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      (195 BCE)

      Dying felt very much like going to sleep.

      Waking up, however, was much less pleasant.

      The first moment of awareness, the first thing that might be considered a genuine thought, was the realization that he was floating. Floating someplace warm. It was almost relaxing until he realized that every last inch of him was submerged. Was that a problem? Something told him that it was a problem.

      He suddenly remembered that he had to breathe. The liquid. It would get into his lungs, choke him. Frantically, he struggled for the surface only to discover that he felt no burning in his chest.

      His head broke through, trails of slime dripping from his chin. Some of it got into his eyes, but thankfully, it didn't hurt. His face. He pawed at his face. He could not say why, but he knew with absolute certainty that this was not his face.

      Coughing and sputtering, he flailed until he reached the edge of this strange pool. His hands grabbed the rock, and then he immediately retracted them. It wasn't rock at all. It was warm and soft…like flesh.

      With a gaping mouth, he looked up to blink at his surroundings. “Where?” A voice spoke. Not his. “Where am I?”

      He crawled onto the shore at the edge of the lake of slime, his head hanging. Long, dark hair, thick with sludge, dangled and trailed along the floor. “Where am I?” he asked. “Who has done this?”

      It all came back to him.

      Gao.

      That was his name. One of many. He had been born Liu Bang, the son of a peasant from Pei County. He had been a soldier, a husband and an Emperor. His people needed him. “Why have you done this to me?”

      “Calm yourself, my son.”

      An Old Woman stood at the edge of the pool, a crone with a face like leather and thinning gray hair. She wore simple country clothes and sandals on her feet. “Be at ease. All will be well.”

      He looked up at her, narrowing his eyes, and felt a flush of anger burning his face. “You!” Struggling to his feet, he tried to seize the woman. She was gone before he got within two feet of her.

      “We mean you no harm, my son.”

      When he turned, she was there again, at the very edge of the pool, close enough to dip a toe in the slime. “You are to be our emissary,” she said. “One who will guide your people to greatness.”

      Baring his teeth, Gao hissed at her. “You were there!” he growled, striding toward her. “On the roadside! You set all of this in motion!”

      The Old Woman looked up at him, and her mouth cracked into an almost-toothless grin. “We recognized your potential even then,” she said. “You were meant for glory, my son. You have not yet achieved a tenth of your true purpose.”

      “I have to return to my people.”

      “They will not know you. Not as you are.” She poked a finger into his chest, and he stumbled backward at her touch. “That life is over. It is time for you to embrace your next challenge.”

      Gao ran hands over his body. Hard, sculpted muscle greeted his fingertips, smooth without a single strand of hair. He felt his face and found it nothing like the one that he remembered. His cheeks were gaunt, almost hollow; his chin was pointed. He had no beard, but long, black hair fell to the small of his back. He was a young man again, filled with a vigour he had all but forgotten. “Who are you?”

      The Old Woman closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “Your people have no name for us,” she said. “And you must tell no one of our existence until we deem them ready to possess such knowledge.”

      “Return me to my people.”

      “As you wish.”

      She gestured to a tunnel in the cavern wall. With faltering steps, he followed it, soft flesh squishing beneath his bare feet. The walls seemed to glow with a reddish light. Just enough for him to see clearly.

      The tunnel curved slightly to the left, and when he went around the bend, the Old Woman was standing before him again. She kept her eyes fixed on the floor, on a pile of clothes that she had gathered there. “You will not get far as a naked man.”

      Once he dressed, she guided him through a smaller tunnel that branched off from the main one. At the end of it, he found an empty chamber with nothing on the walls or floor or ceiling.

      He forced his eyes shut, stiffening, and then took a hesitant step forward. “What is this place?” He turned, but the doorway in the wall sealed itself up, flesh knitting together so perfectly you would have never known there was a gap.

      So, they planned to trap him?

      He would have protested, but the floor writhed, and when he spun around, a lump was rising with a slimy sound. It split to form both arms of an upward-pointed triangle. He approached with caution.

      A bubble formed around his body, distorting the light. He cried out in shock, but his momentary outburst was nothing compared to the scream that ripped its way out of his mouth when he began to fly through an endless tunnel of blackness.

      Moments later, he arrived at what appeared to be a grassy field under a blue sky with just a few clouds. It was hard to tell. Peering through the bubble's surface was like trying to see through a curtain of falling water.

      “What sort of devilry…”

      The bubble popped.

      He was in a field, a field of tall grass that reached almost to his knees, the stalks around him flattened by his arrival. Quickly, he turned around and found another triangle like the one in the other place.

      He reached out with a tentative hand, but brown flesh became gray, and the triangle collapsed into a pile of ash. What sort of creatures were these? Not spirits, he thought. But what? Beings able to bend flesh to their will. They had given him a new body, but he was still himself, so far as he could tell. His mind remained intact.

      Sinking to his knees in the grass, he shuddered as he drew in a breath. “They have restored me to life for a reason.” He looked up and felt his eyes widen. “Ying is not yet ready. That is why.”

      Mountains rose up before him. He knew this place; the Old Woman had brought him to a spot not far from Chang'an. He could be home within a few hours if he ran. Perhaps it was time to put these young legs to work.

      

      The walls of the city stood tall and proud under the harsh light of the noonday sun. The moat sparkled as if someone had strewn a thousand diamonds across the dark water. With summer nearing its peak, it was warm.

      People flowed across the bridge toward the gate, some on foot, one or two leading horses. Soldiers in iron lamellar stood on either side of the opening, casting glances at everyone who passed.

      Gao walked with his head down.

      He kept his posture demure, eyes fixed on the stones under his feet, and hoped it would avoid attention. The wind made strands of his long hair flutter. Fortunately, most of the slime had dried and flaked away.

      One of the guards, a hard man with a scar on his chin, looked up to sneer as Gao passed. “Strange clothing, countryman,” he growled. “Who are you? And where do you come from?”

      Gao froze.

      The Old Woman had given him garments that were little better than rags. Not even the simple yi and shan that you might see on a peasant. His clothes were not cotton or silk but rather some scratchy material that made his skin itch. And there were no rich colours. He was clad in gray from head to toe. To these men, he must have looked like a beggar or a vagabond. Perhaps that was the point.

      “Who are you?” the soldier said again.

      Lifting his chin to meet the other man's gaze, Gao narrowed his eyes. “I am your emperor,” he said. “And you will not speak to me in such-”

      He was down on all fours, head ringing like a struck gong, before he even realized that he had been slapped. Blood dripped from his mouth to land upon the stones. Slowly, he looked up. “How dare you-”

      “Be silent, countryman.”

      Closing his eyes, Gao hissed when he felt the point of a sword at his throat. “You must believe me,” he panted. “I am Gaozu of Han, the Unifier. Bring my wife, and I will prove my claim-”

      He cut off when the blade pressed a little deeper into his skin. Hard enough to draw blood. The soldier stood over him with a snarl fit for an angry dog, teeth clenched, face flushed to a deep red. “The city is in mourning after the death of the Emperor!” he spat. “You will not disgrace his memory with these lies. Speak but one more falsehood, and I will kill you, stranger.”

      “I am Liu Bang of Fenyu-”

      The soldier drew back his sword.

      “Have the mighty warriors of Han fallen so far?” Gao paused when he realized that a small crowd had formed, surrounding him. It was the timbre of the speaker's voice that got his attention. A woman?

      He looked up to find her standing just a few paces away, a tall and slender woman in a chang of bold, blazing red and a ru of white with red along the collar and the cuffs of each sleeve. Her black hair was left loose, falling almost to her waist.

