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			PART ONE

			NEW EARTH

			

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			ON OLD EARTH, a man and a woman sat on a terrace in the first mild evening of not-quite-spring. Between them, on the flagstones at their feet, a baby slept in a cradle. The woman rocked it with her foot.

			The woman had once been Lady H’ana ril-Koroth of D’neera. She now used only the offworld form of her first name—Hanna—and her birth name, Bassanio, as surname. She was well known, even infamous, by either name. She sometimes forgot she was D’neeran, but inescapably, she was; she was a telepath, and D’neera was the telepaths’ world.

			The man’s name was Starr Jameson, and he had never seen any reason to use another. He had once been a great planet’s representative to the Coordinating Commission of the Interworld Polity, and he missed it. He was now director of the Polity’s Department of Alien Relations and Contact, answering to a commissioner himself. A commissioner had as much power as anyone could get in the societies of billions occupying human space. A director had none, except in that director’s own department. Jameson still felt the change acutely. He had always liked power.

			They were an unexpected couple, people said: the big light-skinned man with the face all angles; the woman dark, rather small, blue-eyed. It was said he was a little old for her, although that meant less than it would have at any other time in history; two hundred years was not, now, an especially long span of life.

			The two were perceived, as a couple, to be somewhat reserved. They lived together, along with the baby, but in public appeared to be edgy colleagues rather than anything more.

			In private, they made love often, with a passion that surprised them both.

			They were not getting along particularly well, otherwise. Jameson had recently compared Hanna—to her face—to something that might finally stop itching if you scratched it just one more time.

			The child was her son. Jameson was not its father. The baby’s father had died violently, before Hanna’s eyes and, worse, in the full presence of her thought. She still mourned.

			Jameson was growing accustomed (without liking it) to the flow of her emotions, when she chose to project them. She was doing so now. A balance was moving, he thought. There was a sense of tenuous peace slowly supplanting deep grief, which was as good as it got with Hanna; but there was also a new restlessness.

			It was not a welcome thought. Not long ago she had turned her back on everything she had achieved and gone outlaw for a time, seduced to it by the man now dead.

			Jameson looked up from the reader he had been studying and said, “What is it, Hanna?”

			“I don’t quite know . . .”

			Her son woke and began to fuss. She leaned over and picked him up. Her hands—small hands, experienced in imposing sudden death—caressed the baby’s soft cheeks.

			“I think,” she said, “it’s just that there is nothing new . . .”

			•   •   •

			On New Earth, where a human colony had been misplaced and recently rediscovered, the Polity’s Colonial Oversight and Protection Service had been busy for some months. The New Earth Task Force’s historian had recently turned her attention to the colony’s archives. Today she skimmed a document like nothing she had ever seen before—here or anywhere. She asked the native archivist about it: yes, he knew the document she meant. No, there was nothing else like it in the files. He had been curious when he ran across it himself. He had looked.

			Later, when there was time, the historian showed the report to her commanding officer. The older woman read it and said, “I think Alien Relations and Contact should see this, don’t you?”

			“Of course. I’ve never made a report to them, though. Do you know what the channels are?”

			“Oh, never mind channels,” the officer said. “I know Starr Jameson slightly. I’ll see that it goes straight to him.”

			•   •   •

			On Battleground, which its inhabitants called by a name that meant “the World,” there was war.

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			SOME WEEKS LATER, when it was really spring, Hanna went to Contact’s primary suite in Polity Admin’s central tower. Jameson had told her the night before (late, very late) that he had something interesting to show her. “No hurry, though,” he had said.

			She had taken him at his word. He was the most self-contained human being she had ever known, and not just outwardly; only rarely could she sense a thought or an emotion naturally projected, and he knew her telepathic touch too well for her to skim his thoughts undetected. Like most ordinary humans, he disliked telepathy intensely, perceiving it as a threat and an invasion. And anyway, at the time, there had seemed to be plenty of night left. He had pulled her to him again, and she had turned her attention willingly to other demands.

			Now one of his aides, the dark woman Zanté, smiled at Hanna and said, “Conference. He’s almost done, though. Do you have time to wait?”

			Here Jameson was Hanna’s superior just as he was Zanté’s.

			“A little,” she answered, and sat down.

			The offices of Alien Relations and Contact were on the fortieth floor of this cloud-piercing tower. An ancient river lapped at its foundations. From where Hanna waited, the far edge of the river—gray under an early April sky—ended at low bluffs and hills, heavily populated but blurred in the haze from just-ended rain. Hanna had been here so often that she looked at the clouded scene with the appreciation of one contemplating an artist’s vision of home.

			Presently Jameson came to the inner door and said, “Nothing better to do?”

			“I have a Level One class starting in half an hour. Nothing until then. You spoke of something I should see?”

			They went in and sat on opposite sides of Jameson’s desk, acknowledging their respective positions. Hanna was never quite comfortable in this daunting room, where beautiful, irreplaceable old furnishings hid batteries of data displays that tracked relations with sentient nonhuman species almost minute by minute. Here, she was always aware that Jameson had once been used to having almost absolute power, he was determined to have it again, and he carried himself as if it were a certainty. In the abstract, she could resent that. In his presence, always, she was seduced by his strength—body, mind, will—and by her knowledge of qualities he preferred to hide. He did not give much of himself away, even to Hanna, but at times when grief and loneliness had seemed all that was left for her, when sobs like seizures shook her body and burst out in inhuman sounds, he had comforted her without reservation. She had loved him deeply once—years ago. She did not mean to love him again.

			“...a rather strange report,” he was saying. “A possible opening for a first contact. I want to know what you make of it.”

			“Something that might require a telepath?” she said. “But you would have told me sooner if you thought it important.”

			“That’s because if the incident happened at all, it was two Standard centuries ago.”

			“And?”

			Hanna folded her hands in her lap and waited. Over time she had come to appreciate Jameson’s style of analyzing and presenting fact and theory. Whatever he had to say would be worth the exercise of some patience.

			“We are back to Lost Worlds,” he said.

			“I am sick of Lost Worlds,” she muttered.

			“I know . . .”

			Jameson had plenty to do on the Alien Relations side of his job, but lately he had been fighting for Contact’s life. During a period that extended from seven to five hundred years before the present, human beings had fled Earth for the stars in such numbers that the era was now called the Explosion. Many expeditions had vanished from history, their ends unknown. But two lost human colonies were now certainly known to exist to the present day, and Contact’s tiny exploration fleet was in danger of being redirected completely to search for signs of human habitation.

