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        One must be responsible because all of Creation is related.

        The hurt of one is the hurt of all.

        The honor of one is the honor of all.

        Whatever we do affects everything in the universe.

        White Buffalo Calf Woman
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      It looked like a bluish-green potato and tasted like an apple. Except it did, and it didn’t. Kind of.

      Marianne turned the oblong, blue-green vegetable over in her hands and bit into one end. Juice ran down her chin, and she took another bite, sucking at it before it could drip onto the refectory table in front of her. She nodded as she chewed the crisp flesh. God it tasted good.

      A wisp of amusement tinged with disapproval wafted through her, interrupting her enjoyment. She looked up in mid-bite. The Sural and his young daughter, Kyza, both stared at her, their matching mahogany eyes sparkling with suppressed laughter.

      “What?” she asked. “Eat the same ten things every day for eight standard years and then see how much you enjoy the taste of something different.”

      The Sural’s lips twitched; Kyza stifled a giggle. Marianne straightened and wiped her chin with a cloth, nibbling at the vegetable in a more dignified manner. Then she stared at her Tolari bond-partner with a gaze that promised retribution. He lifted one corner of his mouth. Oh yes. There would be retribution.

      His smooth, bronze—and strikingly handsome—face went impassive, hooded eyes fixed on hers. She continued to stare, doing her best to imitate the steady, penetrating look for which the Tolari were infamous.

      “Will you be in the garden later?” he asked. He looked bland, but the empathic bond they shared sent his emotions flowing through her as if they were her own. Amusement sparkled through his emotional landscape… along with thrumming anticipation.

      She smirked. “Possibly,” she replied. “Or possibly not.”

      He eyed her with a speculative gleam. Then he changed the subject. “Have you given any more thought to finding an apothecary?”

      “Pfft.” The rude noise escaped her before she could think to stop it. Clearing her throat, she said, “I don’t see the need.”

      “Your body will change in subtle ways as you become Tolari. You should be monitored.”

      “So you keep saying, but I’m perfectly healthy. I’ve had no difficulties at all.”

      “I cannot understand your reluctance.”

      “You should,” she snapped. “You’re the reason for it.”

      His eyebrows went up, and embarrassment heated her face. He glanced at his daughter. She seemed to be done with her meal.

      “Go to your studies, child,” he said.

      “Yes, Father.” Kyza slipped from her chair and trotted out the refectory door, headed for the family library and an afternoon with her tutors. Just eight standard years old—about four Tolari years—the girl spoke seven languages. Her tutors had recently begun to give her an intense overview of her people’s 6,000-year history.

      Marianne pulled her attention back to her bond-partner. Is the honeymoon over? It’s only been half a season—that’s three months. She tried to get a grip on the irritation. It’s not entirely his fault, she told herself, as she switched to English. “I know you don’t have any concept or practice of medical confidentiality here,” she said in a more reasonable tone of voice. “But I wish, I really wish, you hadn’t told the apothecaries about my…” The words wouldn’t come.

      “About your childhood,” he finished.

      She swallowed. “Just because you confide all your thoughts to your apothecary doesn’t mean I’m willing to do the same. I had more than enough of psychs and doctors by the time I left my teens, and your apothecaries are both. And I tested healthy on my psych evals before I came here, you know.”

      He cocked his head. “You cannot hide your anxiety from me as you hid it from your doctors on Earth, beloved.”

      “But I don’t know which of the apothecaries know and which don’t. Not to mention, you fathered your own head apothecary. She’s your daughter. It’s mortifying.”

      “They seek only your benefit.”

      “Even if I wanted an apothecary,” she continued, “it’s not possible to get any human medical or psychological data, not while you have humans interdicted. So what would be the benefit?”

      “You should be monitored. You even smell different.”

      She blinked. She smelled different now? The Jorann’s blessing, the mysterious substance that had made her an empath, had also begun a physical transformation that, among other things, heightened her sense of smell, but apparently it wasn’t as sensitive as the Sural’s. Yet.

      “Well, that only makes sense. Different diet, different... everything.”

      “Even so.”

      “Can’t it wait until you’ve lifted the interdict and can trade for information? It’s not as if I’ll die any time soon. When I took the blessing, it added three hundred standard years to my lifespan. Two is nothing.”

      He fixed her with a look, eyebrows lifted again. “Your logic is flawed.”

      “How so?”

      “By the time two standard years have passed, you will be fully Tolari. My apothecaries will have no need for a human medical archive.”

      “Um.” She took a breath and gusted it back out. He had her there. “All right, I’ll give it more thought.”

      He nodded, but left one skeptical eyebrow cocked. “I have a brief meeting with my advisors. I will find you afterward.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. He rose from the heavy, throne-like chair at the head of the table, leaving the refectory in a swish of embroidered blue robes and ankle-length black hair. His head came close to grazing the lintel of the doorway as he passed under it. She shook her head. The man was a giant, well over two meters tall.

      A sigh escaped her. And now she sat alone at the high table. Even if she had no intention or desire to confide in an apothecary, she yearned to just talk with someone. To her frustration and dismay, she hadn’t been able to build any friendships here. Her new status as a Tolari high one created an invisible wall which separated her from the other inhabitants of the stronghold. She didn’t want that, hadn’t anticipated it, but couldn’t figure out how to circumvent it.

      To make it all worse, her free time had expanded. She’d come to Tolar to teach human languages to Kyza, who would one day be her father’s ambassador to the Six Planets. Now that the girl had passed the trials to become a member of the ruling caste, Tolari tutors took a larger role in her education, and Marianne’s waned. With less to do, and more time to not do it in, she had grown lonely.

      She chewed on the inside of one cheek. If only she had another human woman to discuss it with, as she had when Earth Fleet occupied the system. Like Laura Howard, even though Admiral Howard’s wife was old enough to be her mother. Or Addie Russell, the wife of Earth’s Ambassador to Tolar, though Marianne suspected her of being a spook for Central Security. But they’d been gone since the Sural cut off diplomatic relations with Central Command half a season earlier. For the first time since she’d come to Tolar, no Earth Fleet ship orbited the planet. It felt like a hole in the sky.

