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EARTHBOUND

1 -- Nykkyo

Nykkyo Kyhana dreamed of a blue world. It was Haene as he
had dreamt for the past ten nights: The flash @fagp jump and he
found himself looking down at a blue orb fleckedthwiwhite and
seemingly small enough to hold in the palm of hamdh He began to
fall, accelerating toward the planet -- a lone,ethkgure falling through
the void. The sapphire sphere grew to overwhelnsizg as he fell,
expanding to fill his field of vision...

He woke with a start, breathless and his heamgadeside him
lay his wife Senta, her face turned from him argbtlen by unruly locks
of red hair. A shaft of golden morning sunlightestmed through the
archway leading to the balcony.

Nyk arose, showered and dressed in a tunicxanoa He stepped
onto the balcony of the apartment he shared withiteGdooked down
353 stories to the street and watched the orangdémnze the city. It
was 6636.031 APF, the 31st Floran day of the 6l68&iran year after
PlanetFall.

He turned from the balcony and stopped to regardedallion
hanging on the wall. It was a golden disk with aegr stone set at its
center and incised with three odd symbols. At thye was an upright
with two crossbars. Next, clockwise, were two sésstilted toward each
other's tops. Clockwise again was another upriggtt to the lower left
and crossed with a single stroke.
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Nyk lifted the pendant from its hanger and cradted his palm.
He noted a flaw where it had been bent and strangitt. The disk was
an artifact from the founding days of his world. fé#t pride to hold it;
and melancholy as he recalled how he had acquirédad belonged to
his father.

Senta stood nude in the doorway to their bedrodfou didn't
sleep well last night,” she said. “Your tossing &mching kept me up.”

“You're right,korlyta,” he replied. “I didn't. Thoughts of my transit
tomorrow kept disturbing me.” His gaze returnedhe golden pendant
and he traced the mysterious figures with his fige

“Nykkyo Kyhana -- the keeper of the crest.”

“Why do you mock me so? I'm proud of my KyhanadoloFor
two hundred generations this pendant has beeng&sse grandfather
to father upon the birth of the first grandchitdwbn't be rightfully mine
until you and | have a child. What are the oddthaf, Senta?” Her eyes
narrowed. “Stranger things have happened, | suppt®& do you think
Dad would react to learn his son finally made sdénnet of himself?”

Senta folded her arms and sighed. “I don't undetshow you can
consider a one-year ExoAgency tour making sometluhgourself.
You'll still need a career after you return.”

Nyk ignored Senta's remark. He huffed moisture dhe pendant
and buffed it on his tunic. “l suppose this shdmdin a museum. It is an
object we know was crafted on Earth. By right, @dmgs to all the
Floran people. Maybe I'll donate it along with mgrislation of Koichi's
journal, once I finish it.”

He replaced the object on its hook, returned ® lihlcony and
looked out. Floran City's urban landscape stretdhefore him to the
horizon. He saw the streets filling with groundcarsd foot traffic.
Tubecars sped through the transparent, tubulam@agllacing together



EARTHBOUND

the city's mile-high skyscrapers, and skimmers fle@m rooftop to
rooftop. Senta stood beside him.

“The High Legislature is in session today,” hedsdiNo doubt
debating the wisdom of relocating the polity's taio a colony planet.
| understand the Deltans are making a case fohdmer. | wish they
would. It might relieve some of the traffic.”

“Will you be stationed in a city?” she asked.

“In a small city. It's smaller than Sudal. The plion's about
fifty thousand.”

“Come, Il heat some breakfast.” He followed h&r the
apartment's kitchen and began brewing a pot ofngre®. She retrieved
a pair of prefab meals, warmed them and plunkedtrdngs onto the
table.

Nyk sat across from his wife and regarded herhasade. For an
Instant she seemed to him a stranger. He had marae eight Floran
years ago -- shortly after the shuttle crash haonad his parents. Like
most Florans', his was an arranged marriage. iea#tansisted on it.

“I'll be home early today,” Senta said, “to prepé&r your farewell
party.”

Nyk was dreading the party. “I'm not looking fomdato it,” he
replied.

“l don't know what's wrong with you -- why you'se adverse to
having a little fun.”

“Tomorrow | go offworld for a year. An Agency towf duty
seemed a good idea when | applied for it. Now thteon is beginning to
daunt me.”
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“I wish you hadn't chosen that assignment. | najloel had signed
onto a scout cruiser, instead. You might have skeorethe vessel that
discovers our next colony planet.”

“Might-haves don't count.”

“You certainly wouldn't have gone through suchuaxgs training
and you wouldn't find yourself alone on a hostilerid.”

“It's hardly that. It's different, but it's not $tde. | don't mind
working alone. My Agency training is more than adge. I'm sure [I'll
survive Earth.”

Nyk's gaze focused on the coin-sized tattoo ore&enght deltoid
-- the marriage crest binding her to the Kyhana.lifhe design was
identical to the one on the pendant, and he wordameily emblem on
his right upper arm. The same Kyhana insignia ftkmtreed the shoulder
of Nyk's mother.

He recalled his cultural training. On Earth -- at,least in the
corner of it where he was headed -- brides andngsoselected each
other on the basis of love. He wondered if thelEadage was correct --
If a man married a woman similar to his mothert Were so, he mused,
then what about Senta would remind him of his m&Héey certainly
didn't look alike. His mother had been a large-gdmvoman with the
sandy hair and blue-grey eyes she passed on teohe+ round, soft --
attractive, in a matronly way.

Senta frequently was mistaken for a girl half hge.

He scooped a spoonful of his breakfast and woxldiérié worked
the other way around. Would an Earth woman choobashand who
reminded her of her father? What about himself siaslar to Veska?
One similarity he did recognize -- toward the emid, parents had been
incapable of beginning a conversation without igeteerating into an
argument.
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“You know,” Senta said without looking up, “ExoAus have
died there. Some were burned alive.”

“That was hundreds of years ago. We've had nolgm with
Floran Agents on Earth for generations. The Agas@y critical arm of
the Service. I'll be making a valuable contributimnthe health and
welfare of our people.”

“Think what you like.”

“The Agency is how we obtain fresh genes to keapfood and
fiber crops healthy. As a geneticist you must appte the importance
of that.” Nyk scooped another spoonful. “I wish yoadn't planned this
party. I'd prefer to have a quiet evening alonehwity thoughts.” He
sipped his tea. “And with yokorlyta.”

“l think you'd rather have a quiet evening aloneyour study.
You'd probably prefer a quiet lifetime in there. Yhan't you see
tonight as a last chance to have some fun before start your
assignment?”

“Senta, | know tonight's event is really for yamoyment. You're
well aware | don't like these occasions and | ndgel comfortable at
them.”

“You're inhibited, Nyk. It must be that provinciapbringing of
yours. You're in the City, now. You should regavdight as a chance to
get it out of your system. You'll be on Earth agaime. Indulging at
one of these parties in no way diminishes what god | have. I've
invited some very beautiful men and women. The Awtwins will be
here. They were flirting with you at last year'b [aarty, | recall. Aren't
you the least bit curious about them?”

“Curious, perhaps... a little,” he said.

“Then, use this as an opportunity to satisfy youriosity. The
party is in your honor. No one would refuse you.”

-8 -
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“I don't like making intimate with strangers, ahdhardly know
them. I'll bet I'll hardly know anyone.”

“If you would've given me the names of some of ryamften I'd
have invited them, too. Oh, | forgot -- you dorétve any. How can you
have friends to invite if you can't take the trautd make a few?”

“Let me see the guest lidtprlyta” Senta handed him a datacel.
Nyk inserted it into a vidisplay and scanned tewith a frown. “l was
right. | hardly know anyone. How many of these nemamong your
conquests?”

“Why does my social life bother you so?”
“It doesn't, Senta -- it amazes me.”

“It. must, or you wouldn't keep bringing it up. Wi® have our
understanding.”

“As you like to remind me.” He looked into her greeyes. “I'm
sorry -- thoughts about the mission have put me amt odd mood.” He
returned his gaze to the vidisplay. “Are any of themen on this list
fertile?”

“No -- none have applied for birth licenses.”

“Good. Then we won't have to worry about any aectd. Did you
invite Aahhn and his wife?”

“Yes, but they declined.”

“I'm not surprised. Aahhn's too busy now with fesponsibilities
at the clinic.” He continued to peruse the listat\der Baxa is coming?”

“So -- you will know someone. He's the only deaarfd of yours |
could think of.”
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“I haven't seen him in years. He and | were beshdls as boys in
Sudal, and he's the one who first interested ntearExoAgency. He'll
bring his trophy wife. You know she's ar'amfin”

“I hope you won't use that word in front of herykN She'll be our
guest.”

“Would you rather | called heax'amf&” Senta glowered. “How
aboutax'amorfé?” She looked daggers at him. “You know how | feel
about theax'amfinen You can sometimes see them on news broadcasts,
consorts to colonial officials looking so ... saf§f and snooty. That
whole institution's an abomination. We should alolthe genetic
counselors that create them and the finishing dshibat train them. |
can't believe our society permits it.”

“They're such beautiful women,” she replied, “daksg, with
such light blond hair and white skin.”

“l suspect she's the reason you invited Zander.”

“I've wanted to meet one.” Senta sipped her téshatve some
curiosity of my own. Promise me you'll make herl feelcome in our
home.”

“I promise, korlyta. |1 can't understand what Zander did to deserve
one of those women. I've never heard of a mereahike him being
assigned arax'amfin He's no colonial chancellor. He's a mid-level
functionary -- an ExoService career man.”

“Your father earned such a reward. He could've adthishing
school companion.”

“My father did something much more sensible. Hd be house
in Sudal built.”

“That's not my point,” Senta replied. “It is pdss for an ordinary
citizen to accomplish something and be grantedoa bBinishing school
companions are frequently so awarded.”

-10 -
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“I's not right to make a human being the rewaror f
accomplishment.”

Senta placed her empty tray and cup into the wagtecessor.
Nyk dumped his utensils, walked to his study andasanis desk. He
picked up a metallic cylinder and turned it ovehis fingers. A polymer
tray held a number of similar objects. They were thata capsules
containing the journal of Koichi Kyhana.

Nyk slipped a datacel into his vidisplay and compéated the
screen. Senta stood behind him. “l can't make angesof this.”

“Those are the old Roman characters,” he replretitauched the
screen. “This is the same text in Floran characters

“That hardly helps.”

Nyk flipped the screen to the Roman characters eeatl a
paragraph in the original Esperanto. He transl#tedpassage -- one in
which Koichi lamented the loss of his wife Sarale tyear before.
“Koichi wrote that about twenty years after PlartFSuch pathos. Do
you see what a sensitive journalist he was? Angeiasto wasn't his
first language -- English was.”

“You know, Nyk, if you had applied yourself towaydur studies
with half the diligence as learning Esperanto, yaght have that Food
Service position today.”

“That job was nothing but data pushing. Estimdiis, tplan for
that, measure productivity, invent lame slogansrfoentive programs. |
have no interest in that sort of work, and you knoiv

“You'll need some sort of career.” She headed flioenstudy. “I'm
going to get dressed.”

Nyk laced his fingers behind his head and regatbedscreen of
Esperanto. He had read some of the other mateathgd from the
founding of his world. Thé&loran's log was preserved and translated, as

-11 -
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were shipboard diaries kept by Captain Ty Davis atiér crewmates.
Nyk knew of the mission, launched in the openingrgeof Earth's
twenty-third century. It was that world's firstetipt to form a colony
on a planet orbiting Beta Centauri, a star so césa stone's throw in
interstellar terms.

Something went wrong when tkéran's warp coil was triggered.
The vessel was thrown two hundred lightyears offirse and five
thousand Earth years into the past. It was Koiclyhdfa who
discovered the colonists' only chance for survirathe planet they
named after their vessel. It was the world Nyk anillion and a half
others now called home. Nyk touched the vidisplag arought up a
photoimage.

“Is that Koichi?” he heard Senta ask from behimd hs she laced
her sandals.

HYeS.”
“He looks nothing like anyone on this world.”

“Our family originated in an Earth region calledpan. Koich's
features are typically Japanese. Note his blaadk ties shape of his eyes
and his yellow-brown complexion. You can see aetraichis features in
my eyes.”

Senta looked at him and laughed, “Think what y@ntyNykkyo,
but your eyes look like everyone else's.”

“Exactly. Interbreeding in the early years elimath the racial
diversity of the original settlers. Now, Floransye® only in shades of
blond. You're a bit of an oddity with your red hdttoran eyes retain a
hint of Asian influence and your eyes have it, tbte leaned back. “Oh,
how | wish | could experience Earth as Koichi déss it. It's two
hundred years yet before his time.” Nyk returnesl &itention to the
vidisplay. “I would give anything now for a bowl ofy mother'smiso
soup,” he translated. “I wonder whatsois.”

~12 -
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“Nyk, I'm headed to the lab,” Senta said fromlilimg room. “My
skimmer will be here any moment. Don't forget tlmegs for tonight's

party.”
He stepped from the study. “Of course not.”
“Here's the list.” She handed him a datacel. “4ded your

spending account with ample credits, so don't skivfigke sure you get
everything on the list.”

“Oh, I won't...” Senta shot him a stern look.skimp, that is.”

She regarded him, her arms folded. “Here | amjngiwou
spending credits. | STILL can't believe you spenb tfull years in
Agency training without pay. They offered you nipshd at all.”

He rolled his eyes. “We've gone over this, Seinteas enrolled on
a provisional acceptance, and they don't pay diipdn provisional
trainees.”

“That's right -- | imagine they were as astoundsd was that you
actually completed the program.”

“That wasn't called for.”

“Oh, don't pout. | AM happy to see you succeedkRyy ... at
anything.”

“Why should you care? You're earning more tharughdor both
of us. The living allowance for this apartment &amust be several
times an ordinary worker's stipend.”

“There's no shame in holding responsibility andnbgewell
compensated for it.”

“I'll have a good enough income once | start ngigrament,” Nyk
protested. “I'll receive a stipend in work creditsand, I'll also receive a
living allowance in Earth currency. It's as if |n@éeing paid twice.”

-13 -
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“What good is Earth currency, here?” she asked.

“About as good as Floran credits there,” he replidyk saw the
skimmer approach and hover adjacent to their bgldda glanced at the
Food Service emblem on its side -- a stylized agnid within a wreath
of wheat stalks. A wide door swung upward and avstg dropped to
the balcony floor. The pilot stepped out and stopdhe open door.

Senta headed toward the balcony. “Just make sore get
everything on that list,” she called to him over Bleoulder.

Nyk followed his wife to the balcony. “Good morgin Dr
Kyhana,” the pilot said. He nodded at Nyk. “Mr Kyta”

“Rez, I'll be coming home early,” she said to filet, “It'll make a
short day for you.”

“Thank you ma'm,” he replied as he helped Senta ie
skimmer. He gave Nyk the two-finger Floran saletanbed aboard and
shut the door. Nyk watched as the skimmer disappeanto the
distance.

Nyk returned to his study and worked on the joLuamil he began
to feel hungry. He selected a sweet bean paste@dake and opened
a bottle of an effervescent blue liquid. The tinmetbe vidisplay caught
his eye -- if Senta returned and he hadn't proctinede drugs, there
would be trouble. He washed down the last of tlee rcake and
deposited the empty packages into the waste reggoce

The lift took him to tubecar platform on the 100d&vel and he
approached a kiosk. He pressed his right wrishéostanpad. It chirped
as it read his personal identification code fromiarochip implanted in
his metacarpal bone. “Good afternoon, Nykkyo Kyhaaasynthesized
voice came from the kiosk. “Where do you want tat@may?” A list of
destinations appeared on a vidisplay.

“Arcade, two-fifty-seventh street.” The vidisplaiiowed an image
of the mall. “Confirmed.”

- 14 -
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The fare for the ride was computed and deductaa fris Central
Admin spending account. “We apologize for the detaypur service,”
said the voice from the kiosk. “Have a good day.”

He paced around the platform. Overhead, the slsyardeep, lapis
lazuli blue and constellations of brighter starsrevgisible in broad
daylight. The bullet-shaped vehicle rolled onto thlatform and its
transparent cowl slid back.

Nyk climbed in and settled into his seat. “Car,’d¢e@ commanded.
The cowl slid forward and the car accelerated mttransparent tube
suspended high above street level. It slid, pregetly its inertial sink,
along the tube. The vehicle slowed and veeredartteo-lane tube, then
accelerated. The car joined others in a balletaxtgnaphed by Central
Admin transportation computers.

The tubecar arrived at the mall. Nyk climbed oud avalked into
the drug store. He reviewed Senta's list on a halddhidisplay he
carried tucked in higarpa He began selecting items from the array of
intoxicants on sale in the government-run shop.

The shop attendant called to him, “Have you sé&?tit's brand
new. This will double a woman's endurance.” Nykkpit up a few of
the new product. He gathered a collection of inlahtrelaxant and
euphoriant inhalers, psychedelic tabs and sometibies. He paid for
his purchase with a press of his wrist to the sadnp

Nyk proceeded down the mall concourse to the fstmie and
began selecting refreshments. He reviewed tharidtlioaded a polymer
shopping bag with packs of beverages. On his waward the self-
service checkout he picked up a package of snafdrsva

He decided to walk home. His mind wandered to Agency
training. He recalled the intensity of it. His trars were given two years
to instill flawless facility in the language andteach Earth customs and
practices. The instruction had been augmentedswittiminal induction
and mind-expanding drugs.

- 15 -
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Nyk remembered the language training. Actuallyrémembered
none of the training proper. He had lain in a cdoraten days as the
subliminal inducer programmed the neurons in hisinbr He
remembered vividly awakening from the coma -- theppiing
headaches and debilitating nausea. It was three defpre he could
keep food down. But, he emerged from subliminagleith a native-
born American's fluency.

One lesson in particular had been drummed intdhvéesl. “Above
all, we must avoid temporal interference,” an instor had lectured.
“The act of placing Agents on Earth puts us at mdkcreating a
temporal paradox. Our civilization grew from theildd Centauri
mission, five thousand Earth years in our past. él@s, the mission is
yet two hundred years in that planet's future.

“If those on Earth were to learn of the upcomiatgfof theFloran,
the mission might not be launched. Without thatsmis the Floran
hegemony -- twenty-four billion men, women and dfeh -- would
cease to exist. This is the risk of an Agency asa@nt. Tread carefully
on Earth. Think of the lives, the cities, the cgloplanets and the
civilization we've built over six thousand Florarays. Think of your
own life. Tread carefully...”

Nyk headed down a side street. At about mid-bldo&, was
approached by a gaunt man several years olderhbabarefoot and
wearing a stained and tattered tunic withoxtigpa His beard showed
several days' worth of growth. An orange trianglitadoed onto the
man's forehead marked him as an incorrigible. Naddized he had no
way to escape an encounter.

“Excuse me, sir,” the man said, “I see you've baerthe food
store. Could you spare a miserable felon a bieat@ I've exhausted my
food credits for the period and | haven't eatetwm days.”

- 16 -
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Nyk reached into the shopping sack and retrieledpiackage of
snack wafers. He handed it to the man, who rippegben and began
devouring them.

“You're looking at what becomes of a criminal,” $&d between
bites. “Economic incarceration, it's called.” Hdchep his right wrist.
“My ID's been marked. | cannot purchase anythirayessubsistence
food. | must travel on foot. Even use of the vidpé® is denied me. |
must sleep in a shelter. I'm a prisoner on thestsref this city.” He
muttered as he ate.

“l committed no crime. | was convicted of homigiad murdering
my amfinin a crime of passion. | did not do that, | con&lrer do that. |
loved her. | was convicted on circumstantial evioen. They called me
a societopath ... | volunteered for truth drug nrtg@ation, but Internal
Affairs convinced the magistrates even that testyn@ouldn't be
trusted.” He looked into Nyk's eyes. “I ask yougddhis look like the
face of a societopath?”

Nyk thought it might.

“In fact, they've no proof she's dead. They ndwvand the body!
I've lost everything, my home, my livelihood and ramily.” Nyk's
gaze strayed to the man's right arm. It bore a déick circle where the
wedding crest would be. “I've served half a fiftgerar sentence. In two
years, my sentence is up for review. | might bentga parole. I'll go
down to Tinam and do some crop tending. Or mayben® of the
colonies. I'll enter a mining camp on T-Delta atattsover, there...”

The man finished the pack of wafers. “Thank yau, Ehank you
for taking pity on this wretch.” He crumpled the @wm package and
began to toss it on the sidewalk.

“I'll take that.” Nyk took the wrapper. The felgave him the two-
finger Floran salute and walked away. Nyk hurrieddrd his apartment
building. He tossed the empty package into the evesgirocessor at the
entrance and rode the lift to the 353rd floor. &g% of his wrist against

- 17 -
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the scanpad opened the door. Senta was at thbuabge expected her
shortly. He set the drugs and groceries on thehé&rtccounter and
headed for his study.

Nyk heard the sound of the skimmer door. He walked the
kitchen. Senta was examining his purchases. “tsrikiv?” She held up
an injector cartridge.

“Yes, it's a new female endurance enhancer.”

“Well, | want to try that tonight.”

“You hardly need it, Senta.”

She examined the groceries. “You didn't get theeknvafers?”
“...No ... | can go out now and get some.”

She scowled. “No, don't waste a trip. We'll managhout them. |
put them on the list because | know you like theswear, Nyk, you're
determined not to enjoy yourself tonight.” She ggmkm cabinet door,
withdrew a stack of polymer fiber baskets and befijang them with
the inhalers and injector cartridges.

“l want to do some more work on Koichi's journailtiuit's closer
to the time of the party. It may be a while befbcan get back to it".

“Take these on your way to your little sanctudtiease, Nykkyo,
try to enjoy yourself tonight -- and try to thinkst of the needs of our
guests. Is that too much to ask?”

He took the baskets, plopped them onto a tablenaaded to the
study, pulling the door shut behind him. There,pieked up a datacel
containing Koichi's journal. Nyk had not translatdte journal in a
systematic fashion. He had started with easierggg@ssand worked his
way to the more difficult ones as his grasp of #meient Esperanto
language improved. Now he was struggling with atmyefiom early in
the journal. He translated:

- 18 -
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5.001 APF

Today begins our sixth orbit around the orange starnow know
as our sun. We have agreed on some conventiotisgaecording
of the passage of time. Our year has now been atalyr
measured to be 251.724 Floran days long. We haveedgthe
first day of each new year shall be marked by thaunction of
our sun and the star Deneb, which is bright enotggbe seen in
daylight.

When both Deneb and our sun are simultaneousliieatzeénith, it
IS a new year. Every fourth year will be shortegdone day to
accommodate the nearly three fourths of an extrg oathe
revolutionary period -- analogous to the practideLeap Year on
Earth, except our Leap Year shall be shorter by dag, rather
than longer. As for marking of time during the dag, have agreed
to split each day into two meridians, the Zenitlrichan, marked
by the sun being at its zenith, and the Nadir manid Each
meridian shall be divided into eight segments, aadh segment
Into one hundred divisions. We have deliberatelyided the use
of Earth terminology of hours, minutes, secondsnths and
weeks. So far, there has been scant interest iryiogr forward
Earth holidays....

The study door slid open. “Nyk, our guests will here any
moment. Please get ready for the party.” He savmdtéxt of his
translation and switched off the vidisplay.

-19 -
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2 -- Green! Everywhere Green!

Nyk stood on the balcony watching the sky darked dimmer
stars appear. “I hope that's not what you're wegdrime heard Senta say.
“You look like you're ready for a day at the offiaestead of having
some fun.”

“I'm comfortable in this.”

“Wouldn't you be more comfortable in the robe Vvgaou? You
know which one | mean. It matches what I'm wearidgw why don't
you go change? Our guests will be here any moment.”

Nyk walked into their bedroom, kicked off his satg] removed
his xarpa and tunic, and slipped into the short, sleevelet®. The
doorchime sounded. He walked barefoot to the fdootr and opened it.

The first guests, a pair of young women with dalend hair,
walked in and slipped off their sandals. They were Arodsu twins,
dressed in revealing costumes to be mirror imageach other. “Hello,
girls. It's Katha and Ratha, isn't it?”

“I'm Ratha,” the one on the left said. Her twiggjed.

Nyk eyed the colorful, abstract body art on th&oulders and
thighs. “Those are ... impressive decorations.H2y rub off?”

Katha giggled. “Not until we want them to.”

“They go all the way up,” Ratha added, lifting Ihhem. “See?”
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Nyk averted his gaze and gestured toward thedivaom. “Senta
IS expecting you.”

He greeted more guests, most of whom flocked afrdaenta. A
young man approached Nyk and handed him an inHdyd&r smiled and
thanked him, then circulated through the guestsshipged it back into
the basket of euphoriants.

The doorchime sounded again. Nyk opened the dowt a
recognized Senta's skimmer pilot. “Rez -- comerori'in surprised you
didn't just drop in onto the balcony. | wasn't extpeg you.”

Rez looked at his feet. “Dr Kyhana invited me thfsernoon. If
there's a problem...”

Nyk shook his head. “If Senta invited you, youhre than
welcome. She's in the living room.” Rez nodded eknawledgement,
headed toward Senta and embraced and kissed heroNsd his eyes
as he saw her take Rez's hand and lead him tohamliest room.

An auburn-haired young woman approached him. Frli Kyra.”
“Pleased to meet you, I'm Nykkyo.”

She handed him an injector and lifted her henmedB® inject me. |
can't do it myself.”

Nyk saw it was loaded with an orgasm enhancenrdid®ved the
needle guard. She closed her eyes and turned hdrdsehe drove the
needle into her thigh and triggered the spring-4obdevice. “Done,” he
said withdrawing the needle and replacing the guérdat wasn't too
bad was it?” He ejected the spent cartridge.

“No -- | hardly felt anything.” She put her armsoand him and
rested her head against his shoulder. “It's fuhrogn inject someone
else, but not myself...” She pressed and rockedhipsragainst his. “I'm
starting to feel it, already.” He held her for ammenmt, and then heard the
doorchime.
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“Excuse me,” he said and headed toward the ddoking the
spent cartridge into the waste reprocessor. Heampéme door and saw
Zander Baxa and his wife.

“Nykkyo, it's been years.” Nyk tapped his left sirto Zander's.
“This is Andra.” Nyk regarded Zander's wife. Shesvagessed in a tunic
andlifxarpa. Andra had oat-straw white hair, alabaster skith @yes of
the palest light blue, almost white. Her sash neddher eyes. She was
tall with long neck and legs and slender arms. topble posture
accentuated her height. Nyk noted the diamond-sh&axa marriage
crest tattooed on her right arm -- the black inktcasted against her
creamy skin.

Andra extended her hand. “I'm pleased to meet”ysle said,
making a hint of a curtsy.

“I'm pleased to meet you, too. Help yourself te tiecreational
chemicals.” Nyk gestured toward the baskets onahke.

She smiled. “I don't use them, but thank you sahfor offering.”

Nyk saw his wife appear from the midst of the aloWHello, I'm
Senta.” She led Andra toward the crush of guestisdin living room.

Nyk accompanied Zander toward the baskets. “ltlteca crowd,”
Zander said.

“l don't even know the names of most of these [gedfhey're all
Senta's friends.”

Zander plucked a pair of inhalers from a baskahded one to
Nyk, put the other to his lips and inhaled. Nyk thé same, but he held
his in such a way as to avoid inhaling most otharge. Zander closed
his eyes and held his breath for a few moments) thaled slowly
through his nose. Nyk feigned a cough and Zandgp&d him on the
back.

“You haven't changed, Nykkyo. You never could Hamtugs.”
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Nyk tossed the spent inhalers into the waste ogssor. “What's
happening in the Agency?”

“Oh, the same-old-same-old. You start a tour toowy |
understand. You will enjoy yourself, | can assureu.y Agency
assignments are the most rewarding in the enti@SEwice. We're a
close-knit group and we take care of each other.eieryone's safety,
you might not know the names and locations of ofgnts. But we're
there, and we help each other out.” He put hisanoand Andra and she
smiled. “The Agency's been good to me.”

“Come on, Nyk -- have some fun!” Senta approaclinga,
staggering.

“Senta, your robe is open,” Nyk said.

“So what? I'm enjoying myself. Why don't you opgmur robe and
enjoy yourself? You're so stiff, Nyk ... except wh& counts. Loosen
up and have some fun! I invited the prettiest gafsl boys | know.
Come on -- use tonight to get it out of your systeviou'll be
Earthbound a long time.”

“Senta's right,” Zander said. “You'll have to kegpur hands off
the Earth girls. If Seymor knew you even lookedctviat an Earth
woman, he'd bounce you back here so fast your Wweattl spin.”

“I don't enjoy intimacy with strangers, and | ddmow the names
of most of these people. Besides, I'm saving my@ésr you, for when
I'm home on leave.”

“Maybe you'd like to spend some of that desirétrigow...” She
looked up. “... Andra, can | get you anything?”

“I'd like a cup of water, if it's not too much trdole.”

“Not at all. Come with me.” Senta looked at NyKll ‘be back for
you, later.” She led Andra by the hand toward tibehlen.
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Zander held up his hand. “Go ahead and enjoy Andoa know
her name, at least. I'll call her over.” He waitadtil she glanced his
way. “It's the training, Nyk. They're taught to wlattheir companions
for signals.” He made a slight gesture with hisntbuand Andra started
walking toward them.

“Thanks, but I'm not in the right mood for any tfis. Enjoy
yourself, Zander. Don't let me spoil your fun.”

“If you say so.” Zander flicked his index fingehndra nodded,
turned and rejoined Senta. “She's too much womaryda, anyway.”
He headed for the baskets on the table.

Nykkyo eyed the festivities. Couples were on tberfkissing and
groping each other. He glanced into his bedroomsanda foursome on
his bed -- a tangle of arms and legs. Undoubteady tincluded the
Arodsu twins; he rolled his eyes. A young man hseobed earlier
popping psychedelic tabs danced to music in hisl.hBanta stood with
her arm around Andra's waist talking to a groupvomen.

Nyk saw Kyra sitting on Zander's lap. They wereesaing each
other and she had opened his robe and slipped isoEhoulders. One
of the men swiped a basket of euphoriant inhalem fthe table and
took it to the balcony. The traditional men's cauwas forming there
and a noisy discussion of sports and politics wakeavay.

He slinked along the wall of the apartment. A ypwoman who
had overindulged in euphoriants tripped over hetfi,tb the floor and he
helped her to her feet. He stepped over a youngwimnnhit his limit
and had passed out.

Nyk reached the door to his study. He slippedugho pulled it
shut, switched on the vidisplay and began tramgjati

Nyk lay on his back, cracked his eyes open anseddhem again.
Senta lay beside him. He recollected the previeoesiag with a groan.
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“What time did you come to bed?” she asked.
“l didn't look. That party kept me up too late.”

“It wasn't the party. You were still in your stuehen | came to
bed.” She rolled from him.

“l want to try to get some more sleep beforetittge to get up,” he
replied. A clock built into a panel by the bed chon- Nadir-four. Nyk
groaned again.

He arose and found a cold breakfast package; éehat and
tossed the remainder into the waste reprocessota 8&s showering as
he dressed in a tunic and powder-btagpaand packed his travel gear.

She stood behind him. “Wasn't Andra gorgeous?”
“I didn't notice. | did notice how phony she was.”
“Phony? What do you mean?”

“I don't use them, but thank you so much for offg/” Nyk said
Imitating Andra and mocking her curtsy. “It was agh to make one
gag. And how she dotes on Zander. They've beenigdamore than
three years and she sticks to him like glue, likeeavlywed. It was the
most nauseating display. You never gave me thal édrattention.”

“Perhaps he deserves it. Where do they live?”

“Zander has an apartment somewhere in the cityalde has a
home on Earth, and he spends more time there rai’ h

“Maybe I'll give Andra a call. She probably hasngofree time on
her hands.”

“I hope you're not considering adding her to ydist of
conqguests.”

“l thought Andra was sweet and I'd enjoy havingdea friend.”
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“Senta, sometimes ... | just can't believe it.”

“Are you saying you don't want me to have her gdnend?”
“Have anyone you want as your friend.”

“But you don't approve of her, do you?”

“You know how | feel about thax'amfinenand the schools that
produce them. | wouldn't have a thing to do witly ahthem.”

“Do you think Andra is somehow ... less than huth&o you
think the blood flowing in her veins is some cabtiner than red?” Senta
shook her head. “This is so unlike you, Nyk.”

“The whole institution is an abomination and maustabolished.”
“Andra is not the institution. She's a pleasantngpwoman.”

“She enables it. Without the likes of her the imgsbn would
starve to death.”

“What do you know of how the finishing schools cyge?”

“I know enough -- enough to form a low opinionasfyone who'd
enroll there.”

“l had an opportunity to talk with Andra last ntghihile you were
holed up in your study. It wasn't her choice tooinHer parents sold
her to the school. I'll bet you didn't know thaylkiNShe was only fifteen
and she hasn't seen nor spoken with them singeulhad mingled with
our guests, if you had engaged them in conversataiher than
sequestering yourself in your study, you might heaagned something
about Andra. You even might have made a few friénds

“l leave in a couple segments for a yearlong assant on Earth.
I'd rather we not spend our parting moments arguingou want to be
friendly with Andra, it's fine with me.”
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“l don't need your approval, Nykkyo.”

“As you've demonstrated many times over the yeéars.
“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Senta, can we drop it?”

“As you wish,” she said as she selected clotha® fner wardrobe.
She slipped into her tunic and donnetlifarpa, securing it with a pin
emblazoned with the Kyhana crest. “I'm sorry | wdr@ able to see you
off, but we're having an appallingly busy time ¢ tlabs. You'll call
once you're there, won't you?”

“Yes. We have a comm station moored above theifssnorth
pole. The station connects us with our communioatieystems, and
also ties into the Earth computer network. Commatmg with you will
be as easy as if | were in Sudal and you werehere.

“What are your plans?”

“I'm taking the train to the fusion plant this morg. My packet
leaves at zenith.”

“Why the power plant?”

“To collect diamonds from the ash pile. | musnigrat least a half-
kilogram of diamond crystals to the Agent-in-Chiéhe Agency sells
them on Earth and the proceeds fund our operattinars.”

“l don't understand the value of those rocks aat thiorld,” she
said, glancing toward the balcony. “My skimmer'sdieNyk gave her a
hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck on yougasgent.”

“I'll be in touch.” He watched her climb into tekimmer.
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Nyk stepped off the shuttle and onto the trankitfgrm, a large
spaceport in synchronous orbit. He headed towarddéparture lounge
for the interstellar packets. His father-in-law gpd him and waved him
into his office. “Hello, my friend and son.”

“Veska. I'm on my way to Earth.”

“Yes, I've diverted the Gamma-5 packet for youndfg. How
does Senta feel about your assignment?”

“She's not happy about it. She'd rather I'd sigaledard a scout
cruiser.”

“Life on an ExoScout's hardly a stroll in the pakkany of those
cruisers spend long stretches out of range of dnent net. At least on
Earth, you have communications. I'm always mora thappy to divert
a packet to bring you home if you're needed.”

“Tell that to your stepdaughter,” Nyk replied, fass she wants
me out of reach for a year.”

“Your packet boards at port three, middle levedo@ luck on your
mission.”

Nykkyo picked up a case loaded with empty stasigsters and
capsules. He stepped into the lift, rode it to th&ldle level and
proceeded to the departure lounge.

He could see the packet through the viewportwak docked with
the transit platform and being serviced by tendmrtttes. Nyk entered
through the docking tunnel, found his seat andebelimself in. He
glanced out the viewport for a final look at hisrlglo-- an indigo sphere
suspended in the black of space.

The packet's airlock shut. The starliner detadhmd the platform
and sped away. The viewport shutters closed andubgimp jolted the
ship. The vessel had left orbit and was now outBidean's heliopause.
Another indicator flashed to signal the interstejlanp. He felt the jolt
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as the warp coll fired, rupturing the timespaceaitabnd permitting the
starliner to travel two hundred lightyears in astamt. The viewports
opened.

Nyk could see the comm relay station as the paaBetoached in
a docking maneuver. He walked through the dockumgnel into the
station's main workroom. A short, older man witlcaging grey hair
greeted him. He was Seymor, the Agent-in-ChiefNarth American
Operations.

Zander had told Nyk of Seymor -- that he had grdamd of an
Earth lifestyle. “Seymor's sponged a personal fatdirom Agency
coffers, a fortune worthless to him on the homegadils no wonder he
never sets foot off that planet.”

Seymor addressed Nyk in English, “Greetings, Nykiyhana.
From now on, you will answer only to the name NikGne. Your wife's
name is Cindy. You were born on the 27th of Ap8I74 in Augusta,
Georgia, and your parents are deceased. Your askigcale is near
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The wardroom is over therele& some
appropriate Earth clothing and we'll head dows. &itptember, so you
won't need anything too warm.”

Nyk found a pair of jeans and a polo shirt anédeld a pair of
running shoes. “Very good, lad. You look every hie university
researcher. Here are your identity papers -- loetfificate, passport and
Social Security card. This is a debit card you mag to access funds
deposited in your draw account. | believe you hssmething for me.”
Nyk turned over the bag of diamonds. Seymor exathithe contents
and scowled. “Next time, bring bigger ones. Theslé do for now. |
will be riding to the surface with you. You are {fiad to operate a
shuttlecar, yes?”

“Yes, I've had the required simulator training.”
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“Simulators and the Real Thing are like Theory dPrdctice,”
Seymor lectured. “In theory, they're the same. riacfice, they almost
never are. | want you to take the controls.”

Nyk initiated pre-launch diagnostics and testedrseals. He
started shuttlebay decompression and the bay eétaicted. The shuttle
rolled forward and leapt into space. He checkedsthgump coordinates
and pressed the actuator. The warp coil dischavgdd a bang. The
windows and windscreen lightened and he saw a ddep planet
flecked with white, swimming in the void. As theaftrdescended the
sphere grew until it filled his field of vision.

“Well done, lad,” Seymor said. “I'd think you'venke this a dozen
times.”

“l have -- in my dreams.” He computed an orbitedartion vector,
executed it, and activated countermeasures to mhakeraft invisible to
Earth radar.

Seymor pointed to a control on the panel. “You am® the
timeline vernier to make slight temporal adjustrsent your warp
subjump. The goal is to arrive when North Amerisan the dead of
night. We're a bit early and we'll have to sit mbib awhile before we
risk setting down. You can save some time by ahigsgour vernier,
remember that. It's a little tricky, but you'll gae hang of it.”

Seymor gave Nyk the go-ahead for landing. He ndsedar down
using its inertial sink to absorb re-entry forcése shuttlecar landed on
target, a quiet country road. His final destinatwas programmed into
the navigational computer. At Seymor's directiok iloted it into a
small city near Milwaukee and parked in the drivewéa house.

“Don't power down the craft yet,” Seymor chided\a& began to
switch off the life-support system. “We must pulinto the garage. This
vessel resembles an Earth automobile at a glangewé don't want
curiosity-seekers taking too close a look.” Seymstgpped out. He
unlocked and opened the garage door and motionkdnNige.
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Nyk pressed the unistick forward and the shuttlecked into the
garage. “Okay, secure it.” He initiated an ordeshutdown. The craft
went dark and he sat in it for several momentsnTieeopened the door
and put his foot onto the hard-packed dirt floorgéver ran up and
down his spine -- he was now on Earth! He inhafedgmells the place
exuded.

“Come along, lad.” Nyk walked from the garage agidnced
around. The dim glow of street lamps illuminate@ tlndersides of
leaves on the trees lining the street. He lookethathouses. All were
similar but each differed in detail. Many had caarked in their
driveways. He heard the sounds of the slumberityg of sparse late-
night traffic on the distant main highway and buggirom the trees.

Seymor climbed the steps leading to the front Ipaicthe house
and beckoned Nyk to follow him. He opened the dmuat Nyk stepped
inside. “As you recall from your training, Earthydaare shorter than
Floran days. You'll need some time to become aocmet to them. This
IS your home-away-from-home.”

The house was an older, two-story dwelling on albity lot.
Seymor pointed out the kitchen, bath, and bedrodins.furniture was
old and battered, with wear showing on the uphoist@eymor led him
upstairs and into a bedroom converted to a study.

He handed Nyk a small, black device with a buttétere is the
most important feature. Press the button.” Nyk ggdsit and a wall of
bookshelves swung open to reveal a concealed rammdh Inside was
a rack of equipment, some of it Floran and sonteasth origin.

“This is one of our communications uplinks. Thesea GravNet
transducer concealed beneath the roof. This equipmsea GravNet
transceiver, and this is a protocol adapter.” Seypwnted to another
rack. “That is all Earth equipment, connected tdigh-speed data
circuit. This house is one of five such faciliti@s North America.
Remember, under no circumstances should any Fim@mology be
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left lying about the house. Keep it in this roomg&eep this room shut
and locked unless you have a specific need totuddow ... it's two in
the morning, and | think we'd both benefit fromeavfhours' sleep. We'll
conclude the briefing in daylight.” Seymor retireml the house's spare
bedroom.

Nyk walked around the darkened house. The kitcfamnets and
refrigerator were empty. He sat on the sofa inltheg room. Built-in
bookshelves stood vacant except for an old telaviset. He climbed
the stairs to the master bedroom, stretched odt®med in his clothes
and shut his eyes.

Dawn's first light roused Nyk. He descended trarstfrom the
master bedroom. Seymor hadn't arisen, so he dedaldook at the
planet's sights in daylight. He opened the frordrdetood on the porch
and felt the cool dampness of the morning air. \igllonto the lawn, he
stooped to pick a blade of grass, put it in his thpand chewed it. A
grin spread across his face.

He began looking around attempting to identify sashthe plants
he saw. An ash tree, he thought, a maple and anNy&kwalked to the
oak and stroked its bark. The house caught histaite and he
compared it with his mental image of the one Koidbscribed in his
journal.

Seymor called to him and he and went inside. “Vghgour
impression of the place in daylight?”

“Green! The vegetation's green. Everywhere, gréentrained in
the appearance of Earth plants, but seeing itefalt r

“This house must be similar to the one Koichi diéss in his
journal. It's in New York, in Queens, and it beledgo the family for
two hundred years before him. You're stationed mwNYork, you
might've gone past it.”
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“New York's a big place, lad, and | rarely getQueens. Let's
continue the briefing.” He handed Nyk a black devitThis is a laptop
computer. It may be primitive by Floran standartulst these do work,
most of the time. They get the job done, and weat@mnate the risk of
assigning you Floran communications devices. Thesave
revolutionized the way we do our jobs. Even fiveange ago, you
wouldn't believe the worry | had when one of ouerstg needed contact
with the homeworld. With these, we've eliminate@ tieed to issue
homeworld technology into the field, except undepecsal
circumstances.

“When connected to any data port in the world, yoay use it to
communicate with myself or other ExoAgents via Edrtternet email.
You all have coded identifiers. If you or anothgeat is off-planet,
messages are routed and sent via GravNet for dglore Floran or any
colony planet.

“This computer can also access the Floran TachMNethow you
how. Maybe you'd like to speak to your lovely wifeyou would like
for her to see you on her end, you must attachrthisature camera,
which clips to the top of the display panel.” Seymmoanipulated the
keyboard and a blue window appeared on the sctleen,an image. It
was Senta.

“Hi korlyta. | made it to Earth.” Nyk exchanged small talk hwit
her.

Seymor interrupted him, “We must go to the labintroduce you
to the college brass as FloranCo's new botanidomgas they can keep
cashing our checks they'll leave you alone. Are joaogry?” Nyk said
he was. “Good. As part of the deal with the schib&ly issue us a
university staff card. It is useful as it allowsuyto take meals at the
university union, which is a short distance frome thab, quite
convenient. The food is not very good, but it ipexsive.”
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Seymor escorted Nyk to the campus offices andireddakeys to
the lab and Nyk's staff card. “You'll be fine, ldflyou need anything,
you can call me or send me an email message.lllts gour training

packet. Well, I'm off to New York. Enjoy!” He pickleup the sack of
raw diamonds and left.
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3 -- Sukiko

Nykkyo unlocked the door to the Chem Annex buiidientered
the lab and looked around. Old laboratory bencheseveovered in
years' worth of dust and grime. Seymor had told kin@ structure's
history. Built in the mid 1970s, the wood-frameldung had provided a
temporary home for the Chemistry Department's gadachool. When
the Science Center opened in 1990, the univerbim@doned the annex
as a research facility. He walked along the corcilebr, assessing the
effort required to make the place usable. Seymar iieed a cleaning
crew and Nyk awaited their arrival.

He was regarding some circa 1950 electrochemmstiyipment
when a knock at the door interrupted his surveye Tleaning crew
arrived and Nyk began directing their efforts.

He had found some empty filing cabinets and disced they
would accommodate his stasis equipment. He askedbthe cleaning
crew to help him move the cabinets into positiodarneath a lab bench.

“l clean, | don't move,” the worker replied.

Nyk recalled a lesson from his Agency training. tdached into
his pocket and produced a twenty-dollar bill. Therker snatched it,
winked at him, and the heavy steel cabinets wepadce.

The crew left and Nyk began installing the firs¢qe of Floran
equipment, a power converter. He snaked the powat through an
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opening in the rear of the filing cabinet. The plguldn't fit the power
sockets. Perhaps, he thought, he'd done enoughfarooke day.

He walked toward the house, passing the universitjon.
Students were coming and going, some talking hossty and
engaging in rowdy horseplay. Nyk shook his head @ndinued on his
way. By now he was quite hungry and he knew théneédb at the house
were empty. He stopped at a small grocery alongoute.

His ExoAgency training course on Earth food cante his mind.
“Earth people are, by and large, flesh-eaters. & difficult concept
for a Floran to comprehend ... while we will nosa@burage an ExoAgent
on assignment from experiencing Earth meat prodwetsdo advise
caution...

“...the approach we recommend toward Earth foainngply not to
think about its origin. Many Earth natives emplbistapproach as well.
Those who wish not to consume flesh products shcalek items
labeled 'vegetarian'...”

He passed the meat counter and lost his appldgtsaw a section
labeled Health Foods, and there he found a caegdtarian lentil soup.
The picture on the label looked like a package meam the
homeworld. He bought it, trudged home and ate thgp €old, straight
from the can.

“It sounds like we shipped you the wrong power \@&oter --
probably one for Europe,” Seymor said over the ghdhl send you a
new one via overnight express tomorrow. You'll havéhe day after
that.”

Nyk snapped open the laptop computer and clippethe digital
camera. The vidphone program activated and hetedl&enta's locator
code. She answered and he saw her image on thensckHello again
korlyta.”

“How was the first day of your assignment?”
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“I'm cold, tired and discouraged. | hadn't realizaljusting to the
time difference would be so difficult. The Earthpopdation doesn't
appear as Koichi described it. The students heréoad and rowdy, and
most of what's in the food store is stuff | woutdiream of eating.”

“Now aren't you happy you refused to forget thisoE&gency
nonsense and sign onto a scout cruiser? That weudd’en more like an
extended vacation.”

“Zander told me Agency assignments are the megnging in the
Service.”

“You're getting exactly what you deserve for bélg one of your
friends instead of me.”

“Veska says life aboard a scout's tougher thannygnt imagine.”
“Think what you want.”

Nyk terminated the call and flopped on his bed.

The replacement power converter arrived and tasistcanisters
were working, concealed in the locked filing calbsneNyk tested the
equipment by placing a strawberry from the grocaerip a stasis
capsule. He placed another in a petri dish sithmghe lab bench. Now,
a week later, the berry in the dish was moldy amudtyg while the one in
the capsule was as fresh as the day he bought it.

He had produced cultures of some vegetables biatisg
individual plant cells and putting them into a ment broth. After a few
days he had little plantlets. He could create direshving plant from
the smallest cell sample.

It was now noon and he decided to dine at therurtite flashed
his staff card at the door, stood in line and bowghowl of vegetarian
chili. His scan of the dining room found a singlapty table near the
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rear door. He scooped a spoonful of chili and exhetith pleasure and
pain to the mix of flavors.

A woman's voice startled him. “Do you mind if inoyou? | think
this is the only empty seat.”

“Please do.”

She sat across from him and began eating her Junchg her
eyes on her tray. Nyk compared her appearance som@mory of
Koichi. She had the same black hair and yellow-lor@amplexion. Her
face was an oval with prominent cheekbones andlifesl. She was
petite, with a well-proportioned figure. Her eyesres deep brown and
had a pronounced epicanthic fold, more so than I{sic She was
beautiful, and Nyk couldn't avoid staring at her.

“Excuse me -- are you a Japanese?” he asked.

“No. I'm an American.” He made eye contact, arehtBhe looked
down. “My mother is Japanese. My father's familyneafrom Japan at
the turn of the century.” She took a bite from matigalad sandwich.

Nyk scooped another spoonful and gazed at heru“Nave the
most beautiful eyes. I've never seen eyes so dark.”

She glanced up, looked down, gulped her mouthfidl grasped
her tray. “If you'll excuse me, | have a class.”

Nyk watched as she stood, dumped her tray andedatkit. He
followed her to the door and observed her proced¢d & classroom
building. He estimated she was about his age, msldpetly older. Nyk
was 31 Floran years old, about 25 Earth yearss3lo¢'likely a student,
he figured, perhaps an assistant professor.

Nyk had tried to maneuver himself close enougthtoJapanese-
American woman to start a conversation, but shaydvwseemed just out
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of reach or headed the wrong way. Now he sat inuthen dining room
and saw her enter carrying a tray. She walked th\es table, stopped,
turned and stood waiting for another to empty.

He picked up his tray and carried it to her tatiéay | please join
you?” She made a hand gesture that said, do whatvgnt. “I've been
looking for you for the past two weeks. | suspeut'ye been avoiding
me. | wanted to speak with you.”

She looked up at him. “Why do you want to speatwe?”

“I've so wanted to meet a Japanese. | was homogyguld answer
some questions.”

She glanced at the clock. “I don't have time.actetwo classes
and | only have fifteen minutes for lunch.”

“I work in the Chem Annex building. Could you coroeer after
class?”

Her eyes narrowed. “If | come and answer your tjoes, will you
quit bothering me?”

“l promise.”

“My last class is over at 3:30. I'll come afteeth’ She picked up
her tray and left,

Nyk returned to the lab and tended his cultures.watched the
clock. At 3:45 he heard someone open the dooretdeitn

She walked in. “l thought this building was abameld. Okay, I'm
here, but I'm warning you. | don't take funny stlifh from New York.”
She held up her bag. “I have pepper spray anddinafnaid to use it. So
let's have your questions.”

“What ismisosoup?”
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The woman looked at him for several moments. Shdesl to
giggle, and then she put her hand over her molith. rfot laughing at
you. It's just ... | didn't expect ... well, | doRhow what | expected. It
certainly wasn't for some guy to practically stalk for two weeks, lure
me into a creepy deserted building and then asktabso soup!” She
began to regain her composure.

“I'm terribly sorry. | had no ideaniso soup was funny stuff. |
meant no offense.”

She giggled again. “There's nothing funny abaonisa It's
fermented soybean paste. It comes in a varietiavbfs and colors and
it's used to make a lot of Japanese foods.”

“What does it taste like?”

“Awful. But | don't like Japanese food. It's selfy and smoky and
salty. Do you have a lot more questions?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Okay, I'll answer them, but not here. This gloooigt barn gives
me the creeps. I'll make a deal with you. We'llkmaver to the union
and you can buy me a coffee. For as long as thdectasts, I'll answer
your questions. Is it a deal?”

Nyk walked with her toward the union. It was al¢céate October
afternoon and dried leaves crunched underfoot. ydti don't like
Japanese food, what do you like?”

“No fair. | won't answer any more questions urtihave my
coffee. We have a deal.”

“I'm sorry.” Nyk fixed his gaze on the sidewalklzes walked.

She giggled. “I'm passionate about Indian foodatBheast Indian,
not Native American. | don't have it too often. fdeésn't a good Indian
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restaurant in this town, so | have to make it nfysehrely do that these
days because it's no fun going through all thakvjist for me.”

“It's getting cold,” Nyk said.
“It'll get even colder. Is this your first wintbere?”
“Yes, itis.”

“Mine too, although it certainly gets cold in NeMork.” He
opened the door to the union, held it for her aedtged for her to
precede him. “Thanks ... I'll find a table whileuyget the coffee.” She
pointed toward the coffee bar. “Mocha latte douialé*

Nyk stepped to the counter. “Do you have ... makkg?”
“Do you mean mocha latte?” the attendant asked.
“Yes -- that's it.”

“What size?”

“...Double-tall ... two of those, please.” He tadnand watched the
woman work her way toward a vacant table and renf@recoat. She
was wearing a knit top and scarf, wrap skirt aratbltights. She smiled
and waved at him.

She took a brush from her bag, removed her headaan held it
In her teeth as she brushed shiny black hair extgrithlfway down her
back. Then, she examined herself in a mirror, neder implements to
her bag and snapped it shut.

“That'll be six thirty-six.” Nyk whirled around,ud) a crumpled
ten- dollar bill from his pocket and handed it e &attendant. He picked
up the coffees and headed toward the table. “Ydange, sir.” Nyk
turned and retrieved three singles and some coins.

“l didn't know what to order so I'm having whatw® having,” he
said as he handed her a cup.
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“Before we start, | want you to answer a questormmine,” she
said.

“All right...”
“What is your name?”
“...Nick Kane...”

She extended her hand. “I'm Sukiko. I'm pleasedn&et you,
Nick. Please forgive my behavior toward you earliewas my defenses
acting up.”

“I'm pleased to meet you, too, Sukiko. That'settgmame.”

“My mother wanted me to have a Japanese name.ntedaan
American one, something like ... Jessica.” Sheesigper coffee. “Now,
Nick, what did you want to ask me?”

He took a sip and his eyes popped. “What do thayirdo one of
these?” he asked, looking at the cup.

“Coffee, milk, cocoa ... a little sugar, maybeoadh of cinnamon.
Don't you like it?”

“It's different.” He took another sip. “A curioldend of sweet and
bitter...”

“Okay, we've addressed the topic of mocha la®&é sipped from
hers. “You said you had Japanese questions.”

Nyk looked at her for a long moment. “I can't renfor. | had a
list but | can't recall a single one.” He gazedat face and she returned
the eye contact.

She glanced down. “I'd rather you not stare atlike that. It
makes me uncomfortable.”
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He looked down at his cup. “I'm so sorry.” He dedrhis coffee,
“You have such beautiful eyes, Sukiko. | didn'temd to upset you.
Please forgive me.”

“It's just ... | felt on display, as if...” Sheggled. “... as if you've
never seen an Asian before ... or something.” Sloeksher head. “It's
all right, Nick. It must be my defenses again.”

Nyk stared at his cup until he noticed she wasianong toward
the table and looking up to intercept his sightlire glanced into her
eyes and she smiled. “My friends call me Suki.” ideurned her smile
and followed her eyes with his as she sat up a&da.took another sip.

“Suki, you said you teach a class. Are you a @msde? What do
you teach?”

“I'm not a professor. I'm a lecturer, which medns below an
assistant prof and above the guy that sweeps thar. fll teach
undergraduate comparative religion and a seniatlesourse on
Babylonian and Sumerian mythology. Do you teach?”

“No, I'm not even on the faculty. My company retdd space
from the university. I'm a botanist doing field wdor FloranCo. I find
plant specimens, make cultures and send them todime ... lab. Our
lease grants me use of the union. I'm new heresalhdeeling my way
around. My assignment will run for at least ninentng, maybe longer.”

“So, that explains what you're doing in that avdid building. Are
you alone, or do you have family with you?”

“I'm here by myself.”
“Then you're like me. We're both strangers inrargje land.”

Nyk sipped his coffee. He gazed at her eyes, gigndown
whenever she looked up at him. “Why do you likeidmdfood?”
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“l stumbled onto it, almost by accident,” she reg! “I fell in love
with it right away.”

“Is it really so different?”

“Oh, yes -- the complexity of the spices...” Shesed her eyes.
“Just thinking about it puts me into the mood fohat dahl...” She
sipped her coffee. “What sort of food do you like?”

“l subsist on beans and rice for the most part.”

“There are lots of ways to fix beans and riceisla big world,
Nick.”

“I wish | could experience it all,” he replied...“the diversity of
life and people and culture on this world -- alé tdifferent forms of
humanity. | have such little time here.”

“Don't we all. | wish everyone shared your viewkrow from
personal experience many don't.”

“What do you mean?”
“Have you ever been judged by your physical apoeza?”
“...No, | don't think so.”

“I have. There are many, right here in this towmo'll see my
color and my eyes and conclude I'm something less human. I've had
to develop a thick skin...” She pinched the backeafhand. “... a thick
yellow skin.”

“Do you wish you weren't Japanese?”

She took a sip of her coffee. “No, | don't wikhatt It doesn't make
sense to wish for what you can't change.”

“Might-haves don't count,” Nyk replied.
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“They certainly don't. | do wonder though... What'like, Nick?
What's it like being blond and blue-eyed and hawamgall-American
name like Nick Kane?” Nyk shrugged. “I'd like todi just one day of
my life as Nikki Kane ... oh well, the grass is al@® greener...”

“I'm sorry -- I'm not following. What grass is gmer?”
“You know, on the other side of the fence.”

Nyk made a silent oh. “Where one can't reachHig’ smiled. “I
understand the metaphor.”

“l guess | made the mistake of picking the wrormgemts,” Suki
said and took another sip. “My mom's okay, butd¢her been plenty of
times | wish | could've picked a different father.”

“I cherish your Japanese heritage, Suki. When dk tdhis
assignment, | was hoping to meet someone jusi/bke’

She smiled. “I'm getting a bit light-headed fromirig up on the
pedestal where you're putting me, Nick. Don't yawéhAsians where
you come from?”

“Not very many.”

“I do feel your sincerity,” she said. “I was gyilof pre-judging
you. | don't know why my shields went up. New Yaskeare a
suspicious bunch and | guess I'm suspicious forea Norker.” She
looked into his eyes. “I feel a bit foolish, noviehe picked up her empty
cup and examined it. “You know -- that was one alury better
coffees...”

“Would you like another?”

“Lord, no, I'll be floating home from this one &s | have a huge
pile of test papers to grade, so I'd better begyolimank you, Nick, for
the coffee.”

“You're welcome. It was my pleasure.”
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“Maybe I'll see you around campus.” She stood atadted to
adjust her scarf. Unhappy with the struggle it ghee she removed it
and started to put it on. Nyk spied a pin that waiscealed beneath it.
He thought it looked like the family crest hangiog the wall of his
apartment, though smaller and in silver.

He took a step back and nearly fell over his cltine slipped into
her coat and walked toward the door. Nyk followest, out became
caught in the traffic of a group of students emigrihe union. By the
time he reached the door she was gone, and het lsse@m in which
direction.

He sat at the table to think. The pin! He mustlaeskabout the pin.
Nyk walked to the lab where his laptop computer yeaked into the
university network, another privilege granted bg tease. He brought
up the school's web site, accessed the facultgtomg entered “suki”
and pressed search. The results were displayed.

Kyhana, Sukiko, PhD. Comparative Religion
-- Corliss Hall 234. Extension 7133

Myasuki, Tanaka, PhD. Chemical Engineering
-- Drake Hall 101. Extension 7354

Otsuki, Michael. Admissions Assistant

-- Old Main 132. Extension 7278

He looked at the first entry. Sukiko Kyhana! Awgriran down his
spine. He selected the map and located Corliss. Halvas on the
opposite side of the campus.

Nyk dashed from the lab and headed across theaanugld. Corliss
Hall was one of the older buildings on campus,dpfrom the 1930s.
His footsteps on the terrazzo floor made empty eshas he walked
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through the building and climbed the stairs to seeond floor. Here,
small classrooms had been converted into officegufmor faculty and
graduate students. He found room 234. The doorsivasand locked. A
sign listed Sukiko Kyhana and three other faculgmbers and gave her
office hours as Tuesday and Thursday, eight tceelev

Nykkyo climbed to the second floor of Corliss Hadind
approached Suki's office. The door was open arghheher sitting at a
battleship-grey steel desk consulting with a sttidele paced outside
the door. Once he thought she glimpsed him. Shetakasg her time
with the student. The hands on the clock in theidor crept: 8:30 ...
9:00. The student left.

Nyk knocked on the doorjamb and stuck his head&shre looked
up. “Hi, stranger. You found me! It's my fault fgiving out my name. |
thought you promised not to bother me any more.”

“I'm terribly sorry to interrupt your office hours$ looked for you
Friday and Monday but I didn't see you.”

“Did you remember your questions?” she asked.

“No. When you left the union the other day, | tgbtil spotted a
pin on your ... blouse. | was hoping you'd shote ine.”

“This?” she asked, lifting her chin. She was wegria thick
turtleneck and had the object pinned at her thishé removed it and
handed it to him.

