laida. She'sbeing held in detention.”

“Oneof thegreen...”

“Yes-- one of them. She's smarter than | am. Bring her here.” The medic glanced toward Kronta.

“Hehasapoaint,” Krontasaid and pulled his handheld from his sash.

Shortly Laidawas escorted into the trestment room. Her eyes darted between Nyk, the medics and
technicians and the equipment. “Don't be afraid, Laida,” Nyk said to her. “No one's going to harm you.
We need your help. These men are going to use my knowledge of your language to create a pattern they
can useto train others. | need you to talk to me -- that's al. Will you do that?’

She nodded. “Yes...”

“Good... have a segt.”

“Tdl her,” thetechnician said, “once you're under the drug, she must ask you questions, and then
more questions based on your answers. She must engage you in conversation even if thetopic isrambling
and makes no sense.” Nyk nodded and interpreted the technician's words.

“Okay -- let's get Started.”

Nyk took a deep breath. He felt Laida's hand on his, turned his palm over and squeezed hers. A
burning sensation began to radiate up hisarm and he began to fed asif hewerefaling. A roaring filled his
ears.

“Nykkyo...” he heard asweet voice cdl hisname. “Nykkyo -- it'sLaida.”

“Laida” he heard hisown voice answer. “Laidamy friend...”

The conversation between Laida and his own voice grew distant as the effect of the drug deepened,
and became afaint echo...

Nyk opened his eyes, unsure of his surroundings. The room was spinning. Herolled his head to the



left and looked into apair of orange eyesin agreen face. To theright apair of pale blue ones. “Laida...
Andra..”

“You'redl right, Nykkyo,” Laidasaid.

“Youdidwell,” Andraadded. “ They said they have agood pattern. They'll sart training interpreters
this afternoon.

“Good. Then, they can get the novonids side of the story.”

Andrashowed Nyk her |eft wrist. On it was a detention transponder. “1 have one of these, too.”

“How much longer, lllya?” Nyk paced Kronta's office.

“We're making progress. Laidaand the others have been interviewed, and their testimony matches
yours. Weve reestablished contact with VVarada -- the old way, relaying written communiques through an
ExoScout.”

“What about that comm relay weleft in orbit?” Nyk asked.

“The Varadans don't seem to know how to make it work. We are near reaching an agreement to
repatriate dl but Mosand Laida.”

“What of Mosand Laida?’

“We have agreed to table that discussion -- until after our lega system has disposed of their cases.
This, at least, defuses the claim Floran absconded with Varadan property.”

“Property ... property, indeed... They'll probably bekilled, Illya-- theferal onesfor sure.”
“It'saVaradan internd issue -- it'snot our affair.”

“TomykaWells, Captain Hayt and others yet unknown made it our affair. And, what's Laidas and
Mosslegd satus here?’

“Moskilled the captain. He must answer homicide charges. Laida...”
“Laidadidn't do ANYTHING, lllya”
“Sheisbeing hed asamateria witness”

“Illya, we can't keep them here, in confinement. In the days we've been on Floran -- you can seeit in
Laida Her color isfading. She'sdowly starving to death. We can't sustain them on sugar weter forever.”

“l know.”
“Rdeasethem.”

“We can't release an accused murderer.”



“Then, release Laida, at leadt. Let her have some sunshine. She's not going anywhere. She has
nowhereto go. Shewon't bolt.”

Krontadrummed hisfingerson hisdesk. “All right. I'll release her into your custody. Remember -- it
be on your head...”

“How could | forget?’
He picked up hisvidisplay and poked the screen. “ Come on -- well get her some sunshine.”
They approached Laidas cell and found it empty. “Whereis she?’ Nyk asked aguard.
“We found her on the floor, vomiting and convulsing. Wetook her to theinfirmary.”
“Our doctors won't know what to do.”

“Comeon, Nyk.” Krontaled Nyk to thelift and requested level four. Theliftcar door opened and
they approached a checkpoint. The post was vacant.

Kronta passed his hand over aproximity pad. He signaled again. And again.

“Coming, coming...” AnInterna Affairs sergeant holding ameal package approached the desk.
“Do you have agreen girl here?’ Kronta asked.

“What?’

“Did you receive a subject from ExoService detention?”’

“Who wants to know?’

“I want to know.”

“And, who areyou?’

“Check my profile”

The sergeant scooped a spoonful of hisdinner. He presented a scanpad. Kronta scanned hiswrist.

The sergeant scooped more of his dinner and began reviewing Kronta's profile. “Okay, let's see
here... Do you know the subject's name?’

“Laida” Nyk replied.
“Ladawho?’

“Just Laida”

“A Horan?’

“No -- an offworlder.”



“Sergeant,” Nyk said, “can't we just look in the treatment rooms?’
He squinted at Kronta, then nodded toward the corridor. “ Go on.”

“I redlly wish we could coordinate better with Internal Affairs,” Krontasaid asthey headed down the
corridor peeking into rooms.

“Illlya-- herel”

Nyk opened the door. Laidalay on atherapeutic pallet. Her skin had faded to asickly yelow-green.
Her head was raised and her breathing appeared labored. A medical intern was attempting to scan her.
He shook hishead. “Her anatomy is... flipped ... backward!”

“Yes” Nyk said.

“Her spleen is more than double the usual size. | don't know if that's norma or not.”

“What are you doing for her?’

“1 don't know what to do -- | don't know what'swrong -- | don't know where to start. We've drawn
blood -- if that brown stuff in her veinsisblood. Our panels are coming back al confused. It hasred,

white and green corpuscles!”

“Give her glucose,” Nyk said. “ Glucose syrup and water. Get afeeding tube into her or something.”

An attendant attached alarge syringe to the feeding tube threaded into Laida's left nostril and pressed
the plunger. “I don't know why we keep doing this,” the attendant said. “ Shell just vomit it up again.”

“She must be absorbing some of it. I'll watch her.”

“Keep her on her sde and her face pointed down.”

Nyk sat beside her and ran hisfingers aong her temple. Her eyes cracked open and she began
making retching sounds. He grabbed abasin and held it under her face as she vomited a clear, frothy
fluid.

The attendant returned with a pouch of clear fluid. “ Doctor wantsto start an intravenous glucose
infuson.” She hung the pouch, pushed astool near the pallet and began examining Laidas left arm. “Let's
seeif we can find agood vein... Thiswill do.” She pulled the guard off alance.

Laidashrieked and jerked her arm away. Tearsfilled her eyes. “NO! NO! NO!” she blubbered.

“You must cooperate,” the attendant said. She addressed Nyk. “Please tell her to cooperate.”

“You must understand,” Nyk replied, “that on her world, they execute her kind with lethal injections.
She must fear you're about to put her out of her misery.”

The attendant stepped back, her hand to her lips. “Oh, no, swestie,” she said. “Wewon't hurt you.”



Nyk crouched. “Laida... They want to give you medicinein your arm. Do you understand?’ He held
her hand and stroked the back of it. “I won't let them hurt you. Do you trust me?’ Her lip trembled and a
tear ran down her face,

“I don't think she'sfully coherent,” he said to the attendant. He caressed her face. “Laida-- it's
Nykkyo.”

“Nykkyo...”

“Your friend, remember?’ She smiled and nodded. “ The doctors want to give you medicinein your
arm. They want to help you, not hurt you. | won't let them harm you. I'll hold your hand.” He looked
toward the attendant. “ She's | eft-handed.”

“I'll use her right arm.”

Laidabit her lip and whimpered. Nyk held her hand as the attendant pierced her skin and connected
the lineleading from the pouch. “Done.”

Nyk caressed Laida's head and cheeks. “You'redl right -- rest now.”
“That struggle must've taken most of her strength.”

“Probably... I'll St with her until shecams.”

Andra stepped into the room. “ Any change?’

“Only for theworse. She can't keep the glucose syrup down, so they've switched to intravenous.”
Laidalay on her back, her eyes closed and her breathing labored. “We're not giving her what she needs.
Sheneaeds sunlight.”

“What she needsisthat pink paste,” Andrareplied.

Nyk looked up. “Of course! The protein and mineras-- what hasit been? Fifteen dayswithout it?’

“Maybe twenty.”

“Comeon!” Nyk grabbed Andras hand and led her to the lift and out onto the plaza at Government
Center. He ran down amoving staircase and along the street to the hostel, scanned hiswrist and rode a
liftcar.

“Open up!” He pounded on the door to aroom. It did open. “Zane! We need your help!”

“Nykkyo... Fancy meeting Y OU here. Do you know I'm in double trouble? That's right -- for being a
member of the crew that smuggled those green people, AND for helping you in the mutiny.”

“Did you know about the novonids?’
He shook hishead. “No. Asfar as| cantdl it wasthe captain, first officer and two yeomen. They had

deck four locked out during those shuttle landings -- to protect the rest of the ship in the event of an
accident, they said.”



“Thetruth to thiswill come out. When it does, welll dl be exonerated. | wouldn't be surprised if you
get acommendation.”

“1 don't know about that. The ExoService doesn't hand out medalsto mutineers. | don't know of a
precedent for what happened.” Zane eyed him “I'm surethisisn't asocid call...”

“Zane, Laidaisdying. Her tesimony will be crucid in resolving thisfor al of us. Y ou need to help us”
“How can | hdp?’
“That comm relay we dropped off near Varada-- how operationd isit?’

“Theres <till work to be done on the ground. We installed one uplink at Ogan's office. It'll work when
that hemisphere facesthereay.”

“The Varadans can't make it work.”

“That doesn't surprise me. Assuming the fusion reactorsare till on line, it should function.”
“Can | useit make acdl to Ogan?’

Zanelooked skyward. “An inbound cal would have to be connected manually.”

“What doesthat entail?’

“1'd need access to avidisplay to bring up the control channdl. Then, another vidisplay could connect
acdl.”

“Let'sdoit, then.”
“Usemy handheld,” Andrasaid. She pulled it from her sash and handed it to him.