      The refectory snapped back into focus. The vegetable hung loose in her hand, and she stared out a window, lost in thought. No longer hungry, she left her place at the high table and headed out into the gardens. The midday sun beat down on her hair, and she tilted her face up, drinking it in.

      If only Suralia were a tropical province, and I could enjoy this year-round.

      She shook her head, lips pressed into a rueful line. Suralia could not be less tropical, snuggled right up against the glaciers which dominated Tolar’s northern hemisphere, but perhaps next winter wouldn’t seem as cold as the last. The genetic change begun when she consumed the Jorann’s blessing should have completed itself by then. She would be completely Tolari and, she hoped, better adapted to the low temperatures.

      She wandered the garden paths at random, trailing her fingers over the summer blooms. As she angled left at a fork, the Sural dropped out of camouflage and fell into step beside her. She took his arm with a happy grin. The meeting really had been brief this time. His advisors often kept him closeted half the afternoon when they wanted a ‘short’ meeting.

      “Beloved,” he said.

      She stopped and peered at him. His dark eyes gleamed, and male pride hummed through him, the same pride she always sensed when he spoke of the children he’d fathered. “Boy or girl?” she asked.

      He broke into a pleased but surprised smile. “You have improved in interpreting your empathy! A prominent member of the science caste gave birth this morning to a son I fathered.”

      Her mood soured. She turned away into a gazebo.

      “Why do they want you, anyway?” she asked, as she dropped onto a bench inside the graceful pavilion.

      “I am strong as well as intelligent,” he answered, taking a seat beside her. She snorted at his serene lack of modesty. “High intelligence is not always accompanied by physical strength. They seek this from me.”

      She didn’t reply. Unwanted imaginings of him with another woman taunted her, and she struggled to banish them. Tolari ways were not like human ways, she told herself. To couple for reproduction involved an almost business-like transaction that had nothing to do with emotion.

      She didn’t have to look at his face to know he felt her struggle. The empathic bond went both ways.

      “Beloved, this child was conceived a season before we bonded,” he said, his voice gentle.

      “You told me that your heart was mine years before that,” she countered.

      “It was.”

      She sagged and swallowed in an attempt to clear the lump in her throat. When she spoke, her voice sounded hollow in her own ears. “Then why?”

      He rested a hand on her shoulder. “The Sural cannot simply refuse all requests.”

      “A Suralia can.”

      “A Suralia must experience two seasons of pregnancy and spend six to ten seasons caring for a young child. A Sural is asked only for a few moments of pleasure.”

      “I don’t want to share you!”

      “You do not share me.”

      “How can you say that?” she challenged him. “I have to share you with every Tolari woman who has a little power and a promising genetic analysis.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Every?”

      “All right, maybe not every one of them, but⁠—”

      “They have no place in my heart.”

      “They just have my place under your blanket.”

      “They have no place under my blanket. I go to theirs.”

      Blood rushed to her face. With a wordless noise of frustration, she jumped up from the bench and began to pace back and forth. “Why can’t you just be mine?”

      “I am only yours, beloved.” He reached for her hand.

      “Yes, you’re mine all right,” she retorted, snatching the hand out of reach. She stabbed the air with an index finger. “And hers, and hers, and hers.”

      “Only you have a claim on my heart.”

      She stopped pacing and faced him, eyes brimming. “I don’t want to share you,” she whispered. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      This time he caught her hand and pulled her back onto the bench with him. He wrapped his arms around her. “You do not share me,” he repeated. “I am only yours.”

      “You don’t understand,” she said between sobs.

      “No,” he agreed, rocking her as she cried into his robes. “We do not understand each other on this.” He stroked her hair. “But it is very important to you.”

      She nodded.

      He leaned his chin in her hair and heaved a sigh. “I will... investigate my choices.”
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        * * *

      

      Duty took the Sural to another meeting. Marianne remained in the gazebo to pull herself together in its relative solitude. She dropped her head into her hands and indulged in a silent curse. The Sural didn’t flaunt his... reproductive behavior. He knew it hurt and upset her to think of him with another woman, so he never spoke of it. So what perversity in her nature led her to bring it up?

      Investigate his choices. She rubbed her temples. Whatever that means. It wouldn’t mean he could say no to all requests, damn their hidebound Tolari tradition. They didn’t need to keep requiring men to be available for reproduction. It might have been necessary 6,000 years earlier, when fewer than fifty Tolari lived on the planet and genetic concerns drove every conception, but it couldn’t be needed now, not with the population approaching 40 million. And he considers it an honor to be asked. A bitter laugh sputtered out of her.

      She sucked in a deep breath and focused on the chattering flutters and humming insects. The peace of the garden seeped along her frayed nerves and began to quiet the irritation. When only a lingering itch remained, she left the gazebo and headed for the door to the family wing, intent on spending some time in the library.

      When she arrived, Storaas bent over a map, tracing a path on it with one gnarled finger. Kyza knelt on a chair beside him, leaning both elbows on the table, eyes following the old man’s hand. Both looked up as she approached. Never unhappy to have an audience, the ancient tutor nodded as Marianne drifted over to view the map of the southern continents he’d spread out, its surface marked with political, social, and caste boundaries. She settled into a chair and listened to him describe the cultures of the equatorial provinces five hundred years before.

      “The hevalra migration coincided that year with the fall festival in Tarasia,” he said, “and entranced the young heir so much that later, as the Taras, he added watching for them to the festivities on the beach. The tradition continues to this day.”

      Kyza pointed at a relatively narrow channel between one southern continent and the tip of a Greenland-sized island that straddled the equator. “Why do the hevalra go through there? Could they not stay in the Fastorlyn Ocean?”

      “They seek the shallow seas here.” He swept a hand across an area of ocean west of both continents. “This is where they give birth to their young, which need the warm water. The Fastorlyn is deep, and too cold for an infant hevalrin, even at the equator.”

