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    First Occupation

  


  Chapter 1


  


  The air felt thinner than fireflies’ wings as Haute, the man who would become known as the Prophet, dropped his heavy pack, slumped down onto the flat surface of the smooth rock, and gulped for breath. Below him the pine forests and rocky-peaked moun­tains spread out as far as he could see in rolling waves of dark green trees, gray rocks, and blue lakes. Over­head the sky was a perfect shade of light blue and purple, with just a few wispy white clouds speeding past for accent. Even though the mountain continued on upward behind him, he felt as if he had reached the top of the world. No other mountain close by was anywhere near as tall as the one they were climbing.


  Haute forced himself to take slow, deep breaths, getting as much oxygen as he could from the thin air. His lungs ached, and he could feel every rasping breath through his dry throat. He had never climbed this high before, in all his years of wandering the mountains. And now the pain in his lungs and the throbbing in his arms and legs made him wonder why he’d decided to try it now. He wasn’t young anymore. Not old, but certainly a number of years beyond middle age. Far from young.


  You are close.


  Haute glanced around as, again, the voice in his head whispered to him. There was no one. There never was. Only a slight breeze swirled around him, bringing with it coolness against his skin and the pure smell of clean air scented slightly with a hint of sage.


  He sighed. Here, in the high mountains, the chok­ing smells of machines, or the bitter smells of Tarydium mining, would never overwhelm the clean air. Here those smells were only memories drifting in the crystal-clean air. His memories. Very real memories.


  You are close.


  The dry, flat voice again spoke to him inside his head, urging him forward for some unknown reason. But for the moment, he had gone far enough. He dug the water bottle out of its pocket in his pack and took a long, slow drink of the half-warm liquid. It felt like pure energy flowing down his throat, and he wanted more. A lot more. Instead, he forced himself to stop. They had passed the last spring about a thousand feet of elevation back down the mountainside. What he and Ablee carried was going to have to last them for as long as they were up here.


  Down the hill, Ablee was nowhere to be seen. He would catch up soon enough.


  Haute took another small sip, then a deep breath of the clean wind. Slowly, he let himself relax back on the rock, trying to ignore the fact that a voice in his head had brought him so high on this mountain. For three days he had heard the voice. Faint at first, then, as they neared the mountain, it became distinct. In all his years he had never heard voices before. At first he ignored it, then spent hours making sure no one was playing a practical joke on him. But after a time he finally just accepted it. A voice was speaking in his head, and it was very, very real.


  Or he was very, very insane.


  He went with the real-voice choice but had been wondering now for days if that was the way all insane people felt inside. That thought had haunted him.


  Yesterday the voice had told him to climb, and he had done so. Ablee, his traveling companion of the last two years, had thought him insane for wanting to go up the mountain. Haute agreed with him, but the voice had been so clear in his head that in the end he couldn’t not go up the mountain.


  Ablee had called the voice in Haute’s head “Wild Goose.”


  Haute had refused even to give it a name. He just knew it seemed very, very real.


  And very alien.


  Above Haute the light, wispy clouds sped past, driven by winds he couldn’t see or feel. The problems of the world, the mines, the castles, were so far away from this wonderful mountain. Maybe he could find a way to stay here, high in the clean air, and never return to the pain of being close to Tarydium. All he would need would be shelter, some water, and a way to get food.


  He glanced around at the rocks and scrub brush, then laughed to himself. This high on the mountain, he doubted if he would find any of those things. But it was still wonderful to dream.


  He sat back up slowly, still breathing harder than normal. He had no idea exactly how high they had climbed, but it was clearly very, very high.


  He studied the tree line below him, looking for Ablee. Twigs snapping, the racket of a loose rock tumbling down the slope, and occasional panted swear words marked the path of his friend. Ablee was the shortest and fattest being Haute had ever seen. Most Nali were at least six feet tall and very thin. But for some reason, Ablee hadn’t grown past five-foot-three and was far from thin.


  His unusual appearance and his extreme reactions to Tarydium had forced Ablee into a life in the mountains at a very early age, away from the society of the castles and the Tarydium mines. To Ablee, that had been just fine. He loved the trees and the wildlife more than anything and hated even getting close to small outposts for supplies.


  But Haute had had to learn to love the mountains. When he was twenty, intense migraine headaches caused by his sensitivity to the element Tarydium had forced him out of the castle of his birth and away from the Tarydium-run machines. The doctors had told him, as his headaches got worse, that he had two choices: live with the pain caused by his reaction to Tarydium, or get away from it by going into the mountains which were free of the element.


  Haute had considered it crazy to think of living in the wilderness mountains that covered half the dry land on the planet. So at first he had tried living with the pain, staying with his family, pretending to live a normal life, even planning to marry Elutie, his child­hood sweetheart. But slowly, month after month, the pain had increased, forcing him more and more often into the pain-free world of the mountains, far away from the Tarydium.


  His last break with his family had been the day he’d asked Elutie to marry him and come live with him in the mountains. He told her that he would build them their own castle and that their friends and family could come and visit them anytime. She had only laughed at him. Laughed right in his face.


  He had turned and walked away.


  And had never returned.


  That was twenty years ago, yet her face still haunted him. And the echo of her laugh in his ears still hurt.


  You are close.


  Again, the flat, emotionless, alien-sounding voice in his head urged him forward, but he ignored it, watch­ing instead as Ablee broke into the open and stopped, hands on his knees, panting.


  “Not much farther!” Haute yelled down to his friend.


  Ablee shook his head and looked up. “My heart,” he said, panting. “I may die right here. This could be the big one.”


  Haute laughed. His fat friend had been using that exact expression for years now, any time the going got just a little too rough or Haute walked a little too fast. But there was no doubt this was the hardest climb they had done in their years together. Ablee had a good reason to complain.


  “You’ve made it this far,” Haute shouted back. “Just a little farther.”


  Ablee looked up at Haute. “Any shade up there?”


  “I’ll find us some,” Haute shouted back. “Take your time.”


  “I can do nothing else,” Ablee shouted back be­tween deep gasps of breath.


  Haute stood and glanced around. Ablee was right; they were going to need shade, and fairly quickly. The sun felt as if it were burning into the skin on his exposed arms, neck, and face. Sweat dripped down under his light shirt and stuck his Den-skin pants to the backs of his legs. He would have to find some shade soon, or the sun would blister him quickly at this elevation, now that he had climbed above the tree line. Over the years he had blistered the skin twice on his upper arms and swore both times it would never happen again.


  He took another sip of water and replaced the bottle in his pack. Then, with two more deep breaths of the thin air, he swung the heavy pack up over his shoulder and headed toward what looked to be a rock overhang to his right, going sideways and up along the mountain face. There looked to be shade up there, maybe even a small cave if they were lucky.


  You are close.


  “Good to know,” Haute said aloud in answer to the voice in his head as he climbed around a large rock, using all four of his hands to pull himself up. Actu­ally, after the work of climbing up here, right now he didn’t much care how close he was to whatever the voice wanted him to see. He just wanted to find shade, take another long drink of water, and then rest.


  After ten long minutes of picking his way over rocks along the ridge line, he finally reached the shade in what appeared to be the mouth of a large and deep cave.


  He dropped the pack on the dirt floor and gently touched the skin on his upper arms with his lower hands. Nothing showed white, which was good. For the moment he seemed to be fine. No blisters. But he would have to be careful, maybe move back down into the tree line and the more consistent shade there.


  Behind him, Ablee had reached the flat rock and was sitting on it, panting.


  “Shade this way.” Haute shouted.


  Ablee glanced around at Haute, then nodded, obvi­ously too winded even to talk.


  Haute picked up his pack and leaned it against one wall of the huge area, then glanced around. He was clearly standing in the mouth of a cave, but it was like no other cave he’d seen. From a distance it looked to be just another rock formation, but up close the entire cave looked like the inside of a funnel. It was as if a long, long time ago, something had blasted this right out of the side of the mountain, leaving the sides of the cave black and charred.


  Haute ran his hand over some of the black rock, feeling the smoothness of the surface. It was almost as if the rock had somehow been melted.


  Haute moved ten steps back into the cave. He could see that the darkness became total farther in, as the passage narrowed and slanted downward at a slight angle. Very strange for something this high up on the side of a mountain. This was clearly not formed naturally in the rocks.


  He studied the rocks and dirt of the cave floor. No signs of any tracks, animal or otherwise. No Nali or animal had been in this cave in a long time, if ever.


  He moved back out to the entrance and stood just inside the shadow of the cave’s roof, staring out over the mountains and valleys below. None of his peo­ple’s stone castles was visible in the distance to the west. Except for those like him, who had to get away from extreme sensitivity to Tarydium, there was no reason for any other Nali to venture into these moun­tains. And since this area had no Tarydium deposits, there was no point in building castles here, either. So as far as he could see, there was nothing but trees and rocks.


  And he had come to love that emptiness. Maybe finally, after twenty years, he had gotten over the city and accepted where he lived. It would be about time.


  “Is it cooler in there?” Ablee asked, stopping a hundred paces away down the slope and leaning with all four arms against a rock. He was panting, his large chest going in and out like a bellows as he tried to suck in the thin air.


  “Cooler,” Haute said. “And there’s a nice breeze.”


  “Good,” Ablee said. “Because Wild Goose voices in your head or not, I’m not going any higher. You can go on up there and talk to the gods if you want. I’m parking my ass right here.”


  Haute laughed. “Sounds just fine to me. I’m not going any higher, either.”


  Ablee shook his head in disgust and worked his way the last short distance into the shade as Haute stood staring out over the wonderful vista. Voice or no voice, it had been worth the climb just to see this view.


  He imagined that he could almost make out the Rostivelt lake down in the valley. The sandbar of that old lake had become his and Ablee’s favorite camping site over the years. A crashed spaceship had buried itself hundreds of years ago in the lake, and the shape was still visible through the crystal-clear water. The lake also held massive Tuort fish, the best eating fish in the mountains. After they got off this mountain, they’d head back there and prepare for the coming winter. Maybe, if they could stock enough food, they might even build themselves a more solid shelter.


  Ablee dropped his pack and slumped to the ground beside it, panting as if he’d just run a fast mile ahead of a Razorfly.


  “You going to be all right?” Haute asked, fishing into his pack for the water bottle. He flipped it to Ablee.


  “I—think—so,” Ablee said, spacing the words between deep breaths. He took a long drink and passed the half-empty bottle back to Haute.


  Haute allowed himself one small drink of the warm water, then replaced it in his pack. At best, they had a day’s worth of water. When that was gone, they were going to have to start back down.


  “What is this place?” Ablee said, looking around at their shelter while wiping sweat off his upper arms and forehead.


  Haute shrugged. “Just a cave.”


  “The Wild Goose lead you here?”


  Again, Haute shrugged. “I honestly have no idea. It just says I’m close.”


  “Close to what?”


  “No idea,” Haute said.


  Ablee shook his head. “I’m not sure who’s crazier. You for following a voice up this mountain, or me for following you.”


  Haute laughed. “Look at the bright side, my friend. It’s all downhill from here.”


  Ablee only snorted.


  And with that, Haute went back to staring out over the beautiful land, ignoring the cave behind him. And the voice in his head that kept repeating over and over, You are close.


  


  Chapter 2


  


  You are close.


  Haute awoke to the voice in his head and the wonderful, thick smell of Raed meat cooking over a slow fire. The swirling smoke seemed to be held inside by the thin light wind outside until it finally escaped through the rocks overhead. The mouth­watering aroma filled the cave, giving the air a thickness that seemed almost unnatural this far up a mountain.


  Haute had had faint memories of the wonderful smells of his grandmother’s kitchen in their home in the castle. Now they flooded back in, led by the smells filling the cave around him. He let the memories of his childhood run without limits through him for a moment, then chased them away.


  “That smells fantastic,” Haute said, sitting up and stretching. A small rock had pressed into his shoulder, and he rubbed the spot until the ache went away. Both he and Ablee had been so worn out from their climb up to the cave that they had curled up with their packs as pillows and slept. Obviously, Ablee had awakened before him and managed to find enough scrub brush to start a pretty solid fire in the mouth of the cave.


  The meat cooking was the last of their supply from killing a wild Raed six days before. They had smoked and jerkyed a large part of the meat for long-term use and cut enough steaks for six nights, the amount of time the meat would remain good. This was the last night. Haute was going to be sad to see the steaks finished. Finding a wild Raed in the mountains was not an easy task. It might be months before they could bring down another.


  “Almost ready,” Ablee said, poking at the steaks, causing them to sizzle in the pan. Ablee was the best cook Haute had ever met, especially over an open campfire. Haute had no doubt that Ablee would have ended up being a great chef in any of the huge central- mine castles, if he hadn’t been so allergic to Tary­dium.


  When they had first decided to travel and hunt together, Haute had gladly agreed to help Ablee carry extra spices and foods, just because Ablee wanted to do most of the cooking. It was more than a fair trade, as far as Haute was concerned. It was no wonder that Ablee, even while living in the mountains for years, was solidly overweight. He loved to eat more than he loved to cook.


  The only problem was that Ablee’s love of food kept the two of them constantly on the hunt for game. Haute didn’t care. The wonderful meals were worth it.


  He stood and moved past the campfire to the mouth of the cave, where he could see out over the mountains. The sun was setting somewhere behind them, lighting the surrounding valleys and mountains with bright pinks and purples and oranges. It was as if he were standing over a huge painting spread out below his feet. A painting that went on and on as far as he could see. The feeling of awe overwhelmed him, and he just stood, staring.


  As he watched, the colors shifted.


  And then a moment later, they shifted again as the fast-moving clouds changed the colors like pulling a thin colored blanket across a bed.


  You are close.


  The alien voice in his head didn’t even distract him from the breathtaking sight in front of him.


  Ablee handed him a plate covered by a thick steak. The wonderful smell made Haute’s stomach rumble. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized just how hun­gry he was.


  “Thanks,” Haute said, nodding to his friend.


  “Don’t mention it,” Ablee said as he moved over to a rock near the mouth of the cave and sat down, facing out over the valleys of colors below. His own plateful of steak was on his lap in front of him.


  Haute moved to a nearby rock and did the same, balancing the plate on his legs and holding it with his lower hands while he cut the meat with his upper ones. Then, while chewing the first bite, which seemed to melt in his mouth, he went back to staring out over the mountains and the spectacular sunset.


  His old girlfriend, Elutie, really didn’t know what she had missed, all those years ago, by not coming with him. Beautiful sunsets, clean air, no real respon­sibilities except finding enough food and decent shel­ter each cold season. Those were things impossible to buy in the castles, no matter how rich a person might become or how many rooms he might control.


  But then she had also missed the constant move­ment to find food, the sleeping on the ground, the soaking downpours, the cold nights of winter under the stars. Those were hardships he had come to take as a way of life. But would Elutie have adjusted so easily? He doubted it. In fact, he had completely forgotten what it felt like to sleep in a bed. Maybe Elutie had made the right choice after all. But still, she missed nights like tonight, tucked away inside those stone castles.


  “Really something, isn’t it?” Ablee said, nodding at the changing colors of the sunset over the mountains as he loudly chewed his steak.


  “Wonderful,” Haute said. Then he took another bite of meat, chewing lightly. “And this steak is amazingly tender. How’d you do that?”


  Ablee only shrugged. He loved to cook, but he never really talked much about it. Haute was always careful to compliment Ablee for a good meal and say nothing when a meal didn’t quite work out.


  “The meat was well marbled,” Ablee said, “after all those days being banged around in our packs.”


  Haute laughed. “And I thought you were going to tell me it had something to do with the elevation.”


  Ablee shook his head. “And encourage you to climb another one of these monsters? Not hardly. I’m amazed my heart survived today.”


  Haute laughed, and the two went back to finishing their steaks and watching the sunset fade to darkness. It took fifteen minutes. Wonderful, satisfying min­utes. The sunset dinner was one of those times that Haute took and stored down inside, to bring back up and remember when things weren’t going so well. Treasured memories to help block out those of the castle and Elutie’s cruel laughter.


  Finally, the darkness closed in around the fire, and the chill of the night air seemed to bite hard at Haute’s bare arms. He stood and handed his empty plate to Ablee, who was cleaning up, then went to his pack and hauled out his jacket. Up this high, there was no doubt the night was going to get cold.


  He moved back over near the fire and tossed on a few more branches, then sat and watched Ablee finish scouring the plates off in the sand. It took him almost no time at all before stuffing them back in his back­pack.


  You are close.


  “Damn voice keeps telling me I’m close,” Haute said. The voice was still as dry and simple sounding as it had been days before. Almost as if it were a recording playing over and over.


  “Well, Wild Goose ain’t getting me to go out there in the dark,” Ablee said. “Sure suicide on those rocks.”


  “I didn’t mean that,” Haute said. “But I do think it’s time to check out this cave.”


  “You think your voice might be back there some­where?” Ablee asked, pointing at the back of the cave. “Now I am worried.”


  Haute couldn’t tell if Ablee was just making fun of him or not. But he didn’t blame his friend. This voice thing had gotten annoying to Haute over the past few days. It must really be getting on Ablee’s nerves.


  “No way of knowing,” Haute said. “But I do want to make sure we don’t have any unexpected company in the middle of the night coming in behind us.”


  “Yeah,” Ablee said. “Good idea. Get me a torch ready, and I’ll go with you.”


  “You don’t have to,” Haute said. “Bad enough I’ve dragged you up this mountain.”


  “True, you do owe me for that,” Ablee said, laugh­ing. “But that sunset was almost worth the price of the climb.”


  “That it was,” Haute said, glancing out where the faint light still colored the sky a light pink.


  “Besides,” Ablee said, “I want to be there just in case you find the body that goes with the voice in your head.”


  Haute only laughed. Quickly, he dug two torches out of their packs. Then he took their emergency flashlight and stuffed it in his jacket pocket. It ran off very expensive non-Tarydium batteries and had cost Haute more than he wanted to admit two years ago at a small trading post. They used it only in case of complete emergencies. He figured that having the torches go out deep inside a cave would be a complete emergency.


  He handed one torch to Ablee, then lit his off the fire. It would burn for eight hours without refilling the animal fat in the handle. They seldom used the torches, either, even though the fuel was cheap to buy and very easy to make. Usually, their campfire offered them enough light to get by in the early evenings. The torches came out only on those nights when the rains made campfires impossible to keep lit.


  “Ready?” Ablee asked.


  Haute glanced out at the dark night sky and the stars that were slowly starting to fight back the last of the sunset. Then he nodded. “Let’s go.”


  The cave narrowed down in the back to a tunnel taller than a large pine tree and about as wide as a large chamber room in a castle. The walls in places were almost polished slick and pure black. Haute had no idea what could have formed such a cave.


  They had gone only fifty paces down into the cave when Ablee found the first hunk of metal. It seemed to be melted into the rock wall and so black it hardly reflected any light.


  “What do you think caused this?” Ablee said, tapping the metal surface so hard that the sound rang through the narrowing tunnel, echoing back toward the entrance.


  Haute moved over and studied the metal. It was nothing like he had ever seen before. Pure black and fused into the rock as if an intense heat had melted it there.


  “You getting any swelling in your throat?” Haute asked. Ablee’s sensitivity to Tarydium caused a bad swelling in his throat. Once Haute had had to carry his friend away from a small trading post before he stopped breathing, because the owner had just bought a Tarydium-run motor and hadn’t warned them.


  “Not a bit,” Ablee said. “Any headaches?”


  “Nothing,” Haute said. “Which means whatever this is has nothing to do with Tarydium mining.”


  “Thank the stars for that,” Ablee said.


  They both turned and continued slowly down into the black tunnel. The light from their torches was swallowed by the walls and floor as if disappearing into a vast nothingness. Not even the darkest night swallowed torchlight the way this cave did.


  “More metal,” Ablee said, kicking a large black chunk on the cave floor. Again, the metal sound echoed off down the cave in a very spooky way.


  Ahead, Haute could see more metal fragments scattered along the floor and smashed into the rock walls. “Something really tore into here.”


  “You got that right,” Ablee said.


  Haute didn’t want to say what he was thinking. At least, not out loud. But this really looked like a crashed spaceship from a long, long time in the past.


  Ablee glanced at him, then turned back to study another chunk of metal.


  Over his twenty years of wondering the mountains, Haute had come across hundreds of crashed space­ships of all sizes and shapes. Some fairly recent, some very old. For some reason, his home world just caused spaceships to crash. No real explanation for it, since his people hadn’t been able to develop successful space travel like those in the ships that crashed. Actually, the Nali didn’t much care to develop any­thing. They mined just enough Tarydium to run the castles, and that was all.


  When Haute was growing up, he had heard theories about how their world just sucked spaceships from space with an unknown force. He and Ablee had learned to avoid the crashed ships since they were all usually powered by Tarydium.


  You are close.


  Haute glanced down at the floor, looking for tracks. Maybe something had survived this crash and lived back here in the wreckage. It might be possible. Most of the time, the strange creatures flying the ships were killed in the crashes, but he had heard of two crews that had survived. They had been welcomed by the Nali, but both groups had left the castles and headed into the mountains to live in their own fashion. In all his years of traveling, Haute had never met any of them, if they still survived.


  He studied the metal on the ground for a moment. If this was a Tarydium-powered spaceship, he would have had a raging headache before he had even gotten near the cave. Unless, of course, this ship hadn’t been powered by Tarydium. He’d never heard of such a thing crashing anywhere on the planet before, but he supposed anything was possible. He had a flashlight in his pocket that wasn’t Tarydium-powered, so why not a spaceship?


  They moved slowly forward, stepping over and around more and more hunks of metal, both keeping silent in the darkness as they eased forward.


  Finally, after another fifty paces, the cave ended in a massive pile of smashed metal, floor to ceiling, wall to wall.


  “Amazing, huh?” Ablee said, shining his light over the huge mass of metal.


  “That it is,” Haute said, staring at the barrier of strange shapes and forms in front of him. At this point, the tunnel was more than ten body lengths tall and at least that many wide. Clearly, something had crashed into the side of the mountain and made this cave. And that something had been huge, considering what was left of it in front of him.


  “Can you tell what it was?” Ablee asked, moving up and shining his torch on the metal.


  “No idea at all,” Haute said. “Some sort of crashed spaceship, probably.”


  “I was thinking the same thing.”


  “But to bore this deep into the mountain,” Haute said, “it must have been going fast.”


  “And it had to have been incredibly strong,” Ablee said, holding up his torch to study where the ship’s edges had melted into the stone wall. “Any other ship would have just exploded on the surface.”


  “Good point,” Haute said.


  Slowly, he reached out and touched the metal.


  As his hand touched the cool surface, a slight charge went through his body. He jumped back, yanking his hand away.


  You are here.


  


  Chapter 3


  


  You are here.


  The silence in the dark cave was overwhelming.


  Time had stopped the instant he touched the pile of metal. Haute could no longer hear his own heart pounding, his breath rasping through his throat.


  Nothing.


  For a moment, or maybe for hours, time had seemed to stand still, as if the cave didn’t exist, the world didn’t turn, the sun didn’t set outside.


  Nothing existed but Haute’s awareness.


  And the voice.


  Time had stopped. And the voice had spoken to him.


  You are here.


  Then time started again.


  Simple as that. One moment it had stopped, the next it had started.


  And Haute knew that no time had really passed at all.


  He had touched the metal and instantly jumped back from the ship. Yet in that instant, there had been the feeling of forever in the voice’s words.


  Past.


  Present.


  Future.


  All wrapped into the one moment.


  The voice in Haute’s head had been clear as he touched the massive pile of metal that clogged the back of the cave. This was where whoever, or whatev­er, had been talking to him inside his head had wanted him to come.


  And so much more.


  This was where time ended and began.


  This place was the beginning and the end and every place in between.


  Haute had gotten all that from one touch of the metal. From one instant of contact.


  And from the eternity inside that instant.


  “What happened?” Ablee asked, moving over be­side Haute. “You jumped like you’d stuck your hand in a fire.”


  “I might have,” Haute said, taking a deep breath of the stale air in the cave, enjoying the sound of his own breathing and the intense pounding of his heart.


  “You all right?”


  “I think so,” Haute said. “The voice in my head said we have found the right place.”


  Ablee stared at Haute in the flickering light from the torch, then shook his head. “There actually was a voice? I mean a real-like voice?”


  Haute laughed, letting the tension ease out as much as he could. “For days and days.”


  “Not that I didn’t believe you,” Ablee said, his tone clear that in reality he hadn’t believed in any outside voice.


  “Why would you?” Haute said. “I didn’t believe it much of the time myself. Until now.”


