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APPROXIMATELY NINE months after contact with the Concordance...

He clasped her hand between his own as Wirolen arched her back and screamed through pointed and tightly clenched teeth. John Knowles was horrified by what childbirth was putting her through, but he stood his ground. They’d been through so much together; he would not leave her now. As she fell back to the bed, grimacing and panting, John asked, “Still with me?”

“Yia,” Wirolen gasped, adding through still gritted teeth, “I have — been through worse!”

John remembered her wounds after the fight aboard the Eli’ahtna, and had no trouble believing what she said, until the next round of contractions hit. He glanced at the Leyra’an physician on the far side of the bed, clad in a rust-colored medical gown. The man nodded reassurance. “Everything proceeds normally,” he said.

The Hroom, nine months before, had been very quick to promise that the pregnancy would be normal for a Leyra’an woman. This is normal? John thought as he fought to keep his anxiety in check. He remembered the concern expressed by their Hroomish friend Horga, at that time, when at first it seemed to Horga that they were distressed by Wirolen’s pregnancy. Shocked that the pregnancy was real, yes. Amazed that a Human male and a Leyra’an female had been rendered capable of having a child together, most definitely.

Maybe we should have been distressed, John thought as Wirolen clenched his hand hard enough to hurt. Certainly other people were upset; the news had spread quickly, and hadn’t always been received with the joy he and Wirolen felt.

“I am glad this pleases you,” Horga had said that day, nine months back. The big, bearish alien blinked at them, black eyes shining in a round, black-furred face. Clasping broad, blunt-fingered hands chest high, Horga bowed slightly toward them.

“I cannot help wondering why you did not tell us what you had done,” said Wirolen.

“We did not see a need,” Horga replied. “We believed this to be your desire. Do you recall the evening when you spoke of adopting children, those who lost parents in your war? Borhama asked if offspring would be desirable.”

They sat together on the broad balcony of the Hroom quarters in Serch’nach, overlooking the main habitat ring of the station. The tops of trees rose over the balcony wall, green and feathery. Everything around them had been remodeled to suit Hroomish proportions. John and Wirolen were perched together on a padded bench, hands clasped, sandaled feet dangling above the floor, dressed in Leyra’an styles, red and green. The long green skirt and snug, darker green shirt worn by Wirolen went well with her overall cinnamon coloring. Like John, she wore across her chest, from shoulder to hip, a braided sash of crimson, aqua, and lavender; the es’ava of Clan Eb’shra. Horga faced them from a similar bench, dressed in standard Hroomish garb of loose purplish trousers tucked into thick-soled black boots with soles firmly planted on the deck, and topped by a suspender-like harness studded with boxy compartments.

“We remember,” Wirolen replied. “And we meant every word. But we knew that it could not be. Or thought we knew. We would never have guessed, then, that this was possible.” Wirolen pressed her free hand to her belly. She had done most of the talking up to that point. John could only nod or provide monosyllabic answers, little more than grunts.

“When you were so close to death, we fixed everything,” Horga explained. “And those words were remembered. Your kind and John’s are so very similar. We believed you sincere in your desire. We saw a way. We...” Horga paused a moment. “No, the presumption was mine. I thought it appropriate to bring your desire for offspring to reality. Was I wrong?”

“No,” John said, finding his voice at last, and finding the strength of conviction with it. He and Wirolen had examined the matter thoroughly the night before, and made their decision. “No, you weren’t wrong. If we’d known the Hroom could do this thing, we would’ve asked it of you!”

“Oh, yes, do not doubt that!” Wirolen said. She leaned forward and reached out across the space between them, catching one of Horga’s large hands between hers.

“It was for Monma,” Horga said. Horga’s eldest child, who had died fighting the Faceless when they boarded the Eli’ahtna. “To make a life when a life was lost. It is a — Hroomish thing.”

John had been in that fight, had seen Monma die. He set his jaw against the grief that surged yet again, as fresh and painful as ever, and reached out to take Horga’s other hand, as Wirolen had done. “We’ll tell our child of Monma,” he said. 

“She will grow up always knowing the Hroom for her friends,” Wirolen added, “and she will honor the memory of Monma, as we do.”

“Good,” Horga replied, standing and gathering them for a moment to a broad, furry chest. Such an embrace was not a normal thing among the Hroom, but Horga understood its importance for Humans and Leyra’an. “I am content.”

Later, as they returned to their home, John turned to Wirolen and said, “She?”

“She who?” Wirolen asked with a distracted air, and John realized her mind was far away.

“You called our child ‘she’ back there. To Horga.” Words still came awkwardly. A strange and unfocused feeling had plagued John since the night before. “When did you ask the doctor if it would be a boy or a girl?”

“I did no such thing,” Wirolen replied. “I just know it will be a girl. All Leyra’an women know these things, when the time comes.” She gave him an impish look. “Human women cannot sense this?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” John replied. “Of course, I’m no expert.”

“Very few men are,” she had said with a laugh, slipping her arm around his waist.

That day was now nine months behind them, and the birth of their child was at hand. John Knowles had seen war. He had fought and he’d killed, being an officer in the Republic Defense Force. He had been a spy and survived the destruction of a space station. He’d been marooned with Wirolen in uncharted space, lost in the cold and dark. And together they’d for a time been their respective species’ ambassadors to the people of the Concordance, a vast civilization maintained by three other sentient races.

He had fought what might as well be the very demons of Hell itself, and though the fight had cost him dearly, had almost cost everything he lived for, John Knowles had prevailed.

Now he watched his Leyra’an wife in labor, and was scared to death. It was more than her pain and the perfectly normal struggle to bring a new life into the universe, so much more. He knew she would live through this. So would he. But afterward there would be a child. His daughter. Their daughter. A miracle child, a hybrid of two sentient species.

He would be the one thing it had never occurred to him he would ever be, the one thing he had never consciously sought to be. John Knowles would, in only a few moments more, be a father.

Wirolen let out one last blood-curdling yell, arched her back, and it was done. The attending physician, her old friend and the chief surgeon for the warship Han’anga, Eb’shra Minin, took the matter quite literally in hand. The child coughed and then cried, and the others there to witness the birth all greeted the newborn child with shouts of joy. The tiny girl was cleaned and wrapped in pale green cloth, in keeping with the Way of Leyra’an, then handed to her exhausted mother. The scales around Wirolen’s eyes were black with tears of pain and joy; John wept openly, overwhelmed by feelings he could scarcely understand.

