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      The Marann, a Science Fiction Romance

      

      The origin of Science Fiction writing was in science and the military, and it was a manly thing. There were spacemen, and they did manly things, and if women appeared in the story at all, it was as “arm candy” for the hero. Much science fiction is still written this way.

      

      But some of it is not. Authors like Lois McMaster Bujold, C. J. Cherryh, and the writing team of Steve Miller and Sharon Lee among many others began to combine elements of romance writing with strong and independent female characters, and the men who love them. I confess that I have loved reading these authors and these stories since I was a relatively young man.

      

      Today it is usual to see space operas like the Honor Harrington saga by David Weber with significant romance sub-plots throughout the novels. Part of this is that writers have developed, part of this is that many more women read space opera and science fiction in general, and part of this is the significant crossover of romance writers and science fiction sub-genres like fantasy, urban fantasy, and the like. Writers like C. E. Murphy and Patricia Briggs have easily transitioned to writing urban fantasy with big globs of romance.

      

      About ten years ago, I happened to pick up a novel by an author I’d never heard of. Her name was Christie Meierz. The book was the one you are reading now: The Marann. I loved it, and quickly read all the sequels as they were published. They were all equally good, and continued the promise of the first book.

      

      It was obvious from the first pages that this was not a typical space opera. At first look, the plot rang changes on the story of Anna Leonowen, better known from the musical and movie The King and I. But it is not The King and I. It isn’t a story about a British Victorian woman, armored in her certainty that the British society she was born in is inherently more civilized than the Thai culture she is exposed to as the teacher of the King of Siam’s brood of children. Marianne Woolsey is dragged out of her comfortable life teaching in a small school in rural Iowa and convinced to take on the job of tutor to the child of the Sural of Tolar. It isn’t the romance I expected, though. Marianne and the Sural both have secrets that could keep them apart. You will have to read the story to find out if they do.

      

      In one of those quirks of fate, I was participating in a discussion of science fiction romance on the Facebook page of Sharon Lee when Christie Meierz popped up into the discussion. She mentioned that because of a long illness, she was in need of a new publisher. I popped up and offered Novus Mundi Press. We are now bringing out this special edition of The Marann and the four sequels that were previously published. And even more exciting, we are getting ready to publish the latest in the Tales of Tolari Space: Outcaste.

      

      One of the things that impresses me is that Christie has had some of the best editors in science fiction work on her books. The Marann was edited by Phyllis Irene Radford. Outcaste was edited by Laura Anne Gilman. You can’t get better editors than that.

      

      As a fan of Christie Meierz I hope you enjoy The Marann and its sequels as much as I did, and as I do.

      
        
        Walt Boyes

        Vice President, The Heinlein Society

        Member Assoc. of Prof. Futurists

        Editor, Novus Mundi Publishing
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      Marianne Woolsey never wanted to leave Earth. For that matter, she never wanted to leave her hometown of Casey, Iowa, where she taught young minds how to wrap their mouths around foreign languages most of them would never speak again.

      But here she was, stepping into the business-class seating compartment of an Interstellar Spaceways passenger liner. Of the flight information displayed on her tablet—Interstellar 4421—Tau Ceti—Gate B08—06:35/25/DEC/2543—4B, only the seat number at the end was important. In two days, even the date wouldn’t matter anymore, not where she was going.

      She settled into her place, body yearning for the comfort of her bed but mind abuzz from the coffee she’d drunk to get herself moving after waking at ungodly o’clock this morning. While she waited for the ship to finish boarding and leave Earth orbit, she flipped through the Tolari language vocabulary lists on her tablet, searching for fresh terms to memorize, but found her thoughts wandering off into distraction. Annoyed, she brought her mind back on task, only to meander into fruitless speculation as to how her six large, fancy goldfish fared at her friend Susan’s house. Leaving them behind on Earth stabbed at her heart, even if they were just fish.

      She shoved the tablet back into her carryall and shifted in her seat, seeking a position to make sleep possible. For this first leg of the trip, Marianne had declined a berth, though the government had offered one. A late Christmas Eve party and an early flight to the Chicago spaceport to catch the station shuttle had collided to result in about four hours of sleep. Now she faced an eighteen hour flight through K-space to Tau Ceti, where she would board an Earth Fleet vessel bound for the Beta Hydri system and the world its inhabitants called Tolar. She wished she hadn’t turned down the berth.