Nyk studied it. The pin was the size of a largencwith a pink
stone set in the center.

“It's sterling silver,” Suki said. “The stone igse quartz.” He was
trying to keep his hands from shaking. The desigs wientical to the
ancient Kyhana crest pendant he inherited fronfaifeer. He traced the
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three characters with his fingertip. “Those &eatakanacharacters that
spell my family name.”

“Katakan&”

“One of the three Japanese alphabetkanji, katakana and
hiragana” She pointed to the pin. “This isatakana’ She moved her
finger clockwise around the disk. “Ky-Ha-Na. Themmes been
anglicized from the original Japanese.”

“What is the original name?”

“l can't even pronounce it. When my great-greaigfather
stepped off the boat, the immigration officer cattighronounce it either,
so it became Kyhana. Why are you interested ingimat’

“l ... I thought | saw one like it, once.”

“That's not likely -- it's the only one in the viar The only other
thing at all like it is hanging on the wall at mgrpnts' house.”

“Where did you get this?”

“My grandfather made it. He was a goldsmith, agken He
became obsessed with the old country. He woretimadi clothing and
called everyone so-and-sany even though he didn't speak the
language.” She giggled.Ojiisan -- that's what | had to call him --
Qjiisan had a crazy idea our family should have a crdst, the old
Japanese nobility, so he invented this. My fathess the original. It's
gold, about this big.” She made a circle with thenhbs and forefingers
of both hands. “It has a jade cabochon in the cénte

“Jade?”

“Yes. It hangs on a cordjiisan said our family should have a
tradition where the crest goes to the parentsehtxt generation's first-
born. He made this pin for my mother.”
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Nyk turned the pin over and saw an inscriptidon: YK From TK
5/6/67. “YK is your mother?”

“Yes, and TK was my grandfather.” She pointed. &0 my
parents' wedding dat@jiisan gave this to Mom at the wedding.”

“How did you get this? Did you inherit it?”

“Oh, Lord no -- Mom's very much alive and kickirtghe gave it to
me when | was a kid -- aftéjiisan died, of course.”

“She doesn't care to wear your family emblem?”

“It's not an emblem -- just an old man's fooligition. Mom thinks
this whole crest business is rather silly.”

“l don't,” he replied and returned the pin to her.

“You would've gotten along witldjiisan.” She began to fasten it
to her blouse. “Well, I like it because it's predityd different.”

“Thank you, Suki. I'm sorry | bothered you anddnit bother you
again.” He started out the door.

“Oh, Nick -- wait. I'll be at the union at 11:46rflunch, if you'd
care to join me.”
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4 -- Sad, Sad Stories

Nyk entered the union and saw Suki waving to caishattention.
He brought his tray over. On hers was a tuna sa@diwich. She
pointed to his. “Are you a vegetarian?”

He scooped a spoonful of tomato soup. “Yes, | am.”

“You should try some Indian food. The union hastoken
vegetarian dish, but it's awful. Once you've triediian vegetarian,
you'll never go back to this stuff.”

“I remember some of what | wanted to ask you. Vétatam?”

“They're woven reed mats, a traditional floor cawvg in a
Japanese home. My parents have them at the ho(Besens.”

“What aboukimond?”

“That's a garment, a sort of lightweight robe. Mgther wears a
kimono now and then. My parents gave me one to commemorat
receiving my PhD.”

“I'd love to see you in it.”
“It's at the house in New York,” she replied.

“What's asamuraf”

- 50 -



EARTHBOUND

“A warrior from the feudal times. Why are you irdsted in
Japanese things?”

“l was reading and came across these terms. I'mappy to have
met a Japanese, Suki.”

“l told you, I'm an American.” She smiled. “My ni@r's Japanese
... to the core. I'm not too fond of that culture.”

“l have another question, Suki.” She glanced upiat. “Would
you agree to meet for lunch on a regular basisdthvenient for me,
the lab's only a short walk.”

She looked into his eyes. “Okay, Nick. I'd likathWe strangers
must stick together.” He walked with her to droptos tray and headed
his separate way.

Nyk carried his laptop computer home, set it lom kitchen table
and placed a vidphone call to Senta. The initiatrahcator flashed ...
and flashed.

He reached to cancel the call, and then Sentaganappeared.
Her hair was wet and dripping and she had a towapped around her.

“Oh, it's you.” She removed the towel and begangig to dry her
hair.

“Hello korlyta. I'm sorry to call at a bad moment. The time
conversion is very confusing. The most remarkabiagt happened. |
met a woman named Sukiko Kyhana. | think she ngha relative.”

“It sounds like a coincidence to me.”

“She's Japanese. I've shown you the photoimageoathi. She
looks like him.”

“She must be a very homely woman.”
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“That's not what | meant. She has Koichi's featurethe black
hair, the yellow-brown complexion and the eyes. &lse has a pin with
our family crest. She said her grandfather desigfed

“You mean this?” Senta pointed to the crest tattbonto her arm.

“Yes, that. She said the three symbols spell tmaenKyhana. Ky-
Ha-Na. I'm curious to know how closely we're redte

Senta flipped her hair from the towel. “If youiltd to know for
sure, try to get a DNA sample. You can send it stasis capsule along
with your cultures. I'd be glad to sequence ityfloun and we can look for
common genetic markers.”

“Senta, there must be over two hundred generatieparating her
from me. How good of a match can you expect, esfigajiven the
interbreeding in the early years?”

“We can go into the sequencing archives. They myosback at
least fifty generations. Let me check.” Nyk's vidplke screen went blank
as Senta suspended the session. He saw her ingqgeeae. “Yes, we
can easily lop off one hundred generations usimegdlrecords, maybe
more. The Kyhana records are remarkably well pveserWe have a
sequence file on Gordo Kyhana, who lived aboutiythree hundred
years ago. That'll get us closer.”

“How do you suggest | obtain a sample?”

“Maybe you can collect a hair or two. You shouldmave too
much trouble engineering such an encounter. Onle thi root intact
would be all we need -- so, if you do get hold @lanple, send it along.
Now | must go to work.” Senta slipped into her tuni

“I'll see you laterkorlyta. ” Nyk said as the screen went blank.
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Nyk placed his tray on a table in the union dinmogm. Suki
slipped off her coat and sat across from him. dkldorward to lunch
here with you,” he said.

“So do I. The past three weeks have flown by. Whensit and
talk together, | feel almost like a normal humamgé

Nyk regarded her. “You don't appear to have amoahalities.”
“No, my abnormalities are inside.”

“Do you suffer from some internal disorder?”

She giggled. “They're inside my head.”

“Oh... If you have troubles you'd like to talk aiol'd be happy to
listen. Sometimes talking about a problem is th&esa way to make it
go away.”

“That's sweet. Maybe, sometime. I'll warn you, Ki¥ou should
be careful what you offer -- someone might take ypuon it.” She
placed her hand on his forearm. He gazed into y&$ and she slowly
retracted her hand and looked down at her tray.

Nyk ate his chili in silence. He glanced up. “Stiki
“Nick?” she said simultaneously. She smiled. “Ymufirst.”

“Suki, would you agree prepare an Indian meahfef? You said it
was no fun making it for yourself, and it sound® Isomething I'd like
to try.”

She looked past him for a moment. “Okay, how alfsaturday
night at six, my place. Do you know where the facapartments are?”

Nyk nodded. “Yes.”
“Building 3, apartment 2A. You don't have to briaugything.”
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Nyk picked up a sample vial and some forceps fiiva lab,
slipped them into his pocket and headed towardf#élcalty-housing
complex. His route took him past the grocery anavalked in.

The place was old and had an air of not beingeaelgan. A faint,
sour smell of something rotten permeated the place Nyk was
repelled by it. He noticed a bucket with fresh féves and bought a
bouquet.

Sensing a mix of eagerness and apprehension,greambed her
building. Outside the door was an array of buttdts.pressed the one
beneath a label reading “S Kyhana.” A buzz andek dame from the
door latch. He entered, walked up the stairs amnd&aki waiting at her
apartment door. “Howdy stranger -- come on in.”

Her apartment was small and warm. Nyk looked adcumd saw a
pair of watercolors of nude female torsos on thdl.\ildne place was
sparsely furnished with institutional furniture. &hving room sofa and
chairs were pushed to the walls and a cloth andesamshions lay in the
middle of the living room floor. Eerie music camerh somewhere.

A mixture of strong scents filled the air. Sukisvaarefoot and
wearing a tank top and a pair of running shortk Mgarded her from
head to toe.

“Should | remove my shoes?” he asked.

“No need,” she replied. “I'm sorry about the hddtey can't seem
to do anything about it.”

“This feels fine to me. It reminds me of home.”
“Home?”
“I come from a warm climate.”

He presented the flowers to her and she regatuem.t“l hope
you don't have any ideas about starting a relatipris
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“The flowers are a qift. | cannot accept hospiyalwithout
bringing a gift.”

Suki blushed. “I'm so sorry, Nick. It's my defems®gain, please
forgive me. Thank you, they're lovely.” She foungaato serve as a
vase and set them on the counter. She nodded tdthard/ing room.
“I've prepared a northern Indian dinner. We're gdio enjoy this meal
Indian-style. Indians take their meals on the fland they eat with their
hands. If you'd like to wash first, the bathrooovsr there.”

While using the sink he noticed a hairbrush onvidnaity. With his
forceps he extracted four jet-black hairs clinginghe bristles and put
them into the vial. He replaced the brush and stlipfine sample into his
pocket. Nyk returned to her living room.

Suki brought out two battered looking dinner pdaten which
were some glass custard cups containing the vaeatrees. “This is
thali-style service,” she said, “... typical for nortidla. | don't have a
realthali, so | had to improvise, but you get the idea.”

She placed the plates on the cloth, brought dodwa mounded
with yellow rice and another plate with some flakdd. Then, she
assumed the lotus position. Nyk sat and attemptedatss his legs.

“You don't have to sit like this if it's uncomfalile,” she said.
“Use the cushions. This position is natural for imecause | meditate --
or | used to. Lately my head's been so full of crdan't empty myself
of thoughts, so | find myself meditating on how enable | am and end
up feeling worse than when | began.” She pointeth&custard cups
and identified the various entrees, the bread afftbs rice. “I forgot to
provide drinks. Would you like some beer? It goesdl with Indian
food.”

“No alcohol, please.”

She brought a pair of glasses filled with a rueg-fizzy liquid.
“This is an Indian soft drink.” She resumed heusoposture. “Now ['ll
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show you how Indians eat with their hands. Thetriggnd is reserved
for eating, the left is for hygiene.” She demonstathe technique. “I
believe part of the dining experience is eating wWag the natives do.
When | cook Chinese, we use chopsticks.”

Nyk started with a bit oflahl makhnimixed with rice. The flavors
were such a far cry from the bland fare of his hworéd, even though
the ingredients were familiar ones. The blend afespexploded in his
mouth. “This is so different from what | am accuseal.” he said.

“Are the spices too much for you? It's easy taoberwhelmed if
you're not accustomed.”

“I'm doing just fine. Where do you find the ingrexits for this?”

“We're fortunate to have an Indian spice shop iwittvalking
distance, just down the street from the universityere are a lot of
Indians on the school faculty. Maybe you'd likeatalk over there with
me sometime.”

“I certainly would.”

Nyk helped Suki return the sofa and chairs tortbeginal places.
“Thank you for dinner,” he said. “It was delicioasd | truly enjoyed
it.”

“Thank you for suggesting it. It was my pleasusied it helped
take my mind off my troubles. I've had a lot on myd lately.”

“Would you like to tell me about your troubles@ Be more than
happy to listen.”

“You're not heeding my warning, Nick. Maybe... Bubt right

now.

“How did you become an expert in comparative refigand
mythology?”
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“I'm not. I'm an archeologist -- a historian. Myegialty is ancient
Sumeria. For my PhD thesis | prepared a translatiorewly discovered
clay tablets containing a version of the Gilgamesfth. | translated it
from the cuneiform.” She stood and took a smadlt Hox from a shelf
and handed it to him. He opened it and saw a sblapdttery with odd
Impressions. “Cuneiform. This is a piece | foundaodig in Syria during
graduate school. They let me keep it. It's nothom important, just a
piece of household inventory from a merchant-cfassily. It dates to
approximately 3500 BC, making it about 5,500 yedds’

“This is amazing, Suki.” The artifact was as old Koichi's
journal. He returned the box to her. She replateshithe shelf and
resumed sitting beside him.

He looked into her face. “How did you end up héeaeching those
courses?” He held eye contact until she broke it.

“l ... | came here to get away from it all.”

“Get away from what?”

“I have a past, Nick, and not a happy one.”

“Are you running away from something?” he asked.
“..Yes.”

“Did you commit a crime -- steal something? Kilbnseone,
perhaps?”

“No, nothing like that.”

He looked into her face. “I didn't think you cajgabf such. Maybe
you had an affair with a politician that went wrghg

“Of course not,” she giggled.

“Did you intentionally and unrepentantly injurecainer?”
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“No, Nick -- I'm the injured party.”

“Then tell me about it. It won't change my opiniafnyou.”

“l don't want to bother you with my problems.”

“It's not a bother. Let me share your troubledigioten your load.”

She buried her face in her hands, and then loogetiAll right. I'll
make another deal with you. You tell me your sad, story, and I'll tell
you mine.”

Nyk looked into her eyes again. “I don't have mwach to tell.”
“Where's your home town?” she asked.

“... My birth certificate says Augusta, Georgiait b don't have a
home town. | grew up in the country, in a houseadsiuff overlooking
the sea. | was an only child.”

“Down south?”
“Yes, the southeast -- near a small city on thestd

“Your warm climate. | thought | detected a tradeaosouthern
accent in your speech. It's quite charming.”

“I had few friends growing up, being isolated thnay we were. |
flunked out of my first college, then | went backstudy botany. | work
for FloranCo on a ten-month assignment manning ftirdd lab. They
provide me with a house and living expenses, akase salary.”

“Tell me about your family, Nick.”

“It's just my wife and I. We don't have any chddr”

“Do you miss her? What's her name?”

“Her name's... Cindy. Yes, | miss her. I'm notessine misses me,

though. She's a geneticist, a microbiologist. Saddslliant woman, the
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head of genetic sequencing in our organizatios. dt'very important
position. She has plenty to keep her busy, and dbthiends.” Nyk
looked down. “I'll bet she hardly notices I'm gorghe's had a long
string of lovers -- both men and women.”

“How do you feel about that?”
“It shouldn't bother me, but it does.”
“It must bother you, or you wouldn't have broughitp.”

“We both believe what two consenting adults doleviiney're by
themselves is no one else's business. | truly deveethat. She was like
this before we married. She didn't think our m@geiavas any reason to
alter her social life.”

“Do you love her?”

“... Idon't know... | thought I did, but latel{vé had my doubts. It's
funny, Suki. You and | have known each other foeghweeks and | feel
more comfortable talking with you than with her.efé are times ['ll
look up at her and ask myself -- who is this pe?stih wonder if our
marriage wasn't a big mistake.” He brushed a temn this face. “Her
behavior does hurt me. I'm pained to know | caatisf/ her -- that I've
never lived up to her expectations.”

“How did you two meet?”

“I've known her a long time, since we were childr&he's the
stepdaughter of an old friend of my dad's. My eatlrecollection of her
was when | was three and she was five ... | thirkmarried me out of
pity. | was so lonely and miserable after my pagawdre killed.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” she said. “How did yqarents die?”

“They died in a ... plane crash. That was ... eygars ago. Aside
from Cindy, I'm alone in the universe.” Nyk lookddwn and saw Suki
was holding his hand. He patted the back of hdisat's all right with
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me. | do well by myself. Maybe it's the reason blex for this
assignment. I'm sorry, Suki. I've made it soune likn unhappy. I'm
not.”

“Not unhappy isn't the same as happy,” she sé&ick you happy?”
“I'm happy enough. | don't think my sad, sad stoayl that sad.”

“Well, my story will make up for it.” She closecdheyes and took
a couple of deep breaths. “l want to set the restnaight between us.
I'm not interested in relationships -- not rightisnd'm not looking for a
boyfriend. I'm a lesbian.” She looked into his eyd#s not saying that
to blow you off, Nick. You're a nice guy, and ldikou. I'm saying it
because it's the truth, and | want to make suramwderstand each other.
| hope it doesn't bother you.”

Nyk shook his head once. “Should it?” he askede“?®an be
friends, can't we?”

“It bothers some people. It bothers my father.eAft finished
graduate school, my father insisted | get married,an arranged
marriage like the old days in Japan. He wantedean someone to pass
the crest to. We fought about it and | finally rékd. | married the son
of one of his business associates.”

“He wished to bind your line to his associate's.”

“I don't know why he insisted. | think he was hgito make a
point, that I'm not really a lesbian. It didn't woiThe marriage was a
disaster. | was never attracted to the guy. | leagrit my teeth in bed.
My husband started abusing me, hitting me. One wayhad a big fight
and he beat me -- he beat the tar out of me. hoame to my parents and
my mother took photos of my injuries. | had twodkayes and bruises
all over. She called the police and they arrestedl guy. We got a
restraining order and | filed for divorce, whicti,oourse was granted.”

Tears were starting to well up in her eyes. “Mthé& blamed me!
He blamed me for not trying hard enough, for noingeattractive
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enough! He insisted | marry again. We had a hugeraent. This time |
refused and | told him | am absolutely resolut®eld him | am a lesbian,
| will never marry another man, | will never eveleep with another
man, and that the Kyhana family line will die withe!” She stroked
tears from her face.

“Then, my father said, 'To me, you're dead alréamyd he threw
me out of my childhood home. | haven't been baakspoken with my
parents since.”

“So, you came here.”

“No! There's more! | had nowhere to go. | knewaofriend with
whom | had a brief affair during grad school. Alie&as her name. |
called Alice and asked her if she could put me oip & while. She
agreed. | moved in and it turned out she was jssalaisive as my ex-
husband. Only in her case, it wasn't physical was emotional abuse.
She called me names -- she did everything to bregkspirit and to
make me submit.

“After a year of this, | wanted out. | couldn't gpome, | wasn't on
speaking terms with my father. | started circulgtmy resume on the
sly, looking for a position, anything away from t@ay. | hadn't used
my degree in three years, and that didn't helpaliyinthis college saw
my Gilgamesh translation and offered me a two-yeamtract as a
lecturer. | sneaked out of her apartment in thedieidf the night. |
spent the rest of the night at the airport and chere with what | could
carry. Luckily, it's a furnished apartment.

“So, I'm here by myself. It's hard for me. I'vevaee been alone
before. I mean, really alone with no one to turn This community
seems so closed. Everyone here has their own faamty circle of
friends. | do feel like a stranger in a strangedlarshe stood, turned
from him and pressed her fist to her lips.

Nyk stood and placed his hand on her shouldegdif ever need a
shoulder to cry upon, use mine. Consider it anagifet
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She turned to face him. “Oh, Nick...” He opened &ims to her
and she fell against him. “I'm so afraid,” she sahld'lI'm not strong ...
I'm all alone ... I miss my mother ... I'm such ess..”

He held her and felt the warmth of her body agams “You've
been mistreated, Suki -- you didn't deserve it,5&iel, putting his lips to
the top of her head and inhaling the scent of la@r FNo one deserves
mistreatment.” He smoothed his hand along the lwddker head and
down her hair. “It's okay to let it out.” Nyk criegith her. “Let it all
out.” Suki wept against him as he held her andssae the back of her
head. “Let me be your friend. You said we strangeust stick together.
If you're ever alone and afraid, call me.”

She looked into his eyes and stroked one of lassteff his face
with her finger. “You're sweet,” she said and kés$es cheek. “I'm so
sorry. This evening didn't end the way | expectéidk, | will have you
as my friend if you'll have me as yours. | hope ¥mow what you're
getting into.”

He thought, so do I.
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5 -- Christmas

Nyk set down his lunch tray and sat across frohi.3de reached
into a pocket, withdrew a folded piece of paper Badan to hand it to
her. “What's that?” she asked.

“A thank-you note. Hospitality must be followed umh a thank-
you note.”

“Read it to me -- my fingers are all tuna.”

“Dear Suki. Thank you for the wonderful dinnerwas delicious
and an experience | shall never forget. It wadta@ne | accept it in the
spirit in which you gave it, and | give you my tlkan Thanks also for
your gift of companionship and friendship. Youefid, Nick Kane.” He
folded the note and tucked it into her bag.

“That's sweet, Nick. By the way, | have a coudigifts to thank
you for. First, thank you for the wonderful cry atiee shoulder to cry
upon. It was cathartic. | meditated last night amgl meditations were
better than in years. And thanks for holding mewlag you did, it felt
so good.” She placed her hand on his. “Thank yoa, for being non-
judgmental.”

“For being non-judgmental about what?”

“You're too sweet.” She touched the tip of his enagith her
forefinger. “Are you doing anything for Thanksgigiti' Nyk recalled
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his Agency training course on Earth feast daysxtNesek. I'd love to
have your company. | don't do well alone on holglay

“I'm sorry. | have to travel home next week.”
“To be with your wife? | understand...”

“I probably will see her. | have to deliver mydfirset of cultures to
the home office labs. | must also make a trip tadggarters in New
York. | wish I didn't -- I'd rather be with you.”

“Il be all right, 1 guess. | don't suppose ybWie here for
Christmas.”

Nyk thought. “I'll be here for Christmas,” he said

Nyk loaded a stasis canister containing bean @dtand the vial
with Suki's hairs into the shuttlecar. At midnighe drove into the
countryside to a secluded spot, pulled onto theilsleo, ran pre-launch
diagnostics and checked the doorseals.

He pressed the launch sequencer. The car nosaddiphot into
the sky. He activated countermeasures and was isoanhigh orbit
around Earth. A pre- programmed subjump put hinselm the comm
relay station. The shuttlecar's guidance homed nntlme station's
transponder and he parked it in the shuttlebay.bEyedoors closed and
the pressurization sequence began.

Nyk connected cables to recharge the shuttle'sepaells and
picked up his canister. He went through decontateinadressed in a
Floran tunic ancarpaand slipped into a pair of sandals. A hail frora th
packet's captain blared through the comm staticeraom. Nyk heard
and felt the thud of the vessel docking. He boatteough the docking
tunnel and took his seat.
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Shortly he was disembarking onto the transit ptatfin orbit over
Floran. He walked down the concourse toward thétleho the planet's
surface.

Veska beckoned him. “Hello, my friend and my sblow goes
your tour as an ExoAgent?”

“It's too soon to tell for sure, but it's beere@sting. Earth people
are different, but I think | like them. It's a béidul planet with much
more interesting plant life. The land is full ofeli | see flying creatures
called birds as well as ground-dwellers. Floramdolgy is simple and
dull in comparison.”

“Don't be late for your shuttle.”

He pressed his wrist to the scanpad outside thdrapnt and the
door popped open. It was mid-afternoon and he déig8enta was at the
lab. Nyk examined the family crest hanging on tparament wall. Ky-
Ha-Na, he touched thetakanacharacters.

Senta's voice came from the balcony. “Thank yag. RIl see you
tomorrow.”

“Good day, ma'm.”

Nyk heard the skimmer door slam shut. Senta appesh him
from the balcony.

“Hello, korlyta,” he said. He opened his travel case, withdrew a
cellophane bag and handed it to her. “I broughd for you -- Earth
sweets.”

Senta slipped a peppermint lozenge into her motdtr. eyes
popped and she reached into her mouth and remav&de flavor's so
strong,” she said as she tossed it into the wagtecessor. “It almost
made me sneeze. Don't tell me you like these.”
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“Try a green one,” he said. “It's milder.”

“Maybe later.” She pointed to the stasis canist&re those your
cultures?”

“Yes -- | have some of Sukiko's hairs.” He opertled canister,
removed the vial and withdrew a hair with the f@ase“Look at the
color... Did you ever see hair so dark? It's black!

Senta examined the specimen. “It looks like tha e intact on
this one, so we should have no trouble sequentirgshould be done
in ten days or so.”

“Ten days! Can't we get it done sooner?”

“I'm sorry, Nyk, but we're in the middle of sequay the latest set
of prototype seedstocks. | must have those analgeas before we
decide which strains to put into the pilot bedd.d&n work it in sooner,
| will. By the way, how was she?”

“What do you mean?”

“You seduced her, didn't you? How else did youaobtthose
samples? You knew I'd want a full report. What kindl lovers are Earth
women?”

“l did not seduce her. | picked those out of hairlbrush.” Nyk
stalked into his study, sat at the vidisplay andamescanning through
Koichi's journal in the original Esperanto. His ida for the word
Sukiko vyielded nothing. He began perusing the entext from
beginning to end, looking for family records. Ndemences could he
find to any Earth Kyhanas except Koichi's own ptsen

“I'm sorry, Nyk,” Senta said from behind him. ‘hauld've known
better. You've been away. I've missed you, and rtvearr short time
together to be pleasant.” She draped her armssakbi®shoulders.
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He jumped, turned and looked up at her. “I'm sontyat were you
saying?”

She glowered at him. “Fine, Nyk. Spend your leawigh your
dusty old journal.” She stormed out of the studg alammed the door
behind her.

Nyk arose and looked at the closed door, then Waty hadn't
Koichi left a family tree as the othéfloran crew had? Perhaps the
answer lies elsewhere in the journal. He begarsiating a passage.

6.011 APF

It was five Earth years ago today we departed on ithfated

mission to Centauri. Or as close to five Earth yeas we can
determine, given the differences in the planetsatimnal and
revolutionary periods.

| still remember that last tea ceremony with mygpéis. How good
my mother was at keeping the old traditions. Shet@chme to see
the land of my heritage, and | kept putting it dthere'll be time, |
said. Now, | will never have the opportunity to fee Land of the
Rising Sun with my own eyes, to see the sun reseMount Fuij,
or to rub elbows with my people. How poorer | am tftat lost
opportunity, and how poorer will be Yasuko, Tetsud other of
my children that may come. My humblest apologiethdoreader
of these words, but today is a day that fills mi \wegrets. Carpe
diem, before it is too late.

Nyk stepped to a public vidphone at the shuttlepad placed a
call to Senta. “Why didn't you wake me?”

“You were so exhausted last night, | didn't wandisturb you.”
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“I overslept and I'm on standby for the shuttleeska won't be
happy if | miss the packet he's taken the troublgivert for me. I didn't
have a chance to say goodbye.”

“What are your plans?”

“As soon as | arrive on Earth | must travel to N¥ark...” He
heard his name announced over the shuttleport'syBt&em. “...I have a
seat, | must go.”

“Goodbye, Nykkyo,” Senta said. She kissed herdisgand placed
them against the vidphone camera.

“Goodbye korlyta.” He dashed to the gate and boarded the shuttle.

Nyk trod down the jetway at LaGuardia and hirethd to take
him to the Tribeca section of Manhattan where Selgnoffice was
located. A truck passed on the street and he coughd gasped from
the cloud of diesel fumes it left in its wake. Haered the grimy office
building, climbed to the second floor and entereddaor marked
“FloranCo.”

A middle-aged woman with dark brown skin greeted.lfMay |
help you?”

“Seymor is expecting me. I'm Nick Kane.”

“Just a minute.” She picked up the phone and pemhe@hbutton. “A
Mr Kane to see you, sir... Go right in, Mr Kane.”

Nyk entered a door marked “private” and saw Seymsitting
behind a large desk. He closed the door.

“That is an Earth woman,” he said to Seymor.
“That's Jaquie. Earth people can be handy for sahes. Jaquie is
an excellent receptionist and secretary.”
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“How do you keep what we do secret when they'réhm next
office?”

“Experience, lad, experience. Now, do you have etbmg for
me?”

Nyk opened his case and presented a sack of ramodids.
Seymor looked them over. “These are nice. Yes, warg. | received a
complimentary memo from the plant breeders, sayng've been
diligent and prompt in sending the material theyeguested. I've put a
copy in your permanent record. I'm pleased withryoerformance so
far, lad.”

“l appreciate it, Seymor,” Nyk replied.
“Is there anything else | can do for you?”

“Could you explain to me the significance of Chmas? I've been
invited to a friend's home, and I'm not sure | a&gofate the importance
of this feast day.”

Seymor stood by the window and gazed at New Yakidine.
“Christmas... It's a time to buy things you doreed with money you
don't have. It's day to find yourself a year oldet not an hour richer ...
That description's from a century and a half aje.just as apt today --
more so.”

“Then why is it such an important event?”

“Pay no mind to me, lad -- these are just the tangb of a cynical
old codger.” He turned to Nyk. “I think one mustd®aative of this rock
to fully appreciate the holiday. You'll need a gifihat sort of friend?”

“She's a woman. She's been through hardship aniid' to cheer

her.

“You know the hazards of involvement with Earthmaen. I'd hate
to have to send you up.”
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“We're only friends -- no romance. She says shé&sbian.”

“Oh... that should be safe enough. How about thi&?took out a
large, flat case and snapped it open. Inside was afier row of
sparkling gemstones. “These are what your rocksugeed into ... Cut
and polished diamonds. This case is worth an Harthne...” Seymor
picked up the smallest stone. “This is about twaisa-- why don't you
take this? | can let you have it -- it's of secoo@lity.” Seymor slipped
the stone into a fabric pouch and put the pouah ansmall cardboard
box. “She'll love it.”

“Do you think so?” Nyk asked.
“Sure -- that'll put you in solid with her, ladust glad to help...”
Nyk pocketed the box.

He flipped open the laptop computer on the kitchainle and
attempted a vidphone call to Senta. She answeratdeosecond signal.
“Hi, korlyta. 1 just arrived from New York.” He saw movementthe
background. “Do you have company?”

“Only Andra Baxa. We had an opening in the labesitihe, so |
performed the DNA analysis of your Earth friendcdmpared her
sequence to Gordo Kyhana's. Her genetic markersaargistent with a
straight-line ancestry -- as consistent as we aatnggen the hodge-
podge in the early times. I'd say the odds are dmtweighty-five and
ninety percent she's a direct ancestor. I'm sdrrgouldn't be more
conclusive.”

“I'd say eighty-five to ninety percent is clos&lyk replied.

“In my field, a close match is 99.9999-plus petcdaihis is as good
a match as we can get, given the circumstancessaMeAndra walk up
behind her and whisper into her ear. “Now, if yoacuse me...” The
screen went blank.
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The clock on the lab wall read 3:30. Nyk slippedray full of
capsules into the stasis canister and locked limg ftabinet. He heard
the lab door and Suki walked in.

“Howdy, stranger,” she said and sat on a lab stool
“How were your classes today?” he asked.

“l thought | wanted to spend my life digging inetldirt. But, |
really enjoy teaching. | like those kids.”

“Just on a chance ... do you have any idea vdaape diem
means?”

“It's Latin,” she replied. “It means 'seize theydaShe made a
grasping gesture to illustrate the word.

“Seize the day?”
“Yes, I'm surprised you've never seen it before.”

“l guess I've led a sheltered life, with my plaatsl culture dishes
and all.”

“You're an odd mix of innocence and wisdom, Nittks one of
your more endearing traits.”

He talked with her as he tended his cultures.ivd b'clock, he
switched off the lights, locked the lab door andoeed her to her
apartment building. It diverted his route home bilya short distance.

Her hand touched his. He placed his palm agaest &nd spread
his fingers. She laced her fingers with his andvatked, holding hands
with her. He walked slowly, savoring her compang #8re conversation.
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“Nick, don't you think the lights are beautifuldike seeing the
lights this time of year. I'm so happy you acceptadinvitation to come
over for Christmas Eve dinner. | don't think | abblear being alone.”

“It's an important day -- one of the more impott&hristian
holidays.”

“l think Christmas today is about twenty-five pent Christian,
twenty- five percent pagan, and the rest commetcial

“Pagan?” he asked.

“Yes. Many of the Christmas customs derive fronggrasolstice
festivals, like the Roman Saturnalia ... I'm soMigk, I'm lecturing you
as if you were one of my students.”

“Please continue -- | enjoy listening to you. Yleach comparative
religion. Are you religious?”

“No, I'm not. | don't believe in a specific, pensb god, in heaven
or an afterlife. 1 do believe in spirituality andtly to be a spiritual
person -- it's the reason | meditate. | think pitssible to be spiritual
without being religious, and the other way arouhddo think all
religions are valid as a metaphor for the fundaalemtystery of the
universe -- ‘Where did | come from and where amihg?' What about
you?”

“I'm not religious and I'm not sure | know whatnteans. | do
believe in Destiny. The universe appears chaotit, Ibthink there's
some underlying plan for how it unfolds. Destingces a path for each
of us, one we have no choice but to follow.” Hecte=d her apartment.
“Lunch tomorrow?” he asked.

“Of course.” She gave his hand a squeeze, thescked the door
and went into her apartment building. He stood waatched the door
close, turned and headed home.
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Nyk locked up the lab and walked to Suki's apantm@hank you
for coming,” she said. “Christmas Eve makes meaatlyour company
will cheer me up.”

“Why are you sad?”

“Because it reminds me of happier and simpler siniy mother

Is Buddhist, and my father is ... well, | don't knavhat he is, but he's
not a practicing Christian. They used to celeb@tastmas for my sake,
so | wouldn't feel too different from the rest aetkids at my school.
They'd put up a Christmas tree, hang stockingshawnd presents... As |
grew older the tradition wasn't so special. The Gigistmas | remember
celebrating was when | was in the eighth gradéjnkt The last three
were nothing special, believe me.”

She presented him a package, about half the diarensf his
laptop computer and wrapped in colorful paper. “Me€Christmas,
Nick. Open it.” He opened it and inside was an dndcookbook. “This
one is the best -- it's the one | use. It's alsoobyrint, so | had a used
bookstore hunt a copy down for me. There are sors@red vegetarian
meals in here.”

She looked into his eyes. “Please accept thisfgiitn one stranger
to another.”

Nyk replied, “Thank you -- this is special, andHhall cherish it.
Now, | have a gift for you. Merry Christmas, Sukidé handed her the
small box. She opened it, removed the pouch, aftithe stone in the
palm of her hand.

“l... I can't accept this ... it's too much.”
“Please accept this gift in the spirit in whicgive it.”

“It's too much. I'd feel obligated in a way thatakes me
uncomfortable. There's no way | could afford tapemcate.”
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“The stone is synthetic. It didn't cost me a thihdprought this
because | thought it would cheer you. Please adcépt

“You mean it's an artificial stone? | know somathiabout gems,
Nick. Remember, my grandfather was a jeweler. Ehi® looks like a
real diamond to me!”

“Oh, it's real, it's just synthetic. My company kea them. We've
developed a technology to make diamonds synthiticEley're just as
real as natural stones. Please accept it.”

Suki looked up at him. “lt's beautiful. I've neveeen a more
beautiful diamond. It looks to be about two cardatkank you very
much.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Let's havaeliri

Nyk sat with her on her sofa until nearly midnigfit's getting
late,” he said. “I'd better be leaving.”

“Please don't leave me alone tonight. | couldearht. | get sad at
Christmas now, because it reminds me of happy titnasare gone --
gone forever and replaced with sad memories. Wangérs must stick
together. You said if | ever felt alone or afraidshould call on you.
Please stay with me tonight.”

“Are you afraid?” he asked.

“l don't want to be alone on Christmas.” Nyk pig Brm around
her and held her. She leaned against him. “Mmns, fiséls so good,
Nick.” Nyk dozed and his head fell against hers.ad®ke with a start.

He held her hand and followed her into the bedrodgk
stretched out on the bed and Suki lay beside hienpid his arm around
her and held her tightly, stroking her back. Stelg a contented sigh.
Nyk smoothed her hair. He felt her arms and leglwas she drowsed.
Her lips parted and she began to breathe regutarbygh her nose and
mouth. Her body relaxed.
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“I love you Suki,” he whispered, knowing she waultchear. “I've
loved you since the moment | saw you.”

Christmas morning's daylight awoke Nyk. He wasalon Suki's
bed. She walked in wearing running shorts, tankatagh a towel around
her hair. “If you'd like to take a shower, ther@®wel for you.”

Nyk showered and dressed in the same clothesepe isl. “I'd
have brought a change of clothes if | had knowne’ Ieloked out the
window. “Snow!” He had only seen snow from a dis&@nhigh on the
slopes of the mons. Outside her apartment largdy fsnowflakes were
falling.

“Let's go out in it!"” Suki grabbed her keys and fo#owed her
outside. She stretched out her arms and turnefaberto the sky. She
held up one leg and then the other.

“Aren't you cold?” he asked.

“The air's not that cold. It feels good. | loveliag the flakes melt
against my skin.” She ran around like a child vindr arms outstretched.
Then she said, “I'm starting to get a chill. Lgisinside.”

Nyk followed her into the apartment. He folded l@isns and
shivered. “I'd rather be in here than out there.”

“I'd like to tell you something about myself,” sbaid. “I hope it
won't bother you.”

“l can't imagine you saying anything that would.”

“When | was a teenager, | had a friend who livad m the
country. Once, | was staying at her house. Hempaitead left us alone.

“It started snowing and we both ran outside. ttber | liked
feeling the flakes on my skin. | took off my blowsed she did the same.
We both took off all our clothes. We ran aroundath in the snow for
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several minutes.” She looked into his eyes. “Thea,went inside and
made love. That's how I discovered | was a lesbian.

“That event doesn't make you a lesbian, does it?”

“It wasn't just one event. | had several girl Ieven high school
and in college. I've struggled with who | am everce | remember. |
knew | was ... different, and | never fit in. I''ged relationships with
men. I've never felt the least bit of attractiowaod a man. | find men
repulsive.” She looked down. “Present company ebexef course.”

Suki stood at the window. Nyk stood behind her asadched the
falling snow. “When | was in graduate school, medis advisor kept
trying to fix me up on dates. 'All work and no plenakes Jane a dull
girl,’ he'd say. | always refused. He used to wal 'Sushi Kyhana, my
little Japanese cold fish.' | never told him why.”

“Suki, your preferences make no difference to Hdeel toward
you. You must be true to yourself. It would be milde mistake to deny
or to ignore what makes you ... you.”

She looked into his eyes. “Oh, Nick -- do you knlbaw much it
means to me to hear you say that?”

Nyk opened his arms and she fell into them. “| &=l it -- | feel
your uncompromising acceptance of who | am. | wonday my own
father can't accept me and why a complete strazagef

“You have difficulties with your father.”

She nodded. “I was a big disappointment to him. héxer
accepted my gayness and he didn't approve wheranbe a history
major. He said there wasn't a future in it.” Shggted. “I suppose he's
right.”

Nyk shook his head. “He's wrong -- history and filteire are one
and the same.” He caressed the back of her heaml ‘@ahd | have
something in common. | was a disappointment to awlydr, too.”
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“Really?”

“Yes, really. He wanted me to follow in his foagss. | had no
interest. | do understand how you feel.”

She slipped her arms around his waist. “This feelgjood, Nick.
The pain goes away when you hold me.”

He put his lips to the top of her head and inhaléidlwager,” he
said, “your father isn't as disappointed as yoiekel”

“You're so sweet ... and, so ... different. llvever met anyone
quite like you. You have a softness -- a femininitynd very appealing,
and | mean that as a compliment.”

“I'll accept it as a compliment,” he replied.

“You know, Nick ... I'm beginning to think ... light want to try a
physical relationship with you. That is ... if ydwvant it.”

“We mustn't, Suki. That is something we must mot d

“Nick, your wife has hardly been faithful to yduom what you've
told me, at least. You said what two people do hmntselves is their
business.”

“That's not the reason.”

“Well ... okay...” She released him from her engexdlt's funny ...
for years men have been hitting on me and I'dielin to get lost. Now,
| finally work up the nerve to ask the first guyd'ever responded to ...
and he shoots me down.” She turned from him.

“Suki, I'm sorry ... oh, Suki, if things were défent, I'd say yes in
an eyeblink. | wish | could explain.”

“It's okay, Nick -- really.” She faced him and bhed a lock of
hair from his forehead. “You're right -- it's prdiiya better this way. We
agreed to be friends, and friends we are.” She ho®kand. “I'm going
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to finish making Christmas dinner. You can help rhgou'd like. I like
help in the kitchen.”

“I'm afraid I'd be no help at all, but I'd be hgdp watch and keep
you company.”

“I'm making a southern Indian meal. It's not aliianal Christmas
dinner, but | think you'll enjoy it. I'm sorry it'sot a hundred percent
authentic. A southern meal should be served omarimleaf, and it's a
bad time of year for banana leaves.”

Nyk watched as she cut up ingredients and finispatting
together their meal. “It's hard for me to beliedsde light, lacy
pancakes started out as beans and rice. | wolldvd believed it at all
if I hadn't seen you make them with my own eyes.”

“l told you Indian vegetarian foods are inspirddhese are my
absolute favorites, and they're not only delicibushealthy, too.”

“I'm impressed with the amount of planning thatstngo into this
and the amount of effort. | had no idea food prafan was so involved.
It seems to require so much... equipment.”

“l bought most of this at the thrift store shordifger moving here. |
don't think | paid more than a hundred dollarsdweerything. A serious
cook can spend a hundred dollars on a single plaa.tfrift store has
been my salvation. I've bought kitchen utensilsthethg and dinnerware
there. When | was growing up, even when | was ilkege, | never
wanted for anything. Being on my own has certaialyght me the value
of a dollar.”

“I never gave much thought to how food is prepargace my
parents' deaths, I've subsisted on prepared dinhelserish the meals
you've made and we've shared, Suki. | can feelahe you put into
them.”

She looked into his eyes. “Thank you, Nick. Thaswsweet. Does
Cindy cook?”
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“Who?”
“Your wife, of course.”

“Oh... No, she's too busy with her work. We rareWen sit down
to eat together. It's just easier to heat up agpeK

“| feel sorry for you, Nick. I think a nice mealjth good food and
good conversation, shared with friends or with someeyou care for is
one of life's greatest pleasures. Even our litileches together at the
union have been the highlights of my days.”

“Of my days, too.”

“Everything's ready. Please bring those plates.bwWyk carried
the plates to her living room and they sat togetber the floor.
“Southern Indian food is hotter than northern, $ope you've prepared
yourself. Here's some cubed melon if you need &b @fb your mouth.”

Nyk helped clean up after dinner. “Thank you foe twonderful
Christmas,” he said. “and thanks for the book.”

She embraced him. “Thank you, Nick, for your fdship. It's
dearer to me than the largest diamond your companyabricate.”

He headed for the door. “Wait, Nick. The unionli closed for
the Christmas break. I'd love it if you'd come Herdunch.”

“I'll see you Monday.” He walked home, shiverirtgrough the
accumulating snow.

Nykkyo walked from the lab to Suki's apartmente ®luzzed him
upstairs and let him in.

“Hi, stranger,” she said. “Lunch will be readyarfew minutes.”
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Nyk stood to look at the two paintings hangingtbe wall -- the
watercolors of nude female torsos. “What do younkft Suki asked
from behind him.

“I think | like the magenta one better,” he sditeé glanced at her
and saw she was smiling. “They're both excelleptagentations.” She
broke out giggling. “What's so funny?” he asked.

“They're of me! When | was in college, | had &ifid who was an
art major. She was a little behind in her figurawdng assignments, so
one weekend | agreed to pose for her. She gave theme after the
school year was over. I've had them ever sincgouflook closely you
can see the titles in pencil at the bottom -- Sad Suki I1.”

Nyk averted his gaze, and he could feel himselfsihg. “I
thought you said you left your personal belongiagsome.”

“Well, I wasn't about to leave these lying arowvitere my parents
could find them. But when | moved into this apanutyd thought the
walls needed some color and figured why not? Yoiliezsonly person
other than myself who's been in here to see themeldnto the kitchen.
Lunch is ready.”

Nyk followed her and sat at the kitchen table.
“What plans do you have for New Years?” she asked.
“New Years?”

“Yes, you know,Auld Lang Synethe ball dropping in Time
Square. This is the first time in my life | won& bh New York for New
Years. We used to go in to Time Square and malke aflnoise and
watch the ball drop. | suppose we could watch iToh if | had one. Do
you have a TV, Nick?”

“Yes. Let's celebrate New Years at my house. il what we
should do.”
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“Maybe it would be all right to have some snacksl &hare a
bottle of champagne. But you don't drink, do you?”

“l suppose it wouldn't hurt for one special ocoasil'll supply the
champagne, and you can supply the snacks. I'll lIsyogfter closing up
the lab and we'll walk over to my house together.”

“Why don't we plan on having dinner here and tiavetk over to
your place?”

“I'm afraid this is not as inviting a place as y&i he said, holding
her hand as they walked toward his house. “Thed@miswned by my
company, and it's provided to me as a convenienoge wm on
assignment here. My apartment is quite a bit mbeelmme.”

Nyk escorted her inside. The place looked nearly had when he
first saw it, except for an additional three masthvorth of dust having
settled. The built-in bookcases stood empty saeeltidian cookbook
Suki gave him. Nyk showed her what he bought --hartpagne-style
sparkling wine from Spain.

“That will do fine. Why don't you put it on ice thill?”

Nyk had no ice, so he opened the back door anddotie bottle
into a snowdrift. “What do we do now?”

“We wait until it's closer to midnight. Since wee'm the central
time zone, the ball will drop at eleven. That'syokEo me when it's New
Years in New York, it's New Years.”

Nyk invited her to sit on the sofa and talk. “Yeeem different,”
he said. “Your eyes... sparkle.”

“I'm happy, Nick. I'm happier than I've been inay® | enjoy
teaching, and | like having you as my friend. Ylesink | finally have
my life on track.” She started setting out snackshink it would be
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okay to sample the Champagne before midnight, ag &8 we save
enough for a proper toast when the ball drops.”

“What's a proper toast?” Nyk asked.
“Don't you know?”
“I've never paid much attention to it.”

“We count down as the ball drops. When it's Nevargéewe say,
'‘Happy New Year!" We clink glasses, take a sip, thet we kiss.”

“That sounds okay.”

“l should warn you about me and Champagne. It make
giggly.”

“You're giggly now.”
She smiled and touched her forehead to his. “lkemame
gigglier.”

Suki turned on the television and switched chanuaetil she found
coverage of the New Year's parties. Nyk sat withamel she pointed out
various New York landmarks. When eleven PM arrivitbey prepared
for the toast.

“5..4..3..2..1...1t's 1999! Happy N&war, Nick.”

“Happy New Year.” Nyk clinked his glass with heaad took a
long sip of Champagne. His lips met hers and thegekl. He drained
his glass and could feel the alcohol in his kneesking deeply into her
eyes he embraced her and kissed her again.
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6 -- Not In Wisconsin Any More

Nyk looked at the clock on the lab wall. It readef and Suki
hadn't stopped by to chat. She hadn't met him dacH, as he had
expected. He locked the filing cabinets and the dothe lab, walked to
her apartment building and pressed her button. iNgtmappened. Again
and again he pressed it and paced around the dgporwa

A junior professor came from the building and amkledged him.
“Have you seen Sukiko?” Nyk asked.

“Not since this morning. She may be clearing oert bffice. She
and four other lecturers were let go.”

“Let go?”

“Fired. The new humanities head wants only fulassociate profs
teaching classes. He treated them rather shabbihek students were
notified over break the classes were cancelled. didapped the
bombshell on them today. She took it pretty hartdrd.”

Nyk slipped through the front door before it latddhand climbed
the stairs. On the door to her apartment were t&pecenvelopes, one
addressed, “Mom,” the other “Nick.” He took dowretbnvelopes and
opened the one bearing his name.

Inside he found a door key and a note, moist teidns.

Dear Nick,
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Thank you for all you've done to try to help meeénside, |
knew | was a lost cause. You gave me moments ef hapments
In which my worthless life actually seemed wondindi. I've been
beating my head against a wall for three years fithe to stop
and find some peace. Suki

He unlocked the door, walked in, slipped off lasket and looked
around the apartment. “Suki?” Her bedroom was enii@ykiko?” The
bathroom door was closed.

He rapped on it. “Suki? Suki, it's Nick,” he calleut and tested
the knob to find it locked. Nyk sprinted to thedkien, found a paring
knife, and used it to jimmy the door.

Suki was slumped in the bathtub, naked, covered kiood and
bleeding from both wrists. He shut his eyes andchmd his lips
together.

She was still warm but pallid and he could find malse. He
pocketed the door key, ran to his house and opireegiarage door.

Shortly, he was pulling up to the apartment buaddiin the
shuttlecar. He hopped from the shuttle carryingaais canister. With
her door key he let himself into her apartmentyegh the top sheet from
her bed and spread it on the bathroom floor. Kngdby the bathtub, he
slipped his arm around her shoulder blades. Shébéekwards as he
attempted to put his other arm under her knees.ldddy was limp.
Blood made her skin slippery and the narrow tulricted his leverage.
He stood, averted his gaze and gagged.

Nyk slid her into a lying posture in the bottomtloé tub, lifted her
legs by the ankles, then bent over and graspedohssrms. He pulled
her from the tub and rolled her onto the floor.ekfpopping the cover
off the canister, he dumped its stasis capsules tir floor, slid the
device over her head and switched it to its intepioaver cell. Then, he
straightened her arms and legs and wrapped héeisheet, folding it
over her head to secure the canister.
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He slung her over his shoulder, carried her todimattlecar and
placed her in the passenger seat. The shuttlerrdsgdo his touch on
the unistick and he piloted it from the parking. Iete sped away from
the university section and headed toward the a$skf town.

A vehicle was following him. Out of the corner bis eye he
spotted flashing red and blue lights. He incredssdpeed -- the police
car kept pace. Nyk grasped the shuttle's unistick jarked it left and
right to make tight turns. The craft's inertialksipermitted it to corner
briskly. By taking a zigzag route he put some distgabetween himself
and the squad car.

He reached the main highway leading toward thentguoad he
used as his launching pad. A push forward on th&tiok increased his
forward velocity. The police cruiser was still withm and closing in.
He sped past his turnoff, increased his speed amtleth down the
highway.

The shuttlecar zigged and zagged around otherckeshas Nyk
used the inertial sink to change directions inggaithe squad car began
to fall behind. He crossed a small bridge. Therpressed a control to
Increase the Z- component of his thrust vector @edte some lift. The
shuttle rose off its wheels. Pulling the stick figllthe left, he executed a
tight U-turn and headed back in the direction he ¢@me.

As he approached the bridge from the other sidgaethe squad
car, stopped and pulled across both lanes of thleway. The officer
had jumped out, pulled his service pistol and wemiching by the
guardrail.

Nyk pushed the unistick forward again for moreespeHe aimed
the shuttle directly at the stopped police car. dffieer jumped behind
the guardrail and braced himself for impact. Nykrgased the Z and
flew over the top of the stopped cruiser. The $&eetr touched down,
tires screeching and smoking on contact with thepeent.
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He sped down the highway, pulled onto the side @rad stopped
behind a deserted school. A touch on the contneéplaegan pre-launch
diagnostics. He was awaiting the orbital trajectooprdinates from the
navigation computer when he saw flashing lightsadistance, coming
his way from two directions. The door safety cascleagaged with a
snap.

The shuttlecar nosed up and shot skyward. Nyk pudetied the
navigational computer as he ascended through tamsphere. He fired
the subwarp coil as soon as he was beyond the pkras The craft's
sensors detected the relay station's transpondehameaded toward it
at maximum sublight velocity.

The spacedoor opened and he saw the flashing agiphghts. He
pulled back on the unistick and guided the car thebay. The shuttle
touched down on the deck and he initiated bay sspirization before he
came to a halt in the parking stall.

Shuttlebay repressurization required only a cooplainutes but it
seemed an eternity. He heard the door safety catcdlease and he
jumped out, picked up Suki and headed into th@éstatworkroom.

Nyk opened the hatch to the station's emergerasissthamber.
He switched off the portable stasis canister, reedow from her head
and slid her in. The control panel indicated go@adis. He went through
decontamination and placed a vidphone call to Veslarked it urgent
and paced back and forth before the vidisplay.

“Hello, my friend and son.” He saw Veska's image the
vidisplay. “What is so important?”

“l need the first available inbound vessel for edisal emergency.
Also, a portable stasis chamber for patient trarispde have a grave
injury here.”

“Who's injured?” Veska asked.
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“Someone on the comm station. It's very seriousave them in
the stasis chamber now.”

Veska shook his head. “Those comm techs shoulénfiermitted
to work alone. They should have a buddy with thém®.a good thing
you happened by. Let me consult the packet scheduNothing | can
divert ... There's an inbound colonial courierah't order them to divert,
but I'll transmit a request. Please stand by.”

The vidphone session suspended. Nyk paced baclodahdVeska
reappeared. “Nyk, it's a courier from the Lexalorgl. They have a
stasis chamber on board, and they've agreed tot diveéransport the
patient. Expect their hail in 1.2 segments.” Theptily went blank.

Nyk resumed his pacing. He looked into the stelseamber and at
its control panel. The hail came over the vidispldyen the courier
docked with a gentle thud. A pair of attendants atimrough the
docking port, dragging a field stasis chamber @avaating pallet.

“Over here,” Nyk said and directed them toward tt@mm
station's chamber. He switched it off, opened agclh and withdrew
Suki. The attendants helped him maneuver her ih® portable
chamber's transparent tube.

“Man or woman?” the attendant asked.
“A woman.”

“She's certainly bleeding badly,” an attendand senticing the red
splotch on the sheet.

“We have good stasis,” the second attendant gaoeh @ctivating
the portable unit. “We'll take her directly to thReoran City shuttleport.
A skimmer's standing by to transport her to thet@éClinic.”

“I'll accompany her,” Nyk said. “Call ahead, ask fDr Kurso
Aahhn.” He followed them into the courier. The atant pressed a
control and the pallet settled onto the deck.
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Nyk looked at the bulkhead separating the cogrieabins. The
door to the forward cabin was closed. “The chancsllin there,” the
attendant said. “It's good we're ahead of scheddds needed on the
homeworld for an important meeting -- and he hb&asg late.”

Nyk belted himself into a crewman's jump seat las warp
indicators signaled the impending jump. A subjunnguight the courier
into orbit around his indigo homeworld. The spaa@icmaneuvered to
head belly-first into Floran's upper atmospherek Mypuld see the
orange-red glow of their reentry through the viemtgoUpon entering
the stratosphere, the craft extended a pair of svimgd flew toward
Floran City.

The courier touched down onto the polymer concretevay of
the shuttleport and taxied to a stop near the dipta gate of the private
terminal. The doorway popped open and a stairwdglded and locked
In place. A pair of skimmers approached the paudadt. Nyk watched
as the forward hatch dropped and a compact-lookiag was escorted
into one of the skimmers. He glimpsed the back tdlawoman in a
long gown as she was helped into the craft. Shewesing her oat-
straw white hair up, in a twist. The skimmer liftefi and headed toward
the center of the city.

“Who was that?” Nyk asked one of the attendants.

“Mykko Wygann, our chancellor. He's addressing tHegh
Legislature on the topic of colonial security.”

“Don't tell me your chancellor has ar'amfinconsort.”

“Are you speaking of Mrs Wygann, our beloved pess?” the
Lexalese attendant asked.

Nyk blushed. “Please accept my apologies,” haedplvondering
If he were the only Floran citizen who despisedfihishing schools.

-88 -



EARTHBOUND

The attendant activated the pallet's antigraw faald pushed it out
the door. Nyk helped guide it to the ground, anga&r of medical
corpsmen loaded it into the other skimmer.

“We'll take her from here,” a corpsman said.

“I'm not leaving her side,” Nyk replied, and hemdbed into the
skimmer. The vehicle lifted off and sped toward tbmergency
department of the Central Clinic. The corpsmenoaffled the pallet and
pushed it into emergency receiving.

A pair of orderlies slipped Suki from the stadisumber and began
unwrapping the sheet. An emergency medic foldedahec back from
her face. He looked at Suki's black hair, pallidligwish skin and the
shape of her face. He turned to Nyk. “What is tM#1o is this?”

“She's a patient who needs your help. She's ath Eayman. |
brought her here for a special ExoAgency projebave the appropriate
Agency authorization.”

“| can't treat her.” the medic exclaimed.
“Why not?”
“It's highly irregular!”

“This is for an ExoAgency project.” Nyk repliedHaven't you
taken an oath to preserve life?”

“Of course.”

“Then, preserve her life!”

“But that oath applies to...”

“She's no less human than you or I.”

“I'll need to obtain authorization to begin treatm”
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“How long will that take?” Nyk asked. “How long pbwof stasis
before the damage is irreparable? Once someoneimgoestasis, they
must remain there or be reanimated. Otherwisediey

“You've no need to explain my job to me,” the noediplied. Nyk
returned the medic's glare. “I'll return her tosgand page Aahhn.” The
orderlies slid her back into the stasis tube.

Nyk paced around the emergency room. He heardttierlies
speaking to each other and saw them pointing idlinestion. His friend
Aahhn approached. “What's the commotion? What's thiear of an
Earth woman?” He looked into the stasis chamben #t Nyk.

“It's ExoAgency business, Aahhn. I'll take fulspsnsibility.”
“I'm certain you will. What's the nature of hejunes?”
“Self-inflicted cuts to the wrists. She lost a édtblood.”

Aahhn turned to the emergency medic. “Check ana bier
wounds. Get a synthetic blood infusion going. Kéep in stasis until
her blood volume's been restored. Then prepare rdamimation
chamber.”

The medic nodded acknowledgement and glared at Nyk

“Il check her out once we have her reanimateidhhn said.
“What was her condition when she entered stasis® $Wa breathing,
did she have a pulse?”

“None | could detect.”
“How long before stasis?”
“Maybe a gquarter-segment. No more than that.”

Aahhn shook his head. “l don't know, Nyk. She'staghave brain
damage.”
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“l put a portable stasis canister on her headenshifansported her
to the relay station. | don't know how good thesistavas, but it had to
be better than nothing.”

“A stasis canister?” Aahhn said. “InterestingRight now, let's get
her reanimated.”

Nyk sat in a waiting area. An attendant beckoredim and he
followed her into a treatment room. He saw Sukndyon a therapeutic
pallet. She was unconscious, but breathing on Wwer éler skin had a
greyish cast and her lips were black. On her head a helmet-like
device and a light drape covered her from her aspiher feet.

“How's she doing?” he asked.

“The reanimation was normal,” the attendant repli#Her vitals
look good. We gave her quite a bit of syntheticodle- that's why her
color is off.”

“What about her brain activity?”
“You'd best speak with the doctor about that.”

Nyk sat beside Suki and stroked her cheek. Hespdehis hand
against his eyes. “Oh, Suki,” he whispered. “I'nseay ... | wish | were
there for you ... | did what | could ... please...”

“She can't hear you.” Nyk turned and saw Aahhnesgwmg a
portable vidisplay.

“Aahhn! Tell me she'll be all right.”

“I wish | could. Nykkyo, your friend did experieacsome brain
injury.”

“Even with stasis?”
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“Your stasis canister probably saved her. Wheaw the degree of
tissue hypoxia, | was surprised we could reanirhate’

“Are her injuries permanent?”

“We detected some other tissue damage, but wek titia
reversible. We've repaired her wrists. She seveosde tendons along
with her blood vessels, but all that's been patanedThere may be
some lingering numbness in her left thumb, tholye. used a lot of
synthetic blood -- she was down to ten percentesfdwn by the time
we were done.” Aahhn poked the vidisplay. “I'm viedr about her
heart. It started right up, but we'll need to wakar cardiac rhythms
carefully for a couple of days.”

Nyk picked up one of Suki's hands and examinedstiruked her
wrist. Barely noticeable scars betrayed the plaghkere she had cut
herself. “What can you do for her heart?”

“It may be weakened permanently.”
“What about the brain injury?”

“We're using neural induction. We have salvageskesavorse than
hers, but not much worse.”

“Will she be all right?”

“It's too soon to tell.” Aahhn looked at her vitaadings on the
side of the pallet. “For the life of me, Nyk -- bult know why you'd
take the risk to bring her here.”

“It was her only hope. She'd have been declared & an Earth
hospital.”

“The condition of a member of that planet's popalais no
concern of ours. You know that. You should've Vefll enough alone.”

“No, Aahhn. This was the right thing to do.”
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“Well, now she's here. I've instructed my stafftteat her as any
other patient. Protocol dictates any attempted ideiianust see a
psychomedic. | suppose we'll need you to interfoetus, once she
regains consciousness -- if she does. That woninbiewe discontinue
the neural induction, which won't be until mid-mioign tomorrow.”
Aahhn set down the vidisplay. “It's late and I'nlling it a day. Why
don't you go home and get some rest?”

Nyk headed for the tubecar platform and rode $oapiartment. He
took the lift to his floor and approached the dddre scanpad chirped
as he pressed his wrist to it and it read his Ip.ch indicated the door
was locked with a privacy code. He pressed theapyivoverride and
scanned his wrist again. The door popped openhandalked in.

“Senta? Are you home?”

He heard a commotion from their bedroom. Sentegdier head
out the door. “Nykkyo, what are you doing here? Dgou ever have
the courtesy of calling first?”