      Her face was lovely with a thin, delicate nose and dark eyes that seemed to burn with some hidden, inner fire. “Killing beggars and madmen,” she said coldly. “Is there no better use for your sword?”

      “Quiet, woman,” the soldier barked. “This is no concern of yours.”

      She did not obey.

      Instead, she placed herself between Gao and the soldier, standing tall and proud as if she could stop a flood with nothing but the fury of her stare. Gao could only see the back of her head, but he realized that he would rather not be the target of that stare. “Can you not see that this man is ill? He should be cared for, not slaughtered.”

      “Who are you to-”

      “I am your emperor!” Gao shouted.

      That was the last thing he remembered before something thumped him across the back of his head. Everything went dark then. Perhaps he had died again.

      

      No. No, he hadn't died. He realized as much when the pain became unbearable. He felt as though the world were spinning, as if he might fall at any moment. And he might have if not for the fact that there was something soft beneath him.

      His vision came into focus, and he saw the woman who had come to his aid staring down at him. “He's awake,” she said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Who are you, stranger?”

      Gao sat up, touching his face, noting again the hollow cheeks and hairless chin that were not his. The lump on the back of his head gave him pause. “You won't believe me even if I tell you the truth.”

      The woman sat at his bedside with arms crossed, frowning as she considered that. “You expect me to believe that you are the dead emperor?” she asked. “Even when you look nothing like him? Even though you are decades younger than him?”

      A flash of pain made him wince, and he let himself fall back on the bed. “I do not expect you to believe anything,” he said. “They did this to me.”

      “Who did?”

      “The spirits, the…I don't know. I awoke in a place of darkness, trapped in this body. And they sent me here. To suffer. To see all that I have lost.”

      He became aware of an old man standing behind the young woman, a distinguished fellow with creases in his face and thinning gray hair. Her father? Yes, that would have to be it. “It would be unwise to continue telling your story,” he said. “They might have done far worse to you if my daughter had not intervened.”

      “They might have done far worse to her.”

      In response to that, the young woman sniffed and turned her head to stare at the wall. He suspected she wanted to look at anything but him. “I'm not afraid of a few surly guards,” she insisted. “What they did to him was wrong.”

      Gao expected some kind of rebuke from the old man, but none came. Instead, the fellow just put a hand on his daughter's shoulder and smiled lovingly. Old fool. No good would come from nurturing the girl's eccentricities.

      “I am Feng Ju,” the old man said. “My daughter, Lihua.”

      “A pretty name for a pretty face.”

      “Tell me, stranger,” the girl replied, “are men capable of admiring a woman for her intelligence or her bravery? I intervened on your behalf; I tended to your wounds, but you say nothing of that. Your appraisal of my name means little to me, and your appraisal of my face means even less.”

      “Discipline your daughter,” Gao hissed.

      The old man only laughed and bent forward to kiss the girl's forehead. “As well try to discipline the wind, stranger,” he said. “We are returning to the country in a few days. Come with us. It would not be wise for you to stay in the capital.”

      

      The journey to Feng's country home took several days. The man had a small farm near the banks of the Wei, and he had offered room and board if Gao was willing to work the fields. It was almost enough to make him laugh -- or weep. The emperor had returned from death to be reduced to a mere farmhand.

      He would have spat in the old man's face if not for the fact that he knew he needed food, and he would find no help in the city. Lihua was right. He was no longer Gaozu of Han, no longer Liu Bang from Pei County. He still felt like himself, still grew angry at the things that had made him angry before, still desired the same things he had wanted when he was emperor. But that life was over. Lihua pestered him to choose a name every time they spoke. Last night, he had tossed his bowl aside and growled, “Sui Bian.”

      That only produced laughter from the young woman. “You wish to be called 'whatever?'” she scoffed. “Surely you can do better.”

      He could, but he refused to. He might have been forced into this life, but he would not accept it. On the second night, while Feng and his daughter slept, he sat alone in the tall grass by the river's edge.

      “Did you think we brought you back to resume your old life?”

      He froze.

      It was an effort to make himself stand up and turn around, but the Old Woman was there when he did, watching him. “You have done a marvelous thing, my son,” she said. “You do not know it yet, but the Empire you created will propel your civilization to new heights.”

      “Then let me return to lead it.”

      With a sigh, she came toward him and shook her head. “All things pass, my son,” she said. “It is time to begin the next great work.”

      Stomping through the grass, he put himself right in front of the old crone. He had to resist the urge to seize her by the shoulders. She just stared at him, unflinching. “Time to begin my next great work?” he yelled. “What work is that?”

      “Building new empires, of course.”

      He turned away from her and went to the riverbank, smiling and shaking his head. “New empires,” he whispered. “How am I supposed to forge a new empire when you curse me with this body! When you take away all that I was!”

      He turned around, but the Old Woman was gone.

      Sobbing, Sui Bian fell to his knees and covered his face with both hands. His body trembled with every breath. “Why couldn't they just let me die?” he whispered. “Just let me DIE!”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      The sound of Lihua's voice made him jump. He found the young woman standing just a few feet away, wrapped in the blanket that she had used to keep herself warm. Her hair was loose, her face serene and pale in the moonlight. “I fear for you, stranger,” she said. “Does the madness have you so firmly in its grip?”

      He said nothing.

      It surprised him when Lihua approached and knelt beside him, reaching out to lay a hand on his cheek. “Let us help you,” she pleaded. “My father can give you a good home. You will be safe with us.”

      What else could he do but accept?

      (194 BCE)

      Sui Bian used a hoe to violently remove some weeds, churning up a spray of dirt with them. He didn't much care about that. The work was hard and tiring, but it kept his mind off other things. News came from Chang'an now and then, but he tried not to listen. What he heard disturbed him greatly.

      His widow – the Empress Lu – now dictated much of what went on in the capital, and his weakling son could do little to restrain her. Liu Ying was a timid emperor. It left Sui with a bitter taste in his mouth. Had the boy learned nothing of what he had tried to teach? Any thought of returning had long since fled from his mind. If he tried, Lu would have him killed.

      Hearing what she had done to Qi – ripping the woman's eyes out, cutting her arms and legs off and leaving her to die in pig shit – had been enough to make him empty his stomach in the fields behind Feng's house. After years of battle, Sui Bian had thought that no amount of human brutality could unnerve him, but that…That was something else entirely. And his third son, poor little Ruyi, now dead at Lu's command.

      Sui Bian had wept for him. He had prayed to the Old Woman several times, begged her to intercede on his behalf – if the spirits could raise him from the dead, surely they could do the same for Ruyi – but she would not come. The Old Woman ignored him now. He had not seen her since that night by the river. He was beginning to think that perhaps he had imagined all of it. Perhaps he was mad, just as Lihua suspected.

      The sun was sinking toward the distant mountains, but its glare was still bright and strong. High summer had come. Over a year since his death and rebirth, and here he was, hoeing weeds on a little farm that he would never have noticed in his former life.

      Sui Bian was facing west, shading his eyes with one hand. “Why?” he whispered to himself. “Why don't you just let me die?”

      “You needn't push yourself so hard.”

      He turned around to find Old Feng watching him with a frown. Had the man heard his muttering? “Have some water, my friend,” Feng said. “Do not break yourself under the sun's cruel gaze.”

      “I do not need your pity, old man.”

      Anyone else might have punished Sui for his disrespect, but Feng only sighed and turned away, making his way back to the house. Eventually, Sui decided to follow. He did need to quench his thirst.