      A man she didn’t recognize stepped over her to get to the window seat, then turned to offer her a large travel cup. The steam drifting from its spout filled the air with the scent of mocha.

      “Compliments of Central Command,” he said with a wink and a smile. He waggled a government identification card with his picture on it, gripped against a smaller travel cup in his other hand. “Double mochaccino with a hint of peppermint. Happy Christmas.”

      Marianne groaned. She’d had enough coffee for one day, but chocolate and mint tempted her too much to pass up. She took the cup and sipped at it, closing her eyes in bliss. Then it occurred to her what the man must be doing here, and she flipped them open again to glare at him.

      The man’s gaze fixed onto hers. Her annoyance at the situation throttled the usual amusement she felt when strangers riveted their attention on her eyes. Her best friend Susan envied the athletic figure daily running gave her, and her friends said she was pretty enough, with even features and wavy light brown hair that reached the middle of her back. Her eyes, though, were a shade of crystalline sky blue that startled everyone and never failed to attract notice.

      She preferred it that way.

      “Merry Christmas,” she muttered. “Are you here to make sure I arrive at my destination?”

      “I’m here to make sure you’re safe, ma’am.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter. Where am I going to go? Out the airlock for a nice breathtaking walk? You should be home with your family. It’s Christmas.”

      He laughed. It was a nice laugh, too. He was a man no one would look at twice—she’d bet real money his forgettable face got him this job—but she would remember his laugh. The rich rumble seemed to emanate from his entire chest. He stuck out a hand.

      “Garrison Harding,” he offered. “Call me Garry.”

      She shook the hand and plastered what she hoped was a sincere smile on her face. “Marianne Woolsey. But I bet you already know that.”

      He chuckled.

      “You’re entirely too cheerful, Garry.” Marianne took several swallows of the minty mochaccino.

      His eyes twinkled as he sipped at his own coffee. It was black and had the rich aroma of a dark roast. “I wasn’t up late at a Christmas Eve party,” he said.

      Marianne frowned. Was there anyone in Central Command who hadn’t kept track of her every move since she got this assignment? “It was my last chance to see my friends for a very long time,” she pointed out.

      Garry cleared his throat and turned to look out the viewport at the docking ring of Earth Station Hawking, but not before she caught a glimpse of sheepish expression. “Right, sorry,” he murmured.

      “So why are you here, Garry? It can’t be just to make sure I don’t run away, when I have every intention of arriving at my destination.”

      He turned back to her. “Are you quite sure about that?”

      “Which, that you’re here for some other reason, or that I intend to reach my destination?”

      There was that cheerful twinkle again. “The latter.”

      “I’ve spent the last three weeks getting used to the idea of being sent to another planet to teach half a dozen Earth languages to an alien monarch’s daughter. I’m okay with it.”

      “Three entire weeks. My, that does comfort one.”

      She gave him a look. “Why is everyone so suspicious? I never threatened to run away.” She took another long drink.

      “You should slow down on the mochaccino,” he said, ignoring her comment. “It’s high top. You might buzz yourself into an alternate dimension.”

      “I already have. I come from a dimension where I’m cheerfully passing out Christmas presents to lonely old people with no families.”

      Garry’s response was lost to an announcement that passengers were now free to move about the public areas of the ship. He unbuckled himself and got to his feet. Marianne stared at the seat he’d just vacated, wondering what use a seatbelt could have on a spaceship.

      “I didn’t feel the jump into K-space,” she said with a frown.

      “It’s played up in flicks. You actually can’t feel it.” He offered her a hand up. “Come along.”

      She glanced at the hand without moving. “Where?”

      “Your berth.”

      “I don’t have a berth.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, you do.” He held up an Interstellar Spaceways keycard.

      She squinted. “And you think I’ll go there with you?”

      Garry tapped a foot. “Oh really, Miss Woolsey, I can’t bloody well brief you out here. I planned to impart the information my superiors want you to know until you’re too knackered to absorb another fact, then read a good book in the observation lounge while you nap off your Christmas party. Does that meet with your approval?”

      “Anything your superiors wanted me to know, they could have imparted to me yesterday, without any risk of innocent or not-so-innocent bystanders overhearing.”

      Garry’s eyebrows lifted. He grinned. “Very good. You’ve learned a few things over the past three weeks.”

      Marianne allowed herself a small smile. “Thank you,” she said. “I think.”

      “The dining room then,” Garry decided. “Are you hungry?”