But he wept only for a few moments as the people he and Wirolen cared most about gathered around them in the spacious delivery room, Humans and Leyra’an hugging him and bending to press their foreheads to Wirolen’s in the manner of the Leyra’an. The Captain of the Han’anga was there, and beside him was Kr’nai Ersha. The Milhouse family was there, new friends but very much a part of John and Wirolen’s lives, by then.  House Rost’aht, two small boys in their fathers’ arms, stood beside the Milhouses; the wives of Rost’aht clung to each, smiling and weeping at the same time. Looming behind them all stood the Hroom, Horga, with hands clasped over the center of that broad, black-furred chest. Horga then extended one arm and hand and gave the new parents a thumbs up. John laughed out loud, but it was Wirolen who returned the gesture.

The Way of Leyra’an was now the way of John Knowles, and he knew what must come next. He took their child from Wirolen, gazed into that small, squinting face, and marveled at the blending of Human and Leyra’an characteristics that marked her mixed parentage. She had scales on forehead, cheeks, over her shoulders and down the back of her arms. Jaxi had her mother’s coloring, cinnamon, a shade paler where Human skin took over. Her ears were more Human than not, but ever so slightly pointed. Her fingers were Human in shape and appearance, lacking the blunt claw-like nails of the Leyra’an. She was altogether beautiful in his eyes.

For a moment he thought his nerve would fail. The enormity of it all stole his breath and froze his heart. But in the same moment, he felt a strength and certainty of purpose rise in him beyond anything he’d ever known. He raised his daughter before those who had gathered, in lieu of family, to witness her birth. 

“This is Nol’ez Jaxi va Knowles en Eb’shra vos Pa’haronsa’ni,” he announced. “First born of House Nol’ez. With this child, our family begins!”

“You declare a founding?” Ersha demanded.

“We do,” Wirolen replied in a weary voice, and yet it was the voice of a Matriarch. For she was that, now, in addition to being a mother. “We ask you and Captain Eb’shra Kilis to speak for us.”

“I am honored to witness this day, and to be given such a charge,” Ersha replied. “What will be the colors of this house?”

“White, rust, and midnight blue,” John replied.

“I willingly share in this honor,” Kilis said, and with Ersha bowed low to the new parents. “I will gladly endorse this founding. May there be an es’ava twisted of those hues, very soon!”

John sat on the edge of the bed, holding his daughter to his chest. Wirolen gazed up at them with a tired face, black-rimmed eyes, and a gentle Leyra’an smile. She held out her hands. John gave Jaxi to her, and realized of a sudden that this surely had been the easiest, most straightforward part of what he and Wirolen meant to do. Not that he would dare say as much to her, of course. Not just then, anyway.
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VARLA II STATION

Trans-Rift Region of The Republic

Four Years Later...
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“IT GOT OFF YOUR SHIP?” Jan Costa leaned back from his gray metal desk, not caring at all that his annoyance was visible. “What the hell were you thinking, bringing that thing here if you weren’t certain you could control it?”

“Until the breakout,” Captain Morrissey replied, “we had every reason to believe we had the specimen well in hand.”

“Well, you were wrong. And now that thing may be loose on my station!”

“It’s lost in the docks, somewhere, no doubt floundering around in zero-g,” the Captain insisted with a small, dismissive wave of one hand. “Not out in the station proper.”

“We can be sure of that? Completely sure? Huh! I rather doubt it. Now I have to put station security on alert and probably call in off-duty staff, just in case.”

“I do apologize for the inconvenience and expense, which the RDF will...”

“Inconvenience and expense? I’m more concerned about the potential danger to the residents of this station!” Costa looked pointedly at the now motionless display projected over the center of the desk. What he had seen there a moment before had sent a shiver up his spine.

“The creature’s abilities were not revealed until it used them to escape,” Captain Morrissey said, gaze dropping down to the small holograph between them as he shook his head. “My crewman found the cell in the brig empty, or so he thought. He was surprised, and opened it to investigate, just as you saw.”

“You said the crewman was injured?” Costa asked.

“A broken arm, concussion,” Morrissey replied with a shrug. “It could have been  worse.”

Costa stared at the Captain, seated before him in the dark blue uniform of the Republic Defense Force, troubled by a growing feeling that he had missed something important. Costa was a veteran of the RDF, himself. He’d led men in combat, all manner of men, and in that context had seen many things. He was older than Morrissey, and grayer, though not due to years alone. Costa knew a liar when he met one, and the entire exchange with Morrissey felt false. But what exactly was the lie? From what he’d heard and seen thus far, it seemed a lie of omission. What was Captain Morrissey not telling him? “From what you’ve said, and from that bit of video you provided, I wonder that this animal didn’t tear your crewman to bits.” He kept his words quick and blunt, though Costa was nowhere near as angry as he sounded. He wanted Morrissey to think he was angry, very angry indeed. He wanted to goad the Captain, to see if he might grow defensive and respond in kind. Anger often made a man careless, and a mistake by Captain Morrissey could be revealing.

But Morrissey was a cool one, and didn’t take the bait. “It was in a hurry to escape, and injured him by knocking him down and trampling him in its rush for the door. As I said, it could have been much worse. He was lucky it just wanted to get away.”

“Damn fool shouldn’t have opened that cage,” Costa muttered. He looked at the frozen image that occupied his desk. “Replay,” he commanded.

The scene was of the RDF Richmond’s brig; bare and functional and brightly lit, it was the only place in the cruiser that was designed to safely hold a living thing in captivity. Centered in the camera view was a cell closed off by polished titanium bars, set close enough that a man would have had trouble slipping an arm through them. Something behind the bars moved, a shadow shape and nothing more. A crewman in dark blue standard-issue coveralls appeared before the door. Dark hair and a dark uniform gave his youthful face a pallid look. He wore a long-barreled sidearm on his right hip and a look of concern on his pale face. His hand never went to the weapon. The young man was speaking to whatever was held behind the bars, but the clip did not display with audio; Costa couldn’t even guess what was being said. The crewman leaned closer, and then looked frantically up and around. He reached to one side and slapped at the lock’s palm panel and, when the bars slid aside, stepped toward the door of the cell. At the same instant there was a rush of motion, a large gray blur that gave an impression of angular limbs. The crewman gave a shout of pain and anger as the animal bowled him over, and bounded out of the camera’s field of view.

The replay in its entirety was less than half a minute in length.