“l live here, too. Why, do you have ... company?”
“Maybe | do.”

“I'll ride to the mall and pick up some snack wafd'll take my
time. Sorry to disturb yowkorlyta.”

Nyk pressed his wrist to the apartment's scanpatl the door
popped open. Senta was arranginglifiearpa. “I'll heat some dinners,”
he said.

She joined him in the kitchen. “Thank you for djpgy my day. For
future reference, if you see the privacy code endiborscan, assume it's
there for a good reason.”

“This is as much my place as yours,” he replietivben bites.
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“This is my apartment, I'll remind you.”
“We are married, I'll remind you!”
“How long are you onworld?”

“A few days. | don't know for sure. I'm spending mays and
maybe evenings out, working on ... a special ptoj#cneed a place to
sleep, shower and change, and I'll use the gueastriboit's more
convenient for you.”

“I'm sorry, Nyk. That's not necessary. It's judtwas on the verge
of a breakthrough with Andra.”

Nyk rolled his eyes. “Senta, sometimes | canfebelit!”

“It's not what you think, Nykkyo. Andra deservasypmore than
anything.”

“How much pity can one have for the likes of her?”

Senta's eyes narrowed. “How could you know umtil've walked
a few kilometres in her sandals?”

“She's arax'amfin”

“I won't let you goad me into an argument aboutln” She eyed
him. “Now -- what's the nature of your special paif?”

“I'm not at liberty to discuss it.” He picked ugshray and dumped
it into the waste reprocessor. “I'm sorry, too, t8efive had a stressful
day. I'm going to try to get some rest.”

“You're not working on your translation?”

“No, I'm not in the mood. If this project doeswork out... The
journal might be moot.”
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Nyk returned to Suki's treatment room. The neumdlicer had
been removed but she was still unconscious. A fgetlibe had been
inserted into one of her nostrils. He placed hischan her forehead, and
then he sat near her.

Aahhn walked in. “She's causing quite a stir. INetlre entire staff
has paraded through here to get a glimpse of ath Emvman. I've
stressed the importance of keeping knowledge of .qupatient ...
confined to the walls of this clinic.”

“How is she?” Nyk asked.

“We've done all the neural induction we can dowNis up to her.
If she doesn't improve by mid-afternoon, she newvdlr We're taking
periodic brainwave scans. Her coma has lightergaadfgiantly since we
discontinued induction, and I'll admit, I'm cautsbuoptimistic.”

“Is there anything | can do?”

“I'd like you here when she wakes up. I'm tryingout myself into
her position, awakening to an alien environment.”

Nyk nodded. “I'm prepared for that.” He reacheambkt her hand
and stroked her forearm. “Please, Suki, | need Wiall need you.”

Aahhn picked up a handheld vidisplay. “I'll needite a report on
her.” He poked the device's touchscreen. “What khdeport, | don't
know. She obviously doesn't have a personal ID .cMilbat's her
name?”

“Sukiko,” Nyk replied.

“Is that her given name or surname?”
“It's her given name.”

“What's her surname?”

Nyk looked into Aahhn's eyes. “It's Kyhana.”
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The color drained from Aahhn's face. “Now | undnsl... You're
playing with fire, Nyk.”

“I'm trying to extinguish the fire. This woman destined to bear
the child who's the root of my family tree.”

“How do you know that?”

“Senta's done DNA sequencing, and the results@msistent with
straight-line ancestry. There's the name, the Iraberacteristics and the
crest. It all points to an inescapable concluskber. yet unconceived son
Is destined to give rise to Koichi Kyhana. If shesd. | don't even want
to predict what happens! She must not die. She natl die.” Nyk
stroked her raven hair. “I'm quilty of temporal arference. My
friendship with her caused this and | must puight. | don't care what
happens to me. She will recover and she will retari&arth and fulfill
her destiny, or else we wouldn't be having thisgtéful conversation.”

Aahhn eyed him. “Out of respect of our friendsHip,hold off
filing this report until she's safely home, assuyrshe makes it that far.”

Nyk sat beside Suki, holding her hand and strokiag forearm.
“She can't feel it,” he heard an attendant sayr ‘&ieremities are numb
from the neural induction. Aahhn said you might tvdms,” she said
and handed him a meal package. “I have a nutriemtysfor the
patient.” She injected the slurry into the feediudpe. Suki's body
jerked, she turned her head, and let out a softnmbigk stood and
looked into her face.

“She must've reacted to the sensation of having shurry
introduced into her stomach. I've seen that béfdrke attendant left
and returned with a large syringe. “This is soméd omater.” She
attached the syringe to the tube and pressed timggr. Suki rolled her
head to the other side.
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Nyk walked around the pallet and stroked her fé&tsethought he
saw movement beneath her eyelids. “Suki? Sukiyaughere?”

“Mmmmph,” she said. The attendant stood behind Biy# placed
her hand on his shoulder. Suki lay still and thevemeent under her
eyelids stopped.

“I'll speak to Aahhn about a neural stimulant,g thttendant said
and left the treatment room.

The attendant returned with a pair of injectoiidis may be a bit
disturbing to watch. The drug must be injected diyeinto the carotid
artery. We have an imaging tech on his way.”

Nyk sat near her, held her hand and stroked heafm. He saw
movement under her eyelids. A technician wheelealportable imager.

The attendant and technician shifted her on thletpgo her head
extended past the pad, and gently eased her heladdaeaaise her chin.
The technician positioned the imaging transducer tamed the screen
So the attendant could see.

“Image the right carotid artery,” the attendantds&he removed
the guard, exposing the long needle on one ofrifeetors. She began
Inserting the needle into Suki's neck.

“Now, the left side... Good.” The technician witbd/ the imaging
equipment. The attendant turned to Nyk. “Lift head.”

Nyk put his hands under her head and lifted. Thendant
discharged both injectors simultaneously. Sukisseypened and rolled
back. She gasped. Nyk leaned over her.

She closed her eyes. Nyk looked at the attend@vitat about
another dose?”

The attendant shook her head. “Maybe later. Hedpsirde her
down.”
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Nyk stroked Suki's hair and kissed her foreheaat. éyes slowly
opened again.

“Suki?” he said. He stroked her cheek. Her lipstgth and she
made soft gasping sounds.

The attendant rushed to his side. “Quick, roll tvzr! She may be
about to vomit!” Nyk assisted her turning Suki ortter side and
directed her face downward. The attendant guidecttid of the feeding
tube.

Nyk walked to the side of the pallet and sat, ingkdirectly into
Suki's face. Her eyes closed. He stroked away s@mmeand looked up.
The attendant shook her head.

He looked into Suki's face again. She was blinkit®uki?” he
said. “Suki? Are you there? Is anybody home?” Hekstd her hair. “Hi,
stranger,” he said.

“Stranger...” she mumbled.
“Suki, it's Nick.”

“...Nick...” Her eyes opened and looked past hfidick... Hi,
stranger... sleep.” She closed her eyes.

He stroked her hair. “Is this good or bad?” hesdsthe attendant.
“l don't know.”
She stirred again. “Nick... hold me... hold me...”

Nyk put his arms around her, cradled her headcstmolted her hair.
She opened her eyes and looked his way. “Nick.”

“Yes, it's Nick,” he said, his eyes filling.
“You came... Can't move...”

“Mi va xi medika igf the attendant said and headed for the door.
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“Ji. Zi dev Aahhn tien liveni dirNyk replied.

She blinked and squinted. “Nick... What's thatglsage?” She
began flexing her fingers. “Hand's asleep.”

Nyk helped her roll onto her back. She touched faee and
fingered the feeding tube. “Don't disturb that, iow,” he said.

“...Feel awful ... can't feel legs.”

The attendant returnedAdhhn vavi liverf

“Lita lita litu gamben nesent midif'tNyk said.

“Litu gambenu senten va tuje xin reydhe attendant replied.

“The feelings in your legs will return soon,” held her and
squeezed her hand. “Can you see?”

“Can't focus...”
“Can you remember anything?”

She nodded. “I remember it all...” She struggledstvallow. “I
remember...”

“It's all right,” he said. “You don't have to telie now.”

“I want to ... tell you ... | remember... beingdled to Dr Larson's
office... told my services wouldn't be needed fapring term...” She
closed her eyes. “I went to the lab to look for ybut you were gone...”

“l was at the union, waiting for you.”

“Didn't think of that ... went home ... criedcried for ... long time
... hit rock bottom ... no money ... no place to.gmo place to live ...
water...”

“Lita akwa argd” Nyk said.
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The attendant returned with a tumbler of water awldinking tube.
Nyk slipped the tube between her lips. She toakng kip. “... wondered
how many times ... slapped down before ... madenymind ... wrote a
note to you, and Mom ... found a razor blade t.ulressed and sat in
the bathtub and cut ...” She felt her wrists. Seanéd toward the
tumbler and Nyk placed the tube between her lipmnagShe sipped
more and looked up at him. He thought her eyes \begnning to
focus.

“I'm beginning to feel my legs ... | felt the watmof my blood ...
flowing over my skin. | was at peace ... closedeygs ... leaned back ...
willed myself to death ... wasn't afraid.” She toed his face. “Then, it
happened...”

“What happened?”

“It was an out-of-body experience ... | was flagti at the ceiling
.. saw myself in the bathtub ... covered with mynoblood.” Tears
began to fill her eyes. “I knew it was wrong. ktilito stand, to call 911.
| must've passed out. That's the last | rememli&re’ pinched her cheek.
“Am | alive?” She looked around. “Where am 1? Whathat outfit
you're wearing?”

“Suki, you're not in Wisconsin any more. But yewrith me and
you're with friends. Yes, you're alive. | found yand you were dead or
close to it. | brought you to my home, becauseougiht my people's
doctors might help you.”

“Your home? Your people?”

Aahhn walked in and looked at hekita veke e
“Ji, lita veke e$ Nyk said.

“What did he say?” Suki asked.

“He said you're awake.”
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“Mi niva lita ekzamit? Aahhn slipped an instrument from a kit
hanging from his xarpa. He pressed a transducéetdforehead and
looked into her eyes.

“Lita vi trebone fet he said. Litu okulen tre malume &s
“Xin tre bele eS Nyk replied.
Aahhn began manipulating a handheld vidisplay.

“Mi va xi psykomedika voka donat. Ky, mi va zi lidipermes’
He smiled and placed his hand on her foreheadn'taka, Sukiko, ky al
Floran bon'ver’

“What is he saying?” she asked. “Where am |? Waiaguage is
that? I've been hearing it in the back of my mind.”

“He said he's giving the... psychiatrist a catidae'll leave us
alone to talk.”

“Psychiatrist! No, Nick, | don't want to see a pisyatrist.”

“It's routine with an attempted suicide. Pleasa'dworry.” Nyk
stroked her face. “That was Dr Kurso Aahhn, a gdoctor and a good
friend. He also said welcome to Floran.”

“To where?”
“You're on Floran. It's another planet.”
“Another ... planet?”

“That's right -- Floran is in a star system abowd hundred
lightyears from Earth.”

“Two ... hundred ... lightyears?” She smiled. “Angbu're an
alien... that explains a lot...”

“You're not dreaming, Suki. You're alive and yelawake. You're
in a hospital on my homeworld.”
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She pulled away from Nyk, looked at him and at tie&atment
room. The walls were lined with shelves loaded wéduipment,
Instruments, syringes, catheters and bottles ahatads. On one side of
the pallet stood a device with a reservoir contejran dark green fluid.
Attached to it was a coiled-up length of tubingmerating in a heavy-
gauge needle.

On the other side was a cart holding the helnketslieural inducer,
tethered to its control equipment by an umbilicisvoes. Vidisplays
flashed readings in Floran characters. Announcesnieritingwafloran
came over the P.A. system and attendants and ctafted in the
corridor. “Oh, my God!” she gasped. “What do yountvaf me?” She
gasped again, clutched the hem of the drape awdithehder her chin.
“What are you going to do to me?”

“We're going to heal you. Then, I'll return you Earth.” An
attendant entered and began to hold an instrunoe®uki's forehead.
She recoiled and shielded her face with her hafits.all right. No
one's going to harm you. These people are tryirigetp.”

“People? You all look so ... human.”

“We are human -- we originated on Earth. You aiagel the same
species.” Suki put her hands down. The attendamutrded the reading
on a portable vidisplay, smiled and headed fordibar. “That wasn't so
bad, was it? These are doctors and nurses whotwamdke you well.”

“You originated on Earth? How?”

“My past begins in your future. Two hundred yeamsn now, a
starship named thieloran will depart with the intent of forming Earth's
first interstellar colony on a planet orbiting aigidor star. Something
went wrong - - something will go wrong -- and thelerers will be
hurled backward in time. The colony was formed, bota different
world than intended.
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“Five thousand Earth years have elapsed sinc&ltdran and her
company of a thousand colonists emerged from the yump accident.
The seed they planted has grown into a great, stei&ar polity, a
hegemony with a population exceeding twenty-folirdni, inhabiting a
dozen planets. | am a citizen of that hegemony.”

“Twenty-four ... billion?”

“Twenty-four billion men, women and children whoosk and
play, love and hate and birth and die very mucbragour world.”

“Then, why were you on Earth?”

“In order to survive, we need contact with oum@hof origin. We
need genetic samples to keep our food and fib@sdnealthy. So, a few
of us walk the surface of your world, covertly aopehignly, to gather
those samples. | am an exobotanist, a specialisith plants.”

“The cultures in the lab!” She eyed him. “Do youoilect ... other
genetic samples?”

“Do you mean human genes? No, Suki -- that is stoimg we will
not do. I'm sorry | couldn't divulge this to youftw& now. | didn't want
to deceive you -- but would you have believed me?”

She shook her head. “No way, Nick. I'd have thougiu were
delusional.”

“Do you believe me now? | never deceived you alibig | do
care for you, and | do cherish you as a friendybw trust me?”

“I think I do.”

“Florans can't approach Earth overtly, becausekamowledge of
us could alter the outcome of that mission, twodrad years in your
future but five thousand years in our past. Altgrthat mission could
result in our civilization simply ceasing to exide are absolutely
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forbidden to reveal our true nature to the Eartpybation. Can you
understand why?”

“Yes, | ... | think so.”

“Trust me, Suki. We mean no harm to your worlgeople. | love
Earth, and | love its marvelous diversity of lifledapeople and cultures.
We couldn't harm you if we wanted. We have no waap®uring the
past five thousand years we have eliminated disgaserty, war, and
hunger. We have no racial differences, nationdbjesaes, or religious
strife. We're lovers, not fighters. We hope, ong,da make contact
with your world -- to extend our hands in friengshand to open our
arms and embrace our cousins and progenitors.CHmit happen in my
lifetime.” He extended his arm. “But | can offer rhgnd to you. Do you
still accept me as your friend?”

She looked up at him and smiled. “Of course, Nick.

Nyk took her hand and sat beside her again. ‘k @o enormous
risk bringing you here, but not doing so would"eeb disastrous. | had
to save you -- and | knew of no other way. You nprsimise me you'll
never reveal what you know of our world to anotGarth person. Now,
promise me -- it's a matter of life and death toand countless others.”

“I ... I promise. Why so important to save me?”

“It's because you're a crucial figure in the esdaading up to the
founding of our world. Remember, your future is past.”

“How could | be crucial? What possible role coujaay?”

“I mustn't describe it further, so please dondssrme. | was sure
your only hope for survival was treatment by ourctdes. You lost
nearly ninety percent of your blood. They've repthd with a synthetic.
Look at your hands.”

She held up the back of her hand. “My skin's grey.
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“Yes, and you'll have green urine until your badigplaces the
synthetic with your own blood. You must remain hevhile you
convalesce, for a few days at least. Then, I'ktgdu home to Earth and
face the consequences with my boss.”

“Oh, Nick, it's too much to process.”

“You might as well call me by my real name. Cak rNykkyo.
Nick's the Earth name | use while I'm there. Yon call me Nykkyo on
Earth, when we're alone together.”

“Nykkyo Kane?”

“Close enough.”
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7 -- The Temporal Paradox

Suki stroked and examined her wrists. “Your meddieahnology
Is amazing. | can't believe these cuts are healegugkly, and | can't
believe how little scarring. If I'd been taken to Barth hospital, my
wrists would look like they belonged on Frankensgemonster.”

An attendant walked into the treatment room cagya portable
vidisplay. ‘Bon'noka, Sukikd she said looking at the displayMu
noma Vilka es. Mi dev zu kor ekzarhin

Suki looked toward Nyk. “Her name's Vilka. She wgato check
your heart.”

“Okay, Vilka,” Suki replied. Vilka glanced at Ny&nd he nodded.
She grasped the hem of Suki's drape to fold it daMyk stood and
started to leave the room.

Suki touched his forearm. “It's okay,” she saiplease stay. You
saw me naked while | was ... unconscious. | domidnyou seeing me
uncovered, now.”

He resumed his seat, fixing his gaze on the fldilka took an
instrument from a shelf. Nyk could hear Suki's besats. Zu kor bone
sonen hay Vilka said.

“Your heart sounds good,” Nyk said. “It's a beutsound.”
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“Bone” Vilka covered Suki with the drape and presseeé th
instrument to the vidisplay's scanpad to recordréaalings. Then, she
produced a pair of meal packages, handed one tcaNglkset the other
on Suki's lap. Mi va X'eltir,” she said pointing to the feeding tube and
gestured she would remove it. With a tug she pubedthe tube. Suki
swallowed. Bon'noka... okay?” Vilka smiled, gave Suki a little wave
and left the room.

“She was sweet,” Suki said. She looked aroundptiket. “Does
this thing raise? | can't find a control.”

“Certainly. Kaja, lev” The pallet began to assume a sitting
position. ‘Kaja, halt You just have to speak its language. Is that all
right?”

“That's fine.” Suki removed the cover to the mpatkage and
looked at it. “| guess hospital food's the sameaewvbere in the galaxy.”

“Except that's not hospital food. That's what Weat every day.”
She examined it from several angles. “What is?this

“It's a wheat-rice-lentil pilaf and a mixed frypuree. Ninety-nine
percent of our food comes from Earth plants.”

She scooped some. “This could benefit from soras®@eng.”
“Now do you see why | reacted as | did to youridmddinners?”

She ate about half the meal. “I'd have to be ntuetgrier to finish
that, I'm afraid.”

Nyk picked up a package, removed an object anddwuart to her.
“Try this.”

“What is it?”

“It's a sweet snack wafer.”
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She took a bhite. “That's much better.”
“Only by comparison.”

An older woman entered the room. She looked at Nykkkyo es-
zi?”

“Ji, mi m'es’ he replied as he stood to offer her his chair.
“Bon'noka, Nykkyo. Kil bon'noka dir-zi vé¥e
“Good evening.”

She looked at Suki. “Sukiko, good eveniivy. doktor Krulla es’
She pointed to herselfMi psykomedika €5 She smiled and took the
seat near Suki's pallet.

“Hello,” Suki replied.

Dr Krulla took Suki's hand and patted her forea®ime opened her
palm and pressed it against Suki's.

“That gesture's a Floran sign of friendship an@&nm@ss,” Nyk
explained. “If you accept her offer of friendshligce fingers with her.”

Suki looked into the psychomedic's eyes and smide spread
her fingers and the two women held hands.

Dr Krulla looked at Nyk. Zi niva per ni zitraduk
“Ji, mi va mitraduK He pulled up another chair near the pallet.

“Please tell me how you're feeling, now,” the do@sked Suki via
Nyk's interpretation.

“I'm feeling fine,” she replied and Nyk translated
“Do you wish to die?”

She shook her head. “No, | fear dying.”
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“Do you recall how you felt as you cut your wrigtghe doctor
asked, examining her scars. She turned Suki's tnagrdand stroked and
patted the back of it.

“Yes, | remember vividly. | wasn't afraid. | waalm and at peace.
Now, it's as if it never happened. Except | knowmappened. | can see
the scars and I'm here.”

“Have you tried to kill yourself before this?”

“Yes -- once,” Suki said, looking at the floor.eSlooked up. “But
| didn't want to die. | did it to punish my fathier an argument we had.
| must've been about twelve. | swallowed a botfl@aspirin, and then
told my mother what | had done. They took me tolibspital to have
my stomach pumped.” She looked down again. “It diavork. My
father wasn't punished -- | was.”

“Have you desired death before?”

“No. Yes. | don't know. Isn't it normal to think death from time
to time?”

“Normal enough,” the doctor said, gazing into Suiklyes.

“I do think of death and even suicide,” Suki caned. “I've
always dismissed it. Maybe it's racial. My fathaslan antiqubara-kiri
dagger hanging on the wall. Maybe something ab@itigo Japanese
draws us to suicide. But this time, | was so afrafélt so rejected when
| learned I'd been let go. | knew | had no plackve-- nowhere to go. |
felt hopeless, then a calm came over me and he’liggan to cry.

Dr Krulla stroked her hair and kissed her foreheatbu don't
desire death, now?”

“No, not now. I'm afraid of dying, now.”

The doctor sat back and began poking the handhdidplay.
“Denke. Bon'noka good evening, Sukiko.” She stood and left tian.
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Nyk sat near Suki and held her hand. She spreadinyers for
him. He stroked her forearm. “Suki, | want you tmdarstand
something.” He looked into her eyes. “I love youriéd not to, but |
couldn't help myself.”

“You tried not to do what?”

“l tried not to love you.” He brushed away a te&ilorans aren't
supposed to fall in love with Earth people. SuKell in love with you
the moment | laid eyes on you. | love you more teépan I've ever
loved anyone -- more than | thought | could lovgare.”

“Oh, Nick ... Nykkyo...” She opened her arms, eatad him and
kissed and stroked his face. “... I love you, too.”

“Believe me -- the fact Destiny has given you thisrole in my
planet's founding does nothing to alter how | feelyou. I'd love you
the same way even if Destiny were tracing a diffepath.” He held her
and smoothed her hair. “The thought you'd find geifrso alone and so
hopeless to resort to... It breaks my heart, Suke brushed another tear
from his face. “It especially breaks my heart beseau was within
walking distance, and I'd have come to you and lgeld and together
we'd have solved this.”

Suki looked away from him as he spoke. Tears mmdher face.

“I love you. I've always loved you, and I'll nev&iop loving you.
Remember that. No matter what Destiny has in dimre/ou, and no
matter how difficult your path appears, rememberdls someone in the
galaxy who loves you and who'll never stop lovirmgilySomeone who'd
be crushed to learn you succumbed to hopelesskiesisneed never
abandon hope. Promise me you'll remember that.”

“For the past three years, everyone and everyttoltgme | was
worthless,” she replied. “All I wanted was to maken my own, and |
couldn't do that. When | was told | was being fired had just begun to
believe | might make it on my own. That's why irtheo much.”

- 110 -



EARTHBOUND

“I'm sure it had nothing to do with your qualiftcans or your
performance. It was simply college politics. No aseimmune from
politics now and then.”

“Do you think so?”

“Of course. | recognize politics when | see theiihe new
department head was probably making room for sono@yc He
stroked her face. “Or, maybe a mistress.” She sinfléan you promise
me you'll never try anything like that again?

“I can't promise, Nykkyo. | promise I'll think gbu.” She stroked
away more tears. “You said to me what | wanted atlgdr to say when |
swallowed the aspirin.” She wept. “l just don't wambe alone!”

“If you ever need help, contact me and I'll do tvhaan for you.
That's my promise.” He brushed away more tears. ‘hght be
separated, but we'll never be alone. There wildlveay for us to be in
touch.” He embraced her again. “l wish this pales wider. I'd lie with
you and hold you.”

“I'd like that,” she said.

He held her and stroked her back until he felt egin to calm.
“It's late and I'd better go and get some rest.hsaland his staff will
take good care of you.”

She nodded. “I know they will. I'll be fine, I'nuie.”
He kissed her lips. “Sleep tight. I'll see youhe morning.”

“Nykkyo?” she said as he headed toward the doertiiined to
face her. “Thank you.”

Nyk approached his apartment and pressed his woisthe
scanpad. The door popped open. Senta appeared tfir®nbedroom
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wearing a short, sleeveless robe. She was adjustiiidpon she wore to
control her unruly hair.

“I'm sorry about last night,” she said. “You susad me, that's

all.
“I'm sorry, too,” he replied.

She smiled at him. “You said you were saving ydasire for
when you're home on leave. Let's spend some tahi§he walked to
him, put her arms around his waist and looked msoeyes. “We have
some drugs that might make tonight more... spécial.

“Please, Senta -- I'm exhausted and not...”

“Aren't you happy to see me?” She stroked his lames and lay
her face against his chest. Her eyes focused aoxahps “What's this?”
she asked and plucked something from his sash. |@iled at it
carefully. “If I didn't know better, I'd say it'sfair. A long, black one,
like the ones you brought for me to sequence.” Sbetinued to
examine it. “It is a hair. Here's the root.” Sheclked away from him.
“That Earth woman's here. You brought an Earthgremnworld. She's
your special project! Nykkyo, how could you?”

“She was hurt -- dying. | knew our doctors cowgesher.”
“If she was dying you should've let her die.”

“She's important to the founding of our world stie died, there'd
be no Koichi.”

“How do you know that? How do you know Destiny \Wwinit have
found some other way? There's another reason. ¥oe& her, don't
you?”

Nyk looked at the floor. “Yes... a bit.”

“More than a bit!” Senta's lower lip was tremblirfglow did you
convince Dad to permit this?”
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“Veska doesn't know. He thinks | brought an inglii@mm tech
for treatment. We arrived via a diplomatic shuttiat didn't stop at the
transit platform.”

“You lied to my dad!”

“I never lied to him. He asked me who was hurtd dnsaid
someone on the relay station. Suki was on theostadb it wasn't a lie.”

“You misled him, tricked him into bringing your Eh lover here!”
“| saved a life. I'd have done it for a stranger.”

“No, you wouldn't. You know you wouldn't.” She glered at him.
“Get out. Get out of my apartment.”

“I have every right to be here.”

“Get out!” she screamed and advanced toward higk backed
away from her. She lifted her hand to strike hine.tdrned and pressed
the actuator. The door opened and he dashed iatadtridor. It slid
shut and latched.

He paced outside the apartment for a few moméms pressed
his wrist to the scanpad. It read entry denieddekxended the lift to the
tubecar platform, rode a tubecar back to the ciemd curled up for the
night in a waiting room chair.

The clinic's morning bustle roused Nyk. His eyesanbleary from
lack of decent sleep, his tongue felt fuzzy anch&eé a dull ringing in
his ears. He went into the unisex restroom neamtaiting area and
purchased a single-use razor and some soap fronersonal-care
products vending machine, paying for it with a watan. He stood at a
basin, lathered his face and began shaving hiseeard.
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Aahhn walked in, stood at a urinal and hiked up filont of his
tunic. “Good morning, Nykkyo. | saw you sleepingtire waiting room.
Your friend's out of danger. You've no need to ni@wigil for her.”

“Senta threw me out of the apartment last night.”
“Why would she do that?”

“She found one of Suki's hairs on mgrpa and put two and two
together.”

Aahhn stifled a chuckle. “I've known Senta a ldimge. She may
be many things, but dim-witted isn't one of them.”

“Certainly not,” Nyk replied.

Aahhn stood beside Nyk to wash his hands. “We t8okiko
down for some scans, to make sure there isn't #&mgr meurological
damage we need to treat. It turns out one of ouratemaging techs
served an Agency tour on Earth about ten years lgatill knows the
language and was quite helpful. Sukiko is a veeagphnt woman. She's
also quite a beautiful one, in a different way. Hoemmon is her ...
configuration on Earth?”

“Quite common,” Nyk replied. “There's amazing dsity on
Earth, people of all shapes and colors. People gkt skin, dark skin
and every shade in between. One doesn't need mnuehhere to realize
how dull our world is in comparison. | love thaapét.”

“l can't believe her eyes,” Aahhn said.

Nyk looked up at the ceiling. “Her eyes... | malery time | gaze
into her beautiful, dark eyes.”

“Nykkyo, | think I'm seeing what Senta must've regast night.
How deeply are you involved with this girl?”

“I love her more dearly than I've ever loved argioh love her
more than life itself.”
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“I'm going to give you some advice as an old fdietNykkyo.
Once she's recovered, take her back to Earth. yoemust disengage
from her. A continued relationship with her can éawnly one outcome,
and that's heartbreak for both of you.”

“My mind tells me | must do that, but my hearligehe something
else.”

“Break it off now, Nyk. It'll only be more diffidtiwith time. Some
day, you'll return to Floran for good, and you'lhve to leave her
behind.”

“Maybe not. Maybe I'll go native. It's been doreddre.”
“l can't believe I'm hearing you say that.”

Nyk began washing the shaving detritus from hefdMaybe I'll
become an Agency career man.” He blotted his faca dabric towel
and tossed it into the laundry.

“That would effectively end your marriage with $&i

“That's if it's not effectively ended already.” Nyossed the spent
razor into the waste reprocessor. “I do have optid@hhn.”

“We're transferring Sukiko to a convalescence rammthe 50th
floor,” Aahhn said. “I'll ride the lift with you. & should be finished
with her tests by now.” Nyk pressed his palm agafkehhn's and they
laced fingers. He and Aahhn headed, holding haodsrd the lift.

Nyk followed Aahhn into Suki's room. He found hgzing on a
pallet adjusted into a sitting position. She wassded in a Floran tunic.
Her room was spacious -- a sofa lined one wall andw table sat
before the sofa. A large window looked out on tityg ¢

Aahhn picked up a handheld vidisplay and beganingokts
touchscreen. “Her scans were negative. She'll raakdl recovery. We
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can discharge her as soon as her blood volumdeasit seventy-five
percent her own. That'll be a few days, yet.”

“Her color looks better.”

“Yes, she's doing well -- better than | expectduwemw | first saw

her.
“What about her heart?”

“Nothing's presented itself yet. She's a very yugloman.” Aahhn
turned the vidisplay toward Nyk. “I have the psycielic's report. |
shouldn't be divulging this to you, but you're ttlesest to immediate
family she has here. Dr Krulla believes she's regpdndent and not
imminently suicidal. Remember, though, this is Is@cond suicide
attempt. It says she's not completely stable arts §itone to depression
and anxiety. Her profile is consistent with someai® was sexually
molested as a child.”

“Oh, Aahhn -- | had no inkling.”

“She also has self-abusive tendencies.”

“How could Dr Krulla determine that? She neverezskbout it.”
“Sukiko suffers, or suffered, from bulimia nervdsa

“Bulimia? What makes you think that?”

“On the knuckle of her right middle finger are somarks -- some
scars -- characteristic of a bulimic. They're magethe front teeth.”
Aahhn made a gesture to imitate cramming his hawindhis throat.
“The marks aren't fresh, so we're assuming shelsavered bulimic.

Nyk looked down. “Suki never mentioned any of ttwisne...”

“She should be encouraged to seek whatever congses
available on Earth. She's fragile emotionally, NYkere's little we can
do to help her here. Since she doesn't appear &m amediate hazard
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to herself, we have psychomedical clearance tohdrge her. That
leaves the blood as the only obstacle to sendindptre. Please make
sure she gets help once she's there.”

Nyk approached Suki and placed his hand on hehé&ad. “Good
morning, stranger.”

She opened her eyeBdn'matina’ He hugged and kissed her.
“Nykkyo, everyone's been so sweet and so consgldrahew you were
the sweetest, gentlest person | ever met. Now Weeee it comes from.

“And look at this room. I've never seen a hospitam like this.
It's more like a hotel.” She lifted the bedcoved awung her feet to the
floor. He followed her to the window. “This city rk@s New York look
like a small town. What's the population here?”

“Around seven hundred fifty million.”
“That's three times the population of the US! he @ity!”
“About half our total population live in Floran tg/”

“You tell me I'm a major figure leading up to tfeunding of all
this. It's hard for me to believe, and it makespatty concerns seem so
self- absorbed.”

“Destiny traces for each of us a path we muso¥ellYour path
leads, ultimately, here.”

“Then it was in your destiny to bring me here.”

“No, I'm afraid not. | believe it's possible fayme outside event to
interfere with your destiny. | believe my friendshinas so interfered
with yours. Who knows what might be if | wasn't ydend?”

“I'd still have been fired, and | still would'vditsmy wrists.
Without you, I'd be dead.”
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“Are you sure? How do you know you wouldn't havesat with
someone else instead of me at lunch -- a visitmodegsor who offered
you a fine position at another university, and gouelcome being fired
because it freed you from an obligation you no &nganted?”

“l suppose that might have happened,” she said.dhe knows.”

“Might-haves don't count,” he replied. “I shouldhave made you
my friend. | should've kept far from you, espegiahce | was sure you
were... who you are. But it was too late -- | whisady in love with you.
I'm guilty of what we call temporal interference.

“When | found you in your bathtub, | knew immedaigt| had to
bring you here. Suki, | love you. Nonetheless, kihnkw it was in your
destiny to die like that, I'd have allowed you te.But that's not how
Destiny planned it. Not saving you would've causgdtemporal
paradox.”

“Paradox?”

“Yes. | caused your interference. You are impdrtanour world,
but you have yet to play your role. If | alloweduyto die, you'd never
play your role, and our world might not be. | migidt exist -- | might
never have existed. If | never existed, | couldatise the interference,
and you'd survive and play your role. Don't you?sklead no choice but
to bring you here and to have our doctors save WuwuEarth doctor
could've. The reanimation technology doesn't ¢Riste.”

An attendant inflated a cuff around Suki's biced drew a tube of
tar- black fluid from a vein inside her elbovlDénke” the attendant said
and headed for the door.

“l see the needle go in, but there's no woundKi Said, stroking
the inside of her elbow.

“The needle's coated with healing salve. The wowhoses
instantly.” He stood and looked out the window.kiow what must
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happen. You've yet to fulfill your destiny. Aftepy're discharged, Il
take you to Earth. Then, we must go our separays.iva

She joined him at the window. “No. | won't let yga.”
“You must. | matter little in all this.”

“You matter to me. | feel real, unconditional lowvath you,
Nykkyo. You're the one I've been looking for my Wwhdfe. Now that
I've found you, I'm not giving you up so easily.”

“No, Suki. The stakes are far bigger than eitifeu You're the
one on the critical path, and | dare not interfeke slipped his arm
around her. “I don't see the harm in us stayingourch, though -- as
friends.”

Nyk sat with Suki on the sofa in her room. An atlant poked her
head through the door. “Nykkyo?” She beckoned him.

“Excuse me,” he said and stepped into the corridor
“Someone to speak with you,” the attendant said.

Nyk turned and saw Senta. “Nykkyo, I've re-enalyledr ID code
at the apartment.”

“You came here to tell me that?”

“No. | also wanted to meet my rival. Would you kaed enough to
make introductions?”

“Step this way.” Nyk gestured Senta into Suki'smo “Suki, this
Is Senta -- my wifeSenta, xe Sukiko .&s

“Saluty” Senta said as she walked toward Suki. Suki eddrher
hand. Senta kept hers at her side as she regauledt@n head to foot
to head. She looked into Suki's eyes and at herffam several angles.
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She walked around her and looked into her facena&anta proffered a
faint smile and said,Bon'taka” She turned to Nyk.Bon'taka, Nykkyd
She headed out the door.

“That was the most awkward moment I've had in mgears,”
Suki said. “I felt like a steer being judged at Htate fair. | thought you
said your wife's name was Cindy.”

“That's her Earth name.”
“I'd have believed Senta as a name.”

“l didn't make it up. Our Earth identities are efaitlly engineered
for us.”

“Nykkyo, don't you think it'd be all right to tethe the truth about
you? How much of the sad, sad story you told me faas and how
much was fiction?”

“None of it was a lie, exactly. | never wanteddeceive you, Suki.
| was born in a small city on the coast, down soiie city's Sudal,
population about a hundred thousand. | did grownuphouse on a bluff
overlooking the sea. | flunked out of my first ege. It's all my real
life.”

“What about your parents?”

“My father was Food Service Ag Director. He hadnd for me to
follow in his footsteps. | was to be fast-trackkobtigh the organization.
It was something that didn't interest me in thesiteble and my mother
were returning from a trip to one of the colonids inertial sink
malfunctioned and their shuttle crashed into onthefagridomes north
of Sudal. There were no survivors.”

“And Senta?”

“She's indeed an important person. Senta headsd@eencing
labs that perform genetic analysis on all our faomdps. She's the
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youngest ever to be named a full director of a ¢maof the Food
Service -- a branch of her own invention.

“She was finishing her degree as a microbiologisidying the
genetic history of some species of lentils. Shealisred in one of the
species, somehow, alien genes had been introd&edeone spliced
genes from the castor bean into the genome forléhid, inducing the
production of the biotoxin ricin. A single lentibntained sufficient ricin
to kill a man, and those lentils came very closesmtering our food
supply.” He shuddered. “If that had happened, peomuld've died by
the millions. It was a weapon of mass destructiora ifew strands of
DNA.”

“Who would do such a thing?”

“We don't know for sure. The whole affair is knoas the Ricin
Plot. It happened about five years ago. Theredeene a faction on the
Altia colony was involved -- strong enough evidertoerevoke the
colonial charter and put the colony under direcgtHiLegislature
control. Six people were hanged for their rolegha plot -- the first
executions on this world in over twenty generatiddenta feels guilt for
their deaths. They were convicted on the basiseoftéstimony. She's
considered a hero for discovering the plot, thoilghas mostly dumb
luck. The High Legislature awarded her the ChancslMedallion.

“The Food Service asked her what could be don@dgent such
an attack in the future, and she developed theesming labs. Now
every crop undergoes careful genetic analysis padreing planted in
the agribeds. Senta approves each one personatiw, Nhe's too
Important and far too busy to pay much attentioom& | realize our
marriage was a mistake.”

“God, Nykkyo. | never thought I'd see the day wliidrbe the one
to come between a man and his wife.”

“There was plenty between us already. I've knoent& since we
were children. Her stepfather's an old friend of dad's. He used to
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bring her with him to Sudal on vacations. Senta stdkat university
when she agreed to marry me. Her stepdad proddedntmeit. He
wanted it more than we did, to bind himself to themory of my father.
Marriage on this world is less about love and malmut family
alignment, anyway.”

Nyk placed his hand on Suki's shoulder as he kbobeat her
window onto the city streets. Dusk had passed. skyedarkened and
the city lights shone brightly.

“Do you have to leave me alone tonight?” she asked

“No.” He opened the sofa into a folding bed andda it. Suki lay
beside him. He held her and stroked her hair.

“Mmm, this feels so good,” she said and kissed theek.
“Bon'noka, Nykkyd

Nyk pressed his wrist to the scanpad at the apatnThe door
popped open. He glanced around for sign of Serdafigared she was
at the lab. He showered and changed into a fresb &mdxarpa

He sat at a vidisplay and placed a call. “Nykkydgska answered.
“Senta told me about your injured comm tech.”

“I did what | thought was right and time was oé thssence. Veska,
| need to schedule a return packet to Earth, footoow.”

“Two seats? Well, our offworlder's better off taghan here. I'll
check the packet schedule and send a telemesstygtwidetails.” The
vidisplay went dark.

Nyk handed Suki a length of cloth. “I brought yadifxarpa. It
completes the woman's costume. I'll show you howvear it.” He
placed the center of it behind her neck and crogsacioss her breasts.
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He crossed it again behind her back and broughtrids around to form
a sort of belt. “The crease goes at the bottom,thadolds serve as a
pocket for small articles.” He knotted the loosel®rThere. You look

great in Floran clothing, Suki.”

“All the doctors and attendants came to see md'offsorry to go
home. Everyone was so sweet -- | love your ped&kyo.”

He led her to the lift and they rode to the tulbguatform. Nyk
pressed his wrist to the scanpad and ordered aaitlee shuttleport. A
bullet-shaped vehicle stopped and the cowl slikkbbie helped her in
and started the car.

She looked up through the transparent cowl and. ttimok at the
color of that sky! Are those stars?”

“Yes, some stars are visible in broad daylight.”

The car pulled up to the shuttleport terminal. yimaited in the
departure lounge until their flight was announcdlyk escorted her
through a movable bridge and they took their seats.

Suki leaned toward Nyk. “The interior of this sheiis just like a
small Earth airliner,” she said. Nyk helped hetdasher safety harness.
“This looks like what race-car drivers wear.”

“It's a five-point harness. | should warn you, lixeXperience some
weightlessness on the ride up. | hope you're ntitdoed by motion
sickness.”

The shuttle hatch closed and it taxied and liiédNyk gazed out
the window as the ground dwindled below them. Tkye cutside the
viewports faded from indigo to black. Suki reaclaed grabbed his arm.
“This is such an unusual sensation. | think I'mihg@\a panic attack. It
feels like we're falling!”

“We are. Being in orbit's an endless, circulal #&bund the planet.
Are you going to be sick?”
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“l don't think so. I'll try some meditation teclyoies.” She closed
her eyes for several moments. “I'm better now, ibatstill an odd
sensation.”

The shuttle pulled onto a landing pad on the trapktform.
Normal gravity returned as the shuttle felt thduefhce of the artificial
gravity generators on the platform. Nyk guided Strkim the craft
through the docking port.

He led her to a capsule resembling a tubecar. vEhécle sped
from the shuttle pad to the lower level packet camse. Nyk presented
his wrist to a scanpad in the departure loungekespm an attendant and
turned to Suki. “She said we'll board as soon asv#ssel is serviced.”
He motioned her to a viewport and pointed to thekpaibeing serviced
by tender shuttles. “We'll be aboard the Myataxpd &dexal packet.
They're diverting to Earth after the stop at MyagtaxThis will be a
treat.”

The docking port doors opened and Nyk gestureatdwhem. He
and Suki boarded the packet. The interior reseménteHarth wide-body
jetliner, except the seats faced to the sides r#tlae front-and-back.

“Fasten your belt. Sometimes the warp jump tosags around a
bit.”

“No five-point harness?” she asked.

“No, the packets have gravity generators. It stidag a smooth
ride.”

A row of indicators below the viewports glowed tehiand the
viewport shutters closed. The indicators glowealdnd a jolt shook the
vessel. “That was the subjump. We're now outsideaidls heliopause.”

“Heliopause?”
“The boundary between a star system and truestel&ar space.”
The indicators glowed blue again and another jals felt. “We're now
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outside the Myataxyan heliopause. The packets Itrenast of the
distance between stars without moving at all -least not in normal
Space.”

The lamps glowed blue again, and a third jolt ghtiee packet.
“Was that the Myataxyan subjump?” she asked.

“You catch on quickly.” The indicators went darkda the
viewports opened. The passengers let out a caliegasp. “That always
happens on the approach to Myataxya. Once webghity we can stand
and look out a viewport. There's no transit platfdrere, so they'll dock
shuttles with the packet and exchange passenger’.nAve some time
to sightsee.”

An announcement was made on the vessel's PA sySféaTe in
orbit. Come look.” He unsnapped his belt and esdofier toward a
viewport.

“Oh, my God!” Suki exclaimed.

Nyk slipped his arm around Suki as he gazed upgtaija's
parent planet, a gas giant. It was a golden sphi¢inebrown and orange
bands and surrounded by multi-colored rings. Fromirtvantage, the
planet was half in light and half in shadow. Lightn flashes
illuminated the cloud cover on the dark side. Nyknped down at an
Earth-like moon, with a small ice cap, sapphireamse and brown
continents. White clouds laced the Myataxya colatmgosphere.

“This is a favorite resort and retirement colo®yn the surface, it's
a tropical paradise. It's our version of Hawaii.”

“It's beautiful beyond description from here,” steplied. “What
must it look like from the ground?”

“I've never been there. I've never been on anpgtl®ather than
Floran and Earth. We'd better reclaim our seats.”
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8 -- You belonqg to your world and | to mine.

The packet's indicator lamps glowed white and wwvports
closed. Next came blue indicators and the subjwitp-jthen the main
jump. The viewports opened.

“Here's our stop,” Nyk said. The packet dockedhwite relay
station. An attendant gestured toward him and beresd Suki through
the docking tunnel into the workroom.

“What's this place?” Suki asked.

“It's one of our communications relay stations. Wave many of
these -- they permit the colonies to keep in todéhs one's located just
outside Earth's heliopause and it connects to Bdrternet.”

Nyk stepped into the wardroom and emerged wedanisgEarth
clothes. “I'm sorry, but you'll have to wear thaitu We don't have any
women's clothing on the station right now.”

“Your shirt's covered with blood -- my blood.”

He gestured her through the pressure door to thaitiag
shuttlecar, removed the power cables, opened tbe awl climbed in.
She sat beside him. “We travel to Earth in this?”

“Yes.” He began manipulating the control pandbégin prelaunch
diagnostics. The panel lit up in a blue go conditioThe bay
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depressurized and the door opened. Nyk graspeaniseck and pulled
it back. The shuttle responded by backing into spac

Nyk pointed out the windscreen toward a largegidrstar. “That's
Earth's sun. That's home.”

“How far away are we?”

He made a mental calculation. “About five billianiles. I'm
preparing for the subjump.” The shuttlecar windadeskened. “Here's
the jump.” He pressed the actuator and the warpficed, jolting the
craft. Transparency returned to the windows andua brb filled the
windscreen.

Suki grabbed his arm. “That's a beautiful sighti, ®Dlykkyo, |
wish | could share this experience.”

He pushed the unistick fully forward and the craficelerated
toward Earth. The blue sphere grew in size. Themguthe craft's
inertial sink, he piloted it through the atmospher® the darkness of
the North American night. Navigational images appdaon the
windscreen. The shuttlecar punched through a hagrcast and he
could see street lamps outlining the small city.

Nyk piloted the shuttle to a landing on a coumb®gd and steered it
to the faculty apartments. He reached into his pbekd handed Suki
her door key. “I'll put the shuttlecar away andrapamy shirt -- then I'll
come over. I'll help you clean up the mess in ymathroom.”

Nyk helped Suki make her bed. “I suppose | owe ga@lneet,” he
said.

“Don't worry about it.”
“We must figure out our next move.”

“What'll happen to you?”
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“I imagine Seymor will have a talk with me. | expd'll be sent
home. | won't call him -- I'll let him call me. Thanight stretch it
awhile.”

“I've only paid the rent through the end of thisnth. I'll need a
place to live.”

“There's a spare room with a bed in it at my hoYsaI can move
In with me, at least for a while. Suki, | know yeeI'had a disagreement
with your parents, but | think you should call theth you thought
enough of your mom to write her a note, you mustktlenough of her
to call.”

“l don't know. I'm not ready for that. Did you ceany note to
her?”

“Of course not.”
“I'll destroy it. It'd be rather embarrassing, nbw

“There's something else. Aahhn told me he thinks'ng a
recovered bulimic.”

She looked away. “It's behind me. | don't wartiadk about it.”

“Are you sure it's behind you? I'd be devastatedeairn you're
engaging in self-abusive behavior, Suki. Bulimiaaiproblem on my
world, believe it or not. Please assure me youwtedoning anything like
that now.”

“I'm not, Nykkyo.” He touched her chin with hisx§er, turned her
face toward his and looked into her eyes. “Thareish you don't know
about me and much | don't want you to know,” shd.sahis is behind
me. Please, let's drop it.”

“Aahhn's concerned for you. He wants me to engrikeu to get
some counseling.”
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She turned away again. “I'm not going to a cowrséwent to one
in high school, and it didn't work. I'll thank yowt to mention it again.”

“But Suki... You've just tried to kill yourself. a0 must have some
... Issues a counselor might help you resolve.”

“I'll think about it. | promise -- okay?”

“Good. None of this changes how | feel for younteenber that,
Suki. There's nothing you can say to me that'lhgaeshow | love you.”

“Nothing?”

“No, nothing.” He stretched out on Suki's bed ahe lay beside
him. He held her and stroked her hair.

“Oh, Nykkyo, | wouldn't need a counselor if | htmls. When you
hold me like this the hurt goes away.” She leam&ehtd him and kissed
his cheek. Nyk started to kiss her cheek but shreetlher head and his
lips met hers. She ran her fingers through his. héér kissed her lips
again and felt her tongue exploring his mouth.

“This isn't a good idea,” he said.

“Why not? You're the first man I've ever wanteddd want you
so much! | thought you looked so sexy in that Flotanic. Your legs
looked so good, with those sandals that lace up galves. | could
barely stand it -- | wanted you in the hospitalmodVhy can't we have
each other?”

“It's because of the role Destiny's planned far.yo
“What of my role?”
“Nothing specific. | do know making love jeopareszit.”

“‘How?”
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‘I can't explain it. Please trust me. | want yoaistjas much. We
mustn't.”

She cuddled against him. “So, tomorrow we packypstuff and
take it to your place?”

“That sounds like a plan,” he said as he strolexdhiair.

Nyk dragged a handcart toward the house. Stackéichere some
boxes and a pair of suitcases. Suki dragged ansthiease behind her.
“Eight boxes and three suitcases. All my worldlyoogings.”

He opened the front door and helped her carnbthes into the
house. “You may stake claim to the kitchen.” He d@tvn the carton
containing her utensils. “You like to cook and yewjood at it. You'd be
appalled at what I've had for meals when | wasealdfy idea of a fully
equipped kitchen is a can opener and a spoon.”

He led her to the spare bedroom. “You can sleepere.” He
carried her suitcases into the room and helpednlag&e up the bed.

Nyk surveyed the remaining boxes. “I think thosa avait for
morning.” He picked up the telephone and handednhthedset to her.
“Now, call your mom.”

She looked up at him, punched in the number afdithe handset
to her ear. She reached for the switch hook. “Nenen... Hello, Mom?
Yes, it's me ... I've been fine, just fine ... ®om! Please, don't cry.
Mom, don't cry. I love you, too ... I'm in Wisconsil was just let go
from a teaching position ... Campus politics, yoww\wk how that goes ...
Well, I'm not sure what I'll do next. | was wondwggi.. Thanks, Mom ...
I'd rather not ... Please, Mom, I'd rather... Helladdy.” She held the
phone to her ear and listened. Tears filled hes eye ran down her
face. “Yes, Daddy... Goodbye.” She hung up the phtindidn't want to
speak with my father.”
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“What did he say?”

“He asked me to forgive him, and he said | wascamle in the
house, if | wanted to come home.” She wiped teams fher face. Nyk
held her. She began sobbing. He stroked her hdil sime calmed
herself.

“Will you forgive him?”

“I don't know.”

“Can you forgive him?”

“I don't know that, either.”

“Suki, please consider my situation. My parents @ead. | have
some unresolved issues with my mom and dad, edlyesith my dad.
Now, they'll never be resolved. If | had a daugla®ispecial as you are,
and if she had left my life because of some hotbe@att on my part, |
wouldn't be able to live with myself. | think yolnauld give him a
chance and try forgiving him.”

“You don't know my father.”

“But | think | know you.” He kissed her forehedtim exhausted.
I'm going to turn in.”

“I'll unpack some more.”

Nyk undressed to his briefs, slid into his beditaved off the light
and laced his fingers behind his head. He close@yes and attempted
to will himself to sleep. A knock came at his dode switched on the
light. “Yes?”

“May | come in?”

“Come in.”
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Suki entered wearing a short robe. “I'd like teegl with you,
Nykkyo. | need you to hold me.”

“If you don't mind I'm in my underwear, come on’in

“If you don't mind I'm in my underwear, | will,”"ne replied. She
untied the belt to her robe and slipped it off. Nganned her from head
to toe to head. She, too, was wearing only a pabriefs. He forced
himself to look away.

She slipped between the sheets and cuddled to--hima on his
back and she lying under his left arm. He put lm around her and
stroked her back. She kissed his cheek. “I'm fgdietter ... now.”

He felt her fingers stroke his shoulder and armplaring the
shapes of his muscles. She kissed his lips. Tihenradled over with her
back to him. He rolled beside her and placed ms @around her waist.
She stroked his hand and forearm. She took his haddissed it, then
cupped it around her left breast. “Oh, Nykkyo,Jdoyou. | want you so,
so much!” She pressed his hand against her bredsNgk could feel
her heart pounding through her flesh.

“Oh, Suki, | want you, too.” She rolled over teéahim and placed
her hand on his chest.

“I'm yours, Nykkyo.”

He shook his head. “We mustn't, Suki. We musttimng.”
“I don't want to be strong. | want you!”

“What you and | want isn't important.”

“Oh, Nykkyo, | wish it were different.”

“So do I. Believe me, Suki, it's not because |'tidesire you or
love you, because | do.”
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She caressed his shoulders. “I don't understandlvé never
wanted anyone like this before. I've never wanteamaan like this, and
certainly not a man. | don't want you for me, | wgou for you. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, and | want you for you, too. How | wish weutd.” He lay
on his back and coaxed her to snuggle to him. Almktthis started with
a simple question aboatisosoup!”

Nyk handed Suki the house key. “I'm off to the.lalmust see
what | can salvage of my cultures. I'm leaving kbkg with you in case
you need to go out for anything. I'll be home auoon and we can do
something for lunch.”

“Have a good morning.”

He walked to the lab and opened the door. He hakalismay at
the trays of cultures he had left two weeks beféveh a shake of his
head he began tossing out the spoiled ones andhgakist of the ones
he'd have to redo. He looked at the sprouting laedisbegan clearing
them and replanting them with fresh seeds.

Nyk walked back to the house at lunchtime. Suki ket the table
with chopsticks. He sat down to a bowl of brick-fepuid with white
chunks, chopped onions and sliced carrots carvedsemble sunbursts
and butterflies.

Suki pointed to the bowl.Miso soup,” she said. “This igka, or
redmisa | putsobanoodles with it -- they're made with buckwheat.”

Made with buckwheat, he thought. He picked upctingpsticks.

“A traditional Japanese meal includes nothing tdaat't be picked
up with hashior drunk from a bowl.” She used her chopstickpiti& up
a chunk of tofu from her bowl and pop it into heouth. Then she used
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the sticks to hold the solid constituents of thapsérom the rim as she
sipped the broth. “It tastes better than | remedbér

Nyk looked at the bowl with awe bordering on rerere. She
showed him how to hold the chopsticks, but heifedin awkward and
unnatural action. She assured him it became easibrpractice. He
took a sip of thaniso broth. The flavor seemed to call out through the
generations. He felt connected to Koichi more gjlprthan ever. It
seemed to resonate in his genes, stimulating sas® memory going
way back through space and time, beckoning himigmhgins. He sat
savoring the smoky, salty, mildly acrid flavor agtbroth.

“Nykkyo, are you all right?”

He nodded. A tear ran down his face. “Suki, this.iunbelievable
... unbelievable. How do you make this?”

“I cheated. | bought some freeze-drigtiso soup and added the
tofu and the carrots and onions. My mother taughthow to carve the
carrots. To make it from scratch, you start vd#shi..”

“What'sdashi?

“It's a broth that's the basis for most Japanese&ing. It's made by
steeping seaweed and... Oh! My God! I'm so sorgkkho! Dashi is
made from fish!”

“It's all right. I'm not a vegetarian out of angrpcular conviction,
only out of habit. This is very good, and it's fireest gift you've given
me. | accept it in the spirit in which you gaveTihank you.” He stood
and embraced her. “Now, | understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What it means to be a child of your world. Flosaaren't and
never will be children of our world. Earth gave ydfe. Floran
begrudgingly tolerates us living there. You drawimshment from your
sea.Dashi, mis@ and countless other foods are all the motherls ofi
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your world. Our sea throbs with life, but none ©td edible. Our native
life is unpalatable to the verge of toxic. You empeced meals on my
world. We must struggle to produce some grainsiantils.” He kissed
her. “That is why youmisosoup is the finest gift.” He wiped tears from
his eyes, sat and again savored the broth.

A small green block caught his eye and he pickedpi “I
recognize this -- it's a sweet bean paste, i§i't it

“YeS.”

“We have something quite similar on Floran. It'fa@orite treat.”
He took a bite. “It's very good.”

“How are your cultures doing?”

“Not well.” He popped the last of the bean pasi® ihis mouth.
“Most are spoiled, and I'll have to start over.”elTtelephone began to
ring. Nyk stood and picked up the handset. “Hello?”

“Nykkyo Kyhana!”

He rolled his eyes. “Hello, Seymor.”

“Nykkyo, have you ever heard the name lllya Kr@ita
“No... Should I have?”

“He's a member of the Agency oversight committed be's my
boss's boss's boss. | just finished a very uncdaifl® vidphone
conversation with him, regarding the antics of songel thought was
one of my finest Agents. If you care to immolataiycareer, it's your
decision. But please give me the considerationaviriy some respect
for mine!”

“I'm sorry, Seymor. What did Kronta say?”
“He said you smuggled an injured Earth woman oidvdor
unauthorized medical treatment. | don't like it wheny Agents'
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activities come to the attention of upper manageméeriends to be a
bad sign. You must've lost your mind pulling thtaings.”

“I did what | thought was right.”

“What you did was a wanton and reckless violatioin our
regulations. | can't imagine a more blatant andfwilexample of
deliberate temporal interference than to smuggléarth person onto
the homeworld.”

Nyk shifted into his native tongue. “She was dyiagd beyond
help here. | know she's destined to give rise ticlio- she's on the
critical path. The interference occurred earligrg 4 was attempting to
repair the damage. I've succeeded. Think abo8eymor.”

There was a long pause. “Lad, | think you mightight,” Seymor
continued in English. “You've put me into a tereibbind. | must
discipline you, Nyk. Otherwise it'll be my balls ¢me anvil at the next
oversight meeting. | want to keep you in the Agentgu're a good
contributor, and we don't have anyone else in ipelipe.”

“Thank you, Seymor.”
“l have to send you home, Nyk. | don't know whigedo do.”
“Will you let me finish my tour?”

“Out of the question. I'll let you finish your cent project. When
your present set of cultures are ready to ship,mpast take them to the
homeworld yourself. Close up the lab and the hovea.may not return
to Earth.”

“Ever?”

“Forever's a long time. I'll put you on suspendsdtus. You'l
receive field reports -- you can keep in touch thay. | won't deny you
your communications, and I'd like to keep in towgth you.”
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“Itll be two to three weeks before the cultureg aeady. I'll
arrange a trip to New York to turn in the laptopnguter.”

“Leave the computer at the house. There's no fagegbu to visit
New York.”

“I have some diamonds to deliver.”

“You can ship them to me ... Do what you want.dwd like the
opportunity to say goodbye in person. Agents ompaoded status must
participate in one field mission every two yeargteserve that status.
Maybe by the time that deadline rolls around, tbhstavill have settled
and we can bring you back here.”

“Two years, Seymor?”

“It's the best | can do, lad. I'm sorry. | domink it's fair because
you did the right thing. But we must preserve thegpam, and no one
on the oversight committee will understand.” He dpup the phone.

Suki was standing. “Well?”

“Two to three weeks, as soon as the cultureseadyr I'm being
sent up.”

“No!” she cried.

“It's what must happen. You must walk your patig & dare not
interfere.”

“It's not fair,” she sobbed. “You're who I've besearching for,
and now you're going away.”

He kissed the top of her head. “You belong to yworld and |
belong to mine. Remember, Suki -- I'll always lgui, and there will
be a way for us to be in touch.”

“Well, at least | have some time to get used itlea. | suppose
I'll have to move in with my parents.” She strolketkear from his face.
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“Don't worry, Nykkyo -- I'll be all right. Seeingoyr world gave me
something to live for.”

Nyk helped her close her suitcase. “The taxi pidk us up at six
tomorrow.” He sat on the sofa in the living roontwthe computer on
his lap. “Seymor told me to leave this here. | khiti let you take it,
Instead. We can use it to communicate.”

She sat beside him and he demonstrated how tatepér“If you
connect it to a phone line, we can use it to spattk each other. If you
connect it to a high-speed circuit, we can see e#utr, too.”

He typed some commands. “This is my locator c@&kdect this
code and the call will connect to me, no matter neHeam.” He began
packing it into its case. “You can also send mee@nail message.” He
wrote the address on a slip of paper. “I can evakenphone calls from
Floran, though you can't call me.”

“I'll take good care of it. I'm going to get reafdy bed.”

Nyk sat on the sofa and buried his face in hisdeamile felt her
hand on his shoulder.

“Are you coming to bed?”

He looked up. She was in her short robe again.s@hen his lap
and put her arms around him. He looked into hek dges. She took his
hand and placed it on her knee.

He held her against him and stroked her hair.Ks#s®d his cheek
and his lips. She lifted her chin, held his facaiast her neck and he

kissed it. She pulled open her robe to expose teasks and guided his
face between them.

“No, Suki! | want this just as much, but we mustn'
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“Why not? | love you so much. This is our last higogether.
What's the harm?”

“We mustn't! | love you, too. | wish we could, bué can't. Please,
Suki, the reasons are far bigger than either df ide. pulled her robe
closed and kissed her forehead. “Let's go to bed.”

Nyk held two of Suki's suitcases as they climbdeel $teps to the
front door of a house in a residential section okéns. Suki rang the
doorbell. The door opened and a Japanese womaatdnnliddle age
motioned them in. She threw her arms around Sukli @wey both
sobbed.

