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      Alex shuffled his feet as he waited in line. His back ached. Stupid how much his back ached. No, stupid that he'd allowed himself to be bruised that way. He should have known that Yong wouldn't take no for an answer. Yong had never taken no from anyone from the time they were toddlers. The great Yong Tesar, genius artist and musician, most certainly didn't take no from someone so insignificant as Alex Novak, mere clerk, even if they had known each other forever.

      Which, of course, was why Alex was waiting in line to get on a Ceelen space liner so that he could move to an entirely different solar system. One on the exact opposite side of the human sphere from home. Melin. Hexal City. He'd spent his entire life in the suburbs of Hexal City, looking out at the golden sand dunes and rocky cliffs of the gorge. Everything that he was, everything that he'd ever learned, was tied into this place. These people.

      And now he was leaving them behind.

      It felt good, if only his back didn't hurt quite so much. The many bruises he'd seen in the mirror this morning had told him that he couldn't delay. He'd given his apartment to his sister, twice as big as he was and a bodyguard so she'd be able to deal with Yong's dramatics. Taken his clothes, his little collection of sand-glass figurines bought at a lifetime's worth of corner markets, and gone straight to the spaceport.

      At least he had the money to do this. For a while there the banks had locked people out, prevented runs on their money, after the interstellar comms fell. Alex hadn't gone in to try to get his money. He'd waited and taken his pay in cash since his employer, a big manufacturer of food tablets, could get money from the banks unlike ordinary people. Now, six months later, the Drath comm system was up and, more or less, life had returned to normal.

      For everyone but Alex.

      He shook his head as he finally made his way onto the transport. Found his seat. Put his bag and box in the rack overhead. Then gingerly sat and strapped down for the ride to space. His heart beat faster and faster as time ticked by. Couldn't the others on the transport settle themselves more quickly? Surely they didn't need this long to get into their seats and strapped down.

      But no, people shuffled and chatted and fussed with their belongings until Alex's hands shook against his thighs with the certainty that Yong was going to show up and drag Alex off the transport whether he willed it or not. Acid burned at the back of his throat. Sweat crept down his spine, chilling him and making him shudder.

      "Got room?"

      Alex started and then stared up at the very slender Hyun-Ju man looking down at him. Narrow straight nose, slim eyes, lusciously full lips all set in a golden face that made Alex's stomach lurch in completely pleasant ways. He was wearing black leather. Head to toe. And his hair was braided back tight. Whoever the Hyun-Ju was, he was a very tempting vision even as he frowned at Alex's silence.

      "Um, can I sit here?" the man asked again more slowly.

      "Ah, sorry," Alex said. "You startled me. That's fine. I believe there's room in the bin above."

      "Eh, don't need it," the man said, sitting and strapping in with practiced ease. "Was just playing tourist for the day before heading back up. Didn't find anything I wanted to buy, sad to say. It's a shame. There used to be some really nice stuff in the Old District but it's all crap now."

      A very safe topic to talk about. Everyone, absolutely everyone that Alex knew thought the same. Certainly, the upgrades to Hexal City's infrastructure had been desperately needed but in making the streets and buildings more modern the city had lots a great many of the old craftsmen and women.

      "Personally, I think it was a mistake to rebuild the Old District with modern structures," Alex said, shaking his head more to glance out the window by his elbow than anything else.

      "That!" The man huffed. "They really should have make it all the same. You know, old wooden buildings, tiny shops full of one of a kind stuff. That sort of thing."

      He seemed so very offended by the changes in the Old District that Alex couldn't help but smile. A little smile. Certainly a nervous one. His new friend, not that they were friends, flicked his eyes to the smile, tiny wrinkles forming at the corners of his mouth. No comment but his lush mouth thinned as the door shut finally and Alex turned to stare out the window, waiting desperately for the transport to take off.

      It took far too long. At least five minutes. But eventually the engines rumbled and they lifted off, swooping straight up towards the stars so far overhead. Alex bit his lip and smoothed his hands over his thighs as he tried to stop trembling. Wipe off his sweaty palms.

      "We're not gonna blow up, you know."

      Alex blinked and then stared at the Hyun-Ju man who grinned. Offered a hand as if suggesting that Alex might hold it. Which. No.

