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      Light, the color of a closed eyelid.

      Voices drifted back and forth, across and over Laura, murmuring in words that found no place to land. A man’s voice, there. A woman’s voice, there. An astringent smell, not unpleasant, somehow familiar, but⁠—

      Everything lit up, incandescent, resonant with feeling. A radiant presence stood to her left, and on the right, another faced away, preoccupied. A little farther, more presences moved about, their needs and desires pressing in on her, smothering her. In the distance, so many clustered together that a conflagration of terrifying intensity blazed.

      She whimpered and retreated into the familiar safety of the darkness. A word she could understand pulled her back.

      “Beloved,” a man’s voice said.

      It pushed the comforting darkness out of reach. She groaned, and the voice took on a concerned edge.

      “Laura.”

      Words spilled in slow motion from her lips. “No, let me go.”

      She lifted a hand to rub her eyes. The effort turned her muscles to water, and she succeeded only in sticking two burning fingers in one eye. She let the hand drop beside her head.

      The air changed. The radiant glow bent over her, his quiet breathing carrying his scent into her face, a light musk filling her nostrils. Irritation prickled up her spine, but amusement came from somewhere to undercut it. The glow chuckled, a rich, masculine sound, and warm fingertips touched her cheek. Love, an ocean of tenderness and affection, flowed from the hand’s owner.

      “John?” she muttered, her mouth working a little more easily now. “Is that you?”

      She pulled her eyes painfully, crustily open. Fuzzy blobs of green and brown and yellow and white filled her vision. She blinked away the worst of the gritty sting, and the blurs became people, overlaid by the strange glow. Behind them lay white stone walls with a window framing a sky full of puffy clouds and hills covered with something yellow.

      Where am I? It looked like a small hospital room. Above her stood not her husband John, but a man with bronze skin and long black hair—very long black hair—gathered in complicated knots that fell out of sight past the bed’s edge. He wore a loose, pale green robe, its upper half covered in white embroidery. She focused on his eyes. So dark they almost matched his hair, they crinkled from the smile curving his lips. She couldn’t call him handsome, but his face held her attention. Interest pulsed, and died away. She was a married woman, and even if she weren’t, this man had to be thirty years her junior.

      “Who are you? Where is John?” She frowned. Something about her words wasn’t quite right.

      Alarm jolted through her and writ itself across the man’s face. He removed his hand from her cheek and looked across her, toward the other presence in the room. “Apothecary?” he asked.

      Her heart clenched from shock, but— She frowned. The shock came from… him, this man. He took her hand and enclosed it within both of his, and anxiety spiked through the touch.

      “Who are you?” she repeated. She tried to turn her head, but it refused to move, somehow locked in place. She struggled to pull her hand from his grip. “Do I know you?”

      Black eyebrows rose. “I am the Paran. You are my beloved. Do you not remember me?”

      “No.”

      He let go of her hand and straightened. His face went impassive, but underneath… his heartache sat in her chest, as if it were her own. Even as she focused on it, it faded into a feeling of patient resignation.

      A rustling sound from the glow on her right drew her attention. She risked a look toward it. A woman with similarly dark skin, wearing a plain yellow robe, stood at a small table next to the wall. Her black hair cascaded down her back, in less complicated knots than the man’s, almost all the way to the floor. She turned and stepped toward the bed. “We expected some measure of memory loss, high one,” she said.

      “But she does not know me,” the man replied, in a flat voice. The emotional pain returned and tinted his glow, then faded again.

      The woman bent to place a hand on Laura’s shoulder, and glowing, soothing energy flowed from the touch. “Laura, be calm. No one here wants to harm you, least of all your beloved.”

      Furling her brows, the woman took a thumb-sized device and what looked like a thin, palm-sized rectangle of stone from a pocket in her robe. She held the device, now humming, over Laura’s head, and fixed her gaze on the tile. Laura bit her lower lip and eyed the humming thing in the woman’s hand.

      “I am Syvra, your apothecary,” the woman said. “I mean you no harm. No one here means you any harm. You are safe.”

      Safe. The word rang through her head. She didn’t know where she was, but the woman’s words matched her glow. She’s telling the truth.

      How do I know that?

      Laura took a breath, and sudden knowledge blossomed. I haven’t always been like this.

      Her husband would know. “Where is my bond-partner?” she asked.

      The man’s emotional landscape jolted.

      The word—she hadn’t used the right word. The word for husband wouldn’t come. She frowned again. Her husband’s face was… was… His name was John. They had children. Grandchildren. She pummeled her memory. Their names remained just out of reach.

      Syvra glanced up at the man, then went back to examining her tile, forehead wrinkled and brows pinched together.

      “That was not the right word,” Laura muttered. “I cannot find the right word. I want my… my...” She scrunched up her face. Frustration sizzled along her nerves. “What happened to me?”

      “You fell,” the man said.

      He laid a hand on the bed beside hers, not touching. His whole presence yearned toward her, but especially along that arm. He wants to hold my hand. As she watched, his glow shrank back, and he returned his hand to his side, his glow suffused with disappointment. Biting her lip again, she glanced into his face. He liked it when she looked at him. He liked her eyes, her hazel eyes, brown in the middle, green around the outside. Her breath caught in bewilderment. How do I know what he likes?

      “You fell from the stronghold roof,” he went on, his eyes growing distant. He clenched his jaw and shivered as jabs of distress pierced him. “The apothecaries almost could not save you. You walked close to the dark.”

      “The dark?” she murmured. Her mind filled with images. Mama’s grave. A military funeral. This man, dressed in dark red, standing before a red stone pillar, filled with grief. “But—” The thought wandered away, and came back. “Is that why I feel so weak?”

      This… Paran bent and pulled a chair forward to seat himself. “The apothecaries kept you in a deep sleep while they healed your body and the injury to your brain.”

      “How? What? When?”

      “Ten days have passed.”

      “Ten days? I—that cannot—only ten?”

      “Rest now, beloved,” the man said.

      She took another deep breath and let it go. No pain. No discomfort. She felt weak, but nothing hurt. She gazed at the ceiling, wondering where she was, until she realized that the Paran and Syvra had been talking for some time, in words that didn’t make sense.