  “No,” Ablee said. “Nothing like that. I just sort of thought you were following the little voice we all have in our heads. Sort of the gut-sense voice.”


  “Nope,” Haute said, staring at the crashed ship. “This one was real and not mine. My gut-sense voice said run, but how do you run from a voice in your head?”


  “Good point,” Ablee said. “And this is where the strange voice wanted you to come, huh?” Ablee pointed at the mass of metal illuminated by their two torches.


  “Seems that way,” Haute said. “But why?”


  Haute was now beginning to doubt what he had felt the moment before. Clearly, that had all been his imagination going wild on him. Time had only seemed to stop. It couldn’t really have happened in any real way.


  “Maybe something is still inside there?” Ablee said, glancing at the pile of metal.


  “Or the ghost of something,” Haute said.


  “I really wish you hadn’t said that.”


  Haute laughed, but he was barely holding off a shiver of his own. Deep inside a mountain cave, they didn’t need to be scaring each other, especially since there was no safe way to leave the cave and get down the side of the mountain until at least morning light.


  “Look at that pile of junk,” Haute said, pointing at the metal. “Could anything have lived through that impact?”


  “I would say, normally, not a chance,” Ablee said. “But that doesn’t answer where the voice in your head comes from. Or how this ship dug this deep into solid rock without exploding.”


  “Yeah,” Haute said. “Or why the voice wanted us to find this in the first place.”


  “Yeah,” Ablee said. “That, too.”


  Haute moved over to the right side of the cave. Being careful not to touch the ship again, he tried to find any opening into the metal. Nothing. Just tangled and smashed metal.


  With Ablee beside him, they searched for an open­ing on the left.


  Again nothing. What was left of this ship was compacted into a massive pile of junk metal. Nothing more.


  Yet it was a pile of metal that seemed to be talking to him, somehow.


  “Now what do we do?” Ablee asked. “I doubt we have the tools or strength to dig into that mess very far.”


  Haute agreed. From the looks of it, all the metal was fused together by the intense heat of the impact. It would take castle-building equipment even to cut into it, and that kind of power would require Tarydium.


  It didn’t appear that they had any choice. If they were going to find out what this was all about, he was going to have to touch the ship again. It was either that or turn and walk away, without knowing. And he would always regret that. He just knew it.


  Besides, he hadn’t been hurt the last time he touched the thing. Just startled. But the rationaliza­tion sounded hollow, even without saying it aloud.


  He turned to Ablee. “I’m going to try to get in touch with whatever wanted us to come here.”


  “By doing what?"


  “Touching the ship,” Haute said. “Pull me away if it appears anything is going strange. All right?”


  Ablee nodded. But even in the flickering light of the torches, Haute could tell his friend was worried.


  Haute turned, stepped forward, and, before he had time to change his mind, laid his hand flat on the surface of the pile of metal that had once been a spaceship.


  Time again vanished.


  And the dark cave and the pile of metal.


  Gone. Everything gone.


  Replaced by nothingness.


  Then, seemingly instantly, Haute found himself leaning against a beautiful, gleaming starship under a strange-looking double sun. He could feel the heat of the two suns and the warmth of the metal under his touch. He was standing on a massive concrete surface that seemed to stretch to the horizon in all directions. There were no other living beings or ships within sight. It looked to be a world covered entirely in a stonelike substance.


  He could feel the sun but could not hear his own breathing.


  He could sense the extreme emptiness of the place, and feelings of aloneness overwhelmed him like a wave of water hitting him solidly in the middle.


  Nothing, where there should be something.


  No time, no place, no company.


  Alone.


  And lonely.


  The scene shifted, and Haute found himself floating above the castles of his own people, high in the air, far higher than any mountaintop.


  He still touched the ship as it spiraled downward toward the mountain, the surface heating up to white-hot. Yet here, in this vision, Haute felt none of the heat. He just went along with the ship, speeding toward the hard rocks.


  He felt none of the impact when the ship crashed into the mountain. He only watched it, detached, observing, unafraid as the ship plowed into the rock, smashing itself down into an ugly pile of rubble inside a long, dark cave.


  He followed it deep into the mountain where a great darkness took it.


  When the blackness came, he took his hand away from the metal.


  “Nothing, huh?” Ablee said.


  Haute blinked and glanced at his friend.


  “What did you see me just do?” Haute asked. “And how long did it take?”


  Ablee looked at him as if the question were from an insane man, then shrugged. “You touched the metal, then took your hand away. Half a second, tops.”


  Haute nodded. “I thought as much.”


  “So did you talk to your voice?”


  “Not really,” Haute said. “Let’s go back out to the fire, and I’ll tell you what happened.”


  Ablee only nodded, but the look on his face was filled with worry.


  Haute retrieved his torch from where he’d leaned it against the wall, then they headed back up the tunnel toward the mouth of the cave and their camp. But it wasn’t for a good hundred paces before he realized something was very, very wrong.


  Beside him, Ablee said softly, “What in the—”


  Ahead of them, the light grew brighter and brighter until, finally, standing beside their packs, they looked out over the valleys and mountains below them at a beautiful sunrise.


  An impossible sunrise.


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Haute stood and stared at the incredible sunrise. The impossible sunrise. They hadn’t been back in the cave for more than an hour. Yet seven hours of darkness had passed for both of them. That wasn’t possible.


  “You want to explain to me,” Ablee said softly, never taking his gaze off the sunrise outside the cave mouth, “just what happened back there? How did we lose six hours?”


  “I honestly don’t know,” Haute said. He just kept staring at the sunrise. Impossible.


  All impossible.


  Finally, he broke out of his shock enough to hold up his torch and shut off the flame. Then he quickly checked the fuel level. It had been almost full when they started. If it had burned for only an hour, it would still be almost full. But if it had burned for seven hours, the fuel would be very low.


  “Check the level of fuel in your torch,” Haute said.


  “Almost full,” Ablee said, holding it up. “Down only an hour’s worth.”


  “Mine also,” Haute said.


  “Which proves,” Ablee said, “that the torches were on for about the same amount of time we were awake. Or whatever. Still doesn’t explain what hap­pened.”


  “Just gathering information,” Haute said. He could tell that Ablee was getting angry. He did that at times, especially when stressed.


  “How about telling me what happened when you touched the ship?” Ablee said. “So we both have the same information.”


  “It will sound crazy,” Haute said.


  Ablee pointed out the mouth of the cave at the beautiful colors of the sunrise that now painted the hills and clouds. “Right about now, I’ll believe just about anything you might tell me.”


  Haute nodded and quickly relayed what he had felt the first time he touched the pile of metal. Then he told his friend about the scenes of the ship on a vast concrete plain and then crashing into this mountain.


  “But what was really amazing,” Haute said, “was that I never once felt really afraid. Or in any danger. I rode that ship right into the mountainside and never felt even the slightest worry.”


  “Strange,” Ablee said. “Really strange.”


  “So you didn’t have any feeling of something hap­pening when I touched the metal?”


  “Nothing at all,” Ablee said, shaking his head as he thought about it. “I didn’t feel any of what you described, and never once even sat down. And I still somehow lost the same six hours you did.”


  “I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”


  Ablee dropped down onto a rock, facing the rising sun. “I think we’d better get out of here.”


  Haute instantly wanted to agree, but something in the back of his mind stopped him. There seemed to be a reason the voice in his head had led them up here. And whatever that reason was, they hadn’t figured it out yet.


  Ablee looked up at him. “Tell me you’re not think­ing about going back to that wreck.”


  “I need to find out why we were brought up here by that voice in my head.”


  “Now I know you’re crazy. Voices or no voices.”


  Haute laughed, pointing at the impossible sunrise. “Are you telling me that you can just walk away and pretend this didn’t happen?”


  Ablee nodded. “No problem at all. I’d forget all about it by the time I reached the bottom of the mountain.”


  “Well, I can’t,” Haute said. “I’d always think about coming back here, climbing up here again. And it would drive me until I did. I know myself that well.”


  Ablee sighed. “Go do it,” he said. “I’ll wait out here just in case.”


  “It may take some time,” Haute said. “Whatever time means back there.”


  “I’ve got enough food, and I can stretch the water for at least two days. I’ll wait. But just don’t expect me to go back in there to rescue you.”


  Haute nodded. “I won’t. But I still have to do this.”


  He wasn’t sure why he knew he had to do it. But somehow he knew the right place for him was back at that ship. It was as if something in his life was missing and the pile of metal back there had let him sense it for a moment. Now he had to return to find out what it was.


  He quickly lit his torch, made sure the emergency flashlight was in his pocket, then faced his friend.


  Ablee stood and handed him a second, unlit torch. “Just take care of yourself.”


  “As soon as I find out why we were brought up here, I’ll come out.”


  Ablee laughed. “And find out what happened to those six hours last night, would you?”


  “I’ll do my best,” Haute said.


  Without another word, he turned and headed back down into the cave. He could feel Ablee’s gaze follow­ing him, but he didn’t turn around. If he did, he might change his mind and leave with him. And for some reason, that course didn’t feel right.


  He took his time moving down into the cool black­ness of the cave, picking his way carefully around the chunks of metal. There was no doubt what he was about to do was completely crazy. And Ablee had been right to stay out. But Ablee hadn’t had the voice in his head for days and days. Ablee hadn’t come to know that voice as something safe.


  Something to be trusted.


  Ablee hadn’t stood on that concrete-covered world, feeling that sun and the smooth metal of the ship. Ablee hadn’t felt the deep loneliness of the voice. If he had, he might be walking beside Haute right now.


  But the vision had been only Haute’s. So it was his duty to go back and discover why.


  At the wreck, Haute stopped and leaned his torch against the wall so its light covered the front of the twisted and fused metal. The edges and fused plates cast odd-shaped shadows on the walls, forming faces and creatures that Haute didn’t want to think about. He moved so he stood directly in front of the wreck in the center of the tunnel and took a deep breath, forcing the thoughts and fears out of his mind as best he could.


  “I have returned,” he said out loud. His voice was swallowed by the black walls and the dark tunnel and sounded almost alien to his own ears.


  No voice in his head responded.


  With a deep breath of the dry air, he stepped forward as if he were facing his doom, reached out, and touched the wreck.


  Nothing happened.


  The cave around him didn’t disappear. He wasn’t whisked away to a strange place. The gleaming ship didn’t return to take him to a new world.


  Nothing.


  After a moment, he lifted his hand and moved to the spot where he had touched the wreck the first time. This time, he laid his palm firmly on the cool surface of the metal.


  Nothing.


  He took two steps back and stared at the pile of metal filling the end of the tunnel. “You called me here. Tell me why.”


  His voice again echoed and then was sucked away into the blackness. Instantly, he felt foolish. He was talking to a pile of junk as if it were alive and could respond. Yet earlier something had responded to his touch.


  Still nothing. Why had something happened the first time but now nothing? This made no sense at all.


  He moved along the face of the wreck, touching it in various places along the metal. The only thing he managed to do was get his hands black from the dirt.


  Finally, disgusted and feeling completely stupid, he picked up his torch and headed for the front of the cave, walking fast and with his head down.


  As he approached the mouth of the cave, the sun was just breaking over the top of the horizon. From the looks of it, he hadn’t been gone for more than fifteen minutes.


  “Change your mind?” Ablee asked, watching as he approached.


  “Nothing happened,” Haute said. “I touched the stupid ship so much I thought I might get it ex­cited.”


  Ablee laughed. “Nothing, huh? So whatever hap­pened last night was a fluke?”


  “Or it only happens at night,” Haute said. “And at a certain time.”


  Ablee shook his head in mock disgust. “I suppose this means you want to stay here until tonight and try again?”


  Haute glanced behind him at the darkness of the cave, then nodded. “Yeah. Once more. I just can’t leave this yet. Something’s back there, and I want to try one more time to find out what.”


  “Well,” Ablee said. “It may be daylight, but I missed a night’s sleep. I think I’ll just stretch out right here where it’s cool.”


  Haute nodded and dropped down onto a rock to watch the sun finish its morning show.


  Then the world shifted.


  The next thing he knew, he was standing near a castle. His home castle. The Tarydium mine behind it was open, but no one was in sight on the vast tailing piles. It was late in the evening, and the wind was blowing cool off the nearby hills.


  He was having another vision, just as when he touched the ship the first time. No time, no sense of fear.


  Above him, a large, very ugly spaceship was streak­ing across the sky toward him, and he knew without a doubt that death rode in that ship.


  His death.


  And the death of his entire race.


  


  Chapter 5


  


  Haute stared at the ship coming in overhead and the huge stone-walled castle of his birth covering the rolling hills in front of him. The stone walls and high turrets were like old friends welcoming him home. It felt as if he’d never left, never been forced into the mountains by the very technology that built the castle and ran everything inside it. Never been shoved into a life of wandering the mountains by the Tarydium mines that riddled the hills behind it.


  He knew, deep in his mind, that he was still sitting in the cave, facing out over the sunrise and the mountains and valleys. This was some sort of vision, very much like the one he had had near the wreck.


  A vision of his home.


  He had no sense of breathing. No sense of time. The spaceship in the air was clearly going to crash, but the crash was taking a long time.


  Or maybe no time at all.


  Haute instantly recognized the voice in his head. Only now it wasn’t coming from inside his head but from his right.


  He turned, and there beside him was a strange creature of light. Bright yet not painful light. White light, with tints of yellow and pink added in.


  As he watched, the creature seemed to solidify, taking on the shape of a Nali, but with only two arms. Then, as Haute watched, two more arms grew from the creature’s sides, and the creature grew in height until it stood as tall as Haute.


  A strange form.


  “Who are you?” Haute asked. His voice sounded hollow to his ears, and it seemed to echo over the walled city and the crashing spaceship. Yet no sounds came from beyond where he stood. No sound of wind, or children playing in the castle, or air screaming around the crashing spaceship. Total silence.


  I am not who, I only guide.


  Haute stared at the creature, whose form seemed to be shifting constantly, as if it were experimenting with form after form after form, like a child would play with a new toy.


  “Then whom do you guide?” Haute asked.


  I guide those who can hear me and take my guid­ance. I was created to do so.


  Haute noticed that the creature’s mouth didn’t move. And that the creature now had four legs and six arms. As he watched, the creature continued to change, slowly growing or shrinking limbs, heads, faces, all the while bathed in a white light.


  For a moment, Haute wondered why he wasn’t afraid. And then he remembered the creature beside him wasn’t real. Neither was the crashing ship or that he was standing on a hill overlooking his home. None of it was real.


  You are so certain?


  Before Haute could answer, the scene around them shifted suddenly. The vision of his home vanished, shrinking down and disappearing into a shimmering mass of yellow light.


  Fire.


  Haute found himself walking through trees, moving slowly and silently through the brush toward a large campfire. He couldn’t feel the ground under him or the movement in his legs, but still he walked, brush­ing aside small limbs and brush as he went. The energy creature was nowhere to be seen.


  Near the fire stood a large two-armed creature with massive muscles and razor-sharp teeth. The creature had huge shoulders and a large mass running from its head and down its back. It had large knifelike claws that seemed to extend forever from the backs of its hands.


  The very feeling around the creature was that of death. Just seeing the creature made Haute shudder.


  As Haute watched, the creature moved into the shadows just beyond the fire and pulled a Nali from the brush. Without so much as an instant’s hesitation, the creature sliced the Nali down the middle with a sharp claw, spilling blood and insides over the dirt near the fire.


  Haute wanted to shout, to find a way to stop the creature, but the vision didn’t shift. And the voice in his head remained completely silent.


  The word Skaarj drifted across his mind, and Haute shuddered again, even though the air was hot around him from the afternoon sun. He could feel the creature, almost sense it, in the same way he could sense Tarydium. It was as if the creature had a blood-red aura around it that radiated into the air like an alarm.


  This creature was pure evil.


  With that thought, everything shimmered, and again he was sitting in the cave.


  But now the sun was straight above the mountain.


  Again, he had lost hours in the short vision.


  Behind him, Ablee was still getting settled to take a nap. He had rolled out of his bed, then turned and stared out the mouth of the cave.


  “By all the gods,” he said.


  Haute smiled at his friend and shrugged. What could he say?


  “It happened again, didn’t it?”


  Haute only nodded, his mind still trying to make sense out of what he had seen.


  Ablee came up and sat on a rock beside him. “Lucky for us we don’t have anyplace to go at any exact time.”


  “That it is,” Haute said.


  “So what did you see this time?”


  “Strange things,” Haute said. “Visions.”


  “So describe some of these strange visions,” Ablee said. “It’s the least you can do considering that I’m losing hours because of them.”


  Haute nodded and let the images of his first vision flood back in. “I saw an alien spaceship in the process of crashing near my old home castle.”


  “Already happened?” Ablee asked. “Or is it going to happen?”


  “I don’t know,” Haute said. But the minute he said the words, he knew the answer. “No, the crash hasn’t happened yet, but it will soon.”


  “Future visions,” Ablee said. “Interesting. Go on.”


  “The voice in my head took a form beside me, but the form wasn’t real for it. The voice was only playing with the form, testing it, doing it for my benefit.”


  “And what happened when the ship crashed?”


  “It never crashed,” Haute said. “The entire vision happened only in a moment of that time, with the ship seeming to be frozen in place in the air.”


  “Weird,” Ablee said.


  “That it was,” Haute said. “But I didn’t consider it strange while I was in the vision.”


  “So what happened next?”


  “I had a vision of an evil creature. Tall, with massive shoulders and only two arms that looked strong enough to rip a person in half without effort. It had huge claws, and while I watched it took one of us and sliced him down the middle.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No,” Haute said, the image of the blood flowing around the fire growing more and more real with every second. “I wish I was.”


  “Anyone you knew?”


  “No,” Haute said. “And I’ve never seen or heard of anything like this creature. But I know the name of the creature: Skaarj.”


  “Skaarj? Are you sure?”


  “As sure as anything in these visions.”


  “Where and when did this vision happen? Could you tell? Past or future?”


  Haute forced himself to relive the vision again. The creature, the blood, the death. But what kept coming to him was mountains. “In the mountains,” he said. “Future, I’m sure. It was late afternoon, but it seemed dark. And the creature was standing near a fire. I could sense it.”


  “Sense it?” Ablee asked. “How?”


  “The same way we know when Tarydium is near­by,” Haute said. “The same feeling of pending head­ache for me, only this was coming from the huge creature.”


  “Okay,” Ablee said. “Any idea what these visions mean? And why you?”


  “I have no idea what they mean,” Haute said. “But the voice said it was a guide who spoke to those who could listen.”


  “And obviously you’re a listener,” Ablee said.


  “It would seem that way,” Haute said. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax.


  Suddenly, the cave around him vanished.


  Another vision.


  Haute again found himself standing on the same hillside overlooking his childhood home. The air around him was warm, the sky clear.


  The spaceship from the earlier vision was still in the air, but now it was moving, slowly at first to Haute’s perception, then quicker and quicker, finally plowing into the ground and bouncing hard once before coming to rest at a slight angle against a small hill.


  On the ground, the true size of the ship became apparent. It had to be half the size of the castle. Strange shapes and lines jutted from all sides of the ship.


  Skaarj ship.


  The words came clearly to Haute’s mind.


  Beside the glorious beauty of the walled castle, the Skaarj ship was the ugliest thing he could ever imag­ine seeing. It twisted his stomach just looking at it. But he couldn’t turn away.


  Then, slowly, one hatch on the side of the ship opened.


  Instantly, Haute could sense the same evil that had been around the creature in his last vision. Slowly, as if in slow motion, one of the creatures strode from the huge ship, looked around, and then turned for the castle.


  Haute instantly wanted to shout for those thou­sands inside the castle to run, hide, escape the mon­ster from the skies.


  More creatures emerged from the ship and turned toward the city. Soon it seemed to Haute as if an entire army of them were marching, claws gleaming in the sunshine of the afternoon.


  Haute stood on the hillside, alone, watching. He had no fear. Nothing but the intense desire to warn those inside that they should escape.


  Then, coming from the city, a group of his family emerged. His father, his mother, his brother Bccui, his old friends, all striding toward the creatures. Behind them were hundreds of others, all walking into the grips of those shining-clawed monsters called the Skaarj.


  The scene shifted.


  Farther into the future.


  Blood flowed like rivers.


  Nali blood.


  Haute’s people had become slaves in their own mines, working for the creatures. Haute saw it all, watching the scenes flow by from his position on the side of the hill, one after another.


  Slowly, right before his eyes, the mighty stone walls of the castle crumbled and turned to dust. Blood-red dust.


  And then the vision ended.


  “I really wonder if—” Ablee stopped in mid­sentence and glanced out of the mouth of the cave. Now the sun was setting again, again covering the lower mountains and valleys with glorious pinks and reds.


  “Another one?” Ablee said, glancing back at Haute and then out at the sunset.


  Haute couldn’t answer. He was shaking too hard.


  He had seen the end of the world, the end of his people. It was coming soon, if he didn’t get a warning to them. It was now all so clear. He knew why the voice had brought him to this mountain and to this cave.


  The voice was a guide. And Haute’s guide was telling him to warn his people.


  The Skaarj were coming.


  


  Chapter 6


  


  No more visions plagued Haute that night in the cave.


  By the time he had recovered enough to tell Ablee what he’d seen, the night had closed in, making it impossible for them to leave. So they had built up the fire and stayed, with Ablee cooking them another small meal.


  Behind them, the black mouth of the tunnel leading to the crashed ship was like the jaws of a giant beast, always open, ready to swallow them if they let it. Just the image of it forced them to stay near the front edge of the cave and the campfire.


  As they finished eating, Ablee faced Haute over the flickering yellow light of the fire. There was a very serious expression on his face that Haute hadn’t seen often in their years together. But he had come to respect Ablee’s opinion when that expression was there.


  “Are you sure about what you saw?” Ablee asked, his voice low and intense.


  The images of blood and death again flashed through Haute’s mind. He would never, ever be able to forget them. They were so real, as if he’d actually been there, watching, detached, unable to help.


  “I saw creatures called Skaarj crash their ship,” Haute said, his voice as calm as he could make it. “Then I saw them kill and enslave our people. I am sure.”


  “And this is going to happen soon?” Ablee said, again keeping his voice low and even. Haute knew he wasn’t so much questioning as confirming. Ablee always did that right before he was about to make an important point.


  Haute nodded. “I don’t know how I know,” he said, letting his words drift with his gaze out over the fire and the cool night air. “But I know. I have to warn them.”


  Ablee snorted, then stirred the fire with a long stick.


  “What would you do?” Haute said, forcing the images of destruction back and focusing on his friend. Something was clearly bothering Ablee, and it was something more than what Haute had told him.


  “Oh,” Ablee said, not looking up from his makework in the fire. “I, too, would try to warn them. But it would do no good, just as your warning will do no good.”


  Haute heard his friend’s words but really didn’t understand him. “Why wouldn’t my warning them help?”


  Ablee laughed this time, then sat back against a rock on the ground and stared at Haute. “First, my confused friend, who would believe you?”


  “I could make them—”


  Ablee held up a hand for Haute to stop right there. “Okay, first, how are you actually going to be able to stand to be in a castle for more than an hour without your head exploding?”


  Haute shrugged. The problem of his Tarydium sensitivity was one he had not considered. “I’ll find a way.”


  “Fine,” Ablee said. “Assume that in that hour you could make them believe that you had a vision of the future. What could our people do about it?”


  Haute was slowly starting to realize what Ablee was saying. The Skaarj in his visions were huge, evil creatures with orange and green skin, massive strength, and razor-sharp claws. And now that Ablee asked that question, Haute realized that many of the Skaarj in his vision had been carrying large weapons. Nali never carried weapons.


  And in all their history there had never been anything to fight against. In fact, other than killing game, Haute knew of no Nali who had ever even killed another Nali.


  “Starting to see what I’m seeing?” Ablee asked. “Our people are not fighters.”


  “I know that,” Haute said.


  “I heard through legends,” Ablee said, “that many of the crashed spaceships over the centuries had beings in them that were warriors. We have been just lucky up to now that none of the creatures in those ships survived the crashes.”


  “Our luck is about to come to an end,” Haute said.


  “I believe you,” Ablee said. “I was here, remember, when hours vanished without a trace. I have no doubt that you saw what you say you saw.”


  “Your point?” Haute asked.


  Ablee stared at Haute, holding his gaze across the fire. Then he said, “What do we do about what you saw?”


  “I have to warn them,” Haute said. The memory of those intense feelings in the vision flooded back over him. He had no choice. He had to warn them.


  “Granted,” Ablee said. “You have to try. But then what? We need to do more.”


  “More?” Haute asked, staring at this friend through the smoke of the fire.


