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A gentle wind was carrying the scent of spice from the distant hills.  Jordan inhaled 
deeply and sighed.  “I love that smell,” he told his companion.  “Do you know what it 
is?” 
 
“Spice,” the blonde woman answered, sounding bored. 
 
“Yeah, but do you know what spice is?” 
 
She turned a hostile gaze on him.  “Everyone knows what spice is, moron.” 
 
“Everyone knows what spice does,” Jordan corrected.  “But do you know what it is, 
really?” 
 
“The M’breza told me,” she said haughtily.  “But if you don’t know, why should I tell 
you?” 
 
Jordan laughed.  “The M’breza wouldn’t tell you what spice is,” he said.  “It’s their only 
export.  What did they tell you?  I’m always curious.” 
 
The woman scowled again.  She seemed to have only sour expressions in her repertoire.  
“Just who the hell are you, anyway?” 
 
“My name’s Jordan,” he said.  “I’m the night shift shuttle pilot.”  He smiled broadly, a 
look he had practiced.  “You can relax, you know.  I’m not a Federale.” 
 
Her expression softened a bit.  “Sorry,” she muttered.  “I’ve heard that question at least a 
dozen times in two days.  I’m a bit on edge, I guess.” 
 
Jordan laughed softly.  “It’s natural.  There must be a hundred people in camp, and only 
one in five will get to see the M’breza close up.  You’re lucky.” 
 
“You could call it that.” 
 
“You sound like you don’t think so.” 
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 She gave him another icy look.  “You ever been to the village?” 
 
“No,” he lied.  “I’ve flown over it, though.  You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
She stooped to rummage in her bag, coming up with a long thin cigar.  She put it to her 
lips and sucked hard.  The tip flared, igniting the tobacco.  “Which question was that?” 
she said exhaling a cloud of sickly sweet smoke. 
 
Jordan waved his hand in front of his face, making the smoke swirl.  “What did they tell 
you spice was?” 
 
The woman took another drag on her cigar, regarding him with half-closed eyes.  “You 
been doing this job long?” she asked.  “Ferrying the tourists and researchers back and 
forth?” 
 
Longer than you’d believe, he thought.  “Awhile,” he said aloud. 
 
“Then somebody must have told you before.  Why are you bothering me?” 
 
He laughed.  “I have time to kill,” he said.  “The M’breza tell people different things 
depending on the personality of the listener.  I’d bet anything they told you the spice was 
a ground up root, very hard to find, only available five times a year.  Mocha flower.” 
 
The cigar sagged in her mouth.  “Very good,” she said.  “What kind of personality does 
that mean I have?” 
 
His laughter was his only answer.  Slowly, she began to smile.  “Yeah,” she said with a 
chuckle.  “I get it.  I’m a bitch.  It’s a survival trait where I come from.” 
 
Jordan pulled a silver flask from one of the pockets on his oversized jacket.  He took a 
swig and passed it to her.  She accepted it with a nod and downed a large gulp.  Her eyes 
widened a bit as the thick, syrupy alcohol mixture burned its way down her throat.  
“Good shit,” she croaked hoarsely. 
 
“Where you from?” he asked, taking the flask back. 
 
“Sarin’s World,” she told him.   
 
“Tough planet.” 
 
“No shit.  You’ve been there.” 
 
“That doesn’t sound like a question.” 
 
“It wasn’t.”  She puffed another thick cloud of smoke.   
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He turned his face to the sky.  There was a bright speck soaring by far overhead, easily 
visible in the waning afternoon sunlight.  That would be the Sagacious dropping into 
orbit.  Another load of tourists and researchers for him to ferry, and for the M’breza to 
have fun with.  “Yah,” he said at length.  “I’ve been there.  A long time ago.” 
 
She took the cigar from her mouth and looked at the end of it, frowning.  “Stale,” she 
muttered.  “You work here, so maybe you can tell me.  Why don’t they have a quarantine 
here?” 
 
He chose his answer carefully.  “The M’breza don’t suffer from human illnesses.  So 
there’s no need.” 
 