      She closed her eyes and rode the sound of their murmuring into sleep.
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      BEFORE

      Laura plummeted down the vertical shaft leading from the Sural’s stronghold, safe in the belly of a living crystal transport pod. Her Tolari hosts used this as a fast and efficient method of entering the underground tunnel to the city. They also considered it fun, or so it looked to Laura Howard, former Earth Fleet ship’s wife, former… human.

      Her Tolari companions thrummed with enjoyment. The brown-clad woman seated against the egg-shaped pod’s opposite wall, who had introduced herself in the transport room as Azana, was… Laura dredged about in her memory. The serene, willowy woman was a conjectural mathematician, with eyes the color of good Scotch whiskey and a quick intelligence. The Paran had sent her to Suralia with a real, honest-to-goodness, handwritten letter for Laura, who had been trapped there by her extreme empathic sensitivity, unable to tolerate travel through the provincial cities. It had taken time to learn how to protect herself from the fierce glow generated by hundreds of thousands of living beings gathered in one place.

      The dark, almost black shaft walls flew upward, but her stomach remained undisturbed and her behind firmly planted in her seat. Some kind of clever technology implanted in the living vehicle insulated the interior and protected its occupants from the long drop’s worst effects. On her first journey by transport pod, when the Paran brought her home to his stronghold, she had asked about it, and he said something about... something inert? or damp? He’d had to look up the English, and her memory for technical terms had never been good.

      The mathematician sat, staring through the transparent floor, a smile on her lips as she watched the bottom of the shaft approach at an alarming rate. The black-robed woman guiding the pod, even in her trance—or whatever it was—glinted with pleasure. Laura rolled her eyes. It was a wonder the Tolari had never invented amusement parks. They would love the monster rollercoasters on Far India.

      Come to think of it, Laura rather enjoyed those herself, but it didn’t make the inhabitants of Beta Hydri IV any less a people of strange contradictions. They possessed technology far more advanced than Earth’s, but they lived, with exceptions such as this pod, as if they’d never made it out of the High Middle Ages of Earth’s distant past. They had developed a peaceful society devoted to science and the arts, yet their ruling caste didn’t hesitate to kill.

      As she knew from bitter personal experience.

      The shaft walls slowed, then stopped, and they hovered above the rock floor at the shaft’s base. The pod turned to point its nose into a long tunnel, lit from no obvious source. Laura brushed an imaginary speck of lint from her deep purple robe and leaned forward, grabbing the edge of her seat as she peered down the tunnel. “And now we pass under the city?”

      “Aye, ma’am, and we enter the city transit hub before we can dive down into the deep tunnel to the next province,” the servant said, over her shoulder.

      Laura nodded. “I remember.” She took a deep breath. “All right, then. Let’s go.”

      Laura saw the servant give an empathic caress to the waiting pod. It leaped forward and sped toward the fierce radiance of Suralia’s city, emitting a silent, happy croon. Laura took another breath and reached for a strand of the glowing communal net the hevalra—she remembered the word!—had created, wrapping herself in it the way the great whale-like creatures had shown her to do. It cocooned her from the terrifying blaze created by hundreds of thousands of souls living together. She leaned back into the seating as it faded to something tolerable. This kind of shield took energy and concentration to use, but the transport pods were fast, and she needed only to hold it hard for long enough to clear the city. Then she would be safe once more.

      As they exited the mouth of the tunnel from the stronghold and entered the city transit hub, the pale blue robes of Suralian guards flashed by on ledges to either side. These guards didn’t bother to camouflage. If they’d been human soldiers, Laura would guess the Sural put them there as a show of strength, a visual display to would-be invaders. I don’t need to hide my assets, it seemed to say.

      The pod slowed and floated across the smooth floor of the huge, circular space, weaving between smaller and larger pods carrying all manner of goods, or people, or both. Workers in dark green robes gathered in clusters around pods and cargo, sparing Laura and her companions barely a glance. A long distance pod carrying a servant, a scientist, and an artisan, even an artisan with exotically fair skin and chestnut hair, excited no particular interest in the midst of a busy day’s work.

      The pod reached a large shaft on the far side of the hub and dropped headlong into it.

      “How many stops are we making?” Laura asked. They were passing directly under the city now. She could sense it, a scorching bonfire outside her shields, waiting to burn her senseless should she be so foolish, or so exhausted, as to let go the thread of protection.

      “Three,” Azana answered. “Will that suffice for you?”

      “It will have to.” Laura wiped her forehead with a cloth. She’d begun to sweat from the effort of keeping the empathic blaze at bay, but she’d get through this trip somehow. It helped that they’d planned those three rest stops along the way—Azana needed to consult with mathematicians at strongholds close to their intended route. Something about a project the respective rulers of Suralia and Parania, the Sural and the Paran, had dreamed up together, though Laura would lay good odds it could be better described as a plot they’d hatched. Tolari rulers did love to scheme, and those two were on better terms with each other than most. After all, they were brothers.

      Half-brothers, anyway. They shared a common father, though they didn’t put it that way. Kazryn, the Sural’s father, had fathered the Paran but wasn’t his father. That made no sense to Laura, but one ruled Suralia and the other Parania, so she guessed the details didn’t matter very much. The Sural didn’t even know the woman who had mothered him. It made her fingernails itch to think about it.

      The glow above faded as they sped away from the city. Laura rolled her shoulders to loosen the tension in them and, carefully, lowered her shields. Exquisite awareness of the other two women in the pod came crashing in, but at least they’d cleared the city and its searing radiance. She needed only her normal empathic barriers now. She wiped the sweat from her face once more, imagining herself deep within a stone pyramid.

      “I think I should rest,” she said. Without waiting for a reply, she quit the bench and made her way to the rear of the pod, where mats, pillows, and cushions covered the transparent floor. It wouldn’t take much more than an hour to reach the next city, and less than that before they crossed the border into the province to which it belonged.

      Laura stretched out on her back, pulling a coldpack from one pocket and a communications tablet from another. She gave the coldpack a pinch, and it frosted over. With a sigh, she draped it across her forehead, enjoying the delicious cold, and contemplated her tablet.

      Though the Tolari normally used very little technology, they made an exception when it came to the lovely little device. It measured the size of her hand from heel to fingertip, a slim, elegant rectangle with rounded corners which might pass for a polished stone tile, until someone tapped it just so. Laura tapped it, and it came alive with symbols and sigils and things she couldn’t understand despite her language lessons.