      Halfway to the house, he found Lihua in the fields, inspecting the barley. The girl was always doing things like that, taking on a man's work as if her father would not be scandalized by it. Strangely, Old Feng didn't seem to mind. In fact, he encouraged it. To some extent, Sui understood.

      Old Feng shared his home with the children of his dead neighbour, Zhao Si, a man who had died at Gaixia. A man who had died under Sui's command when he was still Liu Bang. Zhao Fuling and Zhao Tian were both good boys, but their father was gone and his wife as well. Lihua's mother had perished shortly after her birth, and Feng's only son had lost his life in the very campaign that won Sui his empire. The two families relied on each other, and Lihua being Lihua, she insisted on helping.

      The young woman looked up to favour him with a smile. “That fury I see in your eyes, Stranger.” She refused to call him Sui Bian, and he refused to choose another name, which left them at a standoff. “Tell me, is your existence so miserable that you can find no joy in anything?”

      The stalks rustled as Guo Dong stepped into the open.

      The boy came from a neighbouring farm, but in recent months, he had offered his services to Old Feng. Sui suspected that he intended to ask for Lihua's hand, but that was none of his concern.

      Guo Dong was a slim youth, just shy of average height, with short, black hair and a pitiful excuse for a beard. There was something in the way he looked at you, almost as if he were planning some trick. “In Sui's defense,” he said, “Hoeing weeds on a hot day like this would dampen my spirits as well.”

      “I'm not so sure about that,” Lihua countered. “The task falls to you more often than it does to him, but you're always smiling when I talk to you.”

      “Perhaps your company raises my spirits.”

      Lihua blushed, turning her face away as if that could hide feelings that were now painfully obvious. It should not have annoyed Sui – if Guo Dong wanted her, he could have her; a woman like that would be a fitting wife for this useless fool of a man – but it did. He chose to leave without comment.

      Guo Dong, however, was determined to provoke a reaction.

      The boy stepped in front of Sui with an impish grin and a glint of mischief in his eyes. “There must be some way to make the job easier,” he said. “Perhaps you should do away with the hoe and simply scowl the weeds to death.”

      Lihua giggled.

      Clenching his teeth, Sui pushed past the young man. He shook his head as he made his way toward the house. “Idiots, the both of them!” he spat. “To think that this is what my life has come to!”

      

      Feng's home was a modest building but well made. Walls of wood supported tiled roofs that rose to a peak on each of the three wings that surrounded a small courtyard. The fourth wall was an iron gate that stood open despite the onset of evening. Sui had left it so. Seething with frustration, he had taken a walk by the river to relieve himself. He was just returning when the sound of hushed voices made the hair stand on the back of his neck.

      Old instincts took over, and he reached for the bronze knife on his belt only to find it missing. Well, of course it was. He was a farmhand now, not a soldier. His former life was over, but he still retained much of what he knew. And he felt invigorated in this new body. He crept around the back of the house and froze.

      In the golden rays of the setting sun, Guo Dong and Lihua stood side by side, both gazing out on a field of barley that swayed in the wind. Neither one saw him watching. He was about to leave, but something made him pause.

      “Why, of all the women in this world,” Lihua began, “would you want me?”

      A good question.

      Guo Dong turned to face her with the kind of smile you could only find on a love-sick boy. “Because you make me laugh,” he answered. “And you fill my mind with ideas that keep me awake long into the night. Because you are kind.”

      Lihua's shoulders slumped. Her back was turned, but Sui could imagine the pain in her eyes. “I would not be a good wife to you,” she said. “Or to any man.”

      “You think I fear the fire within you,” Guo Dong protested. “But it is that fire that draws me to you.”

      Lihua turned to him.

      It shocked Sui to see tears on the girl's cheeks. He didn't think anything could make her cry. “Promise me…” she rasped. “Promise me that if we have a daughter, you will not break her. Promise me you won't force her to marry a man she hates or quash her every inclination to question the world around her.”

      Tenderly, Guo Dong laid a hand on her cheek, and Lihua leaned into his touch. “If we have a daughter,” he said, “I want her to be just like you.”

      Sickening.

      Lihua set a hand on his shoulder and left it there for a moment before she backed away from him. “You had better go now,” she said. “My father has grown accustomed to my stubbornness, but even he has his limits. If we are to be together, then…Well, he will want to do things properly.”

      Guo Dong nodded.

      Sui decided that he had better depart as well. He could not say why, but he did not want Lihua to know that he had witnessed her conversation with the young man. Why she vexed him so was a mystery he could not unravel. As well try to discover why the old hag had raised him from the dead and cursed him with this body.

      Try as he might to forget her, Lihua remained in his thoughts that night. She kept sleep at bay and forced him to endlessly ponder his fascination with her. Why did she vex him so? It wasn't love. Sui Bian knew that emotion well, and he felt not a spec of it for this vixen. No, what he felt in Lihua's presence was akin to what he might experience when contemplating the battlefield tactics of his enemies.

      It was as if their every interaction had become a contest. Her stubborn defiance was a challenge, and Sui would have answered that challenge decisively if not for the fact that he would incur Feng's displeasure upon doing so. The old fool was determined to coddle his daughter, and Sui had nowhere else to go.

      Lihua did more than just annoy him.

      She filled his thoughts often now, more often than he would have liked. Too often! His patience was waning. Sooner or later, she would exhaust the last of it.

      

      Two days later, he found Guo Dong in the fields, tending a pair of oxen that were hitched to a plow. The young man was gently stroking the nose of one beast, murmuring something to it.

      Sui Bian approached the boy with his head down, forcing the snarl from his face. “Put them back to work,” he snapped. “We have very little daylight left. You should not waste it.”

      Guo Dong turned around to face him with a jovial smile. “Hello, Sui,” he said. “I am sorry that I teased you the other day. You just seemed so very unhappy. I thought that I could change that.”

      “My happiness is no concern of yours,” Sui muttered. “Now, put them to work.”

      A frown compressed the boy's mouth, and he scanned the tall grass as if searching for something. “A pair of wild dogs ran past a short while ago,” he said. “They frightened the oxen. I thought it best to let them calm down.”

      Crossing his arms, Sui answered the young man's stupidity with a stony expression. “If the oxen are too frightened to work,” he began, “then whip them and have done with it. They will put up no resistance if they fear you more than some mongrel hound.”

      He turned to leave, stomping through the grass, but he had barely gone ten steps when Guo Dong blocked his path. The boy's face was red, his eyes hot with anger. “Why are you so angry?” he demanded. “You insult Lihua; you sneer at me. Feng has given you a home and food and kindness, but you show him nothing but disrespect.”

      Sui pushed the boy out of his way.

      He was trembling, sweat beading on his forehead, as he made his way to the other side of the farmyard. There were weeds that needed hoeing, and he preferred that task to the displeasure of Guo Dong's company.

      The sound of footsteps behind him put him on edge. He turned to find Guo Dong running to catch up with him and skidding to a stop perhaps five paces away. “Enough,” the boy growled. “Feng may tolerate your disrespect, but I will not. It stops now.”

      For the first time in a very long while, Sui Bian grinned. “Ah,” he said. “Come to teach me a lesson, have you?”

      Guo Dong retreated a step.

      “Where's your bravado now, boy?” Sui demanded. “How old are you? Seven years and ten? Eight years and ten? Do you know anything about combat? Have you seen the fear in a man's eyes as he dies on your sword? No. I thought not.”

      The young man was backing away, his face now pale, his eyes wide with fright. More fool him. He had honestly believed that Sui Bian was not dangerous. It was time to disabuse him of that falsehood.

      “I don't want to fight you,” Guo Dong whispered.