“Mom, this is my good friend and savior, Nick Kah&uki said,
wiping her eyes. “Nick, this is my mother.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs Kyhana,” Nyk said, bayio her.

Suki bore a strong resemblance to her mother gtinder mother's
coloring was lighter. She had a pattern of tingwar freckles under her
eyes and her black hair was streaked with grey. §luke English
fluently, but with a noticeable Japanese accerg. Ggfened her arms to
Nyk and hugged him. “I'm so pleased to meet youKsine. Thank you
so much for caring for my daughter, and for briggier home.”

Nyk glanced at the wall and saw a golden disk witree odd
characters hanging from a cord. He approached it.

“That's the thing that | told you about. It matsiMom's pin | was
wearing. Silly, isn't it?”

“Not at all. It's beautiful.”

Suki took it from the hook and handed it to hime Earefully
cradled it in his hand and traced the charactetts s finger. “Ky-Ha-
Na,” Suki said as he touched tketakanacharacters.
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He examined it for the blemish from being bent atrdightened.
He couldn't find it.

He began to hand it to her. The disk slippedtsftord and fell to
the floor. “Oh, I'm so sorry,” he said, and he gdkup the pendant. It
was bent and he straightened it. “I'm so clumsy¥’ Ibloked at it again.
His blood ran cold as he recognized the flaw.

“That's all right,” Suki said. “It wasn't your fdu It's always
slipping off the cord.” She replaced the pendanttiom wall. “I'll be
staying in the apartment upstairs.” Nyk carried lbegs up the stairs.

“Well, | guess it's goodbye,” he said.

“Wait.” She scribbled on a piece of paper. “Youdsgou could
make phone calls. Call me when you get home.”

“I'll do that. Remember, Suki. | love you and Hkver stop loving
you.” He hugged and kissed her. “There is a goahcé we'll see each
other again, someday.” Nyk descended the staiid gesmdbye to Suki's
mother and stepped into the awaiting taxi. He dgheadriver the address
for Seymor's office in Tribeca.

Nyk climbed the steps to the FloranCo offices.,“Blaquie,” he
said.

“He's expecting you, Mr Kane.”

He walked into Seymor's inner office, opened laisecand handed
over the sack of diamonds.

“Have a seat, lad.” Seymor shook his head. “I'vedme fond of
you, Nyk. | am terribly sorry, but my hands arealtie

“I understand.”

Seymor stood and looked out the window behinddeisk at the
New York skyline. Nyk stood beside him. Seymor test down and
pressed his palm against Nyk's. Nyk spread hisef;i@nd they held
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hands. “Take care of yourself, lad. You have arkito the Agency. We
just have to get over this bump.”

Floran's golden morning light filled the liftcas & shot upward in
its transparent shaft. Nyk stepped from the lift thhe 353rd floor,
approached the apartment door and pressed histwiis¢ scanpad. The
privacy code was set.

He pressed the doorchime. He pressed it againddbeslid open
and he looked into Senta's green eyes. She wasingear light,
sleeveless robe. “What are you doing here?” shedask

“I've been sent up -- my punishment for bringinkiShere. May |
come in, or am I disturbing you?”

Senta stepped aside and he walked in. Andra whsgsbn a
bench, her face buried in her hands. “This isnjoad time,” Senta
whispered.

“I can go somewhere and come back,” he said.

“No, don't bother,” Andra said. She embraced Séitan't worry.
I'll be all right. Thank you so much. I'll call.”"RE two women kissed and
Andra headed out the door.

Nyk shook his head.
“What's that expression for?” Senta asked himr ‘#&adra?”
“You know how | feel abouax'amfiner’

“Nykkyo, | know you're a kind and decent man. hlaunderstand
why you can't be more charitable toward Andra. dwrnyou dislike the
finishing schools. | don't like them either. It'®tnAndra's fault her
parents sold her to the school. She's still adjylireathing human being
with hopes and dreams and needs -- needs Zantenessting.”
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“Is Andra having difficulties? Is she in trouble?”
“She's not having the best time with Zander. Iudtho't say more.”
“She hasn't made an effort to be friendly with 'nine, replied.

“She senses your hostility. She's an intelligeamd aensitive qirl,
Nyk. If you made a half-hearted attempt to be fligrwith her, I'm sure
she'd reciprocate. She's really a very sweet pe/aira hasn't known
many men in her life, and it would help her if yaere just a little nice
to her. | dare say Zander is not a good ambasdadorour gender.
Enough of Andra.” She eyed him. “It's a fine mesa'ye made of your
career. You declined that Food Service job, and gowre crosswise
with the ExoAgency. What are you planning on scngwap next?”

“l thought I'd spend some time at my old home. Yemember the
place -- Veska used to bring you there on his vast’

“What will you do there?”

“I'll use the time to clear my head and maybeshinmy translation
of Koichi's journal.”

“That's a fine idea. Maybe you can screw up aerased the
museum. Or, if you'd like, | can find you a positito screw up in the
sequencing labs.” She approached him. “I'm sorgkkido.” Her eyes
began to fill. “I hate to see someone | once reggefall so low. Let's
pick up the pieces together. I'm willing to forgiweu for your
infatuation with the Earth woman. | understand hibvean happen.
You're alone on a strange world. You meet someowesparks fly. |
can understand your attraction to her, too. Sheige.g striking. Not
pretty, exactly, but striking. But now you're hamed she's there, and it's
over. Let's try to patch things up.”

“I'd like it if you'd come to Sudal with me.”
“You know how | feel about Sudal... All right, itfll help you, I'll
come for a little while at least. | have some nreggitomorrow. We'll
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leave day after that. I'm getting dressed, now, leatling to the lab. I'll
see you tonight. You won't get into any troublenwssn now and then,
will you?”

“I don't see how.”

He watched her climb aboard her skimmer. The gilatled a
salute with him and the craft disappeared into th&tance. Nyk
activated a vidisplay and selected the comm uphri®/isconsin. A dial
tone sounded as he accessed the Earth telephdamsy$e punched in
the number Suki gave him. It rang.

“Hello?”
“Suki, it's Nyk... Nick. | made it home in one pe& How are you?”

“Oh, Nick! | miss you so much already. I'll be éinMy dad came
home, and he's been so gentle and tender with @Kk maybe this
was the right thing.”

“What will you do?” he asked.

“I'm trying to get my life together. I'm trying toe strong, Nick --
for you. I'm going to call around and start netwog<with some of my
old grad school contacts. There are more opporegnior someone with
my credentials in a city like New York.”

“I'm pleased. I'm sure everything will work out.”
“l can't believe you're calling from... where yare.”

“We'll stay in touch. Suki, I'd like it if you'drfid someone to love
you. There must be a man or woman who'd care for'yo

“I've found someone to love, Nick, and I'm surédwes me. Will
we see each other again?”

“l hope so. | hope to return to Earth.”
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“Then I'll wait for you.”

“No, Suki. | want you to find someone -- an Eastimeone. Will
you do that?”

“I'don't know if | can. | know I'll never find ammye like you.”

“I'll always be your friend, Suki. | do love yoand I'll never stop
loving you.”

“l know you do, Nick. | love you too.”
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9 -- The Residence

Nyk packed a case with belongings needed forrihea Sudal. He
rode the lift with Senta, summoned a tubecar amgiasted the train
station.

He located the departure area and stood with dnevait for the
Sudal Express. The train was capable of traveltngearly the speed of
sound. It could make the trip to Sudal, travelimyvd the eastern coast,
in less than half a day.

The departure area was a large room with a raslidihg doors. A
chime and an announcement indicated the train aadyrfor boarding.
The doors slid open. Nyk and Senta each press@dwhsts against a
scanpad as they entered the coach. Inside wereotw of seats. Senta
sat by the window. Nyk could hear and feel the la\vration of
equipment to run the train.

A double chime sounded and the coach doors st Jine train
began to accelerate away from the station. Withan urban areas the
trains ran through large, transparent tubes sirtoléine ones used by the
tubecars. The coach was quite full, but Nyk knesnfrexperience most
of these passengers would empty out at the negt stee of the larger
residential areas on the outskirts of Floran Clityen the train ran as an
express, stopping only at Tinam before terminatmngudal.

The train ran at about a quarter of its top spgbesugh the tube to
the first stop, decelerated and came to a halthife sounded, and the
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doors swished open. The coach emptied out leavihgMyk, Senta and
an elderly man as passengers. Senta leaned toward'$ee, no one
wants to go to Sudal.”

A double chime sounded, the doors closed andréne began to
accelerate again, this time to achieve its top ¢gpblyk watched the
cityscape turn into a blur.

The next station, where the express would not, st@s for the
power plant and for a connecting monorail line iagrnto the west and
servicing the mining cities in the uplands. Off tlue east, on the
seacoast, Nyk could glimpse the domes and towershefpower
generating plant, one of two on the planet.

The train abruptly slowed to Mach 0.3. The coachestial sinks
permitted them to stop on a dime, if the need arasd the passengers
would feel nothing. The train passed the power tplstation, then
accelerated and sped through the Floran countryside

Most of Floran's population lived in the citieg, the intervening
countryside was quite empty. Vast areas of thegblawirgin vegetation
whizzed by. The train was now traveling at its sgeed of Mach 0.75,
about 500 miles per hour -- too fast to glimpselimgdetail. Nyk looked
out toward the west at the extinct volcanic mossg into the planet's
stratosphere.

Nyk's planet was younger than Earth by a halfidmllyears or
more. In its evolutionary progress it was about e¢eivalent to Earth
during the late Devonian era. Most of the planifesexisted in a sea
covering nearly ninety percent of the planet'saef Life on land was
limited to plants and microbes. There were no higiider land animals
at all.

He could see the uplands on the lower slope ofnbas. They
were covered with a dense forest of tall, fernpkants. The leaves were
shades of deep violet, almost black, to soak upldiveenergy orange
sunlight.
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Closer still were the plains, dominated by a sbylnorsetail-like
plant growing about knee high. The vegetation wasipve and
reproduced with spores, though some analogues rti Ggmnosperms
were emerging.

Nyk's training taught him something about earlg bn Earth. He
pondered what was to evolve on his homeworld dutimegupcoming
half billion years or so. His people lived hereefithousand Earth years -
- an instant in geologic time. He wondered how tiveuld influence the
natural development of native life.

Senta began to drowse. She rolled away from Nyk siépt with
her forehead against the window. Nyk stood andestadtown the aisle.
He walked through the cars until he reached the deach and found an
empty seat in the first row.

Nyk enjoyed a child-like pleasure sitting in thransparent nose
cone of the train, looking down the maglev lindleesy sped southward.
From this vantage, the train appeared to bore @&y whrough the
landscape at close to the speed of sound.

The train approached the station at Tinam -- allsman known
as the gateway to the agridomes. Some of the snaadtk older domes
had been visible in the distance for a while. Hére,first of the modern
domes were visible. They were deceptive, lookinglen and closer
than they were. A vast array of these domes sedtsouthward, to the
outskirts of Sudal.

Nyk could see the mouths of the guard tubes ferstation. The
train switched onto a side rail and lost speedwidiched as the coaches
slowed and stopped adjacent to the boarding phatfér chime sounded
to announce their arrival.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, turned and sawaSéhthought
you'd be here,” she said.
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“You were asleep. | know sitting here gives youige.” A double
chime announced the train's imminent departure.

The train began to accelerate, its inertial sabsorbing the forces
so the passengers felt nothing. In no time, itlegdmed top speed.

Senta glanced forward, then looked down. “Plebts, return to
our seats before | vomit.”

Nyk followed Senta through the coaches. He sakiitm forward
at the empty rows. She leaned against him and begdrowse again.
He brushed her hair from his face.

Finally, he heard a chime announcing the train s@sroaching
the end of the line -- Sudal. Senta awoke, smooltieedhair, rubbed her
eyes and yawned. Nyk stood and retrieved theirscaieen the luggage
rack. The train slowed, entered the guard tubecanae to a stop at the
station. The doors swished open.

The first thing he noticed was the increased antliEmperature.
Sudal was located at the southeast corner of hisepé continent, near
the equator in the tropical zone. The vegetatiae hes different than
in the north, but it retained most of the same atiaristics. The
temperature averaged ten to fifteen degrees Ceisarsmer than in
Floran City. Nyk's urban garb betrayed him as @origrom the North.

Nyk summoned a groundcar for the drive to the tResie. He put
their bags in the luggage compartment and climbed“Car, the
Residence,” he commanded. The vehicle slid outsgbarking stall and
headed toward the east. The Residence lay abouttytwalometres
outside the Sudal city limits.

“Do you know what | think we should do tonight® hsked.
“I hope you're not thinking about making love unttee stars.”
Nyk watched the landscape roll past. The grounticaled onto a

narrow access road that led past the Residence.
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“| feel strange returning here,” he said. “| havdreen here since
before we were married. Senta, | know it's too miacask that you love
this place like | do, but I so wish you could like bit.”

“You know how | feel about Sudal.”

The Residence was built for Nyk's father as a rdwkor
overseeing a major expansion of agridome capa&itijough there was
no private ownership of land or buildings among tierans, Nyk
owned the right to use the Residence. It passhartaipon the deaths of
his parents, and would remain within the Kyhanailfafor as long as
the line was perpetuated.

The structure was circular with a domed roof. Hesteel shutters
lined the house. These could be slammed down aimemt's notice as
protection against the violent tropical storms taeise periodically in
the area.

All the buildings in Sudal -- a city of about 1000 -- had such
shutters. Every so often the entire city would skioivnh and the
residents would close the shutters to wait oubarsso violent as to be
death to anyone foolish enough to venture outside.

The groundcar drew up to the house. The placecls®d up --
the storm shutters were down. Nyk climbed from ¢gneundcar and
gave Senta a hand. He stood and regarded some ipédins growing
near the entrance. His mother had put them therrasnentals. They
had bamboo-like stalks and grew violet- black, fijfed spheres that
served as leaves. The spheres appeared impaldt @talks. Between
the spheres grew orange trumpet-like spore disperk=approached the
entrance and pressed his wrist against the scanphd. house
recognized his ID code and came alive. The shut&ssopen.

He carried their travel cases into the structurd ap the spiral
staircase to the living quarters on the secondl.lelieere were no
outside walls on the second and third floors. Tleelge-shaped rooms
had no back walls - - they were open and overlodkedea.
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Nyk carried his case to his childhood bedroom. f&/eou
planning on sleeping with me tonight?”

Senta brought her case into the room and setwinddhe sea
breeze was blowing, bringing with it the mustytdmtscent of the Floran
sea. It carried a faint trace of rotten egg. Nykaied the air deeply.

“l don't know how you can stand that smell,” sh&ls
“I'm going to walk on the beach. Would you cargdia me?”

“l can barely tolerate that smell from up here.l8yoyourself -- I'm
going to review some sequencing reports.” She $ata dabletop
vidisplay, brought up her reports and began dmga@nnotations to
them.

Nyk walked out to the edge of the bluff and looldmivn at the
sea. He could see the surf pounding in on the plaasaltic sand on the
beach below. The surf was more violent than uddalknew a tropical
storm was brewing somewhere beyond the easterndmori

He climbed down the rocks leading to the beachlmoked his
sandals and walked barefoot on the black sand,idgdgts of marine
vegetation broken loose by the force of the sud.lbbked down and
saw a specimen of Floran sea fauna, an arthrogecahimal with five
legs. The surf had tossed it onto the beach awdststruggling to right
itself. Nyk picked it up and tossed it into the.sea

He recalled reading Koichi's journal entries abdéloran's sea and
how it differed from Earth's. Koichi's family ownedsummerhouse on
Long Island. Koichi loved strolling the sands anppreciating the
marine life. He expressed in early journal enthessrepugnance for the
smell of Floran's sea. Only in his later entriesnnete of developing a
tolerance for it.

Dusk approached. Nyk climbed the rocks to the d&egie. Senta
was busy annotating sequencing reports. He wemt ihé house's
storage room, retrieved a couple prefab meals amgned them. He
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opened the packages and placed one before Sera.hEhpulled up a
chair opposite her and began eating his dinner.

“Will you take a walk on the bluff with me laterfie asked.

Senta looked up from the vidisplay at him. “Alyit, so long as
we don't go too close to the sea.”

Night was falling. More stars became visible as sky darkened.
Nyk looked up and saw a pattern in the sky -- gtirstar with four
dimmer companions making up a lopsided rectangéekihew from his
training Earth's sun lay in the sky in that vigmiHe looked down. The
land breeze was beginning to develop.

“It doesn't smell so bad, now,” Senta said. Hekealhand-in-hand
with her along the bluff, listening to the surf poubelow.

“l wish you could learn to like this place. It'syrhome, and | love
it. 1 know you grew up in the City, when you weteoh the transit
platform. | understand what the City has to offed avhy you like it. |
wish you could like this place enough to spendtke ltime here during
the year.”

“Nykkyo, it's not that simple. | can't be so faorh my work. The
sequencing labs are located in the City. It takbalfa day to get from
here to there. If you need to spend time herelope@ans, please do so.
It simply won't work for me.”

“l think you could relocate the sequencing labStwlal. They'd be
much more convenient to the pilot beds and thearebdfacility.”

“Where would | find the staff to run the labs? Moof our current
staff would care to relocate to the south. | dauétcould find qualified
technicians in this backwater.”

“Talented and qualified people must live here, réglied.
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“Moving the labs here simply won't work. | don'tsiv to discuss it
further.”

Nyk continued to walk, holding hands with his wif&enta, it's
good to have some quiet time with you. Let's gand share the gift.”

He led her to his childhood bedroom on the sedlmud and stood,
gazing into her eyes. Senta's eyes were emeraldngasd Nyk
considered them her most striking feature.

Although far from homely, her face didn't fit tRéoran definition
of beautiful. Hers was oblong, and she had a highlaoad forehead.
Her nose was strong and straight, with a disceznthimp near the
bridge. Senta had a prominent lower lip that gameahperpetual pout.
When she smiled, though, her stern visage softédmedeyes sparkled
and Nyk thought she became almost pretty.

Her eyes began to glisten. She clamped them sttubid her lip;
then said, “Nykkyo... | do love you. | wish we cdule the way we once
were. If | seem harsh with you ... well, it's besadim at a loss. | simply
don't know what to do. | want to make this work.lMou at least try?
Please?”

“I'l try.”

“Good.”

“Senta -- I've always thought you had a very prefhile.”
“Why, thank you Nyk.”

Nyk grasped the hem of her tunic and lifted itrolrer head. She
replied by lifting and removing his. He stood fomament and regarded
her nude body.

Except for her breasts, which by Floran standavdse ample,
Senta had the figure of a teenager. Her ribs armbomes were
prominent, her arms and legs were spindly and Inexe& bony. Her
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hands and feet were too large for the rest of hend, giving her an
awkward appearance. Her face was framed by bughyhag which
extended down her back to her shoulder blades.skiar was creamy
with a ruddy mottle and a pattern of broad frecktasered her
shoulders and upper arms.

Nyk gestured toward the bed. Senta reclined andthe lay beside
her gazing into her eyes, stroking her cheek araitang her signal. She
took his hand and guided it to her breast, andlaeed hers upon his
chest. He caressed her and kissed her neck anlfisieou

“Divide your mind,” she coached him. He attemptedocus the
front of his awareness onto the cues her body wasggand to force
sensations of her touch into his back mind. “Cotre¢@, Nyk. You're
not concentrating.” Nyk closed his eyes and atteohgdb regain his
focus. He began caressing her again. “That's PetBamta said and
guided his face to her chest. “Mmm... Like thatd€ traded kisses with
her. She caressed his body. “Now, you're rushingid you forget what
| taught you? For the technique to work you muspkgour focus on
your partner.” He closed his eyes again, took g deeath and returned
to caressing her. “No, Nykkyo. Not like that...”

Nyk lay on his back and held her beside him. Heksd her arm,
playing with a vein that ran along her bicep. “lsarry, korlyta. My
mind's too preoccupied.”

“Maybe we should've used performance-enhancel®”said. “I
did bring some.”

“Where are the drugs? I'll use one and we caadamn.”

“No, Nyk, you don't have to do that, now. You'veeb through a
lot lately, and | know you're not emotionally eqogal to deal with it.”
She smiled and kissed him. “I'll be patient.” Shkked with her back to
him. “Good night, Nykkyo.”
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Floran's golden dawn waked him. Nyk arose andds&idhe rear
of his wall-less bedroom and looked out over tree Senta was asleep.
He headed for the bathroom, shaved and showeredlgmid into a
pair of loose shorts. He began to brew a pot cémgytea.

Senta stepped from his bedroom toward the bathcduéd hear
her showering. The vidisplays began signaling hkis wristscan
answered the call and a blue, voice-only screeneamgo. “Hello,
Nykkyo?” a voice greeted him in English.

“Suki!”

“I'm trying the laptop computer. I'm in the apaemb and | have it
connected to the phone line. It works! | feel socmbetter knowing |
can call you.”

“Yes, our communications work well. How are thinggsing for
you?”

“l have a lead on a job. It's part time at my gtdd school. They're
looking for someone to be a contributing editor Bom archeology
journal the school publishes. It's not much, bugats my foot in the
door, and I can finally use my degree.

“Yes, Nykkyo, I'm beginning to believe what youysabout
Destiny tracing paths. What're you doing?”

“Nothing, right now. I'm taking some time to cleay head. Have
you thought about what we discussed?”

“Yes ... Nykkyo, I'll follow my path -- to whereveand to
whomever it leads. Right now, | have so many othergs to occupy
me.”

“Fair enough,” he replied.

“My mom's calling me for dinner. I'll call agaimter. See you,
Nykkyo. | love you.”

- 154 -



EARTHBOUND

“I'll never stop loving you, Suki.” The sessiomntenated. He laced
his fingers behind his head and leaned back.

“What was that about?” He heard Senta behind Kenjumped,
turned and saw her standing, nude and drippingheybathroom door.
“Was that who | think it was? With what other womaould you be
speaking in that language?” Nyk stood and faced Her lip was
beginning to tremble. “I thought you said it waspbetween the two of
you.”

“You were the one who said it's over. | never shat.”

Senta stormed into the bedroom and pulled the dbat. She
emerged in her tunic carrying hidxkarpa and pounded down the spiral
staircase to the lower level. Nyk headed after Hiés. definitely over
between us!” she shouted as she headed out theemiaamce.

“Senta...” Nyk followed her. “Senta ... Suki's rimend. She can't
be my lover and she knows it.”

“I don't believe you.” Senta glowered at him. “Ybed to my dad
and now you're lying to me!” she said as she opémedroundcar.

“Where are you going?”

“Back to the City -- and don't you dare set faotmy apartment.”
“But Senta ... You're taking the groundcar. dl$tuck here.”
“It's not my problem.” She pulled the cowl shut.

“At least let me ride with you to the train statjoNyk yelled. The
car rolled toward Sudal. “Senta!” he shouted asdssa&ppeared into the
distance.

Nyk walked to the edge of the bluff and paced bao# forth. On
the eastern horizon he could see a line of graynstdouds. He walked
inside and took inventory of the prefab meals iae #iorage room. A
check of the vidisplay gave him a storm forecastafegory three storm
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was approaching and would hit by nightfall. All Slese were advised
to prepare for two to three days under cover. Hesged the house's
control panel and the storm shutters slammed shut.

Nyk carried a meal tray to his vidisplay. Outstde wind howled
and he could hear pelting of rain and hail agaimsiclosed shutters. The
tempest had raged for four days. He poked theplalysand received the
latest weather update -- the storm had been upgrexdeategory four.
The vidisplay signaled an incoming call. He presbed wrist to the
scanpad and a vidphone session opened. He sawg fdd'break into a
smile.

“Nykkyo! It's so good to see you! | love seeinguyia that tunic. |
must call more often.”

“Where are you calling from?”
“From my office at NYU.”

“You know you must be careful not to let otherse sknis
technology,” he said.

“Yes, | know. Don't worry, it's after quitting tin My office is on
the top floor of the NYU union. The place is desdrt He saw her
fingers loom large in the image as she removeddiggal camera. A
panoramic sweep of her office appeared on theplals “See, no one's
here but me. | share this office with a woman nar@athy. She's an
inspiration to me, Nykkyo. Cathy's blind, but shetsgaround almost as
well as a sighted person.”

“Does Cathy work on the same journal?”

“No, she's the editor of a newsletter the uniwgnsublishes for the
disabled. She has a computer that's set up witireach synthesizer so
she can hear what's on the screen. She's amaziagnly known her
for three days and we're getting along really well.
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“The office has a high-speed data port, so | detitb try the
vidphone. | can't believe we're two hundred lightgeapart. I'm so
happy to see your face again, Nykkyo.” She turmednfthe camera.
“Hold on, someone's at the door.”

He saw her crack open the door. A slight womadark glasses
and carrying a white cane walked in. Cathy spok&uki and closed the
door. Suki held her hand over her mouth. Nyk sadito hear, but
rushing air drowned out their voices.

The two women stood on either side of the doorwzathy cocked
her ear to the hallway. Suki said something, an& Bguld lip-read
Cathy's reply as “No.”

The office door burst open and swung in front okiSA rough-
looking young Asian man entered holding a knife. tdmed toward
Cathy and spoke to her. She held her cane in fwbriter. The man
touched the tip of the knife to her neck and bggalhiing at her blouse.
He kicked the door shut.

Suki's eyes widened and she screamed. The marteaviaround
and glared at her.

Nyk stared at the image, his heart pounding irthmsat. He poked
the vidisplay touchscreen to open a second comnsioses The
ExoAgency uplink responded with a dial tone. Heeesd zero and
heard the ring signal.

Suki backed from the attacker and out of the fafldview of the
camera. Nyk could see Cathy holding her cane. Sckdn away until
stopped by a desk.

“Ameritech operator.”
“This is an emergency. | need 911.”
“Please hang up and dial 911,” the operator Satte 911 system

will route your call.”
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“No, I need 911 in New York. There's a man witknee attacking
two women and one's blind.”

“Where in New York?”
“I don't know. NYU, where's NYU?”
“Manhattan -- 212, | think. Hold on.” He heardging again.

Suki came back into view. The man held the krofler face then
touched the point to her throat. “No, Suki,” Nykdsander his breath,
“‘Don't do anything foolish.” The man gestured witie knife and she
lifted her top and unsnapped her bra.

“011. Please state your emergency.”

“There's a man with a knife. He's attacking twowem... It looks
like he's about to rape one of them.”

“Where are you calling from?”

“From... From Wisconsin. I'm in touch with New Yowia the
Internet. Please send someone.”

“Where is this attack?”

“NYU union, top floor.”

“We'll pass this along to NYU security. Hold thied.”
“Hurry!” He pressed his fist to his lips.

The attacker fondled Suki's breast and noddedhditeed the tip
of the knife to the waistband of her jeans. Sheahegnbuttoning her
jeans and dropped them to her ankles.

Nyk heard the ring signal again. “NYU Security.”
“There's an attack in progress,” he panted. “N¥iiba, top floor.
A man with a knife.”
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“Do you know which room?”

“An office,” Nyk said. “I don't know the numberubit's the one
for an archeology journal, and a newsletter fordisabled.”

“We're dispatching. Can you describe the attaCker?
“An Asian man, about twenty years, height abo8trhetres.”
“1.8 metres?”

“...Five foot eight! Short black hair, black jatkend a large silver
earring in his left ear.”

“We'll send someone.”

The attacker grabbed the waistband to Suki'sdaefl cut them
off. He pointed the blade at her and she begare tonl the floor, out of
view of the camera. “No, not like this!” Nyk said himself, his eyes
filling. He pressed his fist against his lips. Wasn't supposed to happen
like this!”

The rapist unbuckled his belt and dropped hisgeate knelt and
Nyk could see his head and shoulders in the image.

“Gaagh!” he heard Suki half gasp and half screaer the sound
the ventilator. Cathy stood upright and moved talvhaer voice. She
reached out with her cane and touched the attackack and began
flogging him. The tip of the cane came down onléitsear, snagged the
earring and ripped it from his earlobe.

“Yaah!” he cried and reached for his bloodied ear.
“I'm to blame,” Nyk sobbed. “My interference cadgais!”

The rapist began to stand, holding his hands dpoah of the way.
Suki sat up and now she held the knife. He backe/drom her until
he bumped into Cathy. She began whacking him \wighctne again. He
started to the door and stumbled, pulled up himgeaan out and
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slammed the door behind him. Suki stood, lookedrdatvherself and
dropped the knife. She touched her lower abdomeammed her finger
and then bent over and vomited.

Cathy extended her hand and felt her way towarkl. Sihe two
women embraced and sobbed. The door opened anul af g@curity
guards walked in. Nyk watched as they conferredh Wiaithy and Suki.
One used his radio and headed into the corridor.

The second guard wheeled over an office chair&uid sat in it.
She placed her head between her knees. The gutied pad stroked
her back. The door opened again and a pair of pati@swheeled in a
stretcher. Nyk saw Suki shake her head. The methdsguard spoke
with her. She lay on the stretcher and the medacgb strapping her
onto it.

Suki pointed toward her desk. Nyk saw the guardra@gech the
laptop computer. “You want this off?” he heard tipeard say. The
Image went dark.

Nyk sat and buried his face in his hands. “It'sfemt ... It's all my
fault ... Oh, Suki, I'm so sorry!”
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10 -- Expecting

Nyk paced back and forth in front of the vidisplagempting to
call the phone numbers Suki gave him. Outsidewimel continued to
howl, bright flashes of lightning seeped around ¢lesed shutters and
thunder boomed.

He placed another call. He heard it ringing. “Eefl
“Mrs Kyhana? This is Nick Kane.”

“Oh, Mr Kane! Have you heard what's happened?”
“Yes, | know.”

“She gave herself to him. She taunted him and gavself to him
so he wouldn't molest a blind woman.”

“I had no idea! That was a brave thing.”
“It was a foolish thing. She could've gotten thieoth killed.”
“It was brave and noble, Mrs Kyhana. May | speatk \wer?”

“Il see if she'll come to the phone. Needless sy, she's
distraught. Sukiko? It's Nick Kane.”

“Oh, Nick!” She began sobbing. “Thank you, Mond like to be
alone... Nykkyo!”
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He sobbed. “I saw the whole thing. If | could'wamped through
that circuit to help you, | would've.”

“I know you would. Were you the one who called plodice?”

“YeS.”

“To think help came from two hundred lightyearsagw! don't
know what would've happened if those guards hatiotvn up.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I'm sore, I'm exhausted and | feel so, so viadte

“Your mom said you lured him from Cathy. That vealsrave thing
you did.”

“It was another out-of-body experience. | saw nifydg@ing there
on the floor. | don't know why I did it. | couldrttear the thought of
someone taking advantage of Cathy, and she fedisiifg he attacked
me.”

“What's next?”

“l went to the hospital for the tests. They offtrae the morning-
after pill, but | refused it.”

“Why?”

“Because | don't like taking drugs. I've heardrgthings about it.
| need to go back for regular HIV testing until {lme sure I'm negative
or ... Oh, God, Nykkyo -- | don't know what I'll diol test positive! I've
been in the gay community. I've known people wilD@. ... It was so
horrible...” She sobbed.

“Oh, Suki, I'm so sorry | can't be there to hotaiy
“I'll be all right. What's worse is knowing weflever get closure.”

“Closure?”
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“The bastard got away. They'll probably never fimih.”

“Didn't you or Cathy get a good look at him -- algt Cathy of
course. Did you get a good look at him?”

“To be honest, Nykkyo, | was looking at the knifkYU Security
searched the union for him. Well, they have samfolesvidence if they
ever do catch him. And, they have his knife andiegyr... and a piece of
his earlobe.” She giggled. “I couldn't believe Gattas hitting him with
her cane. I'll never forget that...” She sobbedl. fiever forget any of
it!”

“Oh, Suki, | feel terrible -- it's all my faultf it hadn't been for my
interference, this might not have happened. | chugsur suicide
attempt, and now I've caused this. I'm so sorrive messed up your
life.”

“Nykkyo, you can't blame yourself. My life was nsesl up before
| met you. You're my bright spot -- my savior. Bleadon't feel badly.
I've never had good luck. | certainly don't blanmeliyand without you
there's a good chance I'd be dead, now.”

“That's not likely.”

“No one knows what my life might've been withoutuy Might-
haves don't count, remember? I'd rather have rawith you.”

“l called to comfort you, and now you're comfogime.”

“We comfort each other, Nykkyo. I'll get throudhs. Please don't
blame yourself. Knowing you care helps so much.”

“You'll call and keep me posted?”

“Of course. Good bye, my love.” Nyk heard a clarkd a dial tone.
He cancelled the vidphone session and sat, hisvatinahe table and his
forehead in his hand. He closed his eyes and sobbed
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Nyk opened his eyes. He was slumped over the plalis
Wakefulness spread across him and he became dveastorm's winds
had subsided. He stepped to the house's contrel pad touched the
screen. The shutters opened and a breeze blewgthtbe Residence.
He stood looking out at the roiling sea. Easterilyds were breaking up
the overcast. Patches of indigo sky were becomisigle and shafts of
golden light contrasted against the dark clouds.

He walked to the front of the house and lookedtouhe west. A
large dune of black sand had blown across the scoaslway. This was
not unexpected -- storms frequently blew debris blodked the road.
Nyk accessed the Sudal civil authorities via thdisglay to report the
obstruction. Then he stood near the back of thesdw@nd watched the
sea.

The vidisplays began signaling him of an incomical. He
pressed his wrist to the scanpad and it chirpedcknowledgement.
“Hello,” a voice answered. “This is Sudal Civil Sagt. Did you report
storm damage?”

“There's a dune across the roadway outside thel&es.”
“We'll send a crew to remove it. Do you have ofti@mage?”
“No... No other damage.”

“Do you need supplies? We can send a skimmer.”
“Could you take me into Sudal?”

“Certainly.” The vidphone session terminated.

Nyk stood outside the Residence and saw the skimme
approaching. It touched down and he climbed abdaudy place in
particular you want to go?” the pilot asked.

“Shopping mall. I must restock our supply of méalBhe pilot
nodded and the skimmer lifted off.
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Nyk regarded damage to the vegetation. Branchem fthe
indigenous palm-like plants littered the ground amalet-black leaves
were scattered everywhere. “It was quite a stothe”pilot said. “Two
fatalities.”

“‘How?”

“A pair of visitors from the north were caught out shelter. City
people ignore the storm warnings.”

“It never even rains on Floran City,” Nyk repliéthecause of the
rain shadow from the mons. City folk have no iddsaimMhese storms
can be like.”

Nyk lugged a sack filled with prefab meals anddrage packs to a
livery kiosk outside the shopping mall. With a wssan he ordered a
groundcar. He looked around the city's streets.tMlogps and buildings
still had their shutters down and he could set lttaffic. The fleet of
groundcars had been called off the street and lesvkone must be
dispatched from the garage. He paced back and @wmrtih he saw the
driverless vehicle approaching. It stopped adjatetiie kiosk.

He climbed in. “Car, the Residence.” The vidisplslyowed a
photoimage of his house. “Confirmed, car go.”

“Destination unavailable,” a synthesized voiceontgd.

“Car, power plant. Confirmed, car go.” The grouadbeaded for
the fusion plant on the coast south of Sudal.

Nyk approached the ash pile on the power planirgis and spent
the better part of the day sorting through it ttesethe largest and
clearest crystals. He carried a large polymer flieeg of raw diamonds
to the groundcar and climbed in. By now the durmukhbe cleared, he
figured. “Car, the Residence ... confirmed -- a@,” The groundcar
pulled onto the roadway and headed toward the east.
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Nyk walked into the kitchen and opened a cold kfeest package.
The vidisplay signaled a call. He scanned his vemst saw Veska.

“Nykkyo, Senta hasn't heard from you in twentyslay
“Nor have | from her.”

“Hasn't this gone on long enough?”

“Why don't you ask her that?”

“Don't you think it's time to return to her?”

“You can ask her that, too. Veska, Senta left ma¢ the other way
around. She left me stranded here without tranagpont Since she did
the leaving, she should do the returning.”

“Nyk, | know | shouldn't interfere with how a mamd his wife
manage their relationship.”

“But you will, in this case. You're hardly an imipal arbiter.”
“It pains me to see Senta unhappy.”

“I'm not sure she is unhappy. | don't think shesaes me as much
as she misses her control over me.”

“I'm calling to negotiate a truce between you t8enta will have
you back if you give up the Earth woman.”

“l can't give her up. | don't have her. She's huodred light-years
away, and I'm stuck here for at least two yeamwifforever.”

“Give up your love for her.”

“You might as well ask me to give up breathingah't turn on or
off how I feel for someone. I'll always love Su&yen if | can't have her.
You can't ask me to give up my love for her.”

- 166 -



EARTHBOUND

“I'm not asking you. Senta is.”
“Veska, what do you know of forbidden love?”
“More than you might imagine, Nykkyo.”

“Ask Senta how she'd feel if | insisted she giyeAndra as my
terms to return to her.”

“Is that one of your requirements?”

“No ... | don't care if she has Andra as a frielhdon't care if she
has her as a lover. | won't give up my love foriSuk

“Then we're at an impasse.”
“Senta's at the impasse.”

“I'll speak to her some more. To be frank, Nykkyd think you're
right. | don't see how your fondness for your Edrignd injures Senta.
But ... | can't take that posture.” The vidisplagnivblank.

Nyk walked out, onto the bluff and down to a shall bowl-
shaped depression lined with black sand. He stedtdut on the sand,
laced his fingers behind his head and gazed atirtdeo sky.
Recollections of his childhood came to him -- hag/lood days in the
house; how he had little to do but walk the beawth lee looking up at
the sky. It was all he wanted to do. But that wesnt

He arose, returned to the house and picked upaaelaontaining
the original Esperanto of Koichi's journal.

The setting sun sent shafts of bronze light thinodige open
structure. Nyk sat at a vidisplay putting the fimingy touches on his
translation of Koichi's journal. He worked while nahing some snack
wafers. An incoming vidphone call interrupted hirle scanned his
wrist.
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“Oh, Nykkyo!” Suki looked at him through the ciituHe could
see dismay on her face. “I'm pregnant!”

“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I'm sure.”
“l was expecting this, in a way.”

“I was expecting this, too. I've been sweatingdislfor the past
three weeks, ever since the...” She stroked aweagra“l missed my last
period. | never miss periods -- I'm never even!lAteouple days ago |
took one of those home pregnancy tests, and thétgesere positive.
Yesterday, Mom took me to the doctor. They call@d afternoon with
the results -- confirmed.”

“What will you do?”

“l don't know. | should've taken the morning-affg@i. What do
you think | should do?”

“l shouldn't advise you,” he said.
“Mom thinks I should have an abortion.”
“Do you think so?”

“l don't know that, either. | know what you sayoab destiny, and
maybe this is my destiny. But | don't think | hawWe strength to go
through with it. 1 wish you were here. I'm scaréfkkyo. | wish we
didn't have to be apart. | so long to feel you hulel You have a way of
holding me that makes the hurt and the fear go dway

Nyk kissed his fingers and placed them against videsplay
camera. Suki did the same. “That helps, Nykkys.lilke we're reaching
across the lightyears. Mom made an appointmentéat the clinic. It's
In two weeks, Monday at two.”

“Appointment for what?” he asked.
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“To have the abortion. Mom thinks it's the righayw We know
nothing of the kid who raped me. We don't knowredical history or
if there are genetic problems. It would set back cayeer. I'd feel
fraudulent applying for a job knowing I'm pregnafind then I'll have a
baby to care for...”

“Those sound like reasons a mother would giveh# how you
see it?”

“I don't know... | guess | do see it that wayd e so much easier
if I heard you say you see it that way, too.”

“I'm not sure it's right.”
“Do you have abortions on Floran?”

“Yes, but they're very rare. Our people plan famsilwith great
care. We have no choice, the fertility control pglensures it. Make
sure it's your choice, Suki, and not your mother's.

“You're right, Nykkyo. Good night, and | love ydu.he vidphone
session terminated.

Nyk pressed his hand to his eyes. “Destiny wamtsdhild,” he
muttered. “I displaced the man who was to be inlifer Destiny needs
her child. | can't be the father, so Destiny skatrapist to her. Oh, Suki,
will you understand? Will you ever forgive me?”

He stood and looked out to the west. He couldteeetops of
Sudal's tallest buildings silhouetted in the rulskdf the setting sun.
“Destiny must have your child, Suki. Don't ... dorerminate the
pregnancy!” He paced around the living room angtal to gaze at the
sea. “Two weeks. Ten Floran days.”

Nyk sat at a vidisplay and composed a telemesstayecturned to
his work on the journal, his mind wandering to Sukine sun had set
and the house's ambient lighting came on. He dtmakdng into the dark
toward the east.
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The vidisplays signaled a call. He answered and ¥Yaska.
“Nykkyo, what do you want? Are you ready to talloabSenta?”

“No -- | need transportation to Earth.”
“Whatever for? It can't be Agency business.”
“It's personal business.”

“Nykkyo, if you were on active status, | couldm&fuse your
request. Since you're suspended, | must get approemn your
superior.”

“There's no other way?”

“No way, Nyk.” Veska's eyes narrowed. “You're rofing to
arrange an assignation with your Earth woman, av@’y

“No -- not an assignation. Please, Veska -- mipartant. I'm your
friend and son. Remember?”

His father-in-law regarded him through the circtltremember
you were, once.” The vidphone session terminated.

Nyk entered Seymor's locator code. The sessiovased. “Hello,
Nykkyo. To what do | owe this honor?”

“Seymor, | need to travel to Earth on personalrmss.”

He chuckled. “Lad, | salute your audacity. Youquest is, I'm
afraid, out of the question.”

“Aren't there any assurances | can give you?”

“Nyk, I'd love to have you here. But if word goadk to my
superiors that | authorized transit for you, thelyalye my head on a
platter. If there's nothing else...”

“No, Seymor.” The session went blank.
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Nyk paced around the main living level, then cossgmb and
transmitted another telemessage. He went into ddsdom, slipped out
of his tunic and lay on his bed. The night landelaes was wafting
through the open house and he could hear the asthing against the
rocks at the base of the bluff. He laced his fisgeehind his head and
tried to relax.

Thoughts of Suki swirled through his mind. Coul@siiny find
another way? Doubts plagued him. This is the childf that he was
sure. He couldn't drive these thoughts from hisdnand the more he
thought, the more agitated he became.

He rose, headed for the storage room and rumnthgedgh trays
of drugs. His fingers touched a sleep aid cartridde picked up an
Injector, flipped it open, cocked the roller andded the cartridge. Back
In his bedroom, he sat on the bed and jabbed tbaéieento his thigh. A
touch of the trigger released the roller and seatdrug into his muscle.
He stretched out and an unsatisfying sleep spreadnom.

Nyk arose and found a cold breakfast in the swnapm. The
vidisplay called him from his meal. He pressed tght wrist to the
scanpad.

“Nykkyo, what a surprise!”

His caller raised his left hand, pressed the bkglto the vidphone
camera and Nyk reciprocated. Nyk stroked his lefstwBeneath his
thumb was a mark Zander made. He recalled a days y®go, when he
and Zander were no older than thirteen each. Thee witting on the
beach below the bluff.

“Are you ready to bond?” Zander had asked him. Nysked
down at a scalpel, a bottle of healing salve amblgpack containing
tiny silicone beads used for cosmetic scarificgteofad at the time.
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Zander grasped the scalpel and Nyk presentedviss. “You
must cut deep but not too deep,” Zander said amndme an inch-long
incision beneath Nyk's thumb. The wound oozed blamod Nyk began
to feel lightheaded. “You're not going to pass oatme, are you?”
Zander made a second, small cut adjacent to tte e picked up some
beads and pushed them into the cuts. Healing Zalnder dropped onto
the wounds closed them over the beads, leavingoevmmanent bumps
in Nyk's skin.

“Now, you do me.” Zander handed Nyk the scalpel anned his
left wrist toward him. Nyk held the blade above daris wrist and
hesitated. “Come on, don't be a coward!” Zandedathihim. “If you
can't make the cut, | will.”

Nyk could feel his pulse pounding in his neck. dieve the blade
into Zander's flesh and worked in the beads. Hgat@ve closed the
wounds and he and Zander washed away the bloodsedtvater. Then
Zander tapped his fresh scars against Nyk's. “Wiisbe our greeting
ritual.”

Later, after Zander had left by groundcar for Inesne in Sudal,
Nyk's mother called him into the Residence for dmrNyk and his
mother frequently dined by themselves as his fatifien worked late.
His mother pointed to the scars on his wrist. “Ho\d you come by
those?”

He looked at his wrist. “I ... | fell against somoeks on the beach,
and scraped myself.”

“Nykkyo, how many times have | told you not toneh on the
rocks? What if you had fallen and hit your head? Yould lie there
half a day before someone missed you and camenigd&r you. You're
not to go on the rocks by yourself.”

“But Mom -- Zander was with me.”
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“Zander Baxa! That boy is trouble. | wish you'dkaa few new
friends...”

“l received your telemessage,” Zander said. “Weat | do for
you?”

“I need transit to Earth, on personal businessarn't get there
through normal procedures.”

“Yes, | heard about you smuggling that Earth woraaworld. I'm
sure you're at the top of the Agency's shit listafTact earned you some
of my respect, Nyk.”

“You're a Service career man, Zander. You know yeay around
the Agency. | thought you might have some ideas.”

“Right. A good operative won't let a few regulaisoor red tape get
in his way. When do you need transit?”

“Nine days ... Or, sooner. | must be in New Yor&fdre next
Monday noon.”

“Perhaps | can be of some help. I'm finishing ame business on
Altia, and I'll be returning to Floran City on dd®7. Why don't you stop
at my apartment and we'll discuss.”

Nyk walked out of the Residence and pressed araooh the
exterior panel. The storm shutters slammed downthadchouse went
into a slumber. He loaded his travel case intogitoeindcar, climbed in
and directed it to the train station.

After disembarking the train at Floran City, Nyidered a tubecar
and rode it to the apartment building. He took ltido the 353rd floor
and pressed his wrist to the scanpad outside thenagnt door. It read:
“entry denied.”
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He pressed the doorchime. He pressed it againddbeunlatched
and slid open. He walked in. “Senta, I'm just h&reget some...” It
dawned on him he was looking into a pair of palesl®dyes.

“Who's there, Andra?” he heard Senta call fromkbedroom. She
walked out wearing her robe, untied and open. PleelNyk, pulled her
robe closed and tied the belt. “| see you foundeams to escape your
prison. That's one reason | don't like living ird8L

“Senta, I'm not returning to you. | came for somersonal
belongings.”

She gestured toward a stack of polymer packingesrdTake
them all.”

“Which one has the crest?” he asked.
“Top one.”

He opened the crate and removed the golden perif¥dhere are
you going with that?”

“To the museum. I'm donating it, along with myns&tion of
Koichi's journal.”

“You finished it?”

“Yes. My time in Sudal did me some good. Tonight meeting
Zander.”

“Then what?”
“It depends on what Zander has to say.”

Senta glanced at Andra and then looked into Ns§&s. “What are
you doing with Zander?”

“l don't know. He may be doing me a favor.”
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“Don't get involved with Zander. You and | mighave our
differences, but please, Nyk -- stay away from Htar. your sake!”

“He's an old friend of mine,” Nyk replied.

“Senta's right.” Andra shook her head. “Don't wedpped up with
Zander.”

“I'm late for my meeting with the Kyhana sectioarator at the
museum.”

“Where are you staying tonight?” Senta asked him.
“At the hostel.”
“Nyk, you can stay here if you'd like.”

“I'll be fine at the hostel.” He headed for thédgar platform.

Nyk ordered a groundcar from the livery kiosk cigsthe hostel
and directed it to Zander's apartment building. ¢aecarried him to an
older section of Floran City, one not serviced bg tubecars. He rode
an outside lift to Zander's floor, found the doardapressed the
doorchime.

The door slid partway open and he looked into Afsdreyes.
“Please -- don't,” she whispered.

“Who's there?” he heard Zander ask.
“It's Nykkyo.”
“Have him come in.”

The door slid open and Andra gestured him insitigk
involuntarily scanned her from head to foot. Shes weearing nothing
but alifxarpa. The right side was folded down to expose herdir&ae
sash was secured at her waist in front with a peribg the Baxa crest.
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The loose ends hung to offer her a minimum of fmbmbodesty. “I'm
sorry to interrupt something,” Nyk said.

“No, not at all. Come in, Nyk.” Zander stood amégented his left
wrist for their private greeting ritual. Nyk joinddm at the table. Andra
took a seat in the corner and sat with her handiedoin her lap. She
smiled at Nyk.

Zander made a sign to Andra. She stood and braygnta basket
containing euphoriant inhalers. Zander picked gnemnd took a hit on
it.

Nyk tried without much success to avoid gawkindatira. “She's
a beautiful woman, isn't she?” Zander said in Egli

“Oh, yes. She certainly is.”

“The ax'amfinenare reputed to be the most beautiful women in the
galaxy. I'd say she's a fairly representative speni” Zander gestured
to her. “Inspection,” he ordered.

Andra faced them, spine erect and shoulders béahkder made
another sign and she rotated on her heel and stdedise.

“What do you think, Nyk? What about that postukéer arms,
legs, hips ... torso -- every measurement is ifepeproportion to all the
others. Feel her leg.”

Nyk brushed his fingers along her calf.

“No, here...” Zander grabbed Nyk's wrist and lesl land up the
back of her thigh to her buttock. “See? There'sateus those legs ...
but not too much ... just right. Her skin is taugist a drumhead and
smooth as polished polycrete -- not a dimple opple. | defy you to
find a blemish on her.” Then, addressing her, Zarsdéd, ‘Ax'amfin
disrobe.”
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Andra looked down at her meager costume. Nyk coiddern a
flash of panic in her eyes. She started to spetktmcked herself; then
slipped her thumbs behind the diamond-shaped Beest pin securing
the ends of hdifxarpa.

“That's right,” Zander said, “off with the sash.”

Andra began to unclasp the pin. “Stop,” Nyk sdidget your
point. She doesn't need to do that.”

Zander flicked his finger. Andra refastened the pi

“As you were,” Zander ordered. Andra resumed hance at
attention. “l said as you WERE,” Zander barked. “Amspeaking in
some alien tongue?”

Andra returned to her seat in the corner. Nyk gggnat her -- she
was biting her lip and struggling to maintain hemposure. Then, she
caught glimpse of his sightline, sat up straighd amiled sweetly at
him.

“Here, Nyk...” Zander offered him the inhalers. KNgeclined
Zander's offer. Zander gave Andra another signdl sire leaned over
him. He whispered into her ear. She nodded, stejmpedne apartment's
kitchen and returned with two tumblers of a bluzz\f beverage, handed
them to Nyk and Zander, then returned to her sémder lifted his.
“Your favorite, if | recall.” Nyk sipped the drinKl remember once in
school, you drank too much of that,” Zander chugkléyou didn't
realize it's intoxicating. It made for an amusirass.”

“And, you supplied it, if | recall.” Nyk took anleer sip. “This is
made with an herb extract from Gamma-5, | learmedhfmy exobotany
training.”

“Tell me about your travel to Earth.”
“I must get there no later than noon, Monday. \es&fuses to
divert a packet for me without Seymor's approval.”
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“And Seymor doesn't approve. I'm involved in ajgcothere right
now and | could use someone to do some legworknfarHow long are
you planning on being there?”

“At least a few days -- | really don't know. Whaid of a project?
For the Agency?”

“No, this is something else. | need someone tveleh parcel to a
contact in New York.”

“That'll work fine, I'm headed to New York.”

“Then, deliver another parcel to another contactQOklahoma
City.”

“That's it?”

“That's it,” Zander said.
“How do | get to Earth?”
“What's today?”
“6636.199” Nyk replied.

“Dot-199... They're departing dot-202,” he mus&dn dot-202,
take a shuttle to the transit platform. Go to memaince bay four on the
lower level. Tell them | sent you.”

“I've never seen a maintenance bay on the lowet.le

“Lower maintenance level, beneath the main lovesel. They'll
take care of you. Do you have communications oth2ar

“Yes, | do.”
“Good. We can play your return trip by ear.”
“I'll need money to buy airline tickets and fotcre. I'm sure my

Agency draw account has been closed.”
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“Oh, yes. Good you remembered.” Zander stood abgeved a
polymer case from a cabinet. He opened it and Nyk i$ was full of
credit cards. “You still have your other identitpaliments -- passport
and so on?”

“YeS.”

Zander flipped through the cards in the case afet®d one. He
started to close the case, then selected a seeotid‘@hat's your Earth
name?”

“Nick Kane.”

Zander replaced the case in the cabinet and retm@yadget. He
manipulated it and inserted the cards. He remokethtand they were
embossed with the name Nick Kane. “Here you go.'tCforget to sign
the backs.” He jotted PIN numbers on a polycard lzanaded it to him.
“Thanks, Nykkyo. This is a great help to me.”

Nyk stood and Andra escorted him to the door. Hie@d a
groundcar for the ride to the hostel.
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11 -- Destiny has led me back to you.

Nyk disembarked the shuttle and stepped ontorémsit platform.
He found a lift with access to the maintenance sledke liftcar door
slid open. He rode it to the lower level and praoese to bay four.
“Zander sent me,” he said to a group of workeraditeg near a tender
shuttle.

A worker beckoned Nyk to a corner and handed hinflad
pasteboard box and a polycard. Nyk slipped theibimxhis travel case
and examined the card. An address in Brooklyn wasdHettered on
one side, and one in Oklahoma City on the othere'lMde boarding in
half a segment. Don't stray too far -- we don'tentne luxury of waiting
around for passengers.”

Nyk had no intention of straying anywhere -- thaimenance
level was dark and foreboding. Workers maneuveradks and
containers on levitating pallets. Some were markedardous. He
wandered around the tender shuttle, examining it.

The hatch dropped and a worker called him inskke.sat on a
bench along the rear bulkhead. Another worker isahe pilot's seat.
The hatch raised and locked into position, thequesdoor closed and
the bay depressurized. The spacedoor opened amehiiher slipped into
the void.

The craft pulled away from the transit platformykNcraned his
neck to see where it was heading. A large spadeanath larger than a
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passenger packet, loomed in the viewport. The Véssbtwo nacelles
attached to the main hull. The shuttle approacmedamd a door opened
to admit the tender into the forward bay.

The worker lowered the hatch. “This is ExoScout.32ou'll want
to keep yourself confined to this shuttlebay. Thelivert to Earth as
soon as they get underway.” He pointed to the aft. bn it was a
shuttlecar, similar to the one Nyk had used in \¢isin, except this one
resembled a minivan. “Feel free.”

The workers unloaded some canisters from the tesmle placed
them on levitating pallets. The pressure door cdoaad the tender
departed. Nyk walked around the aft shuttlebay.

White indicators glowed above the viewports. Hani a jump
seat and belted himself in. The viewport shuttéosex] and the lamps
glowed blue. He felt the subjump; then the main pyvarmp. The
indicators darkened and the viewport opened.

Nyk climbed into the shuttlecar and began prelautiegnostics.
The pressure door closed and the bay depressuktsegulled back on
the unistick and the shuttle backed into spacehdsdrew away he
appreciated the immensity of the vessel and ratale 300-series
scouts were the smallest in the fleet. He watchedctuiser vanish into
her warp jump.

He tuned the shutlecar's guidance to the comny gktion and
pulled into its shuttlebay. In the wardroom he deekin Earth clothing
and picked up his wallet, keys and identity pap&hen he returned to
the bay and backed the car into space.

The shuttlecar's subjump placed him in orbit adoarfamiliar blue
orb. He piloted the craft to his landing spot alding Wisconsin country
road and guided it into the city, keeping a warg &y police cruisers.
He arrived at the house and pulled into the garage.

- 181 -



EARTHBOUND

Nyk unlocked the front door. The place was emply.picked up
the phone, heard a dial tone and placed an order $eat on the 7 AM
flight to New York, then ordered a taxi to pick hup at 6.

He planned his day. It was 2 AM Monday. His fliginuld arrive
at LaGuardia around 10, and he'd take a cab tdsSuduse in Queens.
He'd be there by 11, in plenty of time to talk et of her 2 PM
appointment. Then he'd run his errand in Brookhla.stretched out on
the bed and laced his fingers behind his head.

The cab deposited Nyk at Milwaukee's Mitchell antpHis ticket
was awaiting him at the counter, and he paid fantih one of the credit
cards Zander had given him. He walked to the corseoand sat in the
departure lounge. A glance at the placard annognlais flight sent a
chill through him.

It read, “cancelled.”

He went to the gate podium and stood in line asq@gers were
rebooked. “We can put you on our 12:50. You'll heNew York by
four.”

“Four! That's too late. | must be there by noothatlatest!”

“I'm sorry. This flight has been cancelled due nechanical
problems.”

Nyk picked up his new boarding pass and headed foank of
payphones. He called Suki's number -- no answer.célied every
fifteen minutes.

The gate agent announced the flight was readypdarding. The
clock in the departure lounge read 12:35. Nyk tnpdthe jetway and
took his seat. He had one more chance. Once agpbed use the air
phone.
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He fastened his belt and settled into his seag. tirhe display on
the air phone caught his eye. It read 13:40. Tine #one -- Milwaukee
Is in the central time zone!

The aircraft taxied to the runway and lifted d¢fis heart was in his
throat as he watched the minutes tick by. 13:5514.00 ... Her
appointment was for two PM. Was he about to expedehe ultimate
conclusion of temporal interference? What would oliger passengers
experience as he winked out at the moment the fetissseparated from
her womb? No! He never would have been there blf &le were never
there, he couldn't have caused the interferenceul#hbe oscillate
between existence and non-existence? Could timespself survive
such a paradox?

The airplane droned on toward New York. Nyk coméid to watch
the time display ... 14:30 ... 15:10. He had n@aidéat Suki's procedure
would be like. Would she be awake or asleep? Whatildv she
experience, suddenly shifting onto an alternatesltma? Would she
have any recollection of him at all? Would she dflily wake to a
different life, one in which he never existed?

He heard the announcement for the initial desceatLaGuardia.
The time display read 15:45. Nyk was hyperventigiteand choking
back tears. How long will it take? He pressed Hitstb his lips and shut
his eyes. An older woman in the adjacent seat puthand on his
shoulder. He jumped. “Are you all right, young man?

He shook his head. “I don't know.”

The aircraft turned, made its approach over Latnd Sound and
headed for the airport in Queens. It touched ddwyk heard the pilot
announce they must wait for their gate to be fréée time display read
16:20 when the aircraft pulled to the gate.

He stood and waited as passengers retrieved lagsfaffed into
overhead bins. His path clear, he left the aircaafl sprinted down the
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jetway and into the terminal. He ran toward grodwahsportation and
hailed a cab.

Nyk stepped from the taxi and paid the driver. &seended the
steps to the front door of the house in Queensa#t now nearly six in
the evening. He reached for the doorbell and copl@ed his own
hand. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps this waswchitllde.

He pressed the button. The door opened and h&skwvg mother.
Her eyes brightened. “Mr Kane -- so nice to see YRease come in.”

“Is Suki in?”

“She's upstairs, resting. You're welcome to stenydfnner, if you'd
like.”

“Thank you -- that's very kind.”
“I'll get her.”

Nyk looked around the room. An older man enteredhfthe rear
of the house and eyed him. “Hello. We haven't met.”

Nyk approached him and extended his hand. “I'nk Miane.”

“I'm Sukiko's father. I'm pleased to meet you. &#d us how you
helped her. Her mother and | are most appreciative.

Nyk saw Suki had inherited her coloring from hether. He was a
steely-looking man in his late fifties. His eyesrav@enetrating and his
English was purely American.

The apartment door opened and Suki stood at the dicthe stairs.
She started down, then Nyk's eyes met hers anldrseke into a run. He
opened his arms and embraced her. “Oh, Nick! Wisatrgrise! | wasn't
expecting you. | thought it might have been Cathy.”

He pressed his lips to the top of her head andladh “Shouldn't
you be taking it easy?”
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“Pregnancy isn't a disease.”
“Didn't you have the... go to the clinic...”

She smiled. “I got cold feet. They understood. $upposed to go
back, day after tomorrow. How long are you in tovn?

“A few days, I'm not sure.”

“Maybe you can come with me and hold my hand. Do gave a
place to stay?”

“I just arrived. I'll find a hotel.”
“You can stay right here. I'd enjoy that.”

Suki's father approached. “Dinner is served.” ldstgred toward
the dining room.

A low table was set upon a platform covered watami mats.
One end of the table was over a pit, so westerrstgueould sit
comfortably. Suki's parents kneeled at the tabid $at with his legs in
the pit. Suki assumed the lotus position beside him

Suki's mother handed her a bowl that she passét/ko“We're
havingdonburi” Suki told him. “It's not vegetarian, I'm afraid.