			He shrugged; he even seemed rather pleased. “I’ve just gotten agreement for the Endeavor fleet to place equal emphasis on Contact and the search for colonies,” he said. “That’s better than it might have been. How much can I argue when the issue is one of rescuing human beings? And really, Hanna, we would not now be building Endeavor Three if it were not for the outcry over colonies. One’s refit is nearly finished; soon all three will be in space. Meanwhile we’re left with—what we have. And what we have is an old, but very clear, sighting from New Earth.”

			“I haven’t paid much attention to New Earth,” she said. “It prospered, I understand.”

			“Very much so. That was one of the best-run and best-documented of the settlement ventures. It was mounted near the end of the Explosion, and the organizers had studied their predecessors’ mistakes. Their equipment and supplies were of the very highest quality. The settlers were of mixed social classes, but the aim was egalitarian, and they did not start out with, nor develop, the rigid class division you found on Gadrah, and which proved so disastrous there. A friend in Oversight told me last week, by the way, that there is little hope for Gadrah.”

			Hanna had been thinking of a return to Gadrah—only to see it once more, never to stay—since the baby’s birth. Her son’s father had been a native of Gadrah, had returned and died there; the child’s aunt was there. So was a grave on a mountainside. But going there would not get her back the part of her heart that was in that grave. Best not to think of that—

			She said, “So New Earth should never have become a Lost World.”

			“No. Except New Earth isn’t New Earth.”

			She looked at him in exasperation. “You are being deliberately obscure again—”

			“The New Earth settlers never got to their original destination,” he said. “When they stumbled across the world that is now New Earth, they didn’t plan on staying there. The planet had been missed by the independent explorers, and the expedition stopped long enough to document it carefully. There was no relay system in place then, not that far out. The Polity was in its youth, the Interworld Fleet not yet under a central command. Without relays they could not report the find—”

			He paused and looked at her doubtfully. He could not understand her lack of interest in history, and was often uncertain of what she knew.

			Well, so was Hanna.

			“I did know that,” she said. “So they documented it and went on. And?”

			“Their Inspace systems began to fail. First-rate equipment, as I said, but not as capable of self-diagnosis and self-repair as today’s. Their technicians were good, but even now a failure of the kind they had requires assistance and resources from outside. And they could get none. There was no way to call for help.”

			“So they turned back?”

			“And returned to the planet now called New Earth. They were lucky to make it there.

			“They didn’t give up their original plan at first, all the same. They established a temporary, provisional settlement while they continued to attempt repairs. Finally they acknowledged there was no choice. They brought down the remaining settlers, the breeding stock and seeds—everything flourished there, not at all the way it was on Gadrah—”

			(The rats did well there, Hanna thought, remembering sounds in broken walls.)

			“—the dwellings, the factories for basic needs, and all the rest—and left their mothership in orbit. It’s still there; the mayday it transmits is the signal Endeavor Two picked up. And Two found a self-sustaining colony—agrarian, of course, but doing very nicely.

			“When Colonial Oversight arrived—in a hurry, I assure you—”

			—and with what delight you can imagine, said his thought—

			“—their historian found remarkably good archives. New Earth has had fine data storage from the start. Unfortunately from our point of view, it’s heavily biased toward public records, crop reports, legal proceedings, that sort of thing. Understandable. But there’s very little in the way of personal memoirs, or reference back to a larger society with which, of course, they had no contact.

			“And Oversight found a report, nearly two hundred years old, which states clearly that New Earth was visited by nonhumans. I’ve had it transmitted to your office.”

			He paused, and she said, “Tell me more . . .”

			“You’re out of time. You have a class, I think?”

			She shook her head at him, not even bothering to swear, and went to class.

			•   •   •

			In fact, she taught all the classes in Alien Relations’ new Contact Education Division, and all three met today. In the intervals she slipped back to her rooms, skimmed the report Jameson had sent her, and spent some time editing it to essentials and resolving some ambiguities in language. The colonists had left Earth before the newborn Polity mandated Standard as the language throughout human space. The colonists’ language of choice had been English, however. It had not been the native tongue for all of them, but all of them spoke it. English—a rich and flexible tool with the largest vocabulary of any language Earth had ever produced—had also been the foundation for Standard. Jameson could have told her in detail how it got that way—conquest and assimilation, mostly—but the salient point was that New Earth and Colonial Oversight had communicated readily from the first, and translation programs for the written word were already good. But not perfect.

			•   •   •

			She meant, at the end of the day, to study the report intensively, but was interrupted by a student so distressed that his hands were shaking.

			“Can I talk to you?” he asked—meaning more than talk, because like her he was D’neeran, a telepath.

			Of the fifteen men and women who had actually finished Hanna’s recently established program, only four were D’neeran, all of those except Bella Qu’e’n now attached to Contact’s Endeavor vessels. Hanna kept closely in touch with all four.

			“Come in, Hal,” she said gently. “What happened?”

			He showed her an image of himself on Admin’s concourse, enjoying the view of the river between rain showers. And an image of the couple who passed by and the man glancing his way. Hal did not know the man, but evidently at some time Hal had been pointed out to him as a—

			D’neeran! spat the man’s thought—filthy, snooping telepath!

			I know, Hanna answered.

			H’ana, I couldn’t help it, I know you tell us not to react but I couldn’t help it, I looked at him, that’s all, just looked at him, and H’ana, he wanted to kill me!

			I know, she said again; took him into the embrace of her thought and soothed him, showing him again what she had gone through in her own first immersion in true-human society, not as long ago as it seemed. Things were even a little better now.

			Routine teaching duties, she thought after he left.

			She had gone through this with all her D’neeran students. A dozen more had started it, besides the successful four. But most could not endure what true-humans thought of them even with all the solace she could give them, and relinquished their hopes and fled home. She did not think Hal would finish the course.

			She had not let him see that, though. In theory, she should not have been able to hide it from him. But she was a telepathic Adept, one of a rare class even on her own world. And in some part of her brain forever subtly, materially changed, she had acquired an immense power from the group mind of the alien People of Zeig-Daru—the power to block as much of her thought as she wished from any human telepath.