      Eyes on the map, Marianne pictured great herds of hevalra, deep ocean creatures the size of blue whales, all swimming together at the surface. Storaas’ gentle voice lulled her, and her thoughts scattered. She yawned, and yawned again. This is ridiculous. She had no reason to be so tired after a cry in the garden. She quit her seat, bowed an apology to Storaas, and wandered back into the corridor in an effort to stay awake. Yawning as she walked, she nearly bumped into the Sural’s head apothecary.

      The yellow-robed woman bowed low. “Forgive me, high one, I—” She stopped, eyes wide and startled, and stood still, waiting for permission to speak.

      “Is something wrong?” Marianne asked.

      “High one, will you see the apothecaries without delay?”

      The cobwebs disappeared from Marianne’s head. She straightened. “Whatever for? Is something wrong with me?”

      “No, but you need to see the apothecaries. Forgive me, but I must insist.”

      “All right,” Marianne said slowly. An edge of anxiety settled in her stomach. She’d rather do almost anything than pay a visit to that place, but if the apothecary’s trained senses detected something wrong… “I’ll go there now.”

      The healer’s face relaxed a little. Marianne signaled a dismissal with one hand and turned in the direction of the apothecaries’ quarters.

      The two apothecaries on duty greeted her with the same startled reaction the Sural’s apothecary had. Marianne kept silent while they poked and prodded and ran their small, palm-sized scanners over her body, but their reserve and the glances they exchanged increased the anxiety already churning in her gut. Finally, the more senior of the pair bowed before her and waited for permission to speak.

      “Yes?” she said.

      “High one, you are increasing,” he replied.

      Blinking, she furled her brows and peered at him. “I’m what?”

      “You are with child.”

      No. Blood drained from her face, and the world twisted around her. “I’m what?” she repeated in a hoarse whisper, edging off the examination bed. A cold chill shivered through her, and she threw both arms around herself, gulping air and shaking. The camouflaged guard in the room flickered into view, a concerned expression on her face.

      “The child is female,” the other apothecary added.

      Words flew out of her. “That’s impossible!”

      “High one, you must calm yourself,” the first apothecary said. “Your mood can affect your daughter.”

      Marianne backed away until a wall stopped her. The room faded into a face—a dirty face, leering and laughing, framed by greasy blond hair. Filthy hands reached for her. Escape. She had to escape. A wave of panic slammed through her, wiping all rational thought from her mind.

      “NOOOOOO!” she screamed, and bolted through the door to the gardens.

      She was twelve years old, running through a cornfield in Iowa, and if she didn’t keep running, she was going to die.
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        * * *

      

      The Sural staggered under the blast of Marianne’s terror. In the middle of a meeting with city representatives, in mid-word, he whirled to race for the gardens at a dead run. The sentries in the garden, their senses focused to detect intruders, failed to see the tightly-shuttered terror and reacted too late. With no time to alert them through the stronghold’s communications plexus, he barked orders as he ran, but Marianne was far ahead of him, running from a demon only she could see.

      She broke free of the garden, heading straight for the Overwatch at the edge of the plateau.

      He raced across the grounds, gaining on her, but she fast approached the windswept precipice. Ice gripped the pit of his stomach. He could not catch her, even running as fast as his enhanced speed allowed, and she was too fast for the guards. Desperate to stop her frenzied flight before she could throw herself unawares over the sheer drop, he hurled a punishing emotional blow through their bond. Marianne staggered and cried out, hands to her head. He stumbled, reeling from the pain that surged back at him, but the tactic worked. A guard on the Overwatch hurled himself at her, and both went down a few strides short of the cliff’s edge.

      Marianne kicked and thrashed, screaming and even biting in panic. She pried herself loose from the guard’s grasp as he reached them, and the Sural wrapped himself around her, pinning her arms to her sides. She screeched, ramming her head into him, working her arms free to flail at him. Then she sank her teeth into his hand with savage ferocity, drawing blood, tearing muscle, bruising bone. He grunted but held on as she worked her teeth into his flesh.

      Guards hovered, the drugged needles in their fingertips ready. “Herygh!” he snapped to order them off, as an apothecary rushed in to press a medical instrument against the skin of Marianne’s neck, and his beloved slumped unconscious against him. Breathing hard, he looked over at the rocky precipice, then back at the woman in his arms. He swallowed, drained and trembling, holding her tight.

      Blood dripped from his bitten hand onto the groundcover beneath his feet, the metallic smell mingling with the fragrance of the early summer flowers and the scent of the sea. Shifting Marianne to one arm, he pulled his sleeve over the ugly wound she had given him and lifted her, heading toward the apothecaries’ quarters. There he lowered her onto an examination bed, careful to be gentle despite his injured hand.

      Reaction set in as he sat on the edge of the bed, and he shuddered at the thought of how close she had come to the edge of the cliff. An apothecary approached, a medical scanner in hand, and held the humming device over Marianne. The Sural pushed down his surging emotions and nodded at the man.

      “How did this happen?” he asked.

      “She is increasing, high one,” the apothecary said, pocketing the scanner to examine the readings on the bed’s console. “The news provoked her... reaction.”

      “Increasing?” His eyebrows flew up of their own accord. “Explain. She is barren. Deliberately so.”

      The healer spread both hands in apology. “I cannot explain,” he said. “She is whole, and she has conceived.”

      Shock drove the breath out of the Sural in a gust. Then tendrils of surprised joy wove their way into his concern for his beloved. “And the child? Human or Tolari?”

      “Tolari, and female.”

      “Give me the antidote to your sedative and leave us.”

      The other apothecary offered an instrument to the Sural, then both apothecaries camouflaged and left. He let his eyes follow their empathic glow from the room. They had disappeared from view with admirable efficiency. He shook himself and returned his gaze to his beloved.

      His own healer appeared. He unwrapped the bitten hand and held it out for her to examine without taking his eyes off Marianne. The memory of her running toward the edge of the plateau, oblivious to the danger, played before his mind’s eye, and he shuddered again. He did not want to survive losing his beloved.

      The pain in his hand became a stinging and faded to an itch as the apothecary worked.

      “You will drink this, high one,” she said. Her tone left no doubt she expected him to obey.