      Two sigils sported tiny labels in English, just for her: Language Exercises and Casey Public Library. She pursed her lips. She should have worked on the language exercises while she visited Marianne and her new baby, but it just wasn’t any use. Over the years, she’d spent more hours studying and stammering than she cared to admit, but she never got past the most basic phrases in any language she tried to learn. She hadn’t done any better with the Paranian she studied now. It was all she could do to remember the simplest greetings. She had left the exercises undone. She could already hear Kellandin, her tutor, clicking his tongue.

      The second sigil was a gift from Marianne. It contained the entire fiction collection from Marianne’s hometown library, tens of thousands of books, more than Laura could read in a lifetime, even a lifetime extended another 300 years by the Jorann’s blessing. She touched the sigil, and the novel she’d been reading opened, a cracking good adventure about a girl stranded by herself among aliens. It was so engrossing, in fact, that she almost missed it when something… changed.

      She frowned and sat up. The coldpack plopped into her lap.

      Azana’s fingers, which had been dancing over her own tablet in a frenzy, came to an abrupt halt, and she turned her large whiskey-brown eyes on Laura. “Artist?”

      “I—” She frowned again. “What’s different?”

      “We have left Suralia and entered Camenar,” murmured the servant guiding the pod, scarcely stirring from her trance.

      Laura closed her eyes and pushed her senses out as far as they could go, which, a stray part of her awareness noted, was a good deal farther than even a week ago. What she sensed resembled a musical note, pure and distant. Laura was no musician—she had no idea what people meant when they said one note was higher or lower than another, and she couldn’t sing so much as a nursery rhyme to save her life. This, though—this was music made of emotion, and that she did understand.

      Azana’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Are you listening to the Song of the province?”

      Laura opened her eyes. “Is that what that is?”

      “I lack the sensitivity to hear it, but it is said that every province has a unique Song, sung by the hearts of its people and ruler together. I have read mentions of it, in travel accounts written by sensitives.”

      “I didn’t realize I heard anything at all until it changed. It’s like… background music.”

      Azana lifted one corner of her mouth. “An interesting way to express it.”

      “We—humans, I mean—play music everywhere. Shops, restaurants, city streets. You can’t escape the background music. It’s—” Something I will never hear again. Her throat closed. She took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Never mind that. What about you? Do you have a family?”

      Azana froze, and Laura recognized the sudden grief whirling through her heart like ash. After a few long seconds, the Tolari woman blinked and looked away.

      “I’m so sorry,” Laura said, doing her best to hide a wince, but her face twitched. How these people managed to remain so impassive so much of the time, she couldn’t fathom, though Paranians like Azana were far more expressive than the notoriously glacial Suralians.

      Azana recovered her composure and returned Laura’s gaze with an expression of polite interest. “I have a daughter, Denara. She has six years and two seasons—about thirteen of human years.”

      “That’s a difficult age.”

      A wan smile touched the Tolari mathematician’s lips. “In some ways, they are all difficult ages, but joyful ones, as well.”

      “True enough. My daughters were more difficult than my sons, but watching them all grow up, smart like their father, was one of the best parts of my life. And now—” She paused and took another breath to steady her voice as their faces filled her mind’s eye. Patrick. John Junior. Sarah. Elizabeth. Anthony. “I can never see them again.”

      “You gave up your children to spend time with our Paran?”

      “No!” Laura exclaimed. She raised an apologetic hand when the other woman startled at the vehemence. “I couldn’t ever see them again anyway, not as long as Central Command wants me dead. They’ll only be safe if I lose myself and stay lost. The Paran… what I have with him was an unexpected gift and a second chance at happiness. I did take the blessing for him, but not—I didn’t give up my family for him. I’d already lost that.”

      Azana’s voice tightened. “I… understand.” She turned her eyes away. The grief still welled and spiked through her, bright flashes to Laura’s empathic sense.

      “Who did you lose?” Laura asked, very softly.

      Azana uttered a word in Paranian. “Your language has no term for it. The man who would have been my bond-partner. He was a physicist. Only a season before we planned to bond, an explosion in the laboratory where he worked sent him and the son I mothered for him into the dark.”

      “I’m so sorry.” A dull ache throbbed in Laura’s chest.

      “You know this grief.”

      It wasn’t a question. Laura tightened her barriers and nodded. “The Sural executed my husband for violating the interdict and committing espionage.”

      Azana stared at her in astonishment. “And you do not declare enmity against him?”

      “How would that help? It wouldn’t bring John back, and if I refused to have anything to do with the Sural, I’d be cut off from Marianne as well. I don’t have to like him, but he took me in and protected me when I had literally nowhere else to turn.”

      “And when you and our Paran met, it was truly a second chance,” Azana murmured. “Even in your absence, his feelings for you are hard to deny.”

      Laura took yet another deep breath, and said, on impulse, “Tolari live a long time. Maybe you’ll find your own second chance.”

      “Perhaps.”

      The bright glow of another Tolari metropolis began to impinge on the edge of Laura’s awareness. “I’d better prepare myself for the next city.”
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        * * *

      

      Deep below his stronghold, the Monral lowered himself to the floor of a large bowl carved in the bedrock, a man’s height deep and several times that across. Farric, his son and heir, seated himself cross-legged facing the entrance-way and began to chant. The young man might lack ambition, but he did seem to possess some genius. He had proven himself a gifted chanter, and one well able to keep information close to the robe.

      Smoke curled up from tiny fissures in the floor, responding to Farric’s voice, and began to fill the bowl. The Benefactors themselves had left this most ancient of ways to communicate. His people had used it for much of their history, until the alien concept of tablets eclipsed it. Now it had become a reliable way for the Monral to avoid scrutiny when communicating with other rulers in his coalition.

      The Smoke deepened until it covered his head and invaded his mind. One by one, other presences joined him in the Smoke, becoming palpable in the bowl around him.

      “My greetings,” he said aloud. The words shaped the Smoke and propagated outward to those few select rulers scattered across Tolar.

      Murmurs filled his mind.

      “Negotiations with the Paranian contingent are at an impasse,” he continued. “Parania’s heir is a formidable adversary. She stands fast, and will countenance no return to traditional rule of our world.”

      “Leaving us at the mercy of the decisions our grandparents and great-grandparents made when the last Circle was called,” snapped the Taras. Young and impetuous, he had joined Monralar’s coalition within days of taking power in Tarasia, breaking a traditional alliance with Suralia in the process. “While we sit in splendid isolation, the young races of the Trade Alliance mock us—us!—as children. Parania’s skill in the Game is a matter of long legend, and yet the heirs to that lineage support this imposture?”

