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I

Bathed in the light of a universe of stars,
Dalian Crown Prince Anton leaned back in the plush captain’s chair
and watched the panorama of space. Isolated, hurtling through the
cosmos, he finally began to relax. The awful events that sent him
into space seemed so far behind him now: the civil war with
neighboring Kajia, the attack on Dalia, the decision to send him to
safety with only Thurgose, his automatonic horse, for a companion.
There had been no time for anyone else to accompany him.

Out here, on the swirling edge of the
galaxy, Anton felt such calmness. He could have picked up one of
his 4-D video games, but did not. For a moment, he could be lazy,
resting between lessons from Thurgose. He gazed languidly at the
starry blackness, munching on freeze-dried dydala. He thought about
having some humsta, the syrupy porridge that was his normal
breakfast, but was mostly grateful that choosing what to eat was
the hardest decision he now had to make.

“Brubiscon,” Thurgose
interrupted in its metallic voice.

Anton turned his head. As usual, the little
horse was hooked into the controls. However, it had shifted to the
side, hooking its legs into the media control unit.

Tossing his blond hair in disgust, Anton
waved it off. “I don’t want to see a movie,” he said. “I just want
to enjoy the view.” He turned sideways to stretch his short legs
across the chair, letting his bare feet dangle over the
armrest.

Thurgose did not respond, but simply dimmed
the interior lights and projected a holographic image against the
far wall. Anton gasped and sat up as his father, Frighem Laren of
Dalia and Kajia appeared. He looked so real Anton almost reached
out a hand to touch his father, whose face had become a purple mask
as age seeped through the familiar yellow coloring of youth.

To Anton’s surprise, the
Frighem had smeared chocolate-colored
culka powder under his eyes. Only fighters on Dalia wore that since
it spoke of determination and death. Anton leaned forward in his
seat.

“My
son,” the Frighem said in hushed tones. “When you see this, I may
be dead.” He began talking about
the civil war between his planet and the neighboring planet Kajia
when the old man suddenly grew silent. His mouth remained open, and
his lips moved, but no words came out. Anton glanced quickly at
Thurgose, the robotic rocking horse projecting the video, and back
at the wall. His father seemed unaware of the loss of
sound.

Then, strangely, a hole appeared in the
Frighem’s forehead, blossoming red and ugly in the middle of one of
the deep purple creases. His eyes seemed to roll upward then
disappear. In a moment, the picture vanished, too, swallowed by the
darkness of the room.

Anton gasped. Stunned, he realized he had
seen the assassination of his father. His stomach heaved. He slowly
began to cry as the lights went on. Death did not usually move him;
on a planet where life spans were short, death happened frequently.
However, as prince, Anton had one clear duty: to perform the
funeral rituals for his father. Far away, he was not there to say
the Mourning Prayer, to light the traditional pile candle. He could
not dust his father’s hands and feet with the good Dalian dirt.

After a moment, Anton collected himself. In
his precarious position, isolated in space, he could not grieve
long. He ran a hand through his lavender hair and allowed his
natural yellow hue to return to his face. A couple of tears crossed
his black eyes, but that was all.

He took a deep breath. He would be strong.
He had to be.

He started to stand. There was a lot to
think about.

“Please remain seated,”
Thurgose said. “There is more.”

Somewhat uneasy, Anton dropped back into his
chair, turning again to face the wall. The light from Thurgose’s
plastic eyes shone again, but no image appeared. Instead, there was
a loud buzz followed by a calm, harsh, sinister male voice.

“Anton,” it said. “I am
going to kill you.” Anton sat up, trying to recognize the voice. It
had an odd accent, but he had heard it before.

The speaker continued with calm invective.
“You can run to the outer reaches of the universe.” His voice was
youthful, vibrant and arrogant. “I will find out. I….” There was a
harsh sound, and the tape cut off, too.

“What is all that?” Anton
cried, jumping to his feet. He wanted to do something, anything,
but didn’t know what. Thurgose was as impassive as usual. It stood
by the controls, slowly shifting its legs back and forth to
activate the various functions. Anton heard a click. The interior
lights returned to the normal level. Everything seemed the way it
was before, except nothing was the same.

Thurgose rocked back, disengaged itself from
the controls and rolled to Anton’s side. “I am your protector,” it
intoned. “I have been programmed to insulate you against bodily
harm.”

Anton trembled and touched the plastic head,
finding the special sensor device built into the automaton’s
surface that sent reassuring warmth into his hand. The automaton
came to his waist, the perfect height for petting without
reaching.

“Do you know who was
threatening me?” Anton asked.