      He swiveled to look at her. She had finished repairing his hand and held an unstoppered vial out to him. He flexed the hand, nodding. Then he took the vial and consumed its contents with a grimace. It stopped the shaking, but he had depleted his body’s reserves, and ravenous hunger gnawed at his belly. He shoved the hunger from his mind and turned back to Marianne, to press the instrument with the antidote against her neck. He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers as she regained consciousness.

      “Beloved,” he whispered as she stirred.

      Her eyes—such a beautiful, startling shade of crystalline blue—fluttered open and filled with tears. She cringed away from him. “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered in English.

      He blinked and brought his brows together. “Why would I hurt you?”

      “I got pregnant!” she wailed.

      He bent down toward her, allowing the joy of that to curve his lips. “Unless I am much mistaken,” he murmured, “I fathered your child.”

      She made a sound between a laugh and a sob. “Yes,” she said, “you did.”

      He relaxed a fraction. Her reply was short, but direct. It could mean she had come back to reality. Then a tremor seized her, and her eyes went blank with terror. Reason vanished.

      “Please—please—I didn’t mean to get pregnant—I didn’t know I could—I thought I made sure I couldn’t!”

      “I am honored to father your child, beloved.” He continued to stroke her cheek with the back of his fingers. “You have no cause for fear.”

      Another shudder tore through her. She flung herself away from him, slid off the bed onto the floor, and scuttled like a sand crawler into a corner. When she could retreat no further, she curled into a ball. “Don’t hurt me! Please don’t hurt me!” she sobbed. Her voice turned desperate. “It’s not yours—it can’t be yours—don’t kill it! Please don’t kill it!”

      He knelt next to her and swallowed hard, pushing down anger at the man who had done this to her. She saw that private tormenter now. He forced himself to remain calm.

      “I will never hurt you,” he said. The protective statements that had comforted her in the past seemed to have no effect now. “I will never allow anyone to hurt you.”

      She continued to sob, terror and desperation filling the air around her.

      “Beloved, look at me.” He grasped her wrists and held them in front of her face, trying to catch her eye. “Look at me.”

      She took a deep breath and raised wide eyes.

      “Hear me,” he said. “I am the Sural. I am not the man who hurt you. See me. You are safe in⁠—”

      “I didn’t mean to get pregnant!” she wailed again. “Don’t hurt me!”

      He let go of her wrists and sat back on his heels, perplexed. His apothecary crouched on the floor nearby and produced a sedative from her pockets. He laid a finger on her forearm to stop her.

      “Can you explain this?” he asked, as Marianne continued to sob. He tried to stroke her hair, but she cringed away and curled into herself again.

      “She appears to be vividly reliving her attack,” she answered.

      He nodded, his heart aching. “Repeatedly, he threatened her with death should she conceive a child. Her fear of increasing is very deep.” He locked eyes with the apothecary. “We did not think it would ever be necessary to face this fear.”

      “I need to examine her if you want an explanation,” she said, “and I am not her apothecary.”

      “I want her in your care. She is still partly human, increasing with a Tolari child—” He stopped and shook his head. “She must have an apothecary.”

      “I agree, high one, but you cannot force her on this.”

      “She is in crisis,” he pointed out.

      She hesitated for a few heartbeats while she thought it through. Finally, she nodded. “Yes, high one.”

      “What can you do for her now?”

      She shook her head, face grim. “I can do little for her prior to a thorough examination, not while she is still transforming. I have few potions certain to be safe, either for her or the child.”

      He pressed his lips together. Turning back to Marianne, he put a hand under her chin and tried to lift her face. “Beloved,” he said, filling his voice with tenderness. “Look at me. Can you do that? Look at me.”

      Her face tilted up, drained of color, her eyes huge and glassy. She began to struggle against him, trying to push his hands away.

      “Marianne!” He pitched his voice louder and grabbed her wrists to keep her from making another wild flight. She tried to twist away from him. “MARIANNE!”

      She froze, blinking. Her scattered emotions seemed to focus.

      He leapt at the glimmer of sanity, wrapping his senses around hers as he would a child. “Beloved, hear me,” he said, in a soft, low voice. “I am happy that you are increasing. I am happy that I have given you a child. Do you understand? I am the Sural. I will not allow anyone to hurt you or your child. I will protect you with my life.”

      She met his eyes. With a deep, shaky inhale, her breathing began to calm. A whimper escaped her lips, and she uncurled to wrap her arms around his waist. Relief rushed through him. She seemed to know again who he was.

      His apothecary caught his eye. She radiated concern, her face still grim.

      “High one,” she said in a low voice, “you must eat. You have drained yourself.”

      “I will see to my needs later,” he said, gesturing a dismissal. She bowed and disappeared.

      “Forgive me,” Marianne whispered in Suralian.

      He turned back to her, more relief washing through him that she had regained enough lucidity to speak his language. He responded in kind. “There is nothing to forgive, beloved. The man who hurt you is responsible for this.”

      “But—”

      “I am the Sural. If I say there is nothing to forgive, there is nothing to forgive.”

      Her sob turned into a half-laugh, and then to weeping. He helped her back onto the bed and remained beside her, stroking her hair and murmuring, until she fell into a quiet sleep. Then he summoned a nurse to watch over her while he went to the kitchens in search of food.
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      She ran through a cornfield at midnight, the pungent smell of fertile soil in her nostrils, the leaves on the tall stalks whipping her bare arms and face. If only she hadn’t worn a sleeveless shirt! Heedless, she ran on. She had to run. She had to get away.

      Then she tripped and sprawled in the dirt with a cry. Frantic, she scrambled to her feet and ran on, heart pounding, legs pumping. A rut hidden in the darkness caught her foot, twisting her ankle, throwing her down again. This time, a hand grabbed her ankle and pulled. Her face dragged through the soil, drowning her scream.

      A man flipped her over, grinning, evil. On his knees between her legs, he rubbed the bulging lump at his crotch. She screamed again, grabbing at cornstalks to pull herself away.