      Draenar, older and wiser, spoke up. “Not Parania. It is the Sural who bids us play the primitives, while he alone speaks for Tolar. I have not your desire for the stars, Tarasia, but rule by one man for two entire generations does irritate me.”

      “As long as we remain a minority, we lack the influence to put an end to it,” the Taras shot back. “We should concentrate our efforts on weakening Parania. Suralia is too strong, but if we can take the Paran’s allies from him, we will have the numbers we need to call a Circle.”

      The Monral interrupted. “I cannot countenance deliberate harm to Parania. His province is one of Monralar’s oldest allies.” Only the smallest hitch in his son’s chant betrayed a reaction. Farric had been just old enough to share the humiliation when Suralia interrupted Monralar’s contact with the sense-blind odalli from Earth and informed the human ambassador that he was negotiating with the wrong ruler. It had taken nearly five years for the Monral to determine that the information the Sural followed had come from the stronghold of his own neighbor and ally, Parania.

      In a time of conventional rule, his fellow rulers would have praised his cleverness in obscuring his dealings with the humans, and his bloc would have grown enough to give him leadership of the ruling caste. Instead, the Sural had taken control of the negotiations, damaging the Monral’s standing within his own coalition. A genetic freak too fast and strong to defeat in combat, the Sural led the caste and represented Tolar by the Jorann’s decree, and while he lived, no one else could hope to win the position.

      Unless they could outmaneuver him cleverly enough to convince the Jorann to restore conventional rule.

      The attempt to negotiate with the humans might have succeeded in doing just that, had the Paran not interfered. Weaken Parania? Destroying it would be more just, and a fitting revenge for ruining his plans five years ago, but no legal target presented itself. Parania’s heir parented a first-bond child, which exempted her from any attempt on her life, and the Paran himself was an adept fighter and a difficult target—but he had taken a human lover, who rumor whispered had become a sensitive when she took the Jorann’s blessing. As an artisan, she was not a legal target of assassination. That dubious honor applied only to the ruling and guard castes—and their bond-partners. If the Paran bonded with Laura Howard and made her a legal target, her death would rid the planet of part of its growing odalli infestation, and, at the very least, cripple him. If he followed her into the dark, as so many bereft bond-partners did, all the better.

      Images of his own bond-partner’s face came to mind. Need for her filled him.

      “Are you growing your hair, Monralar?” Invenar’s voice dripped boredom.

      The Monral snapped out of his reverie. The discussion of interprovincial raids in the south swirling among the assembled rulers had come to a halt. “If you desire the Game in its fullness, then let us return to traditional rule, and the strongest of us will prosper. If you desire safety from your neighbors, then hold the Sural to his peace-keeping responsibilities as your planetary master.” Tension crackled through the Smoke at the sound of the final word.

      He paused to let the tension grow, then continued. “Unseating the Sural is a fantasy, and who should know better than I?” Murmurs greeted the frank admission of his humiliation. “But he wrongs us in barring trade with the other races inhabiting this part of the galaxy, while our scholars rehash old arguments and our artisans yearn for new techniques. The Sural allows us the Kekrax. The Kekrax! My artisans can do little that is original with trade goods that never change. Our civilization has become stagnant, sitting idle while younger races laugh at us. We must cease to deceive the Trade Alliance and welcome its ambassadors to Tolar. We need fresh materials and new ideas.”

      Presences in the Smoke nodded.

      “Meet with your allies, each of you, discreetly. The time has come to force the Sural’s hand and bring him to account.”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting ended, and Father stood, his lower body still shrouded by the Smoke. Farric shifted from chant to song and kept an eye on the Monral, who took several deep breaths, exhaling strongly to clear the stuff from his lungs. As the bowl began to drain, Farric tilted his head back. He enjoyed this part of the process, when the song laid the Smoke to rest.

      “Come to my study when you are finished here,” Father said.

      Farric gestured his consent, an action which would normally be rude, were it not for the necessity of maintaining the rhythm of the song. Father nodded once and turned to make his way out of the room with his usual purposeful stride, ankle-length hair swinging across his back in elaborate knots. He disappeared through the small doorway.

      Peace returned.

      Down here, several levels below the stronghold, he could sense nothing but his own presence. Sharana claimed to be able to feel the small lives living in the soil and rock, but she was one of the most powerful sensitives alive. Only the Suralian scholar Storaas was stronger, and, of course, the Jorann. The mother of all. He looked forward to meeting her when his own turn came to rule Monralar. That time would not come soon, of course—he lacked the number of years required and had much to learn. But unlike Father, who ever burned with ambition, he was content to wait.

      That Father plotted something, however, he did not doubt, for when the Monral claimed he could not countenance harming Parania… he had lied. Since the Smoke did not broadcast emotion, he had deceived his coalition allies, but he could not conceal it from his own son.

      What is he scheming? To assassinate the Paran?

      Was that why he had ordered Farric and a handful of his finest guards to increase their physical training? Because he wanted to assassinate one of the best fighters on Tolar?

      The last of the Smoke slipped away through tiny cracks in the floor of the bowl, but he continued to sing, enjoying the way his voice echoed off the rock as he picked up the toweling he had brought with him and began to wipe away the moisture clinging to the polished stone.
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        * * *

      

      CCS-51-1129

      TO: Adeline Pearson Russell, Office of Field Operations, Central Security Headquarters, Tau Ceti Station

      

      Have received word from the old friend so rudely interrupted the first time you were in the neighborhood. Wants to speak to someone with more authority. Please advise.

      (signed) GH

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3
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      Laura blinked out of a dream, an image of the Paran’s smiling face fading into turquoise sky spotted with fluffy clouds. She lay on a gently sloping bed of the fern-like groundcover that served as grass on Tolar, with trees resembling tall pines uphill and more ferny stuff below. Tiny blue flowers hid in the groundcover. A fresh transport pod hovered nearby, humming eagerness to itself. Azana and the servant sat engrossed in conversation within it; the pod had helpfully opened a portal to let in the breeze.