“That's fine with me.”

Nyk followed Suki into the kitchen where she wasisting her
mother in clearing up after dinner. “Mom, I've adKkdick to stay over.”

“Shall I make up the guestroom?”

She looked toward Nyk and smiled. “No, | think put him up
with me in the apartment.”

Nyk followed her to the stairs. “How do you likeyrfather?”
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“He's a man with presence. | felt a bit intimichtd'm not
comfortable around him.”

“That's all right. I've been around him twenty-sewears and I'm
not comfortable, either.”

“I remember our talks of feudal Japan. | thinkpttwundred years
ago, your father might've made a gaasnurai”

She showed him around the apartment. He sat osdflacand she
snuggled against him. “Mmm...” she said. “| wassagrised to see you.
Mom told me | had company, but | never expected lie you. How did
you get here?”

“I'm helping another Floran Agent with a speciadjpct.”

“I'm so happy you're here. You're welcome to staylong as you
like. Hold me, Nykkyo -- it feels so good when ybold me.” He
slipped his arm around her and held her. She leagahst him and ran
her hand along his thigh. “Mmm...”

“Suki, we have something we must discuss.”
“Do we have to, now? Can't it wait?”

“No, it can't. | was desperate to get here befare had your ...
operation. | was terrified I'd be too late.”

“It was an odd experience, today. Mom and | weréhie waiting
room. | was scared, and she was holding my hanen,Thhad another
out-of-body experience -- just for an instant.dsgdd my eyes and | saw
us sitting in the waiting room. Then it was ovewds spooked. | told
Mom | couldn't go through with it. They told me sed thoughts are
normal and | should take a couple of days to restlin my own mind
so | won't have any doubts. Mom made another appeimt for
Wednesday.”
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He looked directly into her eyes. “Suki, pleasmn't have the
abortion. | know it seems a lot to ask.”

“Nykkyo, I've had time to think this through. Itlsot an easy
decision for a woman, believe me -- even undergtlegsumstances. I'm
not ready to be a mom. | don't think I'm meantrfmtherhood.”

“After your... injuries...”

“After this?” she held up her wrist. “Call it whatwas. After my
attempted suicide...”

“Yes, after that... we talked about your role e founding of my
world.”

“You told me you didn't know the specifics of wimay role is.”

“No. | said I couldn't tell you the specifics. bB&/wrong. | must tell
you what | know.” He shook his head. “I'm afraiduyre not yet free of
my temporal interference. You may never be freg. d¥y hope now is
to keep the next generation free.” He looked dowd ook a deep
breath. “Suki, your role is to bear a child.”

“A child?” She placed her hand on her abdomen.u™uink it's
this child?”

“l believe it to be. How many other children amuyplanning on
conceiving?”

“l didn't plan this one ... Are you sure?”

“As sure as I'm sitting here. Destiny has tracewcky path for
you, I'm afraid.”

“How do you know?”
“Because of who you are.”

“Nykkyo, you're talking in circles.”
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“l implore you, please don't terminate the pregyah

“I's my body, Nykkyo. I'm just starting to find aceser
opportunities. | can't take a break to have a b@bgn there's child care,
school, sniffles, everything that goes with havankjd.”

“Suki, you saw my world. You saw the Myataxya c¢oloYou're
on the critical path for the creation of those amare. If you terminate
the pregnancy, you jeopardize all that.”

“Does the destiny for all that flow through me ammdy me?”

“We don't know the answer to that. No one knovestthe result of
temporal interference. No one knows the ultimatéuteEn to the
temporal paradox, or how malleable the future yaall We can't afford
the risk to find out.”

“Nykkyo, | had reconciled myself to having the dim and
getting on with my life.”

“Suki, there's more.” He looked directly into h&yes again, his
own filling with tears. “If you terminate the pregmcy, there's an
excellent chance you'll also terminate ... me.th&s temporal paradox
again.”

“You? How?”

“When we were on Floran, | asked you to call menby real
name.”

“Nykkyo, yes.”
“Nykkyo what?”
“Nykkyo Kane.”

He shook his head. “No.” He brushed a tear fromface. “My
name isn't Nykkyo Kane.” He stroked her face. ‘Mgkkyo Kyhana.”
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Her jaw dropped. “Your name is Kyhana?”

“Yes. You and | are related. You are my greatagrgreat... well,
more than two hundred times great ... grandmother.”

“It's ... it's not possible ... how ... how camsthe? How do you
know?”

“Let me show you.” He opened his case, removedardheld
vidisplay and slipped a datacel into it. “These soee photoimages
from Floran.” He brought one up. “This is my apastrh Senta's
apartment, actually... Here we are -- Senta anthrhappier times.” He
pointed to an object hanging on the wall. “Do yeaagnize that?”

“It looks a bit like... the crest.”
“Here's a close-up.”
“That's impossible. It can't be the same one!”

“Suki, the destiny of me, of my people -- all tweifiour billion of
us -- is funneled through the fetus in your wombulrchild -- your son
-- will grow, marry, and have a child. You will gathe crest to him. For
more than two hundred generations, the crest has detifully passed
to the parents of the next generation of Kyhanest,gs your grandfather
intended.

“You will have a great-great-great-great grandsgime or take a
great. His name will be Koichi Kyhana, and he w# the greatest astral
navigator Earth had seen. He and his pregnant wifleboard the
Floran, carrying this crest, and set out for Beta Cemt#\ter the warp
jump -- and after th&loran finds herself lost in the fabric of time and
space -- it will be Koichi who discovers the wotliey'll name after
their vessel -- the same vessel whose hull sitisarcenter of Floran City
as a monument to their sacrifice and courage.

“Without Koichi's skills, there's an excellent dea those thousand
explorers will never find that world, and insteadl wlie slow, cold
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deaths in deep space.” He brought up another phat®. “This is
Koichi. You're looking at the face of your descemddlow many have
that privilege? What is he holding?”

Suki's eyes shifted between Nyk and the vidisplayour
grandfather's foolish notion becomes our family'®stncherished
tradition. The emblem on the crest is our familyniker.” He brought
up an image of Senta. “Look on her shoulder.”

“What does that mean?” Suki asked.

“On my world a bride and groom exchange cresteats of rings.
You never asked me about the tattoo | wear on gt shoulder. It's the
Tibran crest -- Senta's line. Senta wears the Kyhamblem on her
shoulder.”

“Why? ... Why didn't you tell me before?”

“l was desperate to prevent influencing your faturalready had
one brush with temporal disaster. When you told yoe planned to
terminate the pregnancy, | had to come here ahgael | owed you the
courtesy to tell you in person.”

“This is why you don't want to make love! It'd ineest!”
“Not to me or to my people.”
“Your people don't have laws against incest?”

“We certainly do. Our definition of incest is axsal relationship
between blood relatives with three or fewer degoéesseparation, in any
direction.”

She thought and then said, “So a relationship &&twsomeone
and their great-great-grandparent isn't incesttmysur people.”

“Technically, legally, no. From a practical maftet never
happens. You and | have over two hundred degressparation. There
are at least two hundred generations, and five stlwadi Earth years
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separating us. Despite a straight-line ancestry, a/ad | are not close
relatives. You and | are less closely related timamstrangers passing on
the streets of Floran City.”

“Then why?”
“Because | didn't know your feelings about it.”

“God, Nykkyo, I'll have to think about this...” 8lstood and turned
from him; then faced him again. “I'd still like yoww sleep with me
tonight and to hold me. When you hold me the paiesgaway.”

She folded back the bedcovers. Nyk undressed lahah® bed.
Suki slipped off her robe and slid into bed bedida. She snuggled to
him and kissed his cheek. He kissed the top ohkad and stroked her
hair. “I still want you, Nykkyo. | want you so badMWhy would Destiny
give us this love and not allow us to have eaclerGthis Destiny really
that cruel?”

“Destiny is that cruel and She's singled us out drceptional
cruelty.”

Nyk awoke to a kiss on his cheeBdn'matind’
“Bon'mating” he replied.

“Nykkyo, | thought about it last night before fallj asleep and I've
been thinking about it this morning. I'll keep thedy.”

“That's the right decision.”
“l can't do it alone.”
“You have your parents.”

“l can't ask them. Nykkyo, | need your help. | ddmow to whom
else | can turn. | don't have the strength to ds #tone, but | would
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with you by my side. You said | might never be fifeem temporal
interference. You've interceded twice, maybe mtwesorrect temporal
damage. Maybe Destiny needs you by my side to keegimeline in
balance.”

“Maybe this is the price Destiny demands -- myaragion for my
behavior with you. | must replace the man who wedse in your life.”

“That's why Destiny gave us our love for each ot@&an't you see
it, Nykkyo? | promised you I'd follow my path to wimever it leads. It
led me back to you. | see it as plain as day -‘tq@u?”

“Yes, | do see it. My Nick Kane identity is iromad -- | can slip
into the population here ... find work ... therathing for me on the
homeworld ... | despise Floran City and Sudal haking to offer...” He
looked into her eyes. “This time I'll make a de@&hwou. You carry the
child and I'll stay and help you raise him. Is deal?”

“Deal.” She grasped his hand and shook it.

“It's all making sense -- this is what Destiny w&@nlt even
explains why She made me sterile.”

“You're sterile?”

“Yes -- There'll be no more Kyhanas after me. Do yemember
telling me of your fight with your father? You toldm the Kyhana line
dies with you.”

“Yes, | remember.”

“You were wrong. It dies with me. | am the lasti@na. | suffer a
genetic defect known as atypical female syndromene@cally I'm a
woman, but physically, anatomically, emotionaliy & man. My sperm
can't make a woman pregnant.” He closed his ega8yti “If there were
one thing about my life | could change, it wouldtbat.”
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A tear formed and rolled down her cheek. “Donit, Buki. All
good things must come to an end. It's been a gamdyf -- two hundred
plus generations of Kyhanas. And -- Kyhana blowddion. Early in my
world's founding vigorous interbreeding was encgadato build up
genetic diversity. I'd estimate that from one imuwndred to one in a
thousand Florans have some Kyhana blood. It allomatraced to you.
That's between twenty-four million and a quartdirdn people who can
trace their line to you. Enough to populate NewkYGity from a few to
many times over.” He kissed her forehead and shiedgmt him. “Such
a large family!”

Nyk descended the stairs holding Suki's hand. Higed into the
kitchen and spotted Suki's mother. “Good mornings Klyhana.”

“Please, call me Yasuko.” Yasuko! Koichi's daugktaame!
“Then, call me Nick.”

“Call me George.” Her father looked up from a cagythe Wall
Street Journal. “My parents wanted me to have aerAtan name.” He
folded the paper, tucked it into a pouch in higtmase and headed out
the door. “Good day, all.”

“Mom -- please cancel the appointment for tomorfow
“Are your feet cold again this morning?”

Suki shook her head. “I've changed my mind.”
“You'd be wise to change it back.”

“Mom, if I change it back | can still have the afian. There's
time. | don't want to make a rash decision.”

“Don't wait too long.” Yasuko set plates of bucles pancakes in
front of Nyk and Suki.
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Nyk examined the card with the address in BrookRinmust
deliver a package to this address.” He showed diné t© Suki. “Could
you show me the best way to get there? | supposeldl take a cab.”

“Ill check a map.” She opened a cabinet draweat seamoved a
map of New York City. “Here's where we are,” sh@spointing to the
map. “Here's where you're going. You can get tharthe subway.”

“Subway?”

“Yes, you know the trains that run in a hole iownrd? If you'd
like, | can come with you. We can go to my offiedN&' U afterwards.”

Nyk followed Suki to the subway station and dowe steps. “Best
plan is to buy a day card,” she told him. He walkgdto the vending
machine. “Put in five dollars.”

“I don't have any currency.” He withdrew one oé ttredit cards.
“Will this work?”

“Sure. Stick it in here and order a day pass.’pit&ed up the pass
and they headed through the turnstiles. Suki detraied how to swipe
the pass card.

He held her hand as they waited on the platforoh lavarded an
inbound train. He looked at the service maps onwhé& of the car.
“Conceptually similar to the tubecar.”

The train stopped at the Jackson Heights stdtidere we transfer
to a G train,” Suki explained, “then to an F trearBrooklyn.”

Nyk stepped from the train onto the platform iro&klyn and Suki
pointed the way to the street. He looked at thd ead showed it to her.
“Over there,” she pointed and he followed her. blmated the office and
walked in.
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“May | help you?” a late-middle-aged woman askexaif behind a
desk.

“I'm Nick Kane.” He displayed the box. “I'm hem@drop this off.”

“Just a moment.” She pressed a buzzer twice. Aarioffice door
opened and a man beckoned him inside. Nyk handedtbe box. The
man cut the tape, opened it and examined its ctmten

He opened a safe, removed a plastic, hard-sidettase, handed
it to Nyk and escorted him from the office. Nykned Suki, took her
hand and headed toward the street and to the substafign. He rode
with her under the East River to Manhattan and lméidhto the street
near Washington Square.

Suki signed him in as a visitor at the union. ‘dmw you to meet
Cathy. We'll get the latest police report.”

“Police report?”

“Yes -- Cathy's cousin's brother-in-law is on tR€PD and he's
been keeping an eye on their search for the guy attacked us. He'd
like to be the one to bust him.” Nyk rode the etevavith her to the top
floor.

Suki opened the door to her office. “It's me, @dth

Nyk saw a slightly built woman with light brown ihaitting at a
keyboard. Cathy removed headphones and felt fairapp dark glasses.
She stood, turned and extended her hand. Suki agiped her, touched
her hand and they embraced.

“Who's your friend?” Cathy asked.
“l brought Nick Kane to meet you.”

Cathy extended her hand again. Nyk reached fordtshe stepped
to him. “Pleased to meet you. Suki said you werte autown on an
extended assignment.” She lifted her hand. “Mappoklat your face?”
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“..Yes..

She felt Nyk's face. “You're right, Suki -- heciste. Please, have a
seat.” She reached behind her, turned her chaisand

Suki switched on her computer. “As long as I'mehéi check my
email.”

“I'm surprised to see you,” Cathy said. “I thougbu'd be home,
recuperating.”

“No, | chickened out.”
“Are you going back?”
“No. Not right away, at least.”

“You're thinking of going through with it? Sukiowy're the last
person I'd expect to do such a thing! What charyged mind?”

“It's a feeling. | must do what seems right. Whaltle latest from
the NYPD?”

“Nothing. They have no leads, no withesses andther similar
assaults. It's a tough case.”

Suki switched off her computer. “I figured as mu&8nall we all
do lunch together?”

Nyk held Suki's hand as she led him to the substagon. “You
and Cathy have become good friends, haven't yoa2isked.

“Oh, yes. Since the attack we've really bonded.”

“l feel so sorry for her. | can't imagine beingndl -- it must be
terrible. How did she lose her sight? How long $iaes been that way?”

“All her life. She was born blind.”
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“How does she manage by herself?”

“She lives with her brother and his wife. Theyesy supportive.
Don't you have blind people on your world?”

“l suppose we must have a few, but I've never entaved one.”

“Don't your people have accidents and lose thght8 Congenital
defects, or illnesses?”

“We can grow a new eye from stem cells, and welveinated all
pathological microbes. Most congenital disordersenaiminated from
our gene pool a hundred generations ago.”

“What about nerve damage, or a tumor?”

“Tumors can be neutralized. We can repair or ereaerve
pathways with neural induction. Aahhn used it fgaieyour brain.”

She looked up at him. “Was | that far gone?” Nyldded. “Oh,
God, Nykkyo.” She squeezed his hand.

He followed her down the steps to the subway qiatf “Eye
contact is an important social cue to my peopléelit so awkward
talking to Cathy without it.”

“So that's what it is about you and eyes.”

“Yes. Our training instructs us to avoid eye cehtaith Earth
people, as it can be unsettling to them. | carift heyself with you, Suki
-- your eyes are so beautiful.”

“It unsettled me. When | first sat with you anduylooked into my
eyes, | felt it. It frightened me.”

“Is that why you avoided me at first?”

“Yes. It felt like you were staring into my so@nd it scared me.
Here's our train.”
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Nyk found a seat and placed the attaché casesolai Suki sat
beside him and he reached for her hand. She pdintid case. “What's
next for that?”

“I must take this to someone in Oklahoma Cityl. dtheck the
airlines and arrange a flight for tomorrow or thay @fter. With luck, I'll
return the same day.”
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12 -- A Little Quid-pro-quo

Nyk called for a taxi to take him to LaGuardia. Bt®od in the
ticket line and automatically answered the ageni&sstions. “Has your
baggage been out of your sight?”

“NO_”
“Did anyone other than yourself pack this?”
“NO_”

She handed him his boarding pass. He headed taharsecurity
checkpoint and placed the case on the x-ray bekecurity attendant
beckoned him through the metal detector. He piadkedhe case and
waited in the departure lounge for the boarding cal

He stuffed the briefcase under the seat and bkltedelf in place.
Soon the aircraft was hurtling down the runway &ftcthg off. As he
settled into his seat something flashed in his mfbud anyone other
than yourself pack this?” Yes! He pulled the brasfe from under the
seat and examined it. It was equipped with a thulnd®lvcombination
lock. He tried the latch but it wouldn't open.

Nyk waited for the seat-belt sign to extinguisteTight winked
out and he headed, clutching the briefcase, foathi@er's lavatory. He
secured the lavatory door and propped the casé@nvashbasin. His
fingers began manipulating the thumbwheels, metadigti running
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through the possible combinations -- 001, 002, .0bi@. felt beads of
perspiration on his forehead as he turned the kndlf$3, 084, 085...

Someone knocked on the closed door. “Just a minkgeyelled.
He continued to turn the wheels -- 255, 256, 258, 2

Another rap sounded on the door and he recogiieedoice of a
flight attendant. “Are you all right in there?”

“Yes!” he called out. “I'm almost done.” He twidtéhe knobs --
328, 329, 330, 331 -- the case popped open. Heedamsp he saw the
contents.

It was stuffed with bundles of hundred-dollar filHe estimated it
contained at least a quarter million dollars. Happed the lid shut,
scrambled the thumbwheels and worked his way t@éas past a short
line of passengers standing by the lavatory door.

The plane landed in Oklahoma City and he hailedala. The
address was for a run-down apartment building. fWare,” he told the
driver. “I'll only be a few minutes.”

The driver nodded, tapped out a cigarette and lit

Nyk proceeded to the apartment building and poeise doorbell.
“Yes?” came a voice through the intercom.

“Nick Kane. | have a delivery.”
“Leave it outside the door and knock twice.”

The door latch buzzed and he let himself into bndding. He
climbed the stairs, found the door and knockedawiyk held the case
to the peephole, then set it down. An acknowleddmap came from
behind the door.

The cab returned him to the airport and he catightafternoon
flight to LaGuardia. He returned to the Kyhana retedd and rang the
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bell. Yasuko answered the door. “Sukiko's upstaiepping.” Nyk
climbed the stairs to the apartment and openeddbe

He saw the laptop computer sitting on the tabtk @mitched it on.
The incoming mail indicator flashed -- one from @dean requesting a
vidphone call. He activated a voice-only link.

“Nykkyo?”
“Mission accomplished.”

“Excellent,” Zander replied in English. “What ag@ur return
plans?”

“Return?”
“To the homeworld.”
“Indeterminate, right now.”

“Nykkyo, are you going native? You surprise melldfknown that
... You don't know how useful it would be for mehave a full-time
associate on the ground there. | would like yoddamne more thing for
me. | was figuring you'd need a lift home and @wsild serve double-
duty. If you're not coming home, maybe you couldtlis for me as a
favor.”

“What do | need to do?”

“Where's your base of operation?”
“I'm in New York right now.”

“No, where's the shuttlecar parked?”
“In Wisconsin.”

“Oh, yes. | recall setting up the commlink thdte.like you to go
to Wisconsin and wait for a shipment. It'll come toyck. Load the
shipment into the shuttlecar, and make a transiti'lVrendezvous with
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the same ExoScout that took you out. Offload thedgop and then you
can return to Earth, if you'd like. Or stick arouadd we'll take you
home to Floran.” The vidphone session terminated.

Suki emerged, yawning, from the bedroom. “Whom evgou
talking to?”

“My friend on the homeworld. He needs another favo

Nyk sat in the house in Wisconsin and looked betwindow. A
rusty panel van pulled into the driveway. He helagadvy steps on the
porch and a loud knock on the door.

“Delivery. Where do you want it?”
“On the porch.”

Nyk watched as the driver removed two dozen |dlag,wooden
crates from the van. He slammed the van's rear, dave Nyk a salute
and drove off.

Darkness fell and Nyk backed the shuttlecar fraendarage. The
crates were heavy and he struggled to lift thero thie shuttle. He
loaded half of them, secured the rear hatch, clinbeand headed out
toward his country road. He passed a police cadriha stopped another
vehicle. He looked behind him. The officer was ageghin a discussion
with the driver.

Nyk stopped on the shoulder and began prelauragndstics. He
checked for traffic. A pickup truck whizzed by. Aaip of headlights
came from the other direction.

The roadway was now clear. He launched and pragedmthe
subjump with the rendezvous coordinates. Transposigaals from the
ExoScout appeared on the sensors and he tunediithenge system to
them.
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The shuttle drew close to the cruiser. He pilotédward the port
nacelle. The forward bay door opened and guidamgtesl flashed in
sequence. Nyk manipulated the unistick and touctiedn on the
shuttlebay deck. The bay repressurized and thelysaBdch on the
shuttlecar door released.

Nyk popped open his door and stepped out. He apéme rear
hatch and began removing the crates. A Servicesomap helped him
load the boxes onto a levitating pallet. “Theremen- I'll make another
trip,” he told the crewman. He climbed into the ttlegar and awaited
depressurization. The bay door slid open and h&doathe shuttlecar
Into space.

Nyk piloted the shuttle to Earth, pulled up to timise and began
loading the remaining crates. He made anotheritrand pulled into the
ExoScout's shuttlebay. The crewman was awaiting Wwith another
pallet. Nyk opened the rear hatch and unloadeddxes. He climbed
behind the controls of the shuttlecar and the crawrgave him the
traditional Floran salute.

He pulled the shuttlecar from the scout. The emnssviewport
shutters closed and she vanished in the flashrofvag jump.

Nyk climbed the steps and rang the bell. Yasukmiadd him.
“From the looks of it, you've had a busy night. Wbyou like some
lunch?”

“Yes, I'd like that.”

“Sukiko tells me you're a vegetarian. It's madanplng meals a
challenge. George likes his steak.”

“I'm one only out of habit,” he replied. “I'm naidverse to
consuming meat, so long as the item doesn't rerm@af the creature
from which it came.”
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“If that's your definition of a vegetarian, themrm one also.” She
set a cheese sandwich on the table and sat acomashim. “Nick, |
don't mean to be nosey, but what exactly are ytans®”

“I'm not sure. Suki has asked me to stay on, tp her raise the
child.”

Yasuko's jaw dropped. “You can't be serious! Slam'tcbe
serious!”

“I'm sorry, Yasuko -- didn't she tell you?”

“Has she really decided to carry the product af @issault? That's
... that's... that girl's gone mad!” She eyed Himd you have anything
to do with this ridiculous decision?”

“We've talked about it. Suki thinks it's the righing to do, but she
needs help. I've agreed to help.”

“Nick, do you have any idea what it means to rasghild? This
Isn't even your child.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or,itl® He shook his
head. “Are you sure?”

“I'm positive -- our relationship is strictly ptatic.”
“You two don't behave as if it's platonic.”

“Nonetheless, it is.” Nyk took a bite from the damch. “Besides -
- it's not the child's fault who his father is. $akd | love him already.”

“Him? How do you know it's a him?”

“We assume it's a boy.”

“Do you have the ... means to help support a €hild
“I haven't thought too much about it... Yes, hthi do.”

Yasuko propped her elbow on the table and heldhiead. She
closed her eyes and took several deep breathsas'|pleased to see you
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walk in that door, Nick. | think Sukiko's at a pbin her life in which a
relationship with a man like yourself would be gdodher.” She shook
her head. “But for her to use this ... travesty @regnancy as an excuse
to play house! She has no career, just that pag-fob. She has no idea
what she's getting into, and | fear neither do ylomust have some
words with that girl when she comes home.”

“We can support her or fight her, Yasuko. | think're better off
supporting her.” He took another bite from his saicti. “Suki told me
a bit about her situation prior to moving to Wission You came close
to losing her once.”

“Oh, Nick, I know. You can't imagine the heartachet knowing
where she was or if she was all right. | was soplaihe night she
called.”

“She called you right after her suicide attempeaBe don't let her
know I told you that.”

Yasuko gasped. “Suicide attempt? Oh, God, Nick!réVgou
there?”

“l got to her in time.”

“Oh, thank you! She tried that once before. | Ihagped she was
beyond it.” Yasuko sobbed. “I can't bear the thawghmy baby...”

“It was an epiphany for her. | think it snapped loait of an
unhealthy mental state. She's been much happiee.sYasuko, | know
you love Suki. I assure you | love her just as tieap you do.”

“I'm pleased to hear that.”

“Let's give her love and support. Let's let herken&er decision
and help her carry it out.” He finished his sandwit'm going upstairs
to lie down. | didn't get much sleep last night.”
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Nyk lay on Suki's bed with his hands laced behirsdhead. She
spoke to him from the bathroom. “How did it go?”

“Mission accomplished, but | don't like it. It |k® like someone's
using Floran diamonds to finance buying somethimg Earth and
shipping it to the homeworld.”

“Floran diamonds?”

“Yes.” Nyk hopped off the bed and opened his trazase. He
removed a sack of raw diamonds, dipped into thedvabdisplayed a
handful of the crystals. Suki's eyes popped. Hpukd a few into her
palm. “This is how the ExoAgency funds its openas@n Earth.”

“I've never seen an uncut diamond. They feel Cold.
“A diamond is a good conductor of heat, like aanhét

“No wonder they're called ice in slang. That stgoa gave me for
Christmas came from these?”

“Indeed. These are so plentiful on Floran we tpdye the streets
with them.”

“Why on Floran?”

“They're the byproduct of our power generationr @ower comes
from fusion reactors. Hydrogen from seawater i®dut helium, then
the helium into carbon. These crystals are ash foam reactors. |
brought some in case | need to raise some cashyoowm. It appears
someone else had the same idea.

“l assume the box we delivered to Brooklyn was dfildiamonds -
- they're about the only Floran commodity with asjue on Earth. The
case | took to Oklahoma City was full of cash. Thates | took to the
ExoScout were full of who-knows-what. | did not edor the look of
those crates.”

“What Earth product would be in demand on Floran?”
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“That's what | can't figure out. The way | sed"ite done my favor
for Zander, and now | can get on with caring founyo

Nyk lay on her bed and Suki cuddled with him. “Ky&, do you
know what might've been wrong with my mom tonigBtr¥e'd gaze my
way and look like she was about to bust out crying.

“We had a talk about you and the baby.”

“Oh. She worries so much about me. I'll speak vindr in the
morning.”

He embraced her and kissed her hair. She rolldd h@r back to
him. Nyk switched off the light and lay beside hieis arm around her
waist. He closed his eyes and relaxed.

Sensations of her caresses roused him. He felkieses on his
neck and shoulders. She took his hands and guiced onto her body,
urging him on with her eyes.

Nyk lay on his back. She knelt, straddling hisshiplis hands
smoothed along her thighs, savoring her yellow-lorgkin. “No! Stop!”
came a voice from the back of his mind.

“Stop! Don't!” the voice grew into a cacophonysHiream image
dissolved and he found himself on his back -- umadimove, unsure of
his surroundings, panting and his heart racing. &ildkess seeped into
his consciousness. He caught his breath, his bleaved and he recalled
where he was -- the upstairs apartment at the hauQeeens, in Suki's
bedroom.

Nyk glanced beside him in the dim light and savkiSleeping,
her back to him. He rolled beside her and slippedanm around her
waist. Her hand touched his. He closed his eyedandd out a tear.

Suki caressing his face woke hinBdn'mating’ she said.
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“Bon'matina”

“Time to wake up and smell Mom's coffee.” She ledlat him. “Is
something wrong?”

“I'm a bit embarrassed. Last night | dreamt wgou and | ... that
we made love. | had to force myself awake beforel disgraced
myself.”

“I've had the same dream,” she said.
“This is a very cruel game Destiny's playing.”

“What if it's no game? Perhaps Destiny is tryirg tell us
something about our love.” She slipped out of bed mto her robe.
“Come on down for breakfast.”

Nyk pulled on a pair of trousers and a polo stund followed Suki
downstairs. Yasuko set two bowls of oatmeal on tdide. Suki sat
beside him. “How are you feeling this morning?” hesther asked.

“Fine -- no morning sickness, yet. Mom, you dbrte to give me
the concerned look.” She patted her stomach. “Ha'hheen giving me
trouble.”

“There you go again,” Yasuko replied. “How are ygmisure it's a
he? You're not far enough along for tests.”

“Call it a ... premonition,” she replied, “a fesl) -- the same sort of
feeling that's telling me keeping this baby is tight thing to do.”
Yasuko shook her head. “Now, it's the you-don'twswahat-you're-
getting-into look.”

“You don't,” Yasuko shot back. “You have no idebhawit's like to
bear and raise a child. It's much harder than gwagine.”

“l suppose you were so much better prepared wbharhgd me.”

“In fact, | was.”
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“How so0?”

“Well, for starters, your father and | had beenrmed for five
years. He had a career and we had medical insur@reated, things
were different, then -- but we had no financial mes. And, we wanted
a baby.”

“You think | don't want this baby?”

“You might say you do. | worry, though -- you migfeel ...
differently about a child conceived in a rape tlfi@anone you planned
for.” Suki shot a look at Nyk and brushed tearsrfrber cheeks. “I'm
sorry -- but | don't know why you feel you must ipoough with this.”
Yasuko sat beside Suki and looked into her facehdif there are
complications? What if the baby's early, or if yau... he ... or both of
you need extraordinary care? Those bills can moprib the tune of six
or seven figures. Your father and | will help, lt's beyond what we
can do -- or should do. We have our own futuresaimsider, after all.”
She took Suki's hand. “The smart thing for you to wlould be to
terminate this pregnancy. You're still young. Deyel/our career, and
start your family when it's appropriate. This ishppening so fast. I'm
thinking of your future, Sukiko -- and of that ppomocent child.”

“I'm keeping this baby. I've made up my mind, atslwhat | plan
to do. Now, I'm going to get dressed.” Suki arosenf the table and
stalked up the stairs.

“I'm afraid I've upset her,” Yasuko said. She ledkat Nyk. “Do
you disagree with any of what | said?”

Nyk shook his head. “No, it makes perfect sengrhdéps Suki
finds herself in a situation that makes no senbke'sSapable of making
her own decisions, Yasuko. | think it's sweet haw yorry for her, but
don't you think the energy you expend worrying wioloé better applied
toward some more productive activity?”
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She looked into Nyk's eyes. “Sukiko is my childdashe forever
shall be. This is something no one comprehends tinety have a child
of their own. As her mother, | will worry for hdrmight not act on my
concerns as when she was a minor, but my worry \isright, as a
parent, and my duty.”

“I'm sorry, Yasuko. Please accept my apologi¢dgd no intention
of offending you.”

“You haven't offended me, Nick. You're young. ltidve said the
same thing at your age. If you indeed carry outtwioa say you'll do,
and the two of you raise that child... Then, yawiterstand.”

Nyk headed up the stairs. Suki stepped from tigedoen in briefs
and a tee shirt. He opened his arms and embracedlthpains me to
see you argue with your mother.”

“That was nothing. Wait 'til you see me argue witi father.”

“She loves you.” Nyk held her and stroked her .hdican feel
how much she loves you.”

“What if she's right? What if there are complioag?”

“Don't forget those Floran diamonds.” He kissed tbp of her
head. “Everything will work out all right. The faete're having this
conversation means everything will be all rightisTis the path Destiny
intends we follow. Of that I'm sure.”

She slipped into a denim jumper and picked upblagr. Nyk held
her hand and descended the stairs to the front. débrsee you
tonight,” she said as she put on a pair of cankaes He kissed her and
she headed out the door.

The telephone rang and Yasuko picked it up. Shkeld toward
Nyk. “It's for you.”

“For me?” Nyk took the handset. “Hello?”
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“Nykkyo, I'd like you to rendezvous with the 3279ain, next
Thursday. There's another box that needs to ba takBrooklyn.”

“What's going on, Zander?”

“Just a little quid-pro-quo-- a harmless exchange. Nothing the
Agency hasn't been doing for hundreds of years.”

Nyk looked up and saw Yasuko straightening thaifure in the
living room. “You're buying something -- what?”

“We have a special project here, Nyk. We're ewalgasome Earth
communications equipment -- to improve our uplirkso our Agents
can perform better in the field.”

Nyk regarded the scars on his left wrist. “I démow, Zander...”
“Don't you trust me?”

“It's that ... it's not convenient for me to mdkese ... trips. | must
fly to Milwaukee and back. Each one kills two whdeeys.”

“Maybe we can do something about that, long-tdrms is the last
of these deliveries for a while.”

“All right, I'll do it.”

Nyk paid the cabby and trudged up the steps tohihse in
Queens. He rang the bell and Yasuko opened the t&oother long
night?”

He climbed the stairs to the apartment, set tlstepaard box on
the table and looked at it. He picked it up, turrtealer, pried loose the
polymer tape sealing it and slipped off the licsitie were row after row
of sparkling, finished gems. He counted two hundriethem.

- 211 -



EARTHBOUND

He removed one of the stones, slipped it into gosket and
descended the stairs. “Yasuko, what's the bestavggt to Tribeca?”

“You can take the subway.” She produced a mapsaogved him
the route.

“I'l be home for dinner,” he said, walked out theor and rode a
bus to the subway station.

Nyk climbed the steps at the Canal Street statwalked ten
blocks to the FloranCo offices, ascended the stadsopened the door.
“Hi, Jaquie.”

“Mr Kane! What a surprise seeing you!”
“Is Seymor in?”

“Just a moment.” She picked up the phone. “Sir?Kdne to see
you. Go right on in, Mr Kane.”

Nyk walked into the office and shut the door. Seyrgaped at
him. “Nykkyo! What in hell are you doing here?”

“l found my own way offworld.”
“How long have you been here?”
“About a month.”

“How did you -- never mind, | don't want to knoMou have done
it now! If the oversight committee finds out you'seuggled yourself
here ... You'll be lucky ever to have transit geges again.”

“Seymor, I'd like your opinion of something.” Heached into his
pocket and handed over the stone.

Seymor examined it with a lens. “Interesting.”

“Is it one of ours?”
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“Could be... The cut's decidedly inferior. Quite pedestrian, I'd
say.” He beckoned Nyk to look through the lens.eéBé's lopsided and
the girdle's uneven. It's a shame to ruin sucloesivith a poor cut. The
size, color and clarity's good enough to be a Rlatimamond. How did
you come by this?”

“That's what | wanted to talk to you about. | wesded a box of
these on ExoScout 327. There are a couple hundrdtiab stone's
brethren in the box.”

“When were you onboard an Exo cruiser?”

“l arrived on Earth three weeks ago, courtesyxad B27, carrying
a similar box. My transit was arranged by ZandexaBa

“Baxa!” Seymor stood and looked out the windowtla@ New
York skyline. “Go on, lad.”

“Zander had me take the box to an address in Bynokhere |
exchanged it for a briefcase. The case was futlgh, in my estimation
nearly a quarter million dollars. | hand carrie@ tbash to Oklahoma
City and delivered it to persons unknown. Therngwa flays later, | was
asked to carry a number of heavy crates to the éoatSI just returned
from another rendezvous with the 327.”

“How many crates?” Seymor asked.
“Two dozen.”

“That's ten grand per crate.” Seymor chuckled. UYuoight be a
mule, lad, but you're no jackass. Do you have a@®a iwhat's in the
boxes?”

“No. They're heavy -- I'd guess between fifty aselventy-five
kilograms each. They hefted like machine parts, losan't imagine what
Earth machinery is of use on Floran.”

“Sit down Nyk. Have you heard the rumors aboutdx
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He shook his head. “No. What rumors?”
“That he's on the take. Did you ask him about@mjis?”

“Yes, and he told me the Service is purchasinghEemmm gear
for some special Agency project, and that it'®althe level.”

“Level my ass! All such legitimate acquisitions gamough this
office.” Seymor resumed his seat, picked up a ped drummed it
against the desk. “Lad, this is our first hard ewvice Baxa's involved in
something. Zander must think you're as crookedeasoh that you're
dim, naive or both.”

“I think he thinks the latter. It's what most pé&ofhink of me.”

“Not I, lad. Not I.” Seymor reached into his potlead withdrew a
key ring. He unlocked and opened a filing cabimet eetrieved a Floran
photoimaging camera.

“Nyk, I'd like you to document this courier busasefrom end to
end. Don't let Zander think you're on to him. If hsks you to do
something, go ahead and do it. If this follows tradtern, there'll be
money to deliver and goods to ship. Photoimagk. it a

“Then hightail it back to the homeworld. Transriie images to
me, keep a low profile and wait for instructions.”

“Seymor, | went to considerable trouble to getehé&Why would |
want to go to Floran?”

“We'll need you there, lad. The investigators jurell want to
debrief you. If Zander is breaking Earth laws d-Hate to have you fall
into the hands of local authorities.”

“I'll do this under one condition. You must assure you'll
authorize my return to Earth when this blows over.”

“What is such a draw here?” Seymor regarded hiardget | asked
-- I'm better off not knowing.”
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“I mean it, Seymor. Guarantee my return or | refteshelp.”
“...Fair enough, you have my assurances.”

Nyk picked up the photoimager and pocketed themdral.
Seymor returned his two-finger Floran salute andhéeded back to the
apartment in Queens via the subway. He replaced diome,
photographed the gems and resealed the box.
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13 -- Return to the Homeworld

Nyk stood outside the address in Brooklyn. He tagkhotoimage
of the building and of the door to the office. Halked in and
announced himself. The receptionist buzzed him the back office.
His contact handed him a briefcase in exchangthtopasteboard box.

He headed out of the office and toward the stairshe street.
Footsteps were approaching him from behind. Nykdéoodown at the
briefcase and realized he held an Earth fortune.fdbtfalls accelerated
as he sped his descent. A knot formed in his stbmide reached the
street level and put his hand on the door, preptredake a run for it.
“Mr Kane!” he heard a woman's voice, out of bred¥fait, Mr Kane!”

He stopped and turned. The receptionist was halking, half
sprinting toward him. “You left this on the countér Kane,” she
panted and handed him the photoimager.

“Gee, thanks.” He headed for the subway station.

Nyk climbed the steps to the house in Queens. &teed the
briefcase to the apartment and placed a vidpholhe*Zander, when |
agreed to deliver the box, | had no idea I'd neeohdke another run to
Oklahoma City.”

“I'm sorry, Nykkyo, didn't | mention it? Is thee®me reason you
can't do this? Do you have better things to do?”
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“No, Zander -- I'll do it.” Nyk switched off theaptop computer.
He twiddled the combination on the briefcase uiitibpened, took
photoimages of the cash inside, closed the casehaaded down the
stairs. Suki's father was pacing in the living roofie front door
opened. Suki walked in and slipped off her shogs téok her hand
and headed toward the stairs to the apartment.

Yasuko poked her head from the kitchen. “Dinnesady,” she
said.

“l want to change my clothes first,” Suki replied.
“Change them after dinner. Your father is gettiestless.”

Nyk knelt at the low table in the dining room. igmnced up at
Suki's father. “Nick, would you like sonsake”

“No, thanks.”
“Are you sure? It's a good one -- imported frompaia”

“Nick doesn't drink alcohol,” Suki said. Nyk piakeup the
chopsticks and fumbled with them. Suki position@eht in his hand.

“Sake Sukiko?” her father asked. “Oh, you can't -- igmt ...
Yasuko?”

“Half a bowl,” her mother said.

Nyk took a chunk of chicken and placed it in aaBnbowl! of
sauce. He picked it from the bowl but it slippeanfrhis chopsticks and
fell back in, splattering sauce on his shirt. “baclumsy.”

“Can | get you a fork?” Yasuko asked.
“No, thanks. I'm determined to master these.”

Suki wiped the sauce from his clothes with herkimapg‘No harm
done -- it'll wash out.”
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George sipped from a bowl. “Sukiko, have you dang more to
find a real job?”

“Daddy, I'm happy with what I'm doing.”

“For what you're making, you'd be better off sorheve flipping
burgers,” George replied. “At least you'd have stmmeefits.”

“I'm using my degree. | worked hard for it anddnt to use it.”

“A hell of a lot of good that thing is,” Georgerdmued. “Do you
know what those initials stand for? 'Piled hip deépat's what. You
should treat it for what it is -- a sunk cost.”

“Does everything have a bottom line to you?” Sagked. “Is Wall
Street the only place someone can make a livinggtelare plenty of
opportunities for someone with my credentials.”

“I've seen those opportunities. | walk past pagkdh professors
daily on my way to and from my office.” Georgedift a porcelain kettle
from a chafing stand and poured some clear fluial @ansmall bowl.

“Daddy, don't you think you've had enougake already?” Her
father's eyes narrowed. He lifted the bowl in a knealute, drained and
refilled it.

“Your father and | are concerned for your ability support the
child,” Yasuko added. “You might not live upstaicsever.”

Suki flashed a look at Nyk. “Are you threatenioghrow us out?”
she asked.

“Would you like me to pay rent,” Nyk asked, “roand board?”

“No, no, Nick,” Yasuko replied. “I didn't mean tihat way.” She
reached across the table and took Suki's hand.réest concerned...”
She looked at her daughter. “Whether or not you ym@& degree,
wouldn't you rather have a secure job?”
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“What's secure these days?” She stirred the ctsnt#dnher bowl
with her chopsticks. “At least | have a degree.”

George glowered at her. “Is that a remark diretbdird me, your
mother or both of us? I think you owe us an apolo®uki picked up
her tea bowl, swirled it and took a sip. “Apologiz@ammit!”

She looked down. “I'm sorry.”

“While you're there, you should sign up for sonusibess courses
at that university -- start a real career where gan make some real
money.” George emptied his bowl sdike

“Like | said,” Suki replied, “I'm happy with whakm doing.
Besides, who would hire someone who's three m@rdggnant?”

“Don't get me started on that topic, young ladyéorge eyed Nyk.
“Yasuko tells me she suspects you've been encagdigis lunatic line
of thinking.”

“Suki is an adult with her own free will. If this what she wants to
do, | will support her and give her encouragemeansd love.”

“What about your so-called career?” George askédll NYU
hold your position for you while you're on mateyrigave?”

“It'll probably be open for me,” she replied. “hean't give me
any guarantees.”

George poured another bowl. “No guarantees...” sSHeok his
head. “You're nuts,” he said and looked at Nyk. tYe both nuts.” He
sipped from the bowl. “I'll say this about yourdegree. | wouldn't trade
where you are today with that piece of paper foengh was at your age
without it. The three years you spent on it wemaate, if this is all you
can show for it.”
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“Daddy, the reason | haven't been able to use egye is because
of the time | spent married to that idiot son ofuyadiot business
associate. That was the waste -- not graduate thoo

“That does it!"” George shouted. “Leave the tabtuki picked up
a piece of chicken, popped it into her mouth amdest at her father as
she chewed. George stood and pointed toward thledrit “l said, leave
the table!”

Suki stood. “With pleasure.” She sprinted up thars to the
apartment.

“If you'll excuse me,” Nyk said and picked up rasd Suki's
bowls. He carried them to the kitchen, set themthm counter and
headed up the stairs.

Suki knelt on the sofa in the apartment, her adtraped across the
back. Tears streamed down her face. Nyk sat bésideé!'m sorry you
had to witness that,” she said. “I'm twenty-sevad ke treats me like
I'm fifteen. Do you see why | can't handle thisn@® | can't believe you
want to stick around me and them.”

“I had similar exchanges with my father,” Nyk neol. “If you
can't argue with your own family, whom can you aguth?”

“I'm not proud of how | handled myself tonightl-tet him goad
me. | hope you realize the sort of family you'rdtigg yourself mixed
up with.”

“It's a family that's done all right.”

She looked at him and giggled. “I keep forgettirtde slipped his
arm around her. “Oh, Nykkyo -- when you're with the pain goes
away.”

A knock came on the apartment door. “It's unlogkdlyk yelled.
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Yasuko opened the door, stepped in and faced Swkisorry for
your father's behavior.”

“I'd rather Daddy was sorry for himself.”
“He did consume a bit too muslake I'm afraid.”
“No, Mom. He had just enough.”

“l should've warned you -- the stock market was/aldig today
and you know that never does his mood any good.”

“We'll both get over it,” she replied. “We alwagls. Just watch --
tomorrow he'll treat me like a princess.”

Nyk sat on the sofa in the apartment. Suki leaagainst him as he
stroked her hair. “Suki, there's something | med#ityiou. I'm returning
to the homeworld in a few days.”

“No!” Suki said and pulled from him. “l won't lgtou go.” She
brushed tears from her eyes. “| won't let you. Yawamised me. You
know | can't do this alone,” she sobbed. “Nykkyouyromised me!”

“I'll keep my promise. I'll be back.”
“Why must you go? How do | know you'll come back?”

“Seymor told me he'll authorize my return. Sukhave a duty to
my people. Zander's up to something -- somethingawal -- and | may
have the key to stopping it. | must do this.”

“What if something happens to you? What about yoduty to
me?”

“This is part of the path Destiny's tracing for.me
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“Destiny! Don't you think it's possible we're resgible for our
own destinies?” Nyk stood and reached for her. jhesd away from
him.

“I will do everything in my power to return to yoAnd when | do,
I'll be here to stay.” He took her hand. “I wisltduld take you with
me.”

She walked to a cabinet, opened a drawer and rinan object.
“How long will you be gone?” she asked as she netdrto the sofa and
sat beside him.

“l don't know. Tomorrow | make another run to Gidana City.
Then, I'm sure I'll be asked to make a transit fidmsconsin. I'll return
to the homeworld after that. | don't know how IdHigoe there -- a few
weeks -- | can't imagine longer than a couple oftng.”

“Two months!”
“At least it's not two lifetimes.”

“But still -- two months. I've gotten used to hayiyou around.
What'll I tell Mom and Daddy?”

“Tell them I'll be back after | complete this agwnent. Seymor
has given me his assurances.”

“Do you trust him?” she asked.
“He's a Floran, and a Floran's word is his bonalyBu trust me?”

“Yes -- but | don't know if I trust Seymor.” Heigbed his arm
around her and she cuddled against him. “I supposeuple of weeks
wouldn't be so bad. | wish you didn't have to.”

“Sodo I.”
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She handed him the object she had been holdingadtthe silver
Kyhana crest pin she had worn at the universitgké this with you --
to remind you of me.”

“l don't need this to remind me. You haven't laft thoughts since
the day | laid eyes on you.”

“Please take it.” He took the pin from her. “Noygu're obligated
to me. You must come back, so you can return the\Wwho knows --
maybe it'll bring you luck.”

He slipped the pin into his pocket. “I'm sorry ave nothing to
give you. Floran culture isn't materialistic --dJe no possessions. All |
can give is my word that | love you and | will retu- or die trying.”

“That's what I'm afraid of. You'll be careful?”
“Of course.” He kissed her cheek. “Let's get refmhbed.”

Nyk slipped under the covers. Suki slipped off heye and slid
into the bed beside him. He switched off the lighkove you, Suki.”

“I know you do. | love you, too.” She ran her haalbng his
shoulder and arm. She leaned to him and kissedipsis“l want you,
Nykkyo. Family line or no, | want you. Incest or,nowant you!” She
began kissing and caressing his body.

“No, Suki, no!” He switched the light on.

“Why not? It's not incest to you, and | don't cdré is or isn't.
Why can't we have each other? | don't think of gsudfamily. You don't
even look like family. No one would guess we'reatedl. What if
something happens -- what if you don't come backfedst let's have
this.”

“You once said you wanted me for me, not for yNow | must
say no to you for you. | know how ingrained thi®da is to your
culture. | want this as much as you do, Suki. Westmitido something
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you'll wake up some morning and regret. | love yoo much to allow
us to do that.”

“You love me too much to make love to me. | neggpected to
hear anything like that.”

“l don't want to say no to you. | want you -- | ntadesperately to
share the gift of pleasure and intimacy. But we tmtisake the risk of
poisoning our love with an act either of us migkgret.” Nyk switched
off the light. He coaxed her beside him, slippesl d&rim around her and
stroked her hair until he felt her drowse. He albkes eyes and willed
himself to sleep.

Nyk stepped from the taxi upon returning from @klma City. He
placed a vidphone call. “Zander, | must return tor&h. I'm needed
there on a family matter.”

“Is it anything serious?”

“No, Senta wants me there to help plan a celabratier stepdad's
fiftieth anniversary with the Service is coming’up.

“Fifty years! That's quite an achievement. Youmeluck. Exo
327's making a pickup in a few days. | was planronghandling this
one personally, but if you're headed this way, gould save me the
trouble.”

“What day?” Nyk asked.

“Let's see ... This Thursday.”

“That'll work fine,” Nyk replied. “I'm happy to he.”
“Will you need transit back to Earth?”

“No. Going native's not what | thought it'd be.”
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“No, it's not. | didn't think you had it in you,y. Stop by once
you're on the homeworld.”

“I'll plan on it.”

“Before | forget -- if you want to get on the gosidle of the boys
on the scout, bring along a couple bottles of wéysk

Nyk sat in the house in Wisconsin, fingering ti@toeimager. The
panel van pulled into the driveway. He photograptiesl van, then he
directed the driver to put the crates on the poftie van departed and
he watched it head down the street.

He took pictures of the stack of crates. With r@wdriver he pried
up the lid on the first box, then folded back heagaper and removed
some cushioning material. The sight of the conterade his jaw drop.

Inside were firearms and ammunition. The firstt€raontained
assault rifles -- about a dozen. He photographedchthnd opened the
other boxes. The second one contained handgunde Itise third was
what looked like a mortar and rounds. A fourth eemeéd hand grenades.
Nyk closed up the crates.

Nightfall came and he backed the shuttlecar froen darage and
loaded the boxes into it. These were smaller tharfitst set but just as
heavy. He loaded all of them into the shuttle,ngilthe smaller ones
onto the passenger seat. He stuffed his travel ioase¢he cockpit and
pulled his door shut.

He headed out of town to his launching site arghbepreparation
for transit. Nyk pressed the launch sequencer.shugtle nosed up and
settled back to the ground. A power overload indicdlashed on the
control panel.

Nyk restarted the prelaunch program. The overloadicator
cleared. He pressed the launch sequencer and tagasmuttlecar nosed
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up and settled back. A touch of the control pandiated low-level
diagnostics.

The car's vidisplay signaled an incoming call.gfessed his wrist
to the scanpad and saw Zander. “Nykkyo, where at& yThe scout's
waiting.”

“l can't lift off. | think the shuttlecar's ovedded and maybe low
on power. These are heavy boxes, Zander -- awfigiyvy comm gear.”

“You'll need to gang the two main power cells. @pgke access
panel to the left of the controls.”

Nyk flipped down the panel. “Okay, it's open.”
“Do you see a shunt for the number two power tell?
“Yes...”

“Pull it out, turn it ninety degrees and pushathk in. That'll gang
the power cells and give you enough to lift off.uvon't have enough
for a return trip, but you're not headed back tdhgare you?”

“No ... but I'm not comfortable making a transittwno reserve
power. Maybe | should offload some of this gear aradke two trips.”

“If you don't have enough power to gang them hailvyeu have
enough for a trip out, back and out again?” Zard&ed.

“I suppose you're right ... Okay, the shunt's.inl .have a 'go'
panel.” He pressed the launch sequencer. The staittlifted off and
shot into the sky. “I'm on my way!”

“I'll tell the boys on the scout.” The vidisplayewt dark.

The craft rolled into the comm relay station'stdbbay. Nyk went
through decontamination, dressed in Floran clotlaing fastened Suki's
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pin onto his sash. He slipped the photoimageracgainto a fold of his

xarpa, inserted a fresh one, dropped the device intedse and walked
toward the shuttlebay. Thoughts about the objedtisnsash began to
trouble him. He stopped and returned to the wornkroo

Nyk reached into his sash, withdrew the datacdl garded it,
turning it over in his fingers. He inserted it inbme of the station's
vidisplays. A touch on the screen accessed his caipimer and he
transferred the images into his private databasestbred the datacel in
his personal effects locker and headed to thelshat.

The bay decompressed and he pulled the car ircesplhe
vidisplay began signaling him and he answered kficah a crewman
on board the scout. “Where are you? We're on & $igjnedule.”

“I'm about to subjump from the relay station.”
“What are you doing there?

“I had to go through decontamination,” he repliédou don't
want to get sick, do you?”

“We have decontamination onboard. You could'veedibvat here.”
“Now you tell me.”
“You'd better hurry. The skipper's getting edgy.”

Nyk terminated the vidphone, set the navigatioordmates and
triggered a short subjump to meet the cruiser.

The windows and windscreen darkened for the jumg the
warpcoil fired with a bang. Transparency returnethe windscreen and
Nyk saw a spinning star field. He grasped the wgkisind attempted to
recover from the spin. The shuttle refused to redpd@® low power
indicator flashed on the panel.
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Nyk opened the access panel, removed the numimesiunt and
pulled on the stick. The craft continued to spihevidisplay signaled
him again. “We see you. Control your spin and wedk you up.”

“I have no power,” he replied. “The inertial simlon't respond. |
have communications and life support, that's all.”

“Divert your number three power cell to the inarsink.”
“That's auxiliary power. I'll lose life support.”

“You're only metres from the ship. We can't picduyup until your
spin's under control.”

Nyk grasped the number three shunt and pulledtit e control
panel and vidisplay went black. Darkness and sdestveloped him --
his own heartbeat and breathing were the only shuHd felt for the
shunt socket. The spinning star field was startonglur from moisture
fogging the windows. He found the socket and imskthe shunt. It
slipped from his fingers and centrifugal force frtme spin sent it to the
floor.

He began feeling around his feet for the shung. fiiger touched
it, but it was lodged beneath his seat where hddotiugrasp it.
Perspiration begin to bead on his brow and thevag beginning to taste
stale.

He felt inside the access panel and pulled thebeurone shunt.
Nyk counted the socket holes and plugged it ino-ra@sponse. The fog
on the windows was turning to frost.

Nyk was beginning to shiver. He pulled the shunt enoved it one
position to the right. The control panel lit up. gmabbed the unistick
and began to neutralize the spin. The stars slamedstopped, and he
saw the approach lights to the cruiser's shuttleldath the heel of his
hand he wiped frost from the windscreen.
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The cruiser moved toward him, her forward shuéledoor open.
He pulled on the stick to turn the shuttle to fade the approaching bay
and rolled it to align with the deck. The bay loamieefore him, a
yawning mouth about to scoop up its prey.

The car crossed the threshold of the spacedooemacalintered the
scout's artificial gravity. It hit the deck withtlaud and rolled toward the
rear of the bay. He pulled back on the stick. The siowed, then the
panel went dark again. Through the windscreen hddceee the bay's
rear bulkhead fast approaching.

He threw his arms over his face and braced forashpAn
inflatable crash barrier deployed. The shuttledawpd into it and he
was thrown against his safety restraint. He coukhrhthe bay
repressurize. The pressure door opened.

A crewman approached the shuttlecar and pullech dpe door.
Nyk stepped out, took a deep breath and wipeddneh&ad. He looked
at the crumpled nose of the shuttle. “Are you okadlg@ crewman asked.
Nyk nodded. “That'll never fly again. Why didn'tlystop?”

“l ran out of power.” He grabbed his case, openethd handed
two pint bottles of Wild Turkey whiskey to the crean. “Zander said
you might like this.”

“You're all right!” The crewman slapped him on thack and set
the bottles down. “What else is in the case?”

“Nothing but my travel gear.”

“Let's see.” The crewman took his case. “Do youehany Earth
food?” He popped it open and saw the photoimadakihg pictures?”

“l wanted some to show my wife.”

“Hey, Zaggo!” Another crewman approached him. ffstdy our
passenger.” The crewman snapped a photoimage. ‘Mowtake me.”
The two crewmen tossed the camera between each tatkiag pictures
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of Nyk and themselves, making funny faces and ggofith it until a
non-commissioned officer entered the bay and iapted their
horseplay.

“What's going on in here?” The sergeant took tmaera, removed
the datacel and inserted it into a vidisplay. “lda@mart thing to do.” He
ejected the datacel and snapped it in half. “O&uosty.” He tossed the
photoimager at Nyk and smirked. “Maybe he took offietures. Check
his case.”

The crewmen dumped the contents of Nyk's casetbatdeck and
rifled through them. “Nothing, chief,” Zaggo said.

“Frisk him.”

The crewman removed Nyk@rpaand shook it out. They patted
him down. “He's clean, chief -- unless he has oaeksup his butt.”

“If you think he's got one there, you'd betterahé
“l was kidding, chief. You don't mean...”

“It'd serve you both right. We're about to get eimeay. Get those
crates unloaded and the breakable gear stowedceaouble!”

Nyk picked up his belongings, packed them into ¢ase and
belted himself into a jump seat. The crewmen stotiredbottles and
took their seats.

He felt the warp jumps. Zaggo beckoned him toatieshuttlebay.
Nyk heard the bay repressurizing and the pressuwe apened to reveal
a tender shuttle. The tender crew unloaded supgfidgransferred them
to levitating pallets. One of the crew motionedhtmm and he climbed
aboard. Soon he found himself on the transit platfawaiting the final
inbound shuttle to Sudal.

He boarded the shuttle, sat by a viewport ancefest his safety
harness. The airlock closed and it lifted from fheel on the transit
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platform. Nyk felt weightlessness as the craft tef influence of the
platform's artificial gravity fields. The shuttleedv toward his indigo
world.

The craft changed orientation to enter the atmexpbelly-first.
Weightlessness was replaced by intense gravityhasshuttle lost
velocity. There was a quick maneuver, a brief bofstveightlessness
and the shuttle became an aircraft flying towardehu

He could see the enormous mons in the distanteetwest as the
craft lost altitude and headed southward. Below ewdéne older
agridomes, some a thousand years old. He couldflgtiker south and
begin to make out the newer domes.

Nyk felt pride in the agridomes. They were Kyhauwmes, named
after his father who had developed an innovativeamseto construct
them. The domes were enormous -- each coveredeanoérten by ten
kilometers. Inside were grown food and fiber crappsEarth plants --
vegetables, grains, legumes, cotton, flax and raifie domes provided
growing conditions approximating those of his petgpivorld of origin
and isolation from the incompatible biosphere @irtladopted planet.

The shuttle began its initial approach to Sudgk kould now see
the small city -- his home town. He watched throtlgh viewport as the
shuttle swept down over row after row of moderndmnes, deployed
its landing gear and touched down at the Sudatlspott. He debarked
the shuttle and ordered a groundcar, specifyingRbsidence as his
destination.

Nyk stepped from the groundcar outside the Reselenhe place
was shuttered. He pressed his wrist against thgadaopened the main
entrance and climbed the spiral staircase to tb@nsefloor living level.

He switched on a vidisplay, accessed his Agends dtbre and
made copies of the photoimages. He started to @acall to Seymor
when he heard a noise from behind. His heart |gapt his throat.
“Hello?”

- 231 -



EARTHBOUND

A check of the second-level guestrooms revealed one.
Something moved and he caught it out of the caoohérs eye. He spun
around but saw no one. “Who's here? It can't be $eunta!”

Nyk looked into the storage room. He heard fopisten the spiral
staircase as he walked from the kitchen. He climihedstairs to the
third level -- the bedrooms his parents had usee \Were. The door to
one of the bedrooms was closed.

He approached the door and pulled on it. It waskdd. He
sprinted down the spiral staircase to the loweellend into the house's
workshop. There he rummaged through drawers o$tgarts and junk
until he found a door latch releaser. By the tineerbached the third
floor, he found the door open and the room empty.

He stepped into the hallway, headed toward thiesséand heard
heavy breathing above him. Someone was crouchatleosteps to the
trapdoor for the observation platform.

“Hello, who's there?” He started up the steps.

The figure sprinted down and past him into oné¢hef bedrooms.
Nyk followed and stood in the doorway. A tall womaath oat-straw
white hair stood with her back to the closed shut#er pale blue eyes
darted around the room. She backed from him apeached.

“Andra, what are you doing here?”

“Stay back! I'm not going back to him.” He approad her. “Stay
back.” She reached into higxarpa, removed an injector and pulled off
the needle guard. “This is loaded with nerve toximas saving it for
myself, but I'll use it on you. I'll use it on any Zander's flunkies. I'm
not going back. I'll kill you, or I'll kill myselfput I'm not going back.”

“Andra, | won't hurt you. I'm not Zander's flunky.