      “Then you should have kept your mouth shut.”

      With two quick strides, Sui closed the distance and slammed a hand into the young fool's chest. Guo Dong was shoved backward. He tripped over his own feet and fell on his backside.

      “Get up,” Sui hissed.

      “Leave him be.”

      To hear a woman commanding him so was enough to set his blood on fire. He spun around to find Lihua watching him. Her face was stern, her posture stiff, and the wind teasing her loose, flowing hair made her look almost like a vengeful goddess. “I pity you, Stranger,” she said. “I sometimes wonder what tragedy broke your mind. But pity has its limits. If you wish to remain in this house, you will not threaten those whom I love.”

      Striding toward her with teeth bared, Sui felt intense heat in his face. “And you will not presume to command me!” he spat. “Learn your place, woman!”

      Lihua hesitated.

      Something changed in the way she looked at him. At first, he thought it was fear – and that pleased him – but he quickly realized that she was not cowed. No…Not cowed in the slightest. Lihua understood what it was she faced. She recognized, somehow, that she was standing before a man who knew how to kill. But she would not yield to him. “You will gather your things tonight,” she said. “We will provide you with enough food to last three days, but you will leave this farm tomorrow at sunrise.”

      “How dare you?”

      “Do not push me further, Stranger.”

      His hand moved like a striking snake, fingers closing around her throat before he even realized what he was doing. Feng's anger be damned. It was time to teach this girl a lesson that he would not-

      Clamping one hand onto his wrist and the other onto his elbow, Lihua twisted his arm and pushed down on it. Pain lanced through him from fingertips to shoulder. This should not have been possible. How could a woman-

      Her foot landed in his stomach, driving the wind from Sui's lungs. The next thing he knew, he was bent double and stumbling away, trying to catch his breath. Lihua was saying something, but her words did not register until he pushed his way through the pain. “…will never touch me again,” she concluded.

      Rage boiled within him.

      Sui drew a bronze knife from a sheath upon his belt. The weapon had belonged to Feng during his time in the army, but Sui had taken it after finding himself empty-handed the other night. He felt more at peace with a blade at his side.

      Lihua was focused on Guo Dong, her eyes full of pity and sadness. He was tempted to leave the pair of them to their fate. No woman could respect a man after seeing him so thoroughly defeated. But the rage could not be denied.

      He charged Lihua.

      The girl rounded on him just in time for him to grab a fistful of her clothing and drive the knife through her flesh, up underneath her sternum to pierce her heart. Her eyes widened, and her mouth hung open. A soft whimper escaped her as her body went limp.

      He had to kill Guo Dong too, and then there was nothing to do but run. Run and pray that he was nowhere near the farm when Feng found his daughter's corpse. He went east, seeking a place to hide, and from that day onward, he was no longer Sui Bian.
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      The July sun beat down on them from a cloudless sky, its golden rays falling on a windmill with blades that turned slowly. Jack almost snorted as he watched it go. Ah, the classic torture of miniature golf. It was an Earth ritual that he was more than happy to introduce to his Leyrian friends.

      Rajel was bent over in the shade from the windmill, gripping his putter tightly in both hands and frowning at the neon-green ball just a few inches in front of his shoes. He gave it a gentle tap.

      The ball rolled up the ramp…and hit a blade.

      “This is fun to you?” Rajel snapped.

      Standing a short ways back with one hand on the end of his own putter, Jack smiled and shook his head. “It's tradition,” he said. “You haven't really had the Earth experience until you've played mini-golf.”

      Cassi was sitting on a nearby bench in a blue sundress with white flowers on it, her putter laid across her lap. “No wonder your people are crazy,” she said. “Games like this would drive anyone up the wall.”

      Rajel tapped the ball again.

      This time it went gracefully up the ramp and through a tunnel at the base of the windmill just before a blade blocked its path. It came out on the other side, stopping right next to Jack's orange ball, just a few paces from the hole.

      “See?” Jack said. “It's fun.”

      “I'll take your word for it.”

      With a heavy sigh, Jack followed a cobblestone path to the green. “Just be glad we got a few days off,” he muttered. “Every bloody Friendship Day. 'You're the first Keeper from Earth, Jack! The children look up to you.' I thought it was over when I moved to Leyria.”

      But it wasn’t. Why would it be? Just last week, Larani had informed him that he would be expected to appear at the Global Friendship Day ceremony – in India, this year – and that he had better have a speech prepared. And perhaps it could be a tad less inflammatory than last year's.

      Oh, and Anna would be coming too! She was the woman who discovered Earth, after all. And why not bring Cassi along for good measure? They could do one last review of the Earth-based Keepers just to make absolutely sure that all of Slade's cronies were finally gone. And then Melissa had insisted on visiting her family. So, why not just bring the whole team?

      He took his place next to his ball, putter in hand, and gave it a tap with just enough force to make it roll right into the hole with a nice plunk. Two strokes. Not bad for a guy who was out of practice.

      Rajel took position next to his ball and tapped it gently. Of course, it made a beeline for the hole and dropped in to land on top of Jack's ball and the one that Cassi had put in with just one stroke.

      The other man paced over and sank to one knee, retrieving all three of them. Bright sunlight glinted off the purple lenses of Rajel's sunglasses, but though he used them to cover eyes that did not see, you would never know it from the way he golfed…or fought. Or just about anything. “This game irritates me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Once we have a direct path to the hole,” Rajel began, “each of us can sink the ball in only one swing. Because how could we do otherwise? Spatial awareness makes it all but second nature to us. But these traps…”

      Jack shrugged.

      A moment later, Cassi joined them, taking her hot-pink ball from Rajel. She tossed it up and caught it in one deft hand. “I believe the traps are the point.”

      Jack led them to their next challenge – a straight line of AstroTurf where the only thing that stood between you and the hole was a mechanical crocodile that opened and closed its mouth every few seconds. Seeing it almost made him laugh.

      Rajel came stomping over with a petulant sigh, grimacing as he shouldered Jack out of the way. “Let me try first,” he said. “I want my turn over with.”

      He dropped his ball and hit it too hard.

      The damn thing rolled so fast you almost expected to see a trail of burnt turf in its wake, but even with all that speed, Rajel's timing was off. The crocodile snapped his jaw shut, the ball bounced off his snout.

      “Gods forsake me!” Rajel growled. “I hate this game!”

      “Excellent!” Jack said. “Now, you've had the complete Earth experience.”

      Cassi put herself right in front of Rajel and looked up to glare death into his eyes. “The problem is not the game,” she said. “The problem is that your mind is clouded with frustration and pent up anger.”

      Rajel went red and turned his face away from her. A shiver went through him as he let out a breath. “Yes,” he said. “You're right.”

      “You wanna talk about it, bro?” Jack offered.

      “Not really.”

      Pressing his lips together, Jack looked up toward the sky and blinked. “He doesn't want to talk about it,” he muttered under his breath. “Well, here's the thing, dude. You've been extra grumpy since we got back from Antaur; so, I'm thinking it's share time.”

      Rajel shuffled over to the weeds and crouched down with his back turned. “It's not the sort of thing a grown man should fret about.” He retrieved the ball with a grunt and then stood up straight. “Bruised feelings.”

      “Adults can't have bruised feelings?”

      “They can,” Rajel said with some reluctance. “But in general, they deal with those feelings better than I have.”

      “You'll get no argument from me,” Cassi grumbled.

      Jack shot a glance in her direction, narrowed his eyes and then shook his head. “It's been my experience,” he began, “that even the most calm and collected person sometimes loses his cool. So, what's up?”