      Her thoughts cleared of their nappish fog, and she remembered where she was—Brialar, somewhere in the southern hemisphere about two-thirds of the way through the journey. Azana hadn’t planned this break at a valley north of the city in Brialar; her original itinerary included only provinces allied to both Suralia and Parania, and the Brial, though a personal friend of the Paran as well as an ally to Parania, hated the Sural for reasons everyone seemed to know and no one bothered to explain. But Laura had begun nodding as they approached Brialar, and the servant knew of this beautiful place from previous travels. After keeping herself awake long enough to get through the city, Laura had dropped onto the soft groundcover here and promptly fallen asleep.

      She stretched and yawned and sat up to scratch her itching feet. They don’t look different yet. She wiggled her toes. Eventually, those would grow together into a flap, and her attractive little feet would become peds, the only obvious physical difference between humans and Tolari. Would her skin darken like theirs? Would her hair turn black? No one seemed to know for sure, although Marianne, who was about a year farther along in the transformation, remained as fair and freckled and brown-haired as ever.

      Maybe she’d stop missing Thursday night pedicures once she no longer had toenails to polish.

      She scrambled to her feet and made her way the short distance back to the pod. The air here smelled crisp and clean, and a touch of winter chill tickled her nostrils. But the flowers… She remembered not to smack her forehead, and the delicate empathic nerves they now harbored, as the realization hit her. Right. Southern hemisphere. Spring bloomed here, not the early autumn she’d left in Suralia.

      The servant touched the side of the living vehicle when Laura approached, and the opening in the crystal enlarged to form an oval door.

      “You appear better-rested,” Azana said, as Laura clambered in and took a seat. The pod began to move toward the tunnel entrance at the end of the valley.

      “I feel much better.” She ran her fingers through her hair, and discovered it a mess. Bits of vegetation fluttered to the floor. “Oh dear. I’m going to look a fright for the Paran.”

      “Only a few more provinces to traverse, and we will be home.”

      Laura nodded, continuing to finger-comb her hair and concentrating on drawing her shields about her. They hadn’t gone far from the city to get here, and she could still feel its brightness prickling at her. The pod plunged into the tunnel with a silent, gleeful warble.

      When they had left the city behind, they spent more time traveling under Brialar than they had any other province so far. Laura took advantage of the time to get a little more rest, nibble on some of the fruit the servant had packed along, and think.

      She’d left Parania as the Paran’s human lover, without the empathic abilities possessed by the Tolari, and most especially as far as she was concerned, without the ability to bond, to join hearts with another person. The emotional communion it would give to feel the Paran’s love for her from the inside, to give him the same experience of hers—oh, did she want it.

      Yet somehow, in the three or so months she’d spent with the Paran, she hadn’t discussed it with him. And now, what if he didn’t want to? Not everyone on Tolar desired the consuming intimacy of bonding. The Paran might be averse to it for reasons having nothing to do with her. If that was the case, she’d have to live with the disappointment and somehow not let it affect their relationship.

      If that were even possible.

      Either way, she wanted to fill her days with him. If she couldn’t have the intensity she wanted, maybe… maybe she’d fulfill the other craving that had bloomed in her since the Jorann’s blessing not only made her Tolari but gave her back her youth: to have a baby, here. A Tolari heir for herself, to which the Sural, the leader of the ruling caste, had said she was entitled.

      She needed the Paran’s cooperation, though. If he declined to father her Tolari heir, she simply wouldn’t have one, but she hoped, with all her heart, to build some shred of a new family to replace the one she’d lost. A little one who looked just like the Paran might fill some of the emptiness left by exile from her children and grandchildren and her brothers’ families.

      But she had no intention of asking anyone but the Paran to father her baby, not when the Tolari did that the old-fashioned way.

      Brialar’s haunting Song faded, and another Song took its place, confident and purposeful. She listened, marveling at the contrast, until the next city glowed at the edges of her awareness. Once more, she reached out to the… she didn’t have a word for it. As if all the hevalra swimming in the deep had one heart together, and it covered the entire world, like a glowing net. She pulled a thread of that net around herself as a shield, and held on tight.
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        * * *

      

      The Paran had required the transit room to send its feed to his tablet, which allowed him to follow Laura’s progress across the planet. He had monitored it through the day with an impatience surprising even to himself, checking it at every free moment, watching the display update her position with grinding slowness. Now that the transport pod carrying her neared the stronghold, he nearly danced on his heels. The child at his side, heir to his lead mathematician and awake well past the time she should have walked the far shores of sleep, did dance on her heels, fidgeting in the dim light, eyes fixed on the opening in the center of the transit room. He too found himself unable to tear his gaze from that dark oval in the floor, unwilling to blink lest he miss the moment the pod arrived.

      Laura is a sensitive. The revelation had stunned him. She said nothing during their daily communications by tablet, doubtless warned by the Sural not to reveal anything she did not want a random listener to know. The Sural had then sent him a shrouded message after she left, describing in detail his observations of her empathic potential, that she had been tutored by the hevalra—the hevalra!—and would require more food and lower temperatures.

      According to the Sural, the possibility existed she would become as powerful as the Jorann, as her transformation progressed.

      Mother of all. If word of her potential reached the ruling caste, he lacked the resources to protect her from the ambitious rulers who would try to capture her—which might include his own neighbor, Monralar. The man wanted to lead the caste, and with it the planet. He would use any tool that came to his hand to accomplish that goal, even if it meant taking it from an ally.

      His senses tingled, and the child squealed. She clapped her hands together and bounced as displaced air rushed into the room, blowing their hair and robes, and the pod appeared in the opening, humming its satisfaction. Three women occupied it, sagging and rumpled—the English-speaking servant who had accompanied Laura to Suralia, the mathematician he had sent with a private message for the Sural and a letter for Laura, and Laura, his Laura, whose eyes locked on his.

      Did he not know her presence, he might not recognize her, with her fair skin now smooth and youthful, and her hair no longer gray but a rich reddish-brown. The eyes remained the same, however, never leaving his as Azana, his foremost mathematician, exited the pod ahead of her. Somehow, a huge smile had taken over his expression. He smoothed his face and tore his attention away from Laura to focus on Azana.

      The child threw herself into her mother’s arms, bubbling with happiness. Azana bowed, daughter and all.

      “My gratitude to you, mathematician,” he said. “We will speak tomorrow.”

      She nodded. “High one.”

      The servant slipped past, bowing, to leave with Azana. The Paran opened his arms and stretched out his senses toward Laura, the smile back in place and matched by hers. As he folded arms and senses around her, holding her tight, her barriers somehow closed around him. For a moment, the world disappeared into the soft curves molding against him and the sweet smell of her hair.