			No one except Starr Jameson knew this, and there was another thing she had not told even him (though he must suspect). While she taught her students how to keep from slipping into true-humans’ thoughts uninvited—difficult for a D’neeran—and how, in the interests of harmony, they should never, ever attempt to probe those thoughts, she had long since dispensed with her own scruples. If true-humans wanted to lie to her explicitly or by omission, she had decided, they were fair game.

			•   •   •

			The document was headed simply:

			“Report to Archives.

			“I’m writing this because our grandchildren might want to know about it someday.

			“This place, the town of Dwar on New Earth, has been visited by nonhumans.

			“There were only a few of them and they only stayed a few days. They didn’t show any sign of hostility but they didn’t respond to friendly overtures, either. Mostly they just walked around and looked at things. They seemed to prefer to sit under trees and talk to each other most of the time. Maybe this was some kind of rest stop for them. I said there were only a few, but that could mean we only saw a few at a time, not necessarily the same ones every time. They looked so strange to us that they would have had to stay longer for us to learn to tell them apart. And they were here, or some were here, two or three times a day, with gaps in between, so maybe they were on some kind of rotation. We assume they were using a shuttle, unless there’s some way to build a starship small enough to land on a planet. Earth couldn’t, when our ancestors left, but they said it wouldn’t be long, so why couldn’t somebody else?

			“Anyway, they came down in the meadowland out past Li Chen’s farm. Nobody saw the first landing, but once we knew what to look for we could see their craft coming and going from there, and after they left we went over to look, and that was obviously the place they used for landing.

			“We talked about them a lot while they were here, and we’ve talked about them since. This is a consensus report, so I’m including everything that everybody saw.

			“It doesn’t seem like much now. A lot of us tried as best we could, with gestures and single words, to start some kind of language exchange, but they just flapped their ears at us and walked away. Same thing when we tried drawing pictures. Same thing when we offered them food. We have no idea what it meant when they flapped those ears, which they did with each other, too. Maybe it meant they were laughing.

			“I don’t know how far we could have gotten in a language exchange anyway, because I don’t think we could make the same sounds they do. Maybe because of the way their mouths are made, a lot of the language we heard when they were talking to each other consisted of whistling. They use clicks, too, almost as much as the whistling. They do use words (we assume they were words) along with that, though. It’s really kind of a musical language to listen to, but I don’t think a human being could ever speak it.

			“I guess the best thing I can do is explain what they looked like. We’re agreed on that.

			“They’re shaped like human beings, but slender and taller than we are, at least these were all taller than any of us, by maybe thirty centimeters on the average. Arms and legs proportionate by our standards to the human head and torso, but there seem to be extra joints, or more versatile ones than we have, judging by the way they walk and point at things. It makes them look graceful and it made us wonder what kind of dances they have. They have a head covering similar to human hair in different shades of brown, but it’s thin, sparse. You wouldn’t think it would give much protection from the weather, but nobody ever saw one wear a hat. Of course, it was summer, and we didn’t have much rain while they were here.

			“Under the forehead there are what look like two bony plates most of the time, but a few responsible, truthful people saw the plates slide up and roll back one time, in one individual, and there were eyes under them, although they must not use that pair often. Maybe when they want to get a really good look at something.

			“Under that there’s a pair of regular eyes. They come in different colors, but they’re all on the light side, gray or yellowish. They don’t seem to have pupils, so we don’t have any idea what the mechanism is for seeing. There isn’t any equivalent of a human nose on the face, which is all eyes and mouth. Their mouths seem to be perfectly round. Several people got a glimpse of teeth, not white like ours but black or dark gray, and they have flexible tongues, the impression being that those are longer and thinner than ours.

			“Their ears are where you’d expect them to be, but stretched out they’re huge—as I said, flapping them seems to be part of the way they communicate. Most of the time, though, they keep them folded toward the backs of their heads. The ears move around a lot, but they’re only completely unfolded for that flapping. All the individuals we saw, by the way, had shades of grayish-brown skin. None of them were anywhere near as dark as some of our people.

			“But their noses! If I may interject a personal comment, their noses—I have to call them that, they obviously function for breathing—were the most surprising thing of all to me. They’ve got one on each side of the neck, finger-shaped but short, sort of curved to fit the neck and attached there like tubes, and the tips are flexible too, though nothing like the ears—the tubes just seem to expand and contract with the breath, and they each have three openings at the front. They might connect directly to lungs, bypassing the gullet, but there’s no way to know, and no way to know what they use for a larynx or how air gets to it or how it works.

			“Their hands look surprisingly like ours—four fingers, although proportionately longer and with an extra joint, opposable thumbs, ditto. Nobody ever saw their feet. That I know of.

			“The rest of this report is not consensus. I want to make that clear.

			“I heard a rumor that one of the nonhumans, just one, had been seen coming out of the woods with Mi-o Roland, who is about twelve in Earth years, so I went to ask her about it. That did happen—it was her mother who saw them. If I didn’t know better, I would suspect they had been having some kind of sex. Mi-o is said to be somewhat advanced for her age in that respect. Anyway, Mi-o’s mother was there, and Mi-o wouldn’t answer any questions with a yes or no, unless a giggle means one thing or the other. I wish I had recorded that conversation! Mi-o did seem to be implying that that’s exactly what they had been doing. But she wouldn’t come out and admit it, so even if she knows what’s under those creatures’ boots and baggy coveralls, the rest of us might never find out.

			“Maybe she said more to her mother, though, because when Ms. Roland walked me outside, she asked if I thought a nonhuman could get a human pregnant. I told her it was genetically impossible.

			“Respectfully submitted by Maya Selig. Sworn statements from forty-seven citizens attached.”

			Hanna sat back and muttered, “Thank you very much for nothing, Maya Selig.”

			On reflection, though, the people of Dwar had done the best they could with damn little to start with. In fact, they had done an excellent job.

			It was late. Hanna made a quick meal in her office and went home.

			•   •   •

			There were three people in Jameson’s study when she went in, one of them Jameson. The second was three months old going on four; he lay on his stomach on the floor, pushing at it to get his head up in the air so he could look around in a wobbly way, his eyes huge with pleasure and surprise. The third was Thera August. She loved lecturing adults on the minutiae of infant development, and since Hanna was not much interested, and Jameson was, he would do.