Zane poked the screen. “This could be somewhat complicated... That relay isn't registered in the
comm net directory...”

“Not registered?’ Nyk asked.

Zane's gaze flicked up to Nyk. “The Comm Corps doesn't know about this particular node.”
“Areyou tdling methat comm relay isabootleg?’

“Not exactly... It's only access ble through dedicated ExoService portas.”

“Where would those dedicated portdslead, Zane? To Gamma5?’

Zane shrugged. “Perhaps... I've got therelay's control channel ... | think it'stheright relay...” He
poked the screen again. “ Okay -- | have a control pand.”

“To think someone could use a handheld to access acontrol panel on one of our relays,” Andra
remarked. “Isn't that poor security?’



“That someone would have to know about a half-dozen passwords... And, he'd need to know what
he'sdoing... I'm in and accessing the uplink on the surface... No response.”

“Wasthe relay parked over their sun's north pole?’
“South pole. The capita is south of the equator.”

“I don't know what timeit isthere. If it's night, the uplink could be pointing into empty space. Keep
trying, Zane”

Nyk paced around Zane's hostel room. Floran's sun set in the west and the city's lights came on. Zane
poked the handheld. “1 have the uplink!”

“Now what?’

“Let meacquirealoca comm trunk... Okay, make your cal. I'll transmit the port numbers.”
Nyk manipulated his handheld. “Can | usethisasalocator code?”’

“Yes-- it should connect.”

He entered the code and a blue screen appeared. “Voice-only?’

“We don't have the video format convertersin place.”

The call connected. “Prefect Ogan's office,” afema e voice answered.

“Glinni?’

“.yes..”

“ThisisNykkyo Kyhana. I'm calling from Planet Floran. | must spesk with Prefect Ogan.”
“Just amoment...”

Nyk flashed athumb's up sign.

“Mr Kyhana...” He heard Glinni's voice again. “ Prefect Ogan does not wish to spesk with you.” The
cal disconnected.

“Thelr trunk dropped,” Zane reported.
“Openitagan.”

“Just amoment... Okay, place your call.”
“Prefect Ogan's office.”

“Glinni -- it'sNykkyo Kyhanaagain.”



“Mr Kyhana...”

“Please don't hang up. Thisisamatter of life and death. | must spesk with the prefect. Tell him |
think we can help each other.”

“Jugt amoment...”
Nyk's palms were beginning to perspire. “Mr Kyhana-- Prefect will be with you shortly.”

“Mr Kyhana...” Heheard Ogan'svoice. “|1 must say, you have the most presumption of any young
man | have met. From the very top, indeed -- to abscond with our novonids...”

“No, Prefect. You and | were both duped. This L etter-of-Intent was just adistraction.”
“I am alaughing stock here. | don't know if I'll keep my job.”
“Prefect -- we have some novonids here on Floran.”

“Yes, | know. | learned that, while Envoy Wellsand | were hashing over the tenses of verbs, some
other negotiations were going on behind my back.”

“I had nothing to do with it, Prefect. Please believe me. If | had known thiswas going on, | wouldn't
have participated. I'd have notified our authorities ... put astop to it. Can you believe that?’

“I don't know whet to believe.”

“Prefect -- these novonids are dying.”

“Begt tolet themdie. It will save usthetrouble of exterminating them.”

“No, Prefect. We want to save them. | need to know what goes into the nutrient they eat.”
There was silence from the other end of the call.

“Prefect -- what congtitutes the food they egt? | know it's protein and minerals. What minerals?’
“Why do you want to save them? What are you planning to do with them?’

“They can testify. They can help bring those that did thisto justice. One of them knew of the plot days
beforewe arrived.”

“Oh, that iswonderful. Days before talks began, this ... plot was uncovered ... by anovonid! One
question -- why didn't this novonid tell someone?’

“She was about to tell me and then she was abducted. Please, Prefect -- we don't have much time.”
“Novonid testimony isnot admissiblein aVaradan court.”
“ButitISinaFloran one”

“How could it be?’



“Because what they say will be tested against facts and cross examination. Prefect -- if they can help
convict whoever isresponsible on THIS end, we can cut aded -- in exchange for areduced sentence,
those guilty can giveinformation to help you on Y OUR end. Don't you want convictions, too?’ More
dlence. “Prefect?”

“Hold on... I'm accessing my mediatermind.”

Nyk looked toward Andra. “ Get something to write this down.”

“Theresapad of polysheetsin the drawer,” Zanereplied.

Andra brought the pad and astylus.

“Novonid nutrient,” Ogan said. “...Protein and amino acids plus nitrates, phosphorus, calcium...
potassum... alesser amount of magnesium... other trace eements, including copper and zinc...”

“That'swhat goesinto the nutrient?’ Nyk asked.

“That'swhat it says here”

“Thank you, Prefect. We will bein touch.” The call terminated. Nyk took the sheet and reviewed it.
“Fertilizer!” He smacked his hand againgt hisforehead. “Why didn't | think of it? Their chlorophyll

chemistry must be based on Earth plants. What she needsisfertilizer. | used amixture like thiswith plant
cultures. Comeon!”

15 -- Linguigtic Fest

Nyk stood near Laida's pdlet. An attendant brought in asyringefilled with amilky fluid. “This
containsthe minerals and salts you specified,” she said. “We aso added soybean milk for some protein.”
She fitted the syringe to the feeding tube and pressed the plunger. “Keep her on her side...”

“And, her face down.” He caressed Laida's back and shoulder blades.

“If she keepsthat down, I'll bring another.”

“1 hope she keepsit down.”

“Sodol. It would be mighty unpleasant to throw up that mix.”

He sat, looked into her face and caressed her cheek. Her eyes were half-open and glassy, and she



breathed shallow breaths through both her nose and mouth.
“Laida... | am so sorry. Y ou deserve better than this...”
The attendant returned. “Well?’
“She kept it down.”

She hooked the syringe to the tube and injected another dose into Laida's ssomach. “ Those sdlts
should absorb fast,” she said.

“Shal wetry one more dose?’
“I don't know. That much would put a human into somered trouble.”
Ladarolled her head. “Nykkyo?

“Laidal” He helped her roll onto her back. “Laida-- we're going to get you some sun. Assoon asit's
daylight, we're taking you out into the sunshine”

“Sunshine?”

“yeg”

“I'm feding alittle better.”

“Weve been giving you mineras. Y ou haven't had minerasin awhile, have you?’

“No. Not since | was taken.”

“Y ou rest and soak them up.” He sat beside her and caressed the back of her hand and her forearm.
“Nykkyo?’

“What, Laida.”

“Please don't leave me. Y our company...”

“Agreesble?’

uve.y-n

Nyk pushed awhedlchair to thelift and outside onto the Street. “Here, Laida-- let me get rid of
this...” He grabbed the feeding tube and pulled it out of her nogtril; then looked at it. He scanned around
for atrash receptacle, spotted one and tossed the tube into it. “L ook, Laida-- sunshine!”

She smiled and lifted her face to the Floran orange sun. “1 don't understand it - | fed nothing. It's asif
I'min the dark. The sun's shining on me, but | don't fed it.” Tears streamed down her face. “1 must be
dying! | can't fed the sun, Nykkyo -- I've lost my ability to use sunlight. I'm dying ... I'm dying...”



Nyk looked at her, dack jawed. “Laida-- It's not you. It'sthisworld. Our sunisnot asintense as
Varadas. We have the same problem with our Earth crops. The sun's not strong enough for them. We
have to grow them under domes and with artificid...” He pulled his handheld from his sash and began
placing cdls.

Nyk sat, resting his head against the window as the train passed Tinam on itsway to Sudal. Leaning
againgt himwas Laida. He could fedl her tremble. “We're dmost there.” He kissed the top of her head.
“Almost there-- hold on.”

“I fed so 9ck,” shesad. “Torpor issetting in.”

Thetrain cameto ahat. Nyk supported her and headed toward the groundcar lot. “Don't pay any
attention to the stares. Y oull be dl right. Krontatold me we could do this. Neither of uswill get into any
trouble...”

He helped her to sit in agroundcar and specified an address north of the city asthe destination. The
car began to rall onto the highway.

“It'swarmer here” shesaid. “That fed'sgood.”

Nyk watched the familiar landmarks as the car headed north.

“Everything'spurple” shesaid.

“That'sthe color of the vegetation here. Y ou'd have to be purpleto use the light of thisworld's sun.”
Laidagiggled. “Purple people... What an odd concept.”

“Nearly as odd as green ones, don't you think? Or, white ones for that matter.”

“| suppose s0.”

The car approached awall three metres high and drove dong it for severa kilometres, then cameto a
stop. Nyk popped the cowl open. “Can you stand?’

“I don't think s0.”

“I'll carry you, then. I'm sorry if thisisn't dignified.” He scooped her up and dung her over his
shoulder, holding her acrossthe smdll of her back. “Thisisan agridome, Laida. Ten kilometreson aside.
Inside are the fields where we grow our crops. Green crops, Laida... I'm taking you inside.”

He scanned hiswrist and a door did open. He escorted her into the airlock that held back the air
pressure holding up the agridome roof. The door did shut behind and another before them opened. He
carried her into the artificial sunlight and shifted her so he was holding her in both arms. She gasped. “I
fed it!” She held out her armsand lifted her face. “I fed it! Fedls SO good...”

He set her onto the agridome floor. A middle-aged man approached him. “Nykkyo...”

“Dyoman,” Nyk replied. “Thank you for letting us use your dome.”



“Of course,” hereplied. “I wanted to meet her in person.”

“Laida, thisis Dyoman Hasse,” Nyk said using Old Floran. “He'sin charge of the domes. He's letting
you stay here aslong asit takes for you to recover your strength.”

Laidalooked toward him, smiling, with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“That,” Hasse sad, “isareply I'd understand in any language.”