      “My love,” he whispered. “My heart rejoices at your return.”

      His robe muffled her reply. “I missed you so much.” Tilting her face up, she offered a rueful grin. “I know I must look like a mess.”

      “You are beautiful,” he murmured, and lowered his head to catch her mouth.

      She gasped against his lips, and wonder filled her presence.

      He lifted his face enough to stare into her eyes. “I can hide little from you now.”

      “My word.” Her voice barely broke a whisper. “I had no idea how much you love me.”

      He let his smile tilt. “No idea?”

      Her face flushed. “Well…” A long groan issued from her midsection, and she sputtered an embarrassed laugh. “Maybe I should eat,” she said. “The servant didn’t take my appetite into account when she packed food for the trip.”

      He straightened and smiled into her eyes. “Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      As she feasted on night-time fare in the stronghold’s refectory, Laura was in heaven.

      To her right, the Paran sat at the head of the high table, in the elaborately-carved, throne-like chair Tolari rulers seemed to favor, sipping tea and watching her eat like a crazed hippopotamus, his eyes crinkled with amusement. He wasn’t what she would call handsome, but he had a pleasant enough face, with winged brows, eyes so dark a brown they were almost black, and a masculine, sensual mouth that tended to a slight upturn at the corners from much smiling. Glossy black hair, twisted and knotted and braided in a complex pattern, cascaded into a pile at the foot of his chair. It reached his ankles when he stood, despite his height, which was not much shy of two meters. His pale green robe sported white embroidery from collar to waist and set off his coppery brown skin tone. She liked looking at him.

      At the moment, he sparkled with pleasure looking at her, too.

      She spared a glance around the empty refectory. Only a few guards occupied the room with them, using the Tolari ability they called camouflage to disappear from view, but visible to her by their empathic glow. She picked up the last piece of fruit before her, a small yellow-orange ball with thin, wrinkly skin, and contemplated it. “I’m so glad to be home,” she said, and took an experimental nibble.

      A pulse of surprise drew her attention back to the Paran. He sat motionless, eyebrows raised.

      She lowered the fruit. “What?” she asked.

      He put aside his tea and placed his elbows on the table, eyes intent on her face. “You have never before referred to my stronghold as home.”

      “Oh.” Heat rose in her face.

      He touched a cheek with his fingertips. They trailed down and across her chin, his delight a shower of incandescent sparkles, before he let his hand fall to her wrist. His thumb described circles on the back of her hand. “Have you begun to accept your exile from human space?”

      A nervous laugh bubbled out. “I guess I must have,” she said. “I spent a lot of time in Suralia wishing I was here.”

      “You seemed happy there at first.” He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Well, yes. Marianne had her baby, and—” She pulled her wrist out from under his hand and laced her fingers through his. “From across the stronghold, I felt Rose being born. Like… a star emerging from another star. I felt everything.” A smile blossomed and grew.

      “And in taking the blessing, you became a sensitive. I had not expected it.”

      She quirked the smile sideways. “There are drawbacks. Big ones. Cities are hard to tolerate. And I injured another sensitive without meaning to, the Sural’s advisor Storaas, when he tried to probe me. The apothecaries said I don’t know my own strength. The whales—the hevalra—they taught me what they could before they left, so I’m not as big a danger to everyone around me.”

      The Paran scanned the room with his eyes. “We should not speak of this here,” he said, quitting his seat without letting go of her hand.

      “All right.” She got to her feet and let him lead her out of the refectory. In the cool of the stronghold’s main corridor, he slipped an arm about her waist to pull her close. Laura remained quiet, content to soak in the feel of him while they walked through the family wing and turned into his warm, dimly-lit quarters.

      She fished a coldpack from a pocket, pinched it, and pressed it against her forehead.

      The Paran took a seat on a divan facing the darkened garden windows and made room for her. She looked down at him for a long moment. His eyes gleamed, warm with affection. Heart swelling, she slid onto the divan and curled against him, head on his shoulder, one hand holding the coldpack, the other resting on his chest.

      “The Sural informed me of your need for cold.”

      She nodded. “If I get too warm, I faint. The Sural’s apothecary thinks the Jorann is the same way, that she lives in that ice cave because she needs to.”

      “And yet you returned.”

      Laura shifted her head so she could search his face. Parania lay near the equator. It never froze, even in deep winter—or so she’d been told—and the sweltering summer had been her first experience of the province. “Yes.”

      His arms tightened around her. “Did anyone in Suralia discuss with you the change in your legal status?”

      “N-no,” she said. “Storaas’ disappearance brought everything to a halt, and then I spent most of my time on the beach talking to the whales. What about my legal status?”

      “You are Tolari now. Taking the blessing not only began a genetic change to make you one of us, it gave you a place in our society. As a member of the artisan caste, the demands it places on you change little, but…” He hesitated. “You share your blanket with me, and I am of the ruling caste. You need to know that certain decisions we make together could result in you becoming a legal target for assassination.”

      She started upright and pivoted to stare into his face. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “Because I failed to realize until you left for Suralia that I wanted more with you than you had the capacity to give as a human.”

      Her heart tried to stop.

      “If we carry on as we did before,” he continued, while she held her breath, “you are in no danger. Lovers—love-partners—of members of the ruling caste are safe from the Game. Bond-partners… are not. And…”

      He stared out the darkened windows of his sitting room, brows pinched, silent for so long that Laura began to see spots. Breathe, Laura. She sucked in a breath. He still loved her. She could see it in the way his presence glowed and yearned toward hers. So what troubled him?

      “And?” she whispered.

      “History and tradition teach that members of the ruling caste should avoid becoming entwined with a sensitive at all.”

      The air rushed from her lungs. “What? Why?” Her words ended on an almost airless squeak.

      “We are violent.” He met her eyes. “Few sensitives can tolerate it.”

      She stopped breathing again. Then she emitted a snort that would have horrified her childhood deportment tutor. “Violent?” She convulsed into helpless laughter. “You think—” she gasped “—you’re violent? Compared to humans?” She threw her arms around him and buried her face in his chest. “Oh my love,” she said, still laughing. “Don’t ever change.”

      He cradled her while she laughed. “And yet there is a danger,” he said, after a time.

      The words sobered her. She wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes. “How much of a danger is it?”