			Thera was arguably the best child companion in human space. She had lived in the homes of the rich and powerful for a hundred and twenty years, and had been on the point of comfortable retirement when she agreed to come to Jameson for reasons lost in an obscure skein of family and political relationships. In her long career she had heard more secrets than an entire espionage network could have gathered, and she had never divulged one of them. She was not a friend and she was not a servant. Although paid (well), she was not exactly an employee, either. She was an independent, completely liberated planet. She was not the tribe of relatives and neighbors who would have helped care for a baby on Hanna’s homeworld, but she was not (the option Hanna had violently rejected) a perfectly programmed, humanlike servo, either. She was one of the rewards that came with the kind of old wealth Jameson had inherited with the family estate on Heartworld, and Hanna had been in no position to turn this favor down.

			She went straight to the baby and dropped to the floor and picked him up. He chuckled and reached for her face, and she covered his with kisses. He smelled sweet and fresh and it was some time before she paid attention to the adults in the room.

			“I can take him with me tomorrow,” she said to Thera, “for the morning at least. There’s a holo conference with F’thal in the afternoon. Not that he’d be disruptive. Just distracting—last time they started bragging about their own young and we never got back to the agenda.”

			“I doubt he’ll ever be deliberately disruptive,” Thera said. “You can tell a lot about personality by this stage. This one is going to be sunlight.”

			Like his father, Hanna thought.

			She kissed her son again and looked at him, determined to focus only on his own, individual face. How unfair it would be to seek resemblances! He was not Michael Kristofik all over again; he was Michael Bassanio, unique, himself, and Hanna would not even call him by his formal name. He was Mickey: the future, not the past.

			Hanna held herself to this standard by an effort of will because the past was still close as her breath. Mickey’s father had died a little more than twelve Standard months ago, though the anniversary itself, blessedly, had meant nothing to her. A year of twelve Standard months was not a year on her native world; it certainly was not a year on Gadrah, where seasons stretched through far more days than in other places where humans lived. The preceding fall in this hemisphere on Earth had been harder, because it had been autumn in the place where Michael had left her. He had not meant to die, it was true. But sometimes that did not seem to make a difference.

			Perhaps, she still thought sometimes, I will take Mickey and flee always ahead of fall, spend my life in springs and summers.

			But it would be wrong to do that to him. I must give him a lasting home, if I can.

			She looked at her son’s happy face and thought that Michael must have been an infant like this. She knew his childhood had been secure and safe, full of work but full of love. Until he was about ten.

			Then came the rest of it.

			She whispered, “That will never happen to you, Mickey.”

			Because she would kill for her son. She did not think: die for him—because she simply wouldn’t die. She would go on killing and killing, until everybody who might hurt this child as his father had been hurt was just—gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter III

			ON BATTLEGROUND, there was war. There had always been war. There would always be war. There had never been anything else and there never would be.

			The being the humans would call Kwoort did not entertain a thought that it might be otherwise. Kakrekt might, but she did not tell anyone. Especially not the enemy and its Demon High Commander, Kwoort.

			•   •   •

			On Old Earth, Starr Jameson requested further information from New Earth. Knowing bureaucrats well, he was specific about what kinds of information he wanted and how to go about finding it.

			Sometimes, when Hanna wasn’t looking, he rocked Mickey’s cradle himself. Wondering, as he did, why he discouraged Hanna’s suggestions that it was time she and Mickey made a home of their own. Wondering if the quiet of his house would one day be empty instead of restful, without Hanna’s voice, without Mickey.

			But certain political currents were shifting, and soon he would be too busy to notice that they were gone.

			Of course he would.

			•   •   •

			On New Earth, the archivist ran the specified searches. They were without result. He reported the fact with some relief. He had too much work already without legendary Earth sticking its nose in farther than it already was.

			•   •   •

			And on Old Earth, Hanna Bassanio said grimly, “I’m going to have to go out there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter IV

			HANNA HAD HUNTED (and been hunted) in a variety of modes, but this one was new.

			The first part of it was simple enough, if frustrating. To begin with, there were restrictions on her movements, a reminder that officially, thanks to her foray outside Polity law, she was an accused felon, however leniently treated and however silken her prison’s walls. At this time she was allowed to leave Earth only on demonstrably official business for Alien Relations and Contact; she had not even been allowed to go home to D’neera for Mickey’s birth. Jameson managed to get permission for her to go to New Earth, though, with no more than routine bureaucratic delay. But permission for Mickey to accompany her was denied, as assurance that she would return.

			Then, having no access to a vessel she could pilot herself—Jameson did not even bother trying to get someone to loan her one—she had to wait a month until an Oversight transport going to New Earth could take her there. In the interval she sometimes thought wistfully of the years when Jameson was Heartworld’s representative to the Coordinating Commission of the Interworld Polity, one of the most important beings in human space. He could certainly get things done quickly then!

			“I’m somewhat more limited now,” he said when she complained. He was smiling, she noticed. He had almost never smiled in those days.

			“What, no more government-funded star-going yachts at your disposal?”

			“I miss the yacht,” he admitted.

			Since he might still be a commissioner if it had not been for Hanna (leaving aside the fact that she had, at a crucial moment, blown up the yacht) this was a sore point for her. He put it down to routine political upheaval, a minor swirl in the currents of history. Either way, she didn’t bring it up again.

			In any case, it meant she had time to get Bella Qu’e’n, her prize pupil and a D’neeran, detached from Bella’s current job and trained to replace Hanna for the uncertain duration. The detaching was easy—graduates of Hanna’s program were understood to be on call for Contact, and Bella now headed a similar program of studies that Hanna herself had initiated, several years before, on their native world. Harder was convincing Bella, who had a thicker (mental) skin than most of her kind, that she would have to resign herself to holding some students’ hands.

			Eventually Hanna was taken aboard the Colonial Oversight ship for the three-week flight to New Earth, and immediately found herself at odds with reality.

			This spacecraft was much larger than Michael Kristofik’s Golden Girl had been. But the isolation and confinement of all spaceships was fundamentally the same. You were as dependent on the functioning of a complex artifact as a fetus on the womb it inhabited; however clean the air you knew it subtly as re-breathed, and there were literal limits to how far you could walk in any direction. The transport therefore felt like Michael’s GeeGee, and much of Hanna’s time with Michael had been lived in space. Now, often, it seemed he must be just out of sight, that she could go into the corridor and he would be standing there, face alight at seeing her, arms open as she went to him. She found herself weeping again; the uncontrollable bursts of tears had stopped for a while. She did not know how long it would be before they stopped altogether, or if they ever would.