“Yeah, but they didn’t even question the cigars.  I’d have brought more if I’d known.”  
She pulled out her lighter and began to relight the cigar.  Jordan reached over and took it 
from her mouth.  She stared at him incredulously, her hand automatically groping for the 
weapon that should have been at her hip.  But this wasn’t Sarin’s World, and weapons 
were the one thing Customs wouldn’t allow through.  Jordan tossed the cigar into the 
brush and pulled two fresh ones from the pocket on his thigh, handing one to the girl. 
 
“Try this one,” he offered.  She took it cautiously.  He watched her sniff it and enjoyed 
the way her eyes widened.  “It’s native,” he told her.  “You’ll like it.” 
 
“It’s not tobacco?” 
 
“I didn’t say that.”  He pulled out his own lighter.  “The M’breza are more advanced than 
you think.  They look primitive, but they’re actually ahead of us in some ways.  I gave 
them a cigar once, my last, and the next year they gave a dozen back to me.” 
 
She blinked twice.  “They created tobacco plants?” she said dubiously.  “Are you telling 
me those rodents can do gene splicing?” 
 
Jordan just smiled at her and puffed on his cigar.   
 
The drone of a skimmer returning from the M’breza village filled the air.  The craft came 
rushing into view from around the edge of the forest, sliding over the marsh on a cushion 
of air.  “Last one of the day,” Jordan commented.  “I think your friend is on that one.” 
 
“What friend?” 
 
“The scientist.  The one from Earth.” 
 
The girl snorted.  “He’s no friend of mine.  I don’t have any friends.” 
 
“Oh, come on now.  I bet you have lots of friends back home.”  Jordan was looking 
directly at her, and so she refused to look up from the ground at him. 
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“No,” she said.  “No one back there at all.” 
 
Jordan nodded.  “I don’t suppose you’ll be going back, then.” 
 
She looked up sharply at him.  Their eyes met briefly and she looked quickly away.  
“Why would you say that?” she asked.  “It’s my home.” 
 
“It was my home, too.  Once.”  He took a long drag on his cigar and blew the smoke 
upward toward the sky deepening into twilight.  “Home is where you choose to make it.” 
 
“How quaint,” she sniped.  “Do you get your witticisms from cereal boxes or fortune 
cookies?”  Jordan laughed when she did, glad to discover she had a sense of humor after 
all.  The skimmer slowed as it neared shore.  Jordan watched as it banked sharply, turning 
toward the metal domes of the research station nearby.  The wind was blowing against his 
back, filling his nostrils with the scent of wild growth instead of the stink of oil and 
humanity.  At times like this, it was easy to pretend that he was happy. 
 
The girl fidgeted.  “I should head back,” she said.  “I need to finish packing.” 
 
Jordan nodded.  “Your park pass runs out today?” 
 
“Yeah,” she said.  “They’re only good for a week.” 
 
“Get another.” 
 
She laughed.  “I don’t qualify.  Not affluent enough.” 
 
That was a tale Jordan heard all too often.  The rich could afford to bribe the officials, to 
stay on the planet longer than their passes allowed.  But the M’breza chose who could 
visit and who couldn’t, and they didn’t care what your bank account looked like.  
“There’s another way,” Jordan said. 
 
“I’m not going to marry a native,” the girl said.  She was actually smiling when she said 
it though.  Jordan laughed again. 
 
“I meant quarantine,” he said. 
 
“I thought you said there was no quarantine.” 
 
“Not for incoming.”  Jordan paused while that sank in. 
 
“And if the M’breza don’t have diseases,” she said slowly, “then just what would I be 
quarantined for?” 
 
“Does that mean you want to stay?” 
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She puffed on her cigar and didn’t answer for a few minutes.  Finally she said, “Yeah, I 
guess.” 
 
“You have to do more than guess,” Jordan said.  “This isn’t just for fun.  Quarantine here 
is serious business.  They don’t want to risk exposing humanity to something the M’breza 
might have cooked up accidentally.” 
 
“All right,” she said.  “I’m game.” 
 
“You want to stay?” 
 
She sighed.  “Yes, dummy.  I want to stay.” 
 