      With extreme reluctance, Rajel turned around and shambled back toward them with his head down. “Keli,” he said. “I…seem to have developed feelings for her. Feelings that she can't return.”

      “Well…” Jack replied. “I gotta say I'm impressed.”

      “You're impressed?”

      “Yeah, it takes a special brand of courage to go barking up that tree.” Jack blushed as soon as the words were out of his mouth – not the most sensitive response he could have offered; Summer was quite annoyed – but he put his chagrin aside to focus on the issue. “She's asexual, isn't she?”

      “You could tell?”

      “I had a suspicion.”

      A grunt from Rajel confirmed those suspicions.

      Jack reached out to lay a hand on the other man's shoulder, and that seemed to ease some of Rajel's tension. “It's okay, dude,” he said. “I won't give you the 'plenty of fish in the sea' speech – 'cause no one actually likes hearing that when they're hurting – but until you do find that special someone, you can always count on us. We got your back.”

      “You have my back?” Rajel asked. “What exactly do you intend to do with it?”

      “It's an Earth expression,” he said. “The point is you can count on me. And on Cass. And on Anna…”

      “Where is Anna today?” Cassi inquired.

      “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”

      

      Blinds on Crystal Hunter's kitchen window segmented the sunlight into thin bands, but despite that, the place was still bright and cheerful. It was a simple room with wooden cupboards and an old fridge decorated with dozens of colourful magnets, all shaped like Earth letters.

      Anna was on her knees in front of the pantry, loading up its lower shelves with cans that Crystal had purchased at the supermarket. Paying for food. She had spent the better part of a year on this planet, and that was still a foreign concept to her.

      Anna wore jean shorts and a thin, white tank-top, her strawberry-blonde hair done up in a nubby little ponytail. “There,” she said, setting the last can in place. “That should be all of it.”

      Jack's mother was only a silhouette in her mind – an image painted by the spatial awareness that every Keeper gained after Bonding a Nassai – but the other woman was close enough for Anna to make out the smile on her face. “You know, you didn't have to do this,” Crystal said. “You could have spent the afternoon with your friends.”

      “Nonsense,” Anna replied. “I wanted to spend some time with you.”

      She stood up and turned around, wiping her damp bangs off her forehead. It was warm in Crystal's little apartment, and she had worked up quite a sweat carrying those groceries up from the car. “I thought, maybe we should get to know each other.”

      “Well, it's appreciated.”

      Crystal sat in a wooden chair with one leg crossed over the other, drumming her fingers on the kitchen table. Her soft laughter was almost musical. A short woman with golden hair that fell in waves to her shoulders, she looked nothing like her son. Well, at least, not in terms of colouring. Jack had his mother's cheekbones. “But sweetheart,” Crystal went on. “You don't have to impress me.”

      “Was I that obvious?”

      Crystal stood up in one graceful motion and flowed across the tiles on bare feet. “A little.” Gently, she took Anna by the shoulders. “But it's appreciated nonetheless. I'm glad you and Jack got together. I've been wishing you would for, like, years now.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna felt a blush singeing her cheeks. She took a deep breath. “I guess we're both a little dense,” she mumbled. “But it means a lot to me to hear you say that.”

      “Love's hard sometimes.”

      “Yeah.”

      It felt so nice when Crystal pulled her into a tender hug. Anna found herself leaning her cheek on the other woman's shoulder. She could not remember the last time she had been this close with her own mother. “As far as I'm concerned,” Crystal whispered. “You are part of the family.”

      “Thank you.”

      

      Sometimes family sucked.

      Claire sat at a picnic table in her uncle's backyard, holding a piece of corn on the cob in both hands. Her mouth was open, but she paused halfway through the act of taking a bite. Her eyes flicked to each of her cousins. “What?”

      There were three of them on the opposite bench – all pale; these were kids from her mother's side of the family – and they all stared at her as if she had grown horns on the top of her head. Logan was the oldest, a young man of fourteen with a mop of blonde hair and a nose too big for his face. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      His younger sister, Lisa, was closer to Claire's age. A pretty girl with long, golden hair and freckles on her pale cheeks, she leaned in close over the table. “What they said about Melissa,” she whispered. “Does she really have an alien living in her body?”

      “Yeah,” Claire snapped. “It's called being a Justice Keeper.”

      “That's so messed up,” Logan muttered.

      “I don't think I could do it.” That last response came from Brendan, a tall boy with a cleft chin and clear blue eyes. He shuddered as he completed his thought. “Let an alien live in my body? What if it takes over, or something.”

      “It doesn't work that way,” Claire said.

      “Yeah, but, like, it's still weird.”

      Instead of arguing with him, Claire went back to her dinner. The corn crunched as she bit into it. So good! When was the last time she had had corn on the cob? It had to be a year ago. She couldn't recall ever having it on Leyria.

      “At least you're still normal,” Logan said.

      Claire scanned the backyard for her elder sister and found Melissa standing by the wooden fence with a glass of fruit punch in her hand. She had spent most of the afternoon doing that, hanging back, keeping her distance, talking to aunts and uncles who came up to exchange pleasantries but not really seeking them out. Melissa had always been soft-spoken, but never this reserved. But then, when your cousins were all whispering about you behind your back, what else could you do?

      Normal.

      At least Claire was still “normal.” If they only knew…Tentatively, Claire reached out with her senses. Fear seemed to radiate from the three kids on the other side of the table. Or…Well, not fear exactly. Keli had been teaching her to sift and sort through the different emotions she picked up from other people. Precision was important. There were flavours of anger, flavours of joy and flavours of fear. This was more like mistrust mingled with a strong desire to keep their distance.

      A thought leaked through from Logan. Claire had a vivid image of Melissa trying to give him a hug and Logan backing away with his hands raised defensively as if he thought she might infect him with something.

      Slamming her hand down on the table, Claire looked up to glare fire at the idiot boy. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “What?”

      Claire stood up, and her lip twitched as she tried to stuff the anger back down into her belly. “She's my sister!” Her words were harsh, but she didn't care. “Not some victim of the plague. If Melissa tries to give you a hug, shut up and take it!”

      Logan was staring at her with an open mouth, and his face had gone deathly pale. “How did you…” He shook his head so fast it must have made him dizzy. “I guess you're turning into a freak too.”

      “And proud of it.”

      “That's what you get when you live among these aliens,” Lisa said. She was looking at her hamburger as if it might bite her. “Mom always said so. They'll fill your head with their messed up ideas.”

      “Your mom's an idiot!” Claire growled.

      Her mind was still open to the impressions of everything around her, and she felt a distinct change in the mood. The easy-going atmosphere that had permeated the backyard was suddenly dark and hostile. Or…well, that wasn't it either. Not hostile, exactly. There was nothing to indicate that they meant her any harm, but there was anger simmering just beneath the surface.

      “Claire Carlson!” Aunt Sasha wailed. “What has gotten into you?” The woman was not exactly tall and not exactly short, not exactly skinny and not exactly plump, but her round face and blonde curls were unmistakable.

      “Your kids are rude,” Claire began. “They keep telling me that my sister's a freak, and they don't seem to care that literally hundreds of people owe her their lives. But why should any of this surprise me? Your kids pick up all your racist bullshit.” At least half a dozen people gasped, but Claire kept going. “So, of course, they're gonna have problems with aliens too.”

      Sasha exchanged glances with her husband Bill, and when she turned her attention back to Claire, her face was red. “Della,” she said in a stiff voice. “What do you have to say for your daughter?”