			She had experienced other deaths firsthand, but that one—the sudden death of the man she loved wholly, while she was fully engaged with his mind and emotions—had been destructive beyond belief. The detachment of the Adept trance had been the only thing, probably, that saved her from dying when Michael did. Afterward there had been nothing to shield her from her own sorrow and anger—even when she was taken back to Earth, not quite in chains, and took shelter with Starr Jameson.

			Temporarily, she had said, but she was still there, and so was the unexpected rage at Michael for abandoning her in death. She tried not to redirect it at Jameson, usually succeeded, occasionally failed. He appeared not to notice her fury, but he had to when she threw things at him. He ducked, and remained calm. Her anger did not move him and he would not pity her.

			Over the course of some ten years he had been—at one time or another or simultaneously—her lover, superior, colleague, nemesis, mentor, protector, friend. Hanna had never gotten anywhere trying to pin down what he was to her and had given up trying.

			It did not help that he could stir her sexually with one calculated touch.

			She talked to him often during the flight. She made sure no tears were visible, and she didn’t tell him reality was shaky. When he was at home for these conversations he brought Mickey to the viewer, and held up the baby’s tiny fist and made waving motions with it, and did all the stupid things adults did on such occasions. He didn’t say anything stupid, though. Hanna thought he had probably never said a stupid thing in his life.

			This occupied very little of the three weeks. It took much less time to get to more remote destinations in space, the space-time laws governing Inspace transit having an entirely counterintuitive relation to those directing three dimensions. A shorter way to New Earth—meaning a shorter interval in time—might be found someday, but now Hanna, trying to anchor herself in what was instead of what had been, had too much time on her hands.

			Work helped. She had learned that when, without much choice about it, she had taken over Contact Education—

			(She had hardly spoken in weeks. Her voice sounded rusty.

			“Contact—education? I can’t.”

			“You can. Let me give you the reasons why you will. Bodily assault on an operative of Intelligence and Security. Conspiring and aiding in holding him against his will. Conspiring and aiding in setting him adrift in deep space with no life support but a spacesuit—”

			“He was not adrift! He was securely fastened to a relay structure and I gave Fleet his exact location within minutes!”

			“The charge will not mention that. You will also be charged as accessory to everything Michael Kristofik would have been charged with if he had lived. I won’t recite the list. It was too long to memorize. Ask yourself why you are here instead of in a cell.”

			“You. You are using your influence to protect me. Again.”

			“Nobody has that much influence! No human individual. The full Commission might—if someone influences them.”

			Silence.

			“Ask me who can do that, Hanna.”

			She said grudgingly, “Who.”

			It was better than the night before, when he had remarked that Michael Kristofik had not been unambiguously heterosexual. She had said, “He was not ambiguous with me,” and savagely hurled a teacup at his head.

			“Relations with the nations of Uskos are of paramount importance to the Commission. At the moment Norsa of Ell is one of the most important beings on Uskos. He is therefore extremely important to the Commission. It would make Norsa unhappy to see you imprisoned—”

			“You cannot imprison me. I was made a citizen of the nation of Ell.”

			“Norsa has made that clear. There is Personality Adjustment, however.”

			Silence. And fear.

			“Whereas it would make Norsa happy, and would therefore make all the Commissioners happy, to see you heading the new division. Think about it, Hanna.”

			Silence. But the sullen blue glare was an answer.)

			—so Hanna worked. She had begun studying New Earth’s language before leaving Old Earth, a minimal challenge for someone who had had to become fluent in three alien tongues, and now she practiced it, and added a study of Oversight’s files on New Earth. She was not going to be welcomed there, at least not by Oversight. She was going as a functionary of another government department, one now locked in a power struggle with Oversight over resources: search for aliens, or search for lost colonies? She knew she could not make them forget that, but at least she could demonstrate respect for their work by demonstrating knowledge of it. Besides, the knowledge might come in handy when she got there.

			When she did, though, Oversight wasn’t the problem.

			•   •   •

			The Oversight historian was friendly, in fact. She was Amir Almond, a native of Earth, a slight Asian woman, a little hesitant at first. She said they needed to talk before Hanna went to meet with the archivist.

			They sat outdoors in a warm shower of sunlight, in front of the building where Almond had her office. This was an interim outpost, not designed to be permanent, but the buildings that housed offices, laboratories, and dwellings did not look flimsy.

			“The New Earth population pays attention to its towns,” Almond said when Hanna commented. “We didn’t want to put up something ugly. Functional, yes. Grotesque, no.”

			“Thoughtful . . . Have the people been pleased about getting back in contact with Earth? I know their historical knowledge of Earth ended pre-Polity.”

			“They have a lot of catching up to do, but they’re very pleased. On the whole.” Amir sighed. “Of course, the very first thing we had to do was tell them about the Plague Years and say, by the way, Plague’s still around, so here’s your vaccine, now drink it down like good little colonists . . . !”

			Hanna laughed, but without humor. “I saw what Plague did to Gadrah. Although I knew it as Dawkins’ Fever.”

			“Yes, that’s its other name. The original name. You . . . ?” Amir looked at her curiously. Comprehension came into her eyes.

			“Oh!” she said. “That was you!”

			“Yes, I was there.”

			“Some of my colleagues haven’t forgiven you yet for getting there before us . . . !”

			Amir’s lips curved, but Hanna said, “There were five of us.” On the run. “We were only trying to survive. One of us didn’t make it. But not because of Plague.”

			Amir seemed not to have noticed her change in mood.

			“Did you know you’re a case study?” she asked.

			“What, the five of us on Gadrah? An Oversight how-not-to-do-it study, or something?”

			“No, no! You personally. In a medical text. It came up when I was talking to a physician friend once about cross-infection from alien species. He said there was only one known case. You got a knife cut on Zeig-Daru and it became infected, am I correct?”

			It had happened on a Zeigan spacecraft in a knife fight to the death.

			“Close enough.”

			“Topical infection of subject’s right arm. Something like that.”

			“Amir, they had to take my arm apart and regenerate out from the bone! Does that sound like a topical infection to you?”

			Amir thought something like, Oops!

			Hanna sighed. “Amir, I’m sorry. These things we’ve been talking about—I have some bad memories. Can we talk about something else? What did you want to see me about before I go to the archives?”

			“The archivist,” Amir said. She almost patted the bench beside her, a subliminal soothing motion. Hanna had gotten up at some point, at one of the painful jabs to memory, without being aware of it. She went back and sat down again.