“Back three and freeze.” Costa leaned forward to peer at the creature in the frozen 3-D projection. “God save us,” Costa said. He shivered a little as he tried to fathom the uncanny form now visible on his desk’s projection area. “What the hell is that thing, anyway?”

“Wish I could tell you,” the Captain replied. “Our ship’s doctor is the closest thing we have to a scientist on board. He’s not at all sure what to make of it. Nothing on record matches.”

“And you found it where, again?”

“We were on a routine check of an unsettled system, LU-12-167B, a couple of translocations from here. More than sixty light years. There’s a living world there, recently surveyed and approved for colonization. The star system is part of our patrol route, now. We were ahead of schedule and decided to have a look at the place. We found that one of the automated monitor stations had malfunctioned, so I sent a team down to effect repairs. S.O.P.”

“And found this?” Costa asked with a frown.

“Actually, it found us,” Morrissey replied. “It wandered into the landing site and was found messing with some equipment. That’s probably what caused the malfunction. We hit it with a stunner and took it back up to the ship.”

“Why in God’s name would you do that?” Costa demanded.

The Captain raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? The animal wasn’t described in any of the survey reports. Hell, according to our onboard database, there’s never been anything like it seen anywhere! The Survey crew somehow missed this one. The potential bonus for my crew is enormous!”

“Make sure your crewman gets an extra share,” Costa muttered. “Any idea what he was saying at the time?” he asked. “I can see from the vid record that he was talking.”

“Knowing Simmons, something profane,” Captain Morrissey replied, looking away.

“Now that I’m thinking about it, how is it this record lacks audio?” and Costa waved his right hand toward the frozen image. “Since when does an RDF brig lack complete surveillance?”

First Captain Morrissey looked surprised; then he tried to cover it by giving the frozen 3-D image a hard stare. “You’re quite right, Mr. Costa, there should be an audio component. I thought you had the sound muted.”

“I don’t.”

“I’ll have to find out what the problem is,” Morrissey said.

Costa suppressed a knowing smile and thought, My dear Captain. You should never, ever take up the game of poker! What is it about your crewman talking to that thing that you don’t want me to know? “Please do,” he said aloud. “It’s possible your crewman said something in his surprise that might be of use to us... Excuse me.” Costa tapped the flashing com tab on his desk and said to his security chief, “Yes, Pauline, what is it?” He pretended not to notice the vexed look on Captain Morrissey’s face.

“Sir, we’ve had an incident reported in the core, just ringward of the docks. Loud noises were heard, and crew checked it out. There’s extensive damage to a secondary access hatch leading into a bundle of utility tubes.”

Costa knew Pauline had followed his instructions to listen in on his meeting with Captain Morrissey. She knew what he knew, and had come to an obvious conclusion, hence the interruption. “Security level one, Pauline. Get our people armed and out there, including off-duty security staff.”

“Public notice?” she asked.

“Not yet. But have Maintenance quietly extract any crews it has in the core.” Costa kept an eye on Morrissey, noting the frowning, tight-lipped expression. Costa was sure the good Captain was most displeased with this turn of events. If civilians were harmed by the creature, he could well face a court-martial instead of collecting a fat bonus.

“We need to hunt that thing down and kill it, quickly!” Morrissey said. “I have a contingent of Marines aboard, skilled in zero-g fire...”

“We do indeed need to locate it,” Costa replied. “But my people know this station, and most of my security people are vets. Some of us saw combat together. They’ll be more than sufficient.” He looked again at the image, a nightmare shape of angular limbs, smooth skin like some sort of exoskeleton, a rounded head with protruding clusters of black orbs he assumed were eyes, and spines and claws and — well, it looked like something a vid producer might design to frighten children for fun and profit. “Isolate central image,” he instructed the computer. “Distribute file to security. Standing order, locate creature and report. Do not use deadly force unless necessary to safeguard station personnel. Disable and capture if possible. Standard stun settings have proven effective.”

“You can’t be serious!” Captain Morrissey said. “That thing is dangerous!”

“So is a fire fight on a space station,” Costa replied. “My people will use stun settings. You said that brought it down back on its home planet.”

“I have sharpshooters among the Marines assigned to my ship,” Morrissey said, and somehow it didn’t sound like a suggestion. “Minimal risk to personnel.”

“I see no reason to risk my people at all!” Costa snapped. “It’s in our jurisdiction, now, Captain Morrissey. We will handle this.” The glare he turned on Morrissey was no longer feigned.

Morrissey gave him a long, hard look in return, then said, “I need to get back to my ship. I trust you’ll keep me up to date?”

“Yes. We’ll even bring it back to you,” Costa replied. “If we can keep it alive.”

The RDF Captain stood up, seemed about to say something more, then turned and strode from the spare, white-walled office. His body language suggested he wanted to bolt from the room. Costa had no doubt the man would be on his personal com and giving orders as soon as the door closed.

“Pauline?”

“Right here, Boss.” Her image appeared in the air where the Captain had been sitting a moment before. Pauline was anything but petite, though there wasn’t a spare kilo anywhere on her. They were no longer soldiers, either of them, but like her former commanding officer, Pauline had stayed fit. She sat behind a desk ringed with projected monitor screens that floated to either side, allowing a direct view of the station master.

“Monitor all traffic, physical and otherwise, from the Richmond. Captain Morrissey may succumb to the temptation to — help us.”

“Understood.” She reached out a blunt-fingered hand and touched something. “Implemented. Rory is on it.”

“Thanks,” Costa replied. “Now, I need one of your crew to hack into the Richmond’s database and retrieve anything and everything about the colony site they checked on LU-12-167B.”

“Tall order, cracking an RDF onboard,” Pauline said, raising an eyebrow. “I’ll put Rory on that, too. He’ll enjoy it.”

“Yes, he will,” Costa replied.

“Uh, Boss? If you don’t mind my asking...”

“What the hell is going on?”

“Yes, sir. Can’t help being curious.”

Costa sighed and said, “The good Captain is hiding something. Pauline, have you viewed the video he brought? Can you guess what that crewman is saying?”

“Better than guess, sir. I can read lips. He was talking to it. Seemed more concerned than alarmed. Walking up to the door, he said, ‘Are you okay?’ Then he very clearly said, ‘Where the hell did you go?’”

“I was afraid of that. Add the advisement that this creature can mimic its surroundings to a high degree and blend in. Make sure the security crews have infrared scanners.” Costa thought a moment. “Isolate and monitor the infrared channel on the security system, while you’re at it.”