Nyk looked skyward. Above him was the superstructure holding the giant lamps augmenting the
weak Floran sun; and above that the reticulated, air pressure-supported dome roof. Through the roof he
could see Floran'sindigo daytime sky.

Dyoman produced athin pad and laid it onto the dome floor near a hydroponic bed.

“Here” Nyk said. “Just stretch out here and soak up as much as you want. I'll help you out of your
tunic.”

“Weliketo be busy inthe sun,” she said.

“Y ou busy yoursdlf recovering your strength,” Nyk replied. He grasped the hem of her orange
confinement tunic and lifted it from her. She lay, nude, on her ssomach. Nyk sat on the floor and caressed
her back and shoulder blades. “ Fed good?’

“Mmm... Ddicious...”

“...s0 that'sthe story,” Nyk said.

Suki shook her head. “1 don't know, Nykkyo, why you aways must go looking for trouble.”
“I don't look for trouble. Trouble comeslooking for me.”

“What isyour status?’

“Theresahearing in afew days. Kronta expects well be exonerated, but it's by no means adone
dedl. If we're not -- we could be going up the proverbid river for along time.”

“But -- you're free for now.”

“Both Andraand | are under eectronic surveillance.”

“Thefact they would do that meanstheir case isn't too strong -- doesn't it?”
“Not necessaily.”

“I return from T-Ddtain ten days,” Suki said.

“There's not much you can do from here or there,” Nyk replied.

“Keep me posted. Thisgreen girl -- is she another of youramften ?’



He shook his head. “No. Right now she's recovering her strength in an agridome.”
“Y ou want to make her anamfta , don't you?’ Nyk looked away from the vidisplay. “I knew it.”

“I'm not doing anything with her,” hereplied, “until our legal Satusis settled.”

“Thank you for dinner,” Nyk said.
“You'revery welcome,” Daphnereplied. “How did thefirst day of the hearing go?’

“About as expected,” said lllya “We had opening arguments, statements of undisputed facts... That
sort of thing.”

“How does one of thesework?Isit atrid?’

“It'sasort of combination of preiminary hearing, grand jury and trid,” Nyk replied. “Therésareferee
and afive-judge panel who'll decide the case. Each sides gets aturn presenting evidence; however, each
judge has aswitch by his post that will illuminate ablue lamp. If he's heard enough, he can light hislamp.
If dl fivelampsarelit, thetria stops.”

“Without hearing al the evidence?’

“Why turnit into afilibuster if the outcome won't change?’

“Thereferee has decided two questions remain to be arbitrated,” explained Kronta. “Whether or not
the novonids are human, and whether or not the crew intended to break the law. The second hingeson
thefirst. If the novonids are not human, then there was no law to break.”

“The supposedly broken law,” Nyk added, “isimproper imprisonment and transport. Today's
testimony made me very upset. | heard the opposition spouting the officid party line from Varada-- how

the novonids were made for a purpose, how they lack sentience, intelligence, free willsand so on.”

“Our counsd is quite comfortable we can win thefirst round,” Krontareplied. “If we do, the second
oneisacinch.”

“If wedont,” Nyk said, “then I'm going up theriver for unjudtifiable mutiny.”

“It seemsto me proving the crew's intent would be difficult,” Daphne observed.

“The prosecution seemsto fed the sameway,” said lllya. “I haveit -- off the record -- they think both
rounds are toss-ups, and the likely outcomeis the novonids will be classed human and we won't be able
to prove intent -- hence, adraw.”

“And, neither sdeis held accountable,” Nyk replied. “What does our consul think?’

“He thinks he has found an angle that will nail them on the second round.”

“But, only if wewinthefirst round ... first.”



“Why don't they,” Daphne asked, “just pump everyone full of truth drug?’

“The admissibility of truth drug testimony in aFloran court iscomplicated,” Krontaexplained. “It's
much more useful as aforensic tool. We cherish two tenets of justice that date al the way back to the
Floran Compact -- presumption of innocence and guarantee againgt sdf-incrimination. Truth drug runs
contrato both.”

“Two legacies from the United States Congtitution,” shereplied.

“Yes-- and from among others.”

“I'mitching for afight,” Nyk said to Krontaas he sat at atable in the hearing room. Beside him were
Andraand Zane and awithered |ooking older man with unkempt grey hair. To hisleft was the table for
the prosecution; ahead was the referee's bench and to the right sat the desks for the five judges. “|
couldn't deep thinking about yesterday's testimony. Our counsdl didn't challenge aword of it.”

“Counsd Morsk is one of the best, Nyk. He's passionate about our cause, and he came out of
retirement to take our case. His methods may be unorthodox, but histrack record is exceptional.”

“Maybe hel'slost some of his edge during retirement. | can't wait to St in the box and tell them MY
experiences with novonids.”

A chime sounded and Nyk stood. The referee entered -- amiddle-aged woman in awhite gown.
Following her were the five judges, two men and three women in embroidered tunics and sashes. They
took their seats at their desks. “Please be seated,” the referee announced. “Counsel Morsk...”

The old man stood and stepped to the front of the hearing room. “Y esterday, we heard testimony to
the nature of those carried aboard ExoScout 501 -- the nature of their humanity ... or lack thereof. We
even entered into evidence adocument -- apolicy statement generoudy provided by the Varadan
government outlining their beliefs. I'm sure the prosecution are sincerein their beliefs. However -- inthe
wisdom of one of the ancient Earth sages. The problem’s not what we don't know -- it'swhat we know
for surethat just isn't s0...” He paused. “I would like to examine the one named Laida.”

“I object,” said the prosecution counsdl, stlanding. “We have no precedent for examining
non-humans.”

“It'sthe very definition of humanity we're examining,” Morsk replied. “ How can we know how less....
or how more than human these beings are without questioning one of them?’

“Objection overruled,” said thereferee.

A young Floran woman led Laida, wearing her novonid two-piece costume, into the examination box.
Her escort returned to the back of the room and Laida held an object to her Ieft ear.

“Morsk brought Laida here from Sudal?” Nyk whispered. “ She's il recovering from being
sungtarved. Her color does ook better, | think.”

“Weflew her in by shuttle thismorning,” Krontareplied. “WEell take her back to her dome when she's
finished here”



“Thisyoung woman...”

“I object. Counsd Morsk must not prejudice the judges by employing terminology implying humanity
until that question is settled.”

“Sustained,” said thereferee.

“Keep your cool, Nyk,” Krontawhispered. “The prosecution will object to everything Morsk does.
He's planned for it.”

“The witness before you is one of what the Varadans call anovo hominid, or novonid for short.
She..”

“Objection! Counsdl Morsk is using agender-charged pronoun.”
“Human or otherwise,” Morsk replied, “the subject isfemde. She...”
“Objection! Counsd did it again!”

“Sugtained. Counsd Morsk, you will refrain from prejudicing the panel.” Morsk nodded in
acquiesence. “And, you will not bewarned again.”

“Asit pleases the court.” Morsk gestured toward the witness box. “ The withess was one of those
found on board the 501 by the defendants.” He turned to Laida. “Were you brought on board the scout
of your own volition?’

Laida cocked her ear to the device she held in her left hand. “No, sir.”

“Do you understand the notion of death?’

Sheligened. “Yes, ar.”

“Doyou fear death?’

‘.. yes gr.”

“I object in the strongest terms,” the prosecutor shouted, coming to hisfeet. “Thisisasham. What is
that device?’

“It isacommunicator,” Morsk replied. “Varadans do not speak Lingwafloran. We have an interpreter
trained in the Varadan tongue sitting at the back of the room, trandating my questions.”

“Thisisunacceptable,” the prosecutor retorted. “How are we to know if the questions are being
trandated or if the subject isbeing coached?”’

“Yes, how?' asked thereferee,

“If it would please,” Morsk replied, “we can have the interpreter come forward and perform her task
aoud. | had thought the communicator would expedite the examination process.”

“I still object,” the prosecutor replied. “ Since none of us spesks Varadan, how would we know if the



trandation is unbiased? We have no precedent for awitnessto be questioned in a private language. If this
... being ... isto be questioned, let it beinLingwafloran .”

The referee nodded. “ The objection is sustained. Please dispense with the communicator.”
Morsk approached Laida and took the earpiece from her.

Nyk stood. “ Thisisterribly unfair. Y ou have put her to adisadvantage, not knowing our language.
How would you...”

The referee pressed a control and agong sounded. “Mr Kyhana, you are out of order. Sit and be
glent.”

Nyk sat, folded his arms and glowered &t the referee,
“Laida,” Morsk said. “Can you understand our tongue at al?’

Shelooked at him blankly. “Slowly, please,” she replied. Morsk repeated the question. “Some....
litle”

“Do you know how to read?’

.. YES...

Morsk presented a handheld vidisplay. “Can you read this?’

Laidalooked at it and shook her head. “...no...”

“Why not?’

“..not ... Varadan.”

“You can't readLingwa . Can you read Varadan?’

“Yes.”

Morsk took the display and poked it. “Can you read this?” He handed it to her.

Laidas eyes brightened. “ Yes... thisVaradan.”

“Then, read it.”

Laidas eyes began to scan the screen.

“No -- doud. Speak thewords.”

She licked her lips, took a deep breath and began reading. Nyk sat back and let the words wash over
him -- amdllifluous stream of the music of language. He could understand what she read but preferred

instead to enjoy the melody of her voice.

She completed the passage and looked up. “That was beautiful, Laida,” Morsk said, picking up the



vidisplay. He turned to the judges. “ Does anyone recognize that passage?’ He looked around the hearing
room. “That was thefirst four paragraphs of Red Dawn, Red Dusk , chapter four -- rendered in the
origind OldLingwa . How many here can read OldLingwa ? How many have heard it spoken? How
many have gppreciated the beauty...”

“1 object,” said the prosecutor, standing. “ The aesthetics of OldLingwa are not an issue here.”

“Languageistheissue,” Morsk retorted. “Language and thought are joined at the hip. The pivota
question iswhether the beings found on that scout are sentient, intelligent and free-willed -- whether they
canthink...”