      She let Garry escort her to the business class dining room. It resembled an oversized train car, with booths sporting tablecloths, breadbaskets, and fresh flowers rather than rows of seats. A viewport graced the wall beside each table, giving diners a stunning view of the featurelessness of K-space, so black it seemed to pull the soul right out of the observer. Marianne glanced out the nearest viewport and looked away, shivering.

      Garry declined to let the maître d’ seat them, instead brushing past him to the booth at the end of the dining compartment, as far from other passengers as possible. He ordered both their breakfasts before the man could escape. It didn’t surprise her when he ordered her usual without prompting.

      “You’re quite the cranky traveler, Miss Woolsey,” Garry said, helping himself to a chocolate muffin in the breadbasket. “Your file indicates you’re even-tempered.”

      “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” She watched in horror as Garry spread butter on the muffin. “Butter? On a chocolate muffin?” She shuddered.

      Garry shrugged and took a bite, nodding and smiling as he chewed.

      “What do you mean, ‘my file’?”

      He smiled and didn’t explain. Instead, he pulled a small tablet from his left coat pocket and fiddled with it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure anyone who tries to listen gets an earful of white noise.” He shoved the tablet back in its pocket and turned his attention back to Marianne. “How much do you know about the Trade Alliance?”

      “Um, they’re a bunch of weird alien races we trade with?” She shrugged. “There are thirteen now, I think, including us. The Terosha look like giant walking sticks, the Kekrax resemble upright geckos with four legs, four arms, and two tails, and it just gets stranger from there.”

      Garry laughed. “Fair enough. What if I tell you they all warned us to leave the Tolari alone?”

      Marianne blinked. “Why would they do that? It’s not as if we’re going to hurt them.”

      “They aren’t concerned about the Tolari. They don’t want us blundering around.”

      “Blundering around what?”

      “We’re not sure, but we want you to keep your eyes and ears open. Some of our associates in the Trade Alliance think there’s more going on in Tolari space than meets the eye. None will say what.”

      “But the Tolari haven’t even invented air travel yet.”

      “Yes well.” Garry paused while a waiter delivered their breakfasts. When they were alone again, he continued. “We have no doubt Tolari technology is backward, though the culture is quite civilized. We want you to find out if there’s something else going on, or if our space-faring friends are simply skittish.”

      “I’m not a spook.” Marianne stabbed her poached egg on toast, took a bite, and smothered her fruit with yogurt.

      “No, and we don’t want you to be. If the Sural is astute, he’ll expect anyone we send to be watching him and reporting what they see, but we didn’t train you because it would cause changes in your behavior he would notice. Instantly. The Tolari are keen observers. They can almost read your mind from your body language, and they know if you’re lying or hiding something.”

      Marianne grimaced.

      “Yes, we know what a private person you are. Just be yourself. That’s all they want.”

      She heaved a sigh. “That I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      A bump woke Marianne from a dream about… about... She yawned and stretched—what was that dream?—and didn’t reach for her tablet to check the time. Garry had talked for hours, alternately pumping her for what she knew and filling her with new information. Her head felt like an overstuffed pillow.

      A voice came over the comms. “Ladies and gentlemen, Interstellar Spaceways Flight 4421 to Chi Orionis, with service to Tau Ceti Station and Epsilon Eridani, has just docked. Passengers continuing on to Epsilon Eridani and points in A’aan’ space are requested to remain in the ship at this time. If this is your final destination, please gather your personal belongings and proceed to the main airlock. Enjoy your stay, and thank you for choosing Interstellar.”

      That answered what time it was.

      Personal belongings, she thought with a wry grin as she climbed out of the bunk. The only personal belongings Central Command had allowed her to bring were her clothing and a tablet. The tablet contained her personal library along with the entire collection of the Casey Public Library—minus anything to do with technology—and minus music, much to her dismay. The bags with her clothing had been sent ahead to the Earth Fleet ship scheduled to take her the rest of the way to Tolar. She had only a small, worn carryall containing her identification card, her tablet, and a dental hygiene kit. On Tolar there’d be no music, no hobbies, no Tuesday night bowling. She hoped she would be busy enough not to get bored.

      She went to the berth’s sink and cleaned her teeth, then splashed some cool water on her face. Yawning and stretching again, she gathered up her carryall, left the berth’s keycard in a slot behind the door, and entered the sleeper compartment’s narrow hallway.