“Yes, sir. That’s already done.”

“Of course it is,” he said with a short laugh. “So, now we wait...”

“Sir, we have another report of an access hatch destroyed. The image I’m getting — hell, it looks like someone backed a shuttle into it!”

“Where?” Costa demanded.

“Damn! Habitat level. Went half the length of the station core, real quick! Direct access to spoke six.” She looked up at him, clearly alarmed.

“Trying to find its way into the ring,” he said. “But no sightings or alarms raised by anyone still in the core?”

“Not so far, but then, we’re clearing people...” Pauline replied as her eyes swept the various displays around her. She frowned and centered one of them, peering at it intently. “Now isn’t this odd?”

“What?”

“I’ve got a string of infrared anomalies going up and down and around that section of the core. If we were dealing with a person, instead of an animal, I’d say there’s a careful search being performed.”

The record of which she spoke appeared immediately before him. Many of the marks had been recorded after the destruction of the second hatch. “Not in spoke six, then,” Costa said. But we’re supposed to think it’s in there. He would not say something like that out loud, not yet. “I want teams coming in from both ends of the core, working from opposite directions toward the ring interface. Muster a squad and meet me at...” And with his right forefinger he traced the route of the creature as revealed by infrared sightings. “Access seven, section fifteen. And bring me a sidearm.”
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BARTRAM HABITAT

Pr’pri System
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THE GAME WAS MOST LIKELY a variation on the old theme of ‘tag,’ though Alicia couldn’t remember a version that involved low hits from an excited han’anga. She also didn’t recall the game being so one-sided, but then, as quick as the boys were relative to their parents, a han’anga would always be quicker. Gava’mi, the han’anga in question, also had a tighter turning radius than the average four-to six-year-old child, of whatever species. Only dodging around the verdigris trees gave Jaxi and the Rost’aht boys any advantage over the agile han’anga, and then only for a few moments at a time.

Shrieks split the air of the park, but they were cries of excitement and laughter, not of pain. The thick, springy turf of Leyra’an wo’ohla grass surely had something to do with how quickly tumbled children bounced to their feet.

That and the fact that they’re children, of course, she thought, watching them play.

“Do you recall having such energy and resilience?” Melep asked of no one in particular. 

“No,” said John Knowles. Jaxi was racing after Paul, reaching as far as she could with an outstretched hand. Before she could tag the older child, Gava’mi cut her off, tripping her and pouncing on her to deliver a hearty licking. “If I ever did, she’s worn it out of me in four short years!” Beside him, Wirolen laughed. Both wore es’avas of white, rust, and deepest blue.

Gava’mi trotted to the parents, sitting in a group on the wo’ohla grass, deep green in the light of the brilliant fusion lamp high above them. He flopped down on his belly in front of Robert, panting for breath. Paul ran over and dropped to all fours before his father and the exhausted animal; the dark-haired boy made warbling noises, barely recognizable imitations of the han’anga’s calls.

“Time for a different game,” Alicia heard Robert say in a kindly but firm tone. “Go on, now. The Beastie needs to rest up.”

“Okay!” Paul leaned forward and planted a kiss on the han’anga’s scaly forehead and  leapt to his feet, darting away to rejoin his companions.

Alicia was captivated for a moment by the look on her husband’s face as their son raced to rejoin his playmates. He caught her looking and gave her a grin, before turning his eyes back toward the children. It still boggled her mind that he was here, a part of her life. That he had chosen to be a permanent part of her life. And it still gave her a chilly feeling to realize how close they’d come to losing each other, not so long ago.

In the years that had passed since their marriage and then meeting the Leyra’an, they had each endured experiences she still feared to examine too closely. She had seen things that would haunt her forever, experiences that had threatened to be her undoing. Robert had been the main point of attachment, the grounding influence to which she’d held so tight. Melep and Holm had played their roles, as had others, but it was Robert, mostly, who’d brought her back.

As she watched him watch the children play, she saw an anxious frown darken his face, and anxiety twisted in her as well. Alicia knew what he was afraid of, why watching the children play sent his thoughts down all the wrong paths. Their future was not safe, not fully assured. Robert had nightmares about it, she knew, though he tried to conceal them from her. Alicia reached out and brushed her fingers through his hair, as dark as that of their son. Robert turned toward her for a moment, smiling again.

She returned her attention to the new game that had evolved in the absence of Gava’mi, with the addition of a ball meant to be kicked. Alicia wasn’t sure what the game was all about, but was quite certain it was much noisier than the previous round.

“May I sit among you?” a quiet voice asked.

They all turned and found a Grahlin standing in the grass behind them. Like all her species, the Grahlin was half the height of the average Human, broad-shouldered and stocky. She was dressed in a gray coverall that was padded at the shoulders and bore but a single decoration, a complicated design imprinted on the coverall in various shades of blue. It covered the right side of the chest, wide at the shoulder and tapering to a spiral curl just above the waist. Dark, almond-shaped eyes blinked once as she made eye contact. There was no visible sign of her gender, but gender was a moot point for the clone-dependent Grahlin. They were all technically female.

“Ep Shal Myu,” Alicia said. She had seen that badge before, but the designs that declared the identity of a Grahlin and her sept were complicated, and sometimes differed in very subtle ways. This Grahlin was a colleague, but only recently arrived. Alicia still needed the badge to be sure.

“Yes.” Ep Shal Myu blinked her eyes again, seeing Alicia’s gaze shift to the badge and back. “You still find us difficult to distinguish?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“It is to be expected. We do all look alike.” One corner of Ep Shal Myu’s mouth twisted to the side, the Grahlin equivalent to a smile.

“I am sure that is not entirely true,” Melep said.

“It is true,” Ep Shal Myu replied. “All of the Grahlin here to represent the Concordance are of one sept. Since we are all clones of a sept founder, we all have the same appearance.” The mouth twitched sideways again. “It does not offend that you cannot tell us apart. Neither can the Hroom or the Nesvama. This is the reason for the badges.” She raised her gray-skinned hand and traced the central pattern with small, blunt fingers. Ep Shal Myu turned her gaze to the children and their game. “The antics of the offspring are quite entertaining. I would observe, if that is permitted.”