      “I have few real enemies. Stay close to Parania and conceal the extent of your sensitivity, and I will have little trouble protecting you.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.” She traced the curvilinear embroidery on his robe with a finger. “So tell me the difference between lovers and bond-partners.”
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        * * *

      

      The difference, as she had suspected, was more than a matter of degree. Lovers paired for a time, a season or a few years or even a lifetime; decades might elapse between one lover and the next. Ritual and custom governed the exchange of goods, keeping all in balance. Bond-partnership more closely resembled human marriage—but bond-partners shared their hearts and souls as well. Her time spent living with the Sural and Marianne had shown her some of it, and she had seen it clearly with her new empathic abilities during her recent visit. Those two felt each other’s feelings, from the inside, in a different and more intimate way than normal Tolari empathy.

      But. No one had mentioned bonding’s drawbacks to Laura. When the Paran told her, she got up from the divan to stare into the gray gloom of the garden. The full moon hung low in the sky; they had talked most of the night.

      “They die together?” she asked.

      “Very often,” he replied. He joined her at the window, snaking his hands around her waist to pull her back against him. She fit perfectly under his chin. “The shock of the bond rupture itself can kill a sensitive.”

      “No wonder some of you prefer not to bond.” She covered his hands with her own. “So, I wouldn’t survive losing you, but you might survive losing me.”

      “Not happily, but yes, I might.”

      An image flitted across her mind of John turning to dust before her eyes. “Not an experience I would wish on anyone,” she murmured.

      “We might live to become ancients and walk into the dark together in each other’s arms. Would you prevent such a joy by avoiding all risk?”

      She sucked her lower lip between her teeth. “Would you?” she asked out the side of her mouth.

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s a fair answer.”

      He chuckled and kissed her hair.

      “And to think I used to believe all you Tolari were cold and emotionless.”

      “You cannot ever have thought that of me.”

      “Oh no, I knew better by the time I met you.” She pivoted in his arms to face him. “But we all thought it, up on the Alexander. Tolari don’t have feelings, not like humans do. I still believed it when I landed.”

      The Paran snorted.

      “I’ve seen enough human feelings for one lifetime. When Marianne took me in—when the Sural rescued me from that horrible man—” She shuddered at the memory of the cold-eyed Central Command operative who would have murdered her and abducted Marianne, if the Sural, ruthless savage that he was, hadn’t killed the man first. With his bare hands. She shuddered again and buried her face in the Paran’s robe. Maybe Tolari rulers were more violent than she wanted to believe.

      The Paran rested his chin in her hair, heart open, and his love settled around her, warm and comforting. She stood on the threshold of a commitment the likes of which she’d never imagined. At that thought, her heart leapt into her throat. Seize the day, her late husband would have said, though he would have said it with Latin words she could never remember. Carp… Carpie… something. She took the Paran’s face in her hands and searched his deep, dark eyes. His lips curved upward. He curled long fingers around her hands, placing a gentle kiss in each palm before pulling them away from his face to fold them over his heart.

      “Laura Johnson Howard,” he said. “Will you bond with me?”
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      CCS-51-1227

      

      Get a secure commlink to our officer on the Kekrax station at Gliese 877 ASAP. His unsecured communications are oblique to the point of incomprehensibility.

      

      (signed) Adeline Pearson Russell Office of Field Operations, Central Security Headquarters, Tau Ceti Station
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        * * *

      

      The beloved of Monralar leaned against the railing of her sitting room veranda, enjoying dawn’s play of color across the eastern sky. She looked forward to a demanding day, training a young sensitive and teaching her to hone her abilities. Herself a noted sensitive, research scholar, and political advisor to the Monral of Monralar—her bond-partner—Sharana sipped at her first tea of the morning, Suralian tea flower, sighing as the exquisite flavor of the drink spread over her tongue.

      She felt her beloved approach. He had left her blanket at first light to begin his own even more demanding day, and returned now to escort her to the morning meal. Hastily, she set down the tea and tossed a cloth over it. A few heartbeats later, the door to the corridor opened to admit her Monral, a powerfully-built man neither tall nor short, resplendent in Monralar’s pale lavender.

      No one could call him a handsome man. When his blunt-featured face darkened with anger, it could frighten the bravest of Monrali. But when he looked at her, his face softened to reveal the heart within the stern and uncompromising ruler, and she could forget how much he had changed in recent years, since humiliation at the Sural’s hands had rendered him bitter.

      The Monral joined her on the veranda, draping an arm across her shoulder and smiling down at her. He bubbled with glee, mixed with the irritation he displayed when⁠—

      “You have found a way to strike at the Sural,” she said.

      His smile broadened, though he said nothing in response.

      “Beloved,” she said, careful to moderate her words and her tone of voice, “can you not bring your heart back to Monralar and focus on the good of your people, rather than a futile scheme to restore conventional rule?”

      The smile disappeared, and his face stiffened. “The restoration of conventional rule is for the good of my people.”

      She leaned into him and laced her fingers through the hand at her shoulder. “You have governed Monralar for fifty-five years. Release the province to your son. Come away with me. We will find a quiet place to live out the remainder of our lives together. It will give you peace.”

      “Farric lacks the required years to rule.”

      “He is of age. He can administer in your name.”

      Pale brown eyes narrowed. “Why do you think I cannot prevail against the Sural?”

      “No one has ever unseated a grandchild of the Jorann.”

      “They did not have the help of interstellar allies. The Sural has something the humans want back, and the Trade Alliance is in some doubt of their authority to intervene. I can turn that confusion to our advantage.”

      “The Sural’s coalition still holds a numerical majority.”

      His smile returned. “Not if I weaken Parania enough to scatter the Paran’s followers.”

      “Is that what you plan? To assassinate your ally?”

      “The Paran? He must live.”

      The air went out of her in a rush. “His lover...”

      “She returned from Suralia yesterday, in late evening,” he said, his voice light. “It seems she took the blessing while there and came away a sensitive.”
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        * * *

      

      Talking until dawn had been glorious, and Laura didn’t mean to fall asleep in her sitting room after breakfast. Before the Paran left to start his day, he had explained that the bonding process itself normally lasted three or four days, and that while a couple might wait a few seasons—or even longer!—to bond, he hoped she would not be so traditional. She had laughed, and he promised to turn over a week’s administrative work to his daughter as soon as possible. Then he had gone off to a meeting, looking a little ragged.