      A thick bar over her chest held her down. She kicked, but her legs tangled in fabric. A voice called her name into an ear.

      “Marianne!”

      Her eyes snapped open on darkness. Love and concern flowed through a warm body lying against her. She slumped back against the mat. Just a dream.

      The bar became the Sural’s arm. “The nightmare?” he asked.

      She rolled into him, burrowed her face into his chest, and nodded. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      His hand left her shoulder to stroke her hair. “I told you,” he said in a soft voice, “the one who hurt you is at fault. You have no need to apologize.”

      Tears came unbidden, and the Sural stroked her hair until she cried herself back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Marianne woke well past dawn. She reached for the Sural on reflex, but his place on the mat had cooled, and he had long since started on the day. A presence in the room—other than the omnipresent guard—startled her: an apothecary’s aide on a low seat, not camouflaged. Her yellow robe created a cheery air.

      Marianne sat up to rub her feet. They itched again. “What are you⁠—”

      “The Sural ordered me to watch over you,” the woman said.

      Frowning, Marianne stumbled into the bathing area to wash and dress. Before putting on slippers, she soaked her prickling feet in some warm water. She splashed the grown-together toes. She couldn’t really call them feet anymore. They’d become peds, the sole conspicuous difference between humans and the Tolari. The other difference, almost unnoticeable, was the thickened skin which protected the empathic nerves in her forehead.

      Clean and a little more awake, she went into the sitting room to pace back and forth around the divans, chairs, and low tables until a confused memory of screaming at the apothecaries flashed through her mind. Good lord, did she really do that?

      The aide cleared her throat. Marianne waved a hand at her and continued to pace.

      “High one, shall I call for a meal?”

      Marianne nodded. Then she remembered why she’d screamed and halted, hands and eyes going to her lower belly. Pregnant. She was pregnant. How? There had to be some mistake. She couldn’t get pregnant. She’d made sure of that the month she turned eighteen.

      “No,” she whispered, fighting back a surge of anxiety.

      The door to the corridor opened. The Sural’s apothecary entered her quarters, a small cup in one hand.

      “Oh no,” Marianne groaned. From what she could already smell of it, the liquid in the cup, like every apothecary’s potion she’d ever consumed, would taste vile.

      “You must drink this, high one.”

      Marianne closed her eyes, held her breath, and quaffed the potion in one gulp. “Pah!” she blurted out. “That’s wretched!”

      The anxiety roiling in the pit of her stomach receded a little. The apothecary gave her a penetrating look. “I will be your apothecary for now.”

      “I haven’t asked for an apothecary.”

      “The Sural ordered it.”

      “He can’t do that.”

      “He can, in the event of a crisis or a medical emergency. Yesterday, you were both.”

      Marianne blinked several times. “I—I’m going to have a baby.”

      “Yes, high one.”

      “That’s impossible. I made sure I couldn’t.”

      “You received a great deal of the Jorann’s blessing,” the apothecary said. “It apparently sufficed to regenerate lost tissue. The apothecaries who examined you yesterday found you to be whole. You are increasing.”

      Marianne blinked some more. Then she frowned and asked, “Why is the Sural willing to share you with me?”

      “Your situation is unique and complicated. He wants you under my care.”

      “I see,” she said, uncertain how to take that. The Sural praised his apothecary as the best in Suralia. She didn’t know whether to be reassured... or worried.

      Servants entered the room with trays of food and drink. Marianne snagged a mug of tea and sipped at it while the apothecary outlined the foods she should be eating. Not that she wouldn’t forget most of it by lunch.

      “I will give you a draught, similar to the one I just gave you, each morning,” the apothecary continued, pausing when Marianne groaned. “I want you to come to my quarters today after the midday meal. I can examine you thoroughly then. Will you come?”

      Marianne nodded. “My gratitude,” she said.

      “It is my honor to serve you,” the healer replied, and left Marianne to her meal.
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        * * *

      

      Marianne lay on an examination bed that afternoon, watching the Sural’s apothecary place a small rectangle of gleaming metal on her lower belly. The thing radiated a slight warmth. The apothecary gazed into the bed console as she moved the instrument a millimeter or two a few times, and then, satisfied, studied the readout.

      “Well?” Marianne prompted after a time.

      “Your child is developing normally.”

      “May I see?”

      The apothecary handed her a medical tablet. “There is little to see, high one. Your child is simply a hollow ball of cells.”

      Marianne looked at the image, but the apothecary had been right. The display showed an enlarged image of a nearly featureless, lopsided ball buried in an irregular surface. She handed the tablet back. The apothecary tapped and swiped at it as she read.

      “She?” Marianne asked. “It’s a girl?”

      “The child is female,” the apothecary said with a nod. “You do not remember?”

      Marianne shook her head and sucked her lower lip between her teeth. She remembered little of what had happened after she went to the apothecaries’ quarters the day before. Except for the scream. Why did she scream at them? She worried at the memory like a dog with a bone. Nothing surfaced.

      The healer’s tablet chimed. “I requested a genetic analysis after I left you in your quarters,” she explained, and paused to read. Her eyes widened. “The analysis rates as extraordinary. See, here? She inherits the best from both you and the Sural. This seldom occurs, and it is even more remarkable considering you did not plan the conception.”

      Marianne nodded, frowned, and then shook her head. “I’m a linguist,” she said. “I don’t understand your science. But if you tell me my baby is healthy, that’s all I really need to know.” She paused as anxiety churned in the pit of her stomach. “She is healthy, isn’t she? She’ll be all right?”

      The apothecary eyed Marianne as if calculating what she could say. “I cannot know for certain. If your transformation were complete, I could say yes, but as it is not, I will tell you that you must be careful, and you must remain calm. You must tell me immediately if you feel anything, anything, unusual. I would prefer it if you brought me news of a normal symptom fifty times than if you should fail to inform me of a warning sign even once. Do you understand? You will not, as you put it, ‘bother’ me.”

      Marianne nodded, a nervous smile forcing its way onto her lips.

      “Good,” the other woman continued. “For the present, I forbid you to go anywhere alone. It is too dangerous, should you experience another episode like yesterday. Is that clear, high one?”