“How long?” 
 
She gave him a hard stare.  He gave her one back.  Slowly, her expression mellowed.  
“As long as I can,” she said at last, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. 
 
Jordan nodded.  “Okay.  It’s easy.  Just ingest something native.” 
 
“What?” 
 
“Ingest something…” 
 
“I heard what you said.”  She shook her head.  “ You mean I have to eat something?” 
 
“You have to ingest something the M’breza have tinkered with,” Jordan clarified.  “Not 
just a blade of grass or a weed rat.  Customs gets all screwy when it comes to stuff the 
M’breza have modified.  Won’t let you off planet until they’re sure it’s out of your 
system and there are no lasting effects.” 
 
She looked thoughtful.  “Uh, huh,” she said.  “And just where do you propose I get such 
material?  They made me wear something close to a space suit before they’d let me into 
the M’breza village, and they searched me ten ways from Sunday when I came out.  How 
does anyone get…”  She stopped talking and looked down at her cigar. 
 
“Son-of-a-priest,” she muttered. 
 
Jordan grinned at the use of profanity.  He lifted his own cigar to his mouth and drew in a 
lungful of the acrid smoke.  She began to laugh.  “You’re a slick one,” she said.  “You do 
this to every girl who comes through?” 
 
“Only the ones I take a fancy to,” he said. 
 
“And how many has that been?” 
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“Since I’ve been here?”  He scratched his head.  “One.” 
 
“Am I supposed to be flattered?” 
 
“No, just grateful.” 
 
She snorted.  “Thanks.” 
 
“You’re welcome.” 
 
They could hear voices coming from the dock where the skimmer was discharging 
people.  None of that group got into the village. They’d only been as far as the overlook, 
spending their allotted time staring down at the M’breza and wishing they could get 
closer than the telephoto lenses of their cameras would allow.  That’s the way life was in 
general.  People spent most of their time looking at something other than what they had, 
dreaming of all the ways fortune could have smiled differently on them.   
 
“What do I do now?” she asked. 
 
“I’ll report you, of course,” he said.  “You’ll get put into the infirmary overnight.  You’ll 
like it.  The food’s decent.  Tomorrow they’ll turn you out and assign you temporary 
housing.” 
 
“Is that the way it worked for you?” 
 
“Something like that.  You’ll need a job if you plan to stay on.”  He rubbed his chin.  
“Got any skills?” 
 
“Probably nothing that would get me hired here,” she said. 
 
“I could use an assistant,” he said.  He was looking toward the station but he cut his eyes 
to catch her reaction. 
 
“You do, do you?”  she laughed.  “I should have seen that coming.  Did you ever stop to 
think that you’re not my type?” 
 
“No.” 
 
That made her laugh even harder.  “Good,” she said.  “I like that in a man.” 
 
The sun was touching the horizon, sinking into a bed of amber hues that diffused through 
the sky like molten honey.  Somewhere in the distance they could hear the cry of some 
creature, like a paean to the end of the day.  The wind picked up, ruffling their clothes 
and hair, carrying away the smoke from their smoldering cigars.   
 
“Think you could tell me your name now?” he prompted. 
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She sighed again.  He liked the sound of it.  “River,” she said.  “They call me River.” 
 
He found himself grinning foolishly.  “I think we’re going to get along fabulously River,” 
he said.   
 
“Maybe,” she said and sounded doubtful, but he could see the spark in her eyes.  Then 
her brow furrowed.  “Hey, what is spice?” 
 
“Let me walk you back to the station and I’ll tell you.”   
 
“This doesn’t mean I’m going to fall into bed with you,” she warned. 
 
“We’ve got plenty of time to change your mind,” was his answer.  She laughed as she fell 
into step beside him, not complaining when their bodies brushed together.  Jordan could 
smell spice on her skin, the tangy nectar of the M’breza, the magical cure-all made from 
their own bodies, produced by their allergic reaction to humans. 
 
Well, some humans anyway.  The special ones. 
 
Jordan smiled.  Overhead, the stars were coming out, sparkling like jewels over the 
verdant hills of paradise.  
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