			Amir said, “He’s really a nice man—one of those big-bear types. Loves his archives. And his tea—oh, my, how he loves his tea! He made the jump to Standard right away, and the translation programs for the archives got done twice as fast as they would have without his help. He’s been grumbling a little lately. Sort of growling! I don’t think,” she laughed, “he was used to working quite so hard, especially over such a sustained period. He wasn’t really pleased when your department’s request came in. ‘What!’” Amir tried to growl. “‘On top of all this other extra work I have to do these days?’ You know the attitude I mean?”

			“I certainly do. I’ve felt that way myself from time to time.”

			“I guess we all have. Anyway, he wasn’t thrilled about your coming here, but he was prepared to be helpful. Until last night.”

			Amir was suddenly wary. Something in Hanna twitched. She said, “What exactly happened last night?”

			“Someone dropped a remark—well, it was me, actually. Just in passing. I said, oh, by the way, the woman who’s coming is D’neeran. And he said, what’s that? So I explained about D’neera.”

			“And he hates me,” Hanna said.

			“Well, yes.”

			•   •   •

			Even though she was forewarned, Chain Charpentier’s hostility hit Hanna like a fist. She stammered for the first time in years, and she was only trying to introduce herself.

			“I know who you are,” he said. He thought: I know what you are, too.

			“Mr. Charpentier,” she said, “what do you think I am?”

			“That!” he said triumphantly. A stubby forefinger poked at the air in her direction. “You read my mind just now. Didn’t you?”

			“Mr. Charpentier,” she said, “I could hardly help it. Do you know how strongly you’re projecting? Would you kindly stop projecting? And may I have a cup of tea?”

			“I’m doing what?” he said, and added, “I’m not working with you. And no tea!”

			The tea-making apparatus was in a corner of the archivist’s office. Hanna went to it, calculating dates in her head. The ancestors of these people, otherwise apparently free of prejudice, had left Earth at a time when hostility to telepaths had become vicious. And nothing had happened to their descendants here, in their isolation, to add to their knowledge or change their minds.

			Hanna started to make tea. Charpentier, stunned by the effrontery, did not protest because he was briefly speechless. Hanna decided to take advantage of his silence. She did know some history: her own.

			“Mr. Charpentier,” she said, “I would like to tell you a story. I ask only that you listen.”

			Without turning to look at him, or waiting for a response, she began.

			“My many-times-great grandmother was named Constanzia Bassanio. She was born on Earth, and she was a member of the first completely telepathic generation. Whatever plans the governments of Earth had for telepaths when they started the so-called New-Human Genetic Project had been dropped. They were already afraid of what they saw in people like Constanzia’s mother and father. They were terrified of children like Constanzia. And that fear seeped into the population of Earth like poison.”

			He wasn’t interrupting, at least.

			“By the time Constanzia was six, no one identified as a telepath was safe anywhere on Earth. Many were murdered. So were others who were not telepaths; it was enough to point a finger and shout ‘New-human!’ and a mob would form.

			“The governments of Earth built an enclave—a sanctuary, they called it—and moved the entire population of the New-Human Project into it. There were fifty to sixty thousand people there, all telepaths. Except the guards. They had to be true-human, because it’s hard for telepaths to learn to fight. We feel other people’s pain. And that first generation had not learned to block, even when it meant the difference between surviving and—not.”

			Charpentier had not moved. The tea was ready. Hanna filled two mugs and set them on the small table nearby. She still did not look at Charpentier, and she didn’t stop talking either.

			“Constanzia spent her entire childhood and adolescence in that enclave. Conditions were humane, but if she wanted to go out, she had to have an armed true-human escort. In time, people stopped asking to go out. At some point the guards had begun to feel that they were not guarding the telepaths from true-humans, but the other way around.”

			Hanna sat down and sipped tea.

			“All this guarding was getting expensive. So the governments of Earth built another enclave, this one on Earth’s airless moon, where there was no population to guard against—or to guard. Earth’s satellite keeps one face always to the planet, a spectacular sight. I’ve seen it. But the enclave was built deep inside. The people in it never saw the home they had been torn from, and they never saw the sun.

			“This enclave was segregated by gender. The governments of Earth were afraid to kill some sixty thousand people outright. There would have been a terrible outcry, even with the endemic hatred of telepaths. But this way the problem would, so to speak, die out. No more telepathic children, no more problem. And meanwhile the entire population was well away from Earth.

			“The governments of Earth were so used to guarding, however, that they kept it up. It couldn’t have been easy for the guards, either. A telepath doesn’t just tell you he’s in pain; he makes you feel it with him. But by then the character of the true-humans chosen to be guards had by necessity changed. They were selected, so to speak, to be impervious to the suffering of others. At least that. I will not say they were chosen specifically to enjoy it. But many of them, it appears, did.

			“The first weeks were terrible. The guards could not stand the bombardment of emotion. They urgently needed to force the captives to stop projecting their fear and grief, their loneliness at being separated from spouses and lovers and children, and they turned to violence. Many people were beaten, including Constanzia. It’s said she was badly scarred.

			“It’s hard to keep beating innocent people if you see them as people, so steps were taken to make the people seem less human. They cut off Constanzia’s lovely hair and shaved her scalp. The family story says her hair was much like mine, black as space, and that she wore it long, as I do. The story says she even looked like me—and perhaps she did, but no images from those days survive.

			“That phase didn’t last long. The governments of Earth found a solution: the telepaths’ water supply was infused with strong sedatives.

			“And that was supposed to be the end of it—all the telepaths half-awake, half-asleep, until the last of them died.”

			Chain Charpentier suddenly came to the table and sat down. He said, “This must have been just after my ancestors left. How did yours get out?”

			“With the help of good people,” Hanna said. “And they were true-humans.

			“They were wealthy, but not wealthy enough to fund a settlement ship. It wasn’t a settlement ship that went to D’neera, but a strung-out fleet, one ship at a time, as the rescuers scrambled for the money to buy them. Worse than that: fertile, Earth-like planets were in high demand. In return for giving up such a lovely piece of real estate, the governments of Earth, or corrupt officials, required payment for each and every refugee allowed to leave, even the smallest infant, even the unborn child Constanzia was carrying. There was a price on each of my ancestors’ heads, Mr. Charpentier.