      Claire's mother was sitting in a lawn chair with a beer in her hand, sunlight glinting off the dark lenses of her glasses. She stood up slowly. For half a second, Claire thought she was in trouble, but telepathy had its benefits.

      “Well,” Della replied, “I'd say I'm glad my kid has learned to stand up for herself. Don't blame Claire for seeing what's right in front of her nose, Sasha. You are an idiot!”

      Della strode across the grass at a leisurely pace and offered Claire her hand. Claire took it, and then they were walking to the gate. Melissa joined them half a moment later, and the smile on her face was priceless.

      

      Claire had a permanent bedroom in her mother's house, and even though she hadn't seen it in over a year, nothing had changed. The walls were still a soft pink with adorable cartoon elephants painted on them. She was a bit old for that sort of thing now, but the consistency was comforting. The window still looked out on a large backyard dotted with apple trees.

      In PJ bottoms and a blue tank top, Claire sat on the bed with her legs curled up, hugging her knees as she gazed out the window. A knock at the door got her attention, and she didn't need her talent to know who was waiting in the hallway outside. “Come in, Mom.”

      The door opened, and she found Della standing there in green track pants and an old t-shirt. Her mother was frowning, and there were loose strands of blonde hair falling over her face. “So,” she said, “I'm guessing this has discouraged you from coming back to live with me?”

      Claire squeezed her eyes shut, stiffening as she wrestled with the guilt of having to tell her mother something she really didn't want to hear. “Part of me wants to,” she began. “And part of me is happy on Leyria…But, Mom, they're never gonna accept me here.”

      Things just weren't the same since her father made that deal with the Overseers. Oh, he was the same Harry that she remembered – kind but stern, overprotective to a fault – but Claire had no idea what the cost of her new powers was. What did her father have to give up to save her life? What would the Overseers make him do?

      When they arrived on Earth a few days ago, Claire had asked to stay with her mother instead of going with her father and sister to Uncle Mark's house. She wanted to see her cousin's on Harry's side of the family – they always treated her better than Logan and Lisa and the others – but she needed a break from Harry.

      Maybe a long break.

      Two nights ago, while she was eating a quiet dinner with her mother, everything had come spilling out of her. She had cried for the better part of an hour. And that was when Della had offered to let her move back home.

      “At least there are other telepaths on Leyria,” Claire said. “Not many, but some. Here, I'm just a freak.”

      “You're not a freak.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Della paced across the room in a fury, shaking her head in disgust. “No, you're not, Claire!” she spat. “Don't let your idiot cousins get inside your head. There are millions of people out there who wish they could do what you do.”

      Sniffling, Claire tried to ignore the fat tear that slid down her cheek. “You didn't see what Logan was thinking,” she croaked. “You didn't feel the fear and disgust coming off him when he looked at Melissa.”

      Della sat on the edge of the bed, her blonde hair dangling in waves as she glowered into her lap. “I wish that I had never let you go to Leyria,” she said. “No, not because I hate Leyrians, but I should have never trusted your father to take care of you girls.”

      “It wasn't his fault.”

      “Claire, he brought you to a place where men with guns tried to kill you. And when you miraculously survived, he used that alien thing to change you.”

      “He was trying to protect me.”

      Della was on her feet again in an instant, throwing up her hands as she paced to the opposite wall. “Well, isn't that always his excuse?” She spun around to face Claire with her arms folded. “Your father is a control freak, Claire.”

      Hearing that left Claire feeling numb inside. It was a strange sensation. With her new powers, she was always picking up stray emotions from other people. Add that to the typical drama of being a preteen girl, and it was safe to say that she was always feeling something. But that last one just flattened her.

      Was her father really a control freak? She might have said that in moments when he was trying to enforce one of his unreasonable rules, but Claire was old enough to know that kids were always saying stuff like that. Hearing it from a grownup, though… “What do you mean?”

      “I shouldn't have said anything.”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Claire's mouth, but she forced herself to look up at her mother. “I'm not a little kid anymore,” she muttered. “I deserve to know what's going on with my parents.”

      With a heavy sigh, Della shuffled back to the bed and knelt on the carpet. She took Claire's hands in hers. “All right,” she said. “But if you repeat this to your father or your sister, I'm gonna be mad.”

      “I promise.”

      “Your father is a control freak.” Claire saw terrible sadness in her mother's eyes as she said that. “Look, I know I wasn't always the best mom. I used to drink too much. And your dad was always taking care of you when I couldn't. I'm sorry for that, baby, I really am. Your dad had to pick up the slack when I screwed up, and maybe that turned him into the man he is today.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “Look at how he is with Melissa,” Della said. “Your sister chose one of the most dangerous careers in the world, and from everything I've heard she's very good at it. I couldn't be prouder, but I'd be lying if I said I didn't lie awake every night, worrying.”

      There were tears on Della's cheek, but she sniffed and wiped them away with the back of one hand. “The difference is that I accept it,” she went on. “I know I can't protect my little girl; so, I trust her to protect herself. Your father doesn't. He goes with her on dangerous missions. Because he can't accept that she might get hurt, and there's nothing he can do about it.”

      Claire hugged herself, rubbing her arms for warmth. She turned her face away from her mother. “Okay, I get it,” she whispered. “But what can we do to help him?”

      “We can't do anything, honey,” Della replied. “Your father thinks the world should be a certain way, and sometimes it doesn't even occur to him that anyone might disagree. Once upon a time, the worst thing you could say about him was that he was hard to live with. But now…Now, he has the power to make the world the way he wants it to be. Or he thinks he does.”
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      The little blue Honda Fit settled into a parking spot that was much too big for it. The engine went quiet, and the driver's-side door popped open.

      Jack emerged from the car into a muggy evening where the sun beat down and left orange sparkles on the black lenses of his glasses. A hot wind hit him and ruffled his hair. It was going to be a warm night, he could tell.

      His mother's apartment complex was a simple tower of white bricks in the middle of downtown Winnipeg, a twelve-story building that reached for red-rimmed clouds that stretched across the blue sky. There were other skyscrapers all around him and noisy cars zipping past on the road. He had almost forgotten what that was like. Leyrian streets were deathly silent by comparison.

      Giving his old car a pat on its roof – it was his mother's now; Jack had given it to her when he moved to Leyria – he shut the door and the left parking lot. The Honda beeped as he activated the alarm.

      When he went around the corner, he found Anna waiting for him on the building's front step, and she was so damn cute in a pair of jean shorts and a blue flannel sweater. Her strawberry-blonde hair was left loose for once, and it fell just past the nape of her neck.

      Jack reached up with one hand and pulled down his sunglasses so that he could peek over the rims. “Whatcha doin' out here?” he asked. “I thought we were gonna have leftover spaghetti with Mom.”

      Anna stood by the door with her arms crossed, smiling sheepishly at the pavement under her shoes. “That was the plan,” she agreed. “But I wanted to surprise you; so, I did a little research…”

      She looked up at him with those lovely blue eyes, and any thought of asking what she meant by research went flying out of his head. “I thought maybe we could have a date night?”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Anna stood on her toes, brushing his lips with hers, and then, before he could ask for more details, her arms encircled his neck. “You'll see,” she whispered. “Plus I think your mom might appreciate a little privacy after a week of hosting us.”

      “Probably,” Jack agreed. “So…”

      “Don't worry; I know the way.”

      “You're not gonna tell me, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      Five minutes later, they were on the road and headed toward the outskirts of the city. Anna gave directions, but Jack had to get behind the wheel. His girlfriend had never learned to drive. Leyrians rarely used cars. Most of their cities had efficient public-transit systems that could get you anywhere you wanted to go in about fifteen minutes.