“Yes.” The horse paused.
“I have analyzed the voice, and it belongs to Wyron, the Prince of
Kajia.”

Anton nodded grimly. He should have known.
As royal children, they had often played together. Now, Wyron
wanted control of the two sister planets. Almost unconsciously,
Anton continued to stroke the horse’s head.

“I wonder where he is
now,” he thought aloud.

“I have detected no
metallic compounds or radiation in the vicinity,” Thurgose
reported. “The exterior sensing equipment has been activated since
we left Dalia, and no such signals have been received. I monitor
them on a regular basis. You may be assured of your
safety.”

Anton relaxed a little. He walked over to
the closest portal. He pressed the switch, and the blue metal
shield swung wide. Looking out, he could see the bands of stars
stretching in all directions. Not a few minutes ago, everything
seemed so calm and inviting. Now, there seemed no pattern, no clear
paths.

“Where are we going?” he
asked Thurgose. He didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one.
Thurgose simply ran through a rainbow of colors as if searching
memory banks for a response it knew didn’t exist.

“Did you have to show me
that today?” Anton continued. He could have enjoyed a few more
moments of peace. That illusion was gone forever.

“I can only do as
programmed,” Thurgose said.

“That’s all I can do,
too,” Anton replied. He felt very depressed. All he really knew was
confined to the metallic interior of this ship. His memories were a
mishmash of images that floated together in a hazy soup. His father
was dead; his planet lay in desolate, contaminated ruins. And he
floated in space toward some unknown target. Somewhere out there,
perhaps a few light years behind, rode someone who wanted to kill
him. Anton turned back and looked at Thurgose.

“I am the Frighem now,” he
said almost in wonder. The very idea awed him.

“Yes,” Thurgose said. “You
are chief flower among the eastern skies, god of youth and
firmament, first son of the great Frighem Laren, son of the great
queen Rena, Brubiscon of the Gorean festival and bearer of the
Whiten bushels at the festival of Alain. And, you are also the
Frighem.”

Anton shook his head. What did any of those
titles mean on a spaceship somewhere in deep space? “I am the
leader of one,” he noted sourly.

“I am ever ready to obey
my Brubiscon,” Thurgose assured him.

“Then what am I supposed
to do now?” Anton asked.

“Now is everything,”
Thurgose recited. “Dugozy. 1654.”

“No philosophy,” Anton
pleaded. “My head is reeling.”

Thurgose responded by changing from a slight
yellow color to an off-gray, the signal it was ready to instruct,
and began to roll along the metallic strips in the flooring to the
teaching nook.

Sad and disheartened,
Anton followed the little automaton into the aisle. And, for just a
moment, he tried to ignore what fully he realized lay
ahead.


II

Anton checked himself in the mirror,
something he rarely did, and was surprised to see his face had
changed. It was just as round with a nub for a nose and vertical
lips. Dark eyes looked back at him with their usually silver iris.
However, his usual pale yellow color was now grayer. His chin
seemed to have grown the darkest with the line of color stretching
toward his ear holes on both sides. Puzzled, he rubbed the graying
skin and felt a roughness. He knew instantly what was wrong:
scrofula, the dread disease that often killed or maimed his
countrymen. This was the way Dalia’s last hope would end his days,
slowly being eaten away by the awful illness.

He staggered back against the wall.

Alerted by the thump, Thurgose appeared and
curiously nuzzled the teenager’s leg.

“It’s over, Thurgose. It’s
over,” Anton moaned. He sighed and turned up his eyes in
sadness.

The animal considered that. “What is,
Brubiscon?” Thurgose was clearly puzzled by the lack of any obvious
cause for distress. Already alert to danger, it had activated
surveillance wires near its ears and had turned a defensive
brown.

“I think I am dying,”
Anton mumbled. He straightened and looked into the mirror again.
The scofula consisted of small, dark splotches. He had never seen
an example close up before. It looked horrid.

Thurgose immediately ran a sensor from its
mouth to Anton’s leg. “All vital signs continue normal,” it
reported.

“Can’t you see what’s on
my face?” Anton whirled and cried. “You stupid grocka.” He caught
himself instantly before adding new insults. “Oh, how would you
know,” he muttered. “You can’t get it. Look at my chin.” He bent
over. “Look. See for yourself.”

“Ah,” Thurgose said
solemnly, “I perceive the situation. And I can affect a cure.” He
turned and rolled away. Anton gaped. Had his father thought of even
a remedy for scofula? Perhaps there had been only enough serum for
one. That must be why no one else had been treated. He took a deep
breath as Thurgose returned, carrying something on the platform
between its legs.