      "The transport," the man said. "It's not gonna blow up."

      "Oh, no, I ah, wasn't worried about that," Alex said. "No, I was. Worried. Um. Well, that we wouldn't take off at all."

      "I never gave you my name," the man said, eyes narrowed to slits and lips pressed thin as if he was looking for someone who needed to be killed. "I'm Sabah Henderson, Hyun-Ju warrior."

      "Obviously," Alex said, bowing his head and then blushing at the sudden grin he got from Sabah. "That you're Hyun-Ju and a warrior, that is. I'm pleased to meet you. I am Alex Novak. I'm. Hmm. Well. Emigrating from Melin."

      Sabah eyed Alex, the thin look going slowly perplexed as he scanned Alex's simple brown suit, pale green shirt and unscarred hands. He opened his mouth and then shut it again after a moment. Alex laughed softly.

      "Emigrating is usually for people what can't find the same sort of job anymore," Sabah commented. "Because their job just became illegal."

      "True," Alex agreed, unsure that he wanted to explain anything when he had no idea who was on the transport. For some reason, he didn't fear that Sabah would betray him but the other hundred or so people on the transport were another matter. "Or those who wish to find a different lifestyle."

      Sabah nodded thoughtfully.

      He didn't ask anything further but Alex could see that he didn't believe that Alex was the sort to pick up stakes and move to another world for anything less than dire reasons. Sabah was right about that of course. If Alex had his way, he'd never have moved at all. He would still be in his tiny apartment with his old stove and new refrigerator, enjoying the same dramas on the vid and working his quiet, repetitive job.

      Adventure was anything but exciting in Alex's opinion. It was inconvenient, terrifying and to be avoided at all costs. But one did as one had to sometimes.

      The trip into space passed with Sabah's steady patter of complaints about the changes on Melin and suggestions of worlds that Alex might want to go to. All of which Alex nodded and made noncommittal replies to. No reason to give away any more than he had to, after all. As beautiful as Sabah was, he wasn't someone that Alex should instantly trust. No one was safe to trust with Yong sure to follow Alex's trail.

      Docking to the liner, the Starlight Dolphin, involved a couple of minutes of a tractor beam shimmering outside the window, the gaping maw of the docking bay and then a thunk as they were deposited in their cradle. Then everyone around them scrambled for their bags as if they could get out of the transport faster by having their things in hand.

      "Give 'em a minute," Sabah said as he stayed in his seat, unmoving. "Takes a couple of minutes for the hull to cool enough to open the door. And there's a crowd anyway."

      Alex nodded, staying in his seat because what else could he do? "I've never been in space before."

      "It's wonderful," Sabah said, smiling that bright smile that showed his teeth and made his eyes disappear as his face squished up. "I love being in space. The Ceelen definitely got the lock on space liners, gotta tell you that. I mean, we Hyun-Ju got some mean freighters and attack ships but liners? Nah, Ceelen ships are top of the line. Kinda jealous that you're gonna get to travel on one."

      "It's…" Alex paused as the door opened and then sighed because the crowd of people surged towards the door. "It's a slow way to travel but I must admit it will be interesting. Though I've no idea what there is to do on a liner."

      "Anything you can think of," Sabah said. "And a lot more. Ask. They got people specially trained to make sure you feel safe and comfortable and don't get bored."

      He stood and pulled Alex's bag and box down, winking at Alex's stunned thanks. Not having to pull them down was a relief for Alex's poor back. Once they left the transport, at the end of the crowd of people, Sabah sketched a little two-fingered salute at Alex before sauntering off to a group of Hyun-Ju warriors muttering together around a far more sleek transport that had been painted like a bird.

      A phoenix, perhaps. Red and gold with fierce black eyes, at any rate. Alex watched him go and then nearly dropped his box when one of the attendants cleared her throat.

      "My apologies," Alex said, bowing to her and getting a bow in return. "What did you need?"

      As Alex went through the necessary exchange of ticket and information for his room assignment and meal ticket, Alex rather regretted that Sabah wouldn't be traveling with him on the Starlight Dolphin. Three months spent with Sabah at his side promised to be a great deal more pleasant than the last few weeks had been.
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