  “We have to fight back,” Ablee said. “That has been clear to me since you told me your vision.”


  “Fight back? How?”


  Ablee shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. But if these creatures, these monsters as you describe them, really do take over your home castle, there will be nothing to stop them from expanding and controlling every castle, every mine. Eventually, they’ll even capture or kill us out here in the mountains.”


  Haute could feel the cave and the night air around him as the vision of blood again flooded back in. He hadn’t really thought about anything beyond warning those in his own castle. But Ablee wasn’t from the same area. No wonder he was disturbed. His old home was also very much at risk.


  “So how do we defend?” Haute asked slowly. The vision of the huge Skaarj creature filled his mind. He had no idea how to fight such a thing.


  “We’ll have to think of a way,” Ablee said. “But first we must be prepared to do so. It is the only real thing we can give our people.”


  Haute agreed. “So we prepare. What first? You have any ideas?”


  “A few,” Ablee said.


  For the next two hours, he and Ablee talked over possible ways to fight. They both agreed that taking on the Skaarj right out of their ship was foolish. And the castles were built for living, not fighting, even though they were made of stone. With work and time, the castles might be reinforced enough to hold off an attack. But that assumed time.


  Haute figured the Skaarj weren’t going to give them much time.


  Finally, the two of them came to the conclusion that the mountains would be the best line of defense against the Skaarj. And the mountains would be the place the Skaarj would be least likely to want to take over.


  “At sunrise, you will head to your home to warn your people,” Ablee said. “I will head for the trading posts to warn those there and get the word passing out to the other castles.”


  “And we will meet at Rostivelt lake, with as many others as we can get to help us,” Haute said, nodding.


  It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was far better than nothing.


  Ablee dozed, and Haute sat near the fire for the rest of the night, staring out into the blackness until the sun began to paint the sky with a faint pink light. No more visions had stolen hours from him. It seemed his voice had guided him enough for the moment. As far as Haute was concerned, it was more than enough to last him forever.


  As the sky brightened, the two silently gathered up what supplies they had left out. Then, with Haute in the lead, they headed down the mountain, moving as quickly as they safely could in the faint light among the rocks and brush.


  The sun was above the horizon when they finally reached the high spring and stopped to refill their water bottles. From there, their plan had Ablee turn­ing west and heading toward the closest outpost.


  Haute would turn south and make the best time he could toward his old home castle.


  Haute propped his pack up on a flat rock near the spring and rummaged through it, pulling out what excess he could. He left in only one change of clothes, water bottles, jerky, and a rain slicker. All the rest of the food, Ablee’s spices, his clothes, his bedroll, he left on the rock. He was going to travel as fast as he could. The extra weight would only slow him down.


  Ablee watched the process, then asked, “You want me to carry that stuff to the lake?”


  “Maybe your spices,” Haute said. “And any of the food you want. The rest can stay here until I return. I’ll pick it up on the way past.”


  “Just make sure you do return,” Ablee said as he stuffed the spices into his pack.


  “I will.” Haute took one long drink from his bottle, refilled it, and tucked it in his now very light pack. He cinched his pack tight on his back with his lower arms, then faced south. He knew these mountains as well as anyone. It was going to take him at least a full day and night, at a fast hike, to reach his home. If he was lucky, he would arrive at sunrise. In his vision, he remembered the Skaarj ship coming down while the sun was high in the morning sky.


  He only hoped that wasn’t this morning. If it was, he was going to be a full day too late.


  “Good speed to you, my friend,” Ablee said.


  Haute only nodded to his friend. It would be the first time in more than two years that the two had gone their separate ways. It felt very odd to Haute. Empty.


  “I will see you at the lake in four or five days,” Haute said.


  “I will cook you a fine meal,” Ablee said.


  Haute laughed. “Looking forward to it.”


  Without another word, he set off down a faint game trail to the south, his lower arms holding the straps of his pack as he took long, fast strides, working hard to eat up as much ground as he could with each one.


  Behind him, he knew Ablee was watching him go. It was odd. In a way, Ablee had become his family over the last few years. Now he was leaving one family to try to save another.


  With luck, both would survive.


  


  Chapter 7


  


  The first twelve hours had become like a long night­mare that was now extending into the early evening.


  In his haste, Haute had smashed through thick brush, waded streams where he normally would have looked for better crossings, and fallen three times face first into the dirt after tripping on roots and branches. All four of his hands were cut and bleeding, his arms scratched, his legs and feet sore beyond feeling.


  Yet he pressed on, taking as much water as he could as he walked and drinking from every stream he came across. The jerky kept his stomach full, and the visions of blood flowing from his home kept him moving.


  Never stopping, never resting, just one foot in front of the other second after second.


  Minute after minute.


  Hour after hour.


  He kept pushing.


  The mountains around him had flattened somewhat, which meant he was coming out of the more primitive areas of the mountains and getting closer to where most of his people lived. Yet as the sun set and the forest around him turned black, he knew he had a long night ahead of him if he were to make it by morning light.


  Seven long hours to first light. At the pace he’d managed to maintain during the day, he would almost be home by then. But that meant keeping the same pace in the dark. And that was going to be very dangerous.


  He almost ran down the side of one hill, cutting through an open meadow toward a fast-moving stream. He could barely see his own hands by the time he got to the edge of the water.


  He forced himself to stop for the first time since he had left Ablee.


  Dropping down onto a rock near a small stream, he pulled off his shoes and allowed his feet to soak for a few moments in the cold water. It was best thing he’d felt all day. Maybe in his entire life. The cold water caressed his toes as if they were most the important things in the world, soothing the aches, pulling the heat from the blisters.


  While his feet soaked, he pulled out a torch from his pack and got it lit. There was enough fuel to last him through the night, and the emergency flashlight was still in his pocket. The darkness would cause him to slow down some but not much. But now his biggest fear faced him: twisting an ankle or breaking a foot on some stone or root he didn’t see in the dark. He’d have to keep the torch pointed ahead and down at the path at all times. Just one misstep while he was this tired, and he’d never make it to warn his people.


  That was a thought he didn’t want even to consider.


  Only a minute had passed, but it seemed like a long time. He had to get moving again.


  With his extra shirt, he dried his feet as best he could, then slipped his shoes back on and stood. He could feel the sharp pain from the blisters, but he ignored it. He knew it would get worse before it got better. He had no choice.


  With his pack in position, strapped tight to his back, he started off, using his lower hands to shade the torch from the wind of his forward movement while his upper arms brushed aside branches that threat­ened to hit him in the face.


  He kept his gaze on the path in front of his feet and was surprised that his pace was fast. Not as fast as during the day but still far faster than it was safe to go at night through trees.


  An hour later, he forced himself to stop again at another stream, splash water on his face, clean some of the grit and dust from his eyes. Then, after only a few seconds, he was going again.


  Each dark hour seemed to stretch into an eternity.


  On step after another.


  On and on.


  The stars overhead blinked through the trees, but their light didn’t help him. Instead, he imagined that they mocked him. It was from those stars that the Skaarj would soon come.


  He had to hurry.


  Unlike two nights before, when the visions stole his and Ablee’s night, this night seemed to take the time of a dozen eternities. He fell more times than he could count and once had to use the emergency flashlight to find his torch after he dropped it and knocked the flame out.


  At one point, he had to stop to stem the flow of blood from a gash on his upper arm. That took only a quick rip of his extra shirt to make a bandage, and then he was moving again.


  He could feel his heart pounding with almost every step, threatening, it seemed, to burst right from his chest. Yet the visions of his people being cut apart by the Skaarj pushed him on against the screams of his tired body.


  Minute after minute.


  Hour after hour.


  The night wore on, one tree after another, one hill after another. It all became a blur. In all his life, he had never been so tired.


  Never had he pushed himself to the edge like this.


  One moment he was stumbling through the dark, the next the sky was starting to turn pink above the pine trees. Sunrise was on the way.


  From the look of the more traveled trail under his feet, he knew he was in the area of his home castle, but he didn’t slacken his pace. Not now.


  Not when he was so close.


  Finally, when he was doubting his own ability to find his way home, he broke out of the trees onto the hill overlooking his home castle. The sun had just started to peek over the top of the distant mountains, a welcome glow after the long hours of darkness.


  He stopped, blew out the torch, and glanced around. This was the same hill his vision had brought him to. He had stood here before, with the form of the voice.


  But this time there was no Skaarj ship, either in the sky or on the ground. Just his castle home covering the far hillside.


  He let out a deep, long breath, almost as if he’d been holding it for the last day of travel. The relief flooded through him. He had made it in time. At least a few hours ahead of the Skaarj, if not days ahead.


  His home castle had a few lights twinkling faintly in the early light, the last signs of the long night. He could feel, deep in the back of his head, the Tarydium sensitivity starting to build up. If he went into the castle, he would soon have a blinding headache. But at least he could warn his people. A headache was a small price to pay for saving lives.


  He headed down the small slope of the hill and onto the main road leading up toward the front of the castle, moving as quickly as his tired legs would let him go.


  As always, no door or gate blocked his path. The front of the castle stood wide open, a giant stone arch welcoming any who cared to enter. The huge stone arch over the gate was like an old friend bidding him to enter. How many hundreds of times during his childhood had he run under that archway, going and coming in child’s games? He had even climbed its stones numbers of times when he was younger.


  Soon Skaarj warriors would enter under that same arch. And it would never be the same again. For him, for his family, or for any children in the future.


  The back of his head was already starting to throb. He’d been in the mountains for so many years, his sensitivity must have gotten worse. He wouldn’t have much time inside.


  He passed under the arch and headed through the wide market area toward the long main street. Shops on both sides of the market were still closed, but he knew that later in the day, if the Skaarj didn’t show up, the shops would open, and booths with fruits and vegetables would line the sidewalks. People would be going about their daily lives.


  Narrow stone streets intersected the main street every twenty paces, running up the hill until they dead-ended into the stone outer wall of the castle. As with most castles, the main boulevard opened up at the back of the castle at the mine entrance.


  On the third of the side streets, Haute turned left, moving quickly along the still shadowed road until he found the large wooden door he knew so well. His childhood home. His father’s home before him. And his father’s before him.


  It would someday be his brother Bccui’s, if the Skaarj didn’t come. Or if they could be beaten.


  Haute stopped and stared at the solid wooden door for a moment. Inside his head, he could feel the ache starting to build. He didn’t have much time.


  Quickly, he pounded his fist on the door.


  The sound echoed down the quiet, narrow street like thunder, so loud that it shocked him. For just an instant, he felt like a child about to get in trouble for staying out late. But then the image of the Skaarj filled his mind, and he pounded again, harder this time. What did it matter if he woke the entire neighbor­hood? It would give them more time to prepare.


  “Just a moment,” a voice far behind the wooden door said.


  Haute smiled. It was his father’s voice. He would be angry, but that didn’t matter. He would also be surprised to see his oldest son after such a long time.


  The latch clicked, and the heavy wooden door swung open.


  Haute’s father stared outward, his eyes straining at Haute.


  Haute only smiled, staring at the man who looked only slightly older than the last time he’d seen him. Wrinkles covered his arms and hands, and his hair had turned a fine white, but the eyes, even tired, were the same. Dark blue with flecks of green sprinkled through them. Eyes that in Haute’s childhood seemed to see everything.


  “Yes?”


  Clearly, his father did not recognize him. Haute hadn’t expected him to.


  “Hello, Father,” Haute said.


  For a moment, it was clear to Haute that his father struggled to make sense of what he saw: a dirty, bandaged, injured man standing at his door at a very early hour of the morning. But then the recognition got into the eyes, and Haute knew his father finally had seen him.


  “Haute?” The man struggled for words. “Is it really you?”


  “It is, Father,” Haute said, smiling with pleasure at his father’s reaction. “And I need your help.”


  Instantly, the years vanished, and his father became the person in command, as Haute had always remem­bered him to be. “Come in. Are you injured?”


  Haute laughed at the joy of again stepping in the door of his old childhood home. He had never ex­pected to do so, ever again.


  “I’m all right, Father,” Haute said. “I’ve been traveling as fast as I could for the last day and night, just to get here.”


  “Why would—”


  “Father, please,” Haute said. “I’ll tell you every­thing, but I need you to wake the rest of the family as quickly as possible. I only have time to tell my story once.”


  “I’m sure they’re all awake,” his father said. “Come into the kitchen and—”


  “Father,” Haute said, holding up a hand to stop the speech. “I still have my sensitivity to Tarydium. I have very little time. Please?”


  His father nodded and turned, moving quickly down the stone hallway toward the bedrooms in the back. Haute’s bedroom had been back there. He wondered who slept there now.


  Less than half a minute later, Haute’s mother emerged from the hallway, a look of extreme joy on her face that when she saw him instantly mixed with worry.


  “Haute,” she said, coming up and holding his hands while gazing into his eyes. “It is so wonderful to see you.”


  “And you, Mother.”


  In all his years in the mountains, he had managed to put away most of his feelings for his family, but now, standing here in his old living room, the feelings came back.


  The love.


  And the anger.


  It was his family’s insistence that he could just “live with” his headaches that forced him to leave after the rejection from Elutie. And it was, in part, their lack of understanding of his problem with Tarydium that caused him to stay away, not even to visit for short times.


  But now, killing monsters invading from the stars had forced him back. And it felt good to be here.


  A moment later his younger brother, Bccui, bounded down the hall, followed by his father. His brother wasn’t so young anymore. And he had aged well. Haute would have recognized him anywhere, from his broad smile and bright eyes.


  Bccui patted him solidly on the back. “You look like you’ve been through a Tarydium grinder.”


  “Just a very long day and night in the mountains,” Haute said, patting his brother on the back with one hand he’d managed to free from his mother’s grasp.


  From down the hall, a woman’s voice said, “Chil­dren, go back to sleep.”


  Haute glanced at Bccui. “Married, huh? And I have nephews and nieces?”


  “Two.” Bccui’s smile flickered for a moment, then became that of a proud father. “One of each.”


  “Wonderful,” Haute said. But inside his stomach twisted. In a very short time, the future of his niece and nephew would change dramatically. Not fair. They deserved to have a life here, in this home, with parents who loved them.


  “There isn’t much time,” Haute said. “I need all of your help to warn the rest of the castle’s population.”


  “Mine also?” a woman’s voice said from the hall­way. A very familiar voice.


  Haute turned.


  Elutie, his old girlfriend, stood there in a thick green robe, smiling a faint, almost embarrassed smile.


  Haute glanced at Bccui, who only shrugged. “We started dating a year after you left.”


  Haute nodded, then glanced back at Elutie. She, too, had aged well. She was still very beautiful, but the hurt of her laugh was like a sharp knife cutting at his head, along with his growing headache.


  “Yes,” Haute forced himself to say. “Your help, too.”


  “Sit,” Haute’s father said, gesturing for Haute to sit down on one of the many chairs in the main family room. “Tell us what you need that is so important.”


  Haute did as his father had ordered, managing not to look directly at Elutie or his brother. When he got settled on the soft chair, the first he’d sat in for many years, he faced his father directly, ignoring the rest.


  “Later this morning,” he said, “or, with luck, maybe not until tomorrow morning, a massive space­ship will crash just below the castle.”


  “How do you know this information?” his father asked, a frown crossing his wrinkled face.


  Haute had been expecting that very question. He and Ablee had talked about how to answer it and had decided it was best to avoid the truth for the moment. Telling them about the other spaceship and the voice in his head would only confuse the issue. What was important was getting out the warning.


  “I just know,” Haute said. “And how I know is too long a story to go into. But I traveled nonstop for more than a day just to warn you.”


  Haute’s father nodded, his question deflected for the moment at least.


  “So why is this ship so important?” Bccui asked. “Is it going to hit the castle?”


  “No,” Haute said, glancing at his brother and then going back to speaking directly to his father, the head of the household. “The crew of the ship will survive the crash. They are called Skaarj.”


  “Others have survived crashes,” his father said. Haute nodded, the pain in his head growing worse by the moment. “A few. But there will be many in this ship. Hundreds. And the Skaarj are monsters.”


  “Monsters?” his mother asked.


  “Monsters,” Haute said. “They stand half again as tall as us, with two massive arms and razorlike claws that can rip a person in half with a simple swipe.”


  “And you’ve seen these Skaarj?” his father asked.


  “I have,” Haute said, not really lying. “They will take over the castle, enslave everyone to work in the mines, kill anyone who fights them.”


  “Oh—” his mother said, covering her mouth with one hand. She looked as if she might become ill.


  “I’m sorry, Mother,” Haute said. “It is the truth. That was why I had to get here as quickly as possible to warn you. And everyone else.”


  Haute watched his father as the words sank in. Out of the comer of his eye, Haute could see his brother reach over and hold one of Elutie’s hands in comfort.


  Haute forced himself to breathe normally. She had been his brother’s wife for many years. But the emotion of having her here wasn’t helping the pound­ing in his head. He didn’t have much time left.


  Finally, his father broke the silence. “What would you have us do?”


  “Warn as many others as you can,” Haute said. “Then be prepared to get away as quickly as possible.”


  “We can fight for our homes,” Bccui said.


  Haute smiled. His brother had always been the one to face any challenge square on.


  “You cannot fight these monsters, Brother,” Haute said. “At least, not yet. You will understand when you see them. But given time, and planning, we may come up with a way. For now, the best chance of keeping those kids of yours alive is staying away from the Skaarj.”


  His father nodded. “Is there a chance this will be a false alarm?”


  Haute also had expected this question from his father. He faced him directly, then said clearly, “None. They will come. If not in the next few hours, in the next day or so.”


  “Are other castles being warned?”


  “As best we can,” Haute said. “But when you leave here, you should be able to stay ahead of the Skaarj and warn others as you go.”


  “Leave here?” Elutie said.


  Haute couldn’t stop himself. The headache had just taken what little self-restraint he had left. He looked directly at her and said, “I’m afraid that this time you’ll have no choice. If you want to save your children, you’re going to have to go into the moun­tains.”


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Haute answered his family’s questions for ten more minutes as best he could, then his Tarydium sensitivi­ty overwhelmed him.


  It was as if a black cloud covered his mind, swirling in from all sides, blocking his vision, his hearing, his very thoughts. The intense pain, combined with the exhaustion from his all-day and all-night march through the forest, forced him to lower his head and close his eyes.


  At the same time as the cloud was blocking his senses, making everything around him feel dull, he was intensely sensitive to light. It seemed as if the normal light in his family’s main room had grown to the brightness of a sun, causing the pain to increase. Massive painful drums pounded at the back of his head with every word his family spoke.


  He forced himself to take a deep breath, which caused his stomach to flutter and then twist, as if he’d just been spun around and around. Another few moments and he would be very sick to his stomach.


  “Haute?” his mother said softly, moving forward and kneeling beside him. “What can we do for you?”


  “I need to get out of the castle,” he managed to say. Then, with what seemed to be his last energy, he raised his head up and somehow managed to focus on the worried face of his brother. “Bccui, would you help me to the nearby hill, across the meadow, away from the mine?”


  Bccui was instantly on his feet, moving their moth­er aside gently to help Haute to his feet.


  In what seemed like an eternity later, they were at the open front door. The cool air from the early morning helped clear the curtain of pain from his mind for a moment, but he knew that wouldn’t last.


  He turned to his mother first. “It was wonderful seeing you again.”


  Her smile broke for only a moment through the worried look.


  “Father,” Haute said, facing his father and some­how forcing his eyes completely open against the bright light. “It’s up to you to warn and save who you can. Please believe me. Do not let the Skaarj capture you or any of the family.”


  His father nodded and patted him on the upper shoulder.


  Without a look or a word to Elutie, he let Bccui turn him and help him out the door and into the still empty side street. Even though the narrow street was still completely in the shade, the light burned at the backs of his eyes.


  Again, his stomach threatened to let go of what water and jerky he’d eaten.


  “Hang on, Brother,” Bccui said, seeming to sense the battle going on inside Haute. “I’ll get you out of here.”


  Bccui’s strong arms and hands supported Haute as they reached the main street and turned for the stone archway. Numbers of people were out of the homes now, headed on errands or personal business. A few shop owners were already starting to set up their booths along the main market area just inside the front archway. Haute paid them no attention as he forced himself to concentrate on taking one step at a time.


  Twice, the stones of the pavement seemed to blur, and blackness started to creep in around the edges of his vision, but each time he forced it back and kept going.


  Finally, they reached the archway and moved down the gravel road toward the hill on which Haute had stood with the voice in his vision.


  Outside the castle walls, Haute felt slightly stronger. He was able to help his brother more as they gained speed down the dirt road.


  As the road turned to the left of the hill and Bccui started to follow it, Haute said, “No. Up there.” He pointed weakly with one hand.


  Bccui didn’t say a word but simply turned off and almost carried Haute through the grass and brush up the slight hill to the flat top, near the edge of the woods.


  “If I rest here,” Haute said, “I should be able to make it the rest of the way on my own.”


  Bccui helped Haute lower himself to the grass, then dropped down beside him.


  A few deep breaths, and Haute could feel the headache pull back slightly. The intensity of the light seemed to dim a little, and the blood pounding in his ears and against the back of his head lowered to a dull roar.


  He was far enough from the mine and all the Tarydium in the castle to start to recover. He would need to put more distance between himself and the mine before the headache would clear completely. But at least he wasn’t totally incapacitated anymore.


  “Are you going to be all right?” Bccui asked, the worry clear in his voice and his eyes.


  “I am,” Haute said. “Thank you.”


  He glanced back in the direction of the castle. The sun was now a distance above the ridge of the mountain. Much farther than he had expected. It would be soon now. He knew it. He could feel it, a pushing urgency that fought its way up through his headache.


  The Skaarj would be here soon.


  Very, very soon.


  “You need to get back to your wife and family,” Haute said, his voice pushing his brother away. “It’s almost time. Warn anyone you can.”


  Bccui nodded. “The Skaarj? Are they as bad as you say they are?”


  “They are worse,” Haute said.


  Haute could tell that his words had sunk in. Bccui understood, or at least understood as much as he could without seeing the Skaarj in person.


  “So what are you going to do now?” Bccui asked. “Are you going to go back into the mountains? Or keep trying to warn others of the Skaarj?”


  Haute wanted to shove his brother back to the castle, but he didn’t have the strength yet. So, instead, he managed to push himself back to his feet as he said, “Both, to be honest with you, my brother. My friend and I will be recruiting others in fighting the Skaarj. We’ll have our base in the mountains.”


  Bccui also stood. “I will join you, Brother. I will help in the coming fight.”


  Haute looked his brother directly in the eyes. “Your first duty is to save your family. And Father and Mother if you can. You must never forget that. Ever. You must keep our family alive.”


  Bccui nodded, his eyes glazed for a moment as he understood his responsibility.


  “Brother, listen to me,” Haute said, placing one hand on his brother’s shoulder and turning them both toward the trees. In front of Haute was the faint path that he’d followed coming in just a few hours before. That now seemed like a long time ago.


  “Three full days of normal hike from here, directly into the setting sun, over the Edacsac Mountains, there is a lake high in a mountain valley.” Haute pointed at the trees in the direction of that special place.


  Bccui nodded. “How will I know it from the others?”


  “This lake has a crashed spaceship in it,” Haute said. “I will be camping near there with others. Come with your family.”


  Haute didn’t much like the idea of seeing Elutie again, but there was no denying the fact that she was part of his family now, even though she hadn’t married him. She was Bccui’s wife, and he would have to come to accept that. If they came to him, he would help them.


  “I will try, Brother,” Bccui said.


  “But remember,” Haute said, the feeling of intensi­ty growing inside him. “Warn others as you come. The word must be spread through all the castles.”


  Bccui started to say something more, but Haute held up his hand. “You must get back to your family,” Haute said, making sure the intensity of his voice made his words clear. “There is little time. Soon the Skaarj will drop from the sky, and the blood of our people will fill the rivers.”


  Haute could tell his brother was completely shocked at his words.


  Bccui nodded slowly, then looked up into Haute’s eyes. “Take care, Brother.”


  “Come to the lake,” Haute said.


  “I will,” Bccui said. He turned and, at a fairly quick pace, headed back down the incline to the main road.


  Haute watched him go until he disappeared under the stone arch of the castle’s main entrance. A few people were working near the front of the market, but so far there were no signs his father had started to spread the warning.


  Haute dropped down on the grass and sat, facing the city, letting his headache slowly fade into the background. The sun was almost in position.


  It was almost time for the world to change.


  


  Over the next thirty minutes, the castle seemed to go about its normal day, from what Haute could tell from his position on the hill. And as each minute passed, Haute became more and more concerned. Had his father believed him?