      Garry was nowhere to be seen. Marianne made her way to the airlock in the next cabin. As she exited, and the riot of color decorating Tau Ceti station’s outer ring assailed her eyes—and air that had passed through too many lungs tickled her nose—a uniformed escort greeted her by standing in the way. He resembled every other Central Command serviceman she’d ever seen: indistinct features, crew cut hair, no neck. That was the point, she supposed. They were interchangeable. She sighed and gave this one her attention.

      “Citizen Woolsey,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes?” She gazed past him, eyes drawn to the colorful array of shops and many viewports crowding the outer ring. She couldn’t see any aliens—that disappointed her—and she could hear only the busy crowd’s echoing, multilingual chatter. The shops bustled with activity and bristled with day-after-Christmas sale signs. She wanted to see the alien wares and buy a souvenir, even if the price was outrageous.

      “Please come with me, ma’am.” He jerked his head toward a tunnel to the central hub.

      “All right.” Eyes still on the shops, she fell into step beside him. “Where are we going?”

      “Sickbay.”

      She squinted at him. “Why?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say, ma’am.” He smiled. It didn’t extend to his eyes. She fell silent and let him lead her past all the tantalizing stalls and kiosks crammed with colorful items. One stall was little more than a booth containing a life-sized model of a Terosha. A grinning teenaged boy draped himself around it, making kissy-faces while the proprietor recorded the images. The next kiosk held jewelry displays claiming to be A’aan’. Whether or not the kiosk signs told the truth, the bangles and baubles looked exotic. She slowed and peered at three matched filigree earrings in peacock colors. Three?

      “Citizen.” Her escort’s voice was flat. He stood a few meters down the ring, a frown etched on his face. Marianne hiccupped a nervous laugh and scurried to catch up with him. He turned on a heel to enter the walkway between the station’s rings.

      When they reached the inner ring, he peeled left off the walkway and paused to let her precede him into the sickbay waiting room. Leaving her to a brisk, middle-aged man in dark blue scrubs, he took up a position near the door and stared straight ahead, hands clasped at the small of his back. Marianne bit a lip to keep from laughing at his resemblance to the stereotype of the featureless, brain-numb Central Command conscript.

      The nurse rolled his eyes. “You must be Marianne Woolsey,” he said, his face brightening into a pleasant smile. His smile reached his eyes, and she warmed to him.

      “That’s me,” she replied.

      “Right this way, hun.” He beckoned her to follow him down a hall and stopped at a door featuring a red sign with bold white letters saying PHASE LAB. He opened the door to usher her in.

      “Why am I here?” Marianne asked.

      The nurse was more forthcoming than her escort had been. “I was told you’re going down to an alien planet. Anyone we send down to the surface gets a locater chip, so we can pull them out if we have to. It’s for your own safety.”

      “I see,” she said, and then she shook her head. “No, I don’t see. I thought the Sural guaranteed my personal safety?”

      “I wouldn’t know about that,” answered the nurse, “but this is standard procedure. It won’t hurt a bit.”

      “Can I say no?”

      The nurse pursed his lips. “You can if you want to turn around and go home. I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      Marianne took a deep breath. The nurse gave a shake of his head so slight she almost didn’t see it. She shrugged and sighed. “All right. What do I do?”

      His holiday cheer returned. “Lie down here,” he indicated a bed with one end pointed at a featureless metal doughnut of medical machinery, “and let me immobilize your head.”

      She scooted onto the bed and wiggled until she was comfortable, while he positioned her head in the doughnut hole by adjusting the bed.

      “This machine will use phase tech to place a locater chip directly onto your brainstem. It will only take a moment. Some people say they feel a sort of mild tingle in their heads, but most don’t feel a thing.” A pillow of air wrapped her from the shoulders up. “Can you move your head, dear?”

      She tried. “Not even slightly.”

      “Good.” He paused. A hum filled the air, followed by a soft click. “We’re done.”

      “Already? I didn’t feel a thing.”

      “Exactly.” The nurse smiled as he reached for a switch over her head, and the field holding her head in place dissipated. She sat up.

      “Not so fast,” he said, putting a hand on one shoulder before she could slide off the bed. “Any dizziness?”

      She turned her head and tilted it from side to side. “Not at all.”

      He put a step stool below her feet. “Get up slowly,” he ordered. He kept one hand on her shoulder and gripped her arm with the other.

      “I’m all right,” Marianne protested as she stepped down onto the floor.