“I object again! A singleindividua cannot speak for the hundred others. By the defense'sown
admission many of them lack language skillsof ANY sort.”

“If one, single, intelligent, sentient, free-willed, thinking being was held on board that vessdl againgt his
or her will, the crime of kidnapping WAS committed.”

“Overruled,” said thereferee. “ Counsel Morsk, please continue.”

“We can't crawl indgde another's skull. The only way we can evauate the quality of another's thoughts
isif the other communicatesthem to us. This... withess does not have facility in our language. | felt the
need to demondirate ... it's ... facility in ... itsown.”

“But -- you said thiswas OldLingwa , not Varadan,” the referee noted.

“Thetwo are nearly indistinguishable”

“Theinitia objection isoverruled. Y ou may continue, Counsel Morsk.”

Morsk looked at Laida and spoke deliberately. “ Do you understand what you read?’

Shenodded. “Yes”

“Describeit to us -- tdl uswhat it was.”

She closed her eyes and drew in adeep breath. “Thereisone ... Ponta. Ponta... choice made...” She
shook her head. “No -- Ponta choice make ... must make. Hard choice...”

“Is Pontaaman or woman?’

“I think ... woman.”

“Why do you think that?’

“Pontathink ... woman... aswoman...”
“Have you ever seen that passage before?’
Laidashook her head. “...no...”

“That's understandable.Red Dawn, Red Dusk wasn't written until after the Varada colony was



abandoned. Please continue describing it.”
Laidabit her lip and closed her eyes. “Ponta.... Ponta...”
“Itsfrudtrating, isn't it?’
“What mean?’
“You know WHAT you want to say ... but you don't know HOW to say it.”
“.Yes.”
“Y ou want to describe this passage in which Ponta agonizes over which man shewill marry...”
“Objection!”
“Overruled.”
“...but you lack the vocabulary -- the wordsinLingwa to do so.”
“.yes..”
“It makes you angry -- with yourself.”
Her eyesbegan tofill. “...yes...”
“Don't be. Laida, how long have you knownLingwafloran 7’
“I ... learn here”
“How long have you been here?’
Sherolled her eyes and counted on her fingers. “ Eighteen days ... | think.”
“Y ouve learned this muchLingwafl oran in eighteen days?’

A tear ran down her cheek. “I try... | want ... learn more. | want talk ...you ... | ... | sick ... from ...
fromnosun...”

“Since you can't describeit in Floran -- please do so in Varadan.”
Laidadrew in abreath, closed her eyes and began paraphrasing the passage. Thistime, Nyk
concentrated on her words, and listened as she described a scene drummed into hisand every other

Floran's brains during their school years.

Nyk heard abell ring and looked toward the panel of judges. A blue light on the center desk waslit.
The other four came on in quick succession.

Thereferee rang her gong. “ The pand has decided. We will recess whilethe finding isformulated.”




“Thisisterrible,” Nyk said as he paced. “I didn't even get a chance to give my testimony on the
novonids.”

Morsk had pulled atable near abench. He sat, hisfeet on the table, hiskneesto his chest, hisfingers
tented and hisforehead resting on hisfingertips. “Nykkyo, you will have your opportunity in the box.”

“What's teking them so long?’
“It's a precedent-setting finding,” Krontasaid.

“What precedent? That the novonids are chattel ? It's not fair! They used this language thing to put
Ladaat adisadvantage. She could barely answer a question!”

“It'sfaling just about how | expected it would,” Morsk said from between hisfingers. “If we needed

your testimony, we'd be in much deeper trouble. Nykkyo -- how long did it take you to become fluent in
Varadan?’

“A few daysof speskingit.”

“But,” Krontareplied, “you dready knew Esperanto. Varadan, OldLingwa and Esperanto are dl
amilar”

“How long then,” Morsk asked without looking up, “did it take you to learn Esperanto?’

“I ... | studied the written language for about three years. | learned to speak it with the Abo on Lexal.
It was difficult for meat fird...”

“Threeyears... | happen to know one of our judgesisan expert onRed Dawn, Red Dusk .” Morsk
looked up. “Ladaslinguistic feat will not belost on her.”

Nyk stopped and stared at Morsk. “ That earpiece... Y ou goaded them! Y ou goaded them into
forcing the language issue and then turned it againgt them.”

“If thesejudges do not rule that Laida, and by extension dl novonids are human beingsfor legal
purposes -- then, thereis no hope for any of us.”

16 -- Dome, Sweet Dome

Nyk held Andras hand as he climbed the spird staircase of the Residence in Sudal. He spotted Suki,
ran to her and threw hisarms around her. “Y ou're home!”



“I came in on the morning packet, and | am exhausted. | don't know how long it's been since I've had
deep ... and | don't want to know.”

“I'mwell acquainted with the packet-lag phenomonon,” Nyk replied.

“How did your hearing go?’

Nyk and Andraheld their |eft fists doft. “ The monitoring bands are gone, aren't they?”
“What was the resolution?’

“There were two issues. Thefirst one hinged on whether or not our cargo comprised people or things.
If they werethings, then our mutiny would not have been judtified; however, if they were people, then we
wereright to take whatever action was necessary to prevent anillega activity.”

“And, the second?’
“Whether or not the crew knew they were committing anillega activity.”
“In other words,” Suki replied, “fact and intent.”

“Y ou're becoming familiar with Horan law,” Nyk said. “ Proving the novonids are thinking beings
waan't difficult. Our counsel put Laidain the box and she performed flawlesdy. Once he had thet victory,
he had them trapped on the second issue.”

“How s0?" Suki asked.

“Zane cameto therescue,” Andrainterjected. “ Histestimony, augmented by truth drug, focused on
the secrecy of bringing them aboard, and the fact Captain Hayt ordered g ecting the 501's cargo into

“In other words,” Suki replied, “the crew knew they were doing something wrong.”

“Specificdly,” Nyk said, “ Captain Hayt knew HE was doing something wrong. Then, Morsk invoked
the duty-of-care doctrine. Since thefirst officer and the rest went dong with the captain, it meant either
they werein onit, or they violated their duty-of-care. Every Floran has a duty-of-care to the law that
supercedes any chain-of-command.”

“They were damned either way.”

“Krontatold me Morsk was good. | didn't realize how good. It was so smple, but the prosecution
was blind-sided by it. The pand ruled four-to-one in our favor on the second issue. As soon astheruling
was delivered, the crew began to sing like canaries...”

“What'sacanary?’ Andra asked.

“...They fingered the group on Gamma-5 responsible, and the group on Gamma:5 have agreed to
cooperate in identifying their counterparts on Varada. This cooperation has hel ped sooth tender feelings
on the Varadan side. That, plusreturning al the novonids except for Laidaand Mos.”

“Won't the novonids be executed there?’ Suki asked.



“They've been turned over to the BSS. The Varadans promise they'll review each case”
“What isacanary?’ Andrarepeated.

“It'san Earth bird,” Suki replied.

“Oh..”

“Laida has been offered asylum here,” Nyk continued, “based on her fear of reprisal on her
homeworld.”

“And, Mos?”’

“Wdll... Moskilled one man and severdly injured another. HEll have a separate hearing. Andra, Zane
and | have al been exonerated.”

Andraheld up her thumb and forefinger. “ They came this close to recommending Nyk and Zane
receive commendations.”

“They didn't,” Nyk added, “ because we were Smply exercisng our duty-of-care.”

“They couldn't reward you for doing something the others are being punished for not doing,” Suki
observed.

“They did find it in themselvesto reward Zane -- with apromotion. Not for exercisng his
duty-of-care, but for bringing the 501 to safety.”

“What will happen to the Gammans?’ Suki asked.

“TomykaWdlsismissing. Her courier |eft VVaradan space when news of the seizing of the 501
reached there. So far, they've found no trace of her shuttle.”

“Which means...”

“Either she's gone underground, or her shuttle islost in hyperspace. 1t's a dangerous approach to
Varada, and even more dangerous on departure.”

“On Gamma:5,” Andraadded, “they've detained that colony's agricultural minister.”
“S0, Nykkyo -- now, are you headed home?’ Suki asked.

“Tomorrow. Tonight | have some unfinished business”

“With Laida?" Suki asked. *Y ou want to do theamften thing with her, don't you.”
“No ... no-- | just wanted to say good byeto her.”

“Be honest, Nykkyo -- you want to do more than that.”

“| amfond of her.”



“You'reaFloran. You don't need my permisson.”
“You'remy wife. I'd like your approva.”

“What I've said before holds -- | admire your tastein women. If you like Laida, I'm sure | would,
too.”

“I'm sure you would.”

“I'mway too tired to think about lovemaking tonight, so go do theamften thing with Laida. Besides --
farsfair. I'vemade afewamften , mysdf.”

Nyk looked at her. “ Redly? Who?'

“I'm not the sort to kissand tell. Y ou haven't named al Y OURamften .

“Y ou know who they are.”

“All of them? Areyou sure?’

“Men or women?’ he asked. Suki smiled. “ Suki, at least tell meif youramften are men or women.”
“Nykkyo,” Andrasaid, “I do believe I'm seeing atinge of jedlousy.”

“You know -- | think you'reright,” Suki replied.

“No...no...I'm ... just ... curious.”

Suki stepped to him, put her arms around hiswaist and kissed his cheek. “Both.”

“Okay,” Nyk said. “Maybe | don't want to know more. Weredl Florans here, after adl. ThisISa
cherished tradition we're talking about.”

“Nykkyo -- just go have your time with Laida. Kiss her for me, too. I'm going to bed.”

Nyk approached the agridome and walked through the airlock. He spotted Laida standing near a
hydroponic bed of wheat sprouts. She was bare-foot, bare-chested and wearing apair of white shorts.

She looked up and waved. “Nykkyo!”

“Y ou'relooking good.”

“Thislight agreeswith me.” She held out her arms.