“Of course!” Alicia said at once. “Feel free to join us.” She and Melep scooted further apart to make a space, and Ep Shal Myu sat cross-legged between them. Gava’mi, who saw with his nose as much as his eyes, recognized the newcomer as someone who had been welcomed into his home. He rose to his feet and ambled over to greet Ep Shal Myu, head down in the semi-submissive posture his species adopted when not absolutely sure of a relationship.

“And greetings to you as well, beastly animal companion.” The Grahlin’s voice remained free of emotions as Human ears heard them, but Alicia knew from experience that this was anything but true. Gava’mi wasn’t fooled for a moment. He warbled happily and nuzzled the hand Ep Shal Myu held out to him. Multicolored spines, peacock blue mixed with emerald green and dark red, flared around his neck for a moment — the scent of a Grahlin always evoked something like surprise — then he nuzzled the offered fingers again and trotted away toward a small pond surrounded by trees, where he bent for a long drink. “A remarkable creature,” said Ep Shal Myu. “His ability to accept strangeness and look beyond the physical is astounding.”

“Among my people it is said that one should trust those trusted by a han’anga,” Melep said. “There is clearly a measure of truth to that.”

“That would seem to be a compliment,” said Ep Shal Myu. “From the companion animal, at least.” Another quirk of the mouth.

Alicia couldn’t help laughing at that. “And I assure you, we do indeed trust our han’anga!”

“I am glad,” Ep Shal Myu replied. “I am surprised to find you all here. Is there not a ceremony for which you must prepare?”

“There is little for us to do, other than dress appropriately,” Melep replied. “Holm has a role to play, and is already with the other councilors and delegates. We will be little more than spectators.”

“Oh, they’ll put us through our paces,” Robert said. “We led the effort to crowd-source what eventually became the Bartram Protocol. That won’t be forgotten.”

“No,” Alicia said. “It won’t be, I’m sure.” She shoved a lock of unruly red hair away from her eyes. “Well, they can do anything they want, so long as we get to drag Emerson and Drake away to the Willow Lake when it’s done!”

“Drag?” Ep Shal Myu repeated.

As the others laughed lightly, Alicia said, “Not literally! It’s just a Human expression, an exaggerated way of showing we’re eager to be reunited with old friends.”

“Interesting,” said the Grahlin, tilting her head slightly to one side. “Horga was quite correct in describing Humans and Leyra’an as passionate folk!”

“Will you be able to join us tonight?” Robert asked.

“Yes,” Ep Shal Myu replied. “Ep Shal Est and I will be there. We will represent the Grahlin at the ceremony. Others from the Concordance have been asked to attend. I will make sure they know of the less formal gathering to follow.”

“Good,” said Alicia. “I very much want our friends from the Republic to meet you.”

The noise level rose as young Paul gained control of the ball and, using feet alone, made off with it. Vurn and Jaxi were in hot pursuit, yelling at the tops of their lungs. From beside her, Alicia heard a quiet chuckling sound, the laugh of a Grahlin. “We have no such stage in our lives,” said Ep Shal Myu. “We begin as adults, and we play as adults. But we do know how to play!”

So saying, she rose to her feet and strode across the grass, then the dwarfish being sprinted at the children with a shout and intercepted the ball. A moment later Ep Shal Myu was racing up the shallow hill toward the trees, three children and one han’anga in hot pursuit.

“They know how to play!” said Robert, and they all laughed.

Alicia watched her husband’s cares fade away for a moment, and was relieved.
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VARLA II STATION

Trans-Rift Region of The Republic

––––––––
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COSTA LEFT HIS STATION master’s office and hurried through the upper deck corridors, ignoring the puzzled looks of station crew he passed, then took the nearest available lift access. As the lift capsule carried him to his destination, he touched a spot behind his left ear to activate his personal com. “Rory Pike,” he said.

“Hey, Boss,” a voice replied. “What’s up with the local sheriff? She sounds alarmed, if that’s possible!”

“She is, and for good reason. Anything to report?”

“Not yet,” Rory replied. “This’ll be tricky. They shoot people for doing this sort of thing, you know. The Republic is still technically at war.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Costa said. “The current government is on the way out. We’ll be at peace pretty soon.”

“It’ll still be illegal to hack a warship in the Fleet.”

“Only if they catch you,” Costa replied.

“So I should be careful and take my time?”

“No,” said Costa. “I needed those log entries ten minutes ago!”

“I’m gonna get shot,” Rory muttered into the link. “Go away, Boss. I’ll let you know when I’ve got what you need. Unless I get shot.”

The capsule slowed and then opened, releasing Costa into the main habitat ring of the station. Bright light and warm air, bearing the scents of leaves and flowers and moisture, greeted him. Also on hand were half a dozen gray-clad security officers, wearing light body armor and armed with stun rifles and sidearms. They were faces known to him, vets like Pauline who had followed him into retirement, to this frontier station on the back side of the Rift, the far side of the Republic and as far from war and politics as one could be. Those with families had brought them, all of them seeking a quieter life away from the war. Standing just ahead of them was Pauline, tall and lean, in the same gray coveralls and armor. She held a holstered gun out to Costa, who took the weapon by the belt fastened to the holster. In a moment he had the belt around his waist and buckled.

“What’s our next move?” Pauline asked.

He felt the weight on his hip, so familiar, and unwelcome. Like the retired soldiers who had followed him, he wanted very much to be done with such things. Costa wanted his share of the shooting finished, but here he was armed, and facing a crisis he was not yet certain he understood. Focusing on the present moment he said, “Depends on our visitor’s next move, which we should try to anticipate.”

“It’s an e-tee, Boss,” Pauline said. “How can we figure it?”

“It’s a living, breathing — um, thing,” Costa replied. “It’s going to need food and, presumably, water. Look, it was found on a human-compatible living world. And it’s able to breathe the air on this station. Whatever else it is, we have some commonalities to guide us. Now, I want to see those recorded sightings again, plotted on a level-three schematic of the core. Where’s it been, and when?”

“Shouldn’t we be heading to the last wrecked hatch?” a security officer asked.

“That’s a setup,” Costa said. “It wants us looking in the wrong place.”

“It’s being watched,” Pauline said. “Just in case.”

In case I’m wrong, Costa filled in silently. And of course, he knew he could be. So he just nodded, then peered at the projection that appeared in the air above Pauline’s open hand. A small oval linker rested in her palm. The display was a to-scale image of the inner core. A segment of it was dotted with red icons. “Flash them in order of occurrence,” he said, and watched the pattern unfold.

Pauline saw it, too. “Definitely looking for a way into a spoke,” she said. “And from there, into the ring.”