      “It’s my job to make sure.” He dropped the hand from her shoulder, but kept a firm grip on her elbow. “Especially with those heels. You know those are bad for your back?”

      She laughed. “So I’ve heard,” she answered. “But I have strong calf muscles. I’m a runner.”

      The nurse made a rude noise. “That doesn’t matter, but I don’t expect you to believe it, not with that smug look on your face.” He laughed.

      The door hissed open. An Earth Fleet officer in khaki stood in the doorway, smiling and bouncing on her heels.

      “Citizen Woolsey?” she asked.

      “Now this young woman is wearing sensible shoes,” the nurse said.

      She laughed. “I’m on duty, sir,” she said, flashing a friendly grin. “You should have seen what I was wearing at The Elbow Room last night.” She turned to Marianne with a conspiratorial wink, her hands measuring the height of the heels she’d worn. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” she said, extending a hand. “Sarah Carver, Lieutenant, Third Fleet. I’ve come to escort you to the Alexander.”

      Marianne shook the hand, smiling back at her. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “If you would come with me, please?” The lieutenant led her back to the outer ring and into the naval docks, passing through several security checkpoints along the way. She never stopped chattering.

      “I understand it’s your first trip off-planet,” the lieutenant said as they passed through a final checkpoint. “How do you like it?”

      “It’s amazing,” Marianne answered, pointing at the starscape out a viewport.

      “I love it out here,” the young woman said. “I love this job.”

      “Do you meet many aliens?”

      “All the time. Mostly Den, since their federation is so close to Earth space. And the odd Kekrax, of course—they’re everywhere.” Her nose wrinkled.

      “Do they smell as bad as people say?”

      “Oh, not really,” she scoffed. “That’s just media hype. Most people enjoy having them around. Sometimes they even smell pleasant, and they’re kind of comical.”

      She stopped at an airlock guarded by two armed marines, who came to attention as they approached.

      “Here we are, ma’am.” She inflated. “The CCS Alexander, best ship in the fleet. After you.” She tapped a panel on the wall, and the airlock’s outer doors slid open.

      The Central Command Ship Alexander, Marianne discovered as the cheerful lieutenant chattered, wasn’t just the best ship in the fleet, it was the flagship of the Third Fleet, with a full admiral on board. The lieutenant’s orders had included escorting Marianne to the admiral’s ready room as soon as she set foot on board.

      Two couples rose from seats at a long conference table to greet Marianne when the lieutenant showed her in. Viewports lined one wall, offering a stunning view of Sol-like Tau Ceti, and a presentation screen filled the space beside her at the door. An elegant sideboard graced the wall opposite the viewports.

      The admiral, a trim man with graying hair that obeyed military standards of neatness, stood at the head of the table. A middle-aged woman in a high-waisted gown of cream-colored silk velvet rested a hand on his right arm. A blocky gentleman, in the formal gray of the diplomatic corps and hair the same color tied back in a black ribbon, stood on his left with a much younger woman in a gown of deep rose silk. Marianne waited just inside the door, clutching her carryall and glancing down at the modern and more practical blouse and skirt she wore. Central Command’s clothing allowance had been generous, but not that generous. The Old Regency style of dress in vogue with the upper classes had cost far too much to consider.

      The admiral came forward, extending a hand with a warm smile.

      “Citizen Woolsey.” He gave her hand a firm shake. “Welcome to the Alexander. I’m John Howard. This is my wife, Laura, and Ambassador Smithton Russell and his wife Adeline. I trust you had a pleasant voyage out?”

      Marianne shook hands with them all. “I wish I’d had time to look around the station a little. I would have loved a souvenir.”

      The admiral’s smile turned regretful. “My orders are to get you to Tolar with no further delay. Central Command is in an all-fired hurry, and I’m afraid sight-seeing and souvenir-shopping weren’t on the approved activities list.” He chuckled. “But please, have a seat. We were just discussing you and your assignment.”

      Marianne took the indicated chair. “Nothing bad, I hope?”

      “No, no,” he answered with another chuckle. “What’s your poison? Coffee? Tea? Juice or soda?”

      “Tea would be lovely, thank you.”

      The admiral punched a button at the head of the conference table. A young man who looked no more than eighteen entered the room and served tea in a delicate china cup with the Earth Fleet insignia on it. After placing a carafe on the sideboard, he gave Admiral Howard a crisp salute and left the room.