“You're very dark and green.”

“You must tell me, Nykkyo. Are the other croptenders artificial beings?’

“No. Why do you ask?’



“Because they have brown skin, while other Florans are white.”

“It's because of the artificia sunlight,” hereplied. “ All Floranswould look that way if exposedtoit.
Croptenders are the only ones who spend much time under the lamps.”

“That'sright. Y ou don't need suntolive”

“Too much sun isbad for us. That'swhy croptenders wear the big hats. Even ill, they get enough
sunlight to give them suntan.”

She amiled. “ Suntan... | get sungreen... Thislight isstronger even than on Varada.”

“It's not too strong for you, iSit?’

“Ohno -- it fedsvery good. | likeit. I've stored so much sunlight, | probably glow insde.”
“You can gore sunlight?’ Nyk asked.

“Certainly. Do you remember ustaking of how afull somach feds?’

“Agreesble, yes...”

“Being full of sunlight is an even more agreeable sensation. | fed | could go many daysin the shade --
if I had to. I've never been thisfull of light. | lovethefeding.”

He scanned her body from head to foot. “Laida -- where do you storeit?’

She ran her hands dong her ribcage. “Insde.”

“But, how? Certainly not asfat deposits.”

“No,” shereplied. “We don't store fat -- we store sunlight.”

“Wheredo you fed it?’

“What do you mean?’ she asked.

“When you have afull gomach -- you fed it in your ssomach. Where do you fed full of sunlight?’
“All over -- it fedsall over good. Besides...” She pressed her hand below her right ribcage. “Y our

stomach might befull...” She pointed to her head. “...but your feelings are up here. Ther€'s no reason
why you shouldn't fed afull somachinyour elbow or your toe, isthere?’

“| suppose one reason is S0 you won't keep putting more into it. An overly-full ssomach can be quitea

disagreeable sensation.”
“1 suppose...”

“Canyou beoverly full of sunlight?’



“No,” shereplied. “OncelI'm full, I'm full -- | can't ore any more. Thelight till feels good on my
skin. | loveit. Thisisthe best light I've ever had, and | fed sogood init.”

“It must be very odd, being you,” he said. “To fed such away about sunlight ... to savor it likea

“I was thinking the same about you,” she replied. “How odd it must be to fed burned by the sun.”

He watched her pluck materid from the planting bed. “What are you doing?’ he asked.

“I'm culling the wheat sprouts. When | first did this, one of the other workers scolded me. | tried to
explain that by culling, you give the remaining plants room to grow and they become stronger and more
productive. So, they're letting me care for this bed my way -- to seeif it works. It gives me something to
do. I liketo be busy inthe sun.” She smiled. “1've been drinking the hydroponic nutrient broth.” She
giggled. “That surprised them, too. Now, if | can only find some protein.”

“Let'swander over here” He directed her toward a canteen with tables and vending machines. He
scanned hiswrist and purchased a package. “ Thisis soybean cheese. See how thisfedsin your
gomach.”

L aida opened the package and began eating. “Interesting -- agreeable.” She took another bite and
pressed her hand on her abdomen. “Mmm... Do you have news?’

“Your interpreter explained the panel's ruling on your status. Now, in the eyes of Floran law, you are
human. No one in this hegemony may own, buy, sdll, trade or lease you or any of your kind.”

“Yes-- here, you and | are equals.”

He shook hishead. “No, Laida. | am not nor ever will be your equal. Y ou are smarter, stronger and
braver than| am. You and | are peers, and | am proud of it.”

“What of the other charges?’

“Thethree of us-- Zane, Andraand | -- have been exonerated. Mos goesto tria in a couple days.
I'll need to testify, but I'll do so from Earth. I've been told the likely outcome is the murder will be
ruled...”

“Judtified?”

“...excusable. Remember, the judges ruled you -- al of you -- to be human beingsin the eyes of the
law. A human being has an absolute right to defend his own life and liberty. Moswill be released.”

“You can't send him back to Varada. He killed a man. Excusable or not, they'll consider him a
menace and put him down for sure.”

“Like an Earth dog who bitesa child -- even if the child provoked it. No -- helll be granted asylum
I’He_”

“In adome?’

“Yes. | hopethey keep thetrid short. HE's getting very weak.”



Laidalooked down. “Poor Mos. He didn't mean to, Nykkyo. | know he feels badly about it. He
didn't know his own strength.”

“| know he didn't.”

“Will Ms Raminareceive any compensation? | know sheinvestsin each of us. Shelll lose what she
invesed inme.”

“A maeisworth one and afemaeten -- | recdl. The question of compensation to Moss master is
one of theitemson the diplomatic discussion list -- quite low on thelist, but on it nontheless. Ramina
invested much more than money in you, Laida. I've been working with her on away to make her whole
for loang you.”

“How?’ she asked.

“I had the fortune of meeting aremarkable family living in the Green Zone. The BSS had little difficulty
tracking them down. There's a daughter who reminds me very much of you. She reminds Raminaof you,
too. Her nameisLise. She's an unregistered -- and she's aoneshot. Raminais working with the BSSto
register her.”

“Tofind her work?’

“We've come up with acregtiveidea. Do you recall the name Fara?’

“Of course. Shel'sone of Ms Raminas.”

“Farais gerile. Ramina knows a surgeon who will transplant one of Lisg'sovariesinto Fara.
Apparantly it'saroutine procedure on the farms for Faras condition. He will also serilize Lise so she

need not fear a pregnancy.”

“Yes--itlikely would befatal to aoneshot. So, for the price of registration, Ms Raminagets afertile
femde”

“That, plus the doctor's fees. She will also sponsor ayoung woman she can love like aniece -- the
sort of way shelovesyou. Lisewill continueto live with her parents and Raminawill serve as her broker.
Raminathinks shell have no trouble finding work. Unlike Lise's parents broker, Raminawill et her keep
her wages -- less a brokerage fee...”

“Knowing Raminaas| do, | imagine her fee adds up to her registration and medica outlays.”

“I believe she's thinking along those lines. In addition, Ramina gets the comfort of knowing you are
safe and cared for. In exchange, sheiswaiving al clamsagainst Floran and the ExoService for granting
you asylum. Y ou didn't want to spend the next ten years of your life making baby after baby -- did you?’

Laidasmiled. “No, | redly didn't. It soundslike awin-win-win solution. | imagine Farais excited
about finaly being able to conceive.”

“Yes. Fertility will make her fed whole”

“Y ou were ableto work al this out from here?’



“Y es. We have the Floran and V arada communi cations interconnect working. Which reminds me...
Hetook his handheld vidisplay from his sash, scanned hiswrist and entered a code. Then he handed it to
her.

Her eyesgrew wide. “MsRamina” Shelooked toward Nyk.

“Take aslong asyou want.”

Nyk paced around the canteen. “Yes,” he heard Laidasay, “I've been given asylum here ... probably
Mas, too. I'mfine ... Nykkyo's been taking good care of me ... please explain it to my mother, Ms
Ramina. | know you can explain so shell understand ... | love you, too, Ms Ramina...”

She handed the vidisplay to him. “Thank you. | missher ... | missthem. They are my family.” Nyk
opened hisarms and shefell into them. He caressed her shoulders and kissed the top of her head as she
sobbed. “Now, I'll never seethem again.”

“Never say never, Laida Stuationsevolve. Y ou might very well find yoursdf back there, some day.
Everything has a purpose. Y ou are here for areason. Destiny hasn't revedled it to us, yet.”

She wiped the tears from her face. “1 suppose s0...”

“And you can dwayscdl. Laida-- it gppearsyou'll bein Suda for awhile. | thought 1'd show you
some of thesghts”

“Do you mean, outside the dome?’

“It'sdusk -- they'll be shutting off the lamps anyway.”

“Yes, they will be... Let me change.”

Nyk followed her to a corner near a storage shed adjacent to the hydroponic beds. Some screens
had been set up. She stepped behind them. “Mr Hasse set this up for me-- so | could have some
privacy.” She emerged from behind the screen wearing a Horan white, deevelesstunic. “ Some of the
crop tenders donated old clothing.”

“You look great in Floran clothing, Laida”

“I'll bet you say that to dl the women.”

Hesmiled. “Wdll -- | do think the femae figure isflattered by aFloran tunic.”

“I knew it!”

“But, you look especidly good -- with your dark skin against the white fabric. I'll remember to look
for adeep greenlifxarpa for you, the next timeI'min Floran City.”

“No -- please, not green.”

“Then orange -- to match your eyes.”



He led her outside to the groundcar and opened it. She sat beside him and Nyk programmed
degtinations. “I'll show you Sudd Universty. It'swhere Andraand my wife work. I'll show you
downtown Sudd and then welll take alook at my childhood home.”

“Sounds good.”

The car pulled onto the north-south arterial highway that bisected the city. Nyk pressed his hand
againg hers. “This, Laida, isaFloran gesture of friendship. When | pressmy palm againgt yours, | am
offering you the gift of friendship and openness. If you accept, spread your fingers.”

She amiled and opened her fingers. Nyk laced hiswith hers.

Laidalooked at their hands locked together. “ This never would've happened on Varada,” she said.
Nyk caressed her forearm. He pointed out landmarks as the car headed south and explained the tropical
storm shutters dl the buildings sported.

The groundcar pulled to a stop outside the Residence. By now the ruby disk of the setting sun had
dropped below the western horizon and it was deep dusk. Nyk led her insde. “Hello, Andra,” Laida
sad.

“Lada-- you're looking hedthy.”

She smiled and presented the backs of her hands. “Y es, thanks to your dome.”

“Is Suki around?’ Nyk asked.

“Shewent to bed. She was exhausted from traveling.”

“1 can understand that,” hereplied.

“She wanted to meet Laida but she couldn't keep her eyes open.”

“Andra, do you live here, to0?’ Laida asked.