“How old is that last sighting?” Costa demanded as he peered, trying to read the time stamp.

“Less than five minutes,” Pauline said.

The traces stopped there. “Sightings in that spoke?”

“Nothing visual,” she said slowly. “Damn! Infrared is useless in there. Too much residual heat from the pods coming and going. Should have realized...”

Costa cut her off brusquely. “I want the searchers in the core to converge on the utility access points for that spoke immediately! And get as many people to the ring junction as we can. It does not get out into the ring!” Even as Costa raised his voice and snapped out the instructions, Pauline had closed her hand and shut off the projection, while relaying his commands. They had worked this way many times, in far more dangerous situations. She never so much as blinked. Without waiting, she turned sharply and led them to the center of the clear area in front of the lift station. A moment later an emergency transport appeared over them and settled nearby with a whisper of fans fore and aft. Red warning flashers cast a lurid glare even in the light of the station’s day cycle. Costa led them aboard, and a moment later the flier was airborne and rushing along the inner curve of the broad habitat ring. A glance out the transparent canopy gave the illusion that they were stationary, while the ring rolled by at an impossible speed.

“ETA?” Costa asked.

“Minute twenty-five,” the pilot replied, without looking away from his controls.

Pauline regarded him with a puzzled frown. “Boss, you’re running this op like that thing has a brain or two in its — carapace. Or whatever.”

“This is no dumb animal,” Costa said. “How bright it is remains to be seen.” Into the com he said, “Rory, how’s it coming?”

“I’m in,” Rory replied in his left ear. He sounded distracted to Costa, which was normal for the man when he worked, and a good sign. “Download is complete. Got a search and sort going now, and so far no shots have been fired. Uh, Boss, you’ve got that RDF captain on the way to join you, I think.”

“Shit!” Costa said. “How far off?”

“Unknown. A boat has left the Richmond and an RDF jamming signal just hit us. Now we have every emergency port on the station showing a hard dock, but we aren’t getting any other data from them.”

Costa looked at Pauline, who was following Rory’s report on her own com. She grimaced and said, “We used to do that when boarding enemy stations, remember? No way to know for sure where we were coming in.” There was the briefest pause, then, “Com one, I want crews checking emergency access ports within three minutes of my position. Visual check. Surveillance is down. Report intrusions and follow, but do not engage.” To Costa she added, “We’re getting spread too thin, and I want armed security here.”

“Agreed,” was all Costa said. “Rory, what about those log entries I asked about?”

“Search and sort, like I said,” Rory replied. “I’ll get back to you. Stand by.”

The flier tipped back at the stern as the pilot killed their speed and set them down gently on the concrete deck around the base of the spoke, a huge flared structure that reminded Costa of looking up into an old-fashioned bell. Where a clapper would have dangled, a great fat pylon sixty meters in cross-section descended, vanishing into the broad, smooth deck beneath their feet. Other fliers settled around and gray-clad security jumped out, taking positions that covered the lift tube access ports at each quarter of the base of the pylon. It was a busy place; crowds were scattering away from the fliers as they landed, and people leaving the lifts gawked in shock and fear as armed guards hustled them out of the way.

“Move them off!” Pauline shouted. “Move these people! Clear ‘em out! Now!”

“How much more traffic headed down?” Costa asked a tech specialist near him. The man was studying a display that floated in the air before his face.

“Thirteen capsules,” the tech replied. “I’m parking new arrivals downstairs, once their passengers are out. There’s no core-bound traffic now.”

“Nice. Good job,” Costa said with a nod.

“Boss,” Pauline said, “Morrissey and three Marines are on the station and headed this way, more or less. Two of the Marines were sent off on different routes, but headed here all the same.”

“Watch him when he gets here,” Costa instructed. “Take some armed guards off this duty to deal with the other two. They’ll be looking for spots that let them cover both sides of the pylon.”

“Got it,” she replied, and issued instructions.

“Sir,” the tech said abruptly. “We have a capsule coming in on the other side of the pylon! Its security pickups have been disabled!”

Costa looked around at the crowd, which was proving slow to disperse. “Damn! Pauline!”

“Got it! They’re on the alert over there!”

Costa started to jog, then broke into a flat-out run around the base of the pylon, Pauline gliding easily along beside him, with her squad stomping along behind. A half-dozen armed men came into view around the curve of the structure, all training short-muzzled rifles on the lift access in that quarter. Two other men were trying to back off the crowd who, regardless of the weapons in plain view, seemed reluctant to give up their chance to see what was going on. Costa didn’t try to take a count, but got a clear impression that a nearly complete cross section of the station’s inhabitants was on hand: overall-clad station workers, office drones, and business suits stuffed and otherwise. There was even a well-dressed governess with half a dozen small children in tow. She, at least, was hurrying away, albeit dragging one reluctant little girl by the arm.

Just as he looked back toward the lift, the door slid aside, revealing a dark interior. In the split second it took Costa to realize the creature had killed the lighting system, something moved. A blur of motion, something that seemed to flicker in and out of view as it moved, flew toward the armed men and women arrayed between the lifts and the interior of the habitat ring. But Costa’s people, facing the lift, saw enough in that blur of motion to react, firing quick volleys of stunner shots even as the indistinct shape was among them. They toppled as if the station spin had lurched, yanking their feet from under them. One hit and rolled, firing one more shot, which to Costa’s horror was in the direction of the crowd. Stunners were technically non-lethal weapons. Technically.

“Cease fire!” Pauline shouted. She darted forward, toward where the blur seemed headed.

But there was no more blur. The thing was real and clear to their eyes, and now the crowd, finding a real-life monster in their midst, fled in screaming panic from the multi-colored apparition before them. The creature did what armed security officers could not; it cleared the crowd, all but the governess and her charges. The woman was suddenly trapped in a ring of shrieking children, all of whom turned instinctively toward her, reaching and clutching. She couldn’t turn them around in time, and to escape meant shaking them off so she could run. Instead, she stood her ground.

Costa suddenly realized how young the governess was. The terror in her expression made it so very clear. But she clutched the children to her, tried vainly to gather them all up in her arms at once as the apparition lurched toward her on thin, angular legs.