			“Not all the ships made it to D’neera. There was no one in the Lunar enclave experienced in spaceflight, and there was time only for hasty, last-minute training. Desperation training. There was a time limit, you see. An amnesty period, the governments of Earth called it . . .

			“Not everyone on Luna got off, either. Some of them died there, after many years, drugged and alone,” she said, and saw Charpentier shudder.

			“The order of departure was fixed by lottery. Constanzia was one of the last to make it out. But—would you like to hear a happy ending to one story, Mr. Charpentier? Constanzia and the man she loved had conceived a child just before the removal to Luna. On the very night before it began, it’s said. She was pregnant all those months in the deeps of the moon. And her lover found her on the last ship, and he was there when the next of my line, their daughter Melisande, was born. They went on to have two more children, both sons, and they were together until they died.

			“And that’s the end of my story,” Hanna said.

			Charpentier finally drank his cold tea. He set the mug down with a thump. He said, “Well, do you want to get some work done or not?”

			It was still grudging, but it was consent.

			•   •   •

			It was late afternoon when they had their tea, and they did not start work until the next morning. Hanna had only gone back to the module assigned her in the Oversight complex. She looked around at Dwar with enjoyment as she returned to the Archives office at Town Center next day. There were deciduous trees in the region of Dwar and they were in full leaf; it was summer here, and a hydra-headed fountain splashed vigorously in the town’s main square. The day was warm, the square quiet, and Hanna stood for a while by the fountain, admiring the bursting joy of the water and feeling fresh wind on her face. She was accustomed to the confinement of spacecraft, but journeys in space always reminded her that a simple variable of terrestrial worlds—changing weather—was a treasure. Dwar too was a jewel in its gentle way. Its builders had used warm brown native stone for most structures, and laid roadways of crushed white rock. It made for a pleasing contrast, and Hanna, surrounded by the fantastic architecture of Admin’s city for too long, took her time getting to Archives.

			Chain had petitioned Amir Almond for all the data he could get about D’neera, and about Hanna, and absorbed as much as he could while he waited. Hanna sensed that, but he did not say anything about it at first, so neither did she.

			“We start where?” he asked.

			“Well, let’s re-run the searches Starr asked for, just as a check, and go on from there.”

			“Starr? Jameson?”

			“Contact,” she said absently, eyes on the text on a screen.

			“That wouldn’t be the one who used to run the Polity, would it?”

			It appeared that Chain had not thoroughly absorbed several hundred years of history in a few months’ time. He could hardly be blamed for that—especially by Hanna.

			“No one commissioner ‘runs’ the Polity,” she said patiently. “And their powers are limited. To some degree. It’s complicated, Chain.”

			“So he used to be one of the people running the Polity?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” said Hanna, trying not to laugh.

			“And he’s your boss?”

			“Technically.”

			“What does that mean, technically?”

			She thought, to herself, It means we sleep together. Out loud she said with equal truth, “He wouldn’t try to make a first contact himself. I wouldn’t dream of trying to administer something like the department he heads.”

			“These first contacts. You’ve done two of them?”

			“And I’m here looking for a starting point for a third. Yes, Chain. That’s what I do. That’s what we’ll be doing together, you and I.”

			As they started the searches she heard him think: Just wait till I tell people who this is!

			She was getting used to being a legend.

			They had a second keyword list ready before the first, predictably fruitless, search was done: anything and any combination they could think of having to do with aliens, nonhumans, starflight, spacecraft, and on and on. Chain threw in “strange beings” for good measure. Nothing, except for many alerts on “landings”; but those dealt with maintenance flights to the mothership.

			“That’s right, she’s still up there,” Hanna said with interest. “And you still send people up?”

			“On a regular basis. If the orbit starts decaying into the atmosphere, we’re going to push her out toward space and wave good-bye.”

			“Chain, why didn’t your people do that long ago? It wouldn’t have affected your mayday beacon, and you wouldn’t have to worry about debris coming down on your heads. The thing’s huge. It would break up coming down through atmosphere, but it could do a lot of damage. Why’s it still there?”

			“Sentimental attachment?” He shrugged. “I guess someplace inside we still like to think we’re space travelers.”

			Hanna nodded. It made sense to her. She said, “Let’s see if Mi-o Roland ever put anything on record.”

			She had not. In fact, except for a birth record for Mi-o Roland consistent with the chronology, there was no evidence the girl had ever existed, apart from the Report to Archives.

			“Could she have changed her name?” Hanna said. “I forget—do women here customarily take their husbands’ names?”

			“Not usually,” he said, “but it’s not consistent. It’s an unusual first name, though. Let’s try—”

			Nothing.

			“Could she have changed that too? It’s a little awkward to pronounce. If she had wanted to change it to something easier, would it be a matter of public—well, no. That first search would have given us that.”

			Chain said, “This is a land of small towns, Hanna. We’ve spread over one continent, no more, and we’re spread thin at that. In a small town everybody knows your business anyway, so if you get around to reporting it to some central office—that’s me, for now—fine. If you don’t, nobody’s going to fine you or whatever they do where you come from. All reporting is voluntary.”

			He wore glasses; Hanna, who had never seen spectacles before, had examined them thoroughly. He took them off and laid them on the console where they worked. He looked sad. He said, “I’ve spent a lot of time with the Oversight historian. The kinds of questions she asked started me wondering. I’ve asked questions of my own, and Oversight’s free with its library. It’s different out there. With your people, I mean.”

			He meant the five worlds of the Interworld Polity and the others within its sphere of influence. He had ceased to see Hanna as D’neeran.

			He said, “We have a family named N’goto who make the finest porcelain you people have ever seen. Something about the clay on the riverbanks where they farm. The family developed the art of making it, oh, four hundred years ago? The rest of us buy it, sure. We ask for it a year in advance, usually a tea set for a marriage gift, and we pay the price the N’gotos ask, and it’s a high one, and it’s fair. We know how precious it is better than you Oversight people do.” (Hanna did not correct him. Oversight or Contact, it was all the Polity to him.) “The N’gotos don’t have much time to spare from the land, and this is their art, and it’s beautiful. Cherished.

			“Now Oversight is talking about markets in the Polity, and the family’s in an uproar.

			“I see things coming, Hanna. I see things I don’t like. They even say we have to stop calling this world New Earth, they say every colony ever settled wanted to call itself that and they all had to pick something else, and we’ll have to do that too. Not everybody sees everything I’ve been thinking about, but we’re all mad about that.”