“Andrais companion to my wife, aswell asafriend of mine” Nyk led Laida around the house and
explained how the second and third floors had no outside walls -- how they were |eft open to admit the
breeze. Then, he led her outdoorsto the bluff and they looked down at the sea.

He escorted her down the bluff and to a bowl-shaped depression lined with black sand. “Thisismy
favorite spot. | liketo lie here and look up at the sky. The night sky isFloran's most beautiful festure.” He
lay on the sand and shelay beside him.

“Thisisbeautiful.” shesaid. “I think | could get used to living here. And, you have been so sweet to
m"

“I carefor you very much, Laida. | understand why Raminalovesyou so. Laida, there's something
else... Here, on Floran we have atradition caledamften . It's when two people become dear friends and
sedl the bond by sharing the gift. That's whatamften means -- specid friends.”

“Thegjft?



“Lovemaking.”

“Y ou want to make love with me?’ She sat up. “I'm flattered, Nykkyo. | really am.” She shook her
head. “I cant.”

“Why not?

“It would violate a very deep and old taboo -- one from the days when my kind first emerged.
Varadansfind the notion abhorrent.”

“I'maFloran, Laida. The color of your skin makes no difference to me. It's your personal admire.
It'sno one'sfault your persona chose your body in which to live”

She amiled. “Doesthat sort of talk work rdligbly for you?
He returned her smile. “Most of thetime. | do care for you very much. | am sincere.”

“1 know you are. Nykkyo -- you might not be aVaradan... But, | am. The taboo works the other
way, too. Something deep inside me finds the notion of sex between my kind and yours ... revolting.”

“Laida, you are more human than most of the people | ded with day-to-day. Takeit asaninsult or a
compliment -- it'sthetruth.”

“Fromyou I'll accept it as acompliment. Believe me, Nykkyo -- it's nothing persond. Part of me
would liketo, but thisis something | can't get past.”

“| undergand.”
“Please take me back to the dome.”

Nyk led her to the groundcar and rode in silence toward the northern outskirts of Sudal. He felt
Laidaspam againg his. He spread and locked hisfingers with hers. She squeezed his hand.

“Lada | loveyou.”
“I' know you do. With your kindness and all you've done for me -- | have no doubt.”
“I loveyou even if we can never consummate...”

“Never say never, Nykkyo. Instead, let's say not now. Besides-- I'm avirgin. | don't know how to. |
have to read up on the practice, first.”

“Wdll ... why didn't you say s0? | have adtrict policy. | do not go around defiling virgins. Itsapolicy |
never violate.”

“Never?’ she asked.
“Almost never.”

The car stiopped outside the dome. “ Good night, Nykkyo. Thank you for everything.”



“Laida-- Tomorrow | return to Earth, and | don't know when I'll be back or see you again. Will you
let me deep with you tonight? | won't force mysalf on you. I'd never do that to anyone. | just want to
hold you in my arms before | leave. Would that be dl right?”

She brokeinto asmile. “Yes-- | think it would be.”

He escorted her inside and followed her to the corner where the screens were set up. He stretched
out on amattress that was lying on the domefloor. Laidalay beside him. He gazed into her orange eyes
and stroked her cheek with the backs of hisfingers.

“The starson thisworld are so bright,” she said.

“Yes... You areabeautiful young woman, Laida”

“No. I'm not awoman.”

“Thejudges said so -- here, you are awoman.”

“Wouldn't | be prettier to you with long hair and light skin?”

“Your personawould be just as beautiful in any body. No, Laida-- your features are what make you,
you.” She touched hishead and pulled her hand back. “It'sal right -- go ahead.”

Laidaran her fingersthrough hishair. “What strange stuff thisis...”
“Wouldit bedl right if | kissed you goodnight?’ he asked.

“Okay...” Hebrought hislipsto hers. Then, helay on hisback and coaxed her against him. He
dipped hisarm around her and she snuggled againgt him. “Mmm... Thisdoesfed good.”

“It feds even better after lovemaking...” Her eyesturned to his, she cracked a smile and shook her
head. “Y ou can't blame aguy for trying...”

“Y ou don't appreciate how much | overcame agreeing to this. If you and | had been caught like this
on Varada-- it would've been certain death for me and a heavy sentence for you.”

“Have you ever dept in someone's arms before?’
“Never. Thisisthefirg time”

“I'msureit won't bethelagt.”

“Nykkyo?’

“Yes, Lada”

“I loveyou, too.”

He kissed the top of her head. “1 know you do.” He lay looking up through the dome roof at the stars
as she drifted to deep.




Nyk stepped into the kitchen and poured some green tea. He set his cup next to Suki's and pulled up
agool. “Bon'matina.”

“Bon'matina.”

“Areyou al rested up from your travel?’

“Mmm... | dept likealog. Are YOU dlamften -ed up with Laida after last night?’
“No.”

“No?’

“No -- sherefused me.”

“Sherefused Y OU? What isthe matter with the girl?’

“She has her reasonsand | agree with them.”

“Now, you're off to Earth?’

“Yes-- Dyppais picking me up on therelay station and | fly from Milwaukeeto LaGuardia. | don't
know what I'm going to tell your mom about my absence.”

Suki giggled. “Mom probably thinksyou'reaCIA operative or something.

Nyk trod down the jetway and into the concourse at LaGuardia. He spotted Seymor waiting outside
the security checkpoint. “Welcome home, lad.”

“Seymor -- | figured it out.”
“Fgured what out?’

“Why trouble seems so intent on seeking me out. It's not me -- it's Kronta. HE's the one with the dark
cloud over hishead. The problem is, it never rainson HIM -- only on his associates.”

“What makes you think it's Kronta?’

“I gotinvolved in that Lexd thing with the guns at Krontas request. It wasthe same with the Tulsa
virus, and now this. Krontawas responsible for my involvement with Suki in the first place-- inan
indirect way, at least. Whenever Krontaisinvolved -- troubleis lurking around the corner. Seymor --
next time Kronta has some assgnment for me -- tell him I'm indisposed. Take the assgnment yourself if
you don't believe me. Just make sure your insuranceis paid up.”

“How did the reunion with Sukiko go?’ Nyk looked down and shook his head. “1 figured you staged
that mutiny so you'd have more time there with her.”

“Don't joke about it, Seymor. She was teaching a course on T-Deltathe whole time. We barely
passed each other in the night.” He paused. “ Sheinvited me to be with her on Myataxya, if it'sal right



with you.”
“Whenisthat?’

“1t works out to be sometime in June on the Earth cdendar. It'sdl right, Seymor, if you need me here.
I'd just be underfoot there.”

“Youmust go, Nyk. I can certainly spare you for that.”

“That'sif | don't get a Dear John |etter before then.”

“Comeon, lad -- I'll drive you home.”

Nyk let himsdlf into the front door and tread softly into the house. The sound of atelevision came
from theliving room. Y asuko was Sitting in achair, dozing. He switched off the TV. “ Y asuko...
Yasuko...” He nudged her.

“Oh, Nick -- you're home.”

“Yes-- I'm home. No more assgnmentsfor alittle while.”

“Where DO you go on these ... assgnments, Nick?" He looked at her. “What are you? Some sort of
... Secret agent”?’

“No, Yasuko.”

“Y ou must be to go off where no one can get hold of you for weeks on end.”

“Okay, Yasuko. I'll tell you thetruth. Yes-- | am asecret agent, but not for the CIA or the FBI. I'm
from another planet, and I'm here on a covert mission. Don't worry -- our reasons for being here are

benign. We mean no harm to Earth or any of its people...”

Y asuko continued to gaze at him with a stone face. “Nick -- your cover is safe with me. If you can't
talk about, just tell me so and welll dropit.”

“| can't talk about it, Y asuko.”

She nodded. * Good night, Nick.” She hoisted hersalf out of her chair and headed toward her
bedroom.

Epilogue -- Honeymoon



Nykkyo sat in the passenger compartment of alivery car asitsdriver negotiated the streets of the
Varadan capitd. It stopped outside aone-story structure in the same sector as Ramina's breedery. He
handed the driver a scrip card. “ Keep the change.”

Inside the building he spotted Ramina. “Have they started?’ he asked.

“Not yet.”

“May | seethem?’

“Thisway.”

He followed Raminainto atrestment room. He looked around in the subdued lighting. Lying on apair
of cots were two novonid girls. Nyk approached the one with athin, boyish figure. “Y ou must be Fara,”
hesad.

“Y ou must be Nykkyo.”

He gripped and squeezed her hand. “ Good luck,” he said, then turned to the other cot. “Lise... |
thought I'd never seeyou again.”

“Neither did I. I'm so happy to see you, Nykkyo. What brings you here?’

“Oganingsted | attend the installation of the Floran ambassador -- asthe officid interpreter. It's not
asif Ambassador Morsk needs one -- he has had VVaradan language training. | think Ogan wanted a
drinking buddy.” Lise smiled. “ That was yesterday. When | heard today wasthe big day -- | had to
come see you. Where are your folks?’

“Neither of them could get the day off. They'll be here when they can.” She peeled down the drape
covering her and Nyk saw the registry tattoo on her left clavicle. “Look...”

“I'm both happy and sad for you, Lise. I'm happy you no longer need to lurk in the shadows of the
Green Zone, but I'm sad that mark must be the price of your safety.”

“I'm happy to have it. Ms Ramina says she has an assignment for me -- babysitting a pair of Varadan
children.”

“I think you'll begood at it.”

A medica assistant wheeled acart of equipment into the room. “Well get started shortly,” she
announced. “I'll start by putting these probes on your head and chest...”

“You dont gtart an intravenous drip?’ Nyk asked.
“No,” the attendant whispered in reply. “They're deathly afraid of needles, and | don't blame them.”
Nyk took Lise'shand. “ Areyou afrad?’

“Yes--alittle”



“1 would be, too. Good luck and good courage, Lise.” He held her hand and she grasped hisina
white-knuckled grip.

Lise looked toward the assistant. “ Can he stay and hold my hand?’
“Until you're under, | suppose.”