  Did Bccui believe him?


  Were either of them managing to get anyone else even to listen?


  Haute remained seated, watching the sun rise to the point where it would be when the Skaarj ship crashed. Watching the front of the castle.


  Waiting.


  Then, slowly, just inside the stone archway, a large group started to form. Haute hoped it was someone warning those in the market. There wasn’t much time left.


  Haute knew his father, if he had believed Haute, would go first to the ruling council, more than likely to each of their homes. That would take time, since his father believed in doing things by tradition, even in emergencies. So chances were the gathering in the market area wasn’t around his father but more than likely his brother. Or maybe one of the council members. If Haute had lasted longer inside the walls, had been able to withstand his Tarydium sensitivity longer, he would have tried the same thing.


  Suddenly, the warm air around him seemed to crackle with power.


  “What?” Haute said aloud, looking quickly around for anything behind him. Only trees and brush.


  Blue sparks seemed to jump off every leaf, every stem of grass. He had never felt anything like it, even in the light factory run by Tarydium that he had toured as a child.


  Something big was charging the air in the valley. Something very big.


  A low rumbling filled the air over Haute and the castle, growing louder and louder and louder by the moment. The ground shook under him, and he quickly stood, watching out over the fields and roads and stone walls. None of this had been in his vision, yet he knew his vision was about to come true.


  The Skaarj were coming.


  A black form filled the sky in the distance above and to the left of the castle. A huge trail of fire followed the black object as it streaked across the sky.


  The Skaarj ship.


  His vision had been correct.


  The ship got bigger and bigger, faster than Haute could have imagined. In his vision, the ship was frozen in time in the sky. But now it moved quickly, falling from the air faster than anything he’d ever seen.


  The next instant, the Skaarj ship crashed.


  The impact of the ship hitting the valley floor knocked Haute from his feet, tumbling him over backward in the short grass and weeds.


  Staying on the ground, he twisted around so he faced the crashing ship and the castle on the hill above it. He didn’t want to miss anything that hap­pened next.


  Clouds of swirling dirt and dust billowed in all directions, for a short time obscuring the ship, the entrance to the castle, the entire small valley.


  How any ship could survive the force of that impact was beyond Haute. But as the dust cleared on the morning wind, it was clear this ship had done just that. And with seemingly little damage.


  And that meant those inside also had survived.


  The Skaarj ship was exactly as his vision had portrayed. And it had crashed in exactly the same position as he’d seen. But now, in reality, he felt the intense loathing toward the ship that he hadn’t felt in his vision. The sharp, jagged lines of the hull, the black and red colors, the immense size just painted a picture of pure evil.


  He had never felt such hatred before.


  And fear.


  He desperately wanted to stand and run but forced himself to remain in his position, watching.


  Beyond the ugly Skaarj ship, the soft lines and smooth beauty of the castle’s stone walls and towers seemed like a dainty flower about to have its very life crushed out of it by a large beast.


  Hundreds of Nali ran under the castle’s main archway, far more than in his vision. So at least by warning them he had changed something.


  A few of the Nali moved down toward the crashed ship, while many others, dragging children, emerged from the castle and headed away from the ship into the hills. That also had not been in his dream. Clearly, his brother and father had managed to warn many. And now that the ship had crashed as Haute said it would, the people would believe his father and broth­er, and the word would spread quickly.


  Haute watched those fleeing, hoping to see his own family. But so far they hadn’t left. At least, not by the main archway.


  As he had seen in his vision, a large hatch on the side of the ship opened slowly, smashing to the ground like a warning. Haute could feel the heavy thump of the door’s impact through the ground under him.


  The Nali who had come down to investigate the ship now all backed away. A few even turned and ran back toward the masses flowing out of the castle.


  Out of the side of the ship, a Skaarj walked down the ramp and five paces away before stopping and standing beside its ship.


  Now, at the sight of that huge clawed monster, Haute really wanted to jump to his feet and run. Somehow, and he wasn’t sure how or why, he forced himself to stay where he was. He needed to see what was going to happen next, even though his head­ache was again becoming worse. Obviously, the Skaarj ship was powered in some way by Tarydium.


  The Skaarj turned slowly, as if surveying the world around it. When it looked up at Haute on the hill, Haute felt almost naked, as if the Skaarj could see him clearly, hear his every thought.


  “Keep calm,” Haute said softly to himself.


  After a slow scan of the surrounding area, the Skaarj said something at the hatch behind it.


  Two more Skaarj walked out and stood beside the first. All three carried large weapons that gleamed in the sun. As a unit, they turned and started up the road toward the castle.


  Now the flood of Nali from the castle had reached a raging torrent. Haute would have no way of telling if his brother and family escaped from the front, or if they had gone out one of the many side entrances of the castle. But at least many of the castle’s inhabitants were managing to get away. His mission had been successful.


  From the masses of Nali fleeing, four older men stepped clear and started down the road toward the Skaarj. All four of them were unarmed, their hands spread open before them in a sign of friendship. They wore the clothes of the elders. Thank the gods his father had not become one of them.


  Haute wanted to jump to his feet, shout across the valley for them to run. But he knew it would do no good, so he simply watched in horror.


  The three Skaarj paused when they reached the four men. The Skaarj towered over the Nali and were easily three times more massive.


  Haute could sense the coming disaster. “Oh, no,” he said softly. “Run. Just run.”


  But the Nali elders didn’t.


  The first meeting between the Nali and the Skaarj lasted for all of thirty seconds. Then the center Skaarj, the first that had climbed from the wrecked ship, raised its weapon and fired.


  The orange and green beam cut the four Nali men in half as if they were nothing more than weeds being cut out of a garden.


  The Nali fleeing the castle let out a collective scream and ran even faster, carrying small children, dragging others who wouldn’t move fast enough.


  The three Skaarj walked through the blood and remains of the Nali greeting committee and headed for the castle.


  The first reign of the Skaarj had begun.


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Haute remained on his stomach in the grass on the top of the hill, watching as the three Skaarj cut their way through the fleeing Nali and into castle. From what Haute could tell, at least ten more Nali died, including two children, before the stream of fleeing people stopped, as if dammed somewhere inside the castle. Haute didn’t want to think about how many died to create that dam.


  From his position on the hill, he could see many others leaving by the side exits. Many were being killed, but fewer than if Haute hadn’t gotten here and warned them.


  One of the Skaarj emerged from the castle and strode back down the road, not even looking from side to side. Clearly, it wasn’t worried about anything attacking it. And after seeing the fleeing Nali, why should it? Clearly, the Nali were not people who could endanger monsters like the Skaarj.


  It entered the ship and less than a minute later emerged again, followed by at least a dozen other monsters, all carrying large weapons of some sort.


  They all turned and headed up the hill toward the castle. Those left in the castle would stand no chance at all. If they didn’t get out now, they would be prisoners.


  Haute watched as the constant stream of people through side exits continued. Then, slowly, those also stopped.


  “Father,” Haute said softly. “I hope you got our family out of there.”


  Haute’s vision had come true.


  Nali blood was flowing in the road. The Skaarj were occupying the castle of his birth. The only change was the number who had escaped.


  He no longer needed to watch.


  Staying low to the ground, he turned and scram­bled on hands and knees back into the trees. Then he ran, not caring about the brush scraping his arms and face.


  After a few minutes, he slowed to a fast walk. Moving at that pace for the first hour, he put as much distance as he could between himself and those mon­sters tearing up his old home and killing and enslav­ing his people.


  The fact that he had been successful in warning his people, saving many, did not please him. Now, only seeing the Skaarj killed or driven from his home would please him. And nothing else until that day.


  Nothing.


  


  Six hours later, at dusk, he forced himself to stop near a small, bubbling stream to rest.


  He had been awake now for more than two days. His muscles ached; his arms, hands, and face were cut and bruised. The only good thing was that his head­ache had passed as soon as he’d gotten away from the area of the castle and the Skaarj ship.


  He slowly sipped from the cold water of the stream, then chewed on a piece of jerky, making himself go slowly. He was still a good eight- or nine-hour hike from where he’d left his pack. Where he and Ablee had split up. There was no point in hurrying. He had enough distance between himself and the Skaarj.


  He took another bite and tried to focus his thoughts on what came next. He needed to settle into surviving and warning those who still didn’t know that the Skaarj had arrived, which at this point was still most of the Nali on the planet.


  He took off his boots and soaked his feet in the cold water, letting the blisters on his feet bleed in small pink swirls of color. In all his years in the mountains, he had never punished his body the way he had over the last few days.


  And he wasn’t finished yet. He had many more to warn about the Skaarj.


  Then, slowly, the cool water on his feet and the jerky in his mouth worked to clear a few clouds from his brain. He didn’t have to warn everyone.


  He had warned the first.


  The hundreds and hundreds who had managed to escape from the Skaarj in his old home castle would be spreading the word faster than he ever could do it alone. Most of them would head immediately for other castles and friends and relatives who lived in them. In a matter of a day or so, every Nali would know that monsters from the stars had invaded.


  So warning others was not his highest priority. Getting to the lake, meeting up with Ablee, and finding a way to beat the Skaarj were now the focus. He couldn’t do that exhausted. He was going to have to rest. And soon.


  He let his feet soak for another few minutes, then moved over and sat back against a tree. He took another long sip of the cool water, then chewed on a piece of jerky as he closed his eyes.


  Instantly, the images of the Nali elders being cut in half by the Skaarj weapon filled his tired mind. Their blood had splattered everywhere, painting the road and the brush red behind them as hands were severed, torsos cut in half.


  In his mind, Haute could see the bodies on the ground, twitching, almost as if they couldn’t believe what had just happened.


  Then the children, cut down without a thought.


  One image flooded back even stronger. An image he hadn’t really let himself see when it happened.


  But now it was there, fresh, clear.


  A mother, dragging in the dirt the upper half of her child’s body. As she pulled, she talked to the dead child, as if the child could get up and walk without legs.


  Or without life.


  Haute immediately opened his eyes. He wanted to be sick, but somehow taking deep breaths of the cool evening air kept the water and jerky down, at least for the moment.


  He forced the images of blood and death out of his mind by focusing on the bubbling stream beside him. It was going to be a long time before those scenes would be far enough in the past not to haunt him.


  Maybe that day would never come.


  He slipped his boots back on and stood, pulling a torch out of his pocket and lighting it. If he went slowly, he would be able to travel a good distance tonight. And the farther he got away from the Skaarj, the more chance he’d have of sleeping.


  Chewing on jerky as he went, he turned and headed through the trees toward the rock where he’d left his gear.


  And the visions in the cave above it.


  


  During the night, Haute forced himself to go slowly and to stop every half hour or so. By sunrise, he was staggering more than walking, falling forward and getting a foot out before he fell face first into the brush.


  At his last stop, he’d actually managed to doze for a few short seconds before the images of Skaarj and blood woke him, shaking and sweating even with the coolness of the night air. It had taken him a long few miles to get the image of the child’s face out of his mind.


  Now, as the sunlight lit the tops of the pine trees, he staggered forward, the mountain looming above him. He knew exactly where he would be able to rest and feel safe: in the cave. In the very place that had warned him of the danger. He would go there, sleep for the night, then go to the lake to meet Ablee. It was the only plan his exhausted brain could come up with.


  The thought of getting closer and closer to a safe place to sleep gave him a little more energy. He managed to reach the rock where his gear was stashed by mid-morning.


  Two hours later, he scrambled into the dark cool­ness of the cave.


  The black depths still looked like a giant mouth, wanting to swallow him. He ignored it, and the alien ship buried back there, and the voice it held, and sat against a rock, facing out over the trees and lower mountains and valleys. No Skaarj would come here. At least, not soon.


  He was safe.


  He just hoped his family was also.


  Elutie’s face again filled his mind, as it had so many times over the years. But now the younger, laughing face that had rejected him was replaced by the con­cerned, older face of his brother’s wife. He still loved her. And still hated her. He knew that would never change. But someday he hoped he could find a way to forgive her. For his sake.


  And his brother’s.


  He took a long drink of water, then, using his pack for a pillow, he slumped down exhausted, keeping his mind focused on his family and home.


  For the first time in two and a half days, he slept.


  


  He awoke sometime during the night, took another long drink of water and a small amount of jerky, and chewed it while staring out at the stars that filled the black sky. Where out there had the Skaarj come from? Which point of light?


  And which point of light had the ship in the cave behind him come from? Maybe in the morning, he’d go back into the cave and ask it.


  That thought made him laugh, and he lay back down, going instantly back to sleep, giving his ex­hausted body the rest it needed to recover.


  The next time he awoke, the sun was poking above the horizon, filling the cave with the pink and orange light of sunrise.


  He started a small fire in the same place he and Ablee had built, then slowly worked at cooking him­self breakfast. It seemed that every muscle in his body ached, and his feet were swollen and very tender. His arms were scratched to the point where he couldn’t tell exactly what was just caked-on blood and what was actually injuries. When he got to the lake, he’d wash off and put cream on anything that looked infected. But until then, he just wouldn’t worry about it.


  He had just finished breakfast when he felt the world shift.


  Around him, the cave vanished.


  Another vision.


  He found himself standing in a wondrous room. It was triangular in shape, with consoles along all three walls filled with panels covered by lights and strange symbols. Two of the walls above the panels were an intense black color that seemed to suck the bright light from the room around him.


  There were two high-backed chairs facing the point of the triangle between the two black walls. Both chairs were large enough to hold three people the size of Haute and were unusually high off the floor.


  Haute’s first thought was to wonder what kind of creature needed a chair that size. Then he became instantly afraid, as the thought that he might be on the Skaarj ship filled his mind.


  You are not.


  The voice again filled Haute’s head, coming from seemingly everywhere around him, as well as inside his skull.


  The voice.


  Another vision.


  A gold and silver form shimmered into being and moved toward one of the two chairs. The being was immense compared to Haute, with only two arms, like the Skaarj, but much rounder and heavier than any of the monster Skaarj that had taken his castle home. This being had to be twice as tall as Haute, and its skin was a pale pink. It wore no clothing, and Haute could see the creature’s blood flowing through veins just under the translucent skin.


  The being dropped into one of the chairs and with a tentacle-fingered hand motioned for Haute to take the other, then faced forward.


  “Not until you tell me where I am,” Haute said, both to the being and to the air in front of him, addressing the voice.


  You are in my ship. Or what was my ship, many of your years, as you measure time, before you were born.


  The being had not moved. The voice had answered.


  “The ship in the cave?”


  Yes.


  Haute moved over toward the huge empty chair. “Is that what you looked like?”


  No. That is a Dranoel. He is of the race that built me.


  “Built you? Are you the ship itself?”


  Yes. No. I was created by the Dranoel to guide those who ask. I exist in all moments of the ship’s existence, and in many other moments as well.


  The voice’s answers were more confusing than not knowing an answer, so Haute moved over to the other large chair and climbed up like a small child would climb into an adult chair. The moment he faced the two black walls and the consoles in front of him, the walls seemed to disappear.


  “What?” He grasped the edges of his chair as the ship sped through blackness, stars flashing past him.


  You asked to see from which star this ship originated. It is my job to guide.


  Haute faintly remembered his joke to himself last night as he watched the stars. But he had not said his question aloud.


  Haute could sense no motion as the walls showed the ship slowing and moving in toward a bright sun, then drifting to circle a large green and orange planet.


  The home world of the Dranoel. I was built and brought to life on the surface of this planet.


  “Thank you,” Haute said, not knowing what else to say. He sat staring at the strange world, wondering what his own planet would look like from such a position above it.


  I will show you.


  “No,” Haute said aloud, quickly. “No need. But I do have a question. Are you a machine?”


  Yes. No. I am of mechanical origin, but I live, both in your time and in many others.


  “So your mechanical parts are in the cave?”


  Yes. No. During your life span, that is where the essence of my physical being exists. But I also exist for many years into your future and for many before you came to be.


  Haute still could not grasp exactly what the voice was telling him. But for the moment, he needed to know more about the Skaarj and how to fight them.


  The spaceship around him vanished.


  Around Haute now was deep forest. He could smell the thick pine scents, feel the chill breeze in the air. He knew it was a vision. A very real one.


  The same Skaarj monster he had seen in one of the first visions sat alone near a campfire. Haute could smell the cooking meat, a sickly sweet aroma that seemed to choke the air under the pine trees.


  As Haute watched from the shadows, four Nali crept forward, rustling the underbrush like a faint breeze might. Obviously, they were very good at what they did.


  Working as a unit, on an unseen signal, the four sprang up into the light of the fire. The two in front of the Skaarj distracted the monster while the two be­hind attacked with immense clubs with knives at­tached the ends. Both hit the Skaarj at the same moment with full, hard swings.


  The sound of smacking flesh echoed through the trees. The knives sank deep into the Skaarj’s back and neck. Suddenly, the forest around Haute was filled with the choking smell of Tarydium dust combined with a sour, rotten smell.


  The Skaarj let out a scream that Haute would never forget. A deep, angry sound that seemed to shake the trees.


  The Skaarj spun to face its attackers.


  They both backed off slightly as the other two Nali attacked with more knife-covered clubs, pounding over and over and over until the monster Skaarj went to its knees, then pitched forward, obviously dead.


  One of the Nali picked up the Skaarj weapon, walked over to the beast, pointed the gun at the head of the monster, and fired. The Skaarj’s head vapo­rized in the intense blue and green beam of energy, splattering everyone around with blood.


  And then the vision shifted again.


  To a peaceful lake.


  His and Ablee’s lake, where he was supposed to meet Ablee very soon.


  He was floating in the water, but he couldn’t feel the coolness of it, and he didn’t feel wet. He was just floating, first on top of the surface and then below it, down past the crashed spaceship in the water, down to the bottom, to a natural cave, where he entered, floating upward into a vast cavern full of weapons.


  Skaarj weapons. Boxes of explosive sticks. Other tools and things he did not recognize.


  Then the vision shifted yet again.


  This time, Haute found himself near a castle, tied in vines to a large timber. He could feel the intense pain in his head, as if at any moment it might literally explode.


  Skaarj ringed him, and around him were hundreds of Nali slaves, all standing silently, watching him.


  Skaarj were pounding Tarydium chips into the wood he was tied to.


  He hated the Skaarj. Every ounce of his being focused that hate at those who were torturing him.


  The pain seemed to flood his every sense.


  Black.


  Red.


  Black.


  His vision clouded as the pain throbbed through every part of his body.


  Yet he could still see. And feel the intense, focused hate.


  In the back of his mind, he knew he was in a vision. A vision of his own death.


  He struggled to stop, not to watch, to get away from the intense pain.


  Black.


  Red.


  Black. Throbbing, intense pain.


  Ablee stood in the crowd, watching, his eyes full of the pain Haute was feeling.


  The Skaarj monsters put more and more Tarydium under the thorns of the vines holding him, shoving the chips into the wounds on his body.


  He focused his hate at them. Focused the pain.


  Black.


  Red.


  Black.


  Faster and faster and faster.


  The pain grew and grew and grew. It was as if his entire body was about to explode.


  Black.


  Pain.


  Pressure.


  Then a massive rush of energy smashed through him.


  And he screamed, his voice echoing in the dark coolness of the cave.


  It took him a moment to realize the pain was gone. The vision was over.


  He was covered in sweat and shaking. Outside, the stars filled the night sky.


  He had lost an entire day and gained the knowledge of his own death.


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Haute sat against the cool stone of the cave wall and tried to force his breathing back into normal patterns. The last vision, the one of his own death, had shaken him to his very core. He had always known that someday he would die. But seeing how it would happen and experiencing the pain of the death scared him more than anything had ever scared him before.


  He also knew, deep inside, that there would be no way to avoid it. He would die at the hands of the Skaarj. And that scared him even more.


  And made him angry. He could still feel the intense hatred of the Skaarj from the vision. He let the hatred go in, down deep, where he could use it in the future. He knew he was going to need it if he was to learn how to fight the Skaarj.


  He took a long, deep, shuddering breath, then retrieved his water bottle and downed half of it. The water calmed him a little, and he allowed himself to slump down with his head on his pack, thinking about the vision. In the back of his head, he could feel a slight throbbing, like a memory of the pain.


  He forced himself to focus on the part of the vision where the Nali killed a Skaarj and captured its weapon. If he and others were going to fight the Skaarj and their powerful weapons, they were going to have to learn to kill, as the four in his vision had done. And they were going to need better weapons than sticks and knives. One way of getting them was stealing them from the Skaarj.


  But there had to be other ways.


  He took another sip of the warm water and let the ache in his head drain out with the tension.


  Possibly some of the other crashed spaceships still held weapons. The Nali had always been such a peaceful people, with no need of weapons, that he doubted if anyone had even looked. Over the years, so many Nali had been accidentally killed by exploring strange crashed spacecraft that the children were taught never to go near them.


  Haute had been taught that same lesson and had pretty much followed it after exploring one near the castle. The one he and some friends had climbed inside had been nothing more than a boring hunk of rusted metal. But in some of the newer crashed ships there might be weapons. Or something they could use to fight the Skaarj. He would talk to Ablee about it when he got to the lake.


  The lake with the cave under it. Another part of the vision came back clearly. Maybe there was a dry land entrance? It would be very much worth exploring to find out. It would be a perfect place to hide from the Skaarj.


  And to fight the Skaarj from.


  He closed his eyes.


  Instantly, the images of him strapped in thorn vines filled his mind. Tarydium shards under his skin and the throbbing pain filling his mind in black and red colors.


  He snapped his eyes open and quickly sat up. He was still in the cave.


  He forced himself to breathe deeply and stare out at the stars filling the sky. It would be a long night until he could get moving. But after that vision, he knew there would be no sleeping.


  Only thinking and planning, while ignoring the vision of his own death that lurked just behind every thought.


  


  At the first light of the sun, Haute started down the mountain, picking his way slowly over the rocks to the tree line and then into the dark shadows. It was still so dark that in the trees he had to light a torch for a short time, just to see where he was walking.


  The sun was just over the horizon as he approached the rock where he and Ablee had parted what seemed like an eternity before. This time, he stopped for only a moment to refill his water bottle from the small stream, then turned and continued down the moun­tain on the same path Ablee must have taken.


  It would be good to see his friend again.


  He kept his pace through the trees fast but not rushed, as he had done on his way to warn his family. He had no doubt that the word about the Skaarj invasion had spread through all the castles by now. And if Ablee had managed to get word out to the trading posts, many of the mountain people would also know.


  Haute just hoped that some of them would join in the fight. Nali were normally not fighting people. In fact, he knew of no time when a Nali had ever needed to fight in all of history. But that would have to be changed if any of them wanted to survive without being slaves in Skaarj mines.


  At one hour before sunset, he broke over the ridge line above the valley that held the small lake. About a half mile down this stream, he would find the dam created by the crashed spaceship. And the crystal-blue lake that had formed over it.


  He started to pick up his pace, moving down a game trail quickly, anticipating the chance that Ablee would be at the lake, camped, waiting for him.


  But about two hundred paces down the hillside, the voice came back to him.


  You are close.


  The voice only spoke in his head, but it felt as if it echoed over the trees and off the nearby rocks and cliffs.


  “Close to what?” Haute asked angrily. He didn’t need to lose another half-day now. Not when he was almost to the lake and hooking back up with Ablee.


  The voice didn’t answer his direct question, but Haute stopped anyway, forcing himself to look around slowly. The game trail led off down the valley through the trees, following the contour just above a small stream. At this point of the valley, a steep rock wall loomed to his left, and the forest sloped steeply up to the right. There didn’t seem to be much to see, let alone to be close to.


  He stepped off the game trail and moved toward the rock cliff, climbing slowly over downed boulders until he stopped ten feet from the steep face.


  “I sure don’t see what you—” As he spoke, he noticed what looked at first to be nothing more than a crack in the cliff face.


  He scrambled toward it, and as he got closer, he realized the crack was actually the edge of a rock that jutted out in front of the cliff wall. And in behind the rock was a cave, completely hidden from anyone walking even within twenty feet of the entrance.


  “Amazing,” Haute said, slipping behind the crack in the wall and easing his way inside.


  For the first few feet, the cave was lit from outside, but then it seemed to turn sharply right into complete blackness. Haute hauled out a torch and lit it. A cool, solid breeze coming from the cave whipped at the flame. He kept going through the narrow tunnel, not exactly sure what he was looking for.


  Thirty paces inside, he found it.


  A huge room with high ceilings and massive stone formations hanging from the ceiling like ice from the roof of a castle home. He could hear water dripping somewhere down one of the many tunnels that led off the main area. Lots of space and water and many tunnels.


  “Perfect,” he said, his voice echoing in the huge cavern.