“I present this to you,”
it said. Anton was sure he could hear humor in the horse’s voice.
That wasn’t possible, he thought as he bent over. There was a razor
there.

“I’m supposed to scrape it
off?” he asked.

Thurgose nodded. “That is what one does with
a beard,” it said.

Anton had nothing to say after that, but the
story was carefully added to the video log of the trip. It gave
them a something to laugh about amid the steady gloom.

Lost in thought, but clean shaven, Anton
devoted most of his time to playing 4-D video games. During his
latest session, he had managed to shoot down 22,000 points worth of
enemy aircraft. While that was an impressive total, he was still a
long way from his high level mark. He played almost mechanically
now, aware what would happen on the game board and responding to
it.

He also had taken to wearing his adult
nuvras. As Frighem, even with no one to rule but a robot, he must
be an adult now.

His feet were visible through the crossed
leather top; his heels were thrust out the back. Only men could
wear such shoes. Only they were brave enough to withstand Dalia’s
harsh, crusty soil with almost bare feet. Young feet must be
protected. An adult had scars to prove his masculinity. Women, too,
wore special open-toed shoes when they were of age to demonstrate
their strength and courage.

Flushed with excitement, Anton had taken his
first steps in the nuvras. They felt odd. Now, they were
commonplace even if they did not reveal any scars on his bare feet.
He regretted the missing signs of maturity. All grown men had scars
on their feet. His only scars came where the thongs cut into his
arches. He endured the pain proudly, hoping someday, the scars
would stretch to the sides so the people he would meet when he
landed would realize they were confronting an adult.

Thurgose rolled to his side and watched for
a moment as Anton zapped another dozen ships with a flick of his
wrist. “Now is the time,” the animal announced.

Anton protested. He shifted his attention
for a moment, and his own video ship suddenly disintegrated in a
hail of bullets. “Look what you made me do,” he pouted.

Thurgose clicked off the machine with his
nose. “We must begin.”

Anton sighed. He was tired of lessons. He
could recite enough mathematical theorems to baffle a real
mathematician and understood the secrets of science, philosophy and
any other subject Thurgose threw at him. He impishly turned the
game back on. “It can wait,” he decided.

Thurgose moved to the corner controls and
slid into place. In an instant, power to the machine stopped. Anton
grimaced as his screen went dead. Whoever designed the ship had
made sure the horse ruled. Still, he was an adult, and it was time
he made a few decisions. He turned and faced the animal. “I am the
Frighem, and I tell you what to do,” he said sharply. “And I am
telling you to turn on my game.”

The horse simply slid into the wide screen
control panel. “I am programmed to supersede your directions in
those instances of extreme importance.” While Anton glared
petulantly, the little animal opened the front portals. In the
right corner of the dark sky, a large object bobbed in space. Anton
didn’t see it immediately. He was trying to formulate some way to
get around Thurgose.

“Look, Brubiscon,”
Thurgose said. “Your new home.”

Anton sat up and slowly put down the game
controls. For a moment, he didn’t know how to respond. He couldn’t
believe they had finally arrived at their mysterious destination.
He edged closer to the open view and stared into the blackness. The
small orb in the corner was rapidly growing in size. It looked
greenish-gray now, taking both shape and color quickly.

“How long before we land?”
Anton asked.

“When you are
ready.”

“No sign of
Wyron?”

Thurgose flashed a fuchsia color. That meant
no. Anton was relieved. Wyron may be chasing, but he had not caught
up.

Anton started to turn. “My uniform?”

“No,” Thurgose stopped
him. “You do not know the language well enough. You do not know the
customs. You must be completely prepared for what lays ahead. You
must be able to mingle with the people, to learn their mores, to
become one of them. You must be, as I must be, able to
survive.

“You?”

Thurgose nodded. “Even I, Brubiscon. Even
I.”

In silence, they stood together and looked
at the planet slowly taking shape in front of them. Any fear Anton
felt melted away. Instead there was a surge of energy. Glancing
over at Thurgose, he began to smile. “We did it,” he yelled and
began racing around the room. He catapulted across the couch and
rolled along the carpet. In an instant, he was back on his feet,
yelling loudly. “We did it. We did it.”

“Brubiscon,” Thurgose
cried, “please. We have many more things to do.” It moved easily
aside as Anton hurled a pillow at him. “There are concerns that
must be discussed. There are lessons.”

Panted and grinning Anton tossed another
pillow at Thurgose and missed. It plopped harmlessly against the
wall. “When do we land? What do you know about these people? Come
on, tell me,” Anton pleaded.

“I have not been
programmed to answer your questions,” Thurgose said.