      Marianne wrapped her fingers around the cup’s handle and fixed her gaze on her host. He seemed friendly enough, but the authoritative air he wore and the confidence he radiated suggested he was not a man to be trifled with. “So when do we leave for Beta Hydri?” she asked, taking a sip of the tea. Its delicate flavor spread across her tongue. From New Spain, she thought, or perhaps Britannia. It was good. Very good.

      “We’ve been under way since that door closed behind you,” the admiral replied.

      Marianne choked a little in surprise and spluttered. With her back to the viewports, she hadn’t felt or heard anything to indicate the ship had left its mooring at the station.

      “Damned fine crew,” he said with a satisfied smile. He poured himself some coffee and took a seat. “Now, bring me up to speed with where you are. What do you know about what you’re getting into on Tolar?”

      Marianne took another sip of tea. “I’m going to be teaching in the Middle Ages,” she said, unable to keep her lips from twitching. Laughter rang around the room.

      “Good,” the admiral said. “Keep that sense of humor—you’re going to need it.”

      “Alone on an alien planet, I just bet.”

      “It’s not so bad,” Adeline said. “They look just like us, and their leader, the Sural, seems well-educated, at least for a primitive.”

      “I couldn’t find a given name for him in any of the material Central Command sent me.”

      “He hasn’t told anyone in the Trade Alliance what his name is,” the ambassador said. “Might be a security concern.”

      “So I’m to call him ‘Sural’?”

      “The Sural,” Adeline corrected. “It comes from the name of his province.”

      “Suralia is a northern province, right up against the ice sheets,” the admiral said. “High summer there is like August in Alaska, and deep winter drops to dangerous temperatures. Right now, it’s late spring, which is warm enough, but the nights are cold. Didn’t Central Command tell you to bring warm clothing?”

      “Um, yes,” she replied.

      The ambassador started to chuckle, a basso rumble like gravel. “They didn’t mention how cold it gets or for how long, did they?”

      Marianne glanced from one man to the other with an uncomfortable feeling crawling up her spine.

      “A Tolari year is just over two Earth years,” Adeline said. “The seasons are six months long, and winter gets beastly cold.”

      “On the bright side, you get a six month summer, with a couple months of warm weather on each side,” the admiral added.

      “Well,” said Marianne, “I’m glad I brought several pairs of long underwear.”

      The admiral’s wife stirred. “I’m sure we can do something, if she gets cold?”

      The admiral gave his wife a fond smile and patted her hand. “Central Command briefed you on everything you needed to know except the practical day-to-day details. The days are a little longer than ours, just over twenty-five hours, which means you’ll only be in sync with ship time once every twenty-five days. Tolar gravity is a touch lower than Earth normal, so you’ll have a spring in your step. Details—it’s all in the details.”

      A silvery laugh came from Adeline, the ambassador’s wife. “They didn’t tell you any of that, did they?” she said.

      “No,” Marianne admitted. “They concentrated on what they thought I would need to know to be accepted by the Sural.”

      “The Sural can still choose to send you back,” the admiral said. “The first time you meet him, right after you arrive at the stronghold, will be the real test. He’ll accept or reject you right on the spot.”

      “The Tolari make a science of observation,” Adeline added.

      Marianne nodded. “So they told me. It’s almost to the point of mind-reading.”

      “They also have keen hearing and an absurdly sensitive sense of smell,” Adeline continued. “They won’t want you to use any perfumes or deodorants while you’re down there—things like that can even make them ill. Your clothing is already being deodorized.”

      “But it’s all clean!”

      “Not clean enough for Tolari, trust me. Something in our cleaning agents irritates them.”

      “Almost everything they eat is poisonous to humans, too,” the admiral said. “We’ll send you down with a food scanner. Scan everything before you put it in your mouth—everything, even if it looks and smells like plain water. There are a few foods we know you can eat—nutritious ones, I’m happy to say—but you’re still going to have to take supplements to stay healthy.”

      “Can’t you just phase me down some of our own food?”

      “Not much, and not often.”

      “But—”

      “They don’t like phase technology,” he interrupted. “The Sural won’t permit more than a bare minimum, and he won’t explain why. He’s only going to allow us to phase down vitamin and protein supplements because we made it clear you’ll get sick if we don’t. We might be able to slip you a gift now and then, but don’t count on it. Before you ask, we can’t send down a shuttle either. The Sural doesn’t want them in his airspace. Your diet is going to get pretty boring, pretty fast.”

      Marianne smiled. “I’m all right with boring.”