      That explained the aide in her quarters. She felt smothered already. “Yes, apothecary.” Her smile faltered. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I don’t know how that happened. I don’t even remember all of what happened.”

      “You seemed to have been reliving your attack, largely unaware of your actual surroundings. It is perhaps less likely now that you will experience another episode, but I consider it still possible. The Sural informed me that you experienced violent dreams this past night.”

      Marianne nodded and heaved a sigh. “I understand.”

      “Good. Do you have further questions?”

      “Do you have a name?”

      The apothecary laughed. “Yes, high one. My name is Cena. It means ‘dreamer’ in the language of the ancients. My mother named me after her mother.”

      “Really? I was named after my grandmother, too. My mother and I loved her very much. She died when I was in,” she floundered for a word for college in Tolari, “during the last years of my education. Is your mother an apothecary as well?”

      Cena nodded. “She served as the Sural’s head apothecary for a time, then left to provide care for the workers in the tea plantations of the Kentar Valley.”

      “Didn’t you ever want to be anything else? I mean, I’m a schoolteacher, but my mother was a nurse. Nana Marianne was a—there is no Tolari word for it. A mother. She took care of her home and her children as her work.”

      The apothecary shook her head. “Such disparate choices can happen here, but it is almost unknown. No one is ever compelled, but normally an heir wants to follow in the parent’s profession. A second heir, on the rare occasions when one is granted, does often choose different work to establish a new family line.”

      “And you work for your father.”

      “He is not my father, high one,” Cena said, lifting one eyebrow. “He is the man who fathered me, although my position here proves there are advantages to being fathered by the Sural.”

      “But don’t you love him just because he’s your—because he fathered you?”

      “Of course. He is kind and generous to those who serve him, and I can take pride that I was fathered by such an honorable man.” She picked up the device from Marianne’s belly. “You may dress now. I will inform the Sural of all this. I cannot predict what the coming season will bring. Your body is producing both Tolari and human hormones, and they are not, as your people say, ‘playing well together.’ ”

      Marianne quirked a grin. “Hormones. That explains a lot. Oh, one more thing⁠—”

      “Yes, high one?”

      “When you saw me in the corridor yesterday, how did you know?”

      “I smelled the difference in your body chemistry.”

      Memory sparked. “The Sural said I smell different.”

      Cena nodded. “He would notice, but without training he would not know its significance.”
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        * * *

      

      The Sural, working at the desk in his open study off the audience room, put aside the tablet he had been reading. The head apothecary stood before him with pleasing news. Marianne had, on her own initiative, begun a personal conversation with the healer.

      “She needs a friend,” he said. “You have my permission to be familiar with her.”

      “My gratitude, high one,” Cena said.

      “Choose an assistant for yourself, to assume those of your duties which do not deal directly with me,” he added.

      “High one?”

      “It will give you more time to spend with the Marann.”

      She nodded. “She would benefit from more time with you as well. Your influence on her is normally soothing.”

      “And yet avoid coupling.”

      “Unless she initiates, yes, high one. For her sake, work off your excess energy by sparring with your guards.”

      He leaned back in the chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. “I understand.”

      “Good,” she said, flashing his own crooked smile. Then she gave him a more clinical look. “You allowed yourself sufficient rest? You consume enough food to replenish yourself?”

      He chuckled. “I slept past first light, and I have eaten enough for three Surals.”

      She nodded approval. He chuckled again and sent her away, then picked up the tablet and began to sort through his reports to determine which could be delegated to aides and advisors and which demanded personal attention.
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        * * *

      

      Marianne wandered near a cluster of cora trees in the garden, listening to the flutters, when the Sural winked into sight beside her. He wrapped her in a hug.

      “Beloved,” she breathed into his robes. Warmth from the sun clung to them.

      “You are not to be alone,” he chided. “Why did you send away the aide my apothecary assigned to you?”

      “I’m not alone,” she responded, nodding toward the nearest guard. The Sural raised an eyebrow. “Don’t they count?”

      “They focus their senses too keenly on watching for intruders to be useful in this matter,” he said. “You may not recall that most were of little help in catching you yesterday. It is too dangerous for you to be out here unaccompanied, with cliffs on every side.”

      “Oh.” Then, “How close did I get to the edge?”

      “A few strides.” His arms tightened around her, and she sensed a pang run through him. “A few more moments, and I would have lost you.”

      She winced. Good lord. No wonder he was smothering her.

      He took a hand and led her toward a cora tree blooming with small white flowers. She seated herself beside him on a low branch at the tree’s base. The faint scent of the petite blooms, undetectable to her before her recent change, had a citrus-like tang.

      “You will enjoy cora fruit,” he said, putting an arm around her as she nestled against him. “It ripens in mid-autumn.”

      “You always seem to know what I’m thinking,” she said. “Don’t you have any cora fruit stored away that I can try?”

      “Cora must be eaten fresh,” he said. “Directly from the tree, if possible. It loses its flavor very quickly after picking and becomes bitter.”

      “So that’s why you have so many cora trees in the gardens.”

      He nodded and ran long fingers through her hair. Light brown wisps, almost the color of his skin, came free of their knots.

      “Earth has a few foods like that,” she added. She could almost taste the fresh-picked snap peas from her grandmother’s vegetable garden. The Sural lifted a corner of his mouth. “Cena has that smile.”

      His forehead wrinkled.

      “You know,” she went on, “Cena. Your daughter. The head apothecary.”

      “Ah.”

      “Is that all you’re going to say? ‘Ah’? Didn’t you know your own daughter’s name?”

      “Of course—but she is not my daughter.” Mahogany eyes flicked over her face. “What troubles you about this?”

      She pulled away from him, arms crossed. Irritation consumed her. What was the matter with this man? “I don’t understand you people,” she said, narrowing her eyes as a spark of alarm shot through the Sural. It only increased the irritation.

      He made a gesture and put a hand on her arm. She looked around. They sat near the apothecaries’ quarters. Did he mean that gesture to summon Cena? She glared at him, but didn’t pull away.