Anton petulantly flung the last pillow.
“Thurgose!” he protested. “You have to know or you wouldn’t have
come here.” He raised his right hand. “Logic must precede the
disorder of spoken thought,” he recited. “Thoraster. About 2,000
years ago. Something like that.”

“Good,” Thurgose said,
“but the year is wrong. It was 1145.”

“Close enough.” Anton
began to pace with a mischievous look on his face. “This ship could
have been programmed to come this far, but I doubt it. We didn’t
know of any inhabited planets. Right? Right. I was just sent in
hopes of finding one. Therefore, unitum la
folenza,” he said, quoting an old Dalia
dictum, “you had to select this site.” Thurgose was silent. “You
have to be monitoring the planet. How else can you teach me its
customs, its language?” He wagged a finger at the horse. “Don’t
play games now. You’ve taught me too well.”

“We have lessons,”
Thurgose said.

“We have lessons. We have
lessons,” Anton mimicked. “I want to know when we land. When do I
begin to become part of that?” He pointed defiantly at the
planet.

“When you have
successfully assimilated your lessons,” Thurgose said.

“How about a look
first?”

“We are not close enough
for sufficient focus.”

Anton sighed. The little horse was going to
get its way after all. He stared into space at the planet. It
seemed a swirl with clouds. Blue coloring was clearly visible.
Anton liked that. It reminded him of home. So did the clouds. There
seemed to be a single satellite around the planet, not the three he
was used to, but it could be Dalia. And there, off in the distance,
might be Kajia. It just could be. Perhaps the land had recovered
enough. Perhaps the ship had made a giant arc. He moved closer to
the window. No. It couldn’t be.

There was a sudden sadness. He might never
see Dalia again. Maybe there was nothing to go home to. Or maybe
there were beings here who would help him return home. Perhaps he
could find a mate, build a larger ship, and travel back through
space to the azure-crested mountains, the encrusted, treacherous
plains. Or perhaps, here he would stay, one among many until his
years had ended, until the real measure of time mattered.

He swallowed hard. There was much to do. He
would have to dress properly. He would not make an entrance in the
clothes of a boy. He would wear his full uniform, no matter what
Thurgose said. He would use the weapons of his people to defend
himself, and he would survive.

“It is time,” Anton said
softly. The one-time crown prince of Dalia, the chief flower among
the eastern skies, god of youth and firmament, the first son of the
great Frighem Laren, son of the great queen Rena, Brubiscon of the
Gorean Festival and bearer of the whiten bushels at the festival of
Alain ran rose to his full height, about 5 feet, and threw back his
shoulders. He took a deep breath and led the way to the learning
section by the wall.

Thurgose followed. It slid its wheels into
the attachment groves. They made a loud click that seemed to drown
out the endless surge of the engines. Behind them, the window
closed. Slowly, the small ship began to orbit the planet.

And just as slowly, Thurgose began to teach.
“You have heard the language before and seen many broadcasts,” it
said.

Anton sat up. “This is the source?” he said
wide-eyed. He stared at the planet. In history class long ago, he
had been told how various programs suddenly began streaming across
space. The novelty drew wide attention as scholars slowly
deciphered the strange, rhythmic language. Even small
schoolchildren became aware of the distant people and their odd
behavior. Many learned the language, which served as a runic code
for intimate conversations.

Anton was almost conversant in it.

“You will need to learn it
better.” The horse told Anton. “It is called English.”


III

Impatiently, Walter Canyon checked his
monitor. The red light wasn’t on yet. He leaned back in his chair
with a daily news report in his hand. He wasn’t actually reading,
but the computer didn’t know that. The computer couldn’t know
everything. His right hand aimlessly tapped the desk with a pencil,
but he didn’t hear the sound. His mind was furiously considering
the options: he could have remained the same, or he could have been
promoted. Perhaps one level? A few points? He shivered nervously,
but hid that, too. Nothing could disturb his outward calm. Perhaps
the computer considered demeanor. That could be important, along
with appearance.

Canyon was very careful with his outward
look. His suit was always neat with each crease in proper
alignment. His hair, just beginning to pick up a hint of gray, was
carefully brushed and clipped. Not a single strand was out of
place. Canyon took the precaution of having his barber trim nose
hair, too, edge his eyelashes and eyebrows, and remove any stray
hairs from around his ears. If the computer gave points for such
things, he had cornered the market. His shoes were polished; his
teeth shining. Walter Canyon was a walking advertisement for the
modern man on his way up the ratings ladder. Good grooming was
expensive, Canyon realized, but his image must be maintained.

His meticulous efforts had helped for the
past nine years. Then, abruptly, something had gone dreadfully
wrong.

He remembered
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