  It seemed the Skaarj resistance had found a home.


  He explored a short time, then headed back out to the trail and down the valley. Ten minutes later, he emerged on the hillside overlooking the dark blue waters of the lake, just as the sun finished lighting the tops of the mountains above him.


  He could smell the faint aroma of smoke. And fresh meat frying. Wonderful smells to his exhausted body.


  He scrambled along the edge of the lake toward the sandbar formed by the stream flowing into the upper end of the lake. Ablee and two others were camped on the sandbar, faintly visible in the growing darkness. Ablee was cooking, his short frame bent over the fire as he stirred something in a small pot.


  “You have enough for one more?” Haute said as he gained the sandbar and started toward the group.


  The two Haute didn’t know stood, hands on knives on their belts, as if on guard. Haute noted that already some of the Nali were starting to learn. Or at least they were getting very jumpy. That was a good start.


  Ablee stood, a huge grin on his face. “I always cook extra,” he said, laughing. “You know that, my friend.”


  Haute could not believe how relieved he felt at getting back with Ablee. And having the others there also. He’d spent many years alone in the mountains. But now, with the Skaarj killing his people, being alone didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore.


  Ablee turned to the two men beside him. “Targee. Jeeie. This is Haute, the one you heard about.”


  Haute glanced at Ablee, then smiled at the other two men. Targee was as tall as Haute but much more muscular, as if he’d been lifting heavy objects his entire life. He only nodded to Haute as he was introduced.


  The other man, Jeeie, smiled at Haute and said, “Glad to meet you.” He was also as tall as Targee, but nowhere near as thick. And he looked smarter. Haute instantly liked him for reasons he couldn’t explain.


  Both wore the standard type of clothing for those who lived in the mountains: a loose shirt, thick work pants, and well-worn shoes. Both had skin like Haute’s: dried, wrinkled, and permanently sun­tanned. Clearly, they lived in the mountains just as he and Ablee did.


  But what was odd was that both looked at him almost with fear. It felt very strange to Haute.


  “I met them at the outpost near Esiob,” Ablee said. “We were there when two from your castle came and told us about the Skaarj attacking. You were com­pletely right.”


  “I know,” Haute said, sighing as he sat down on a stump someone had rolled to a place near the fire. “I had hoped I wouldn’t be. But I did manage to get there in time to warn them. Many escaped.”


  “I heard,” Ablee said, smiling at Haute and hand­ing him a full plate of food. “Good work, my friend. I hope you know you saved many, many lives.”


  Haute only shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”


  “But how did you know?” Jeeie asked, the question filling more than just his words. He still hadn’t sat beside Haute near the fire, as if getting near Haute might give him a bad disease.


  Haute suddenly understood why the two were act­ing afraid of him. They were afraid of his vision.


  “It was sort of a dream,” Haute said. “A vision, you might say. Ablee was with me when I had it.”


  “I was,” Ablee said, nodding as he dished up another plate of food and handed it to Targee.


  “Have you had others?” Jeeie asked.


  “I have,” Haute said.


  Ablee glanced sharply at him, and Haute only shrugged and went on. “I’ve seen how we can kill a Skaarj and get its weapon.”


  “Kill a Skaarj?” Targee said slowly, as if the idea had never really dawned on him.


  “Kill them,” Haute said. “Just as they are killing our people. It is the only way to stop them.”


  “And what else did you see?” Ablee asked, handing Jeeie a plate of food. Jeeie moved over and sat down near Haute, facing the fire.


  Haute let a bite of meat float in his mouth for a moment, savoring the taste, before he answered.


  “I saw a cave.”


  “The one we were in?” Ablee asked.


  “No,” Haute said. “Down there.” He pointed at the surface of the nearby lake, now black and inhospitable-looking in the darkness that had settled over the valley. Not even the orange from the flame could drive any light into that blackness.


  “A cave under the water?” Jeeie said. “Why?”


  “To live in,” Haute said after chewing another mouthful of food. He hadn’t realized just how hungry he had been until faced with a plate of Ablee’s wonderful cooking. Now he couldn’t seem to get enough of it.


  “Live underwater?” Targee said. “You make me laugh.”


  Haute glanced up at Targee, who was standing on the other side of the fire, eating. As best as Haute could tell, Targee wasn’t laughing.


  “I’ve seen the Skaarj,” Haute said, lowering his plate and staring across the fire at Targee. “I was there when one of their weapons cut four Nali in half instantly. I watched them kill children at the gates of my home castle. I will live in a tree if I must to remain free and able to fight them.”


  Targee held Haute’s gaze for a long few seconds, then nodded and went back to eating.


  The silence in the narrow, steep-walled valley was broken only by the faint crackling of the fire and the chirping of a Tekcirc near the lake.


  Haute went back to eating, forcing himself to calm down. Targee had said nothing wrong. He did not deserve a reaction as intense as Haute had given him.


  After a moment, Ablee stood from his position beside the fire, a full plate of food in his hand. He sat down on a log to Haute’s left and sighed. After a large bite of meat, he said, “So what is so special about this cave under the water?”


  Haute smiled at his friend. “I saw it full of weapons we had gathered in the fight against the Skaarj.”


  “Weapons like the Skaarj have?” Jeeie asked, his voice worried.


  “Skaarj weapons themselves,” Haute said. “Weap­ons we took from Skaarj we killed.”


  Jeeie said nothing, only stared at his food without touching it.


  “I also found,” Haute said, “another hidden cave up the valley that might connect with the cave under the water. The cave up the valley is big enough for an entire castle’s population to live in. Maybe even more. I didn’t explore it very far.”


  Ablee nodded. “So we set up a main camp inside the cave and venture out to fight the Skaarj.”


  “Exactly,” Haute said.


  “And kill them?” Jeeie asked.


  “And kill them,” Haute said. “You will understand when you see and hear what they have done to our people.”


  Jeeie again only nodded, staring down into the fire.


  “Do you have family?”


  Jeeie nodded. “Parents and three brothers.”


  Haute nodded. “If they do not escape when the Skaarj attack their castle, they will either be killed or forced to work as slaves in our own Tarydium mines.”


  “How do you know this?” Jeeie said, his voice angry and louder than it had been. His words echoed through the valley, out over the black surface of the water.


  Haute was beginning to understand what bothered Jeeie. He didn’t think he could fight. Haute knew there would be many like him.


  “In person I’ve seen the Skaarj kill,” Haute said, his voice soft and controlled. “I saw what they will do to prisoners in the same vision that warned me they were coming, and where.”


  “And from the stories we were told at the outpost,” Ablee said, “he is right.”


  “Stories?” Haute said, glancing at his old friend.


  Ablee nodded while continuing to eat. “The Skaarj attacked the castle to the south of yours the next day at sunrise.”


  “The next day?” Haute asked.


  “Afraid so,” Ablee said. “Many escaped because they had been warned. But many more were killed for no reason other than that they were running.”


  Haute let his friend’s words sink in. He could see the horror of it, almost as much as if he’d been there.


  “We heard,” Ablee said, “that the Skaarj rounded up everyone they didn’t kill and stuck them all in the main market area like animals.”


  “And this took only one day?” Haute asked.


  Ablee nodded. “Less. It happened the very next morning, right after sunrise.”


  Haute couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It had taken the monsters only a day to move on, attacking and conquering. At that rate, it would take them less than thirty days to control all the main castles and Tarydium mines.


  And they would find no resistance.


  The Nali did not yet know how to fight.


  “There will be many Nali coming into the hills,” Haute said.


  “Hundreds and hundreds,” Ablee said. “Maybe even thousands.”


  “We must get ready,” Haute said. “Scout out the cave, plan how to attack. Go out and search for those who have never lived in the mountains before, and bring them here.”


  “I can help with that,” Jeeie said, his voice excited, no longer angry. “And you will need information about the movement of the Skaarj, won’t you?”


  “We will at that,” Ablee said.


  “I can do that, too,” Jeeie said, his face brightening. Then he got serious. “I do not think I can kill. But I can be very good at sneaking around and watching those you would want me to watch. And then report back.”


  Haute laughed. “Then you, Jeeie, will be in charge of information about the Skaarj. But you will need to find help in your task. Many eyes are better than two.”


  “Agreed,” Jeeie said.


  “I will kill,” Targee said.


  Haute glanced at the huge Nali across the fire and nodded. “I’m afraid, then, that you will get many, many chances as long as you can keep from being killed.”


  “My friend and prophet,” Ablee said, “what do you foresee for me?”


  Haute lifted his plate and smiled. “In charge of everything in this valley, including figuring out how to feed hundreds and hundreds of fighters and their families in that cave.”


  Ablee’s smile faded to a serious, thinking frown. And again the valley fell into silence, broken only occasionally with the crackling of the fire.


  


  Chapter 11


  


  The next morning, while Ablee cooked the four of them breakfast, Haute walked along the edge of the clear blue lake, staring down into the water, searching for an entrance to the cave. The air still had a chill to it, since the sun hadn’t reached the valley floor yet. Jeeie and Targee were both sitting near the fire, watching Ablee. Haute knew what they must be thinking: they had gotten lucky to find someone like Ablee who was such a good cook and loved doing it. Haute had thought the same thing almost every day now for years. And it was great to be back with him again.


  As Haute moved along the rough game trail along the lake, he could see a few fish swimming below him and the shape of the old crashed spaceship twenty feet down. In his vision, he had floated down very close to the old ship and then moved toward the bank he was now standing on. If there really was a cave down there, and the entrance wasn’t too far under the water, it would make a great secret place to hide if needed.


  He pulled his jacket tighter around himself and tried to spot the entrance, without luck. He was a fairly good swimmer. Later in the day, when the air was warm and the sun shining on the lake for the best light, he’d try a dive down there. It would be worth getting wet for.


  If they were lucky, Skaarj didn’t swim.


  


  After a wonderful breakfast of Nibor eggs and strips of thin meat, the four of them hiked back up the side valley carrying extra torches and rope, set on explor­ing the cave Haute had found the evening before. It was so well hidden that it took Haute a good fifteen minutes to find the crack in the side of the cliff that marked the hidden entrance.


  “Amazing,” Ablee said as he stood outside the opening. “You could be ten paces away from it and never see the entrance. How did you ever find this?”


  “I had help,” Haute said, smiling at Ablee.


  Ablee frowned at him for a moment before clearly realizing what Haute meant. The voice had helped him. Otherwise, he would have just walked on past.


  “We’re going to have to make sure,” Haute said, “that we don’t leave a massive trail to and from the entrance.”


  “Easy enough,” Jeeie said. “We arrange some rocks in a natural-looking fashion so that they can be stepped on anytime anyone leaves or enters the cave. Then no one would ever leave a trail, rain or shine.”


  Targee stopped and glanced around at the ground, nodding. “It would work well.”


  Haute laughed to himself. He had discovered last night and this morning that Targee was a person of few words. Not very quick on the thinking side, it seemed, but very good at mountain knowledge.


  Last night, around the fire, Haute had learned that Targee and Jeeie had been traveling together for more than five years. Targee was the hunter, Jeeie was the brains. It seemed to have worked well for them. Haute hoped it would work well in the fight against the Skaarj. So far, it seemed it would.


  “We can also work trails both up and down the valley,” Jeeie said, “staying mainly on the rocks also. The tracks of anyone headed here would just seem to disappear a half mile away from this entrance. I’ll start working on it later today, if we like what we find.”


  “Great,” Haute said. It was very comforting to know there were four of them working along the same lines at this point. It made the pressure on his shoulders feel slightly less.


  He lit a torch and glanced at his three companions. “Shall we go exploring?”


  “Right behind you,” Ablee said.


  Haute moved quickly in through the narrow tunnel to the large cavern. It was as big as he had remem­bered. The air smelled of dirt and dampness. And he could still hear the faint sound of water flowing. The temperature inside was actually slightly warmer than the cool morning air outside. He remembered it being cooler than the hot afternoon yesterday. That was a wonderful bonus.


  He moved toward the center of the cavern, picking his way over the rocks and dirt floor. With four torches lighting the cavern, many of the dark shadows were pushed back. He could see dozens of nooks and crevices going off in all directions. It was going to take a lot longer than one morning to explore all of this cavern system.


  “Amazing,” Ablee said.


  “Big,” Targee said.


  “Water somewhere in here,” Jeeie said. “A good sign, if it’s drinkable.”


  Haute moved toward a large rock that sat in the center of the cavern like a table in the center of a huge room. He wedged one torch into a crack, then took out another and lit it. As he did, he again noticed the steady draft of cool air blowing through the cavern. That clearly meant there was another opening, or maybe two, somewhere.


  “In the vision,” Haute said, “I saw another big cavern, almost as large as this one, that was down near the lake. I’d like to try to see if this cavern hooks to that one.”


  “Good idea,” Ablee said.


  “But which way?” Jeeie asked, moving toward the tunnels and cracks in the rock that filled the wall in the lake’s direction. “Your vision tell you that?”


  “I wish it had,” Haute said as he held his lit torch up and stood in front of the largest opening. The flame flickered slightly, and Haute could feel a cool breeze blowing in his face.


  “Wind,” Targee said.


  “Exactly,” Haute said. “It will narrow some of the choices until later.”


  He did the same test in front of the next crevice. The same. A solid breeze caught the flame.


  Four of the openings had slight winds coming from them, blowing toward the entrance. The rest were still.


  “Ablee and I will take one,” Haute said. “You and Targee take another. If it dead-ends, come back here and try another.”


  Jeeie nodded.


  Ablee took an extra torch and lit it, then stuck it against a rock at the entrance to one large crevice that seemed to go very deep. “We’ll try this one.”


  Jeeie did the same with another torch at the mouth of a second opening. It was lucky that torch fuel was so easy to make. In here, they were going to use a lot of it.


  “We’ll meet back here in an hour at most,” Haute said.


  Jeeie nodded and, with an excited look on his face, started down through the opening, holding his torch high in the air in front of him.


  “Lead the way,” Ablee said, smiling at his friend.


  Haute laughed. “One of the stranger things we’ve done over the years, huh?”


  “Not as strange as the visions,” Ablee said. “Losing parts of days without knowing it was very odd.”


  Haute could only laugh. His friend had a point.


  The crevice in the rock that he’d selected became very narrow after about twenty paces. Both he and Ablee had to squeeze through a ten-foot section, but then, on the other side, the passage opened into another cavern, smaller than the first but still large enough to hold fifty Nali without crowding.


  “This cave system is big enough to hold an entire castle’s worth of Nali,” Ablee said.


  “It might have to,” Haute said.


  “Another good point,” Ablee said.


  On the far wall, down and in the direction of the lake, there were at least two more large crevicelike tunnels. Haute stopped just inside the cavern and looked around, then turned and marked which open­ing they had just come out of by forming five small rocks into the shape of an arrow pointing at the small crack in the wall.


  “Good thinking there,” Ablee said. “I hope Jeeie and Targee do the same.”


  “Me, too,” Haute said. “Otherwise, we’re going to have to do some tracking.”


  Ablee laughed.


  At the entrance to the most promising tunnel on the other side of the cavern, Haute stuck another lit torch. That tunnel turned out to dead-end in thirty paces, with a slight breeze coming through a tiny opening between two boulders.


  They backtracked and tried another. This time, the crevice narrowed, then went down at a very sharp angle, forcing both of them to turn around and climb backward down the tight area, moving very slowly.


  “We had to go down to get to lake level,” Ablee said. “So this is good.”


  “Good for you,” Haute said. “You can see where you’re stepping.”


  Haute was leading, and with every step down, he had to stop and try to hold his torch in a position where the light got past him and down to the rocks below him. Twice he had burned his arm on the flame, and with the second time he got worried about catching his clothes on fire. The last thing he would need would be burning clothes while he was trapped in a narrow cave.


  He pushed that thought out of his mind and kept working his way downward, being careful with the flame. Finally, the passage leveled out and opened up into another large cavern. Haute took two steps into the space and stopped.


  This was it. The cave in his vision.


  “Found it, huh?” Ablee said, stopping beside his friend.


  “Found it,” Haute said.


  Another light flickered in a crevice on the wall to Haute’s left, and a moment later Jeeie and Targee appeared.


  “Looks like there’s more than one way down here,” Jeeie said.


  “How easy was that way?” Ablee asked.


  Jeeie laughed. “Almost like walking down the main boulevard of a castle.”


  “Good,” Haute said. “The way we came was a climb.”


  He moved into the middle of the large space, winding his way in and around the large rocks until he reached the far side. There was a large black pool of water, forty paces wide and at least forty paces long.


  He quickly blew out his torch, then turned to the others. “Take one torch to the far side of the cavern, and blow out the others.”


  Targee moved away with one flame as Ablee and Jeeie blew theirs out.


  Suddenly, the cavern became much darker.


  “Targee!” Jeeie shouted to his friend across the wide cavern. “Put your torch behind a rock for a moment so that its flame is sheltered.”


  Haute smiled. He didn’t have to explain what he was after. He wanted it dark enough in here to see if there was any light coming through the bottom of the pool of water.


  The moment Targee hid his torch behind a rock, the answer was clear. There was a large opening in the wall of the cave, just under the surface of the pool with sunlight flowing in. Lots of it.


  The more Haute’s eyes adjusted to the dark, the brighter the light coming from under the pool be­came. The lake surface clearly wasn’t very far at all on the other side of that wall. An easy swim for anyone who could swim at all.


  “It seems,” Ablee said, “that we have a back door.”


  “Emergency entrance, to be more exact,” Haute said. “And a storage room.”


  “Storage room?” Jeeie asked. “It’s cool enough in here that food will keep for a while, that’s for sure.”


  “Weapons,” Haute said. “I saw this room filled with nothing but weapons in my vision.”


  “Weapons, huh?” Ablee said, glancing around. “That means there must be a better cavern in this mountain for storing food.”


  “Likely the one we can hear the water dripping from,” Jeeie said.


  “It seems we should go find that cavern next,” Haute said. “And then lay out the different spaces for uses.”


  “Good idea,” Ablee said. “Get organized before others start arriving.”


  “Others?” Jeeie asked as he lit his torch and started toward the passage he and Targee had come through.


  “Many others, I’m afraid,” Haute said.


  


  Chapter 12


  


  The next two days went quickly, as Ablee, Jeeie, and Targee helped Haute explore and set up the huge cave system, assuming that at some point there would be a large number of people inside. It was a large assump­tion to make, and Haute knew it. But he also knew they had to prepare, just in case the Skaarj were to take all the castles and mines. The Nali who fled would have nowhere else to go but into the moun­tains.


  And maybe here, to help in the fight.


  On the first morning of exploration, they had found not only the entrance under the lake but seven other major caverns and numbers of minor ones. The cavern system was easily big enough to hold hundreds of Nali.


  Two of the most important finds were small cav­erns. Both had a stream running through them. The streams were ice-cold, and both caverns were much colder than the rest of the complex.


  “Food storage and water,” Ablee had said the moment he walked into the first low-ceilinged cavern.


  After they had climbed over a small slide and followed the stream down into the second small cavern, Haute glanced at Ablee and smiled. “It seems bodily functions are now taken care of also.”


  Ablee had laughed. “Better than constantly digging holes, especially in these rock caves.”


  Jeeie and Targee had spent the entire second day carefully moving rocks to form a trail to and from the cave. A trail that wouldn’t show wear. By the time they were finished, Haute couldn’t tell which stones they had moved or that anything had even been disturbed. But a clear path could be taken over the rocks, right to the cave entrance. A path that could never be followed.


  Besides producing more lamp oil, during the sec­ond day, Ablee and Haute had also tested fires in a number of caverns, trying to figure out where the smoke went and which cavern it would be best to set up as a kitchen. In one small cavern, fairly near the food storage one, the smoke was sucked up by the breeze and through cracks in the roof. While Ablee tossed green wood on the fire to make it smoke even more than normal, Haute tramped around in the trees above the cliffs, trying to spot where the smoke was coming out. He couldn’t even smell the smoke, let alone see it.


  They finally decided the smoke was being shoved through so many cracks and other small caves above them that by the time it got to the surface, there was nothing much left.


  At that news, Ablee had clapped his hand in happi­ness and then spent two hours building a huge fire­place out of rocks, carefully stacking and fitting each. He told Haute after he had finished that it would only be the first of many in that room.


  Early on the third morning, Haute was helping Ablee clean up the last of their camp to move into the cave when they heard someone coming through the forest above them. In all his years of being in the mountains, Haute had never experienced a mo­ment of that much fear.


  He felt simply naked.


  If that crashing was a Skaarj, he had nothing to protect himself. No weapon. Nothing but his ability to run. Right at that moment, he swore he would find a weapon as quickly as possible. Never would he face a Skaarj unarmed.


  “Get ready,” Ablee whispered, moving slowly to his right toward the path around the lake as the crashing in the underbrush got louder. “That’s no one who is used to the mountains.”


  Haute knew his friend was right. Whatever, or whoever, was coming down the valley through the trees was doing it the hard way, right down next to the stream bed. Not even an animal would do that.


  Suddenly, there was an extra-loud crash of brush and a faint swear word.


  Haute laughed, the tension flowing from him like water from a broken jug.


  “You know that voice?” Ablee asked, glancing at Haute, not completely relaxed yet.


  “I sure do,” Haute said to Ablee. Then, in a louder voice, he shouted. “Bccui! That you?”


  “Haute?” The voice came back strong, echoing off the steep walls of the valley.


  Haute again laughed, the relief that his brother was alive flooding through him.


  “I gave him directions,” Haute said to the puzzled expression on Ablee’s face.


  “But not lessons,” Ablee said, now also laughing more in relief than humor.


  “Bccui, just stand still and talk normally,” Haute said. “I’ll come to you.”


  A minute later, Haute found his younger brother near the stream, standing very much alone in the middle of a large mass of heavy brush.


  “This way out,” Haute said, standing up the slope about thirty paces and motioning for his brother to come up.


  “Thank the gods I’ve found you,” Bccui said as he crashed his way out and scrambled up the slope. “I don’t know how much farther I could have gone.”


  “Especially near the stream bed,” Haute said, laughing and slapping his brother on the back as he stood beside him. “After some time in the mountains, you’ll learn to follow the game trails on the sides of the hills, up out of the stream beds. Easier walking.”


  “Now you tell me,” Bccui said.


  Haute could tell his brother had not had an easy journey. His arms were scratched, his clothes were tom in a number of places, and his face and arms were sunburned a bright pink.


  “You’ll learn quick enough,” Haute said. Then he asked the question he was most afraid of. “Where’s the rest of the family? Did they make it out?”


  “We all made it, thanks to you,” Bccui said. “The Skaarj were monsters.” His face twisted into a look of anger. “Many didn’t get out in time. They wouldn’t listen to Father or me. Or they were too slow.”


  “I know,” Haute said. “I watched from the hill.”


  “It was awful,” Bccui said, his eyes clearly not seeing Haute but instead reliving the memory. “They just rounded everyone up like animals, killing anyone who even tried to escape.”


  “I was afraid,” Haute said, “that you had stayed too long, trying to warn others.”


  “We almost did,” Bccui said. “But did you know that Grandfather had built a secret tunnel from our home to the outside wall?”


  “I didn’t,” Haute said, very much shocked. How could he have grown up in a home and never known of such a thing?


  “I didn’t, either,” Bccui said, “until Father and I were trapped by the Skaarj and forced back to Mother and Elutie in the house. I figured we would be captured, but Father pulled off the bottom of the cabinet under the kitchen counter, and there was a tunnel.”


  “Why would Grandfather build such a thing?” Haute asked.


  “I asked Father the same thing,” Bccui said. “It seems Grandfather had an intense fear of being trapped inside the castle’s stone walls by monsters.”


  Haute laughed. “Seems Grandfather had a peek at the future, too. So what happened next?”


  “We stayed together after we got out and headed for Enakops, four castles to the south.”


  “And you made it?”


  “No,” Bccui said. “We heard that two days after the Skaarj attacked our home, they were already heading for Enakops. Everyone was fleeing there for places south.”


  Haute was shocked. He had expected the Skaarj slowly to take over other castles, but not that far in just days.


  “That’s fast.”


  “Very fast,” Bccui said. “There are many, many dying. And no one is fighting back.”


  “Yet,” Haute said. “Where’s the family now?”


  “Father and Mother moved on to Mother’s sister in the extreme south.”


  “That won’t last long,” Haute said.


  “I know,” Bccui said. “That’s why I felt Elutie, the children, and I had to come here.”


  “Where are they?” Haute said. He was suddenly very worried about Elutie and his nephew and niece. Leaving an untrained woman and two children alone in the mountains was not a good idea, Skaarj or no Skaarj.