“Stay back!” She jabbed the injector in his direct
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Nyk stepped to a vidisplay near the door and smleSenta's
locator code. She answered from her office at guasncing labs.
“Nykkyo! Where are you calling from?”

“From the Residence. Do you know what Andra's gddiare?”

“l thought you were on Earth. Andra said you weneEarth acting
as Zander's stooge. | couldn't believe it. | cotl@elieve you'd tie in
with that scumbag.”

“‘Senta...”

“Il tell you, Nykkyo, I've been talking to a goitor about
dissolving our marriage. | think you've given mepd@ngrounds. | never
in my life thought it'd come to this.”

“Senta, please...”

“To think of a Kyhana falling to these depths. kil in shock.”
She turned her shoulder to the vidisplay. “I'm aséea to wear this crest.
| never thought I'd live to see the day I'd sayt.thaouldn't believe it. |
still can't believe it. No one would believe itsibeyond belief!”

“Senta! Will you calm down and listen?” She gloegrat him
through the vidisplay. “I'm not Zander's stoogsiniply did him a favor
In exchange for transit to Earth.”

Her mouth formed an O. “Now, that | believe. Nykkyve known
you a long time, and | know you're a good and kand decent man at
heart. | also believe you're still infatuated witle Earth woman, and she
has you wrapped around her little, dark-haired régu believe you'd
follow her to Earth for some ... tryst or somethihglso believe you're
foolish enough to be sucked into one of ZandeHsmes.”

“Senta, I'm working with Seymor to put a stop tbat Zander's
doing. Seymor sent me here until the investigatarsstart figuring this
out. | was planning on holing up at the Residena# this all blows
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over. Now, please tell me what Andra's doing h&/e're in one of the
bedrooms and she's threatening me with nerve toxin.

“She left Zander. She couldn't take it any londgezonvinced her
to leave him and to petition for separation andemton. | thought you
were on Earth, so | brought her to Sudal last nigtitought that would
be the last place Zander would look for her. Sbhe&n horribly, horribly
mistreated by that awful man.”

“l got a glimpse of his mistreatment when | viditeis apartment.
I'll admit | was wrong about her, Senta; and youemeght -- | was
wrong to feel the way | did.”

Senta smiled and nodded. “Why, thank you Nykkymy-opinion
of you just went up a notch.”

“Would you please tell Andra I'm on her side and/dn't hurt
her?”

“Of course.”

He turned to Andra. “Did you hear that? Senta wdatspeak to

you.

Nyk stood in the hallway while Andra and Sentadhel
conversation through the vidphone. Andra eyed himan replaced the
needle guard and slipped the injector into kfgarpa. “She wants to
speak to you again,” Andra said.

“Is there anything you'd like me to do?” Sentaeakk‘Do you
want me to come to Sudal?”

“No, there's no sense involving you in this. Inthiwe'll be all
right.”

“Be careful, Nykkyo. If Zander's involved, you nile careful. He
frightens me.” The vidphone session went dark.
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14 -- Andra

“Would you like to tell me about it?” Nyk asked.néra paced
around the middle level of the Residence. “Whetaisder right now?”

She paused and regarded him through narrowed ‘&ga.”
“Has he been spending a lot of time there?”
“Quite a bit.” She resumed pacing.

“I wish you'd tell me about it.” He activated adphone session
and entered Seymor's locator code.

“Nyk, are you there, safe and sound?” Seymor aské&shglish.

“Safe and sound enough,” he replied. “I had aobia surprise. |
found Zander's wife here.”

“Andra? What's she doing there?”

“She's hiding from her husband. | suppose thatemd@ko of us.”
“Do you have some pictures to show me?”

“Yes.” He accessed the photoimages. “Here's tixeobstones.”

“Quite impressive. They look to be between thnee five carats. |
wonder who's doing his cutting. Someone on the karid in all
likelihood. The one you showed me was decidedlytaurash.”
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“Here's where the stones are delivered. ... Thighat | took to
Oklahoma City.”

“That sight's breathtaking,” Seymor said. “Younthithere's a
guarter million there?”

“At least, and as much in the first case | dekekerHere's where
the money goes.”

“Do you have the exact address?”

“Yes, I'll pass it along ... Here's what the chsiught.” Seymor
gave Nyk a blank stare through the vidphone cir€8gymor?”

“I'm speechless.”

“It makes sense. | was trying to figure out whattk goods would
have any value on the homeworld. Drugs? Not likag/we have ample
access to far superior recreational chemicals H&esides, the boxes
were too heavy. Precious metals? The colonies lgalet silver and
platinum in abundance. Petroleum? Bulky, messy a@intittle value.
Technology? ...Don't make me laugh. But weapons...”

“Yes, lad. It's the one technology Earth leadsdfid

“There's more, Seymor. Zander told me he has basion Altia.
He's on Altia right now. Andra tells me he spendaiaamount of time
there. The ricin plot originated on Altia. | wondeZander had anything
to do with it.”

“Gads, lad -- you are a natural at this. I'll p#isis information
along to the oversight committee.”

“Be careful. Someone much further up must be doatohg all
this.”

“Point well taken. Now | want you to sit tightl be in touch if we
need anything else from you.”
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Nyk switched off the vidisplay. Andra stopped paci“I'm sorry
to invade your home, Nykkyo. If you'd like, I'll gelsewhere. | know
you've never held me in high esteem.” She turnedhfhim. “Is it
something about me, personally, you don't like?”

“No, Andra -- you're welcome to stay. | made atake about you,
and | am sorry. You and | are on the same sideiga We might as well
try to get along and to cooperate. I'm willing taka a fresh start if you
are.”

She eyed him. “All right, Nykkyo -- a fresh stéris.”

He slipped off hisxarpa “You might want to dispense with the
sash. We're in Sudal, and no one wears it hered @tpinned her
lifxarpa and slipped it off. “Are you hungry?”

“I'm famished.”

“I'll see what meals we have.” Nyk stepped inte flouse's storage
room and retrieved a pair of meal packages. Herbhgating them and
brewed a pot of green tea.

He sat across from her at the kitchen table andhed her wolf
down the meal. She pressed her hand against heasio “That feels
good. | was very hungry and it never helps my mbbid. handed her a
sweet bean and rice cake and she opened it. “Nyklyosorry if |
frightened you.”

“l think we scared each other fairly well.” He ped a cup of tea
for her. “Now, would you like to tell me about it? we pool our
knowledge, we might be able to help each otheevenunderstood how
a guy like Zander was assignedaata...”

“An ax'amfir? It's all right, Nykkyo. | know what | am. When my
parents applied to enroll me at the finishing sthbwas thrilled. | was
only a girl. I'd see news broadcasts of High Leqise sessions, of the
colonial delegates and their glamorous consoitaagined myself in a
palace on one of the colonies.
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“When Vebinad Academy accepted me, | was ecstatic.

“You attended Vebinad Academy? Isn't that regardedhe top
school?”

“Don't flatter it, Nyk. | assure you the thrill dh't last long.
Vebinad teaches discipline, poise, protocol -- himvbe the perfect
companion, at least in public. | still had a dreanof being whisked
away to an exotic world.” She sipped her tea. “Thevas assigned to
Zander. It was an abrupt end to my dream. My niginénbegan.”

“Why were you chosen?”

“We were interviewed -- conducted in a specialnnow@ith a one-
way glass so we couldn't see the interviewer. | agk®ed to remove my
sash -- then my tunic. They can ask you anythingla anything. | had
to pose, naked, in front of the glass. Then, | diamissed.

“The next day, | was informed | was to be the ndve Zander
Baxa. He chose me on my looks. He didn't care fatd a mind,
opinions, taste or ideas. | had ten days to prepayeelf, to have the
Baxa crest applied to my arm, to say goodbye tsampolmates. | was
only twenty-three Floran years old -- not evendbge of majority.

“My wedding day was a great day for my parents.tkat day the
school transferred enough working and living ciedd them so they
could retire, and move out of their dingy apartmémtas their ticket to
a better life.”

She sipped her tea. “We're taught never to quesbor
assignment, but | can't help question mine. | wonfdey background
had anything to do with it. | never got along wttite headmistress. |
think she resented me because | came from suclorafgmily. Maybe
she had something to do with my assignment. Noanattwhat's done
Is done.

“Senta convinced me to leave Zander. | have na Mbat's to
become of me.” She looked into his eyes. “I'm dagdagpods, Nykkyo.
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No one will want me, now. Leaving is an option fsmeone with
skills.” She swirled her cup and gazed into ithdve no trade, no career.
I'll be forced to petition Central Admin for maintnce. That's the fate
of too manyax'amfinen A chancellorhood can come to an end, and I'm
afraid consorts of ex-officials often don't farellw&o matter what's
next, it can't help be better than living with Him.

“There must be something for you to do.”

“Do what? Work as a housekeeper? I'm not much rti@ae one
for Zander. Then, there are the public brothels@me of the colonies.
It's a short step from companion to whore. I'd eatlive in a group
home than submit to that.”

“Oh, Andra -- | had no idea. | thought...”

“You thought we have the soft life, hosting stai@ties, hob-
nobbing with other officials.” She shook her headle're disposable.
Use us and throw us away.” She drained her tedtuponder about
Janna.”

“Who's Janna?”

“She was my roommate at the academy, and my besdf She
was given her assignment about half a year befde#t Wwith Zander.
She and | were very close -- the other studenerresf to us as the
Twins.” She closed her eyes and lifted her facéh,“@anna. | love her,
Nykkyo. | haven't heard from her since she wagjassl.”

“Where did she go?”

“To one of the colonies -- I'm not sure which ombe chancellor
was looking for a consort. We both interviewed fbe post, but he
picked Janna. It was the last | heard from her. Ghed very well be a
ward of the state by now, the way colonial politgerate.”

Nyk refilled her cup. “So what about you and Zar?le
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“It wasn't too bad at first. Not, at least, congghwith what came
later. At first, Zander let me have my own socif. |IBut, after a while,
something happened to him. He began to be jealdotd him he had
nothing to be jealous of. He began to question bmitamy activities,
about what | did during the times he was offwortde'd forbid me
seeing some people. | lost my social life and ngnfis. | couldn't go
anywhere without Zander, or his permission.”

“You became friends with my wife.”
“Yes, | met her at a party at your place, if | enber.”

“Senta's place -- the apartment in Floran Cithess. This is my
home.”

“It was about then Zander began controlling meith drugs.”
“What kind of drug? Something from offworld?”

“No. It's a blend of his own creation, a mixtueeguts into injector
cartridges. | don't know for sure what's in thendlelt has the effect of
making me susceptible to suggestion. Once drugijedlo anything
Zander instructs me to do. If he instructs me togwp and down, ['ll
jump up and down. | can't stop until he orders oreuntil the drug
wears off -- even if | drop from exhaustion.”

“I've heard of drug mixologists. | had no idea danis one of
them. Is this part of his ExoService assignment?”

“l don't know. | pay no attention to his Servicgiaties.”
Nyk shuddered. “The thought it might makes my Hdloon cold.”

“Zander uses this drug to force me to do thingartmise himself
and his friends. Most of the time, | inject mysgith it voluntarily.

“Voluntarily? You voluntarily inject yourself witla hypnotic?”
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“Yes -- | learned it was in my best interest tooperate with
Zander, rather than defying him. If | pleased himybe he would
withhold... punishment.”

“Does he beat you?”

“No, he punishes me with the drug. When I'm untiemfluence,
he can also suggest ... pain, and I'll feel thah pa if it were real. |
remember once he was using inhalants with somedsieZander never
let me use drugs when he was entertaining. | hagktee him instead.
Something | did displeased him. To this day, | havedea what it was.
After his friends left, he came to me and jabbedwrtb an injector. It
was over in an instant, and it was a few instaefsrie | realized what
happened. 'Why, Zander, why?' | asked him. 'Whaét do? Whatever it
was, I'm sorry. Please don't punish me!' | pleaded.

“l felt myself being seized by the drug, my kndéegan throbbing
and sounds began echoing in my ears. '"You makeickge e said to
me, with such rage in his eyes. 'I'm going to mg&e sick. You are
having the worst stomachache. You want to vomityloutcan't.’

“I began to feel sick to my stomach. | was in agohtried to
vomit but couldn't, and | was doubled over in paibegged Zander to
stop, but he laughed at me and went back to higlanks. Wave after
wave of the most unbearable nausea swept over mmgefHne that way
until the drug wore off. My stomach still remembénat pain whenever
| recall the incident.”

Nyk looked at the floor and clenched his fist unithe table.

“His mixture is also effective as a truth drug.'|Herder me to tell
the truth, and there's nothing I can keep from’him.

Nyk stepped around the table and sat beside her.

“Senta saved my life, Nykkyo. Zander acquired thatve toxin.
One of his associates created it from an Earthguist He boasted of it
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in front of me. One night as he slept | pilfereck af his cartridges, with
every intent to use it on myself -- | was that cafe.”

“Why not use it on him?”
‘I can't.”
“Why not?”

“His hypnotic drug. He planted a subliminal sudges in my
mind -- one of many, he claimed -- a post-hypndiiiective against
lifting a hand to him. He'd taunt me -- goad meistriking him. No
matter how | wanted to -- | couldn't -- | was pge&d. And, how he
laughed at me -- how he gloated...”

Nyk opened his mouth to speak but words wouldnite

“Finally,” she continued, “I made up my mind. | mteto Senta's
apartment, to say goodbye.” She turned away to osmperself.

“It ... it must've been the day | was sent up.”

She nodded. “Senta pleaded with me not to resoat permanent
solution to a temporary problem. "'Temporary, hovdsked her. 'I'm an
ax'amfin-- | was created to serve.' She told me no --a'person with
rights -- finishing school or no, Zander doesn'thome. She told me |
could petition Central Admin for protection -- sheomised to use her
Influence to help me start a new life.” She turaedhy again. “No one
ever had told me | was a person...”

He looked in her face and she held her hand toelges. “I'm
sorry...” Andra drew in a deep breath and releasstbwly. “Vebinad
grads are expected to have better command of #mwotions. My
instructors would be displeased...” She gazed th& distance for a
moment; then faced him, her eyes dry. “I decidesh thnd there to leave
him, as soon as an opportunity presented itsetftaSeuly has been my
savior, Nyk.”
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“I'm the one who's sorry, Andra. | had assumed iyoumore than
one of her paramours, another in a long stringpeéds. | would've felt
differently if | had known she was trying to helpw”

“The day before yesterday Zander left for Altiacauld tell from
the gear he packed something was about to happdmew it was now
or never. | called Senta. She offered to concealmier apartment, but
we decided it was too risky -- so she brought nre.h&he looked up at
him. “That's my story. Does any of this help you?”

“Indeed, it does. | wish it didn't.”
“How do you know Zander?”

“We grew up together here in Sudal. Zander wasbest friend.
His father, Gunder, was a middle-level Food Serm@amager under my
father. Gunder perished in the same shuttle crash ¢laimed my
parents. This isn't the Zander | knew as a boy.&lmg in him must've
snapped.”

She finished her meal, picked up the trays angpid them into
the waste reprocessor. Nyk escorted her from ttobdm and sat beside
her on a bench. “Ill be honest with you,” he sdidnever liked you,
since | met you at that party. But | wouldn't wishat Zander did to you
on my worst enemy. I'm horrified at his abuse. swaong about you,
Andra. | disliked you because | saw you as a symobaln institution |
detest. It's not you | hate. You're merely a victindon't envy the life
you've led. | felt sorry for you the night | stogbat your apartment and
saw you in that degrading costume.”

“Zander likes to flaunt me. He had me wear thatyfmur benefit. |
feared he would order me to...”

“Do you mean when he asked you to disrobe?”

“He never asks me to do anything -- he command&is -- he has
offered me to his associates before. | was sugbideen you preempted
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him. It was my first inkling that you might be défent from his other
cronies.”

“I'm not a crony,” Nyk replied. “And, if it doedn’nean something
- if it isn't mutual -- | don't want anything tadwith it. It's wrong to
take advantage of someone.”

“l like your attitude, Nyk.”

“Il admit my behavior toward you hasn't been rapdary. I'm
truly sorry, and | hope the damage | did isn't parent. | like you,
Andra -- now that | know you and I'd like us tofoiends.” He pressed
his palm against hers and patted her forearm.

She looked into his eyes. “I accept your apolddykkyo.” She
laced her fingers with his. “I'm sorry | haven'tebemore gracious

toward you.”
“Can you tell me what you know of Zander's acta?” he asked.
“Nothing. | know nothing of what he was tryingdo.”

“You're a smart girl, Andra. | don't believe yognorant of
Zander's doings.”

“At the finishing school they taught us to turndeaaf ear to
anything political. It was for our own protectiowhat we don't know
won't hurt us. Truth drugs have been outlawed anahl, but not on all
the colonies. If one of us knew something, it'shart packet trip to
where one could be used. So, we were trained hagntmre anything
that didn't pertain directly to servicing our assigents. Believe me,
Nyk, | know nothing.”

“Did you know Zander was up to no good?”

She looked at the floor. “I suspect as much. §halty | decided to
turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to his activitMg.assignment was to

service him as hiax'amfin and as his wife.” She shuddered. “We have
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an unspoken agreement. | don't ask about his lmssiaed he doesn't
volunteer anything. | did my duty. | despise himt bdid my duty and it
did not include collaborating with his schemes.”

“You never thought of contacting the authoritielsoat your
suspicions?”

“I have no proof. | was following my training amghoring what he
did.”

“But his drug mixture -- he was using a hypnotic dhose have
been outlawed.”

“It would be my word against his. Even a drug testuld be
Inconclusive as none of the ingredients in his orxtare illegal on their
own. Besides, he could claim | injected myself wéuily, and he'd be
right.”

“The nerve toxin...”

“It's not a controlled substance -- it's not astabce known on
Floran. Possessing it is no crime, only using it.”

“But, his intent...”
“How can one prove intent before the fact?”

“So, Zander's been cautious not to do anythingtiyvélegal...
You must be in a terrible dilemma. | think you mate right choice.
You're better off not knowing. Andra, I'm scaredh kcared for both of
us. The more | think about it, the more frighterdedecome. | think
people are likely to die before we reach the enthist | hope we won't
be among them.”

“I'm scared, too. If Zander finds me before | gaatition Central
Admin for protection, my miserable life won't be m¥o living.” She
moved closer to him. “I've decided to trust you,kNyHe slipped his
arm around her and she leaned against him. “I mrgHiking you.”
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Nyk stood. “It's late. Let's choose sleeping qerartMy mom and
dad had rooms on the top floor. Mine was on thediritevel. When I'm
here, | use my old bedroom. I've never felt conaflold in my parents’
rooms. You can have your choice of the guestroamnsf you want
more privacy, feel free to use one upstairs.”

Nyk showed her the guestrooms and escorted hdaheispiral
staircase. “l like this,” she said. “It looks ferme and comfortable.”

“This was my mother's room. Do you have a case?”
“It's downstairs in the lower level.”

Nyk returned with her travel case. “You might asllwmake
yourself at home. We're apt to be here for some.tilHe set her case
on the bed. Andra opened it, removed a pair otgiand placed them in
a drawer. Nyk picked up a polypack filled with icfer cartridges.
“Andra, what are these? Are you in the habit ohgsirugs?”

“Oh, no. Those are some of Zander's. The greers amne his
special mixture. | wanted to keep them from hisdsan hate using
drugs -- especially, now after...”

“l understand.” Nyk opened a cabinet and tuckedphck inside.
“They'll be out of the way, here. Sleep tight, Aadr

“Good night, Nyk.”

He retired to his childhood bedroom, undressedidted out and
attempted to will himself to sleep. Andra's stofyabuse haunted him.
“That poor girl,” he thought. He closed his eyesl @aw images of her
doubled over in agony, as Zander laughed and taiskdm inhalers.
“Why, Zander?Ax'amfinor not, you had no right to treat her so.”

Guilt plagued him. “She's not having the best tim#h Zander,”
he recalled Senta saying. What an understatem8he teserves pity
more than anything else.” He had plenty of pity far, now. “Andra
hasn't known many men and it would help her if yaere just a little
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nice to her.” Nyk wondered if Andra could trust aman. His eyes
began to burn. He flopped onto his stomach andetiunis face in the
bedcushion. “That poor, poor girl.” Soon he washsog.

A rap sounded on his door. “Nyk, are you all rigfht
He rolled over and switched on the lighting. “trkay.”

The door slid open. Andra entered holding a pilloviront of her.
“What's the matter?” she asked. “What are the teafsFor me?” Nyk
nodded. She sat beside him and stroked a teartfi®face. “Thank you
for the tears.” She touched her finger to her lips.

“Andra, why didn't Senta tell me?”

“l forbade her to. | forbade her to tell anyonevds afraid word
would get back to Zander.”

“I wish | had known. I'd have tried to help -- ie®e me, |
would've.”

“I believe you.” She kissed his cheek and Nyk dew lick her
lips.

“Do you like the taste of tears?” he asked.

She smiled and gave a guilty nod. “For the past fgears I've
been tasting my own.”

“It wasn't your fault, Andra. It wasn't anythingw did. You didn't
deserve it. You're a victim -- the victim of a cnmal.”

“Senta tells me the same thing. | love her, Nylike a sister. |
couldn't have coped at all without her friendsiNiew, I'm free. Please
be happy for me.” She headed for the door, turmedgave him a little
wave. “I'll see you in the morning.” He watched kealk out the door
and heard her mount the stairs to the upper level.
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Nyk descended to the ground level and led Andratioa front
door. “Is this safe to do?” she asked.

“l think so -- we're quite isolated here. I've medvthe groundcar
into the lower level. | hate being shut up insid@me on ... I'll show
you my favorite places from when | was a boy.” Halked with her to
the edge of the bluff and looked down. “That segeemning with life.
None of it's edible. Earth people take nourishnfiemh their sea. Koichi
understood what it means to live on a planet thatgilling to nourish
you. The surf's more violent than usual. There'sbably a storm
brewing -- the second one this year. We shouldichez vidisplay for a
storm forecast when we go inside.”

He guided her from the bluff. “I like to walk ohd beach when the
surf's strong like this. Sea life gets tossed aslamd some of it's very
interesting. Would you care to join me? The smal ©e quite strong
down there.”

“If you can stand the smell, so can I.”

“I do more than stand it. | love it. It's the sin@l home to me.”
Nyk helped her down the rocks. He slipped off laedals and walked
barefoot along the black sand, letting the sugiplagainst his ankles.

Nyk spotted a cephalopod-like creature lying om ¢hnd. Its shell
was a slender, curved cone about a metre in lekgipicked it up and
showed it to her. “The shell is cracked here. Timé must have thrown
it onto those rocks. It's dead.”

“Poor thing.”

“This is its eye,” Nyk said, pointing. “The mouhin the midst of
this tangle of tentacles.” He took the shell to &uge of the surf and
shook it to dislodge its inhabitant. He showedtherinside of the empty
shell. The lining was glittering, iridescent bluelet.

“It's beautiful!” Nyk handed her the shell.
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“That's a fairly large specimen. | once had quateollection of
those. They're probably still in the house, someeifie

Andra walked to the edge of the surf and intodba until it was
halfway to her knees. She turned around and wavéiylg beaming a
smile. “The smell's not so strong here,” she yebigdr the roar of the
surf. A large wave dampened the hem of her tunit sire started back
toward the beach. Nyk motioned her to a pool shedtérom the surf by
some rocks.

“This one's my favorite.” He pointed to a five-tgggl arthropod. It
was making a zigzag track along the bottom of tha.g'The mouth is
In the center on the bottom. There are five segsmeatch with a leg and
an eye. The animal has no front or back, only togh laottom. It can see
In a complete circle and it can change directiangila”

Nyk scooped a palmful of water from the pool, malit into his
mouth, then spat it out. Andra dipped in her fingled tasted a drop. Her
eyes widened.

“Can you taste the sulphur?” he asked.
“It's bitter and it lingers in the back of my tlatd

“That's the taste of the native life on this plaréhat's why this
world can never nourish us. The sea is life -- tifer originated in
Earth's sea. We carry a bit of that sea within ezfchs, Andra. Every
time you taste the salt of a tear, you're tastirggEarth's sea, the origin
of our life.”

“Have you seen Earth's sea?” she asked.

“No -- it's something | want to do, some day. Inder how [I'll
react to the smells of that world's sea.”

He held her hand and walked to the end of thelbédtose are
trivalves. This is an arthropod related to the4egged one.” He picked
up a shell. “Look how elaborate. It's still alivede tossed it into the
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surf. “Ninety-nine percent of our population neitbkk@ow nor care that
we share this planet. We share it with creatured breathe water
instead of air. Our world is fairly young, compatecEarth. Perhaps in a
billion years or so, this world will evolve intejent, thinking creatures.
Or, would have, if left alone. No one knows ouirafite impact on this
world's life.” He escorted her toward the bluff astdrted climbing the
rocks.

“Over here is my favorite spot.” He led her dowslight slope to
the bowl-shaped depression lined with sand. “Thithe place. If you lie
In the sand, you're below the rim of the bowl. Thied passes over you,
and it's quiet. This is a great place to relaxsddito lie here and look up
at the sky. Sometimes, I'd sleep here. I'd lie nlaEk up at the night
sky, listen to the surf and stay here all nighte’ ldy in the sand, gazing
up as the indigo sky deepened in the Floran dusk.

Andra lay beside him. “This is peaceful.”

“Have you ever looked at the night sky from a déokation?
There's too much stray light in a city. Even in &8udity lights wash out
the sky. Some night, we'll come out here and loplatithe stars. The
night sky is Floran's most beautiful feature.” ldached and touched her
hand. “Another thing | used to like to do was tanst in the rain, right
before a storm. It has to be the right kind of stoone that starts with
rain before the wind. You usually know when thatdkiof storm is
coming, because the air gets close. Then a geatiecomes and a few
gusts of wind. | used to like to do that in the eutbo. You might think
| did a lot in the nude here. It's so private -d drike to feel in touch
with nature.”

She pressed her palm against his and he lacdithdpgss with hers.
“Nyk, you're different than | expected. You're diiént from how Senta
described you.”

“l should hope so.”
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“l didn't mean it that way. Senta told me you'rkirad and decent

man.
“Senta said that?”

“Yes, and | can feel that about you. But you'reph than |
expected.”

“Deeper? What do you mean?”

“You think deep thoughts. I like that. | can fgelur love of nature
and the sea. | like that, too. | think | could ldhe sea.”

Nyk rolled to face her. “You're not what | expetteither. | was
such an idiot about you.” He gazed into her eykselcome you as my
friend.”

“l welcome you, too,” she replied. “I welcome yas myamfta”

“You want us to beamfter?” She nodded. “You'd share the gift
with me?”

She touched his cheek and smiled. “I was afraidwouldn't ask.
Would you accept me as yoamfte?”

“l ... of course, Andra.”

She caressed the back of his head. He closed/éss elt her lips
against his and he kissed her. “Shall we here?asked.

“No, not here. I've tried. The sand can be uncotabde. | tried to
lose my virginity here -- with Senta. It was a diga! | thought it would
be special, because this place is so special t&arda never liked Sudal
and this experience didn't help.”

Nyk escorted Andra into his childhood bedroom. didasped the
hem of her tunic and lifted it from her. She slmeh his shorts and he
stepped from them. Andra stretched out on the esstand he lay
beside her.
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“Nyk, are you nervous?”

He shook his head. “No... Maybe a bit... Why? Ddeshow?
You're so beautiful, Andra. | understand the fimghschools teach
exotic lovemaking techniques. I'm not an adventures lover and |
hope...”

“Neither am |. You mustn't believe everything wai'heard of
ax'amfiner’

“So I'm discovering. I'm very sorry | misjudgedw®

“As am | that | misjudged you.” She touched hisefa“l am
ax'amfin Nyk -- I know what ... thing it is | am. But I'also a woman,
and | have the same feelings as any woman. Th&hing schools can't
take that from us. They would if they could, bugytltan't.”

“We don't have to do this,” he replied. “We canfivends without
it.”

“I wouldn't have asked if I didn't truly want itVe learned at
Vebinad how to read others. Even though I'm onlgif@ng to know
you, what I've read so far | like. | think you ahdnust be kindred
spirits.”

“l was arriving at the same conclusion,” he said.

“Let's seal it by sharing the gift and becomagften I've met
only one other kindred spirit in my life.”

“Do you mean Janna?”
“Yes, she...” Andra touched his lips. “...and ngaoy...”
“Is she also among yoamfter?” he asked.

“My only other.”
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Nyk stroked her face and gazed into her eyespHierblue, nearly
white irises were freckled with black specks. Haliged what a beauty
she was. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were the samélpnd as her
hair. She had the finest features and not a blenhign beauty was
flawless except for a faint, blue trace of a vdihexr temple.

He brought his lips to hers and she kissed himstkked her hair,
letting the fine, oat-straw white strands pass oaed between his
fingers; and he maintained deep eye contact withrno letting his gaze
stay below her collarbone. He could feel her breathis face.

With his fingertips he traced her lips. They weneooth and ample
but not too full -- just right -- and this he detened was the secret to
Andra's astonishing beauty: All of her featuresemd were in perfect
balance -- perfect harmony.

Nyk regarded the shape of her face and tracedalemwith the
back of his finger. Andra grasped his hand, kisgeand pressed it
against her body. He continued gazing into her ;egad he ran his
fingers along her clavicle and then down her stexntihen he brushed
the backs of them against her left breast. Andhady jerked.

“Was that all right?” he asked.
“Oh, yes,” she replied. “l was wanting it.”
He continued to caress her. “If you want somethiragk for it.”

“I was enjoying what you were doing. | liked th&eation you
were giving me.”

Nyk slipped his hands under her shoulders. Anelrdér head and
arms fall back as he lifted her. He kissed her nmc# between her
breasts. She held his head against her chest arterdingers through
his hair. He could hear her heart pounding.

“You're gentle,” she said. “I like that, too.”
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He lowered her onto the mattress. Andra pickedhisphand and
guided it onto her body. “Like this,” she said, simg him the sorts of
touch she preferred. Nyk's eyes followed his hasdslze led it. He
regarded her skin -- how light she was comparetdigoown medium
complexion.

Nyk caressed her, drinking in her beauty. Her rigwas the
epitome of the Floran feminine ideal -- slim butvaceous; athletic but
soft. Zander was right, he thought. Everything aliur was perfection -
- her long, shapely legs with perfectly proportidnithighs and well-
formed calves ... her thin arms ... the musclendedn in slim torso ...
her slender fingers ... her compact breasts. Heegdldis hand on her
breast and watched her ribs move with her breathing

“Do you know the delayed release technique?” shec
“Yes -- Senta tried to teach it to me. I'm notyvgood at it.”

“I'm sure you're good enough. Let's try usindt's.the best one for
becomingamften”

“Okay, we'll try.”

He recalled Senta's coaching and began the meditaxercise,
using Andra's eyes as his focus. Like everythisg about her they had
perfectly formed Floran characteristics -- a hihepicanthic fold -- the
outer corner slightly slanting upward -- set nat tieeply in her face. He
regarded her long, white eyelashes and her ey&atd) with a fine fold
of skin perfectly bisecting it. It was the color lnér irises, though, that
made her eyes unique -- pale but pure blue andatcisar.

Nyk was dividing his mind. Sensations of her tohehforced into
the back while he directed the front of his awassnento the response
of her body to hisFocus on your partnerhe recalled from Senta's
Instruction.It's giving and trust -- give all of yourself to yopartner
and trust your partner to do the sameHe regarded Andra's body for
little tells that might reveal her level of arousaher breathing slowing
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and deepening; her pupils dilating and her gazeapug to aim through
him at some object behind the back of his head.

Nyk's own arousal was building, like a spring lgelightened; but
he was keeping his awareness of it confined tdback mind. His front
mind he focused laser- like onto Andra -- the degther breathing, her
heartbeats telegraphed through her flesh, the vmaohther skin, the
tone of her muscles, and especially her eyes. Hereading her body
and modulating his touch in response, increasim ititensity as he
tightened the spring in her body.

She was doing the same. The object of the tecbnigs for each
to drive the other to orgasm and beyond, while iocam§ their own
pleasure until the moment of mutual release.

Nyk placed his hand on Andra's wrist. She lookpdnto his face.
“I'm sorry,” he said, “but | lost my focus. Give naemoment to regain
it.” She nodded once. He gazed again into her ayes stroked her
cheek with the backs of his fingers.

Nyk refocused his attention onto her; then he egider hand onto
his body. “I'm ready, now,” he said.

Andra lay on her back and opened herself to higk I8y atop her
and locked his legs with hers.

“Oh, Nyk,” she panted, “this feels so good...”

“Keep your concentration,” he replied as he begawing his
hips.

“I'm trying ... but I'm not so adept with the teadue, either.”

He gazed into her eyes as she held him. His hesstracing and
he required all his mental discipline to maintalre tdivision in his
awareness.
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Nyk could feel her move with each breath. He emdé&daher
shoulders. Her fingers explored the shapes offtoslder blades and his
spine. Andra caressed the back of his head andtelrénis face toward
hers. He kissed her and again gazed into her fapank flush covered
her cheeks and she was panting through parted lips.

Andra drew in a breath, held it and rolled herseypward. Nyk
sensed she was releasing. He closed his eyes aheththe barrier
between his front and back minds, permitting histjug sensations to
surge into his awareness. The spring unwound. idpesl his arm under
the small of her back, grunted and pressed hinagdinst her. “Oh,
Andra!” he gasped.

She held her face beside his, caressed his neckxraled. Then
she looked into his eyesAfften’ she said.

“Amften” he replied. She lay beside him as he held hdrsaoked
her upper arm. “Andra ... did you ... did you havée began to ask.

“Mmm... Yes ... a very nice one.” She kissed Ihiseak.
“You didn't make a sound.”

“We were taught to be discreet.” She kissed hirairag“Don't
underestimate your ability with the technique, Nykyou were quite
good with it.”

He kissed her forehead and she smiled and pubeskh against
his body. He watched her eyelids grow heavy. Hgr grlaxed and her
breathing became regular.

Nyk smoothed his hand along her back and shobldele. “Senta
was right,” he whispered. “You are a very sweekt gnwas such an idiot
about you.” He reached for a control and extingeastine lights.
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15 -- Unlocking Secrets

Nyk opened his eyes and saw Andra beside him. éHau been
awake for long?” he asked.

“Not long.”

He touched her hair. “I wish we didn't need therrst shutters
down. | love being awakened by morning's light, &mel sound of the
surf.  don't even know what time it is. Andra +ehlly liked feeling you
fall asleep against me last night. | could feelrytyust...” He regarded
her face. “What's that expression for?”

“l was just about to say how much | enjoyed falasleep in your
arms.”

“l think sharing the melting, drowsy relaxationteafvard is the
best part of lovemaking.”

“So do I,” she replied. “Don't you see how alike are?” Andra
placed her hand on his. “Thank you, Nykkyo, forrgi@the gift.” She
kissed his hand. “After years with Zander | forgtst possible for a man
to be tender and giving.” Tears began to well uphaen eyes and she
covered them with her hand. “I'm sorry, | shouldmtve mentioned
him.”

“Andra -- we'reamften You've no reason to guard yourself with
me, now.”
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She withdrew her hand. A tear traced a wet linenfthe corner of
her eye down her cheek. She stroked it away anss@deher finger
against Nyk's lips. He kissed it and tasted salbsiness.

Nyk stroked her face. “You're such a sweet gim. amazed | don't
see hurt and anger in your eyes. I'd be bittethidd gone through what
you have. But, | look into your eyes and see ndne bcan only begin
to imagine what you've endured.” A tear rolled dola face. “You
poor girl.”

She took Nyk's hand into hers, led it to his fao@ touched his
tear with his finger. Then she guided it to heslgnd kissed it. He felt
her tongue against his fingertip.

“We've cried over the same hurt,” Andra said, “amelve tasted
each other's tears. Now, we're bonded fast anddidor life. It's the
ritual of shared pain, from Vebinad Academy. By timee we're done
there, everyone has bonded with everyone else.eTeeemed to be
enough pain to go around.”

“Andra, do you have any idea how much it distuns to know
how badly you've been mistreated? The school naitstde you, even
before Zander. What a waste of your talent, of yatellect. I've hated
the finishing schools -- the concept of turning lammbeings into ...
property. I've always believed the schools an abhation. Now ['ve
seen firsthand the results of their work. This rentnstitution must be
abolished.”

“Without them | wouldn't be. | was made for théagals, Nyk. My
parents realized they had the genetic raw materigtoduce a candidate
for the schools. This was an asset they desirezkpinit and they had
little else. It took them years, working with gaonetounselors, before
they came up with ... me.”

“Then you are one good thing to come from thatitunson.”
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“But, Nyk, I'm not unique. All my classmates -} tlose who went
before me were all very much alike. Each of mysiaates was a bright,
pretty qgirl, full of hope and a love of life. | hawo idea where they
went, to whom they were assigned. I'm sure nadrallas miserable as |.
Not every man is like Zander.” She stroked his fagain. “Not every
man is like you.”

Nyk held her and stroked her arm. “I've been tyio understand
Zander. He was my closest childhood friend andvedb him like a
brother. | never imagined he has such evil in himvonder if the
kindness he showed me was genuine. Or, was henpglay elaborate
practical joke on me, picking on me like the vikagliot? Was | his
village idiot, too blinded by stupidity or needtee what everyone else
must've seen he was doing? Was | blissfully ignokavas his laughing
stock? Perhaps | was...” He closed his eyes andeguhnis lips. She
stroked his face and kissed his cheek.

The vidisplay signaled an incoming call. Nyk arosl@oped into a
tunic and answered the call with a wristscan. He Saki's image.

“Nykkyo, it's good to see you in Floran dresshihk your arms
and shoulders look so sexy in that tunic.” He sthiléNykkyo, my
mom's been after me about the abortion again. Sfm@slering what
sort of man would promise to help and support ne then disappear
for an open-ended length of time.”

“I wish | could tell you when this'll be over. Sagr might need
my help on this end, and | need his okay for mygita | will return,
Suki. | promise. Nothing will keep me away.”

Suki began to wipe tears from her eyes. “Mom &80 me that
she'd pay for the abortion, but if | carry the dhib term, it'll be my
responsibility. |1 don't have medical insurance, ancan't afford the
doctor's bills. | had a bad fight with my fathestlaight, too. | wish you
were here -- | think he's afraid of you. He doeka4sle me when you're
here. It's almost like I'm regressing to when | wakigh school. That's
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the reason | left in the first place. And | had fingt bad case of morning
sickness today. | was late for my job at the ursNgr and there's a
deadline coming up.

“Nykkyo, I'm sorry to dump all this on you, butdld you | can't
do this alone. It's not fair to demand you to ppitwith all this, either. |
know what you say about destiny, about my roleadv | must do this.
| miss you and | hope you can come home soon. 't @&aow how I'll
manage or what to tell Mom. I'm scared, Nykkyo!"eS$tarted crying.
“Now I'm a basket case and blubbering away. Youtnthigk I'm an
emotional, weak, foolish woman. I'm so sorry.” Slebbed. “I can't stop
crying!” She wept, her body shaking.

“Suki... Suki, everything will be all right. Theadt that I'm
speaking to you means everything will be all rigsihe looked into the
camera and began to regain her composure. Shediaiffd wiped her
eyes. Nyk kissed his fingers and pressed them ¢octimera. She
responded with the same.

“This helps. Maybe some of this is my hormonesinggrom
being pregnant. I'll try to get my act togethdr;tdy to be strong. | hope
you'll be home soon. | love you, Nykkyo. You'reldilave.”

“l love you, too.” The vidisplay went blank.

He felt Andra's hand on his shoulder. “Was thatry&arth
woman?” she asked.

HYeS.”
“Why was she so upset?”
“She's pregnant...”

“Say no more.” Andra stepped back, her eyes widee you
the...”

“No, of course not. Our relationship is stricthatonic.”
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Andra looked into his eyes. “Nyk, do you love ler?

“I love Suki with a depth that astounds me. Evace | laid eyes
on that woman, I've awakened and retired to thaighher. | dream of
her. I'll die thinking of her.”

“Then, Senta was right. She believes your Eartmam has
displaced her as your love object. She has, hstse™®’

“l don't know if Senta ever was my love objectespect her -- |
welcome her as a friend. | don't think | ever lovest. | certainly don't
love her as | love Suki. And I'm sure Senta hagnkved me.”

“Then, after this? You're not returning to Seuiz, you?”

“Andra, when I'm done with this business | intetadreturn to
Earth and spend my life with Suki at my side. tiie role Destiny's
defining for me. I've interfered with her life, ahdhust replace the man
who was to be her husband.”

“Why must you?”

“l told you she's a distant ancestor. There'sagtt line ancestry
from Sukiko Kyhana to me, and it runs through thidcin her womb.”

“Are you sure?”

He picked up hixarpa and removed the pin. “Look at this -- do
you recognize it?”

“It looks like the pendant at Senta's apartment.”

“It's at the museum, now. This was made by theesanan -- Suki's
grandfather.” He turned it over. “The same initial$he same design. Is
that proof enough?” Andra held the pin. “Suki's omb child is the
founder of my family line. She doesn't have therggth to raise him
alone. | fear for her child -- and if | fear forathchild, | must also fear
for our entire race.”
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She returned the pin. “So that's why you wantedd2ds help for
transit to Earth.”

“Yes, and there | discovered evidence of his dleagtivities.”
“What will you do on Earth?”

“I don't know -- find a job sweeping floors if ressary. This is
why Destiny gave me the love | have for her. W/# our lives almost
as husband and wife. There'll be one difference.”

“What difference?”
“We'll be celibate. | love her, but | cannot comsnate that love.”
“Why not?”

“Because of our relationship. Suki is my directestor. It would
be incest.”

“How many degrees of separation are there betwee®”
“At least two hundred.”
“No one would consider that incestuous.”

“No Floran would. Attitudes on Earth are far diffat. There, if
two people share linear consanguinity, their refeghip is incestuous --
no matter how many degrees of separation.”

“But no one need know.”
“Suki does know, and it's her culture | must resgie

“Nykkyo, | shouldn't tell you this because I'veebesworn to
secrecy. I'll tell you because it's not right farotto have your sort of
love and not share the gift. Senta knows sometabayt your line. She
discovered it while she was sequencing a hair.”

“A hair? What does she know?”

- 262 -



EARTHBOUND

“l don't know the details, so you must ask heruYaust press her
on this, Nykkyo.”

Nyk opened a pair of breakfast packages, set thenhne kitchen
table and brewed some green tea. “This is my fe6rhe said, “as
much as anything on this planet can be. The greals {as good as
anything found on Earth, though.” Nyk reached asrthge table and
touched her hand. She stroked his forearm. “Youm gk so light and
clear. You hardly have any coloring at all. | knbm not dark, but next
to you | look as dark as Suki. She once said a medlconversation,
with good food, enjoyed among good friends is ohdife's greatest
pleasures. You and | are good friends, so we'fevhglthere.”

The vidisplay signaled another call. Nyk scannisdamist and saw
Seymor sitting at his desk. The New York City skgliwas visible
through the window behind his desk, and it made Nwgmesick.
Seymor addressed him in English. “Nykkyo, we're m@kprogress.
There'll be a major realignment in the Service essalt of this.”

“How much longer?” Nyk asked, also in English.

“I wish | had the answer to that one, myself. \We&oncerned for
Baxa's wife. Is she still with you?”

“YeS.”

“Good. Don't let her out of your sight. There amme who think
she's an accessory.”

“I think they're wrong. She's incapable of invahent in
something like that.”

“She's arax'amfin”
“She's a sweet girl.”

“Ax'amfinenare witches, Nyk. They're sweet on the surface but
vicious underneath.”
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“Andra’'s not like that.”

“Nykkyo, | don't like it when | see a good Agentedome
emotionally involved. | saw it with the Earth womaand | fear I'm
seeing it now.”

“It's not emotion, it's logic. | don't believe shany more than an
iInnocent bystander in all this.”

“Nonetheless, don't let her out of your sight."ef\ndphone screen
went dark. Nyk paced around the main living floor.

“What's the matter? You look upset. What did hg?s&Nyk stood
directly in front of her, placed his hands on haisvand looked into her
eyes. “What is it, Nyk?”

“Andra, | need to hear it from you. | need to hgan say you had
nothing to do with Zander's plotting.”

“I know nothing about it. I've told you | know rfonhg.”

“Swear to me you had nothing to do with it. Afteur talk of
bonding, of friends for life --after last night,taf amften-- | need to
hear you swear to it.”

“I swear, Nyk, | know nothing of what he was dpin nothing.
It's the truth, Nyk. Honestly, it's the truth. Id&m nothing.” Tears were
filling her eyes. “I could never lie to a friendrflife. We must trust each
other with our lives.”

Nyk embraced her. “I believe you. Forgive me, buteeded to
know for true. Some of the evidence implicates yangra. You may be
detained for questioning.”

“Please don't worry about me, Nyk. | have nothtogfear. ['ll
submit to interrogation willingly.”
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“I do worry. Truth drugs have been outlawed ol thorld because
... because sometimes the person being interrogatesh't the same,
afterward.”

“Worrying won't make things better. | trust youyR\N' She rested
her head on his shoulder and he caressed her“Dairyou think it
would be safe to go outside?”

“Probably. I'll go up to the observation deck a&edut around, and
if it looks clear, we'll take a walk on the bluFl go crazy if we have to
stay cooped up inside.”

Nyk held her hand and led her around the perimetethe
Residence. He stopped at an outcropping of basaltpwinted to a
memorial plaque.

In loving memory
Xarvo Kyhana, born 6569.084, died 6627.147
Jylla Retsa Kyhana, born 6571.201, died 6627.147
They loved the sea nearly as deeply

as they loved each other

“Your parents?” she asked.

“Yes. | took them for granted when | was a boyewow, part of
me doesn't want to believe they're gone. It's wicar't sleep in their
bedrooms.”

He and Andra walked out on the bluff. Andra stabthe edge and
leaned into the breeze, extending her arms asaimiorace it. Nyk stood
beside her and put his arm around her. She leaga&tish him as he
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savored the breeze. “The surf's even more viotatdy,” Nyk said. “We
forgot to check for a forecast, but by the lookshmfgs, a storm will hit
us during the night.” He pointed to a grey linestdrm clouds hugging
the eastern horizon,

Andra pointed to an object in the distance. “Whahat?”
Something was riding the sea, rising and fallinguma out of view with
the waves.

Nyk shielded his eyes with his hand. “Probably thaversity of
Sudal research vessel.” He looked a bit longer.rffagbe it's someone
watching the house. We'd better go back.” He pdisieyward toward
an aircraft circling overhead.

He walked briskly into the Residence, secured doer and
checked the vidisplay. “I was right, there is arstaapproaching. It's
category one, not a big one. It shouldn't last ntba® a day or so.” He
sat on a bench, trying to calm himself. She satledam. “I'm spooked,
Andra. With this storm coming, we can't even watktbe bluff to take
my mind off it.”

The storm winds howled. Nyk sat at the kitchereaadbaying with
the wrapper from a luncheon package, folding it asfdlding it into
abstract shapes. The vidisplay signaled a call.aHswered with a
wristscan.

Seymor spoke in English. “Nyk, is Andra around?”
“She's upstairs, resting.”

“The investigators want to question her. We thatle may know
something.”

“Andra told me she was taught to ignore what gmesround her.
She was taught to let it in one ear and out therptind | believe her.”
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“She may have seen something or heard somethratgadlild be of
use to us. We can't coerce her, but | hoped shietmodunteer.”

“I'll speak with her.” The vidphone session weatld

Nyk climbed the stairs to the third level. The dtm his mother's
bedroom was partway shut. He rapped on the doenempit and walked
In. Andra was reclining in her tunic. She lookedatiim.

“Seymor would like it if you'd answer some quesfioabout
Zander.”

She shook her head. “I've told you. I'd be of elphi

“You must've seen something -- heard something.nWist put a
stop to whatever Zander's doing.” He sat on the Béou have some of
his drug mixture with you. It acts as a hypnotierips...”

“No! | won't use it.”

He held her hand. “Andra, we're bonded and frichoddife. We
trust each other with our lives. Won't you trust wigh your mind? I'd
never take advantage of you. All | want to do isitdock some secrets
SO we can put an end to this.”

She looked into his eyes, then away. She noddddright, Il do
it.”

“I'll call Seymor and make arrangements.”

Andra sat on a sofa in the living room. Nyk puleedable near her
and turned a vidisplay in her direction. Seymonsge was on the
screen.

“Nyk,” he said. “I have lllya Kronta standing bile wants to hear
what Andra has to say.”
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Seymor's image was joined by one of a middle-ages in a
Floran tunic. Hisxarpa identified him as an ExoService official. “I'm
pleased to meet you, Nykkyo,” Kronta said. “I wgot to know I'm a
Kyhana scholar, and I've begun reading your tréioslaof Koichi's
journal. It's fascinating.”

“Let's begin,” Seymor said.

Nyk picked up a green cartridge and loaded it amtanjector. He
handed it to Andra.

She took the injector. “After the drug takes ma, ynust utter the
wordszidev m'obeWhoever first says that, commands me.” He nodded
and placed his hand on her shoulder.

She removed the needle guard and lifted the heneofunic. Her
hand hesitated for a moment, then drove the naettieher skin. Nyk
heard the snap of the roller pushing the drug r@othigh muscle. She
withdrew the needle and replaced the needle guard.

Nyk helped her recline on the sofa and proppedhsad with
cushions. She folded her hands across her storhi@cWwatched her face
as her eyes glazed and their lids grew heavy. igemplarted and her jaw
slackened.

“Andra, zidev m'obg he said. Her eyes focused on him. “Andra,
you now remember what you forgot about Zander. Yl answer
guestions for me and for the gentlemen on the piays”

“Andra, please look at this photoimage,” Krontads&n image of
a young man appeared on the screen. Nyk recogtheeghoto as the
one who handed him the box aboard the transit gotatf “Can you
identify him?”

“No.”
“Andra, think hard,” Nyk said.
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“Don't lead her, Nyk,” Kronta said. “We mustn'tntaminate her
memory.”

Andra stared at the photo. “Go deep,” Nyk said.

Recognition spread over her face. “Yes, | remenhiiar He came
to the apartment.”

“How often?” Kronta asked. “Do you remember thesiecent
time?”

“Dot-200. Yes, Zander gave him a box on dot-200.”
“The day after | was there,” Nyk said.

“Excellent,” Kronta said. “Good job, Nyk, | thinke've unlocked
her. Andra, I'd like you to look at some more pliges. Tell me if
you recognize any of these men.”

Andra regarded the vidisplay. “Stop. He visited #partment.”

‘“Rud Vadima.” Kronta said. “He's assistant adjurtot the
chancellor of the Lexal colony.” More images fladhby. Andra
identified additional men from the group. “An ingsting bunch,”
Kronta remarked.

“Yes,” Seymor added. “Some have done Agency tours.

“All have had Agency training and conditioning training for
Earth assignments.”

“Did Zander ever mention if these men were on lkcartd why?”
Seymor asked.

“Yes. They were on Earth for training.”
“What kind of training?”

“l don't know,” she replied.
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“Military training,” Nyk conjectured. “Weapons artdctics.”

“Andra, did you ever hear Zander speak of Earthapoas
shipments?”

“Yes.”
“Did Zander say where the weapons were headedR asked.
“Lexal,” she replied.

More photos flashed by. “Stop,” Nyk said. “Go bamke.” The
iImage was of a well-groomed late-middle-aged mara ijacket and
wearing a large medallion. “Do you recognize him?”

“No,” she said.

“Think hard. Do you recognize him?”

“No. I've never seen him.”

“Andra, that looks like you standing beside him!”
“Gads, Nyk!” Seymor said. “You're right.”

“Is that you?” Nyk asked.

“No,” she replied.

“Who is it? If it's not you, it's your twin.”

“It's Janna.” Tears formed in her eyes. “Jani@h,.Janna!”

“That's Mykko Wygann, chancellor of the Lexal aoyg’ Kronta
said, “with his consort and wife. She's known orxdleas Princess
Janna.”

“Was she your roommate and friend?”

“Yes. | miss Janna. | miss her so much. | didntdw she went to
Lexal, or that she married.”

- 270 -



EARTHBOUND

“No wonder your classmates called you the twins.”

“There've been rumors,” Kronta continued. “Wygasnturning
Lexal into an armed camp. Zander must've been gimgpWWygann with
Earth weaponry.”

“That explains the triangular trade,” Seymor saitkloran
diamonds are free for the asking. Zander arrangdthte them cut and
polished. There are plenty of buyers in New Yorkdot-rate gems. He
found one willing to pay cash. | imagine finding ams dealer willing
to take his cash was no great difficulty, either.”

“Andra, why?” Nyk asked. “Why would Zander do this
“Revenge ... To avenge Gunder.”

“Gunder?” Nyk asked. “To avenge Gunder Baxa? Antlikanew
him when he worked for the Food Service. No ona el harm to
him.”

“No, Nyk,” Kronta said. “About thirty-five yearsga, a junta
seized control of the Lexal colony. Gunder Baxa W&t regime's
security chief. The junta was deposed by a poliadleance led by one
Zygon Vellod ... and by Mykko Wygann. Gunder wasezk”

“He came to Floran and slipped into the Sudalegaijation,” Nyk
said. “I never knew, and I'm sure neither did mg.d&/hat did Zander
say of revenge?”

“He said Mykko and Lexal were in for a surpriséyidra replied.
“Lexal will soon have a new princess.”

“This gives us a primary hypothesis,” Kronta saftVygann
deposed the junta and forced Zander's father Kite. €ander is arming
Wygann's forces on Lexal. He intends a double-am#$srn those forces
against Wygann. Zander wants to establish himselflencellor, and
he'd have his own princess bride at his side.”
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“That's too ambitious a project for one man,” Seymeplied.

“That's where Altia comes in,” Nyk said. “The ncaffair started
on Altia. The Altians want independence, and tr@nrplot was an
attempt to draw attention to their cause. Zande&n spending time on
Altia. Let's suppose the Altians are providing persl and materiel.
Once Zander seizes control of Lexal, he can fornaldaance with the
Altian faction.”

“We're looking at civil war!” Kronta exclaimed.

“How unprepared are we for that,” Nyk added. “Therust be an
ExoService connection, too. Zander has at leastEomecruiser at his
disposal.”

“And a tie-in with Vebinad Academy,” said Kronta.

“Yes, Zander chose Andra because she's a ringdafma. Could
it work? | thought Zander had snapped -- he'd goagy. This isn't
madness -- it's cold, calculated ambition.”

“Thank you, Nykkyo,” Kronta said. “Thank Andra fars. This
gives us what we needed.” The vidisplay went dark.

Nyk turned and stroked her hair. “Andra, now yall gleep. You
will sleep until the drug frees you, and when yoake; you will have
forgotten all this.” She closed her eyes and heathing became deep
and regular. Nyk kissed her forehead and resunegedddt near her. He
closed his eyes and put his head back.
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16 -- Zander

Andra lay propped on the sofa, her shell acrosslde as she
scooped the last from a meal package. Nyk handed haug of green
tea.

“Thanks for this,” she said handing him the entpay. “How long
was | unconscious?”

“For a while -- it's quite dark out.”
She sipped her tea. “How can you tell with thettsns down?”
He gestured toward a closed shutter. “The view.’por

“Every time | use that drug the effects are deepwt harder for
me to shake off,” she replied. “I think that is dan's intent. Did you get
the information you seek?”

“Yes... unfortunately. It's a dangerous game hklging.” Andra
leaned forward and pinched her lips together. ‘fae all right?”

“The drug makes me dizzy and that sometimes makes
nauseated. It'll pass -- I'll be all right.”

“I'm sorry to have put you through it, then.”

“If it helps put an end to this,” she replied,llibe worth it. Then
you'll be free to return to your Earth woman.”
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“What becomes of you?”
Andra shrugged. “Senta has invited me to be hepamion.”
“Will you accept?”

“l don't know. As | said, it's a short step fromngpanion to
whore.”

“You could do worse. Senta is an important womaith w
influential friends.”

“l know what | would like to do.”
“What's that?” Nyk asked.

She held up the shell. “This. | want to studydka. | want to learn
about the native life on this world. I'd like to kesa career of that.”

Nyk laughed. “Why didn't | think of that -- yeaago, that is? My
life might've been so different.”

“Might-haves don't count.”

“They certainly don't.” Andra gulped the last afritea and handed
the mug to Nyk. “Can you stand?” he asked.

“I'll try...” Nyk helped her to her feet. “I thinkwant to go to bed.
I'm exhausted.”

“You spent the whole day sleeping.”
“It was not a restful sleep, Nyk.”
“I'll help you upstairs.”

Nyk supported her as she climbed the steps. ‘tikthmoving
around is helping me,” she said. “The vertigo isgieg.”

“Is your stomach feeling better?”
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“Yes, that, too.”

They reached the bedroom on the third level. Nygdarded the bed
-- the one his mother had used. It was neatly nvatle a lightweight
blanket. He folded it down.

“You use a cover,” he remarked.

“I got in the habit in Floran City,” she replietl.never knew who
Zander would bring in at whatever time of day aghi”

“It offers some modesty,” Nyk replied. “Senta yaef a cover, too.
| grew up sleeping without one ... because of thenwclimate here in
Sudal. Of course on Earth it's a necessity. Ithmro cold there.”

Andra fastened her oat-straw hair into a ponytgih an elastic
band; then she turned from him and slipped fromtineic. Nyk scanned
her back from head to foot and then averted hig gazshe slid under
the cover.

“Good night, then,” he said.

“Please stay with me,” she replied, sliding to site. “The bed is
spacious enough.”

“It's my mother's bed. I've never been comfortalile
“Do you believe hesenastill inhabits this room?” Andra asked.

Nyk slipped from his tunic and lay beside her,igganto her pale
eyes. “I've never met anyone with your color eyes.”

“It's a desirable trait,” she replied, “and the gndifficult one for
the genetic counselors to isolate.”

“You have little black flecks...”

“Flaws ... nearly enough to exclude me from VeHinsly friend
Janna has perfectly clear eyes.” Andra hooked imerasound his neck,
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drew his face to hers and kissed his lips. “Nylkve cherished the past
few days, despite the circumstances. You've bgmerfact gentleman ...
so kind ... so caring ... so healing. Nyk -- | loxoi.”

“Andra... | know. | can tell you do. I'm priviledeo know you and
to be your friend ... youamfta”

“I know you're trying hard not to love me backwibuld mean so
much to me to hear you say you love me -- just.a bi

“l can't be your lover, Andra. I've promised myaheo...”
“...to your Earth woman.”
“Yes, to Suki.”

She caressed his cheek. “Isn't there room inligaheart of yours
for a little love for me? Just a little?”

Nyk closed his eyes and turned away. “Andra | tdembw how to
resolve this. Suki is the one true love of my lifdhadn't counted on
falling in love with you, too. Yes, Andra -- | dove you.”

“Nothing we have need threaten what you and Sughare,” she
replied. “True love is generous.”

“l wish | knew how to resolve this. | wish | knemhat to do.”
“l know what you must do. When this is over youstigo to her.”
“l can't believe you'd willingly send me into thems of another.”

“Yes, willingly. I love you too much to bear toesgou unhappy,
and | know your happiness depends on you beingiteslmvith your
Earth woman. | can feel the depth of your loveHer. You do a poor
job of concealing your feelings, Nyk. If you knewynhappiness
depended on being with another, would you stamdyirway?”

“Of course not.”
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“Then go to her, Nyk. | hope to meet her some dayriend of
yours is a friend of mine.”

Nyk heard his name. For a moment he couldn't m@zeghis
surroundings. Slowly, in the dim light, he began digtinguish the
furnishings of his mother's bedroom. Andra wasdee&im and shaking
him. “Nyk, wake up. | thought I heard something.”

He arose and switched on the ambient lighting. &\flme is it?”

“Nadir-one,” she replied. He slipped into his wand led her to
the lower level. “There it is again,” she whispered

Nyk approached the main entrance. He held hisefing his lips
and cocked an ear toward the door. “Go shut ydunse your room!
Someone's trying to scan their way into the house.”

Andra hustled up the stairs and pulled the doaoit.dNyk could
hear the exterior scanpad chirping. He pressedimger against the
actuator and the door opened. “Hello, Nykkyo.” Aure in Earth
military fatigues stepped through the doorway anes@nted his wrist.
Nyk demurred. “You wouldn't happen to know whereedgain someone
Is hiding, would you? | know she's here, Nyk. | eafor her. She's a
critical part of my plan.” Zander walked into thewler level and headed
toward the stairs.

“I demand you leave this house immediately,” Ngids

“You're in no position to demand anything.” Zandémbed the
stairs. “Who might be behind that closed door?” t@ped on it.
“Ax'amfin | know you're in there. Open up -- I'm not leaywwithout
you and you can't stay there forever.” He rappetherdoor again.