      Still, he was impressed by how well Anna knew her way around his hometown. She had a great sense of direction – Jack was still amazed at how quickly she had learned the layout of Ottawa on her first visit to Earth – but even though they were staying with his mother, they had spent very little time here in Winnipeg. She must have looked up their destination on a map, which meant a fair amount of planning had gone into this date.

      It wasn't long before they were driving through a neighbourhood near the one that he had grown up in. The pieces all snapped together in Jack's head. Suddenly, he knew exactly where they were going. “No…” he said.

      “Yup.”

      After parking the car, they followed a crowd of people under a massive sign that read, “Welcome to the Apple Blossom Festival!” The carnival was located in an open field near the eastern bank of the Red River.

      It was basically a tiny city of colourful tents laid out in neat, square patterns to form a grid of makeshift streets in the grass. You could find pretty much anything you wanted here: apple pies, homemade jewellery, teddy bears sewn by hand by an old woman who had been bringing her stuffed critters to the festival for almost twenty years. The sounds of the midway drowned out almost everything else. In the distance, a Ferris wheel turned lazily with glowing lights on every spoke.

      Grinning so hard his jaw hurt, Jack tilted his head back and took in the sight. “It's just like I remember it,” he mumbled. “I gotta give you props for this one, An. You came up with the perfect date night.”

      Anna was holding his hand as they made their way through the crowd. She glanced over her shoulder with a sly little smile of her own. “Well, I can't take all the credit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mom told me that when you were young, you always wanted to take a girl to the fair, but you never had anyone to go with.”

      Closing his eyes, Jack nodded. “That's true,” he said. “But I'm surprised Mom knew that. I don't recall telling her.”

      Anna spun around to stand in front of him, and then, before he could utter one word of protest, she was tickling him. He flinched and giggled, trying to get away, but his girlfriend was relentless. “It's hard to keep secrets from the people who love you,” she said.

      Jack was laughing so hard he had tears on his cheeks. “Okay! Okay!” He retreated, scrubbing at his eyes with the back of one hand. “Your point is taken. Henceforth, I will submit to your Orwellian invasion of privacy.”

      “So…”

      “So?”

      Standing on her toes, Anna kissed his cheek. “Would you like to be my date to the fair?” she whispered. “We could have some apple pie, listen to the live music, maybe ride the Ferris wheel.”

      “I would love to.”

      Their journey took them down a wide lane between two rows of colourful tents. A blue one on his left was occupied by a woman in her fifties who still wore sunglasses even though the last traces of twilight were fading from the sky. One glance and Jack understood why. She was selling designer sunglasses.

      On his right, several kids from the local high school sold corn on the cob from a bright yellow tent. Maybe half a dozen people were clustered around a table that was loaded up with t-shirts.

      Anna slipped her arm around his waist and snuggled up with her head on his chest. “This place…” she murmured. “I can totally see teenage you daydreaming about bringing a girl here.”

      Eventually, they found themselves in the midway, surrounded by all sorts of crazy rides. There were the giant strawberries that went round and round in a circle. There was the Scrambler; Jack thought that one was aptly named because it looked and moved like the spinning head of a blender. One was shaped like a huge octopus with cars at the end of every tentacle. Kids screamed, and the scent of popcorn filled the air.

      They were fenced in on all sides by carnival games, each one sheltered from the elements under a metal roof that was decked out in blinking lights. The men and women who operated those games all cried out, beckoning people to try their luck.

      A young woman with dark skin and long hair that she wore in corn-rows was running a game of Skee Ball. She caught Jack's eye and favoured him with a salesman's smile. “Win it for your girlfriend?” she said, pointing to the big stuffed panda that hung over her head.

      Jack stepped up to her with his hands clasped behind his back, craning his neck to examine the prizes. “Tempting,” he said, eyebrows rising. “What do you say, Anna? Want me to win you a teddy bear?”

      In the blink of an eye, Anna placed herself in front of him. That impish grin of hers told him that he had just made this a contest. “I don't know,” she replied. “Do you want me to win you a teddy bear?”

      “Sure.”

      The young woman looked at him with a quizzical expression.

      He shrugged and lowered his eyes, a mild flush warming his cheeks. “I like teddy bears,” he explained. “So, how 'bout I try to win you one, and you try to win me one?”

      “Deal,” Anna agreed.

      The rules were pretty simple. To win a teddy bear, you had to earn at least twelve hundred points in three throws. Which meant that you had to get the ball in one of the two rings in the upper corners – both worth five hundred points – at least twice.

      Jack pressed his lips together as he studied the lane, sizing it all up with spatial awareness. He felt an eagerness from Summer. The math played out instinctively in his mind. Well…It wasn't really math; there were no symbols or numbers. It was what math would be if it could be expressed with emotion. A certainty that he had to throw the ball exactly this hard. He had done this many times before, but usually, it involved shooting a gun with precision.

      Lifting the ball in his hand, Jack examined it. Not just with his eyes or his fingers but with his mind. There were tiny nicks along its surface. It would roll unevenly. He had to account for that.

      He tossed the ball.

      It landed squarely in the lane, rolled along at dizzying speed and hopped from the end of the ramp…right into the ring in the upper-left corner. The young woman turned her head, her eyes widening in surprise.

      “Beginner's luck,” Jack assured her.

      Of course, that explanation was far less convincing when he performed the exact same feat a second time. For his final throw, he chose the ring in the upper-right corner. The ball went in with a satisfying thunk.

      Next to him, Anna completed her final throw and stood up straight with a grin on her face. “Well,” she said. “I guess you can choose any prize you want.”

      “You both can,” the young woman muttered. She reached for the huge panda – the most expensive prize she had to offer – but Anna forestalled. “No, he's cute, but I want something a little smaller. That one.”

      She pointed to a modestly-sized, brown teddy bear with a blue bow-tie. A cutie to be sure. The instant Anna got her hands on him, she squeezed him tight as if he were a treasured childhood toy. “I love him!” she exclaimed.

      Jack's bear was black with a brown snout and a cream-coloured bow-tie. He knew right away that he would keep the little guy forever as a reminder of this night. “Come on,” Anna said, leading toward the rides.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, they were climbing into the car of a Ferris wheel and waiting patiently as the attendant fastened the safety bar. They began to rise, the city lights coming into view bit by bit.

      Anna was next to him with hands folded in her lap, smiling lovingly at him. “I'm really glad we came here tonight,” she murmured. “You're such a romantic.”

      Jack slipped his arm around her shoulders, and she cuddled up with her head on his chest. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Because I had a silly fantasy about taking a girl to the fair when I was in high school?”

      “It's adorable.”

      They were partway up when the wheel stopped to load people into the next car. Not high enough to get a good view, but he did see lights reflected over the dark waters of the Red River. It was a beautiful night. Warm but not painfully so. For a moment, he almost thought that Anna would fall asleep in his arms. And he was okay with that.

      At the apex of their climb, he had a lovely view of the city under a starry sky with only a few clouds drifting across the heavens. He never really thought that he would miss this place – when he was a kid, he had wanted to see the world – but having been all over the galaxy, he had to admit that there were days when he longed for the familiar. Only a few, but it did happen.

      Anna sat up, and the wind teased her hair. Her impish smile returned. “You know, I have seen a lot of Earth media,” she began. “And I have it on good authority that there's another carnival tradition we're forgetting.”

      “What's that?”

      Gently, she laid a hand on his cheek and turned his face toward her. Then she was kissing him. It was a chaste kiss, tender and sweet, one that soothed away his worries and left him with a warm glow.