      The admiral grinned. “Ever consider a career in Earth Fleet?” he quipped. The ambassador and Adeline laughed. Laura just shook her head.

      “They’re civilized,” Adeline continued. “But we have to play by their rules, because they’re not advanced enough to play by ours.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Marianne said, taken aback at the blithe snobbery coming from a diplomat’s wife. It couldn’t be all that bad.

      The admiral smiled. “I’m sure you will.” He looked serious again. “But be careful with the food. Their medical science is primitive. If you get yourself poisoned and can’t let us know, they’re more likely to kill you than not, trying to help.”

      “Don’t get poisoned.” The ambassador lost his smile. “If we have to pull you out, you won’t be allowed to go back. It’s a kind of cultural taboo—once the Sural has established a relationship with you, he can’t allow you to leave. If he does, he can’t trust you again, because you might have been tampered with.”

      “I see,” Marianne said, nodding. “Not a very trusting people.”

      “Not trusting at all,” Adeline said. “They’ve never allowed any other race to return to Tolar after first contact. They are gracious and accept a communications device, then pfft! Goodbye, don’t call us, we’ll call you. It was a huge surprise to everyone they’re allowing a human down there at all.”

      “Certainly shocked the hell out of the Trade Alliance.” The ambassador sipped some coffee. He frowned and put it down. “They still think we should leave the Tolari alone.”

      Marianne shrugged. “Maybe it really is the physical resemblance between us that intrigues the Tolari.”

      “That’s the astonishing part,” the admiral said. “Parallel evolution. Aside from their ability to camouflage and disappear at will, they look entirely human. No one in the Trade Alliance has ever seen anything like it, not even on planets orbiting the same star—much less on planets twenty-four light years apart.”

      “Do any Trade Alliance races say why we should leave them alone?” Marianne asked.

      “Not a single damned one,” the ambassador answered. “They limit themselves to vague threats, saying we won’t like it if we try to bully the Tolari.”

      “Bully the Tolari?” Marianne blinked. “Why would we bully them? They’re not even space-faring. They can’t be a threat to anyone.”

      “Well,” said the admiral, “speculation isn’t going to answer any questions. We should get you settled into your quarters. Then I’ll give you a tour of the best ship in Earth Fleet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Tau Ceti to Beta Hydri took thirty hours via K-space, even at military speeds. Marianne had a bad case of travel lag as the Alexander approached Tolar—it was midmorning ship’s time, late afternoon in Suralia, and, according to her tablet, three in the morning back home, and her body knew it. The admiral invited her to the bridge to watch as the ship went into orbit. Coffee and excitement kept her vertical. Just barely.

      The bridge monitor occupied an entire wall. At the moment, a growing image of a verdant, Earth-like world filled it, revolving against a velvet starscape. She took in every detail of the spellbinding sight. A large ice cap in the northern hemisphere gave way to green landmasses that looked a little more blue than she thought they should. In the southern hemisphere, where late autumn held sway, the ice cap had shrunk, and the vegetation was yellow.

      Awe bubbled out of her. “It’s like a jewel!”

      A few crewmembers sprouted knowing grins. The admiral chuckled and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Get a good look at it,” he said. “You won’t see Tolar again from this angle for a good long while.”

      An ensign walked up to the admiral and saluted. “Sir,” he said, “the shuttle is ready.”

      “Very good, ensign. Take Citizen Woolsey to the shuttle and see that she’s comfortable for the ride down.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Well, Citizen,” he said to Marianne, “it’s been a real pleasure. Good luck.” He shook her hand.

      “Thank you, admiral. I’ll do my best to make a good impression.”

      She followed the ensign to a shuttle bay and into a tiny, two-man craft with enough space for herself, the pilot, and little else. The three bags containing her clothing, plus a pack with a portable phase platform and comms unit, filled what little space existed in the back of the cabin, making it even more crowded. She stuffed her carryall into the largest bag, grateful to have her hands free. The ensign settled her in the copilot’s seat with an admonition not to touch anything and left her to the good graces of the pilot, a commander of Asian descent who said little, smiled much, and flew the shuttle with the precision of long experience.

      Marianne had never flown in such a small craft. The visibility astounded her; she could see the whole universe from the tiny vessel. She sat silent, eyes wide, not caring about the huge, probably goofy smile on her face, trying to absorb everything at once, while the planet grew until it filled the cockpit monitor. The shuttle dove into the atmosphere, juddering in the thick air as it arced over a luxuriant blue-green ocean, streaking toward the Sural’s province in the northern hemisphere. His city lay on a coast, against a mountain range. The pilot aimed for a large plateau jutting between the mountains and the city.