The door unlocked with a snap and he pulled ithop&ndra
emerged and glowered at him. “I'm not going withuyoShe stood
beside Nyk and held onto his arm. “You don't own"me
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“How pathetic you look, clinging to him.”

“Nykkyo's a fine man. He's kind and considerateauYnever
showed me kindness.”

“I showed you discipline. You'd be wise to cling me. Unlike
him, | have potential. Discipline is what | neecatthieve it.”

“He's been protecting me.”

“Scant protection he'd offer you. This house igowd place to
hide, though. I'll grant him that.” Zander approag¢dhAndra. “Come
along,ax'amfin | thought you knew better than to run away.”

She held onto Nyk. “I'm not going with you. I'vasted my
freedom.”

“You weren't created to be free -- you were credie serve.
What's the motto of your school? 'To do one's dudg your duty,
ax'amfin”

“Nyk and | areamften-- we love each other.”

Darkness spread across Zander's face. “You lovle ether?” He
stood squarely before NykAtnften... you screwed mgx'amfin didn't
you? Without my permission.” Nyk swallowed hard.ndar curled is
lip. “Of course you did -- she stinks of you. Thatbtally against the
rules. No one touches her without my permissiore”liled his hand to
strike Andra. “And you. You know the rules betteah anyone.” She
stood and faced him, holding Nyk's hand. Zandeeled his fist. “No. |
mustn't damage her,” he muttered. “She's too véduable turned to
Nyk. “You, | can damage.”

Nyk felt Zander's fist jab into his stomach. Heubdled over, the
wind knocked out of him. “No one touches her, rerbenthat. Now,
ax'amfin you're coming with me. There's an Exo scout ibitolWe
mustn't keep them waiting.”
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“‘Neither of us are going anywhere with you.” Nylaid
straightening.

“I'll die first!” Andra exclaimed.

“That's rather uncharacteristic language from Yo you'll come
and you'll come willingly. My beautifulax'amfin You dreamt of
glamour on a far-off colony. | could never give yinat. Come with me
now and you can have something very close.”

“Never!”

“We'll see about that.” Zander reached into a poeld withdrew
an injector loaded with a green cartridge. He hietdward her. “Inject
yourself.”

“I will not.”
“You must crave punishment. Inject yourself!”

Andra glanced across the room. Nyk followed he¥segnd saw
herlifxarpa draped across a sofa. She started toward Zander.

“No, Andra,” Nyk shouted. “Don't!”

“I have no choice. The more | defy him, the workes
punishment.” She took the injector, pulled off theedle guard and
flashed a glance at Nyk. She jabbed the injectir ver thigh, through
the fabric of her tunic. Nyk heard it dischargehnat snap.

“Do you see, Nykkyo? Not only are thex'amfinenbeautiful,
they're smart. She just did a very smart thing.hd& waited for the
drug to seize her. Andra's eyes glazed and heidsy&tooped. Her jaw
went slack, and she dropped the spent injectordf&yzidev m'obeHer
will's not her own, Nyk. It belongs to me. Andranjp.” She began
jumping up and down. “She'll continue until | commdaher to stop.”

“I believe you,” Nyk said.
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“Andra, stop. She knows better than to disobeye'sShnable to.
Andra, you have a terrible, pounding headache.” &lopped to her
knees, grasped her head and moaned. “The headgaohe's She stood.

“Nykkyo, the thought of you and her disgusts meanh't imagine
you screwing my woman. | can barely imagine you #rat scrawny
redhead of yours. | must punish her -- she knowgukes.” He regarded
Nyk. “Perhaps not.” Zander stroked his chin. “I wanit have to if it
wasn't consensual ... Andra, you and he. It wasm'sensual. Tell me he
forced himself on you.”

“He forced himself on me.” Her voice was flat andnotonic.
“You don't have to do this, Zander,” Nyk said.

“Tell me he raped you.”

“He raped me.”

“Don't punish her. She's suffered enough.”

“I'll punish you. You'll see where her loyaltiesly lie. Andra, you
hate him for this. Tell him.”

She approached Nyk with anger in her eyes. “I hatg”

“Drug-induced loyalty,” Nyk replied. “I've seen hieee from your
evil mix.”

“Evil mix, how dramatic ... With each dose my amhtover her is
more complete. Soon, | won't need the drug to conahieer.” He turned
toward her. “Andra, spit in his eye.”

She spat in Nyk's face. “I hate you,” she screamed
“Andra, zidev m'obg Nyk said. “Listen to me, obey me, not him!”

Zander laughed. “Nice try. She won't, she candr Will's mine.
Andra, show him more how you hate him.”
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She slapped Nyk across his face, nearly knockimgdff balance.
He touched his cheek and could feel it swelling.

“You hate him enough to kill him with your barens. Kill him!”

“I'll kill you.” She grasped Nyk around the neckdapressed her
thumbs into his windpipe. His knees buckled. Hebbeml at her
forearms. She tightened her grip and his visiorahég go grey.

“Stop,” Zander said. Andra released her grip. ftkto the floor,
gasped and felt his throat. “Andra, | can undestgwur hatred, but we
mustn't take justice into our own hands. We'll camey a tribunal aboard
the scout. I'll be the judge and you'll be the poogor. We'll listen to the
evidence, convict him, and then you can kill hinykklyo, you're under
arrest. I'm afraid you'll have to come with me.”K\imade a run for the
staircase. “Not so fast,” Zander said and jump&dtd him.

Nyk picked up the cephalopod shell and began swing in
Zander's direction. Zander ducked. Nyk backed aasag swung the
shell again. Zander ducked, but on the back swiyk ¢dbnnected and
Zander's temple oozed blood.

Zander shook his head and felt his injury. “Yountoaue to
surprise me, Nyk.” Zander pressed toward him. Ngkked away and
stumbled over a footstool. Zander lunged at him Myt planted the
pointed end of the shell into the upholstery. Theroend caught Zander
in the solar plexus and he doubled over. Nyk sctadhto his feet and
ran for a vidisplay.

Zander stood and headed for him. Nyk graspedrtiai €nd of the
shell with both hands, lined it up with Zander'sadhe lifted it and
brought it down. Zander dodged and it grazed haulsler. He grabbed
Nyk's wrist and bent it backwards. He dropped tiedls

Nyk wrenched free from Zander, hopped over a beand
snatched Andral#xarpa. He located the injector. Zander grabbed Nyk's
arm and pressed a thumb into a tendon. Nyk's h@emen and the
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injector dropped. Zander picked it up. “What's Thfsndra, catch!” He
tossed the injector to her. “Dispose of this.”

Andra acknowledged with a snap of her head anddute#&or the
waste reprocessor. Zander withdrew another injeder grasped the
needle guard in his teeth, pulled it off and spadut. “Careful of this
one, Nyk. It's poison.”

Nyk backed away from Zander and found himself icoaner.
Zander advanced and touched the tip of the needi&/k's arm. “Don't
move or you'll feel this. Andra, there's a shuttlggarked outside. Under
the seat is a polymer case. Fetch it here.” Shieedtdown the staircase.
Nyk tried to edge away. Zander shook his head. “Ddlyk.”

Andra appeared at the top of the stairs and hatiteccase to
Zander. “Now, down on the floor, Nyk. Face down.yKNlay on the
floor. Zander began flipping through a collectidnrgector cartridges in
the case. “Here we are. Don't worry, Nyk. This siuglly a sedative, but
a strong one. Something to make you a bit more eadpe.” Nyk
started to squirm away. “Careful, Nyk. Which one wau want?”
Zander removed an injector from the case, flipgeoben, cocked the
roller, inserted the cartridge and snapped the gfasltut. He grasped the
needle guard in his teeth and pulled it off. Nyk #ander lift the hem
of his tunic to expose his buttock.

He eyed the point Zander held to his arm. Theratkedle bit into
his backside. In the periphery of his vision cauggihe motion, and he
tried not to betray what he saw. Andra was appriogcdander from
behind. Something she held glinted in a shaft ghtli She jabbed
Zander's shoulder, and Nyk heard the snap of actmj's discharge.

“Aahhh!” Zander exclaimed, stood and dropped thector. He
started to grab for his shoulder, but fell like @akdl to the floor and
began convulsing. His head thrashed from side ¢ostte, his tongue
slipped out and he began to froth at the mouthntdde a gurgle and
was still, eyes staring at the ceiling.
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Nyk removed the undischarged injector from hig @ad sat up.
He glanced at Zander's lifeless body, averted &m gand pinched his
lips together.

Andra knelt and threw her arms around him. “OhkkNw, | hope
| didn't hurt you! | had to make it look real.” Spheppered his cheek and
neck with kisses.

“You made it real enough. | was convinced and as Wwe. How
did you know to do that?”

“Colonial politics is serious business, and théts assignment
Vebinad Academy trains us for.”

“They must've also taught you acting... How didi ywercome his
drug mixture?”

She smiled, lifted the hem of her tunic, and shbwWwen a green
splotch on her thigh near a cut where the needieegr her skin. He
stood and embraced her and she lay her head abairsstoulder.

“His post-hypnotic directive -- how did you overnge that?”

She looked into his eyes. “l don't know ... | L.saw him
threatening you and | knew | had to stop him.” $bated to the spent
injector, still embedded in Zander's flesh. “I véawving it for me.”

Nyk placed a vidphone call to Internal Affairs ames told a
skimmer was being dispatched. The vidisplay begmmabng an
iIncoming call. He answered with a wristscan.

Senta's image appeared in the vidisplay. Her \wag disheveled
and she had a bruise under one eye.

“Nykkyo! Oh, Nykkyo, quick! Zander's on his wayetie -- he
came here looking for Andra. | heard the chime,nepethe door and
there he was -- he forced himself in and ransat¢kedapartment. He
asked me where Andra was -- | wouldn't tell hinhe- came after me
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with an injector. We struggled and he overpowered-fihe injected me
and I lost all my will.” She began crying. “I toldm Andra was in Sudal
at the Residence -- | couldn't help myself -- édri but | couldn't keep
from telling him! I know he's headed there -- hafer her. Do
something! Hide her -- send her away!”

“You're too late.”

“Oh, no! Don't tell me he took Andra!” She burikedr face in her
hands and began sobbing. “He'll kill her, or sHhelllherself. She said
she'd die before returning to him, and | believe hean't bear it. Poor,
poor Andra, it's all my fault,” she wept. “I talkéer into running away.
| don't know how I'll live with myself. | love heso much.”

“No, Senta. Zander's dead. Andra killed him wigrve toxin.”
Nyk beckoned Andra to the vidisplay and stood back.

“I'm all right, Senta.”

“Oh, Andra, thank goodness, thank goodness! I'micg to Sudal.
I'll be on the next train. I'm so happy you'reradht, and I'm so happy
you're finally free from that horrid, horrid man.”

Andra turned her shoulder to the vidisplay andchead the
diamond- shaped Baxa wedding crest tattoo. “Noté&dil never be
free from him.”

“I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Senta, you shouldn't come down here until we tet all clear
from Seymor,” Nyk said. “It may not be safe. I'lconce | hear from
him.”

“Do you promise you'll call?”
“I promise.” The vidphone window went black.

Andra stooped, picked up the shell and held hdnbosom. They
climbed the spiral staircase to the trapdoor inrtbef. Nyk pushed it
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opened and they stepped onto the flat observatch th the center of
roof and looked toward Sudal. Starlight illuminati countryside to
full-moon brightness.

“l can't believe you had the presence of minddondhat you did.
I'm useless in a fight.”

“You were wonderful, Nyk. We defeated him together
“So you didn't really inject yourself all thosengs.”

“Cooperation was better than punishment. The angdaught us
one lesson above all others. The first order ofifess is survival. |
cooperated to survive.” He felt her arm aroundwasst. “I'd never have
gone back to him, not after tasting my freedom.t&smright -- I'd have
used that toxin on myself, first. I'd have useeaigjerly.”

Nyk pointed toward a large skimmer approachinghim distance.
It set down beside Zander's shuttlecar and a sgfiaden emerged.
They were armed with stunners and wore sashesifglegtthem as
Internal Affairs officers.

Nyk led Andra down the spiral staircase. He stbgdthe main
entrance and met the officers. “This way,” he dedcthem up to the
main living level.

An officer gestured toward Zander's body. “Frora kbok of it, he
died a rather unpleasant death.”

“ID him.”

An officer approached Zander's body with a poaaddanpad and
held it to his right wrist. The scanpad chirpedtasad the ID chip in his
metacarpal bone. The officer looked at the scariJdc ID comes back
for Frax Hawryt.”

“That's impossible!” Nyk exclaimed. “This is ZandBaxa, no
doubt.” He lifted Zander's left wrist and pointedscars. He showed the
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officer those on his own wrist. “Zander and | maldese marks on each
other as boys. It was our bonding ritual.”

The officer consulted his handheld vidisplay. “Afe requested to
bring Frax Hawryt in for questioning. It seems neag@peared from Exo-
401 over a year ago.” He touched the screen. “ZaBdga is wanted,
dead or alive, for his involvement in the RicintPlo

“Do you have a photoimage of Frax?” Nyk asked.

The officer manipulated the vidisplay. An imageegared and he
compared it with the body on the floor. “The resé&ambe is close --
quite close. We'll take him for positive genetiendification. Until that's
done, I'll ask you two please not to leave Sudal.”

“We're not leaving this house,” Nyk replied.

The officers put Zander's body onto a levitatiadlgi and loaded it
onto the skimmer. The skimmer lifted off.

Nyk led Andra to the house's control screen. Haied his wrist,
touched the screen and scanned his wrist agaimn“Sours,” he
directed. She pressed her wrist to the scanpad ahdped. “Now only
you or | can open that door.” He touched the scemain and the door
slid shut and latched.

Nyk heated a pair of dinner packages and setrofrent of Andra.
He sat at the table and opened his. “Ten days 'vevimen cooped up in
here with the shutters down for ten days.” He hgddhis thumb and
forefinger. “I am this close to going stark, ravintgad. How can you
stand it?”

She picked up the shell and put it to her eacatl hear the sea.”
She smiled. “I'm happy to be with you, Nyk.”

Nyk stood. “More tea?” She nodded and he refiled cup.
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“Senta called last night,” she said. “You weresapl | think she's
sorry for some of the things she said about yoe. ssird she wishes you
hadn't gone on that Agency assignment. Things regleen different.
But might-haves don't count, do they?”

She reached across the table and took his hand.piifed her
forearm. “| can't believe what an idiot | was abgati, Andra. You and
| might've been good friends.”

“We are now, aren't we?”
“Yes, but | agonize over the time | wasted.”

The vidisplay signaled an incoming call. Nyk anssgeit with a
wristscan. “Lad, | think the coast is clear. Wefeended up the lot of
them. The assistant director of the ExoService duasmitted suicide.
The headmistress of Vebinad Academy was detaimebhas undergone
interrogation.”

“With truth drug?”

“Yes, lad. She wasn't very cooperative, so she tveassported to
T- Delta. The authorities there are less squearalsbut using truth
agent. She became very cooperative once theydtamaping the drug
into her.”

“What was the Service head's role?”

“He was a double agent for the Altian faction. ldganged
communication and transportation for the ricin f@, and he recruited
the crew manning the Exo scout. Zander was hig-hghd man. The
Vebinad headmistress was also his.”

“There's our link to the academy,” Nyk replied.

“Yes -- her cousin was one of those executed ye&'s ago. The
commander of ExoScout 327 has been detained. Tlhhe&everseer in
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charge of the 300-class Scouts has disavowed amyl&dge and the
commander is being permitted to twist in the bréeze

“Tell me I'm not crazy, Seymor -- that was Zander.
“No doubt. Internal Affairs made a positive genetatch.”
“What of the man whose identity he assumed?”

“Good question, lad. Frax Hawryt went AWOL fromd@0-series
Exo cruiser a year ago during a port-of-call. Hhigpmates said he had
an assignation scheduled on Lexal.”

“So, Zander seduced him for his identity chip. Wbaoks at faces
these days?”

“Zander could assume either identity at will.”
“What of Mykko Wygann and the weapons?” Nyk asked.

“Wygann has issued the following statement: 'l wdth complete
honesty categorically deny that anyone in my adstiation has
received weapons from Earth or from anywhere ¢lsgal is a peaceful
colony, and the Lexalese a peaceful people.

'l can speak without encumbrance on behalf of ltk&alese
colonial legislature and the Lexalese people. Welade the
transshipment of weaponry anywhere within the Fidnagemony, and
we sincerely hope the perpetrators are capturedpanshed.' He also
stated the man who visited Zander's apartmentRoaeVadima, left his
administration two years ago and his current wheryats are unknown.”

“Do you believe that?” Nyk asked.

“l don't know what to believe. | do know the trgibes cold after
Lexal, so it may have been a transshipment point.”

“Or Wygann's lying.”
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“It wouldn't be the first time a politician lied.”
“And Andra?” Nyk asked.

“Innocent -- or, an expert at covering her trdils something
ax'amfinenare taught at the finishing schools. Her informatvas very
useful -- she has the thanks of the Service.”

“I have a better opinion of those schools aftas,thNyk said.
“Andra was taught some survival skills, and shesmarted Zander in
the end. | think the Service owes her something'sSbeen through a
terrible ordeal and for no reason other than she b@n with certain
physical traits. ExoAgents take care of each otar.should take care
of Andra.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Sudal University is establishing a sea reseaefitar. She'd like
to be part of it.”

“I put in a word with the university. | think & can work
something out. What next for you, lad?”

“I'm holding you to your assurances that | caneharansit to
Earth.”

“What are your plans here?”

“I have none, except to get there. I'll figure ooy next move,
then.”

“Nyk, you'll receive a commendation for this. l'authorized to
reactivate you as an Agent in good standing. Ommtearrive here, be
sure to stop by the office. I've an assignment twatld occupy you
nearly full time, if you're interested.”

“I'll think about it.”
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“Seize the opportunity when you can, lad. Thessjasnents don't
come along too often.” The vidphone session tertatha

Nyk touched the house control screen. The storuttesis flung
open, filling the house with golden sunlight. Heepnpd his arms to
Andra and embraced her. “It's over.”

“Now you're headed to Earth, to Sukiko. Go to ik, and fulfill
your destiny.”

“If | could take you to Earth with me, | would.”
“If | could go with you, | would,” she replied.
“Oh, Andra -- | hate the notion of losing a frielice you.”

“You're not. We'll never lose each other so lorgy veée can
communicate. That's what love is -- it's commumacgtand | know ours
with Earth work well. You and | are friends anddow for life, Nyk -- no
matter where either of us may be.”

“Would you like to take a walk on the beach witle?h He took
her hand and headed toward the bluff.
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17 -- A Unigue Laboratory

Nykkyo stood on the middle level of the Residelmmking down
the access road. He saw a groundcar approachindhe@ndcognized
Senta's red hair. He watched the car pull to a stagide the main
entrance. Senta removed her case from the luggam@artment and
headed up the spiral staircase. She stopped. ‘Héjkkyo.”

“Senta, | screwed up again, didn't 1?”

She shook her head. “I don't know what to thinai, now.” She
proceeded up the staircase and embraced Andra. A@iira, I'm so
happy you're safe. Now you can lead a normallliban't wait till you're
back in your apartment in the City. Or maybe ydike to move in with
me. My place is much nicer than that hovel of Zaisde

“I'm not returning to the City. I'll be putting Ader's apartment
back to Central Admin. I'm staying here.”

“Here?”

“Yes. Nykkyo showed me the beauty of the sea.dpplying to
join the sea research center at the university imefudal.”

Senta shook her head. “Here? In Sudal? Am | hgan right?”
“Yes, and Nyk said | could use this house.”

She glowered at Nyk. “You're letting her use tisise?”
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“For as long as she wants. It's too nice to remshurttered up -- I'd
rather see the place used. I've asked Central Admiconvert it,
eventually, into a center for sea research, amhoe it after my father.
It's a fitting tribute to him.”

“What're your plans, Nykkyo?”

“I'm returning to Earth at the earliest possiblenwenience.
Seymor's hinting | may be restored to good gracdsmthe Agency.”

“So you're headed to Earth to complete your Ageoay.”

“I'm headed there to find my destiny. Senta, |\Wnoow much
Andra means to you. | was hoping you and she dositdbgether, now.”

“Well, you've certainly changed your tune since ldst time | saw
her. What happened to all the snide remarks, tde aomments? He
never approved of you, Andra. He disliked you feasons | couldn't
fathom.”

“I was wrong about her -- and about you. I've dri® make
amends.”

“Nyk and | discovered we love each other,” Andasds“It doesn't
mean | feel any less fondness for you, Senta.”

Senta's lip trembled. “Fondness! Andra, | love lytue been
worried sick about you!”

“I never knew. Why didn't you tell me?”

“All those times we spent together? How could yomt know?
What could | have done differently to show you?”

“I'm sorry, Senta. | was too wrapped up in my awnisery. You've
helped me so much. | love you like a sister.”

“l love you like a lover! How could you stand tkeand tell me
you've fallen in love with a ... fool like him?”
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“Nykkyo's a fine man, and he's no fool. If he hadreen here
when Zander came looking for me... I'd be dead, r&emta -- without a
doubt.”

“l want you two to be together,” Nyk said. “I tolshdra she owes
herself the chance for you to show her how youy tieg|.”

“He did indeed say that,” Andra added.

“Why don't | heat some dinners?” Nyk suggestede‘®dn all take
a walk on the bluff after dinner and then sleeptolVe might as well
start working out sleeping arrangements. I'm usmgold room and
Andra's been using my mom's.”

“I'll use the other room upstairs.”

“I'll put your case up there.” Nyk picked up Séstease and took it
to the third level. He descended the stairs andadgeating meal
packages. He set them on the kitchen table. Sémtaeged at him.

“If you and Andra would like to sleep together iggint, please do
S0,” he said.

Senta's expression toward him softened. “Thank Kyk. Andra,
would you sleep with me?”

“I'd love to.”

Nyk lay in his childhood bed. He could hear, vdgu&enta and
Andra talking together in the room above his. Heedtto fall asleep. The
conversation from above was replaced by the mufednds of
lovemaking. He couldn't stand it any longer.

He arose, descended to the lower level and watkgdonto the
bluff and down the slope to his bowl-shaped depras#ie lay nude on
the sand and looked up at the stars. His gaze t#uglsight of a bright
white star with four dimmer companions tracing psided rectangle in
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the sky. Why, as a child, had he never heard hsnpsl lovemaking? He
closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep.

Dawn awoke him. Nyk walked up the bluff and inte thouse. He
showered, dressed and began brewing a pot of gdeeemAndra came
into the kitchen drying her hair.

She opened her arms. “Good morning,” she saidhitged and
kissed her.

“Andra, | heard you and Senta last night.”
“I'm sorry we disturbed you.”

“That's not it. | heard you and it upset me. b@dn't have, but it
did. Certainly you're entitled to have whomever yash as youamfta
... I'm sorry... I'm sounding like I'm jealous. Lst be developing Earth
attitudes.”

Andra presented her cup and Nyk filled it. “Seatesn't want me
just as hemamfta” She sipped from her cup. “She asked me to be her
amfin”

“Senta wants you as her live-in companion ...deemd lover?”

“Yes. She and | have different needs, Nyk. Min&isa roof over
my head. As Zander's widow | have few options.fere Senta'amfin
I'd have some rights and some security.”

“You're not seriously considering that, are yolNyk asked.
“I'd be foolish not to.”

He shook his head. “You do know why she's askimg) ¢f you ...
don't you?”

“Of course 1 do. | can read Senta's motives qulaely.”
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“You don't have to, Andra. My offer stands -- yeufree to use
this house. Suppose you're accepted into the searadh program? That
would give you a career with living credits.”

“Suppose I'm not. I'd still need credits to bupdo | hope | am
accepted into that program. If not ... at leashwsenta, | won't be a
ward of the state.”

“But, you'd be a kept woman. Is that any differéran Zander?”

“Senta is not Zander, Nyk.” Andra glanced towane stairway
and made a hand signal that said, she's coming.

Senta walked into the kitchen wearing a lightegédess robe. She
walked over to Andra and embraced her. “Good mgrihiNyk said.

“Nyk, who's the Food Service Ag Director thesesfay
‘Dyoman Hasse.”
“Do you know him?”

“Yes, I've known him since | was a boy. He wasaamistant head
when my dad was in charge. Why?”

“Would you be kind enough to arrange a meetingvbeeh him and
myself? As soon as possible.”

“He's your peer, Senta. You should be able tongeasuch a
meeting.”

“You've known him longer. I'd rather you set it’up

“Whatever you want.” Nyk began scrolling througlredtory
listings on a vidisplay. “It's been years since Ispoken to him ... He
can meet with us this afternoon, is that soon en®dug

“Fine, thank you.”
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Nyk returned to his teacup at the kitchen tabf&o who sleeps
with whom tonight?”

“You and Senta should have a night together,” Arghid. “Maybe
you'd like to catch up.”

“Senta, would you sleep with me tonight?”

“I'll sleep with you but don't you even think albbéavemaking.”

The groundcar pulled up to the Food Service coxnalel parked.
Nyk and Senta walked into the building and appredch receptionist.
“Dyoman Hasse is expecting us.”

Shortly the Food Service director and a woman ealinto the
lobby. “Nykkyo, good to see you again,” Hasse sdffenta, I'm
delighted to meet you in person. It's not everydiag has the chance to
greet a holder of the Chancellor's Medallion.” Hebeaced them both.
“How's the exobotany business, Nyk?”

“I've been working on a project that's ... hadhimgg to do with
plants.”

“This is my wife, Ryanna. Let's go back.” They ted for his
office. “Senta, | hope this is in regard to my lasmo.”

“Yes, Dyoman, it is.”
“Memo? Have you two been corresponding?”

“Yes. For the past couple of years, I've been Ineg&enta about
the wisdom of moving the sequencing labs here tdabu knew if |
kept hammering away, sooner or later we'd see segudts.”

“Really?” Nyk replied. “What a great idea! I'm puised neither of
us thought of it before.” Senta gave him a withgtimok.
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“Nyk, Ryanna is head of plant breeding for potatdenvas hoping
you could take some time to discuss a problem dexs struggling
with. She'd like the opinion of an exobotanist. Mayou and she can
talk while Senta and | negotiate our little projéct

“Why don't we talk in my office?” Ryanna suggestet led him
down a corridor. She was a large woman in earlydieiage with short
reddish-blond hair, a round face and intensely blges. Nyk took a seat
in her cluttered office. “I don't know if you've del, but we've had
another native microbe invasion. It's the thirdwo years. We had to
destroy an entire agridome's worth of potatoes thwed sterilize the
dome.” Nyk winced. “Fortunately it was one of ounaler facilities.”

“Have you identified the microbe?”

“Yes, and this one's turning out to be extremafficdlit. We've
had good luck in the past making subtle genetiagbs, but this one
hasn't responded. | was hoping you could give hesnal.”

“What would you like me to do?”

“We have a fairly extensive collection of potatoltares, some
going back a couple hundred years. So far, we haf@mmd a single
variety that's resistant to this microbe. We'reudlto start investigating
cross-species gene splicing. | thought you mighé gis some starting
points.”

“Potatoes are members of tkelonaceaeor nightshade family.
Many nightshade species are toxic. Perhaps we ioansbme likely
specimens there. Also, if you can get me a lisdlbthe related cultures
you have, I'll cross-reference them with plant digep and see if we can
get the ball rolling. I'll also speak to Seymor abgetting some help on
the ground on Earth.”

Nyk walked back to Dyoman's office where Senta e@spleting
her conversation. “Thank you Senta,” Hasse saidr dure this will
work out.”
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“Nice seeing you again, Nyk,” said Ryanna.

Nyk escorted Senta outside into the midday hedtpapped open
the groundcar. “I heard Ryanna say, 'Nice seeingagain,” Senta said.
“How do you know her?”

“She used to baby-sit me when | was little. | Hadmalized she
married Dyoman.” Nyk brought up a list of destioat on the car's
display. “Home? Or do you have somewhere else \likédo go?”

“Home. It'll take me some time to be accustomedStmlal as
home.”

“Car, the Residence.”
“By the way, Nykkyo, you can dispense with theagiong.”

“Who's gloating? You made the right decision, etfeyou did it
for the wrong reason.”

“What do you mean the wrong reason? It's simplgobe a
necessity due to the logistics of working with fht beds, especially
now we've added more crops to our sequencing stadeetu

“The fact this decision came on the heels of Aldfeeedom is
nothing more than a coincidence?”

“Yes, a happy coincidence for me, but a coincigéenonetheless.
Now, I'm going to do you a favor and forget | hegod say that.”

The groundcar left the Sudal city limits and hehdeward the
coast. “How are you going to solve all the probleshselocating?” he
asked.

“What problems?”

“The laundry list of reasons you give me everydimnsuggest
moving the labs. For example, the staffing problem.
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“Dyoman says we will have no trouble finding thecassary
staffing. Some of the City based staff will relezatwwe'll make it
attractive for them. A few have homes here andlvalhappy to move ...
Don't you dare say it!”

“Say what?”

“Don't you dare say | told you so. Nykkyo, we a@ng this for
the good of the program and it'll involve sacrifioa the part of
everyone, not the least myself.”

Nyk lay nude on his childhood bed. Senta entersedbbdroom
wearing her light, sleeveless robe. She looked raran the subdued
light. “No cover?” she asked.

“There's one in the closet if you must.” Sentarieged a
lightweight blanket and spread it on the bed, faydt back above Nyk's
waist. She slipped off her robe, climbed into tled land lay beside Nyk.
“You have beautiful eyes, Senta.”

“I mean it, Nykkyo -- don't you even think about If you lay a
hand on me, I'll kick your ass straight to the edfythat bluff and down
onto the rocks!”

Nyk cracked a smile. Senta smiled and they batbHad.
“Would you let me rub your back?” he asked.

“You'd rub my back?” She rolled over onto her sham He sat up
and began stroking her back between her shouldelebl “That feels
good... You used to do this after we made love...”

“Yes, to compensate for being a rotten lover.”
“I never said you were a rotten lover.”

“You never had to say it, | knew it.”
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“You've improved over the years...”

“Yes, under your tutelage. You're qualified toegmaster lessons
in lovemaking. I'm afraid | shall forever be a nma/’ He made strokes
down the length of her spine with the heel of hasidh “I wanted this
time with you, Senta, because we have some imgottangs to
discuss.”

“Yes, we do. Nykkyo, I'd like for us to considexconciliation. |
know you'll have responsibilities on Earth with tAgency. But you,
Andra and | can make this work. There's plentyaafn at this house,
for the times your onworld. And when you're offwbrl if you'd like to
maintain the occasional liaison with the Earth womal'll look the
other way.”

“Andra? What does she have to do with this?”
“She's more than willing to be oamfin”

“Has Andra agreed? | understood she was merelgiderng it ...
as a last resort.”

“She will agree to it, I'm confident... Especialfyyou're in the
equation, Nyk.”

HM e?”

“I've seen how you two interact. Believe me, I'msarprised as
anyone, but there's no denying it. I'm sure Andoaldn't refuse you.”

“| figure THAT's the reason you want a reconcibat”
“What are you talking about?”

“Senta -- you have all the trappings of a positodrpower. You
have a luxury apartment in Floran City ... yourgoeal skimmer ...
assistants at your beck and call... There's ong/ tbmg you lack, and
that's arax'amfinconsort. You want me as a way to have Andra.”
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“How dare you!” Her eyes reddened. “Have you tgtdlscounted
the notion that | might actually still care for y&u

“Not totally... Senta, do you know that, when yget upset and
your face gets red -- it makes your eyes look eyreener?”

“You do enjoy upsetting me, don't you?”
“l do not.”

Senta clamped shut her eyes and pursed her Tipsdémonstrate
my sincerity I'm going to forget | heard your huftivords, Nykkyo. I'm
not letting you goad me into an argument. All | wesrfor us to return to
the way we were. Andra has nothing to do with it.”

“I'm sorry, korlyta. It's out of the question.”
“Why? Why is it out of the question?”

“Because when | make transit to Earth, it'll bere-way trip. Il
be Earthbound.”

“No, Nyk! You don't mean it!”

“I do mean it. I've wrapped up my onworld affaies)d | make
transit tomorrow. There I'll join Suki and fulfithy destiny as father to
her child.”

“What of Andra?”

“l thought you said she had nothing to do with Andra fully
understands why this is what | must do; and sheslieg me on my
mission with her blessings. If you can't comprehentfell, maybe you
should ask her to explain it to you. She has tastrdfreedom, Senta;
and | doubt she'll ever permit herself to be botmd/ou, me or to
anyone. If you were to ask her to join you voluilyamas your peer ...
she might accept.”
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“This can't work, Nykkyo. You can't be a father &m Earth
woman's child.”

“I love her and I've agreed to help her raisedteld. This isn't a
whim, Senta -- it's something | must do.”

“Do you mean the bastard child from the rape?!liSe'an unwed
mother. | can't believe you'd involve yourself uck! If it were I, I'd be
mortified. I'd ... I'd ... Well, I'd never carry du a child. What of the
line?”

“You're talking of my line. Earth attitudes on uesvmothers are
far different. Destiny has put this into motion. rH#ild's on his way,
and he needs a father. Remember, without that,cthiere'd be no
Kyhanas. There'd be no me, and perhaps no yoerhaps no one.”

“l did this, didn't I? You're doing this to punigfe, aren't you?”

“No, Senta. You and | have never been right faheather. That
became clear to me during my Agency assignmentmagied because
Veska wished to bind to the Kyhana line. It's themwg reason. We
should admit we made a mistake and get on withgokeiends. | respect
you, Senta -- | admire the work you do and the grergou are. |
welcome you as a friend.”

“Maybe it is good you'll be Earthbound for a whiléll give me
time to sort out my feelings for you. Maybe we caork things out
when you come back. | think you will return, onbe treality of what
you're doing sinks in.”

“Senta, there's something else. Andra told mekymw something
about my family line. It's something you discovergdile sequencing
Suki's hair.”

She raised up on her elbows. “Andra told you tha®ore her to
secrecy! I'll have words with her in the morning.”
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“I's my family. | think | have the right to knowvhat you
discovered.” She sat up and turned from him. “Sewtaat did you
find?” She pressed her fist to her lips. “Tell meatvyou found.”

“Nykkyo, please try not to be too upset. Promiseyau won't be
upset.”

“I can't promise anything until I know what it"is.

“Nyk, I'm afraid you're not as closely relatedokiko as | led you
to believe.”

“You said the probability of ancestry was eighityef to ninety
percent.”

“| said that probability applied to Sukiko's antrgsto Gordo
Kyhana.”

“He lived over three thousand Floran years agd.riie the whole
story, Senta.”

“Nyk, I'm speaking as a geneticist. When you dwldad Sukiko's
hair to me, | realized | had a unique opportungystudy how human
genes mutate and become diluted through the gemesatt's not every
day a scientist is handed such a laboratory. | ghou had the raw
material for a very interesting publication in fGenetics Journal.

“My plan was to use Sukiko's genetic sequence lagsaline. We
have no sequencing data to fill the gap betweenkS8udnd Gordo, or
even Koichi and Gordo, but the records are comgteta Gordo on. |
wanted to try applying to humans the techniquesevetbped for
tracking genetic changes in our food crops.

“I began comparing genetic markers from Gordo axawwith the
intent of extrapolating the changes back to Sukikavas especially
Iinterested in estimating exactly when the Japareesal traits vanished.
With the extrapolated data, | could reconstructlikely appearance of
any generation of Kyhana between Sukiko and Gordo.”
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“When you visited Suki in the clinic, you wanted see for
yourself her physical characteristics. It was fouryresearch, wasn't it?”

She nodded. “Nykkyo, contact with her is a uniqpportunity. It's
much more rare than once in a lifetime -- it's omgea people's
lifetimes.” She sniffed. “You are so lucky, | ameavious of you!”

“Senta, there's no reason you can't be friends Suiki, t00.”
“No? Do you think so?”

“She'd probably welcome it. When you did the seguey, what
did you find?”

“The data all looked promising. | had nearly petfeorrelation.
Then the endpoint wouldn't fit. It was an obviouslier.”

“The endpoint? Do you mean me? Am | the endpdtat,outlier?”

“Yes, Nyk. At first | thought | made a mistakedduble-checked,
and obtained the same result. | started workingkwa from your
seguence. | didn't have to look far.”

“Senta, can you explain what this means in languagcan
comprehend?” Her lip trembled and her eyes begdill.t6Senta, tell
me what this means.”

“Nyk, you're not the biological son of Xarvo KyhanI'm so, so
sorry.”

Nyk began to hyperventilate. He closed his eyesiched his fist
and pressed it to his lips. “Who is my father?” 8ewiped tears from
her eyes. “Senta, tell me who my father is!”

“I don't know.”

“How could you not know? You didn't do a searcd &nd out?”
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“No, Nyk, it's not that simple. There's a goodsma the family
lines follow the paternal side. We can index thdemmde easily by
tracing the Y chromosome. It's the only chromosgua&ranteed to pass
from father to son, and it changes little from gatien to generation.
You're a freak of nature -- you suffer atypical #densyndrome. You
don't possess a Y chromosome, so | had to seqyencss if you were a
woman. On the female side, it's much more a ganstatistics. There
are billions of possible combinations, and billiamfscandidates. It's not
practical to perform a statistical match on themlfalve could narrow it
down, it'd be much easier.”

“Why didn't you tell me?” Senta sniffed. “Sentahywvdidn't you
tell me?”

“Because | figured what you didn't know wouldnitrtyou. | knew
how much it meant to you to be a Kyhana, with tresicand Koichi's
journal and all. It doesn't matter. Xarvo and J{idhana took out your
birth license, so legally you are a Kyhana and ingtisan take that from
you. You're the same Nykkyo today as you were yeate It really
doesn't matter who your biological father was.”

“It matters to me! How dare you assume what mated doesn't
matter when it's my family and my genes?”

“I'm sorry, Nyk,” she sobbed. “I didn't want to rthyyou. | never
wanted to hurt you. | do love you. You probably ddelieve that, right
now, but | do. Oh, Nykkyo, | don't want to lose yohle pulled away
from her as she reached toward him.

Nyk stood and walked, nude, down the spiral sdaecand onto the
bluff. He sat on a rock, listening to the soundha surf wash in below
him. He heard Senta from behind. “Nyk, please, gged'm so sorry!
Please come back to bed!”

He let the sound of the surf drown out her words.
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Nyk felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned toAedra, clutching
her shell. “You've been here all night?” He nodd#cheard you and
Senta talking last night. Now, she's not speakingé¢. Did it have to do
with the hair?”

“Yes, it did. She told me I'm not my father's son.
“Who is your father?”

“She said she doesn't know. | believe her. Whatkstows for sure
Is | am not a Kyhana.”

“This frees you for Sukiko!”

“It denies me what | thought was my heritage. kmewn Destiny
Is cruel, and now | know just how cruel She can Mg.father likely
possessed the same Y-chromosome as the fetus its Swdmb. To
think that same chromosome had been passed alemggtierations for
nearly seven thousand Floran years. For two hungkedrations, all the
Kyhana men have shared that same chromosome. Except He
picked up a rock, threw it into the surf and burnsl face in his hands.
“The Kyhana line starts with Suki's unborn childpdait ended,
vaporized, in the shuttle crash. I'm an outsidekileg in.”

He felt Andra caress his back. “We all must sleome Kyhana
blood. Each of us is the offspring of the origitlabusand settlers, and
we know of the interbreeding in the early years.”

He looked up at her. “It's ironic -- there's a dazhance you're
more closely related to Sukiko than | am.”

“Nyk, we're all cousins.”

“In a way, | was expecting something like this. d'\mundred
generations leaves plenty of room for hanky-pankyas expecting to
find the Kyhana line broken, genetically. That'saivh thought Senta's
discovery was. To learn it was broken by my owrepts.” He threw
another rock.
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“They never told me. That's what hurts. If theyllhald me from
the beginning, | could've dealt with it. Insteduky led me on. Everyone
led me on, because no one wanted to hurt me.” ételsdnd faced her.
“Look at me. Am | as dim and naive and weak as s surrounding
me must believe?”

“l think you're a fine man. | salute the strengtid courage you
have to do what you're about to do.”

“Courage?”

“Yes, Nyk. You're leaving your home to spend yiierin an alien
culture. We were taught at the academy never tetgunean assignment,
but to do our duty and to make the best of whatesreration we
encountered. Destiny has given you this assignniénindeed, your
duty is to love Sukiko and her child to secure klybana line, then you
will be a hero and untold billions will owe you théves -- including
me.”

“l feel so unlike a hero.” He stood and walked hand laced with
hers, toward the house. He stopped to regard thmome plaque.
“They loved the sea nearly as deeply as they l@aah other.' That's a
bald-faced lie. We tell such lies about the deag.ddrents didn't love
each other.”

“How do you know?”

“You're looking at the living proof. | am the issof an adulterous
llaison. A deliberate, adulterous liaison.”

“Are you sure?”
“Beyond a doubt.”

“How? How do you know you weren't ... conceiveodnfra sperm
bank?”
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“Because of my defect. No one would design a chilth atypical
female syndrome. A genetic counselor would've skerrait and culled
out my embryo. | am a natural child and not my éath That's how |
know it's a lie.” He approached the plaque andngited to work his
fingernails under it. “I'd like to pry it off thadtone and fling it into the
sea.” He picked up a small stone, threw it at tagye and it bounced
off. “Weska had that made, and | installed it. Sliek... Veska!”

Nyk walked into the house. He saw Senta sitting atidisplay
annotating crop sequencing reports. His gaze facusethe Kyhana
wedding crest tattoo on her arm. “Can you acceasb bequences from
here?”

She looked up from the display. “Yes.”

“If | name a short list of candidates, can youngriup their
seguences and match them to mine?”

“Of course | can.”
“Let's start with your stepdad.”
“No, Nyk, | refuse. Don't make me do that.”

“It's my family and my genes. | must know. Bring Weska's
seguence and perform the match, or show me how arid’

Senta turned to the vidisplay and poked its touaen. Nyk
awaited the results of the comparison. “I can'idvel it!” she said.

“By rights it's his crest you should have on yatm.”
“What made you think it was Dad?”

“Because he's the only other man | ever saw spiems with my
mother.” Nyk shook his head. “I should've suspecisdmuch. This
answers many questions. It explains why | was dikeimy father --
why Veska liked coming here on his vacations ang i stopped after
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my parents were killed -- why they kept separatégréo@ms and why |
never heard them making love.”

He headed into his childhood bedroom. “What ane going?” he
heard Senta call after him.

“I'm packing my case,” he yelled. “I have a tramngimake.”
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18 -- Earthbound

Nykkyo stepped off the shuttle onto the transiatiorm and
walked straight to Veska's office. He stood in doarway. “My friend
and son, you used to say. | thought you meant isdé@ma. Now, I've
learnt our relationship is much closer.”

“Come and sit down, Nykkyo.”
“Why, Veska? Why wasn't | told?”

“Nykkyo, there were two women in my life that Med, and | lost
them both -- Jylla and Lydda.”

“My mother and Senta's.”

“I'll start with Jylla. Xarvo and | were good fnds from the time
we were boys in Sudal. We were rivals for Jyllae $wved me more, |
think, but chose to marry him because of the fartitg. You see,
Nykkyo, | suffer the curse of a broken line.”

“The Veska line's broken?”

“Yes -- five generations ago, a woman's contracepimplant
capsule malfunctioned, she became pregnant andeckfto terminate
the pregnancy. As a result, a son was born with@rtefit of birth
license to an unwed mother. Have you ever seercrdst of a broken
line?”

“NO_”
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Veska took a polycard and drew a pair of triangtesa circle.
“This is the crest of the legitimate branch of naynily.” He drew a
slash through the circle. “This is what my bridewdbhave to wear.
There are women who don't care. Jylla cared. St@tdivant a broken
crest applied to her arm, or her children suffetimg stigma of a broken
line. She wanted to give her children the gift ln¢ tkyhana surname,
one of the most prestigious in existence. But sheted at least one of
her children to be fathered by me.

“She convinced Xarvo to support her in applying tbe birth
license. He wanted genetic counseling, to prodheebest of the best
their genes could supply. She insisted their falsbuld be a natural
child.”

“And she secretly employed contraceptives wither. husband?”

“Yes, as if it were necessary. Xarvo and Jyllaaeveever truly
compatible. You know they kept separate bedrooms.”

“So when you came to Sudal on your vacationsagnit the sea or
the Residence that drew you. It was my mom.”

“And you, Nykkyo. I'll never forget the assignatioXarvo was
busy with his agridome plans and crop forecastfia Bcheduled a
sabbatical day from the product development lalukva® met at their
apartment -- it was before the Residence was aaistt.” Veska
pressed his hand to his eyes. “You were conceivdovie, Nyk. There's
something special about a man and a woman makuggttoconceive a
child.”

“Something I'll never experience. My ... fathersnacuckold. Did
he ever know?”

Veska shook his head. “No.”

“l think he must've suspected. | was so unlike kirhnever had
his drive or ambition -- or his talent. He wantezbperately for a son to
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follow in his footsteps. | had no interest. | wadisappointment to him.
| knew that early on.”

“You were a sensitive and inquisitive child, Nykand a gentle
one. You had a love of nature, the stars, andpofse, the sea. Those
destined for leadership are gifted with certaintgraYou were gifted
with others.”

“Why didn't my mother tell me?”

“She planned to. At my apartment | have a dataocetaining a
letter she wrote to you on the day of your birthe $1tended to give it to
you on your day of majority. She gave me a copyskfiekeeping, in
case...” Veska wiped a tear from his face.

“I'm past majority now,” Nyk said.

“I never found the right opportunity to broach tlkabject. |
procrastinated. | didn't want to hurt you. | kneawhmuch being a
Kyhana meant to you.”

“So many wish not to hurt me, | end up hurt more.”
“I'm sorry, Nyk. When | go home, I'll transmit thetter to you.”
“No -- | don't want to read it.”

“I'll transmit it and you can save it. You may dbeyou want to
read it some day. They are the words of a mothénécson she loved.
Your mother did love you.”

“And the reason you insisted Senta and | marrytdloind to the
Kyhana line, as | believed.”

“No. | was concerned for you. You were miseralfterahe shuttle
crash, and you couldn't keep up with your studidsad no idea what
was to become of you. | wanted to make sure yowe wared for. You
are my boy, and | love you.”
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“Senta was on her way to a brilliant career.”

“Yes -- she had a guaranteed position with thedFeervice after
she completed her studies. | knew you'd have aaoeef your head and
meals on your table. | couldn't bear the thoughthgfoy petitioning for
maintenance or living in a group home.”

“You didn't want a wife for me -- you wanted a mm@t. Senta's not
a good substitute for a mother, Veska.”

A smile broke across Veska's face. “I supposergaught about
that.”

“After the ricin affair, Senta leapt over those oHo Service
positions. She's successful beyond anyone's exjpasta

“I am proud of her ... and of you too, Nyk. | walsased with your
acceptance into the ExoAgency, and of how you leghgburself in the
Baxa ruckus. You've exceeded my expectations,’also.

“Everyone's expectations of me appear to have bedher
modest.”

“Seymor has had nothing but good to say of yoiarlig it makes
me very proud.”

“What of Lydda?”

“She found herself in a loveless marriage witrabhosive husband.
They moved to the T-Delta colony, and worked in afighe mines
there. Lydda was quite athletic -- she enjoyedphysical labor. Senta
was born on T-Delta.

“As their marriage fell into acrimony, | pleadedthvher to leave
him, to file for separation, and to return to Flor®f course, we could
never marry, but she could be ragnfin She would, she promised me,
once this or that happened, or the promotion cdammugh. Then, the
explosion ... and she was gone.” He shook his head.
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“My only consolation is the accident that took rhydda also
claimed her tormentor. A hollow consolation, | cassure you. She
asked me to wait. I'm still waiting.”

“I'm so sorry, Veska.”

“That was more than thirty years ago, Nyk. We'edl \wast sorry.
After the accident, | adopted Senta. She wasrdaa gld. | did so she'd
have a modicum of a family, and to have a bit ofldy close to me.
Senta always looked like her mother. Now she's graamd the
resemblance is remarkable. She's a great comforeto

“You know I'm petitioning for dissolution of ourarriage.”

“Yes, | know. It pains me to see Senta unhappalslb pains me to
see my boy unhappy.”

“Senta doesn't really care. I'm not unhappy. feend my true
destiny, and it lies on the third planet orbitingedllow star. And, with
Suki at my side.”

“I'm pleased for you, Nyk. You are doing the righing, although
| can't let Senta hear me say that. It's what Lyalda I, or Jylla and |,
for that matter, never had the courage nor the meanthe opportunity
to do.” Veska stood, opened his arms to Nyk andraodd him. “I've
longed to do this, Nykkyo -- to hug my boy as fataed son.” He kissed
Nyk's forehead. “What are your plans?”

“I'll meet with Seymor first thing. He has an @gsnent | might
find acceptable. If so, I'll be an Earthbound ExeAg If not -- | was
prepared to go native once. | am still.”

“l trust you'll find Seymor's offer attractive. Kacare, my son and
friend, and please stop by. Even Earthbound Agimdstheir ways to
the homeworld from time to time. Have a good triahsi

Nyk exchanged the Floran salute with his father lagaded to the
departure lounge.
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Nykkyo trudged up the stairs to the FloranCo efic*Hi, Jaquie.
Is the Big Guy in?”

“He's expecting you, Mr Kane. Welcome back.”

Nyk poked his head into the inner office. Seymaswalking on
the telephone but he gestured Nyk to enter andaadeaat. “I'm happy to
see you here in New York, Nykkyo,” he said upon ptating his call.
“l understand you're interested in a full-time gasnent here. | think we
can accommodate you.”

“I had an inkling you might have something for te.
“Do you have an inkling of what it might be?”

“l thought it might be Zander's old assignment, eoigineering
identities for new Agents.”

“I'm sorry, Nyk. I've already given that assignrhéa another
Agent.”

“Oh.”
“I hope you're not too disappointed.”
“It sounded like something I'd like to do.”

“What | had in mind was something a bit differelfd.like to offer
you the position of Assistant Agent-in-Chief for o American
Operations. It's a training post, and if you dolysbu'd be the prime
candidate for my position, when | retire. You caorkvout of the vacant
office next to mine. I've been impressed with yability to get things
done, Nyk, and so has Kronta. | think you're a ratior this.”

“Has Kronta forgiven my earlier behavior?”
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Seymor squinted at Nyk. “Kronta and | have agreezl were
mistaken in thinking you brought an Earth woman orta\”

“What about Aahhn's report?”

“Your doctor friend's report was sufficiently vagas to preclude
anyone inferring his patient was an offworlder.”

“Why would Kronta do this?” Nyk asked.

“Why? Because neither of us want to see you spkadest of
your life planetbound on the homeworld. You're twaluable a
contributor here. Your record notes you engageahimdiscretion with
a native.”

“An indiscretion -- Agency jargon for a too-frielydelationship.”

“Yes -- you were sent up for that infraction, gmdir involvement
In the Baxa affair is construed as a mitigatingdacWe're doing our
damndest to keep Agency Enforcement out of thigk. Njhey take a
dim view of Florans contaminating the Earth popalat

“Seymor, | have a duty to tell you. I intend tayshere on Earth, to
spend my life alongside Suki. I'll do this whethar not | have an
Agency post.”

Seymor stood and looked out his window. “You agéedmined to
make this difficult for me. Up to now, I've beenlmig to let my Agents'
private lives be their own business. Most haveristetl themselves to
casual relationships.”

“I was willing to go native once. I'll do it now.”

Seymor sat and drummed his fingers on his desku“dre an
excellent contributor, Nyk. You're results-orientagénacious and a
natural political troubleshooter. You also haveusfiortunate tendency
toward emotional involvement.”
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“My involvement with Suki transcends emotion. ldoing this
because it's what Destiny demands of me. Sukitdipadly an honorary
Floran. She supports us one hundred percent.”

Seymor stared at Nyk. “You haven't told me anyhad. | prefer to
remain ignorant of my Agents' personal lives. Sglas you do nothing
to jeopardize our mission, you're free live whatepavate life you
want.”

“l have as much to lose as anyone from temporatagnination,
Seymor -- maybe more. Don't you trust me?”

Seymor cracked a smile and nodded. “You'd stilplametbound,
otherwise. You'll need to be discreet. If Agencyfdicement gets wind
of this...”

“Thank you, Seymor.”

“Take a few days to think it over. Get acquainteth the lifestyle.
There's no place in the galaxy like New York City.”

“No need -- I'll accept the assignment. When dt@ait?”

“On Monday. Be here at nine sharp and wear busiatse. Good
to have you back, lad.”

Nyk walked ten blocks to the Canal Street subway® and rode
the train to Queens. He climbed the steps to theaks household and
rang the bell.

Yasuko opened the door. “Sukiko's at her job at/N€ome into
the kitchen. Would you like a snack? | have sonselbis.”

He followed her into the kitchen and sat at th#etaShe set a plate
of sweet biscuits before him. “Nick, would you mikelling me your
intentions? How long will you be here, this time?”
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“I'm here permanently. | intend to live with Su&jkto help her
bear and raise her child. I intend to ask her taynmae.”

Yasuko's eyes widened. “You want to marry her?é &oked at
him for a long moment. “I wish you luck, Nick. Yaull need it.”

“We'll not rush into it. She is the one, greatietiove of my life,
Yasuko. | intend to stand by her, to live my lifélwher and to die in her
arms, if Destiny permits. You asked my intentioasd I've told you.”
Nyk opened his arms and embraced her. “Yasuko, angmnps have been
dead for eight years. | love feeling part of a fligragain.” He kissed her
forenead. “I love you all.” She proffered a faimik. “May | help with
dinner?”

“You may set the table,” Yasuko replied, pointitiga stack of
bowils.

He set the table with chopsticks. The front dopereed and Suki
walked in. She ran toward Nyk. He picked her upe fitked her legs
around him and peppered his face with kisses.

“I promised I'd be back. I'm here for good.” Hentdad her the
silver pin. “I'm returning this to you. Maybe itddbring me luck. Suki, |
found | do have something | can give you.”

“Where is it?” she asked.

“I can't here -- maybe after dinner. Let's go apstand talk.” He
held her hand and ascended the stairs.

Suki stood in her bedroom and began to changelbéres. “What
happened on Floran?”

“l don't know where to begin. I've petitioned filissolution of my
marriage with Senta.”

“Because of me?” she asked.
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“No -- because of Senta and me. The man who dretted the
smuggling is dead.” Nyk related the story of Andral Zander.

“You mean your advanced civilization practiceseamslave trade
in genetically engineered women?”

“Yes -- it's a shame, a disgrace. Andra and |alisced we're
kindred spirits. We became good friends and lov@he wants to meet
you, some day, and | hope it'll be possible. I'meswu'll like her.”

“You're in love with Andra?”

“A bit. Not the way | love you, Suki. | could nevieve anyone the
way | love you.”

She stopped undressing. “Did you sleep together?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Suki, | think it's importantemde honest with
each other. Otherwise, our relationship won't Id%$t. never keep
anything from you.”

“Did you make love?”
“Yes, we did.”

“Oh! I'm so, so jealous! I'll be honest with yoboait that. 1 won't
keep that from you.”

“Suki, please understand -- sex to a Floran mesoreething
different than to an Earth person.”

“How different can it be?”

“To a Floran, sex is nothing more than a meansexpress
friendship. It's a gift, the gift of pleasure amtdimacy. Florans offer
each other sex almost the way Americans offer edloclr snacks. It's
how friends bond on my world. It's social.”

“I'll bet it's social.”
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“Suki, | know there's much more emotional invohaerhwith it on
Earth. | could feel it between us.”

She glowered at him. “I can't believe you'd conoersing in here
and announce, 'I'm home! I've been unfaithful'ever imagined you'd
leave and come home in love with another woman!”

“Nothing about Andra and me needs threaten howamal | feel
toward each other. Faithfulness is different tdadn. We'd think Earth
notions of sexual fidelity laughable. But we talkennitment and family
more seriously than here. This is the Floran ndture

“Nykkyo, | have news for you. An Earth woman ddesike it
when the man she loves and wants barges in andsbhoagjot laid by
another woman. That's the Earth nature.”

“I'm not boasting. You asked me, and | don't wiantie to you.
Suki, no Floran would think what Andra and | didsnva any way
improper, nor would one believe someone would dbijec

“I'm not a Floran!” He approached her and reactwedtroke her
hair. “Get away from me. Don't touch me.” She paildevay and turned
her back to him. “Was it good for you? Was it? Aoel going to tell me
the truth about that, or are you going to lie aagl gou hated every
second of it?”

“Suki, this is ridiculous. | don't want us to hatlels sort of
exchange. | expect this with Senta, not you.”

He could see hurt and anger in her eyes. “Soiken$enta, now,
am |? Fine, Nykkyo. Just fine. Go back to Senta. §agk to your
touchy-feely homeworld. Get out of here. Get out!”

Nyk trudged down the stairs to the main level. dasapproached
him. “Is something wrong?”

“Suki and | had a misunderstanding.”
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Yasuko shook her head. “She was so looking forwardeeing
you. I'm sorry you're having this disagreement.hbwdd tell you,
although I love my daughter, | don't delude mys8lie can be difficult,
and she can harbor resentment. One thing Georgélaathed early on
was how to have an argument and then kiss and opake

“I'm prepared for some nights on the sofa if neaggs” Nyk
replied.

“We have a guest room. Feel free -- you'd be noorafortable.
Come, dinner's ready.”

Nyk climbed the stairs to the apartment and rapgethe door. He
opened it and walked in. Suki was lying on her stdm “Suki? Are you
all right? You didn't come down for dinner.”

“Go away.” He sat beside her. “I said go awayoh'ttwant to see

you.

Nyk picked up his laptop computer and packedtd ims case. He
descended the stairs. He could hear Suki sobbitigeiapartment above.

“May | use your telephone?” he asked Yasuko. Calll a cab.”
“Where are you going?”

“l think | should go to a hotel for the nightlligjive her a chance
to calm down.”

She shook her head. “Nick, you can't let this dgba. This is how
she is -- she takes a long time to get over thiBgsshe will get over it.
Please, use the guest room.”

“Are you sure? It seemed she made her desires rknquite
clearly.” Nyk picked up the phone and requesteska t
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He took his bag and headed out the front dooruk@<salled to
him. “Nick, if you feel you must go ... please cai and let us know
where you are.”

He stepped out the front door, set his bag onstdewalk and
waited for the cab.

“Where to?” the cabby asked him.

“Hotel.”

“Which hotel?”

“l don't care, the closest one that's likely todna vacant room.”
“Missus throw ya out? I'll take ya to the Anchor.”

Nyk checked into the motel and unlocked his agsigoom. The
air was stale and carried lingering traces of @tijarsmoke. He picked
up the telephone and called the Kyhana househulasuko? It's Nick.
I'm at the Anchor -- room 201.”

“Where's that?”

“It's here in Queens.”

“Hold on ... Yes, George knows where it is.”
“How's she doing?”

“She's still in the apartment. | haven't seen $iace she came
home.”

“I'll call in the morning.” Nyk hung up the phome&d paced around
the room. He unpacked the laptop computer, jackeda the telephone
and initiated a vidphone call. A blue voice-onlyesn appeared. The
call connected. “Veska -- Dad...”

“Nykkyo. | wasn't expecting to hear from you.”
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“I think | need transit home.”

There was a long pause. “Home? You only arriveereth Is
something wrong?”

“I'd rather not talk about it. | may have madeea@is mistake --
let's leave it at that. Just send me the packetdsdd and I'll make travel
plans.”

“I'll do that -- if you're sure.”
“Thanks...”

“Is there anything else?” Veska asked.
“No.”

“Then I'll send a telemessage with the schedulpaakets | can
divert. Good day, Nyk.”

“Wait ... Dad...”

“Yes, Nyk?”

“l could use some fatherly advice.”

“I'd be delighted.”

“Dad, did my mother ever send you away?”
“Send me away?”

“Yes -- did you and she ever have a ... a disageaé and she sent
you away.”

“No. We did have our differences. Most lovers do.”

“You never did something so...” Nyk wiped a teaimf his cheek.
“... so totally unforgivable...”
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“Does this have to do with Sukiko? Nykkyo, | camtagine you
doing anything unforgivable.”

“I let slip about Andra and me -- that weaenften Suki was so
hurt -- so angry. She was furious. It kills me tww | hurt her so.”

“You and Andra aramfter?”

“Don't sound so surprised.” Nyk could hear Ves&aghing. “Is
the notion really so absurd?”

“Not at all, Nyk...” Veska chuckled. “I was imagngy Senta's
expression when she learns...” He laughed agaime'$Seen trying to
get Andra into her bed since she met her. How did.y’

“Andra and | discovered we're kindred spirits.”
“She's arax'amfin..”