      

      It was almost midnight when they left the fair. Jack found himself driving down a narrow street that ran parallel to the river, a street lined with tall maple trees that stood like shadows, their dark branches reaching over the road. He was about to turn onto the Provencher Bridge when Anna put a hand on his thigh. “No, stay on Tache,” she said.

      Gripping the steering wheel hard, Jack squinted through the windshield. He shook his head slowly. “Stay on Tache?” he muttered. “Why? There's nothing on Tache.”

      Anna was reclining in the front seat with her hands folded behind her head, and her soft laughter made him wonder exactly what she had in store for him. She could be quite devious when she wanted to be. “Just trust me.”

      They continued on, passing a library, a park and several small apartment buildings. When they passed under a set of train tracks, Jack became even more confused. What on Earth were they doing all the way out here? He saw nothing but tiny houses.

      “Just past the pumping station,” Anna said. “Now, left.”

      Her directions led them to a short dirt road surrounded by trees, a secluded little hidey-hole on the bank of the river. He looked around, trying to figure out why Anna had chosen this place, and then it hit him. “This is a make-out spot! You want to go to a make-out spot?”

      Anna sat with her arms crossed, her lips pursed as she stared indignantly through the window. “I don't know what you're talking about!” she insisted. “That you could even think such a thing about a woman of my breeding!”

      “Um…”

      Leaning over the gearshift, Anna seized a fistful of his shirt and pulled him close. Every last trace of reluctance fled from Jack's mind when her soft lips found the side of his neck.

      Anna practically climbed on top of him, holding him pinned with her hands on his shoulders. Her hot breath on his ear made him shudder. “The theme of this evening,” she whispered, “is doing all the things you didn't get to do when you were younger.”

      “Mm-hmm…”

      She sat up, and even though she was just a shadow in the darkness, Jack could feel the intensity of her gaze. “So,” she cooed. “Do you wanna make out with a hottie?”

      Jack tossed her down into the front seat, and then he was on top of her, nipping at her neck, her collarbone, the soft skin of her shoulder. The scent of her was intoxicating. Like strawberries.

      Her mouth found his, and this kiss was anything but chaste. No, not chaste at all. It was ragged desperation. For a very long while – like an hour, at least – it really was just making out, but then Anna peeled his t-shirt off and flung it into the backseat. Her flannel sweater went next, and then one thing led to another…

      Some men described sex as a haze in which their conscious minds retreated and they acted on instinct, but Jack was intimately aware of everything. He felt it every time Anna's fingernails left scratches in his back. He heard every sigh, reveled in the softness of her skin. He was aware of everything.

      Well…Everything that mattered.

      And the only thing that mattered was the goddess in his arms. Everything else was just a distraction. Anna was the only thing in his universe. He listened for the pace of her breathing. He focused on the slight sting of her nails digging into his shoulder. He mixed it all together into a sparkling cocktail of information with only one purpose. Not just to give her pleasure; that was easy. Jack had discovered what she liked on their first night together. No, the real challenge was to leave her teetering on the brink for a little while, to tease her to the point of desperation. That way, it would be so much sweeter when he finally did take her over the edge.

      At one point, he paused just to admire her face. There was no light, but Jack didn't need it; he could sense every inch of her, every perfect inch. Anna was smiling up at him. “I love you,” she whispered.

      He smoothed a lock of damp hair off her forehead, kissed her softly on the nose and whispered. “I love you too…”

      “Really?”

      “More than anything in this universe.”

      Once wasn't enough for either of them, but when they were finally satisfied, when they were catching their breath and basking in the afterglow, Jack found the presence of mind to check the clock on his multi-tool. He blinked at what he saw. It was almost three a.m.! “Wow…”

      He was lying in the front seat, staring lazily at the interior of the car's roof. Anna was curled up on top of him with her head on his chest. “The blanket…” she mumbled. “In the back…”

      He reached behind the driver's seat and found a thin blanket there. Odd. He hadn't put it there, and he had been out all day with Rajel and Cassi. Which meant that Anna must have hidden it in the backseat last night at the very latest. Which meant that she had been planning this date for a while.

      Jack took the blanket and settled it over her. It was big enough to cover her from feet to shoulders but thin enough to be cool on this hot summer night. Anna sighed as she nuzzled his chest. “I know we have to go back soon,” she murmured. “But can we just stay here for a while? Can you just hold me?”

      Jack closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the seat cushion. He breathed deeply through his nose. “Sure,” he whispered. “For as long as you like.”

      He found himself trailing his fingertips up and down her back, gently caressing her. Thoughts drifted through his mind. Things that had occurred to him earlier that afternoon, things he wanted to tell Anna. He half thought about mentioning them, but he was just so mellow. He didn't want to move…or talk…

      He just wanted to enjoy the feeling of his girlfriend's warm body, listen to the soothing sound of her breathing as she fell asleep…

      

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Jack woke up to realize that it was morning. The sun was shining bright over the Red River; the trees were standing tall with green leaves fluttering in the wind. And there was a cop outside his car.

      A tall and broad-shouldered man with fair skin and gray stubble along his jawline, he leaned forward to peer through the window. It was open just a crack; so Jack could hear the man just fine when he said, “Okay, lovebirds, time to go home.”

      Rolling onto her back, Anna stretched languidly and sighed with contentment. Her eyes popped open. She was covered to her shoulders, but for half a second, Jack thought she would be mortified and clutch the blankets to her chest. That was what happened in the movies. Instead, she just smiled and said, “Good morning, Officer. Is there something we can do for you?”

      “You can get dressed and go home.”

      Stifling a yawn with her fist, Anna nodded. “Sure,” she said in a sleepy voice. “If you'll just give us a moment, we'll be on our way.”

      The man backed away from the car with his hands on his hips, but his gaze never wavered. Not for an instant. Jack wasn't quite sure what to do. He couldn't start putting on his own clothes until Anna climbed off of him, and he was pretty sure she wouldn't do that with the cop outside. Oh, this should be fun. I can't wait to explain to Mom why we have to pay a fine.

      Anna sat up, holding the blankets in place to keep herself covered. Glancing out the window, she raised a thin eyebrow. “Were you planning to watch?” she asked. “Because, honestly, that might get me a little excited. And then Jack and I would have to have sex again; it's not smart to drive when you're distracted by lustful thoughts. So, if you plan on watching, I'm going to have to insist that you stay for the entire show.”

      The cop was blushing so hard you might have thought that he was some sheltered, home-schooled kid. He averted his eyes for a brief moment and then regained some of his backbone. “Who the hell are you, lady?”

      “The woman who saved your planet…what? Three times now?”

      “Yeah,” the cop snarled. “And I'm Anna Lenai.”

      “Well, actually…”

      Crossing his arms, the cop tossed his head back and stared up at the sky with his mouth hanging open. “Look, I don't have time for stupid college kids,” he growled. “Get dressed, go home and don't let me ever catch you out here again.”

      He stalked off toward his cruiser, which was parked a little ways up the road.

      Anna flung the blanket aside without a care in the world and began retrieving her clothes from under the seat. “You heard him, sweetie,” she said, patting Jack's thigh. “Oh, and can we stop at that Canadian coffee place you like so much? I think your mom would appreciate it, and I want to get one of those maple donuts before we get back to Leyria.”
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      Silver rays of morning sunlight streamed over a wooden fence, scorching the dew from a lush, green lawn. A flowerbed just beneath that fence was populated with roses and lilies and tulips in beautiful shades of red and pink and yellow. The sun hadn't found them yet, but it would soon enough.
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