      “I never shared a parental bond with Cena,” he said. “I cannot think of her as my daughter. Kyza holds that place in my heart—no one else.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, as the Sural wrapped his arms and his senses around her to probe at her roiling emotions with nudges of sanity.

      “Beloved, perhaps you will understand this once you have experienced parental bonding for yourself, with your own child.”

      The storm of emotion dissipated. She relaxed into his arms, exhausted from the effort, and began to sense barely-contained passion in the Sural. Of course. He used his abilities yesterday. As suddenly as the anger dissipated, desire rose to meet his. Then her senses prickled at Cena’s approach. She straightened and looked around.

      “I must return to my duties,” the Sural said, his eyes full of banked heat. “I have meetings. There are authorizations which can come only from the Sural.”

      She heaved a sigh and nodded, pulling her mouth to one side in disappointment.

      “My apothecary—Cena is here.” She popped into sight mid-bow. “Will you allow her to stay with you?”

      “Yes, beloved.”

      “Excellent.” He camouflaged, and his glowing empathic presence headed into the keep.

      Another sigh escaped her. It shouldn’t surprise her that he feared for her safety, not after she came so close to running off a cliff. A shudder went through her. She remembered screaming, and now she could remember running—or did that memory come from a dream?—but she could remember nothing more until the Sural held her while she cried in the apothecaries’ quarters.

      Come to think of it, she’d never cried so much in her life as she had in the past week. At least now she knew why.

      Cena took a seat on another of the tree’s low branches, pulling a scanner from a pocket to turn it on Marianne. After studying the readout on her tablet, she gave Marianne a penetrating glance, probing. “All is well,” she announced.

      “I still cannot believe I am increasing,” Marianne said. Then she shook her head. “It could be worse, I guess. Could be...” She couldn’t find the Tolari word. “Twins,” she said in English. She hiccupped a laugh, wondering why Tolari didn’t seem to have a word for twin. “More hormones than you can shake a stick at.”

      Cena’s eyebrows lifted. “We do not have multiple births.”

      Marianne’s jaw dropped a little. “Never? How do you manage that?”

      “It simply does not happen.”

      “Well, I guess that would solve that problem.”

      “What problem?”

      “Of what would happen if someone had too many children.”

      “We are very careful to maintain our population balance,” Cena said. “We want to give all individuals sufficient work to keep them busy.”

      “Philosophies like that have worked poorly on Earth.”

      Cena tilted her head to one side. “Our ancestors were human, but we are not, high one. The ones who brought us here engineered our minds as well as our bodies. We do not want to lose sight of what it means to be truly creative, or forget that the greatest of us can create true beauty.”

      Marianne thought about it, leaning her elbows back on another branch, listening to the flutters as they hopped among the tree branches like sparrows with sapphire backs and emerald wings and ruby breasts, chattering and scolding each other budgie-fashion. She glanced at Cena, who stared at her with a thoughtful expression.

      “High one,” Cena said, “would you like to learn our ancestral languages?”

      Surprise brought her up straight. “Could I?”

      “I will suggest it. Storaas loves to teach, and you would benefit from occupying your mind.”

      She stifled a snort—the old man also loved an audience. Cena raised an eyebrow. “Never mind,” Marianne muttered, repentant. Tolari don’t gossip. She changed the subject. “Where did you grow up?”
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        * * *

      

      When the Sural returned to the garden after several more meetings, he found Marianne and his head apothecary in an amiable conversation, ‘thick as thieves,’ as the humans put it. It gladdened his heart to see Marianne in a better mood than she had been for many days. He waited for a pause in the conversation before he ventured into range and dropped his camouflage.

      “Beloved!” exclaimed Marianne, holding out a hand. “Do you have time to join us?”

      He bowed. “I do,” he said, as he slid onto the branch beside her.

      She gave him a radiant smile and leaned her forehead against his. The sensitive empathic nerves there shot fire down through his body, and he pulled her against him, gazing at her upturned face, lost in her startling blue eyes. She glowed, brilliant with desire.

      The apothecary cleared her throat. Marianne pulled away and straightened her robe, a delightful blush coloring her face.

      “Who initiates this?” the healer asked in a dry voice. “I will not have the Marann’s emotional stability compromised.”

      He glanced at her, pushing back the several mutinous retorts that leapt to mind. “With a bonded pair, it can be difficult to determine,” he said. “Even the pair in question can find it a challenge.”

      She fell silent for a moment, tapping her lips with a finger as she thought.

      “Very well,” she said. “I will leave you to sort it between you. But you must limit your coupling. Can you abide by that, high ones? You must cease behaving like digger squid in spring. If you cannot, I will have you separated. The Marann would be arguably safer in the city, where she cannot propel herself from a cliff.”

      Marianne, who had squirmed and radiated embarrassment at the healer’s frank words, now froze. “Can she do that?”

      He nodded. “She can, although it is impossible to keep bond-partners apart long.” He gave the apothecary an appraising look. She met his eyes without fear, and he nodded again. “We will abide, apothecary.”

      “My gratitude, high one,” she said, and winked out of sight.

      “Why?” Marianne asked, after the camouflaged apothecary had moved away.

      “She seeks to further your emotional health.”

      “No, why is it impossible to keep bond-partners apart?”

      “Ah. Because bonding creates a need to be together, and not just for coupling. An addiction, the humans might call it. If a pair is separated, the need for contact will after a time become all-consuming, and the pair will stop at nothing to find each other. When it comes to the Sural... no one alive could control me in such a circumstance, not even the Jorann.”

      A spark of worry wrinkled her forehead and created lines between her brows. “How long does it take for that to happen?”

      “A season or so.” As the worry drained out of her, he stood and took her hand. “Come.” He raised her fingers to his lips. “My time is my own until after the evening meal.”
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      Marianne opened her eyes. The sight of dawn splashing pink and orange across the sky filled her with relief. She’d survived one more nightly ordeal. Ten days in a row she had awakened late in the night, crying out, sometimes attacking the Sural, always weeping herself back to sleep.

      “Maybe I should just stop sleeping,” she muttered.