  “Back on the top of the ridge line,” Bccui said, pointing up the hill.


  Haute knew exactly where he meant. A flat area in a saddle between two of the taller mountain peaks. No more than a good hour’s hike.


  “I built them a fire,” Bccui said, “and came explor­ing down here, hoping to find the lake you told me about.”


  “It’s right down there, about a hundred paces,” Haute said. “Come on, we’ll get you something to drink and then go get Elutie and the children.”


  “Thank you,” Bccui said. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you.”


  “Trust me,” Haute said, laughing. “There will be hundreds of ways.”


  Bccui glanced at him, but Haute again only laughed and waved away his brother’s question. “Let’s get you and your family safe and settled first. There will be time for questions later.”


  


  It took them most of the rest of the day to get Elutie and the two children down the mountain and settled in a small area off the main cavern. Jeeie took both Bccui and Elutie on a tour of the cave and the rock paths outside the cave entrance. He then impressed upon the two children how important it was that they not leave the cave without supervision. And never, ever stop or play anywhere near the entrance.


  Those were rules that Haute and Jeeie had come up with, and as far as Haute was concerned, breaking the rules meant you could no longer live in the cavern.


  After Ablee cooked them all a large meal and the children were asleep, the adults sat around the fire and talked.


  The orange light from the low flames flickered off the roof of the cavern, mixing with the two torches that were lit. The shadows of the rocks and crevices seemed to dance in time with the flames. Haute felt comfortable and, for the first time since seeing the Skaarj in his vision, safe. The vision had led him to this cave, and now that he was here, he knew it would be his home for the rest of his life.


  But there was also a great deal to do. And at some point he would have to return to the other cave, the one high up on the mountain where the voice lived. He needed to return, to get the guidance he and the rest of them needed from the being that said it was built yet lived.


  The images of his own death again crept into his mind, along with the memory of the pain of it. He pushed it back and focused on the cave and safety around him. The vision hadn’t told him when his death would occur. So, until then, he would learn to fight the Skaarj. And maybe change the vision.


  Maybe stop it from happening.


  He sipped on a cup of root tea and listened as Bccui and Elutie finished telling their story of what happened with the Skaarj. They clearly made a good team, both in caring for the kids and in telling a story.


  But Haute would never get used to the fact that Elutie now sat across a campfire from him. For a long time, he had hated her for the fact that she had laughed at him for wanting her to go into the moun­tains. Now she was here, in the mountains, and part of his family as he had hoped.


  Only she was married to his brother. Another fact that he would never really get used to.


  “Well, Prophet,” Ablee said, turning to face Haute. “We’re settled in here. Enjoying the fire and the good food. What do we do next?”


  “Prophet?” Bccui asked, smiling across the flicker­ing flames at Haute.


  Haute only shrugged, then turned to Ablee and the very serious question he had asked.


  “We recruit.”


  Haute looked around at the faces in the flickering light of the fire.


  “Then we fight.”


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Five months after he found the cave and the voice, Haute, the man who would be known as Prophet, hugged the ground, forcing himself to stay low against the dry grass of the ridgeline. Before him a small valley spread out, peaceful in the hot afternoon sun. But it would soon be far from peaceful. He could feel his heart pounding, and every shallow breath sounded far too loud in his ears. Sweat dripped slowly down the side of his face, and he wished for a wind to help cool him down just a little.


  Around him the forest was deadly still, except for a distant low rumbling that seemed to echo off the forest and rock mountains like thunder during a bad storm. Only there were no clouds in the clear sky on this hot day. The rumbling was no natural sound, even though it had become a familiar one to Haute. This sound sent terror through any Nali hearing it, and Haute was no exception.


  It was the rumbling of a Skaarj ground transport, headed toward him.


  Only this time Haute wasn’t running into the trees to hide, afraid to even watch it go past. This time was different, and the pounding of his heart warned him of that very fact.


  The rumbling grew slowly louder, and then sud­denly the pitch changed completely. Over the far ridge the transport appeared, a cloud of dust billow­ing out behind it like it was a herd of beasts stam­peding.


  From what Haute could tell from his distance, there were two Skaarj in the transport. One driving and one riding in the open back, sitting above a dozen Nali prisoners.


  Over the last few months, the Skaarj had been rounding up the Nali that had escaped from the castles and hauling them to three major mines. There, the Skaarj were putting them to work as slave labor to mine and stockpile Tarydium. From what Haute had heard, the prisoners were fed little, and beaten often. He also had no idea why the Skaarj were stockpiling Tarydium, since they had no way of taking it back into space. But maybe they expected a way to come someday.


  The transport bounced slowly along the rough road that had only carried wagons and foot traffic before, disappearing and then reappearing from behind stands of trees.


  Haute glanced around. Behind him, scattered through the trees, were twenty Nali Mountain Fighters, as they had come to start calling themselves. Most held only long clubs with knives sticking out the sides—the same type of weapon Haute had seen kill a Skaarj in his vision months before.


  But two of the men carried Skaarj rifles, just like the one Haute had on the ground beside him. Around his neck he had slung a belt of recharges taken from the dead Skaarj who had once owned the weapon. Each recharge was enough for twenty shots of a high intensity blue and green beam that sliced through almost anything it hit. Haute had used one entire recharge to practice with the rifle, making sure that he could hit what he aimed at.


  He slid backward on the ground as the transport disappeared behind a small group of trees. Then he climbed to his feet and ran to his position, ready for the attack.


  Just at the top of a fairly steep rise, they had dropped a small tree across the road. Not big enough to make the transport stop, but big enough to slow it down to a crawl as it went over it.


  Slow enough for the three of them that carried rifles to get decent shots at the driver and guard.


  Haute made sure that he was well hidden, then glanced around at the others. Most he couldn’t see, but he knew they were there. With a little luck, in very short order, they would have a transport full of new recruits to help in the fight. Recruits who had been far, far too close to the Skaarj prisons.


  The rumbling of the transport filled the air between the trees around them, seeming to shake the leaves and needles. Haute forced himself to take a deep breath. In the five months since he’d warned his home castle about the Skaarj, this was the first real attack they had staged. They had managed to kill three Skaarj and take their weapons, but they had never planned an ambush.


  Around the comer, the transport turned into sight. One massive Skaarj frame filled the front, his gaze directed forward as he bounced the transport slowly over the rough road. Haute eased back another inch into his hiding place in the brush as the eyes of the Skaarj driving seemed to bore right into him.


  “No panic,” he said softly to himself. “Everyone just stay calm.”


  No one could hear his whispered instruction over the loud roaring of the coming transport, but Haute hoped the others were repeating the same words to themselves. Over the last five months, it had become very clear that the Nali in general were not a fighting people. They didn’t know how, and when faced with fighting, their natural reaction was to turn and run, or just cower.


  Haute knew he could fight. He had proven that to himself when he and Targee and three others had killed the first Skaarj. And the other two with Skaarj rifles on this mission had proven they could stand and fight, also.


  It was the others, crouching in the brush with only knives and clubs, that were along for the experience more than for actually fighting. Haute hoped they would never even have the chance to move, let alone fight with those clubs. But they needed to see what fighting and death was really like, and if they could, then do it. Haute expected at least half of them would not be able to.


  The transport slowed as it approached the fallen tree, the rumbling so loud Haute couldn’t imagine riding in the back of the open transport. The front wheels of the transport were now almost even with his position.


  He could smell the rancid smell from the engine and feel the faint headache he always got when near Tarydium. If this worked as he had planned, he wouldn’t be near the Tarydium long enough for his headache to even get bad.


  “No panic,” he said. “Just do it.”


  The front wheels were now past him.


  “Timing,” he said softly to himself. “Wait.”


  “Wait.”


  The front wheels touched the fallen tree. Haute took a deep breath.


  The front wheels eased over the tree.


  Haute stood.


  The front wheels hit the ground on the other side of the tree.


  Haute swung the rifle up, aimed it at the side of the head of the Skaarj driver, and fired.


  The strange weapon pulsed in his hands, a blue and green beam of energy shooting out.


  The driver’s head vanished in a spray of blood, skin, and bones, coating the green brush on the other side of the road with the red and white remains.


  Haute’s heart seemed to freeze in his chest. He had accomplished his part of the mission. He had killed the driver.


  And for an instant, he stared at the headless body and the blood splattered beyond it.


  Then the instant ended.


  The Skaarj guard standing above the Nali prisoners seemed stunned at the sudden fire coming from the brush. He turned and saw Haute, his black eyes seeming to cut through to Haute’s very soul.


  Haute swung his gun toward the guard.


  The guard started to raise his weapon to fire at Haute.


  Then suddenly the guard went over backward as two other beams from Skaarj weapons cut out through the trees.


  Both beams caught the Skaarj guard squarely in the chest, smashing him up and out of the transport like a leaf before a sudden burst of wind.


  Targee and Bccui had both accomplished their mission: they had killed the guard.


  The transport jerked to a stop, front wheels on one side of the fallen tree, back wheels on the other. With a quick sputter, the roaring stopped.


  Suddenly around Haute, the silence of the forest rushed back in, seemingly almost as loud as the transport.


  No birds chirped.


  No wind rustled the trees.


  Nothing but silence.


  Haute sprang from the brush and moved quickly around the front of the transport, rifle at the ready just in case. But, as he knew would be the case, the Skaarj guard was dead, his insides completely va­porized by the two shots.


  “All clear!” Haute shouted into the silence.


  Suddenly a wild cheer went up from all around the transport, echoing through the trees and over the valley below. Seemingly out of everywhere, Haute’s Mountain Fighters stood and came forward from their hiding positions. Haute was sure that many of them were cheering at the relief of not having to fight. But at the moment that didn’t matter.


  They had won!


  They had killed two Skaarj, captured their weapons and a transport.


  Haute moved around to the back of the large, black vehicle as the others gathered around the crowd of prisoners in the back, all cheering and talking at once. But it was clear to Haute that the prisoners were almost as confused and afraid as before. They were cowering in the back, as if waiting to be killed.


  And who could blame them. The guard that had been standing above them had been blown clear out of the transport. They would have no way of knowing that they wouldn’t be next.


  “Quiet!” Haute shouted, then he shoved his way to the edge of the transport. He climbed up near the prisoners, as his men quieted down.


  “Targee,” Haute said to his friend from the first night at the lake, “get the Skaarj rifles and ammuni­tion belts. Bccui, you and two others help him.”


  Targee and Bccui both nodded and turned away. Two others instantly split off from the men, moving toward the dead guard in the brush first. Haute noticed which two and committed their faces to memory. They would be fighters. They wanted weap­ons. That, for a Nali, was a very good sign.


  Haute then turned to the prisoners. They had clearly come from a number of different castles, and from the looks of them, had lived a hard five months since the crash of the Skaarj ship. Most of their clothes were filthy and torn. All of them were coated with dust from the trip. It was clear that many of them needed water almost immediately.


  “Don’t worry,” Haute said to the shocked and dirty faces staring at him. “You’ve been rescued by the Nali Mountain Fighters. My name is Haute. You are free to go your own way, or come with us to help fight the Skaarj. The choice is yours.”


  A uniform look of shock and questions filled the prisoners’ eyes.


  Haute felt bad for them, but now was not the time to ease their worries. “Right now, I need you to get out of the transport as quickly as possible and move a short distance down the road.”


  Haute turned to the rest of his men standing around the transport, smiling. “Everyone help someone out and down the road toward the stream. They all need water and food.”


  Instantly, numbers of Haute’s men started to climb on the transport. Haute jumped down and went around to the front of the truck, where Targee was digging the driver’s weapon out from under the body.


  “This went well,” Haute said. “As good as I had hoped.”


  “It will not always be easy,” Targee said, his voice low and flat.


  Haute knew that Targee was a man of few words. But when he did say something, it was usually right. And in this case, Haute knew he was very, very right. From the scouting they had managed to do in the first five months, they knew there had been more than two hundred Skaarj on the ship that crashed. So far, they had killed five. They had a long way to go before ridding the planet of the monsters from the stars. A very long way.


  Targee yanked the ammunition belt off the Skaarj’s body, then slung it over his head and across his chest with the other belt. With his broad shoulders, ammu­nition belts, and a heavy Skaarj weapon in each upper hand, Targee looked more like a fighter than the Skaarj. He would strike fear into any person who didn’t know him.


  “Sir?” a voice said from behind Haute.


  Haute turned to face a young man, not many years into his adulthood. He had been one of the prisoners on the transport, and his face was coated with dirt, some of which had caked into mud around his mouth.


  “My name is Haute. What’s yours?”


  “Rentahs, sir,” the young man said.


  Haute smiled. “No sir. Just Haute. Now what can I help you with?”


  Rentahs nodded, then pointed at the place where the guard had been standing above the prisoners. “I think you need to check, in there.”


  Haute glanced at the platform, then back at Ren­tahs. “You want to help me?” Haute asked, climbing up the side of the transport.


  Both Targee and Rentahs climbed up beside him, then Haute saw what Rentahs had meant. The plat­form that the Skaarj guard had been standing on was also a storage area of some sort. There was a small latch, square in the middle.


  Haute glanced at Targee, who only shrugged, but pointed one of the rifles at the box just in case.


  Haute nodded, then flipped open the latch and lifted.


  At first he didn’t completely understand what he was looking at.


  Then Targee laughed. A short, almost snort sort of laugh.


  And for some reason that laugh cleared Haute’s mind, and he saw the contents of the storage compartment: weapons.


  Dozens of Skaarj beam weapons and boxes of ammunition refills.


  Haute glanced first at Targee, who was smiling, then at Rentahs, who was also smiling, cracking the dirt that caked his face.


  “Take one,” Haute said to Rentahs, pointing at the weapons. “It would seem you deserve one.”


  Rentahs smile broadened.


  “Only one condition,” Haute said.


  “What’s that, sir?”


  “Two conditions, actually,” Haute said. “You want to fight with us against the Skaarj.”


  Rentahs nodded quickly. “I will fight.”


  “Second,” Haute said, “you don’t call me sir.”


  Rentahs laughed. “Fighting beside you against those monsters would be an honor.” He reached down and picked up a weapon, hefting it like he’d been born with one in his hands.


  Haute watched. And for the moment, he felt slightly better about the chances of the Nali winning the long fight. They would stand a chance if they could find more like Rentahs.


  Maybe.


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Haute couldn’t believe their luck. Not only had they killed two Skaarj, but it turned out there were twelve weapons and thirty boxes of ammunition in the storage area in the transport.


  After giving one Skaarj weapon to young Rentahs, who had pointed out the guns, Haute and Targee quickly handed the weapons down off the transport and had them stacked twenty paces down the road. Haute would have to get a few others to help them carry the guns back to the caverns. That was a great problem and one he had never counted on having. With the weapons the dead Skaarj had carried, they had fourteen new weapons.


  Fourteen Skaarj weapons to kill Skaarj. Their first mission had been a complete success, so far.


  “Okay,” Haute said. “Let’s take anything we might need off this as fast as we can. Targee, you and Bccui start at the front. Rentahs and I will work through this end.”


  Haute took a deep breath and forced the headache to stay back. The two dead Skaarj were full of Tarydium, in their suits and their very bodies. He could not only feel it, but smell it. And the truck was powered by a form of Tarydium. Haute’s sensitivity to Tarydium was starting to kick in, from just being close to these small amounts of it. He’d have to be away from here in fifteen minutes, or someone might have to carry him.


  Haute could also tell that Targee was having the same problem of sensitivity. Only when he got near Tarydium, he started to break out. His face was already red and blotchy, and in another hour he’d be covered in welts and blisters.


  After ten minutes, they had pulled off lights, wiring, and a device that looked like a form of battery that wasn’t Tarydium-powered. They had also found a dozen other items. Haute had no idea what they might be, but someone thought each item might come in handy in the future, so they took it.


  Haute also found a small bottle of what looked to be a form of medicine, stashed under the seat. He’d never seen anything like it before, but he took it anyhow, figuring that someone back at the cave might figure out what it was for. They had more than enough help doing that sort of thing. It was fighters who could kill Skaarj that they were short of.


  After the transport had been gone over completely, Haute had everyone move back down the road near the weapons pile. Just being twenty paces from the Tarydium eased the headache. He was glad this was almost over.


  He turned to Targee. “Ready?”


  Targee nodded.


  They had decided the night before, back in the cave, that if they managed to stop and capture a transport, they wouldn’t try to keep it. They had no place to hide it, and why take the chance of the Skaarj recapturing it and using it again. Instead, they had decided to destroy it, a decision that Haute had very much wanted. And now that he was standing here, weapon in hand, headache throbbing, he knew it was the right decision.


  “Fire,” Haute said.


  Beams of intense blue light flashed out from their rifles and hit the truck. Haute could feel the Skaarj rifle pulsing in his hand, and it made him feel secure. Almost powerful.


  The beams cut into the frame of the truck, explod­ing parts in all directions.


  Smoke rose into the air as they continued to cut back and forth through the transport, vaporizing parts, shearing other parts off.


  Finally Targee said, “Enough.”


  Haute clicked his weapon off just a short moment before the charge was about to expire. The transport was now nothing more than a large mound of smok­ing metal, clogging the middle of the road like a giant, misshapen rock. It would take someone a long time to even identify it as a transport. It would never, ever be used to haul Nali prisoners again. Haute had no doubt even that the road was going to have to find a new path around it.


  Haute stared at the very clear signal they were leaving for the Skaarj, memorizing its very shape. The resistance had started.


  And now the Skaarj would know it. They were leaving a very clear sign.


  For some reason, Haute doubted the Skaarj would even be worried.


  He turned to Targee and the young, dirt-covered Rentahs. “Let’s go home.”


  “And where’s home?” Rentahs asked.


  “You will soon see,” he said.


  “And we have baths, also,” Targee said, patting the young Nali on the back before starting to pick up some of the items salvaged from the transport.


  Rentahs laughed nervously, glancing down at his filthy clothes and dirt-caked arms. “Thank the gods.”


  Haute laughed. “You might not say that when you feel the temperature of the water.”


  


  Six long hours later, with less than an hour of sunlight left in the sky, they finally led those who wanted to join them to the cave, bringing along the weapons and salvaged parts of the transport.


  Since the decision, five months before, to use the series of caverns for headquarters and shelter, the place had grown almost comfortable. And to Haute, right at that moment, after a long day, it felt great to be home.


  He assigned each new resident a current cave occupant to explain all the rules and safety precau­tions, and give a tour. Then he told each new resident to get cleaned up, get food, and then report to Jeeie in the main cavern for duty assignment.


  He told the young Rentahs to stay at his side for the moment, and he’d give him the tour. There was just something about the young Nali that Haute liked. Maybe it was the anger in his eyes. Haute didn’t know, yet. But he wanted to find out. And the only way was to keep the kid close for a short time.


  Ablee greeted his old friend just inside the mouth of the cave, smiling. Ablee had completely taken over the duties of cooking for the hundred who lived in the caverns now.


  Jeeie was the duty master, sending out hunting parties for food, scheduling guards for all entrances into and out of the valley, and otherwise running the daily duties of such a growing community. He was also in charge of a vast spy network, bringing in more and more information about Skaarj movements and habits.


  Haute’s brother Bccui had become a leader of a second strike force, just as Haute and Targee were. It seemed that both he and his brother had a knack for fighting Skaarj. Bccui’s other main job was to train a new crew of fighters, both in weapons’ fire and in how to kill a Skaarj with nothing more than a knife or a club.


  “Successful mission, Prophet?” Ablee asked Haute, then glanced at Rentahs. Rentahs didn’t notice, since he was staring, openmouthed at the beauty of the huge cavern. Twenty torches lit the space as if it were daylight. And at least fifty Nali were in the main room at the moment, some working, some just moving from one place to another.


  “More than we could have imagined,” Haute said, slapping his old friend, Ablee, on the back. “Let me tell everyone at the same time.”


  Haute stepped past Ablee and toward the center of the large main cavern. As he did, he was greeted with questions from those who were working or milling around the huge area. He held each question off with a quick, “I’ll tell everyone.”


  Haute climbed up on the huge rock in the center of the cavern, and held his arms up for attention and silence. When everyone in the cave was looking up at him, he smiled, glancing around at all the people who had come to follow him.


  “I have good news. We were completely successful in stopping the transport and rescuing at least twenty who were headed for slave labor in the mines.”


  A huge cheer filled the cavern, echoing back and forth so loudly that Haute wondered if it might knock stones down from the ceiling. He let the cheer go on for a short moment, then held up his hands again. Quickly, the room calmed down to silence.


  “We killed two Skaarj, destroyed their transport, and captured fourteen new weapons with ammuni­tion.”


  At the news about the weapons, the cheering re­sumed, this time even louder, as Haute climbed down, smiling. Many, many in this room were not capable of fighting Skaarj. But everyone here knew how important what they were doing was. And how important the new weapons were to all their safety.


  With a large number of congratulations and pats on the back, Haute moved back over to Ablee and Rentahs.


  “Add about fifteen to the dinner count tonight,” Haute said to Ablee. “Almost all the rescued ones came with us.”


  “I’m going to need more help in the kitchen,” Ablee said, shaking his head. “And Jeeie will need to send out more fishing and hunting parties.”


  “You’ll manage,” Haute said, laughing. “We have so far. Just don’t pick anyone who wants to fight.” Ablee glanced at young Rentahs.


  Rentahs pressed his hand on the ammunition belt he had slung over his shoulder and across his chest. “I’d like to fight,” he said, glancing at Ablee, then back to Haute. “If it’s all right with you?”


  “It’s great with me,” Haute said, and the boy beamed through the dirt on his face.


  Ablee laughed. “Go out and risk your life to get out of kitchen duty. Now I’ve heard it all.” With another loud laugh, he turned and headed across the cavern toward the tunnel that went back into the kitchen area.


  “Don’t mind him,” Haute said, smiling at Rentahs. “Ablee’s the best cook in the world. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up and find you some clean clothes. Then I’ll give you a tour of your new home.”


  


  Three hours later, after a great dinner of meat stew and fresh-baked bread, Haute and the rest of the main Mountain Fighters council sat around a small fire in a cavern just off the kitchen.


  The council, as just about everyone living in the cave called it, had sort of formed from the first nights around the fire, planning. It seemed that every night, after dinner, the group met and worked on the next day’s duties and needs. And then, as more and more joined the fighters, the council became a distinct governing body.


  It consisted of Haute, Targee, Bccui, Ablee, and Jeeie. They had set aside the small cave off the kitchen area to use for a meeting room every evening, which became known as the council chamber. Of course, it also stored baskets of roots, barrels full of torch oil, and other supplies. But since the five of them met there every night, it was called the council room.


  Tonight the mood of all five was festive, because of the success of the transport mission earlier. But Haute had gotten past most of his celebration. During most of the hike back to the cave, he had worried about what to do next. And for the life of him, he couldn’t come up with anything more than a nagging feeling that he was overlooking something.


  After everyone had settled down on his own stump or rock, Haute started the meeting with his worry. “Okay, what next?”


  Ablee shrugged. “We do what we have planned. We go after more and more Skaarj, killing one at a time, until they’re all gone from the planet.”


  Bccui nodded. “Agreed. Especially now that we have more weapons.”


  The others all nodded, but Ablee was staring at Haute with a puzzled frown on his face. “It seems,” Ablee said, “that our prophet doesn’t agree com­pletely. Am I right, my friend?”


  Haute shook his head. “You know, I honestly don’t know.”


  And he didn’t. One part of his mind just said there was something very important missing. But he couldn’t put his finger on what it might be.


  Ablee nodded. “Then let’s go over the plan again. See if we can spot where something is going wrong.”


  “I’m not sure that it is,” Haute said.


  “I’ve been around you long enough to trust those feelings of yours,” Ablee said. “We go over the plan again.”


  Haute nodded, and Ablee started, outlining slowly what the group had planned in its methods of splitting into teams of between ten and twenty, attacking single Skaarj where they could find them, transports if they could. And for at least the next few months, they were going to stay away from the castles. Instead, they would stay in the mountains, keep on looking for more weapons and recruiting more Nali to their cause.


  Ablee finished, with everyone nodding in agree­ment. Even Haute knew the plan was solid. But he still felt as if something was missing.


  He sat back and stared up at the orange light from the fire, dancing along the rocks and crevices of the ceiling. Suddenly, the image of his own death flashed through his mind again. He could almost feel the pain of the thorns and the pounding in his head of the Tarydium reaction.


  And with that image, he knew what he had to do.


  He stared at Ablee, then smiled slowly.


  “I think he’s figured it out,” Ablee said, laughing.


  “So tell us,” Jeeie said.