The doctor entered and switched on an overhead floodlamp. “Lise, welll do you first. Well make two
small incisons on your abdomen, tie your tubes and harvest one of your ovaries.”

“Only one?’ Lise asked.

“WEell leave the other so your hormones stay balanced.” He removed adrape covering her lower
abdomen and pal pitated her. He nodded toward the assistant.

She adjusted controls and placed amask over Lise's nose and mouth. Lise tightened her grip on
Nyk'shand. “Lise... breathe deeply ... that'sit ... in ... out ... in...”

Nyk watched Lise's ribcage expand and contract as she complied. Her eyes glazed, her eyelids
drooped and her grasp relaxed. The attendant glanced at a brainwave monitor. “ She's under. Well cal
you when she'sin recovery.”

He kissed Lisg's forehead and headed with Raminato the waiting room.

Nyk paced the waiting room. “So, thisisanovonid clinic,” he remarked.

“Thisisone of the better ones. The surgeon hereis board-certified.”

“Therésaboard of novonid medicine?’ Nyk asked.

“No -- he'sacertified medical doctor ... in human medicine. Anyone can hang asign asanovonid
practitioner. This doctor is head of surgery at one of the suburban hospitals. He believesthey deserve
better.”

“He's BSS, no doubt.”

“Of course”

“I'm impressed with the dignity they show the patients here.”

“1 wanted to tel you, Nykkyo, how grateful | am to you for caring for Laida. She cals me nearly
every day and we havelong conversations. | never had children of my own, and Laidaisthe closest |
haveto ared daughter. I'm sorry she's offworld, but I'm delighted she's happy.”

“She does seem very happy. Tell me, Ramina-- Laidatold methey store sunlight. Isthat true?’

“Inasense, they do.”

“She didn't seem to know how they do it.”



“They gtore activated chlorophyll. Their blood is brown because of the green corpuscles. Those carry
activated chlorophyll to their spleens, which ismodified to be the mgor photosynthetic organ. Their
gpleens stockpile activated chlorophyll.”

“I truly wonder what it must be like to be one of them. Laida said she has stored so much sunlight, she
glowsindgde”

“That soundslike Laida” Ramina pursed her lips. “I do miss her, Nykkyo. Our media conversations
areapoor subdtitute for holding her in my arms.”

“I'm dso in along-distance relationship. | know what you mean.”

“I dso wanted to say how much I've enjoyed working with Lise and her family.”

“How did Grott and Raylatakeit?’

“They were suspicious ... cautious at first. Once | convinced them of my good intentions, they
recognized the benefits of our little arrangement. | had never been inside the Green Zone before. 1t was
an eye-opener. We BSS have alot of work to do there.”

“1 hope the surgery goeswell.”

“It should. I've learned these are done frequently on the pomma farms when afemal e has atrophied
ovaries. The doctor said within ayear Fara's female features should develop and she should become
fertile. Not too long ago such a one as she would've been put down. | couldn't bear the thought of that,
but | dso despaired what to do with her. When you suggested a transplant -- | thought it was brilliant.”

“Y ou could've used one of your other females as adonor.”

“All mine are either pregnant or nursing,” shereplied. “Thisisagood solution.”

“Just make sure,” he said, “that Fara conceives only boys. Otherwise you'll have more oneshotsto
ded with.”

“I'll remember that.”
“Tell me about the assgnment you found for Lise”

“Shell be caring for apair of toddlers-- aboy and agirl. They livein one of the working-class
suburbs. It's asingle mother who was just awarded custody, and she can't afford care, otherwise.”

“How do you learn of these opportunities?’ he asked.

“Through networking. Thismom is delighted that Lise knows how to read.”
“Hasshe met Lise?’

“The mother has, but not the children.”

“What will the congtables think of anovonid waking down the street with apair of white childrenin
tow?’



“I'vewarned Lise of some of the ... challengesin this assgnment. I've dso advised her how to ded
with them. Don't worry about her, Nykkyo. Sheisn't blazing any trails -- there are other novonid
caregivers. If | didn't think her capable, | wouldn't have recommended her.

“I imagine your reputation preceeds her...”

The door to the waiting room opened and the surgeon stepped in. “ Everything went well. | won't say
it was routine, because surgery never is. We had no unpleasant surprises and they're both recovering.”
He handed a bottle of athick, clear fluid to Nyk. “Thisisamazing stuff. | was ableto close Fardsincision
knowing there was good circulation to her new ovary. It dramatically reduced the blood |oss.”

“Keepit,” Nyk replied. “There's plenty where that came from.”

“I wish | could useit on my human patients.”

“Y ou can -- it works on humans. A Floran medic wouldn't perform surgery without it.”

“No, | can't -- it hasn't been approved by the Varadan Medica Board.”

“Canwe seethem?’ Raminaasked.

The doctor gestured toward the treatment rooms. Nyk stepped in and saw an attendant sitting with
Lise and stroking her cheek as she wept. “It'sarelease,” the attendant said.

“What about Fara?’
“She's il under. We had to make her dumber deeper.”
Nyk crouched and took Lise's hand. “How do you fed 7’ he asked.

“Not very good,” she blubbered. “1 have a headache and it hurtsto move ... | have an awful tastein
my mouth... | had aterrible dream...”

“Do you remember your dream?’

“No. I remember it was horrible... | want sun ... | need sun...”

“You rest and hedl.” He kissed her forehead.

“Y ou can help me with the cot,” the attendant said. “ Now that she'swaking, we can whedl her out in
back for some sun. We had to sunstarve them for aday to make sure their metabolisms were fully
aerobic -- otherwise we couldn't anesthetize them. Welearned THAT lesson the hard way, believe me!”

“Ready for alittleride, Lise?’ he asked. “Okay, let'sgo...” He pushed and the attendant led down a
corridor and into agarden behind the clinic. An older novonid man lay dozing on areclining chair. Nyk
removed the drapes to expose her green skin to the sunlight; then folded one and lay it across her hips.
“How doesthisfed?’

“Mmm... better...”



“Shall | cover your breasts, too?’

“The sun fedlsgood. If you're not offended...”

“I'm never offended by the sight of a beautiful young woman, Lise”

“Nykkyo -- can you stay with me until my parents come?’

“I'dliketo. I'd like achanceto say hello to them. I'll get achair.”

“I'm surethey'd like to say hello to you, too. We want you to answer a question for us.”
“What question?’ Nyk asked.

“Why me? Of dl of usliving inthe Zone, why did you pick me?’

“Why NOT you?’ hereplied. “ Have you someone e sein mind?’

Sheamiled. “No... You ... and Ms Raminahave probably saved my life. Y ou certainly saved mefrom
alifeof indignity.”

“Perhaps we've saved more than just you, Lise. Think about it. What assignment did you say Ramina
found for you?’

“Babysdtting two white children.”

“Asl sad, youll begood at it.”

“I'm afaid -- I've never been near white children. | won't know how...”

“Youll find them to be exactly like ... children.”

“What if they hate me?’

“I think they're alittle young for that. Little children are born lovers. They must be taught to hate -- it's
not anatural behavior for them. Y ou'll teach them adifferent lesson -- one that might be at odds with the
one Varadan society teaches about your kind. They will learn to question -- and to evaluate based on
their own experiences. It'sonly two children, but it'sa tart. Y ou'll do fine. Y ou're afine young woman,
Lise-- raised by two fine parents.”

Sheturned her face toward him and he gazed into her orange eyes. “ Thanks,” she said.

“They must be proud of you.”

“They are”

“You'll need to be brave and strong in this assignment, Lise-- but | know you're both.”

“Mmm,” she said, “the sunlight isbeginning to fill me. I'm feding better.”

Hetook her hand. “Why don't you relax, close your eyes, and deep off any lingering effects of the



anesthesia? That way, you'll bein good shape when Grott and Rayla arrive.”
“Okay.”
“I'll 9t here and hold your hand.”

“I'd likethat.” Nyk caressed her forearm. She closed her eyes. Her breathing grew shallow and
ceased.

The surgeon approached. “How's she doing?’ he whispered.

“She stopped breathing,” Nyk replied. The doctor smiled and nodded. 1 must keep reminding myself
that, when they DON'T breathe, it'sagood sign.”

Nyk climbed aboard the Floran deep-space shuttle parked on the runway of the capital airport. He
gavethe pilot the FHooran two-finger salute. “WEell be underway shortly.”

The shuttle accelerated, lifted off and assumed anearly vertical trgjectory. Soon Nyk was looking
down on the Varadan planet. “Were in aparking orbit,” the pilot reported. “Where to?’

“Myataxya,” Nyk replied.
“YES” the pilot exclamed. “My kind of destination...”

The flash shields covered the viewports and the warp jumps thudded through the vessdl. Thewarp
indicators winked out and the viewport shutters did open. Nyk looked out onto the Myataxyan parent
world, agolden gas giant surrounded by shimmering rings. Below was the Myataxya colony world, an
Earth-like moon, looming larger as the courier executed an orbita insertion maneuver. Hefeasted his
eyes as the courier made its reentry approach, landed and parked at the shuttleport.

He stepped to the polymer concrete runway apron. He and his pilot were greeted by bare-chested
young men and women placing garlands of fragrant blossoms around their necks. Nyk headed toward
thelivery, pausing to examine ashrub covered with large blossoms and golf- ball szed, rainbow-striped
fruits. He saw alizard-like animal dink up to one of the fruits, adjust its coloration to match and begin
feading.

Nyk stood in linefor an automated livery car. He specified his destination as the Premier Resort and
awaited the computerized dispatch of acar. Inhaling deeply he savored the atmosphere -- warm, mildly
humid and drenched in the aromas of blossoms and scented leaves.

Hislivery approached and stopped for him. He dropped in his case and watched the scenery asthe
car headed up aknoll and toward a sprawling complex lining alake. Insde the main lodge he
approached the front desk and pressed hiswrigt to a scanpad. “Mr Kyhana -- welcome to Myataxya.
Dr Kyhana has aready checked in -- garden room four. Place your bags on the palet and they'll be
delivered to the room.