“She's a sweet girl and a good friend.” Nyk preddsis hand to his
eyes. “| tried to explain to Suki whamftenmeans to our people... She
didn't understand...” He choked back tears. “She see away -- said
she wanted me out of her sight. We were warnedumtraining about
involvement with Earth women. I'm beginning to ursiend why.”

“How much do you love her?”

“I love her more than life itself. A day doesn'ags without
thoughts of her filling my mind.”

“That sort of love rarely goes unreciprocated, Ny&wve and anger
are the two faces of the same emotion. | don't kmaweh about Earth
people, but | do know something about women. Askhfer forgiveness
-- beg if you must -- I'd be shocked if she didgrant it. You've gone
this far. Don't give up now and do something yduily regret.”

“Thanks, Dad.”
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“Nykkyo -- son, I've wanted such an opportunity years. Do you
still want to divert a packet?”

“I'll let you know.” The vidphone session termiedt
Nyk undressed. The phone rang and he answered it.
“Nick...”

“Yes, Yasuko?”

“Nick, | wish you had used the guestroom instédak ten minutes
ago Sukiko came downstairs looking for you -- denéw she would
once she came to her senses. | told her you leftshie went back
upstairs. Now, she's wailing. She's not crying khe's screaming.
Listen...” Nyk heard muffled wailing in the backgrad. “That's coming
from upstairs. I've never heard her do anything tis.”

“I'm so sorry, Yasuko. You're right -- | shouldhave left. Should
| come home?”

“I don't know if that would make things better worse. I'm
worried, Nick. She seems to be spiraling into hyaté

“Let's let her calm down overnight and see how f&eds in the
morning.”

“Fine, Nick. I'll call if anything changes.”

Nyk set down the handset, flopped on the beddldue fingers
behind his head and attempted to will himself gepl As much as he
disliked using Floran sleep aids, he wished hedmdnow.

Sleep was almost upon him when loud knocking &t dwor
disturbed him. “Nick? Nick?” he heard a man's voice

He stood and pulled on his trousers, switched hen light and
opened the door. Suki's father was standing imnélgvay. “You'd better
come with me,” George said.
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“What's wrong?”
“I'll explain on the way.”

Nyk pulled on his polo shirt and slipped his b&eet into his
running shoes. He grabbed the room key and follomedrge to the
parking lot. George opened the door to a late-mbatedoln Town Car
and Nyk sat on the passenger side. George slamimatbigear and
stepped on it. “Nick, do you remember that antitardo -- thesamurai
dagger that hangs on the wall at the house?”

“Yes... No, George! Don't tell me Suki's used it!”

“She's threatening to use it. She carried on Hier longest time.
Then she quieted down. Her mother and | decidedetice. Yasuko
checked and found her with the dagger, summoniagdarage...”

“No, George!” Queens landmarks whizzed past thevoadows.

“Yasuko told her I'd fetch you. Sukiko doesn'tiéet you'll come,
but her mother convinced her to wait and see. Yagelpt her head. I'm
proud of her.”

Nyk felt a knot in his stomach. “Oh, George, | had idea. |
should've stayed in your guestroom.” He pressedhargl to his eyes.
“She must be in terrible, terrible pain, poor gdh, George, I'm so sorry
| didn't stay. | should've stayed. George, can warmy faster?”

George turned onto a main street. “She's thredtesmecide
before.”

“Yes, | know. She swallowed some pills.”

George shook his head. “No, that was the time attally
attempted something. She's threatened to kill Heméenerous other
times. We insisted she see a psychologist durigh kchool, but we
gave up when she wouldn't cooperate.” The car agped an
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intersection. George glimpsed in both directiond aped through the
red light. “We were close to institutionalizing hence.”

“It's a good thing you didn't. You'd have lost Her sure.”

“You're probably right.” He sounded the horn angt off a
delivery truck. “She has us scared, this time.al’sost as if she's been
seized by another, self-destructive personalitgkNwwhen we get past
this crisis, Yasuko and | would appreciate it iluyoould ... encourage
her to seek some counseling. She doesn't wantirooié from us.”

“I'll do my best.”

“I'll be honest, Nick. | think she's crazy carnyirthat child. |
guestion your sanity if you're volunteering to Imgh her and help her
care for it.”

“I'm not volunteering. | intended to ask her torngame, until she
sent me away.”

George leaned on the horn and ran another reg tiggm looked at
him. “Marry you?”

“l do love her that much, George.”

“Before you marry her, you must learn to recogrhee histrionics
when you see them. It's a rare woman who meankenwghe tells her
man to go away.” George turned into their neighbodh “Nick, you
can count on whatever support Yasuko and | can tfiy@u need work,
| can probably pull some strings at my office. avda a strong anti-
nepotism policy, but until you're married you'ret mxactly family, so
we can work through that issue.”

“Not exactly family. | guess that describes it.,XBeorge, | already
have a job.”

George pulled up to the house. He handed his hceyseto Nyk.
“She's in the apartment. I'll put the car away.”
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Nyk jumped from the car and headed up the stepsfuirhbled
with the keys until he found the one that unlocksel door. He walked
into the dimly lit living room and sprinted up t&irs to the apartment.
Inside he saw Suki kneeling on the floor in herrsihabe. She held the
dagger, unsheathed, pointing at the ceiling. Yasu&e kneeling near
her.

Suki's eyes were swollen, but her expression wasidy Nyk
walked into the room. “Don't come any closer.”

Yasuko grabbed his arm. “Stay back, Nick. Shed i1.”
“Mom, leave us alone.”

Yasuko glanced at Nyk, stood and headed downt#ines.s
“You promised,” Nyk said, kneeling to face her.

“l promised I'd think of you,” she replied. “I'"lept that promise. |
am thinking of you.”

“Suki, let me hold you and make the pain go awaye’ edged
closer to her. “I'm here for you. Let me hold ydwe'll solve this
together.”

“You weren't here,” she said.

“l thought you wanted me gone.” He edged closér ‘yeshouldn't
have gone -- I'm sorry. | won't leave you.”

“I wanted to feel you hold me but you weren't hdrenow why
you weren't here. You don't want me.”

“You're wrong, Suki. I do want you.”

“No, you don't. It's my fault. | showed you my érunature. You
saw the real me, and you decided I'm not worth dratly with. | don't
blame you. | don't want me.”
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“I want you and | need you.” He continued to irdbser to her.

“No,” she said. “No one wants me. I'm at peace] #m not
afraid.”

“Please don't do this, Suki. Let me hold you iadteLet me help
you. Let us all help you, we all love you. I'm herew, and | won't
leave. I'll never leave, | promise!”

“I'll make the pain go away forever.” She untiedr hobe and
opened it. With her thumb she felt along the lefiesof her sternum,
then placed the tip of the blade on the spot. 3&e& Back theéanto. Her
eyes turned upward and she closed them.

“NE!" Nyk yelled and lunged at her, intercepting tHade with the
base of his hand. She thrust the dagger as hedclisdingers around
the steel. He felt as if he'd grasped a red-hoepéilom the razor edge
slicing into his palm. A snap of his wrist broke tiweapon free from her

grip.

She opened her eyes and gasped, “Oh, Nykkyo! &dunmt --
you're bleeding. Oh my God -- oh my God! Mom!”

Panting, Nyk looked at his fist clenched aroureldagger's blade.
A ruddy rivulet ran from his palm down his arm. Heard footsteps
pound up the stairs.

Suki threw her arms around him. “Oh my God! Monykklyo's
hurt.”

Yasuko grabbed a towel from the closet and ripgpstlip from it.
Nyk opened his hand and removed the knife. “I'tidbit. George will
take you to the E.R.”

“No,” Nyk said. “I'm needed here.”

Yasuko wrapped his hand. “That cut requires atierit
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“In due time. Suki and | need to be alone. AloWiasuko.” She
picked up the dagger and headed down the stairs.

Suki kneeled beside him, stroking his hair angikig his face. She
caressed his wounded hand and kissed his fingers.

“In the bedroom closet,” he said, “on the top seh carton with
a polymer box. It's a Floran first-aid kit. Insislel small, clear bottle
with a dropper.”

She fetched the box, opened it, removed the bartidebrought it to
him. He unwrapped his hand.

“Drop it into the cut.”

She opened the bottle and began dropping the ligigkl onto his
wound.

He winced and grimaced. “Ow, it stings.” He lookadhis hand.
“That's good enough.” He watched as the bleedingpstd and the
wound began to close.

“That's amazing,” Suki exclaimed.

He closed the bottle. “Healing salve. | never ee&wome without
it.” He washed the blood from his hand and armha &partment's
kitchen sink.

“It was another out-of-body experience,” she saikk soon as |
thrust the knife, | was watching from above. | knéwas wrong. | saw
you grab for the blade.”

“l saw from above, too, and | knew what | was dpwas right.
Suki, these out-of-body experiences -- During tager did you know
what you were doing was right?”

She nodded. “Yes. | knew it was right.”

“When you got cold feet at the clinic?”
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“I knew the abortion was wrong.”
“We're being guided by the hand of Destiny!”

He pulled her robe closed and tied the belt. Hé her as they sat
together on the sofa. She began trembling and sgbl®h, Nykkyo, I
have so many demons in my psyche. | can't beliesaarie so close ...
I'm afraid to die. Hold me. Help me, please -- halp!”

“I'm here to shine a light into the dark placesvehthose demons
lurk. The demons won't withstand the light of I6vele caressed her
hair, kissed her head, and stroked her. “I'm hiele/e you and | won't
leave,” he said over and over. He heard a knodgkemloor. “Come in.”

Yasuko entered. “Is she all right?”
“l think she will be.”
“How's your hand?”

Nyk showed her his palm. The wound was now a thiek welt.
“I'm a fast healer.”

“You'll have a scar from that cut.”

“It's one I'll wear with pride.” Yasuko hugged hiamd kissed his
cheek. She kissed her daughter and embraced thi#rtake her to the
bedroom. We'll see you in the morning.”
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19 -- The Easiest Thing in Two Worlds

Daylight stirred Nyk. Suki was asleep in her rolkh her arm
across him. He leaned and kissed her foreheadi?Suk

He watched her eyes crack open and close agaih, G&dd,
Nykkyo, | feel terrible. My throat's sore, | havesglitting headache and
my face is throbbing.” He stroked her. “And | hawerning sickness!”
She stood and headed for the bathroom.

Nyk waited by the bathroom door. She emerged,ihglder hand
on her stomach. “I saw myself in the mirror -- dkoawful.”

“Do you feel like talking about it?”
She nodded. “Let's talk.”
“That was quite a fright you gave your parentd laght -- and

me.

She opened a box of saltines. “And me.” Nyk fileedumbler with
water and set it before her. She removed a stackackers.

“Are your demons herded up?” he asked her.

She ate a cracker. “For now. These episodes anargal to me. |
remember everything, but it's like it never happehe

“Do you want to die, now?”
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She shook her head. “No. Except for my face aghinggel
perfectly normal. | don't want to die. I'm afraifidying.”

“l shouldn't have left you last night. | should'¥stened to your
mom. Can you forgive me?”

“You've done nothing to forgive.” She picked upracker. “I told
you to go away. | got what | deserved, | guess. "W®ougiven up
everything to be with me -- and | told you to goagw She looked into
his eyes. “| didn't mean it. Remember, in the fatifrl tell you to go
away, | don't mean it. What | mean is -- | need edime by myself to
think things through. Okay?”

“Understood. I'll never leave you again. Sukpuée you.”

“I know you do.” She kissed his injured hand. Tymund was now
a thin, red line. She stroked it. “Does it hurt® ghook his head.

“Suki, | want you. | want you desperately. If yatill want to
consummate our love, | won't say no.”

“No, Nykkyo. Don't say that to me, now. | realz@y things must
be as they are.”

“But Suki, | have something important to tell ybu.

“Please let me finish. | was about to tell youstlast night. Then |
discovered you'd left, and | completely lost itfiésate another cracker.
“I've reconciled it in my own mind. Nykkyo -- itfsot fair for you to live
like a monk. If you want to spend time with youo#fén girlfriend, by all
means, do so. | can't deny you that. You've prainigdnelp me with the
child. I won't keep you from Andra.”

“That was a Floran sentiment,” he said. “Perhamsrg beginning
to understand our approach to love. Love isn'istelf it's generous. We
think it's all right to love more than one. Our dalage doesn't have a
word for friend. We use the woramfg and it means lover. To us a
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friend and a lover are one and the same, and sii@mneship and love.
We use one word for both.

“What matters is depth and commitment. Suki, Elgou deeply,
and | am committed to you. That Andra and | discestenve'reamfen
does nothing to diminish how | feel for you. Neitli®es our expressing
amaby sharing the gift. Andra knows you're my truedoShe sent me
to you with her blessing.

“I'm not apt to alter my Floran ways, especialllgem it comes to
dealing with other Florans. | expect we'll havetardl differences from
time to time. With understanding we'll get througbem. I'm much more
sensitive about your feelings now, and [I'll modifgy behavior
accordingly.”

“Will you ever forgive me? I'm so ashamed of hobbehaved. I'm
trying, Nykkyo, but I am so fucked up. Do you havevord for that in
your language?”

“Yes, we do. Suki, | already forgave you.”
“It'll take me a while to forgive myself.”

“There's something important | was about to tell ypefore this ...
misunderstanding. Suki, I've learned we're notlye&lated. I'm not a
Kyhana, I'm a Veska. I'm not my father's son. Well am, but my
father's not who | thought he was.”

“Are you sure?”

“Beyond doubt.”

“You're not just saying that?”

“No. | am not your descendant.”

She looked at him, her eyes wide. “This meartss.rmeans...”

“This means I'm yours, Suki, if you still want rhe.
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She began laughing and crying simultaneously. ¢Qfrse | want
youl”

“Haven't you cried enough?” he asked wiping hisiayes. “I'm
surprised you have tears left!”

She opened her arms to him and he fell into tHétow do you
know? How are you sure?”

“Senta performed a DNA sequencing analysis on Yousorry if
you feel your privacy was violated but | had to &b

“Senta? How did she obtain a sample?”

“l found one of your hairs. She performed the wsial and
discovered you are likely an ancestor to Xarvo Kyhany legal father -
- but not to my biological father -- or to me. | svaonceived from an
adulterous liaison between my mother and ... anaottaa.”

“Oh, Nykkyo, I'm so happy.”

“Please -- don't be too happy. This caused meiderable agony,
and I'm not over it. | was proud to be a Kyhana aod@ I'm an outsider
looking in. I'm a Kyhana in name, only.”

“You're my Nykkyo.”
“Are you feeling better about yourself, about us?”

“Better for now. Nykkyo, this is how I've been myhole life.
Please help me rid myself of the demons. Withouwir yeelp, I'll never
raise this child without a complete emotional mahd.”

“Of course I'll help you. It's the assignment D@gs given me.”

“You'll be patient with me? It won't be easy. Whaa lifetime of
difficulties to overcome.”

“We have a saying Urbafloran vi ne en un taka xi nefabrik't
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“Which means?”
He kissed her forehead. “Floran City wasn't kil single day.”

She finished the stack of crackers. “Oh, Nykkydwant you right
now if I didn't feel so awful. | need to lie on mwack with an ice pack
on my face, until the swelling goes down to onlycewnormal size.”

“Your dad offered to drive me to the hotel so haeck out and
retrieve my gear. | must send a message to thewortte I'll see you in
a little while.”

Nyk brought Suki a fresh cold pack and she plaiceder her eyes.
He stretched out on the bed and pressed his paamstighers. She
spread her fingers and they laced hands. “Lastthighu called me
Nykkyo in front of your mom. | don't think she no¢d.”

“I'll be more careful, next time.”

“I hope there never is a next time.” He felt heipgn his hand
relax and her breathing became deep and regular.

Yasuko poked her head into the room. “The door ogEn. Is she
napping?”

“Yes,” Nyk whispered.
“Is she all right? Are you all right?”
“Yes to both.”

“Thank goodness.” She stroked away a tear. “leenssuicide by
one of those ... things. | don't want to see itragaever. | wish George
didn't have it in the house.”

“You've seen it?”
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“Yes. George's father lost his business and kiflgdself. I'll tell
you about that awful experience some other timankhyou, Nick, for
caring for her.”

“Caring for her is the easiest thing in two worfds me to do.”

Nyk sat across from George at a small table. Geon@s
explaining the rules of “go” to him, and they toakns placing black
and white stones on a gridded board. Nyk felt Sukénd on his back.
“It's a clear night. Shall we look at the stars® tdllowed her into the
back yard. “If my folks had doubts about you, theygone now. I'll call
tomorrow and get the name of a counselor.”

“I'll come with you, if you'd like.”
“I'd like that. It'll be easier for me with youugport.”

Nyk looked up. Though it was a clear night, Newrk &€ity's
lights washed out all but the brightest stars.éVer paid much attention
to the stars,” she said. “When you were there amdd here, I'd come
out and lie in a lawn chair and look up. | wondewgaich stars you
could see from your world.”

“Most of the brighter ones.”

“l thought you and | might be looking at the saster. The thought
some sun was shining on both our worlds helpedeaakdoser to you.
Which one is Floran's sun?”

“You can't see our sun from Earth without a tedgsc” He pointed
skyward. “Do you see the constellation that looks & cross?”

“Yes.”

“That's Cygnus, the swan. Do you see the wingstdh, the neck
and head?”
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“YeS.”

“The bright star forming the tail is Deneb. Flornann that general
direction.”

“To think another world is out there, patientlyithag for the day
when our peoples can be united,” she said. “Jusiuple of days ago,
you were walking the surface of that world. | wonaéhat's to come
when we make contact.”

“My hope is for interplanetary friendship and ceogtion.”

She embraced his arm. “Aren't you tired? | diget much sleep
last night. How about some bed?” He laced his fisgeith hers and
headed into the house. “Nykkyo, I'm scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“That after last night it'll never be the samenmsstn us.”
“We have a saying Xa kel mi nedetru mifort

“Which means?”

“That which doesn't destroy me strengthens me. [Due is
strengthened by last night. | certainly don't lgoe less.”

“Nykkyo, that's not Floran. It's Nietzsche!”
“Nietzsche?”

“That saying -- it's from Nietzsche, the ninetéeaéntury German
philosopher.”

“Oh. | guess we can't have invented all the goagings. We
must've brought a few from Earth.”

She led him up the stairs to the apartment, cldbeddoor and
threw her arms around him. He kissed her lips. “Q¥kkyo, tonight
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was the only thing | could think about all throudjnhner. | can't believe
| have you. | can't believe you still want me.”

“Of course | want you.” He kissed her again anid lier tongue
against his. “This is all | could think about sincetepped aboard the
shuttle.” He grasped the hem of her jumper anddift from her. “I've
wanted you since | first laid eyes on you.”

She pulled his polo shirt from him and caressesl drims. He
unbuttoned her blouse, slipped it from her andekidser shoulders. She
unsnapped her bra and let it fall to the flooweélalways loved you,” he
said. “l was born loving you.”

“How's that possible?” She guided his face to heck and
between her breasts. “We only met six months ago.”

He led her to the sofa and she sat on his lap.efWhgazed into
your eyes, it awakened a love that had been slgepimy cells.” She
traded kisses and caresses with him. “Suki -- &lgou so much -- |
want you so much -- | can't believe how | want you.

“Then take me. I'm yours, Nykkyo.” She lay on leack on the
floor. Nyk knelt between her legs. “Take me,” sh&sher eyes closed
and her fists clenched.

He looked at her supine body. “No,” he said anodo&hhis head.
“Not like this.”

“What's the matter?” she asked and sat up. “Nykkwybat's
wrong? You said you wanted this -- | want to giveself to you -- for
you. | couldn't do this for any other man.”

“Oh Suki -- it's supposed to be glorious. You ledlas if you were
bracing yourself for some ... unpleasant medicat¢@dure.”

“But, Nykkyo -- I've ... I've never made love torean before.”

“Never?”
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“l told you -- | find men repulsive.” Suki lookenhto his face.
“...not you, Nykkyo -- you're different. In my eyes you are not a
man...” She put her hand to her eyes. “...oh Gadhat | mean is -- you
might look like a man but you don't act like orfeShe let out an
exasperated sigh. “No, that's not right eithem.dlad you're not manly
because...” She rolled her eyes. “Nothing | saynse® come out right.
| feel like some tongue-tied teenager.”

“Don't be concerned about insulting my manhoodrdfls might
have healthy egos, but they're not gender-linkednderstand what
you're trying to say.”

“What | meant to say was ... you're not like argnm- or anyone
I've ever known. It's why | love you and why | wainfior you.”

“But -- what about your first husband?”

“l told Mom how horrible it was with him. She tolae | could
learn to like it -- that she learned to like it wiDaddy. But, | never did.
It wasn't lovemaking -- it was lying there andilggthim have his way
with me. So you see, giving myself to the rapissmtaso difficult -- |
had lots of practice.”

“That's not how | want us to be.”

“I thought ... I thought maybe I'd learn to likenith you. | want to
please you, Nykkyo. | was trying for you.”

“Oh, Suki ...korlyta...” He embraced her, held her face against his
chest and caressed her raven hair.

“Now I've disappointed you... I'm sorry, Nykkyo Fdidn't want
to...” She started to cry. “... I'm such a mess...”

“Oh, no -- you haven't disappointed me.” He stbker back.

She wiped tears from her eyes. “Why does sex havbe so
complicated?”
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He kissed the top of her head. “It's because we sa for each
other. If we didn't, it would be easy.”

“That's the paradox -- if | didn't care for yowvbuldn't want to --
I'd have no animal magnetism for you at all...” Sfmeacked her fist
against her forehead. “That didn't sound righhegit’

He kissed her forehead. “Maybe you should quitlavlyiou're
ahead.”

She smiled and nodded. “... You might be right.”

“It's my fault,” he said. “I'm not proud of my germance just
now. | lost control.” With his finger he lifted hehin and looked into
her eyes. “It was nothing but passion -- pure [Eassi

Suki kissed his shoulder. “You shouldn't undergaiee passion,”
she said and brushed a lock of his hair from hisHead. “It felt pretty
good.” She kissed him again.

“Do you still want this?”
“Of course 1 do,” she replied. “Don't you?”

“I want nothing else. Maybe if we slowed down tidi.. Are you
willing?” She smiled and guided his lips to her§hén, why don't we
start over...” Nyk carried her to the bedroom, Iset onto the bed and
lay beside her, stroking her face and gazing irdo dark eyes. She
slipped her hand behind his neck and drew his taward hers. His lips
touched hers and he kissed her. “You've never rioageto a man -- I've
never made love to a pregnant lady.”

“It'll be a first for both of us.” She lay on heack and ran her
hands along her stomach. “I'm starting to showel, &m starting to feel
pregnant.”

“I can't wait to see your body change. And, itlwihange back,
afterward.”
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“l don't know -- | wonder if my breasts will evére the same
again.”

He kissed and caressed her abdomen. “Maybe wddsttot |
wouldn't want to hurt him.”

“I'm not made of glass -- and, pregnancy's noisaase. | saw my
doctor last week and she said everything's nor8ta. gave me the go-
ahead. Fat chance, | told her. Little did | kndwShe placed her hand
on his and pressed it against her belly. “Lovemgkiaon't hurt him. |
heard his heartbeat.”

He put his ear to her stomach. “l can't hear angth
Suki giggled. “You need a special instrument.”

“I wish | was there. | want to hear it myself. likde to accompany
you on your next visit.”

“I'd like that.”

“Oh, Suki -- | was proud to be a Kyhana -- to hthld crest and to
translate Koichi's journal. Learning I'm not hutand what hurt most
was discovering my parents lied to me. Do you reaweidea how much
that hurts?”

“Thankfully, no -- not like that at least.”

He caressed her belly. “That is something we maser do -- we
must never lie to him. As soon as he's old enoogtomprehend, we'll
tell him his origin -- of how he came to be. Andch day in word and
deed, we'll demonstrate our love for him -- for iheividual he is.” Nyk
returned to lying beside her and gazed into hes.eye

“Of course. You're absolutely right.” She traced lps with her
finger. “Teach me your language, Nykkyo. Perhapaesday I'll return
to your world.”

“Okay -- lesson one.Suki, mi z'aml love you.”
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“Mi z'am” she replied.
“Mi ve xiam z'am'tl've loved you always.”
“Mi va xiam z'am:t

“It's ve, not va. Va makes it “I will loved you.” He kissed her
forenead. “Try this -mi nexiam z'ami nehalt vdll never stop loving
you.”

“Mi nex.. I'll never stop loving you either, Nykkyo.” Shessed
his lips and he felt her tongue exploring his mouth

“One moreNi niva n'amor”

“What does it mean?”

“Go ahead and say it -- it's eadyf.niva n‘amor”
“Ni niva n'amor What's it mean?”

“It means -- let's make love.” He kissed her &&li“l love your
eyes. | was in love with you the moment | saw ybeautiful, dark,
Asian eyes.” With his finger he traced her eyebroMs took her hand
and placed it upon his chest. She stroked his deo@dnd arm. He felt
her toes brush against the top of his foot. Shdegimat him and he
smiled at her.

Nyk caressed her cheek with the backs of his fsgee kissed her
forehead. She suppressed a giggle. He ran his &dand her shoulder
and down her arm. She took his hand and kisseteikissed hers and
gazed again into her eyes. She slipped her hanthdéins head and
kissed his lips. He traced her eyebrows again.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked.
“I was waiting for your signal.”

“My signal? Is this some Floran lovemaking ..ntf?”
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“Oh, yes. When we make love, each partner sigealdiness.”
“Do you mean readiness for ... touch? What sosigrial?”

“The guiding of your partner's hands is such aaligThis isn't an
Earth practice?”

“It's not one I'm familiar with.”
“Then, how do you know your partner's ready?”

“You know, that's an excellent question...” Shektdis hand and
placed it upon her body. “I'm definitely ready.el'mever been so ready.”

“Show me.”
“Show you what?”

“How to touch -- we must teach each other thessofttouch we
find enjoyable.”

Suki twirled a lock of his hair with her fingetMaybe you'll touch
me in a way I've never experienced and I'll findaty enjoyable.”

“...you might be right. But, don't you think whae know we like
IS a better starting point for experimentation tsamething at random?”

She took his hand and began guiding it onto hdy bt feel self-
conscious doing this.”

“Why? It's trust and sharing, Suki. Trust me ahdre with me
what gives you pleasure.”

“It just seems ... unseemly. I'm sorry, Nykkyoit--must be I'm
inhibited.”

“Let's try something else, then... You touch me wWay you'd like
me to touch you. I'll do the same.”

“Okay...”
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“You go first.”

Suki placed her hand on his chest. “Like thisndAlike this...”
“That feels good,” he replied. “Like this...” Heliged her fingers.
“Yeah... | like this sort of thing too...”

“l don't have much, compared to you -- but my btgaare as
sensitive as yours ... and | enjoy the same sddumh.”

Suki continued to caress him. “You know -- whemals in college
| had a girlfriend who wasn't much bigger on toarttyou.” She giggled.
“She used to call herself my boyfriend.”

“So, you HAVE had a boyfriend.”

Suki laughed. “Oh, Nykkyo -- you do have a waypatting me at
ease... It's your turn, now.”

“I'm almost afraid to touch you.”

“Don't be afraid...” He smoothed his hand along gien. “And --
don't be too gentle...” She drew in a deep breathreleased it. “Mmm -
- your hand is warm... Oh, Nykkyo -- you have ayverce touch... |
think being pregnant has made me more sensitive.”

“I'l be careful, then.”

“Not tender ... sensitive. The sensations areng&n It feels
good...” Her breathing slowed and deepened. “llyrg@od.” He could
feel her heart accelerate, its beats transmittedigfin her flesh. “You're
right,” she said. “... this is so much better tls@mmething at random ...
you seem to know...”

“I'm reading your body.” He held her hand over kgt breast.
“Read mine -- do you feel my heart?” She noddede'tVéach learn the
language of our bodies. Once we're fluent, we'llvehatouch
conversations.” He stroked her forearm as she saaddsm.
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Nyk caressed her thigh. “I love your skin,” hedsdiThe color ...
softness...”

Suki giggled. “You seem to like everything abow that I'm not
So crazy about...”

“No, Suki. I like everything about you.”

She placed her hand on his and caressed hisrford&en she led
his hand up her thigh and positioned his fingefrdhdve to show you
like this because you don't have one of theseke this... Just like that.
Perfect.”

Nyk held her, gazed into her eyes and stroked $wi drew in a
breath. “Oh, God this feels good. You have sucimaredible touch...”
He felt her body relaxing. Her breathing deepened she parted her
lips. “I like how you're holding me, too. It alléés so good ... so good...”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and heldabes dgainst her
breast.

“Suki -- you're heart is racing.”

“I'm on the verge,” she panted, “of a ... verypawerful... Oh,
God, Nykkyo -- it's perfect... don't change idon't change anything...”

Nyk felt her fingers in his hair as she pressesl liead to her
sternum. The throbbing of her heart filled his ¢t&.continued to stroke
her as he held her tight. “Just a little more,” s¥tespered. Her thighs
began to tremble. “A little more... Oh, God!” Sukiched her back,
closed her eyes, grimaced and swallowed a groah!”“€he gasped.
Nyk moved his hand to her face and caressed hekchigh the backs
of his fingers. She drew his lips to hers and kidsen.

“Good?” he asked.

“Mmm... Best ever...” She moistened her lips witgr tongue. “I
suppose this means we've reached the moment lof’trut
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Nyk took her hand and led it down his abdomen. t8bhehed him
and then drew back. Her eyes began to brim. “| afesd,” he replied,
“that this part might be difficult for you.”

“I've been trying to put the rape out of my mind.”

“Images of that day haunt me yet. | can't imagumat it must be
like for you.”

“l do want this, Nykkyo -- | do. But, | didn't kmohow I'd react...”

“I understand,” he replied. “I know men have dasthgou. We
mustn't do anything if it feels wrong. We'll haveuwe. If you say don't,
| won't. If you say stop, we'll stop. I'll nevemlate that rule, | promise.”
He led her hand again. “Remember -- it's me, Sukinly me... It's a
part of me -- as much me as my eyes ... my hamy.hands.” She bit
her lower lip. A tear ran down her cheek. “I lovauy and I'll never hurt
you. I'll never use any part of my body to cause pain. I'll die first.”

“I know. Hearing it means so much to me.”

“If we've gone far enough for tonight -- it's alyht.” He looked
Into her eyes. “It really is. If you want to stope'll stop. Just say the
word.”

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and anthe word ...
IS go. | have enough demons in my psyche -- I'mleiting that punk
ruin the rest of my life with youNi niva n'amor, Nykkyo. Ni niva
n'‘amonr”

Nyk lay on his back, coaxed her atop him, and dédckis legs with
hers. He held her with his right arm around the lsofaher back and
with his left he caressed her shoulder blades anddven hair. Suki lay
her face against his shoulder, her eyes closece Ydu all right?” he
asked.

“Yes ... so far...”
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“Did I hurt you at all?”
She shook her head. “Uh-uhn...”

He ran his hand along her back. “Here we go, thewe'll take it
easy...” He began a gentle rocking of his hips.

“Oh, Nykkyo! Don't!” She clutched him. “Don't lgio of me.”
He held her tighter. “I love you, Suki.”

“I know you do. | know...” He caressed her showdand lower
back as he continued to rock his hips. He felt warmth and her
muscles move with her breathing. As his excitenbeiit, he established
a barrier in his mind -- forcing his own sensatigasthe back while
focusing the front of his awareness on her, watglhier as she lay atop
him.

Suki tightened her grip on him and began makirfgwbimpers in
the back of her throat. Then, she hoisted hersetf ber elbows, opened
her eyes and gazed into his. Her breathing grewiéieand he felt her
breath on his face.

His heart began to race and he struggled to maittta division in
his mind. Suki slipped her hands behind his heatllifted his face to
hers. She pressed her lips to his. He closed hes.eVheir breath
mingled and they shared each other's airways.

Then, unable to maintain it, Nyk allowed his barrio collapse.
Sensations flooded into his awareness. He tightarsedrip around the
small of her back. With his arms and legs he poes$ss hips against
hers and let out a gasp. “Oh, Suki!” he exclaintéen he relaxed his
body and panted to regain his breath.

Warm drops fell onto his face as he opened his.eBeki was
choking back tears.
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“Are you okay?” She nodded. “Remember, if you eneed a
shoulder...”

“Oh, Nykkyo...” She exploded into sobs.

He held her face against his chest and caressethatk of her
head. “My poorkorlyta,” he said past a lump in his throat. “I'm so
sorry.”

“No, Nykkyo -- don't be sorry.” She wept. “We did-- I'm so
happy!”
“Let it out,” he said and kissed the top of headhe'Let it all out.”

He felt her body shake with her sobbing. “I lov@yso much ...
you love me ... | felt it ... it was wonderful...”

“Did we slay a demon?”

She cradled his head in her hands. “We slew sk¥stee replied
and peppered his face with kisses.

Nyk stroked her back as she lay atop him, her fga&nst his
chest. “I have never experienced the gift like .thaever have -- | never
will love anyone the way | love you.”

“I know. | felt the truth -- the absolute truth td With her finger
she traced the outline of his bicep. “It felt saodol never imagined it
could feel that good.” She looked into his face.niver imagined |
could feel so loved. What was it you called me?-Bamething...”

“Korlyta -- it means sweetheart ... dearest.”

“Korlyta ... it sounds sweet. | like it. Oh, Nykkyo -- lotinght it
was so sweet you were holding your desire until ymre sure I'd
welcome it.”

“You must bear with me -- | know little of EartloMemaking
practices. It's not a topic covered in our trairfing
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“I hope you remain ignorant of Earth practicestieSvorked her
fingers under him and squeezed. “Mmm ... | stdlfe...”

“Does it feel good?”
“Mmm...” She kissed him.
“What does it feel like?”

“It feels like...” She squeezed him again. “It lleéke | want to
hang on and not let go. | feel loved like I've nefet before. Oh,
Nykkyo -- I'm so sorry | was such a baby about.this

“No need to be. What you did took courage -- amgtt It'll be
easier for you next time, won't it?”

“Easier? | can't wait!”
“You can't wait?”
“Unh-unh...” She kissed his lips. “Can you?”

“No...” She kissed him again. “l suppose if nefitbéus can wait...
" Nyk ran the backs of his fingers along the sidésier breasts. Suki
smiled and lifted herself onto her elbows.

A knock came at the apartment door. “Sukiko .kil&P”
“Oh my God! It's my mom,” Suki whispered. “What oluh?”
“Is everything all right?”

“Everything's okay, Mom,” she shouted.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes -- everything's okay.”

“I thought | heard something...”

“We're fine -- really. Good night, Mom.”
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“Okay. Good night.”

“Were we really that loud?” Suki whispered.

“I'm afraid we might have been.”

“Sukiko?” Yasuko called again from the other suii¢he door.
“Yes, Mom...”

“It sounded like crying. | was concerned.”

“Tears of joy, Mom. Good night.”

“Okay. Good night.”

“I'm so sorry,” Suki said, rolling her eyes. “Swerries for me so.”

“l think it's sweet how she cares for you,” Nykhked. “I could see
a Floran mom behaving the same way.”

“Sukiko? Nick?” Yasuko called again.

“What is it this time?” Suki yelled.

“You weren't having another ... disagreement, were?”
“No, Mom. Nick and | are fine.”

“You're sure?”

“It's all right, Yasuko,” Nyk called out. “Suki dnl were making
love. We just got a little carried away.” Suki hétér hand over her
mouth, her eyes wide.

There were several moments of silence. “Oh... yStwrdisturb
you, then. Good night.”

“Good night,” Nyk and Suki yelled in unison.
“Why did you tell her that?”
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“l believe the best way to deal with such is vitimesty. This will
put her mind at ease.”

“Given my behavior last night, you're probably htig She's
probably embarrassed, now.”

“I'll bet the incident will be forgotten by breadt.”

Suki ran her fingers across Nyk's chest as hessade her.
“Mmm,” she said, “this feels so good ... so rightmore like you're
doing ... just like that...”

“Sukiko? Nick?” Yasuko called from behind the door
“Now what?” Suki yelled.

“I thought you said your relationship was purelgtpnic.”
“It was,” Nyk replied, “until a few moments ago.”

“Oh ... well, good night.”

“Oh, Mom?” Suki yelled.

“Yes, dear?”

“Mom! It was wonderful!”

“I'm delighted for you. I'll see you two lovebirds the morning.”
He heard her footsteps on the stairs.

“I'll bet she won't forget.” Suki kissed him. “Nowvhere were

we...

Nyk held her under his arm, stroked her bicep gaxed into her
dark eyes. She stroked a tear from his face. “H€yying after sex is a
girl thing, not a guy thing. What are the tear&Tor
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“It's who they're for.”
“Then, who?”

“For the child | can never father. My dad -- mgalrene -- told me
of the joy of conceiving a child in love. Now, | derstand what he was
talking about. | long to share the experience with -- and | know |
can't. | must, | shall, | do love the child in yowomb as if he were
mine. But how | wish he was.”

She caressed his face and kissed his cheek. “iAmiis, Nykkyo.
He will grow with you as the only dad he'll everown”

“Destiny permitting, he will,” Nyk said.
“Would Destiny be so cruel as not to permit it?”

He brushed aside some of her hair. “I can't knbes details of
Destiny's plans for either of us. What | do knowois child's destiny is
to father a child, so you can pass the crest to Bmlong as we nurture
him, and teach him well, and guide him along highphis destiny will
be fulfilled. And Suki, he will follow his path, drwouldn't be here.”
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Appendix | -- Excerpts from Koichi Kyhana's Journal

Translated by Nykkyo Kyhana
Day 1 [0.001 APF -NK]:

For the benefit of posterity, I, Koichi Kyhana, detth this journal.

Today is our first day on our new world. After nim®nths in space, we
all welcome the open sky and warmth of sunshindhis planet would

not be our first choice for establishing a colobyf we had none. We
have transferred the surviving members of our shgpmpany to the
surface in our shuttlecraft, and we have brougbtRloran down. Our
first order of business is survival. None of oulameg thousand men,
women and children harbors any hope of returningnégroNone of us
holds any illusions that the upcoming days andsyeaslt be easy.

We are pioneers -- facing many of the same diffiesilour forebears
faced colonizing new lands on Earth. We differ ime tabsolute
knowledge that return to, or even contact with, ¢umeland is
impossible...

Day 311 [1.059 APF -NK]:

...How odd it is to look up at the night sky and isee the familiar
patterns of stars. | recall looking up at the steom the surface of Beta
Centauri 2 on one of our scouting missions. Many Edrth's
constellations were recognizable; distorted, babgaizable. There's no
mistaking Orion from the surface of either sphé&uet this planet's sky
Is so different, we can't positively identify a gia star, even though we
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know the familiar ones certainly must be visibleaeOday, no doubt,
astronomers will map this sky and name the pattdrasstars make. |
wonder what familiar forms will lend their namesth@se constellations.
The shuttlecraft? The hydraulic ram? The cutternif&ahis planet's
night sky is very beautiful, dazzling in fact, coaned with Earth's. | do
miss the moon, however...

5.121 APF

... Our daughter Yasuko has become quite the Bigrsihelping Sarah
with the chores of raising our second child, sotsiie Yasuko was born
during our voyage -- she is truly a star child. Sfwld be about four
and a half Earth years old now. How different hieitdhood has been
and will be from mine, without the wonders and dsity of Earth to
inspire curiosity and reward with beauty. | remembalking the shore
near my family's summer home on Long Island, heatie calls of the
gulls and watching the sanderlings scurry acrossstnd. Our children
will never have that experience, here; and whatisasl me most is the
knowledge they will never know what they are migsin

9.043 APF

...Food, shelter and security. Those are the Imasitan needs. Our band
of pioneers have all three, but little else. In gast nine-plus years on
our new world, our agriculturists have produceduaplsis of food,
mainly in the form of beans and grains, using th@réponic growing
beds intended for Beta- Centauri 2. We have adequater, piped in
and purified from the sea.

Our needs for shelter are quite modest, the clinsatearm and dry, and
we have no enemies and no predators from whicle teelbured. ... Our
population growth has been healthy. | am heartémedignateurs of the
Floran Compact are adhering to the clause emphagsibe importance
of enlarging our numbers. Sarah and | have doneairiy she is due to
deliver our fourth child within twenty days. In tipast nine-plus years,
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we have seen the births of nearly four hundreddoénl, and the deaths
of only twenty-four of our band...

11.221 APF

...We are now able to draw upon the resources ohew world for all

our needs. We are no longer cannibalizing piecethefFloran, and
we've agreed that what remains of her hull showddpbeserved to
commemorate the hardships we have overcome. Wefbamd sources
of iron for steel, copper and tin, and aluminum.r on smelting

facility became operational two days ago. We hasguh construction
of a polymer plant, now that our chemists havealisced how to build
molecules of plastics from the oils produced froapaseed and
euphorbia...

15.013 APF

...After fifteen of what pass for years on Floraay family is going on a
vacation. We are spending a few days on our owrthéysea. We have
been in need of some time away, so | expropridheduse of a land
vehicle and we drove it toward the sea. We slepteunthe stars last
night; we have no need for a tent or other shelarah and | have
walked the sands with our five children. This wiwldea appears as full
of animal life as the land is empty of it. | havees a myriad of shells
and carapaces of sea life tossed upon the shome.s&h fauna is
undoubtedly like the land flora -- inedible to therge of being toxic. |
may never become acclimated to the stench of dexdhis world, but
Sarah claims to have become accustomed to it, @rdet children it
seems natural. Hearing the sound of the surf wgshgainst the shore
fills me with deep longing for my family's summearhe by the sea.

| can look up at the night sky and know the diacttof Earth's sun; |
longed to be able to leap the distance betweerstawns until | realized
five thousand Earth years must pass before thatehoan Long Island
will be built. Now, instead, | muse on how the doastion of the
pyramids is progressing...
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19.101 APF

Today was Sarah's funeral. Her death was mercialiift, perishing

from a cerebral aneurysm that ruptured after aifallam to believe the
doctor. Perhaps it was for the best. This missimhribt turn out as
Sarah and | expected, and the past nineteen-odds Yeave been
difficult. Difficult, especially, for Sarah. | sa@ her strength and
courage. She never succumbed to despair, as hagl @oaur party in

the early days. She so desperately missed thelfiand family we left
behind, and | was incapable of giving her the caotrdbe deserved. ...
Yasuko has been a great comfort to me. | see tidesr mother in her
face, even though her features remain more Asian &uro. Yasuko
never knew Earth, and she, like all the secondig¢ioa Florans,

regards this planet as her homeworld... Followhegttaditions we have
established, Sarah's body was cremated in theiel&éatnaces. We have
agreed we do not wish to put our dead into thisugdo | have taken
Sarah's ashes and sprinkled them onto the surfadbeosea. The
children and | agreed it was a fitting tribute &r.h

24.050 APF

...Today, my son Tetsui has married Phaedra Atlem daughter of one
of the machinists among the Floran crew. Theynalthey are eager to
do their part to enlarge our population, but thegkl so young to me.
And they are young, and even after twenty Floraary®n this planet |
still prefer to think in terms of Earth years, ohiesh Tetsui has seen
merely sixteen, and Phaedra is a full Floran yeaunger. We are
saddened Sarah won't number among us in celebré#tisgrite of
passage. But this is what Life is -- the big cirolebirth, childhood,
maturity, procreation, aging and death. | am attergpto convince
Yasuko that, with the children maturing and withtsle starting a
family, I can manage adequately by myself and diauild consider
finding a mate of her own...

26.001 APF
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...We have survived a quarter Floran century andityseems like
yesterday we were making the final orbital insertmmaneuver around
this peculiar planet revolving around its peculi@ange star. Through
hard work, our population are thriving and findijgy and sorrow in
everyday life. | now believe we can and will sustavhat we have
begun. | also believe the hope of every parertr-his children to live a
better life -- will be fulfilled for our children'shildren if not for our
own.

This was, after all, the reason we departed EartiBéta-Centauri 2, to
plant the human seed, to grow a better human corntyridmot for us

but for our children and our children's childrenddor our children's
children's children. And the seed has been plaridatl,in a different
garden than we had intended...

29.248 APF

...| write this entry from the mining camp in thelands, soon to be
incorporated into a village to be called Vebinadode here with Bryan
Quinn, whose talents as chief engineer aboardldrarF-were put to use
devising means to coax minerals from this plaretist... The ride took
half a day. As we approached the piedmont, the taiga became
lusher; the sparse desert growth gave way toeatlldlike plants. Once
we reached the edge of the uplands, tree-like spatere found; these
grew more and more dense until we encounteredca forest... It is
water that enables this growth. Above the uplandsymivers form and
flow down the face of the mons, fed by the melth&f snow pack in the
high elevations. As these rivers flow downhill, itheater is absorbed
and used by the vegetation. By the time the streaach sea level, their
cargo has been spent, and what little water rentpirtkly evaporates in
the warmth and dryness...

36.098 APF

...The past year has been the first since PlarnetRalwhich our
population growth has flattened. We are still pmdg offspring at a
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satisfactory rate, but the inevitable has happentt death rate among
the original crew and passengers threatens toakeethe birth rate. I've
been feeling my own age, lately, and give myse#f phivilege of the
elderly, that of permitting the youth to shouldesrenthan their share of
the effort...

38.232 APF

...The most remarkable thing happened last night rained! For the
first time since PlanetFall, it rained on the maamp; about five
centimetres in all. The cause undoubtedly was drieeomany tropical
storms that pummel the southern zone became Idstvandered here to
die... We have two generations of native Florane'véhnever seen rain
In their lives; unless they've spent some timehi@ agricultural camp
[now Tinam -- N.K.] in the middle latitudes... Thrmorning another
remarkable thing happened. The land burst into Nfat that the land is
devoid of life; there's a sparse growth of a haadg frugal plant that's
evolved to harvest the meager dews. What grew ta@dayan explosion
of foliage that grew so fast one could see it happefore one's eyes;
and hear it, too, a rustling sound as the paparigaives spread to catch
the sun. By noon the land was covered with a daoletvcrepe and
fruiting bodies formed.

These opalescent spheres darkened and ripened suthand by dusk
split to fill the air with thick, choking clouds qiurple spores. No doubt
these plants slept for many Floran decades awadtimgyward storm,

and their progeny will also sleep for thirty, fiftg hundred Floran years
until the next storm loses its way. [The vegetatt@nchi describes is no
longer to be found, as the entire small desertlibit the main camp has
been paved over to build Floran City. This spe@es known casualty
of the human invasion of Planet Floran. --N.K.]...

43.191 APF

...Today was a day of mourning among our peoplav@snarked the
passing of Captain Ty Davis. More than any singlember of the
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Floran crew, Ty Davis was responsible for our stalkil am pleased
Yasuko married his son Colin, and they have produbese wonderful
children to carry the Davis name forward...

45.072 APF

...The fourth generation of Kyhanas came into Wnsld today as my
grandson Josh Kyhana and his wife Judith gave Wbothmy great-

granddaughter Tobia. Tetsui has followed the tiaditnd passed the
family crest to Josh.

45.072 APF

Knowing my children, my grandchildren, and my grgedndchild share
this world with me gives me joy -- joy that is teenpd by the

knowledge we are demanding much from our young lpeopt the least
of which is to dedicate themselves to the creadioe care of children at
an age in which they are not much more than chmlthemselves... | do
not know how much longer four generations will asexn this planet,

as my health has been deteriorating, and our miefdiceities are yet

primitive compared to what we left behind...

46.001 APF

...The new year is a traditional time for refleatiand for hope. Our
people have together survived the hardships ofdimgna new world.
We've done more than survive -- we've begun torisbu When we left
Earth, we were a group of nations -- we were AfgaAsians,
Europeans and Americans. Now, we all have becooraiis.

What's most important is we have become so withwiife or animosity,
and with a deep sense of community, togethernedsleue. It is my
sincere hope this will be our legacy to succeedjegerations of the
Floran people.

48.076 APF
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This is to be my last entry. The stroke | suffete@d days ago has
rendered me paralyzed on my left side. Yasuko kas kind enough to
transcribe these words for me. | had hoped totliveee half a Floran
century on this planet, but it was not to be. Ikldmck with pride on
what we have accomplished. | must leave it to tlheceseding
generations to look forward. ... The doctors hale ine my condition is
exacerbated due to the lack of certain drugs gsiderived from plants.
Warfarin, | believe, is the agent they would pref@administer to me,
but we have none. When | was living on Earth, ktéar granted the
abundance of life that nourished us and healedfuse are to truly
thrive as a people, it is imperative we returnh® s$tars, return to Earth,
and at some point return to the human communityethé/e will not
survive otherwise.

[48.078 APF

Koichi Kyhana died today, 2 segments past zenithricha®. His
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildrenevat his side. He had
requested his ashes be scattered on the sea, sl be with Sarah.
Thank you, Father, for the gift of survival. --Y&suKyhana Davis]
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Appendix Il -- Lingwafloran

An Introduction to the Language of Planet Floran
Introduction

The language Esperanto was employed on the iltH&entauri Colony
mission. Because the mission was multi-nationa, dttificial language
was chosen. After PlanetFall, the colonists abtdaed-loran continued
to use Esperanto, and they taught it to their alarldand grandchildren
as their first language. As the years progress$edanguage evolved.
Lingwafloranderives most of its native vocabulary from Esp&ran
although new words continue to be coined.

Structurally,Lingwaflorandiffers from Esperanto in the following ways:
Inflection has been greatly simplified.
All verb conjugations have been abandoned.

Word endings have changed. The -o ending to inglisatins has
shifted to -a. Verb endings have been abandoneepexor the -i
ending on infinitives.

Sentence meanings formed in Esperanto by infle@mah
conjugation have been replaced by the use of pegtithese
words change the mood or the tense of a senterticeuti
otherwise altering its meaning.
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Lingwafloranis a spare, logical language with few irregulastand a
very straightforward syntax and grammar.

Spelling

Spelling is phonetic using the following alphabet:
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A as in ather N

B O asin ecb
C P

D Q'

E R

F S as irsee
G as ingo T

H u as in dine
| as in fsh V

J as inJuly w

K X ch as inchess
L Y3

M Z

Note 1: Obsolete, used exclusively for proper names

Note 2: Pronounced as “e” in echo:; unless at tideoéa word,
then as “ay” in say.

Note 3: Y is pronounced as a strong “ee” as in kegusually
found in proper names

Note 4: “SH” and “TH” sounds are not present in reguage
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There are no irregular spellings or pronounciations
Grammar

Lingwaflorangrammar and syntax are exceptionally simple agdiae.
For declarative sentences, word order is alwaygstibobject - verb.
For questions, word order is object - verb-subjglcizi am | love you.

Mi am-z? Do you love me? Phrases and clauses follow tine sales as
for sentences. In both the spoken and written laggucommon usage is
to elide a pronoun object with the verb as a prefind to form
contractions to eliminate adjacent vowels. Noun @im@ése objects are
not so elided. This usage is optional, and is eygaldor, not employed)
as a tool for emphasisli z’am | love you. (vaVi zi am | love you.)Mi
mimarx | walk.

Telescoping Syntax

Complex sentences may be formed by using phralseses, or even
complete sentences as the objects of verbs. Thagdetelescoped to
any depth, although comprehension becomes diffomytond a depth of
four or five.

As an example, Andra tells Nyk that,

"My parents realized they had the genetic raw madter produce
a candidate for the schools.”

In Lingwafloran this sentence would be (and is what Andra agtuall
said):

Mu patrien lin genete krudemateria kandidat pelexnien fabriki
posed't kompren't.

If this sentence is rewritten with brackets idemnf the phrases, the
three- level telescoped syntax becomes apparent:

[Mu patrien [lin genete krudemateria [kandidat parlernien
fabriki] posed't] kompren't].
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The phrase,Kandidat per xi lernien fabriki(lit, “[a] candidate for the
schools to fabricate") is an infinitive phrase thidifieskrudemateria
(raw material); the infinitivdabriki must be at the end of the phrase.
The phraselin genete krudemateria kandidat per xi lernienrfkib
posedis a complete sentence that can stand on its 6lirey
possessed the genetic raw material to producedidzda for the
schools.” This sentence becomes the object oféhekompren't
(realized).

Elegant expression of complex thoughts throughmgst a cherished
characteristic of Floran literature, and politidadmire the obfuscatory
power of telescoped syntax in speechwriting. Inveosation, however,
Florans tend to employ simple and direct sentences.

Verbs

Verb usage is also simple and regular. There adentensions. Each
verb has a root, a participle and an infinitivel. Vdrbs are transitive.
Intransitive actions are expressed with reflexilageots:Mi xi libra lej. |
read the bookMi mi lej. | read.Mi mi marx | walk. Adding “-i” to the
verb root forms infinitivesmarxi to walk.Mi marxi ir. | go to walk.
Infinitives are used in lieu of a present partieiplli leji ju. | enjoy
reading.

Past tense/past participles are formed by addingaitx't walkedMi mi
marx't | walked.

A special class of verbs exist knownfaskeverbern(fork-verbs). These
can take two objects in order to express an actioa primary object
passing from the subject to a secondary objectefiea structure is
subject - secondary object - primary object - véa example iglonati
to give -- the subject gives a primary object seaondary objecMi
Kovina xi libra donat't| gave the book to Kovina. In this example
Kovina is the secondary object axidibra (the book) is the primary
object.Andra-lu patrien xi lernia lita vend'tAndra's parents sold her to
the school.
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Particles

Tenses other than the simple present and simplegrasmoods other
than the indicative, are formed by inserting p#&tanto the sentence.
These are otherwise meaningless words whose swiéda is to modify
the tense or mood of the sentence. Particles majalbed anywhere
within the sentence. Most commonly, particles daggxd immediately
after the subject; fine shades of meaning are dpedl by the location
of the particle. The closer the particle is tovee, the greater the
emphasis on the tense or mood over the meanirge dantence.

Past perfect is formed by adding the parti@¢o the sentencéi
ve mi marx'tl have walked.

The progressive tense is formed by adding thegbavti to the
sentenceMi vi mi marx | am walking.Mi vi mi marx't | was
walking.

The future tense is formed by adding the partieléo the
sentenceMi va mi marx | will walk. Mi va marxi ir. | will go
walking.

Future progressive is formed with the partivdei. Mi vavi mi
marx | will be walking.Mi vavi marxi ir. | will be going to walk.

Conditional expressions, and the subjunctive maosl formed
with the particlevave Mi vave mi marx! would walk.Se mi vave
rixe vira es If | were a rich man. Future conditional is fogneith
the particleveva Mi veva mi marx| will have walked.

The imperative mood is formed with the partidev Zi dev xi
libra mi donat Give me the book.

The language possesses a fourth mood in addititretmdicative, the
Imperative and the subjunctive: the suggestives fitmod is used in
expressing the desire for agreement, and is fonmdthe particleniva.
This mood is used extensively in discussions, asaRk are consensus-
builders. The sense of the suggestive mood icdlffto express in
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English; the closest approximation is “let udf.ni marx We walk.Ni
niva ni marx Let's walk.Ni niva n‘amor Let's make loveNi niva amfen
es, nu fortunen va kune edzekt us be lovers, we'll marry our fortunes
togetherNiva, as a response, means “yes, let's” (colloq).

Nouns

Noun usage is slightly less regular than verb usdgans are
genderless. In general, nouns end in -a, but¢iby no means a hard
and fast rule. Plurals are formed by adding ora@pl the ending with -
en. Possessives are formed by addingi-uiru libren, the man's books.
xi virenu libren the men's books. Proper names do not form pagssss
Instead, the name is followed by a possessive pirmaidu libren My
books.llsa-lu libren. llsa's books.

Nouns may be formed by joining other nouns or nowitis modifiers.
This practice is optional and is employed as afmoémphasis. EX:
krudemateria= raw materialKrude + materid; however expressing this
as either a single word or as two would be equaillid.

Nouns may be formed from verb roots in two ways.appending the
suffix -a to a verb root, a houn representing ttaa is created.
Examplesmarxito walk,marxaa walk;amito love,amalove;amorito
make love withamora lovemaking. By appending the suffix -fa onto a
verb root, a noun representing that which perfaimesaction is formed.
marxito walk, marxfaa walker;amito love,amfaa lover,amfenlovers;
amorito make love withamorfaa sex partner.

An unusual aspect of the language is the wides@addich usage of
endings to indicate diminutives and familiars. Tisiso doubt a feature
of the language that evolved to facilitate the egpion of love, as the
Florans pride themselves on being a nation of kvEBne most common
diminutive endings are - in, meaning little or forathd -ta, meaning dear
or sweet. Examplesira man;virin boy (little man)yvirta gentleman
(sweet man)yirinta dear, sweet man, dear boy.

Modifiers
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Modifiers serve as both adjectives and adverbsganérally end in -e.
In some cases the same word serves as eitherextiagljor an adverb,
depending on context. Modifiers may precede opWithe word being
modified. Examplemalumedarkbrunebrownmalumebrune okulen
dark brown eyes. Modifiers may be constructed fuamps by adding
the -e ending to the verb root. Examgieli to drive,pele driven.Li
pele vira esHe is a driven man.

Modifiers may also be formed by adding the -e egdanouns.
Example,vira man,vire manly;virin boy,virine boyish.Xa dama
damine figura havThat woman has a girlish figure.

Negation

The particle for negation rsg, which alone means no. Only verbs may
negated. This is done by applyingas a prefixLingwaflorandoes not
recognize the concept of the double negative. @naaction is negated,
additional occurrences aedo not alter the sense of the negation, and
multiple occurrences afeare often inserted for emphadli. nexiam
z'ami nehalt val'll never stop loving you.

Articles

There are no indefinite articles.
Definite Articles

xi the xathat xethis
xanthose xenthese

Pronouns

mii/me  ziyou li he/she
Xi it

ni us zinyou lin they
xin they
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mu my zuyour  lu his/hers
Xu its

nu our zunyour lun their
xuntheir

ki who kawhat kewhere

kelwhich kuwhose kil how

la there

Note 1: use oki as an article or as a pronoun is determined by
context
Note 2:lin/lun is used to refer to people or animate entities,
xin/xunrefers to objects
Note 3: diminuitive endings may be applied to pume Ex:z'inta
(zi+in+ta)=dear, sweet you
Vocabulary
An exhaustive dictionary of Floran words is beydinel scope of this
appendix. A list of words used in the relating Ny&ls story is
presented below.
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LingwafloranEnglish

akwa

al

ama
amfa
amfin
amfta
ami
amori
anke
ardi
ax'amfa
ax'amfin
ax'amorfa
bele
bone

water

to

friendship, love
friend, lover
companion, concubine
dear friend, dear lover
to like, to love

to make love

also, too

to want, to desire
gigolo
finishing-school grad
whore

beautiful

good, well
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LingwafloranEnglish

bon'matina good morning

bon'noka
bon'taka
bon'veni
bon'viv
brune
demonde
denke
detrui
dev

devi

diri
doktor
donati
ekzamini
eltir
enxip

esi
fabriki
feti

forti

good night

good day

welcome

please

brown

off-world

thank you

to destroy

forms imperative

to have to, must

to tell, to say, to speak
doctor (as a title)

to give

to examine

to remove, to take out
to board (a vessel)

to be

to build

to do

to strengthen
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LingwafloranEnglish

gamba
halti
havi

igi

ji

jui

kaja
kel
kelke
kor
korlyta
Ky

levi

li
lifxarpa
lita

litu
malume
manja
medika
mi

leg

to stop

to have

to get

yes

to enjoy

bed, platform
which

some

heart
sweetheart, dearest
and

to raise

he, she, him, her
woman's sash
she, her (colloqg.)
hers (colloq)
dark

food, meal
doctor of medicine
[, me
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LingwafloranEnglish

mu my
ne no, forms negative
nexiam never

ni we, us

niva forms suggestive
noma name

nu our

nun now

obei to obey

okula eye

paketa packet, starliner
per for

perfa agent

permesi to permit
psykomedikapsychiatrist
recevi to receive

regardi to regard

reveni to return

saluti hello, greetings
sanga blood

senta feeling, sensation
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LingwafloranEnglish

senti to feel

serva service

sona sound

taka day

tien here

tiri to take

traduki to translate

tre very

trebone very good, very well
tuje soon

tuj'kiam as soon as

un one

urba city

va forms future

vave forms subjunctive
vavi forms future prog.
ve forms progressive
veke awake

veni to come

Vi forms progressive
viva life
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LingwafloranEnglish

vizitfa visitor

voka a (phone) call
voyaga journey, voyage
xa that

xarpa sash

xe this

Xi the, it

Xiam always, for ever
Xin they

ZI you

Z'inta you (familiar)
Zu your
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Titles in the Series

Titles in theEarthboundSeries:

Earthbound

The Lexal Affair
Planetbound

The Altian Plague
The Lost Colony

Your comments, criticism, kind words,
gripes, kudos or cheap shots are all welcome.
Visit http://www.virtualimprint.com/earthbound
for author contact information.
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