  “I still haven’t figured out what I’m missing,” Haute said. “But I know where I can find the answer.”


  For a moment Ablee stared at him with a puzzled expression, then slowly he realized what Haute was talking about. And as he did, a look of worry came over his face.


  Haute had to make a pilgrimage.


  He had to go back to the mountain, to another cave, and to a voice that had once led him through a vision of his own coming death. It was the only way to find out where they were heading.


  And if that direction was the right one.


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Haute left the cavern complex at first light, moving out with his old backpack over one shoulder and a Skaarj weapon and ammunition belt over the other. Ablee had walked with him as far as the cavern entrance, then wished him luck and turned back to start breakfast for the hundred and six residents of the caverns. The only person who knew exactly where he was heading was Ablee. He was also the only person who knew exactly why. Neither of them had ever said anything to anyone about the voice from the wreck in the cave. They had decided there was no point.


  Besides, Haute almost didn’t believe it had hap­pened. Who else would?


  Haute moved uphill from the cavern complex, passing with a wave the first guard, then moving silently onward. A number of hunting parties were already out in other valleys. And Haute also knew that Jeeie had four different groups fishing streams and lakes within a half day’s hike of the cave. Feeding more than a hundred people two full meals a day required a constant supply of food. Luckily, the mountains had more than enough. And with Ablee’s ability to stretch food, it was working.


  But where would it all end?


  How long could they keep going?


  Was there a better way to fight the Skaarj?


  Haute needed to know answers to those questions and others. And the voice from the crashed ship just might be able to help him. The voice had said it was built to guide the ship and those who asked. Well, Haute was going to ask for guidance. He figured it wouldn’t hurt to try.


  It took him most of the day to reach the rock on the side of the mountain where lie and Ablee had split up those many months before. At one point along the trip he thought he had heard the faint sounds of a Skaarj transport, but that faded and was gone. Now, with three hours of daylight left, he was within a fairly short climb of the cave.


  The sweat dripped off his forehead, and he stopped at the rock to fill his water bottle. As he was doing so, the voice in his head spoke for the first time in months.


  You have questions?


  “I do,” Haute said out loud, moving back and sitting on the rock. “I will ask them when I arrive in the cave.”


  Space. Time. It has no distinction to me.


  “Well, location means a great deal to me,” Haute said. “I will ask my questions when I reach the cave.”


  The voice did not respond. Haute took that to mean understanding. The last thing he wanted was to be sitting on a rock in the middle of the forest for hours and hours while the voice took him on a tour of who knew where. He wanted to be inside, out of the sun and the wind, before that happened.


  He finished drinking, then started the last, steep climb, above the tree line and up the ridge to the cave formed by the impact of an ancient spacecraft. A craft that now talked to him in what he called the voice.


  Inside the mouth of the cave he dropped his pack and checked to see if anyone else had been there since his last visit. No one had. Not even an animal track.


  He dropped down on a large rock, staring out over the slowly darkening sky. There were no clouds, and the sunset was painting only a faint pink in the upper levels. He retrieved his water bottle, took a long drink, then looked around.


  “Voice, I need guidance.”


  His words echoed off the rock walls and died into the blackness at the back of the cave. Haute knew that down there, in that blackness, was the hulk of the old spaceship, smashed into a pile of useless junk. How the voice spoke from it, he had no idea.


  I exist in all time, including the time you now reside.


  “I wish I could say I understand,” Haute said aloud, even though the voice came to him inside his head. “But I don’t.”


  Understanding is not important. I only guide.


  “Fine,” Haute said. “I need guidance.”


  The rock walls and the sunset vanished.


  He found himself sitting in the huge chair inside the crashed spaceship. Only this was during a period before the ship crashed. Or at least that’s what he had understood the last time the voice had brought him here, because the ship seemed to be moving.


  Around him the wonderful, triangle-shaped room was the same as on his first visit. Large consoles filled with lights and strange writing filled all three walls. On the two walls he faced in his oversized chair were pictures of stars streaming past. Or maybe those walls were windows, and those really were stars.


  He couldn’t tell. The only thing that was different was that there was no one in the other huge chair beside Haute this trip.


  Haute took a deep breath of the stale, almost sour- tasting air, then asked his first question. “Would you guide me to where I will have the next major fights with the Skaarj?”


  Instantly the room changed.


  Vanished.


  Haute stood on a hillside overlooking a castle. He didn’t recognize which castle it was, so more than likely it was in the far south. It looked deserted. The entire scene seemed to be frozen in time, even though he could feel a slight breeze.


  Around him the air was cooler, which meant more than likely that the time was in the fall. And it was just before sunrise, with the sky alight in bright pinks and purples.


  He stood, letting the cool wind blow through his hair as he stared at the castle, hoping to recognize it.


  Nothing happened.


  No fight.


  Simply nothing. Even though the wind was blow­ing, everything was just frozen in a moment just after sunrise.


  Then the scene shifted again to another castle he didn’t recognize. It was warmer, and the sunrise wasn’t so brilliant this time. Again, no fighting.


  Nothing.


  Just another moment snapped out of time.


  Then a third castle. The same thing. Three different castles, all right before sunrise, a logical time to attack.


  But when?


  How soon?


  Suddenly the scene switched a fourth time, and he was again hanging by thorn-covered vines from a round pole in the ground. Skaarj guards and Nali prisoners surrounded him, all watching.


  The Skaarj seemed to be laughing. The Nali stood silently; many had their heads bowed in what felt like shame.


  The pain in the vision instantly overwhelmed him, as he felt the flames lick up around his feet, burning his skin, seemingly from the inside out.


  “I don’t need this again,” Haute said aloud, and instantly he was back sitting in the huge chair in the ship.


  Even though he knew what he was having was a vision, he was breathing hard and sweating. The faint memory of the intense headache twisted at the back of his mind like a memory he desperately wanted to get rid of. And his feet actually felt raw where the flames had touched them.


  He forced himself to take a deep breath and remem­ber back to how he had asked the question. He had asked for the location of the fights. The voice had shown him locations, including his death scene again.


  But what he really wanted to know was if the Skaarj were going to be defeated. “Would you show me my world, my people, two hundred years in the future?”


  Instantly he was standing on a hillside, staring up at a beautiful floating city, with thin, delicate towers. Nothing in his wildest imagination could have brought forth such beauty. Flying ships moved between the city and the ground as easy as birds. There was no sign of the Skaarj at all.


  Just Nali, living in a beautiful sky-city.


  The immense relief overwhelmed him. He was going to die, of that he had no doubt. But they would defeat the Skaarj eventually.


  He again found himself sitting inside the ship, staring out through the huge windows at the stars flashing past.


  Your questions are imprecise.


  Haute laughed out loud. “I know that. Should I have asked simply if the Nali will defeat the Skaarj?”


  The answer to that question would be yes and no. Again imprecise.


  “Yes and no?” Haute asked aloud, his joy at seeing a future clear of the Skaarj draining from him. “Can you guide me to the no you speak of?”


  The scene shifted.


  Now, Haute found himself standing on a barren hillside overlooking a Tarydium mine. He could sense, without knowing how, that he was at a great distance in the future.


  This scene was not frozen in a time. People moved. Airships flew overhead. Transports sped along smooth roads.


  And the Skaarj were everywhere.


  Next, he was inside a Tarydium mine.


  The Skaarj were using Nali and other strange-looking creatures for slaves in the mine. From what he could tell, the Skaarj had been there for a great number of years.


  Haute, as if in a speeded-up vision, saw it all. The monsters had returned to his world, and this time they had won.


  He wanted to shout no. That this wasn’t the future for his people.


  But he knew, deep down inside, that it was.


  Yes and no.


  Haute understood. The Skaarj had been defeated once. And had won once.


  Yes and no.


  The voice almost sounded insistent.


  Haute found himself outside again, staring upward at the sky, at a streak of light that seemed to be falling. Another ship, crashing. He watched it smash into the ground, feeling the jarring of the earth for a distance around the site.


  And then the events of the vision sped up, as if time were flowing like a raging river past his eyes.


  It was a strange vision that he would always remem­ber. A vision of a beautiful, crippled angel. And as the vision ended, Haute truly understood what the voice had meant by the answer to his original question.


  Yes.


  And no.


  Chapter 16


  


  Three short months after Haute had returned from his trip to the mountain, to talk to the voice, one vision came true.


  He eased himself through the trees, careful to not make a sound, until he could see the castle Dnaltrop sitting tucked against the mountainside. The sun had not yet broken over the nearby peaks, and the ground was still wet with dew. The air had a chill to it that foretold of cold months ahead.


  For a moment the image of the castle burned into Haute’s mind as it overlaid with the image in his memory from the vision. Both were exact, right down to the feeling of abandonment coming from the castle.


  Actually, Haute knew that feeling had real basis. All the captured inhabitants of Dnaltrop had been trans­ported north, to work one of the mines there. Only six Skaarj stayed here to guard the castle and the mine. Mostly the mine. Since Tarydium seemed to power the Skaarj transports, and the systems that kept the Skaarj alive, they valued Tarydium a great deal. Far, far more than the Nali had ever done. There were even rumors among the Nali that the Skaarj couldn’t survive without Tarydium in their suits. Haute wasn’t so sure he believed that.


  Haute gazed out at the castle and the open fields that framed it on three sides. Dnaltrop was the farthest castle to the south in the occupied Nali world. Haute and the other members of the Mountain Fight­ers council figured that it would be the best place to first attack the Skaarj and start driving them back north, toward their crashed ship. Haute had only told Ablee about the vision, but when he and Ablee had presented the idea to the rest around the late-night fire, they had all agreed it would be the best plan of attack.


  Haute had not told Ablee about the vision of his own death. Or of the beautiful angel in the future. He figured there would be no point. At least at the moment.


  Behind, and at Haute’s left, eighteen armed Nali crouched in the trees and brush, waiting for his signal. He had wanted to be the one to give it, after he had seen the castle. He wanted to make sure it was the same as in his vision.


  It was. The very same, right down to the grass growing up in the middle of what had once been a busy main road.


  He turned to his brother, Bccui. “Go. And be careful.”


  Bccui nodded, the serious focus in his eyes never even allowing him to smile. He turned and motioned for five others to follow him. They all knew exactly where they were heading. They were going in a side door of the castle, one of the hidden entrances in this castle that was much like the hidden one Bccui and the rest of Haute’s family had escaped from in anoth­er castle, far to the north.


  Now, until Bccui got into position, they had to wait. Haute forced himself to take a deep breath and to check for the tenth time the charge of the rifle he carried. It was full, and so were the other ten in the belt over his shoulder.


  He stretched his legs as best he could while crouched in the brush. His nerves were tight, as if every sense in his body was on high. Even the slightest twig snapping made his heart jump. To take his mind off the castle in front of him, he glanced around at the others.


  Rentahs, the young fighter they had rescued from a Skaarj transport, was closest on his right. He had turned into one of their best fighters. And smartest. He looked as tense as Haute felt.


  Targee crouched just beyond Rentahs, his gaze on the castle. Haute could never tell if he was nervous or not.


  The few other fighters Haute could see looked nervous, but they were a good group, mostly level­headed and decent shots with Skaarj rifles. And most important, all hated the Skaarj and were willing to kill them.


  Of the more than two hundred living in the cavern complex, there were fewer than thirty who knew, without a doubt, that they could fight. And another twenty who weren’t sure yet.


  Nali, as a people, were just not suited to fighting. It was something about his own people he had never realized. Of course, until the Skaarj came, the Nali had never been tested, or pushed in any fashion at all. In the last months since the Skaarj ship had crashed, that had changed a great deal for some. Haute didn’t want to think about how it might be changing for those forced to work as slave labor in the mines.


  A flash of a mirror near the castle wall told Haute that Bccui’s team had found the entrance and were going inside. They would position themselves in hid­den locations around the market area near the main boulevard, to get behind and cut down any Skaarj running from the mine toward the front of the castle.


  Haute knew from Jeeie’s scouts that one Skaarj guard was stationed near the front archway, just inside. The rest of the Skaarj spent their time near the back of the castle, where the entrance to the mine opened up off the main boulevard of the castle.


  “Let’s go,” Haute said, just loud enough for those near to hear him. “Spread out and stay low.”


  Slowly, he moved more out into the open, staying on his hands and knees as he worked his way down the slight incline and then up toward the front arch­way of the castle.


  Around him, the others spread out, two going very wide to the left, two wide to the right. Most of them moved through the brush and tall grass with the experience of mountain people, making almost no sound, and moving very few leaves.


  Haute finally reached the edge of the main road leading from the castle. From this position forward, he would be completely in the open for the last fifty paces to the large archway.


  He stopped and made himself really look at every­thing around him. Nothing unusual for the front of a castle. No traps that he could see. So far, the morning was calm and quiet. Not even a breath of wind.


  His clothes we're wet from the dew, and in the nearby forest birds chirped. The sun had not yet cleared the tops of the trees, leaving the castle in shadow. Haute hoped that in a few minutes he would get the chance to see the sunrise.


  In the back of his head, he could feel the slight headache starting to build from the Tarydium sensi­tivity. He couldn’t have a great deal of time inside the castle, that much was for sure. And neither could a number of the others with him. But fighters like Bccui and young Rentahs didn’t have Tarydium sensitivity problems. They would be able to stay for as long as it took to kill the Skaarj.


  Haute raised up slightly and looked for his men. The two that had swung far to the right were now inching along the castle wall toward the gate. The two on the far left had just reached the castle wall, but were in close enough position to start. The others were in a fan formation around the archway, hiding in the tall weeds.


  “Ready?” Haute asked the young Rentahs who crouched a few paces to his right.


  Rentahs nodded, bringing his Skaarj rifle up into firing position and aiming it at the archway entrance.


  Quickly, Haute slipped out of the ammunition belt and laid it in the grass, then put the Skaarj rifle on top of it, armed, charged, and ready to fire, just in case he needed to get back to it quickly.


  He took a deep breath, then stood and walked five steps forward and slightly to the left, leaving the line of fire toward the main gate completely open for Rentahs. He stopped in the middle of the road, facing the castle.


  They had decided that the best way to get the Skaarj guard out of the archway was to lure him out with a prisoner, who appeared to be coming in out of the mountains to give himself up. Then when the Skaarj had cleared the arch, Rentahs would kill him. And if Rentahs missed, Targee or one of the others would kill the guard, with luck, before the Skaarj shot Haute.


  Ablee had complained bitterly about Haute using himself as bait. He had said that Haute was more valuable to the fighters alive than dead in the first major counterattack. Others had agreed with him, but Haute had waved off the objections by saying that there was no person who was too valuable to lose.


  Actually, Haute had two reasons for being the target. One, he would never be able to live with himself if he ordered someone else to do it, and that person got killed. Second, if he was going to trust the visions and the voice in the cave, he knew where and how he was going to die. It wasn’t by getting shot in front of an empty castle.


  That, however, was if he trusted the visions.


  He felt almost naked, standing there in the morning stillness outside the empty castle. The slowly growing headache warned him to turn and run. Get away.


  Anywhere.


  But he stayed solidly in the road and again forced himself to breathe. Then he shouted, “Anyone inside?”


  His voice echoed through the gate and off the stone walls much louder than he had expected.


  A moment later, a Skaarj guard eased around from behind the archway, his weapon pointed directly at Haute. The weapon looked far more natural in a Skaarj’s hand than in a Nali’s. Just a twitch of the finger and the Skaarj would cut Haute in half, spray­ing his blood back over the grass.


  But Haute was gambling his life on the hope that the guard was bored. And having a prisoner just might entertain for a few moments.


  Haute raised his hands into the air, showing the guard that he had no weapon.


  The guard hesitated a moment.


  “Keep coming,” Haute heard Rentahs in the grass behind him whisper at the guard. “Just a little farther out.”


  The Skaarj lowered his weapon slightly and stepped a little more into the open, just as Rentahs had asked for.


  From Haute’s right, a blue and green beam snapped out and caught the guard in the chest, smashing him into the air and backward. Before the guard even hit the ground, two more bursts of fire from two other locations behind Haute tore the guard completely apart, splaying the red Skaarj blood in all directions.


  Haute felt frozen in relief as again time seemed to stand completely still.


  Then he moved, ducking back into the grass and rolling to his weapon, all in seemingly slow motion.


  The guard’s body still flew through the air back­ward, slowly, seeming to take forever to land as Haute came up with the rifle in his hands, aiming at the front archway.


  It had worked.


  The Skaarj’s body hit the stones, and suddenly time returned to normal for Haute.


  The echo of the shots rang through the castle, and his relief instantly passed, replaced by a focus on the next stage of the castle attack.


  They all waited.


  Was there another guard near the front?


  Haute had bet there wouldn’t be. And the scouts had said there would be only one. But for the moment, everyone waited, unwilling to climb to his feet and head inside.


  A long few seconds with nothing moving.


  Finally, Haute stood again, weapon pointed at the front. “Take up positions inside!” he shouted, his voice echoing back off the forest.


  Instantly, the others appeared from their hiding positions in the grass and ran for the archway, moving quickly to take up hiding positions in the main market area.


  “Nice shot,” Haute said, smiling at Rentahs as they ran behind the others.


  “One down, five or six to go,” Rentahs said as they passed under the castle archway and turned left, looking for any cover.


  The market place had clearly been abandoned quickly. And some time ago. Weeds were growing up through the stones, and a layer of dust and dried mud coated everything that had been left in the open.


  Rentahs ducked into the old guard booth while Haute found the remains of an old shop built against the outer stone wall. He ducked inside the open door into the black shadows, fighting to make his eyes adjust quickly.


  The shop had been the work place of a tapestry maker. A number of bolts of cloth and boxes of thread littered the floor from a hasty search done months before. Haute made note to take as much from here as they could carry. It would come in handy for clothes and sleeping blankets in the caves.


  Then he chastised himself for not thinking of bringing a support crew to haul salvageable items if they did take the castle. If this worked, and they decided to attack another castle, he would make sure to get the supplies from the castle next time.


  He moved into the shadow near the door, where he could watch the main street and two of the side streets that flowed down into the main market area.


  Suddenly, Rentahs appeared in the door and ducked inside. “I found this,” he said, holding up a metal device the size of a rifle butt. “It’s a Skaarj communication device.”


  A strange babble of speech and clicks came from the box in his hand. It was loud enough to echo through the entire market area.


  Haute stared at it for a moment. The Skaarj near the mine were trying to contact the guard, more than likely to find out what the shots were about. When the guard didn’t answer, they would come.


  Haute also bet they were reporting to the main Skaarj forces to the north. Since the Skaarj had no air transport that Haute knew about, it would take them at least half a day by ground to reach this location from the nearest castle. There was time to win this fight and escape.


  “Quickly,” Haute said. “Throw it into the middle of the market area.”


  Rentahs instantly moved to the door and did as he was told. The metal box smashed on the stone surface and bounced a few times before coming to rest ten paces from the body of the Skaarj guard.


  “You watch to the left,” Haute said. “I’ll watch the right. And don’t fire until they’ve all entered the market area. We want Bccui’s group to be behind them.”


  Rentahs nodded and crouched at the right of the door, watching down the streets on the left.


  Haute stayed at the left of the door, guarding the right.


  The next twenty seconds seem to stretch into hours, as again time changed.


  Time, in Haute’s visions in the mountain cave, cost him hours and hours of the real world, without seeming to take any time at all. Yet waiting like this for Skaarj to appear seemed to take hours and hours without really doing so.


  Time was strange. Very strange.


  “They’re coming,” Rentahs whispered, pulling his gun up to his shoulder and aiming it out the door to the left.


  Haute saw nothing coming down the main boule­vard, but one Skaarj was moving slowly from door to door down the right side street, sneaking up on the market area.


  One on the left, one on the right. They were clearly moving as experienced fighters.


  Haute’s heart sank, and his stomach twisted into a tighter knot. He had hoped that the Skaarj would simply march down into the market to discover what the Skaarj guard had shot at. But clearly, that was not the case. The Nali Mountain Fighters had a real fight on their hands for the first time in the history of the Nali race.


  Haute just hoped they were up to it.


  “Wait until they’re in the market,” Haute whis­pered to Rentahs, then brought his own rifle up into position and tracked it on the slowly moving Skaarj on his side.


  Then down the main boulevard, two more Skaarj moved, the forward one stopping and covering the other as he moved forward.


  “Two on the main road,” Haute whispered to Rentahs, who nodded back.


  At almost the same time, all four Skaarj reached the market area. Two found positions near center booths while two others moved toward the body of the guard, more than likely to see what killed him.


  “Take the one on the left,” Haute whispered, pull­ing his rifle tight against his shoulder and letting out a long, slow breath. “I’ll go for the right. On my mark.”


  Rentahs nodded.


  “Now,” Haute said, and pulled the trigger.


  The pulse of the rifle kicked back in his hands as his shot hit the Skaarj directly in the chest, smashing him into the air and flipping him over backward.


  Rentahs’ shot did exactly the same to the other Skaarj.


  Then, before the two remaining Skaarj could even turn to fire at Haute and Rentahs’ position, a dozen other shots sliced the air of the market, smashing the two down from all directions.


  So many energy beams hit the Skaarj that they both simply exploded, spraying blood and cloth and bones everywhere.


  Then the shots cut off and the market was silent, the echoes of the killing fading off into the trees and nearby hills.


  No one moved.


  Haute didn’t even lower his rifle.


  After a few long seconds of deathly stillness, the Skaarj communication device broke the silence of the market area with the harsh sound of the Skaarj language. It seemed that either they still had a guard in front of the mine, or the Skaarj at another castle were trying to get in touch with this group. It really made no difference at the moment.


  Haute lowered his rifle and stepped into the market. The acid smell of blood and Tarydium powder filled the air, seemingly swirled and twisted by the gentle wind.


  Skaarj blood, not Nali blood. A very nice change.


  As he moved from the dark of the old shop into the light of the market area, the sun colored the top spires of the castle with orange light, signaling a new day had begun.


  A new day for the Nali, also. They had recaptured a castle. And even though they were going to leave it very shortly, the castle was theirs.


  And so was the day.


  


  Chapter 17


  


  Haute and young Rentahs worked their way slowly toward the Tarydium mine entrance at the back of the castle, using each door, each building edge, as cover as they advanced up the castle’s main boulevard, leap­frogging one ahead of the other as they had seen the Skaarj do. Around them, the early morning sun was cutting the chill in the air, lighting the tops of the castle towers with bright light.


  Two other Mountain Figher teams, one led by Haute’s brother, Bccui, the other by Targee, were working their way toward the mine, down the two side streets that ran parallel to the main boulevard.


  The rest of the attack team was busy scrambling through the market stores to find and salvage anything any of them thought would be useful to the cavern community, and that they could carry on the day-and- a-half hike back. They were moving the goods to a secure location in the trees, just to get them out of the castle in case Skaarj arrived sooner than expected.


  Haute’s headache was now growing quickly. With­out all the people using Tarydium in the castle, he was lasting longer than he had in his own home castle. But from the way the headache was starting to slowly pound in the back of his head, he knew he didn’t have much more than fifteen minutes, especially close to the mine.


  Haute watched as Rentahs ran toward an open door, out in the open for a short distance. Suddenly, a pulsing explosion of Skaarj weapon fire cut through the air, smashing the building right above Rentah’s head. Dust and rock splinters flew everywhere.


  Haute ducked, shielding his eyes with two hands.


  Rentahs managed to dive and roll into a doorway, out of the line of the Skaarj’s fire.


  Haute hadn’t managed to get an exact spot on the Skaarj’s location, since it was just around a slight comer. He was going to have to move forward, try for the alcove of the next door twenty paces ahead. Maybe from there he could get a shot off.


  But just before he was about to run, Rentahs shouted, “Stay there! I can get an open shot.”


  Rentahs stood in the open doorway and pressed his back against the wall, taking deep breaths.


  “You all right?” Haute shouted across the wide street.


  “Fine,” Rentahs said. “And I’ve got a clear shot if someone can distract him.”


  Before Haute even had time to think about a distraction, two shots echoed through the castle build­ings. The blasts hit rock, exploding near the mine entrance, just out of Haute’s sight. Bccui and his partner must have fired on the Skaarj guard.


  Perfect distraction, and Rentahs knew it.


  The young fighter didn’t even hesitate. He swung out onto the sidewalk, completely exposed to the Skaarj, raised his rifle and then fired.


  To Haute, it seemed as if the kid was moving faster than the eye could follow, as if he’d practiced the move over and over.


  Rentahs held his position for a long moment after firing, then lowered his rifle and took a long, deep breath, letting it out in a clear sigh.