It stopped. Stumbled to a halt, actually, and Costa realized that the last shot fired had been a hit. The thing turned toward the armed men and women advancing toward it. Colors flickered and raced across its body. It had four multi-jointed arms, and one lower arm cradled the other against what looked like bony plating that covered the roughly triangular chest. There was a rhythmic hissing, like the breath of an exhausted runner. Even half-crouched it was almost as tall as Pauline. As they watched, it sank down further and trembled visibly as it regarded the danger before it. More than once the smooth, round head swiveled, owl-like, on the neck, to peer with gleaming, jet-black eyes at the children and their frightened governess. Then it looked back, straight at Costa, who pointed his weapon directly at the thing.

“Jesus, Boss!” Pauline didn’t raise her voice, but the edge of anxious frustration was there to hear. “No shots! We’ve got no clear shots with the kids back there!”

“We can take it,” a familiar voice said from behind. Morrissey had arrived with his Marine; he stepped up beside Costa and with a motion of his head indicated the terrace decks overlooking the floor of the ring, up and to each side. “My men are ready. We just need to crowd it a little, get it to shift to one side or the other...”

“Nobody moves!” Costa snapped. “No one fires a shot!”

Morrissey made a sound of disgust and said over his own com channel, “Corporal, the shot is yours when you have one with minimal risk.”

Costa heard the order given. He watched the creature, which in turn watched him without moving. He could hear the children crying. Even as Morrissey spoke, the creature pointed an arm toward the children and their terrified guardian and very deliberately shuffled to one side, putting them out of the line of fire.

Costa raised his gun and pointed the muzzle at the side of the Captain’s head. “If that shot is fired, you’re dead.”

“What in God’s... This is treason, Costa!”

“If your man pulls that trigger it’ll be murder.” Costa made sure that Morrissey could see what he was doing, then thumbed the setting over from stun to a lethal charge. “I don’t intend to stand by and be an accessory.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Morrissey demanded, frozen where he stood. The Marine with him, suddenly facing several rifles pointed at him, didn’t so much as blink.

“You!” Costa said to the Marine. “You have com with those men?” When the soldier nodded slightly, Costa said, “Tell them to stand down immediately. If they fire a single shot, at me or at that thing over there, you and the good Captain will be killed in the next instant. Understood?”

The Marine nodded again and spoke softly, as if to himself, then said to Costa, “Captain’s right, you know. This is treason. You’re gonna hang!”

“I very much doubt that,” Costa replied. He looked at Morrissey, who stood quivering, speechless with rage.

Then Costa looked at the creature, and saw that it stood as still as stone, watching. One of the upper arms moved slowly to touch a spot near its neck, and the riot of colors racing over its gaunt form vanished. It stood there in what Costa assumed was its normal colors, or rather, the shades of green and soft gold of what clearly was a garment of some sort.

Costa gave Pauline a sign and she turned slightly, just enough to cover Captain Morrissey with her rifle. “The rest of his people?” Costa asked.

“Working on that,” she said.

Not quite the answer he wanted to hear, but there was nothing for it. The situation was too unstable; he dared not wait. Costa stepped slowly forward, torn between certainty that he was right, and fear of the uncanny apparition before him. It remained motionless until only a few meters of tiled concourse lay between them, then shied away. Up close, Costa could see where the stun shot had grazed its arm, leaving a burn; the creature appeared otherwise unharmed. Costa crouched slowly, never taking his eyes from the visitor, and set his gun on the ground, then rose with his hands extended, empty. “Let’s not do anything stupid, okay?” he said to it, knowing full well it did not understand, but certain that speech was necessary. “Let’s not make this worse than it already surely is.”

And the creature answered him, a series of incomprehensible clicks and ticks that issued from somewhere inside the thing. There was a mouth-like opening in the lower half of the head, but Costa could not tell for certain that the sounds came from it. The visitor crouched down, sitting back on its haunches, and regarded him with round, uniformly jet-black eyes. From behind, Costa could hear Morrissey’s litany of retribution, which included threats to every member of Pauline’s security team. A quick glance back showed Costa that his people kept their weapons on the RDF captain and his guard; no one so much as flinched as they listened to Morrissey’s steadily more venomous threats. Loyalty to their former commander overcame whatever concerns they had for their own situation, and Costa prayed that he had not just let them down in a big way.

“Boss, I think I have what...” Rory started to say in Costa’s ear.

The creature uncoiled and leaped forward, tackling Costa and throwing him down to the hard brown tiles of the concourse, even as something hissed through the air a hand's breadth from his right ear. The impact knocked the wind out of him. A flurry of shots went off around him, and Pauline’s voice cut through it all with coded commands. There was the sound of blows falling, and the grunt of a body flung to the ground nearby.

Suddenly it was quiet. The creature was wrapped around him, and it was like being pinched in a cage of steel wires and bars. Very slowly, emitting a string of staccato clicks, it unfolded its limbs and rose, pulling Costa carefully to his feet, supporting him as Costa struggled to catch a breath. All three uninjured arms were extended, and hands that looked as subtle as clawed vice-clamps nonetheless grasped him with a gentle touch. The head of the visitor tilted one way, then the other, and the sound from within was keckkeckekeck-keckek-ekek.

“I can’t argue with that,” Costa said. He coughed a moment. “Since I have no idea what it means!” He turned away, and the visitor released its grip. “What the hell just happened, people? Pauline?”

She was there, quivering with rage. “They had you tagged, Boss. You were going down. Guess our new friend can see infrared.”

“I thought you had an IR implant?” Costa asked.

“I do,” she replied, looking vexed. “Our guest was faster than me.”

“And less subtle, if you can believe that,” Costa said with a smirk. He noticed his sidearm, on the ground by his foot, and scooped it up.

Pauline didn’t react to his comment. “One of our people was shot as you were hitting the deck. One of the snipers, most likely. Soldier boy pulled a gun and Morrissey tried to do the same. We took them down.”

“How bad?” Costa asked, with a glance at the security man seated nearby, receiving first aid to a burn on the front of his left thigh. 

“I’ll live, Boss,” the man said through clenched teeth.

“Him, too,” Pauline said of the unconscious Marine stretched out nearby. “Our people have the snipers stunned.” Morrissey sat on the ground nearby, uniform in disarray and holding his hand to the right side of his face, clearly in pain.

Costa nodded, then said, “Rory, report.”

“Christ on a... Boss, what the hell just happened?”

“We had a situation,” Costa replied. “It’s been resolved. Report.”

“Boss, that thing’s sentient!”

“You have anything we don’t already know?”

“Uh, right. Sorry. The Richmond spotted a crash near the survey markers that ring the colony site. They set down a boat to take a look. Recorded the whole thing.”