      An aide watched without comment from a chair.

      She rubbed the graininess from her eyes with one hand and ran the other over the empty place where the Sural had slept. He should have been in the sitting room, reading the morning’s reports. He’d joined her late in the evening, after finishing up a long day. Does the man never sleep? She sighed. Trade and political activity crowded his schedule during the summer more than any other season of the year. Farmers harvested and replanted, laborers built—and rulers schemed what they would do to one another in the autumn to undermine their enemies and strengthen their alliances. They also oversaw their strongholds, their cities, and their provinces; they met on a regular basis with their own advisors and the ambassadors of other provinces and a motley assortment of Tolari caste leaders; and this one—her Sural—also represented the planet by virtue of his position as leader of the ruling caste. It expanded his responsibilities even more.

      No, the man didn’t have a lot of time to sleep.

      She didn’t sense his presence anywhere within her empathic range, which didn’t extend much past her quarters. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the bond she shared with him. She thought she could detect him off in the south end of the stronghold somewhere.

      The south end? She pressed her lips together. That contained the staff wing... and the guest wing, where the Sural’s seneschal might put a woman who sought an heir from him. A stab of jealousy went through her.

      A light flashed on the comms unit that had come with her from Earth. She blinked. That’s not right. She threw on a robe and brushed her hair, walking into her sitting room to sit at the desk and query the unit. It identified the signal as a long-range communication. The Sural had warned her not to trust it—Earth Fleet could make their signals appear long-range to their own equipment. It wouldn’t fool Tolari technology, but Central Command didn’t know that. She dug her tablet from a pocket. According to it, the signal came from in-system, on the other side of Tolar’s sun. She heaved a sigh and accepted the connection.

      Admiral Howard’s face appeared on the monitor.

      “You have a lot of nerve,” she said, gesturing to a servant to notify the Sural. “You know very well that it’s dawn over the Sural’s stronghold—you’re too smart to overlook that. Trying to soften me up by interrupting my sleep? What do you want?”

      The admiral adopted a conciliatory expression. “The last time we... talked... you said the Tolari are being protected by technology more advanced than ours. Central Command has reviewed the recordings, and they think you believed what you said.”

      Her senses prickled as the Sural entered the room, camouflaged.

      “Admiral, you didn’t call me at this hour just to tell me Central Command has come to the shattering conclusion that I believe what I say.”

      The face on the monitor adopted a grim smile. “You’re right. I didn’t. I called to make an appeal. You’re human, a citizen of Earth. Leave Tolar. Come home to us. We only want to debrief you.”

      “That’ll be a frosty day on the sun, after what you tried a few months ago,” she said.

      “You won’t be harmed, you have my word on it. We haven’t forgotten that you gave up eight years of your life for us here, but your work on Tolar is done. You’ll have a comfortable stipend, enough to travel, even enough to live off-world. You can go back to teaching, if you want—teaching on a station will give you a chance to teach many more languages than just the few you taught on Earth. You won’t be harassed. We just need you to tell us what you know about whoever is protecting the Tolari. For your sake, as much as ours. For Earth’s sake.”

      Marianne gave him her best Tolari stare and slowly began to clap. “Oh very good, Admiral, very good,” she said with mock admiration. Then she grew serious again. “Meanwhile, the government sues me for breach of contract by leaving Tolar before my twenty-six years are up, and I end up begging my friends in Casey—if I have any left after Central Command gets done with threatening them—for a crust of bread to eat and a corner to sleep in.”

      “Marianne—”

      “Citizen Woolsey to you.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Have it your way. Citizen Woolsey. We still have ways to pull you out, but we’d rather you came willingly.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.”

      “You won’t like it if you force us to act.”

      “Are you threatening me?” she asked. “Because you won’t like it if you make an enemy of the Sural. I’ve seen what happens to his enemies.”

      “That’s the sort of information we need,” he pressed, leaning forward. “Help us, Mari—Citizen Woolsey. You’re human. You can’t seriously be siding with aliens.”

      “You know as well as I do they’re not really aliens. Why did you try to abduct me? I’m not important. I’m just a teacher.”

      “You’re in danger there. You told us yourself that as soon as you vowed your life to the Sural, his enemies would want to kill you. They tried to assassinate you within hours. We can’t leave one of our own alone in such danger on a primitive world.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her. “That attempt was a one-off, Admiral. It can’t happen again. As long as I’m under the Jorann’s protection, the Sural’s enemies won’t touch me, and his allies would give their lives for me. So tell me the real reason you want me off Tolar. Could it be that Central Command wants something from me they can’t get any other way?”

      Admiral Howard didn’t reply. The Sural dropped his camouflage, fingers flying over a tablet as he moved in front of the monitor. Marianne tapped the console to shift the focus to him. The human’s face went slack in shock, but he swallowed hard and remained silent.

      “Explain why you are threatening me,” the Sural demanded, speaking Suralian.

      Marianne chewed on the inside of one cheek. Would Howard realize the Sural’s choice of language meant he was asserting his authority? Perhaps. The admiral appeared to backpedal, replying in accented but fluent Suralian.

      “High one, there must be some mistake⁠—”

      “There is no mistake. I heard you threaten Marianne. To threaten her is to threaten me.”

      “High one, private matters of Earth security are⁠—”

      “Irrelevant. Marianne is my bond-partner. My wife, if you will, in human terms. You will respect this.”

      “I—I see.”

      “No, I believe you do not.”

      “High one, if I have offended you⁠—”

      “You violate my interdict,” he continued. “You insult me by lying about it. Then you even dare to threaten my wife.”

      “High one⁠—”

      “Leave, Admiral Howard. Now.”

      “High one, there must be some mistake⁠—”

      “Admiral. You are in Tolar’s orbit on the other side of our star, using your technology to spy on my planet. By committing espionage—” He paused, and a sense of foreboding crept over Marianne. “You have lost your honor.”

      The admiral moved as if shifting in a chair. His face looked… conflicted. “We wish to bring our citizen home. Let us have Marianne, and we’ll leave you in peace.”
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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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