      She told herself she’d get a good night’s sleep if she could stay up until after supper, and put her head down for a moment. That was all it took. She had no idea how long she’d slept. The Jorann’s blessing hadn’t given her the ticking time sense the Tolari had, like it did for Marianne.

      Just as well. She didn’t have any sense of time before. It would probably drive her crazy to have one now⁠—

      Her senses prickled. An intruder lurked nearby, creeping toward her.

      She closed her eyes, and cast about. The camouflaged guard at the door radiated… faint amusement about something. Could she not sense the danger? Did the intruder possess the rare ability to shut their barriers so tight most Tolari couldn’t see their empathic glow? Laura had no way to tell, but now the interloper stood a mere arm’s length away. Feigning sleep, she rolled onto her side, stretching and yawning, and slitted her lids open—to a small pair of bright eyes peering with great interest down her gullet.

      She burst into laughter. “Veryth!” She ruffled the giggling toddler’s hair and pulled him into a hug. “You little scamp! What are you doing in here?”

      The door to the hall opened to a slender woman in pale green. The white embroidery of the ruling caste marked her collar and cuffs, its arcs and swirls telling the tales from her province’s history. Veryth’s little robe, the same green, sported no such embroidery. He wouldn’t become a member of the ruling caste until he passed the trials, still some years away.

      “Veryth!” the green-robed woman called, then added something impenetrable but stern in Paranian.

      The Paran’s grandson squirmed out of Laura’s arms. “Fafea!” he cried, and wrapped himself around his mother’s knees, head tilted back to look up at her, sputtering out something through his chortles that Laura couldn’t understand. A brief spasm of nostalgia gripped her. One of her own boys had employed that standard self-defense tactic of the burgeoning rogue—when Mama disapproves, turn on the charm.

      “It’s all right,” Laura said. She pushed herself up and rubbed her face. “I shouldn’t have let myself fall asleep.”

      Vondra bent to pick up her son and planted him on a hip, frowning into his face. He flashed a winning smile. Her lips twitched. Then she looked around and shivered. “Father said you must keep your quarters cold now. Perhaps it will discourage Veryth from intruding.”

      “I don’t mind.” She stood and stretched and chucked Veryth under the chin with a forefinger. He buried his face in his mother’s shoulder, but turned his head enough to give Laura a toothy grin, as if to acknowledge a partner in crime. “He’s adorable.”

      Vondra cocked an eyebrow, a gesture reminiscent of the Paran. She didn’t look much like her father on the outside, but many of her mannerisms echoed his. “You missed the midday meal. Father is still in the refectory, if you will want to join him.” She turned at the door and smiled. “Joy of the bond, artisan.”

      Laura went to the door and watched them disappear around a curve in the hall. No, she’d not want Veryth to walk in just any time he liked, but if he took the same liberties with her that her own grandchildren did, it couldn’t be that terrible. After all, once she and the Paran were bonded, wouldn’t she be a sort of step-grandmother to him? It wouldn’t be exactly like having her own family around her, but⁠—

      Her stomach grumbled. She turned toward the refectory, picking up her pace. Better not to think about losses.

      When she walked through the doorway, the Paran’s presence flared with happiness. He set down his mug and left the high table to meet her.

      “My love,” he murmured, as he took her hand.

      She tugged him away from the high table, toward the kitchens. “I want to eat outside,” she said, by way of explanation.

      A few servants bustled about in the cooking and preparation areas, cleaning up from the midday meal. At a word from the Paran, one of them offered Laura a cloth bag. She filled it to bulging with rolls and fruit and dragged the Paran by the hand out the garden door.

      When she reached a shaded section of the low retaining wall at the end of the garden overlooking the city, where the gardeners allowed trees to grow for the benefit of shade-loving plants, she found a place to sit and dug into the bag.

      “What’s this?” she asked, holding up a brilliant red, pear-shaped fruit, about the size of her fist. She pressed into its skin with a fingernail, experimentally.

      Rather than answer her question, he settled next to her on the low wall and said, “You are trying not to think about something that troubles you.”

      She heaved a sigh. “I can’t keep anything from you.” She bit into the fruit. Crunchy. Tangy. Flavor sort of like pomegranate, with the texture of apple.

      “You will soon notice that I cannot conceal anything from you, either.”

      She focused on him. He, too, held something back. “So what’s bothering you?”

      He grinned. “The woman who captured my heart agreed to bond with me, but we must wait until I can find the time in my schedule. And you, my love? What weighs on your heart?”

      “Vondra scolded Veryth for disturbing my nap.” She stared off over the city. “I didn’t mind him, truly I didn’t.”

      “Ah.” He pulled her close. “And as a result, you long for your grandchildren.”

      Her vision blurred. “Always.” She pushed down the lump in her throat with a hard swallow.

      “Have you given thought to engendering another child? So much of your heart is given to being a mother, yet you are separated from your children. If you began a new family, you might find fulfillment once more.”

      She straightened to stare at him, food forgotten. He couldn’t have known she had been thinking about it. “Th-the Sural told me I have a right to an heir. I—” She sucked on her lower lip.

      “You…?”

      “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. But you have to know I couldn’t… if I can’t…” She took a deep breath. “I don’t want anyone but you to be the father.”

      His eyes crinkled. “You honor me.”

      “So…” She cleared her throat. “It’s all right to ask?”

      “You are neither a member of the ruling caste nor a caste leader. You may make the request of any man, including me.”

      “No, I mean… I wasn’t sure if… You have a lot of rules about these things. I don’t know how to go about it or what to do first.”

      “You request a genetic analysis with the man you wish to father your child.” He held out a hand, palm up. “I will show you, if you like, if you allow me your tablet.”

      She handed it over, and his fingers danced as he brought up a series of sigils she hadn’t known it possessed. “What do those do?”

      “These access Parania’s genetic archive.” He paused and looked her in the eye. “This does not obligate you in any way. It will compare your potential with mine and calculate the most likely outcome of the match. The results are private.”

      “Something on this planet is private?” She blinked, all wide-eyed innocence.

      He favored her with a crooked grin. Turning back to the slim rectangle, still covered with sigils unfamiliar to her, he resumed his activity. “Sent,” he said at last. He cleared the strange sigils and handed it back to her. “It will take some time for the analysis to complete. You should receive the results by evening.”
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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