“And our visitor came out of the wreck?” Costa guessed.

“Yes. I’ve got the complete record duped station side, now. It came out, hands literally in the air. These bucket heads shot it anyway!” He paused. “Boss, they recovered bodies of the same species. A dozen of them. And artifacts, a fecken pile of them!”

“God forgive us,” Costa said softly. He was taken with an urge to kick Morrissey where the rumpled, glaring figure sat. Rage flared. “You stupid son of a bitch! Decades of war with the first alien species we meet — that wasn’t enough? You started the next contact by shooting first and asking no questions!” He strode forward. “Well? Explain yourself! What the hell were you thinking?”

In a voice quiet and yet filled with contempt, Morrissey said, “I don’t answer to civilians!”

Without looking away from Morrissey, Costa said, “Pauline, I want the Richmond locked down and isolated. Target with station defenses. If they try to leave, burn them!”

“What about these two?” she asked.

“In the brig. Same for the snipers. Rory!”

“Boss?”

“I want a packet made containing the data you grabbed and a record of what just happened out here. Start sending drones out to the surrounding systems, and download it to any ship about to depart. We need everyone to know we have new neighbors, and how close we came to doing it wrong again.”

“Consider it done,” Rory replied, and cut out of the link.

“You’ll be shot for this,” Morrissey said, not for the first time.

Anger surged again, fueled by the adrenaline rush of knowing that his death had been so near. “There isn’t going to be another war, you bastard! Not again! Not out here!” His voice rose as he went on, and Morrissey shied away from him as Costa edged forward, the weapon in his hand pointing for a moment at the Captain, as Costa dressed him down.

Kekkkk-Ek. Kekkkk-Ek.

A thin, powerful hand grasped him by the shoulder, half turned him around; there was no resisting the strength of the creature. Costa met those featureless eyes, his anger suddenly cooled by what the visitor had just done. He hadn’t intended to shoot Morrissey, but the visitor couldn’t have known that. It had intervened to save the man who had captured it and treated it like an animal. Costa carefully slipped the weapon into its holster, and the visitor released him.

After a moment, Costa reached out to take one of the lower forearms in his right hand, and found the limb cool and hard under his fingers. The visitor did not pull back from his touch. With a gentle tug, he began to lead the newcomer away.

“Come on, friend,” Costa said. “Let's see if, between us, we can keep me from standing in front of a firing squad!”
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BARTRAM HABITAT

Pr’ pri System

––––––––
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THERE WERE SPEECHES, evocative of hope for the future. Men and women of two species and three civilizations stood together on the stage, around which rose the tiered seating of the amphitheatre. The contingent from the Republic, which included fewer women than the other two groups, mixed formal suits and dresses with the midnight blue of Republic Defense Force uniforms. All of them deferred to Admiral Grayson of the RDF. Robert and the rest of Rost’aht sat together — minus the children, sent off to a play group — in a seating area level with the stage, reserved for special persons. Holm stood on the stage with Kr’nai Ersha and several other representatives of the Confederation, who wore es’avas in color combinations Robert had never seen before. All the Leyra’an dressed in their traditional style, with men in trousers, boots and tunics and the women in flowing skirts and tight blouses, and for this occasion, formal shawls over their shoulders. Male and female alike had es’avas running diagonally across their chests, colors identifying family and clan. The colors were rich reds and greens, shades of blue and golden brown. Those from the Commonwealth, regardless of gender, wore suits of a less formal cut than the Humans of the Republic, open-necked and in colors similar to those used by the Leyra’an, but in softer hues. Yu Sei Ho and Sarah Badesha of the Commonwealth’s Trilateral Commission group led the Commonwealth Humans.

Admiral Grayson gave the shortest speech, full of praise for the people of the Bartram habitat for the work they’d done to find a way to bring peace to the region. The Bartram Protocol, they called it, and the ceremony was meant to mark its implementation with the signing of the peace treaty. The Disputed Zone between the Republic and the Confederation would belong to neither. The focus for the war would be gone.

Kr’nai Ersha and Sarah Badesha took their turns. Ersha’s was a memorial to those who had been lost, and brought tears to many eyes. Sarah found it difficult to speak afterward.

Emerson Worth gave the best speech, and with it gave the Republic’s somewhat reluctant blessing to the Bartram Protocol, and the official end to a long and terrible war.

“So much has changed, in the four years since war came to the Pr’pri star system,” he began. “So many notions have been challenged. The peace we celebrate today was not an easy thing to come by, and even as we begin this new age, we must be aware that it will be tested. We will all be tested. But now, for the first time, we have a framework, an agreement, something to guide our decisions more surely than the reactionary thinking of the past.” He looked around at the audience as he spoke, but his eyes lingered on Rost’aht for a moment, and he smiled. “Our eyes are now open to other possibilities, now that we are reunited with our long-sundered kinfolk of the Commonwealth. Through them, we see our old adversaries as something quite different, and discover we have friends where we thought we saw enemies. We have found forgiveness, and will be redeemed by offering the same in our turn. And we have found a path that leads us from the darkness of war and death into brighter days.”

He went on for a time, talking about the gift from the Commonwealth that would save his people from the genetic scourge they suffered, the dreaded Founders’ disease. He spoke of changes to come, changes that must be faced. “For we must accept such changes. There is no avoiding them, nor should we wish to do so! My friends among the Leyra’an tell me that acceptance is the heart of their essential philosophy of life. Their way of life. And they rightly tell me it takes courage to accept changes that can shape the course of the future. I say the people of the Republic have such courage, and with the help of our friends, we will accept these changes and prosper!”

Then he welcomed the people of the Concordance, Nesvama and Grahlin and Hroom, calling their arrival an unexpected blessing. Of the threat discovered at the same time, he said nothing. This seemed wise to Robert, there being so little known about the Faceless.

What Emerson did say, though, was very well received. It wasn’t the words, it was the man who delivered them, his manner and bearing. This part was no surprise to Robert and his kin, who gathered to one side when all was said and done, waiting. At last Emerson was able to disengage himself and make his way through the crowd to them, grinning hugely, forgetting or not caring that some Leyra’an still considered a display of teeth uncouth behavior. With him was a woman in a dark red dress, slender to his stoutness, with short, dark hair streaked by gray. Instead of his grin, she had a careful, uncertain smile, and slowed as the gap narrowed until she lingered a pace behind Emerson.
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