			“Understandably,” said Hanna, but she was thinking of the alternatives to change. Stagnation, for one. A turning in, a narrowing of vision, knowledge trickling away. Helplessness in the face of new threats. She thought of Plague, and Gadrah.

			“Well, let’s get back to work,” he said.

			•   •   •

			“Nothing,” Hanna said later to Jameson, light-years away. It was late night in Dwar; Hanna had stayed up to reach Admin in Jameson’s morning. “I was reminded of the mothership, though. At the time of the incident, it was exactly where it is now—in orbit around New Earth. Surely the aliens would have boarded it. It’s clearly a starship, at least, to any beings with experience with starships. If they were here for R&R—a reasonable hypothesis, based on the accounts—they would have checked it for threats. Do you think they might have left traces?”

			She watched him think about it. She had always liked watching him think. The results were often surprising—and sometimes were direct hits on a target no one else had even seen.

			“I wouldn’t expect to find physical traces,” he said. “Not after generations of colonists making inspection trips. Presumably they would have noticed any damage or anything out of place—”

			“—like alien picnic leavings—”

			He gave her a startled look but said, “If they were curious about it, they might have tried to access the computers.”

			“I don’t know if I could recognize that if they had. Especially since these systems are obsolete. Do you think it’s worth my persuading someone here to take me up for a look? If there’s anything to find, finding it is probably beyond me.”

			He didn’t answer directly. “That would be beyond Oversight’s capabilities, too,” he said. “I will contact Fleet, though. It’s worth a look from them.”

			He would get results; and if anything substantial came of the examination of New Earth’s mothership, anything to make the whistling beings more real than one old report made them, Hanna might not be waiting around for transport the next time she needed it.

			•   •   •

			The next morning Chain said he couldn’t think of anything else to try. Hanna put her feet up and stared at uninformative displays. We’re too dependent on databanks, she thought. We think if something’s not in there, the something doesn’t exist.

			“Chain,” she said, “do you know anything about—oh, what is it?”

			She was dredging deep in her memory now. Some casual conversation Jameson had had with a dinner guest one evening, something that interested him; he seemed to be interested in everything.

			Often, Hanna listened to those conversations, even—once she was speaking—participated, but that night her hearing had felt muffled. That night she had only been waiting for the last guest to leave.

			Michael Kristofik had been dead four months. With every part of herself, with a completeness she had never known before, she had loved every part of him—the sunlight, and all the rest of that fractured personality, parts dark or damaged, haunted or lost. She had been deep in the trance of the Adept with him when he died, and all the light she had ever known went out in the moment of his death, and she had been insane with loss. Until she returned to Earth—was returned, like a package no one cared about—to Jameson.

			She still loved Michael, but he had rekindled an almost forgotten flame in her body, and it had not gone out with his death. She was used to being touched, used to being loved; her skin was starved, crying out with need. Desire was back. She desired Jameson with all the heat of their first coupling years before, and she knew she was desired in turn. She knew he thought her beautiful even in the pregnancy that was just becoming visible; she knew it every night when they went to their separate beds.

			There were scarcely any words. They were not necessary; she had hardly taken her eyes from Jameson all evening, and he had known it.

			He came back from saying the last good night and stood in front of her. She began to speak, and he lifted a hand in a slight gesture she knew: Don’t talk. He said, “I intend to make you forget him for a while.”

			She would have laughed at anyone else who said that. She did not laugh that night. And, for a while, she forgot.

			Chain was looking at her strangely.

			She got her brain going again.

			“Folklore?” she said. “Oral histories?”

			“Amir asked me about that,” Chain said. “Sure, every family’s got stories. Mostly lies, though.”

			“Are there still Rolands around?”

			“Lots of Rolands,” he said. “Some moved out to other towns, but there’s plenty around here still. Why?”

			“I want memories,” she said. “Things that never made it to the computers. Can you give me a roster of the Rolands who live near Dwar? I’m going to talk to them personally. And, Chain?”

			“Yes?”

			“Can you transmit an appeal for help from anyone who might have heard about Mi-o from old stories? And anybody who might have an artifact from her time? What I wouldn’t give for one little, insignificant alien artifact from her time!”

			•   •   •

			During the afternoon, mindful of farm families’ crowded days, she only went to see Amir, who said, “I’d love to see them collect the family stories. Before they’re lost.”

			“But why would they lose them, Amir?”

			“Because they’re stories people tell in limited societies,” Amir said. “Societies—small ones—where gossip is a primary medium, and people say, ‘Do you remember old so-and-so?’ and other people laugh because they do. When that stops, oral history stops. And it doesn’t make it into official records: old so-and-so probably was an old so-and-so, and the family’s going to talk about it, but they won’t be eager to put it in a database. So it stops. It stops when the society reaches a critical limit—in size, in mobility and resulting dispersion, or as a result of outside pressures like invasion or the influence of a larger culture.”

			“And that’s going to happen here?”

			“Well, the stressor here will be the last I mentioned—assimilation as a subculture into the Polity. It’s inevitable, I think. Unless they tell us to go away. They can, you know. And if they tell us to do that, we will.”

			All the same, Hanna thought as she walked away in the summer afternoon, maybe the name should be modified. To Colonial Oversight and Destruction Service, perhaps.

			•   •   •

			She knocked on the first Roland door that evening between dinner and bedtime. She got no new information, but Odele Roland made some calls, and assured Hanna that if she showed up at George Selos and Mindy Roland’s farm the next evening, there would be more Rolands to greet her.

			She took Chain with her. Forewarned, he came prepared to record. He retrieved half a dozen stories of interest (to Rolands—and to Amir, as it later turned out). Nothing on Mi-o.

			The next day, she had said, she would—

			“But why tomorrow?” several Rolands said. Mindy had been making and getting calls and messages all evening. “Why not a couple weeks from now? We’re past due for a family reunion—we’ll never have a better excuse!”

			•   •   •

			A fully equipped Interworld Fleet starship arrived and took up orbit around New Earth. This caused some excitement among the colonists, but only mild surprise among Oversight personnel, once it was explained that the old mothership was an object of interest to a famous specialist in the history of early expansion and settlement.

			Fleet sent incredibly expensive vessels here and there for sillier reasons, they said.

			•   •   •

			The day before the Roland family reunion, early in Dwar’s morning, Hanna got an urgent call from Jameson. She was at the Archives Office with Chain, and her heart jumped hard in her chest when she saw the
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