Nyk nodded and gave the desk clerk the two-fingered Floran salute. He strolled outside, dong a
promenade lined with blossomed shrubs and found the room.

It was carved into the side of the hill, with atransparent, domed roof. The wallswere solid rock



00zing groundwater, which cascaded down to a catch trough and into a stream cutting the room in two.
He crossed afootbridge and headed toward the sounds of faling water. “ Suki,” he called.

“Inhere” he heard her voice. Heturned a corner and saw her sitting in apool filled by aceiling-high
waterfal. Steam from the pool was vented through an opening in the domed roof. “L ook at thisl” she
exclamed. “The poal isfilled with geothermally heated minera water. It never stopsflowing and the
temperature is perfect. Thisfeds SO good. Comeonin.”

Nyk stripped off histunic, tested the water with histoe and then waded into the knee-deep pool. He
sat inthe water and held her.

“I'vebeenin heredncel arrived,” shesad. “My fingersaredl crinkly.”
“We can't havethat.”

“Oh, yeswe can.” She snuggled against him. “Nykkyo -- I'm sorry | haven't had thetime to give you
the attention you deserve.”

“It'sdl right -- redly, it is. I'm delighted that you're happy and successful. It pleases me beyond
happy.”

“I know when one partner is successful and busy, ardationship can suffer. | saw it with Mom and
Dmdyl”

“Suki -- if you find yoursdlf growing to the point at which you don't need me.... or that | becomea
burden... Y ou're freeto go your own way.”

“That sounds like you came here expecting the kiss-off.”
“| wasafrad ... with dl youramften ...”
“Nykkyo -- are Y OU worried about that? Y OU?’

“1 saw how the practice changed Senta-- how | became no longer her one-and-only but just afacein
acrowd. | did fear...”

“I'm not Senta... Well -- that explainsit. | thought maybe you were gpplying a double standard.”

“I believeinthe practice,” hereplied. “But -- | believe it must mean something ... not the way Senta
doesit. I'm sdlective ... the sameway Andrais. | must truly care about someone. And, I'll never, ever ...
love anyonetheway | loveyou.”

“I'm sdlective, too. Nykkyo, living on Floran has permitted me to explore my sexudity inaway |
never could have on Earth. | think I'm better for it. I'm more comfortable with myself, and that makes me
abetter and more giving lover. Do you know what that means?’

“Why don't you tell me?’
“It means| can better express ... how much ... | ... love.... YOU. Nykkyo, I've been anticipating this

reunion since we made our plans. Asthe day drew near, | found mysdlf daydreaming that | wasin your
amsagain. Let me show you something...”



Shetook hishand, cupped it over her left breast and pressed it into her flesh.

“Your heart ispounding,” he said.

“I'm this eager, Nykkyo -- to feel your touch ... to have you play my body like amusical instrument --
theway only Y OU can. And you can, not because you're agood lover -- which you are -- but, because
OUR loveis o profound.”

“Y ouramften taught you that?’

“And, more”

“Then, thank them for it. | thank you for reminding me that my large and rather tender ego could stand
some shrinking and toughening.”

“Nykkyo -- I'm honoring the vows | recited with you that August day on Earth. Y ou ARE my light
and my savior. Without you -- | wouldn't have any of this. I'd be dead ... long dead. | love you so much,
and I'll never stop. You and | ARE forever.”

He kissed her hair, leaned back and held her as he gazed up at the azure Myataxyan sky. To the east
thetip of the planet'srings were rising above the horizon. He looked at hishand. “Now MY fingersare
getting crinkly,” he said. “ Maybe we've soaked long enough. We can dways come back for more.”

“Mmm...”

“Besides-- you and | have aduet to perform.”

Suki snuggled under Nyk's arm. He caressed her back and hair. “Mmm,” she said.
“Mmm?’

“Mmmmmm... That was a performance worthy of ahoneymoon.”

“Noit wasnt,” hereplied, “ That was just aprelude ... an overture. Just wait for the full...”
“...Themeand varigions?’

“Yes...” He counted on hisfingers. “We havepiano andforte ...largo ,andante ,allegro andpresto

“...conbrio...” she added.
“...and, othersthat haven't been named yet.”

“I don't know how I'll keep my mind on my conference sessions.” She kissed his cheek and snuggled
againg him. “How's Laidadoing?’

“Why isit,” he asked, “when we make love, that we aways end up talking about other women?’



“Would you prefer wetak of other men?’

“...Ladaisfine”

“Y ou must take meto meet her some day.”

“Y es -- some day when you and | are onworld at the sametime. | stopped to visit her on my way up
here -- after dropping off a case of champagne at Krontas. She's been given responsibility for aplot of
wheat. Hersisbigger and fuller than any of the others. She told me she fedls akinship with the plants.

She can fed when conditions aren't right -- when one of the lamps needs service.”

“Tothink of her -- living her life confined to that dome, and tending crops. It doesn't sound too much
different than her lot on Varada”

“Sometime, ask her if shethinks her lot isany different than it was on Varada. Shelovesit in there,
Suki. Shel'sateam leader for her plot, in charge of ahalf dozen croptenders. They love her. They built a
little house for her inside the dome -- ahouse without aroof. Dyomann tells me the sky'sthe limit for
I,.H.ll

“More precisdy, the dome'sthe limit,” Suki replied.

“She has as good a chance at being named dome manager as anyone. She's not a prisoner in there.

She can -- and, she does -- come and go as she pleases. She may not live on Floran forever. The
Stuation on Varada may evolve to the point where shelll be welcome there.”

“| suppose that's possible.”

“More than possible -- likely. The question is, will she want to go? Kronta managed to get her
registered as an honorary Floran -- ID chip and dl. They won't give her acontraceptive implant because
... well, because the medics don't understand her body chemistry well enough to make onefor her.”

“What will they do about that?’

“Well get to that |ater... She's become fast friends with one of the judges who sat at our hearing --
onewho's an expert onRed Dawn, Red Dusk . Thisjudge hasit memorized ... she knows every word of
it,in OldLingwa , by heart. But -- she had never heard it spoken. This judge spent several daysinthe
dome, gtting under a shade while Laida sat under the lamps and read it to her -- the whole thing, from
end-to-end. Laidatells me sheld never have that sort of acceptance on Varada.”

“It must mekeit easer for her.”

“She said something dse”

“What wasthat?’

“We were discussing the ongoing negotiations between her world and ours.”

“How arethey going?’ Suki asked.

“Cautioudy. She said she had been thinking. She understands how fearful Florans are that Varada
might start exporting novonids -- how damaging to our society it would be to have an inditutionalized



underclass.”

“Yes-- | agreewith her.”

“But she dso said that the sort of freedom she finds here would be just asfrightening to Varada
should we export it. It was avery salient observation. | hadn't considered it that way. Sheisa
remarkable girl. Hers are remarkable people. It may very wdl be, yearsinto the future, that her kind will
make up the bulk of the hegemony's population. I'm sure they'll dominate Varada some day.”

“You never told mewhy,” shesaid.

“Why what?’

“Why she refused to be youramfta .

“We refused each other. She was bothered by the fact I'm not a novonid. She wasn't ready to engage
in an inter-species relationship. It istaboo on Varada.”

“I can undergtand that,” Suki replied. “1t would border on bestidity.”

“| disagree. That's an Earth notion. On Earth you don't have other communicative, consensua
gpecies. The whole thing centers on consent, Suki. Animals on Earth are unable to give consent -- that's
what makes the practice reprehensible there. | think when two sentient, free-willed, fully competent
individuas give consent, it doesn't matter whether or not they're the same race, the samerdligion, the
same color, the same gender, or from the same planet ... or the same species.”

“Or, mother and son?’ she asked. Nyk stopped short. “Now do you see how deeply these taboos
run?Y ou refused areationship with me until you were convinced we weren't redlly related.”

“I was being sengtiveto YOUR culturd senghilities korlyta ... You'reright, Suki. | should've been
more sengitiveto Laida's.”

“That was her reason. What was yours?’

“Shewasavirgin, and | don't defilevirgins.”

“Mmm...” She snuggled to him. “I'm happy to hear that.” She kissed him. “Y ou said WAS.”

“Ladais pregnant.”

“Redly?

“Yes-- sheissunning for two. After Moswas acquitted of intentional homicide for breaking Captain
Hayt's neck, he was given asylum here. Neither Laida nor Mos believe they can safely return to Varada
And, the only place they can live on Floran isinside one of the agridomes. Laidainssted Moslivein the
same dome as she because ... well, because Mosisn't as educated as sheis, nor does he have her social
skills. They had been acquainted on Varada, and here their friendship has blossomed. Sheisteaching him
to read, and together they'relearningLingwa .”

“|t sounds sweet.”



“Itissweet. Mostruly caresfor her. Hes abit clumsy and inarticulate, but heissincere-- and a
damned good croptender. When she told me shewas avirgin, she also said she didn't know how and
needed to read up on the subject.” Nyk chuckled. “When | noticed she was pregnant, | told her she
must've done her reading. She gave me ashy look and said no -- that she and Mos figuring it out by
themsaveswas part of thefun.”

“Nykkyo -- | want another baby.”

“Y ou want another baby? Y ou didn't want thefirst one.”

“1 know | didn't. Babieswill do that to you. | desperately want to have another baby. | know | cant. |
know Andra can't, and neither can Senta. Florans are so ... so non-fecund, it's awonder we don't have
negative population growth.”

“We have population stability -- right where we want it.”

“If Laidaisthe only one of your friends who's pregnant -- well, maybe that's as close as | can come.”

“Novonid infants are adorable.”

“Please introduce meto her. I'm the only one of your circle of friendswho HAS had ababy. Maybe|
can give her some advice.”

“Maybe you can. Well make apoint of it.”