      As they drew close enough to make out individual buildings, the shuttle turned toward a crescent-shaped ledge the size of a soccer pitch, located perhaps halfway up the plateau’s high cliffs. The landscape rushing by slowed until the ledge lay motionless beneath them, and they descended to a landing Marianne almost didn’t feel. She shot the pilot an exhilarated grin, then unbuckled and climbed out of the copilot’s chair.

      The pilot turned in his seat and rose with a pinched expression. “Your pardon, ma’am,” he said, “but I can’t help you with your bags beyond handing them out to you. I’m not to leave the craft.” He reached past her to tap a panel, and the shuttle’s back hatch slid open.

      She offered him a sympathetic smile. “Don’t worry about it, Commander,” she said, backing out onto the springy grass as he passed each bag to her. She slung one over each shoulder and grabbed the other two by the handles, one in each hand. “I’m stronger than I look.”

      He nodded. “Good luck, ma’am.” He climbed back into the cockpit and opened a cubby to pull a tablet from it. “I’ll be parked here until I receive word whether or not you’ve been accepted for your post at the stronghold, just in case you need a lift back.”

      She smiled, waved, and turned to face the world that would be her home for the next twenty-six years.

      Gray clouds covered the sky from horizon to horizon, and a strong breeze buffeted the ledge. Above, an enormous, weathered stone citadel she assumed to be the Sural’s stronghold loomed on the cliff top. Below, at the bottom of the cliffs, a seacoast city spread along a wide bay.

      She sniffed at the air. The breeze carried a tang she couldn’t identify—not that she had expected Tolar to smell like Earth. The soil beneath her feet fed and absorbed different plants, and the alien sea beyond the city must possess its own distinct salt balance and its own plant and animal life.

      The heels of her shoes sank into the grass. She glanced down—it wasn’t grass. It resembled fern, she thought, just a touch more blue than a plant should be. Putting down her luggage, she stooped to run a hand over the ferny bed of vegetation, which yielded and sprang back under her hand. Then a gust of wind sent her digging into a bag to retrieve and don a heavy sweater. Welcoming the extra warmth, she picked up her bags again and walked a little farther from the shuttle, stopping to look around.

      “Where is everyone?” she wondered aloud.

      A Tolari man burst into view before her. She started, unprepared for this first demonstration of camouflage. The bags slipped from arms and shoulders as she jumped back, a small cry escaping her lips. The man bowed with arms spread to the side and palms forward. Despite her alarm, she recognized the posture as apologetic, according to Central Command’s material on Tolari etiquette.

      “Forgive me,” he said in Tolari. His voice was a pleasant baritone, his dark eyes friendly. He towered over her—he stood at least two meters tall—spare and dressed in a pale blue robe covered with white embroidery. Straight black hair fell well below his knees, gathered at the back of his neck with an elaborate knot. “I mean you no harm.”

      Taking a deep breath to gather her wits, she tried some Tolari on him. “My name is Marianne Woolsey,” she said, extending a hand. The man just stared at it, his eyes flashing with... something. Curiosity perhaps? An awkward pause stretched before she remembered Tolari didn’t shake hands—they bowed. She withdrew her hand and did her best to imitate the man’s apologetic bow.

      “Are you here from stronghold?” she asked, mispronouncing it. Then, trying to get the inflection correct, she added, “Did the Sural send you?”

      The man nodded and made an exaggerated gesture toward the cliff face. Then he picked up her bags with easy strength.

      “Follow me,” he said, his intonation making it a respectful request to a superior.

      Must be a servant, she thought, though she’d read a mention of servants wearing black. Maybe he was a guard? She followed him, biting back questions, unsure if Tolari etiquette allowed him to converse with a guest.

      They wound their way up a smooth but steep path. From behind him, she had a clear view of his hair, which reached farther than she thought, down to the hem of his robe. Other, simpler knots followed the elaborate braided knot at regular intervals, and she wondered just how close to the ground his hair would reach when brushed out straight. It was the longest she’d ever seen, swinging back and forth across his back as he strode up the path at a pace she had to work to match. She considered herself fit, but back home she ran on relatively flat terrain, since Casey lacked anything like this sort of steep cliff. Hurrying up the path in heels knocked the wind out of her.
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