  Haute moved out into the street, rifle up in firing position, staring toward the front of the mine. A Skaarj lay dead near the mine entrance.


  Nothing else moved.


  “Nice shot, again,” Haute said, moving over and patting the young fighter on the back. “You hurt?”


  Rentahs shook his head no. “Just shaken is all.”


  “Well, take your time,” Haute said, “and relax a minute. My guess is we’ve got at least two hours before any Skaarj can arrive. More than likely, we have far more time than that.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Rentahs said. “Thanks.”


  Haute watched as the kid took another long breath and let it out. He was already a great fighter. Maybe the best they had. Today alone, he had killed three of the few hundred Skaarj on the planet.


  Up the street, Bccui and two of the other Mountain Fighters were stripping the weapon and ammunition belt from the dead Skaarj while Targee stood guard.


  “Come on,” Haute said to Rentahs. “We need to search for weapons and supplies.”


  “And close the mine,” Rentahs said as they walked toward the entrance in the side of the mountain.


  “What?” Haute said, not really understanding what Rentahs had said through his pounding headache.


  “The Skaarj are guarding the mine,” Rentahs said, pointing ahead at the rock entrance. “And having our people work the mines for them as slaves. We close the mine and they lose whatever value they see in holding it.”


  Haute could see the young fighter’s point, but the method of closing a mine carved out of solid rock was beyond him. Especially with the headache starting to cloud his thinking.


  “Suggestions on how we might accomplish that task?” Haute said.


  Rentahs shrugged. “I have a couple, but none that I’m sure will work.” Then Rentahs smiled, one of the very few times Haute had seen him do so.


  “We might,” Rentahs said slowly, “if we’re lucky, and do it just right, kill a few Skaarj when we close it.”


  “I like the sound of that,” Haute said.


  As they reached the body of the Skaarj, Haute glanced down at the monster, the red blood flowing into a pool on the rock, his huge claws lying useless against the stone. Rentahs’ shot had caught the mon­ster in the very center of the chest, right below the neck. Perfect. The kid clearly knew what he was doing.


  Bccui, Targee, and the other fighters had gathered around the body. One had the Skaarj’s weapon over his shoulder while another had the ammunition belt.


  “Sensitivity getting bad, huh?” Bccui asked, putting his hand on Haute’s shoulder.


  Haute nodded and glanced at the mine. “Just too close, I guess. But I can last a few more minutes.”


  Bccui nodded, but didn’t move his hand from Haute’s shoulder, giving him both physical and men­tal support.


  Haute glanced around the Skaarj guard’s post. “Search the area around this point and every room near here. Find where they were living. And if they’ve stored any extra weapons.”


  Without questions, Targee and two fighters turned and spread out, leaving Rentahs and Bccui with him.


  Haute then turned to face the young fighter, push­ing the headache back for a minute longer. “I’m willing to listen to some ideas.”


  Rentahs glanced at the rock opening into the mine and nodded. Then, as if target practicing, he raised his rifle, picked a spot on the rock wall just above the mine entrance, and fired.


  The rock shattered as Rentahs held down the rifle’s trigger, pouring the energy beam from the Skaarj’s weapon toward one point. Suddenly a large explosion shattered the area, causing all three of them to duck.


  A moment later a large chunk of rock smashed downward, sending clouds of choking dust in all directions.


  Bccui helped Haute move back out of the cloud and a short distance away from the front of the mine. By doing that, it was as if a slight bit of the pressure in his head was released.


  The three of them stood in the boulevard for a few seconds to let the wind sweep the rock powder and dust away. As the air cleared, it became obvious to Haute, staring at the pile of rubble, that Rentahs’ method just might be able to close the mine.


  His method and a little added explosive, placed in just the right place.


  Haute turned to Bccui. “I’m going out to the hill. You two help with the search for weapons and then join me.”


  Bccui nodded.


  “And when you search,” Haute said, glancing up at the rock above the mine entrance. “Also search deep in the mine. See if you can find some of the explosives used by our people to expand the mine before the occupation.”


  “You think there might still be some in there?” Bccui asked, surprised at the thought.


  “The Skaarj just may have underestimated us,” Haute said. “Why would they move it?”


  Rentahs smiled at Haute. “I will search for it.”


  “No more than an hour,” Haute said, fighting with the last of his will to keep the intense pain back. “On the hill outside.”


  Without waiting for a response, he turned and did his best to walk normally down the middle of the main street of a castle he had just captured.


  


  The time on the hill, at a distance from the cap­tured castle, cleared almost all of Haute’s headache. In the hour since they had killed the last Skaarj, his men had managed to find a large number of supplies that were needed back at the caverns. It was going to be a job carrying them, especially since they had to make sure that no Skaarj could track them to the caverns. There was no doubt the next two days were going to be long. But returning successful from a mission was going to make it worthwhile.


  “Look what we found,” Bccui said, smiling as he came through the trees to find Haute. In his hands was a very heavy-looking wooden box. Inside were long sticks of explosives used in the mining of Tarydium. Rentahs also had a box and a roll of fuses slung over his shoulder.


  “Great,” Haute said, inspecting the contents of both boxes. This find was going to cause the Skaarj more grief than they could ever imagine.


  “Come with me.” He took one stick and headed back through the trees toward the open area in front of the castle.


  He told Bccui and Rentahs to wait at the edge of the forest while he moved out fifty paces to a mound in the open. There he stuck the explosive stick in the ground, top up, and quickly returned to his compan­ions’ side.


  “Rentahs,” Haute said, “can you hit that stick with a short blast?”


  “Easily,” Rentahs said, swinging his rifle into firing position.


  The next moment, he fired, the pulse of the energy beam echoing over the open space. The beam caught the explosive stick, and suddenly everything seemed to explode around them.


  Haute was knocked backward onto his butt, and an instant later dirt and small rocks rained down on him, as if the heavens and earth had been turned upside down.


  His ears were ringing and his headache was back, not so much from his sensitivity, but from the huge explosion.


  “Amazing,” Bccui said, standing and coughing as he brushed himself off.


  “Everyone all right?” Haute asked, as the rest of his men came running from the area of the supplies, weapons drawn, to find out what had just exploded.


  “Fine,” Rentahs said, climbing to his feet and brushing off his arms before blowing the dust and dirt off his rifle.


  “Guess we need to be a little farther away next time, huh?” Haute said, shoving himself to his feet. “That stuff is even more powerful than I had heard.”


  A huge cloud of dust drifted away from them on the wind, exposing a large hole in the ground where the mound had been a few moments before.


  “I’d say we have just found ourselves a new weap­on,” Haute said.


  “No argument from me,” Bccui said. “How about seeing if anyone with us has had experience with this stuff? Before we kill ourselves instead of the Skaarj.”


  “Good idea,” Haute said, laughing. “Real good idea.”


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Haute picked Rentahs and Bccui to stay behind with him, then sent Targee with the rest of the men on their way home. Targee would make sure, in numbers of ways, that they were not followed to the caverns, even though they were all loaded down with supplies. Haute trusted them to get the supplies, including almost two boxes of the explosive sticks, back to the caverns.


  He also trusted his brother, Bccui, and Rentahs to be the best at the plan they had come up with. They were going to attack, and with luck, wipe out the Skaarj that would be arriving shortly. From the scout­ing reports Haute had received, the Skaarj would send at least five from the two closest castles, moving in from other castles replacements for the ones that had left.


  Of course, all that might change after today. But Haute doubted it would change much. There just weren’t enough Skaarj on the planet to control everything with great numbers. That was their one large weakness. Their low numbers, and the fact that they wanted to control everything.


  “You sure you’re up to going back near the castle?” Bccui asked.


  “No problem,” Haute said. “As long as I don’t go near the mine.” And he was telling his brother the truth. The headache was now only a faint ache in his neck.


  “Ready?” Bccui asked the young Rentahs.


  “As ever.” Rentahs held up five of the explosive sticks and patted his rifle.


  “Okay,” Haute said. “We’re going to have to do this fast. It has been an hour and a half since we attacked. Replacements might arrive within the next thirty minutes.”


  Both Bccui and Rentahs nodded.


  “We’ll meet back here as quickly as we can,” Haute said. “After it’s over. Good luck.”


  Without another word, they both turned and headed at a quick run out of the trees and toward the left side of the castle. There was a trail there that led up into the rocks on the hillside above the mine. They were going to plant ten of the explosive sticks on that hillside, in places that they could see, and hit with a shot, from a distance. With luck, it would bring down enough of the hillside to block the mine, and maybe kill some Skaarj under the rock slide.


  If they were lucky.


  Haute’s job was different. He turned and at a run headed for the front archway of the castle, also with ten explosive sticks in his hands. He was going to plant them around the entrance where he or Rentahs could hit them with a shot from the hillside. The Skaarj that weren’t under the rocks near the mine might head out of the castle and get caught in blasts at the front gate.


  Or at least, that was also the plan.


  Haute had no idea how it would really work. And he could just hear Ablee’s voice in his head, yelling at him for risking his own life on complete foolish­ness. But Haute didn’t feel that his life was so special. And again, he trusted the visions he had seen. He wasn’t going to be lucky enough to die here today.


  As he had done at his own castle as a kid, he climbed up the rocks of the main arch to plant three of the sticks in cracks in the rocks on both sides. He managed to do it, but only after breaking out into a complete sweat.


  He finished and stepped back, making careful note of where each stick was. When hit with a shot from a Skaarj rifle, the resulting explosion would, without doubt, destroy the beautiful front of the castle. But it could be rebuilt, if and when the Skaarj had been defeated.


  He then planted one explosive stick just above head height, fifteen paces to the right of the archway. And another in the same position on the left. His last two sticks he hid in distinctive-looking bushes about fifty paces from the front of the castle, one on each side of the road.


  Then he retreated back to the hillside, and he checked his rifle to make sure it had a full charge and hadn’t gotten jammed with dirt. It hadn’t.


  He was ready.


  He had no idea if Bccui and Rentahs were also in position. He wouldn’t know until he heard the sound of their gunfire and the resulting explosions. They had, with luck, both found good hiding places up on the hillside, where they could see the castle below, and the tops of the explosive sticks they had planted.


  He settled down in the shade of a pine tree to wait.


  Almost as if in his imagination, a faint rumble echoed over the warm morning. Slowly, the rumble got louder and louder. A Skaarj transport in the distance. They were on the way, right on time.


  He again checked his weapon, then moved around behind the tree and down in a dark shadow, protected on three sides by rocks and a tree stump.


  The rumble of the Skaarj transport now seemed to fill the entire area. Then, before it appeared, it seemed to grow softer. There was no dip in the road there. No more trees than normal to shelter and change the sound.


  Then, just as quickly as the sound had died down, it increased again, louder than before. A moment later the transport appeared in the open area, a cloud of dust behind it. There was one driver and five others in the back. A total of six in the vehicle.


  The change in sound meant the transport had stopped, just before reaching the open area around the castle. Stopped, no doubt, to let off troops. If the number of Skaarj were consistent with the scouting reports he had gotten from Jeeie, there were now at least four more on foot.


  The transport moved down to a flat area in front of the castle and stopped, shutting down just short of where Haute had planted the two explosive sticks in the brush. The sudden quiet echoed through the trees, seeming to flood back into the space the noisy Skaarj vehicle had pushed it out of.


  The Skaarj on board climbed out, weapons at the ready. They quickly moved into positions on either side of the transport, using it as shelter.


  Behind him, Haute heard brush cracking.


  Skaarj were coming in through the trees toward the castle. And from what he could tell, one was twenty paces to his left.


  More brush cracking came from his right. Another Skaarj was about fifty paces in that direction.


  He was completely surrounded.


  He forced himself to breathe very slowly as he crouched as low as he could and stayed completely still. He had discovered many times in hunting that staying completely still was the best hiding any ani­mal could ever do. He had had lots of game walk right past him over the years, simply because he didn’t move.


  Now, he just hoped the Skaarj were no better than wild animals at seeing danger.


  His hands gripped the rifle. His every sense seemed to be on extra high intensity.


  Every sound seemed loud.


  Every breath seemed as if it could be heard for miles.


  He would have bet that his heartbeat could be heard ten paces away.


  On both sides of him the brush cracking continued. Clearly, they were making no effort to sneak up on anything. Or they simply didn’t know how, which Haute figured was more likely.


  Sweat dripped off his forehead and down his nose. He ignored it.


  Not moving.


  Almost not even breathing.


  Slowly, the noise moved past him and out into the open fields of the castle.


  He took a slow, deep breath and then eased himself silently back up to where he could see from under the tree, making sure his rifle stayed low so that it didn’t accidentally catch and reflect sun off its barrel.


  The two Skaarj that had passed him in the trees were now twenty paces out into the field and moving slowly toward the castle.


  Two other Skaarj had appeared from the trees on the other side of the road and were doing the same thing. Those around the transport waited until the others were abreast of their position, then four of them started forward, leaving two with the transport.


  They were clearly well trained and very good at what they did. Their problem was that they were also predictable. And so far, they were acting exactly as the scouts had said they would act.


  Two Skaarj stopped at the body of the dead guard at the gate and quickly inspected it. Haute was very tempted to fire at the explosive sticks on the wall over their head, but more than likely the explosion wouldn’t take even half of them out. And then he would be in trouble.


  The plan was for him to wait, to let them go in and inspect the mine. After Bccui and Rentahs had blown the explosives over the mine, they would retreat to a position to cover him when he detonated the explo­sives over the front archway as the survivors came out.


  Then he, Bccui, and Rentahs would run. That was his plan and no matter how tempting it was right now to change it and blow up the archway, he needed to stay with his plan.


  Two by two, the Skaarj moved under the arch and into the market area. Haute could see them through the stone arch as they inspected the dead bodies of the other Skaarj, then moved on toward the mine.


  Now, the front of the castle was left to him and the two Skaarj with the transport.


  Silence flooded the area as Haute kept his rifle ready. Both Skaarj stood guard near the front of the transport. A good shot at the explosive in the brush just might take both of them out at the same time.


  The seconds seemed to stretch as Haute waited. He could imagine the Skaarj moving down the streets toward the mine, moving quickly and surely.


  Bccui and Rentahs would wait until they had gath­ered in front of the mine, or even better, had gone inside, before blowing the hillside. So waiting was all they could do.


  All he could do.


  Haute made himself breathe slow, deep breaths that calmed him and kept him focused on the Skaarj at the transport and his explosive targets in the brush and on the wall.


  Suddenly, the waiting ended.


  There were two Skaarj weapons blasts, then an instant of silence.


  The hillside above the castle seemed to expand outward like a water bag filled too full.


  The ground shook harder than any earthquake Haute had ever felt, as the air around him smashed against the trees fiercer than the worst storm.


  And as quickly as it had started, it was past him.


  A huge cloud of dust and dirt billowed out over the back of the castle, swallowing the stone towers and walls like a hungry animal eating small game.


  Ten of those explosive sticks going off at once made a massive impact. There was no doubt from the size of that explosion that the mine entrance was closed. Haute just hoped about eight Skaarj were trapped under the rubble.


  The two Skaarj near the transport started forward toward the castle.


  Haute took dead aim on the explosive stick in the bush beside the road. He waited for an instant until they were both even with it, then pulled the trigger and held it down.


  The gun kicked slightly in his hand as the blue and green beam pulsed out. At first, he thought he had missed the target.


  Then the explosion smashed the two Skaarj into the air, sending one flying head over heels above the transport.


  The blast whipped the transport around and rolled it over like a child’s toy. A moment later, it burst into flames and exploded.


  The Skaarj closest to the blast was torn apart. The biggest piece Haute could see was his torso.


  The dust cloud from that explosion floated and swirled in the air for a moment before being blown to Haute’s left, opening up his view of the front arch of the castle.


  Haute glanced at the Skaarj that had been thrown over the transport. There was no telling if he was still alive, and Haute couldn’t take the chance. With a quick shot he hit the Skaarj squarely in the chest, rolling him over and over across the road. If he hadn’t been dead before, he was now.


  The cloud of billowing dust from the hillside col­lapse was mostly moving upward and along the hill­side. The mass of it wouldn’t reach the front arch. So Haute could still see his target there.


  Haute aimed the rifle at the three explosive sticks to the right of the archway. If he blew those, the others would explode also, sending up a blast almost as big as the one at the back of the castle. No one within a hundred paces of that archway would live through it.


  The echoing thunder from the first two explosions died off into the distant mountains.


  Haute didn’t move, focusing on his target, forcing himself to breathe long, slow breaths.


  Nothing but the dust seemed to be moving inside the castle.


  Again, time seemed to go into slow motion around him. Haute forced himself to keep his gaze on the entrance to the castle.


  The dust cloud billowed and slowly settled.


  Nothing inside moved.


  After what seemed like an eternity, a voice behind him said, “Haute?”


  “Here,” he whispered.


  Both Rentahs and Bccui walked up beside him.


  He forced himself to look away from the front gate and up at his brother, standing like a fool out in the open.


  Bccui was smiling.


  So was Rentahs.


  “We got them all,” Bccui said. “And I see you took care of the two out here.”


  “All?” Haute asked, not really believing what his brother was telling him. “Are you sure?”


  “Completely,” Rentahs said. “Eight of them were standing just inside the cave mouth when we blew it.”


  “That explosion was focused downward,” Bccui said, “by the location of the charges. Nothing under it could have survived.”


  Rentahs laughed. “It almost knocked me down the hillside, and I was a hundred paces above and to the side of the blast. Not right under it.”


  Bccui nodded. “That stuff is very, very powerful, that’s for sure.”


  “Makes sense,” Rentahs said. “They use it to blast solid rock.”


  Haute let his grip on his rifle relax a little. There was still nothing but dust moving inside the castle walls. Maybe they had gotten them all.


  Just maybe.


  Bccui and Rentahs were sure talking as if they had. They had no doubts.


  Haute stood, realizing for the first time that his legs were shaky and weak.


  He pulled out his water bottle and took a long drink, then handed it to his brother, who did the same.


  The water felt great as it cleared the dust from his throat and filled him with energy. Enough to realize that they had to finish here and head for home.


  He held his rifle at the ready and headed into the open toward the front of the castle. “Come on,” he said to the two behind him. “We have some work to finish.”


  Thirty minutes later, they had checked to make sure the Skaarj really were buried under the side of the mountain, retrieved the explosive sticks from the side of the archway, and got the extra ammunition belts and weapons from the two dead near the burn­ing transport.


  Then the three turned and headed into the moun­tains and their cavern home. All three were happy. Happier than Haute had remembered being since the Skaarj landed. Today they had killed sixteen Skaarj.


  There were almost two hundred more, but there were sixteen fewer.


  Haute doubted that the rest would be as easy. But for the moment, they could celebrate.


  And Haute could laugh with his brother and friend, as long as the image of his own death didn’t sneak into his thoughts.


  


  Chapter 19


  


  The small fire gave the cave they called the council chamber a warm, almost cozy feel. Haute glanced around at the others sitting comfortably around the flames. Bccui, his brother, rested against a small stump at Haute’s left. Ablee and Jeeie both sat on rocks, both sipping cups of fresh root tea Ablee had brewed. Targee’s large bulk rested against the rock wall.


  The fire had heated the air in the small cavern to a warm, almost toasty level. And after the great dinner of fish and fresh vegetables Ablee and his kitchen crew had prepared, Haute felt more like sleeping than meeting and planning. But planning was important, especially now that they had really hit the Skaarj hard.


  Because of their attack, Haute was convinced that things had changed. He was also convinced that over the next few months the situation would continue to change. If Jeeie’s scouting information about the Skaarj was correct, they wouldn’t much like the fact that the Mountain Fighters had beaten them.


  Haute leaned back against a log and let his legs stretch out in front of him on the rock floor, focusing his mind off the idea of sleep. His legs and body were still very, very sore from the long, fast hike they had made back from the castle attack. It had taken two days of climbing, backtracking, and wading streams to get here, making completely sure that the Skaarj couldn’t track them. He’d been home for a day now, and his legs still ached.


  He took a long sip of Ablee’s tea and tried to focus his mind on the next attack against the Skaarj, instead of on the soothing orange flicker of the fire. He and Ablee had talked privately about Haute’s visions of two more attacks on castles. Both of them agreed that was the best line of offense, if none of the others had major objections.


  “Jeeie,” Ablee said in the group around the fire, moving to get the talking started for the night, “have you gotten a complete count of what supplies we got from the last attack?”


  Jeeie was in charge of the day-to-day operations of the more than two hundred cavern residents, includ­ing fishing and hunting parties, weapons and ammu­nition stock, and sleeping quarters. He was very, very good at his job, never seeming to miss a chance to increase the food supplies, or to put the Nali to work at something they were good at.


  “A good haul,” Jeeie said in response to Ablee’s question. “Sixteen extra working Skaarj rifles, with twenty full ammunition belts holding over four hun­dred charges.”


  “Great,” Haute said. He hadn’t realized, mostly because of his headache, that the searchers of the Skaarj quarters near the mine had found so many weapons.


  “Now, we just need to find Nali who aren’t afraid to fire them at Skaarj,” Ablee said.


  No one around the fire said a word to that. It was the biggest problem they had. Only about one in five Nali was capable of fighting. There was just some­thing about the Nali makeup that made them com­plete pacifists. At the moment, with the new weapons, they had more guns than they had Nali who could use them against Skaarj.


  “We also retrieved almost two full cases of mining explosives,” Jeeie said.


  “How many sticks is that?” Bccui asked.


  “Just under two hundred,” Jeeie said.


  Targee whistled softly.


  “Stored away from the caverns, I hope,” Haute said. He had been completely surprised at how power­ful each of those sticks was. Two hundred of them going off at once would be enough to almost level a mountain.


  “Way away,” Jeeie said, grinning. “I heard the stories of how powerful that stuff is. It’s stored in a small cave over the ridge from here.”


  “How many of us are trained to fight?” Ablee asked, turning to Targee. Targee and Bccui were in charge of training those who were able to fight. After seeing young Rentahs at work, Haute knew the train­ing was topnotch.


  “About fifty,” Targee said.


  Bccui nodded his agreement.


  Ablee seemed to make a mental note of the number. “And how many of those does it take to guard the caverns?”


  “Sixteen,” Jeeie said and this time it was Targee who nodded his agreement.


  “So there’re thirty-four fighters available for the next attack against the Skaarj,” Haute said.


  “Give or take a few,” Bccui said.


  Thirty-four against at least two hundred trained Skaarj fighters. Haute didn’t like the odds, but they were a lot better than they had been when the Skaarj ship first crashed. Then, it was two hundred Skaarj against a society that had never learned to fight. Thus, there had been no fight.


  The fire crackled, but no one spoke. Haute waited, sipping his tea, letting the warm liquid flow down his throat and ease the tension the conversation was bringing up.


  “So,” Ablee said into the silence. “Where or what do we hit next?”


  No one said a word, so with only a glance at Ablee, Haute said, “Notsiwel and Wocsom.” Both were castles just north of the one they had just taken. Still far south of the main body of Skaarj, and still a long distance from the caverns. Both were guarded by small numbers of Skaarj.


  “Which one first?” Bccui asked, nodding at the choices.


  Haute shook his head. “No, both at the same time, on the same day. And we don’t stop there.”


  Even Targee leaned forward, his normally calm face puzzled by Haute’s words.


  “Why?” Ablee asked.


  “Simple,” Haute said. “We need to draw a line behind which our people will be safe. And then we defend the line.”


  Ablee stared at Haute for a moment, then smiled as Haute’s idea slowly became clear to him.


  “Let me get this straight,” Ablee said, grabbing a few loose rocks. He placed one near his foot on a smooth area of the cave floor, then another stone about three inches away, and a third about two inches from that. Then he put a fourth stone seven or eight inches away from the third, all almost in a line. Then using his finger, he drew a faint line in the dust on the floor between the stones.


  “Castles Notsiwel and Wocsom,” he said, pointing at the two middle stones and looking at Haute.


  Haute nodded.


  Ablee pointed at the fourth stone, the farthest from the two central ones. “Castle Tniopdnas to the north. Right?”


  “Correct,” Haute said, smiling at his friend. “What’s between Tniopdnas and Wocsom?”


  Ablee drew a line directly down the middle of the area between the two stones.


  “The Edacsac Mountains,” Bccui said.


  “And Rennod Pass,” Jeeie said.


  Haute nodded. “Hard to travel, easy to defend. We clean out the Skaarj south of that pass and we have a defensible position.”


  Ablee nodded, then glanced at Haute. “You have an idea about just how we can clean out the Skaarj south of there?”


  “I do,” Haute said. And for the next two hours he explained it.


  And for the next two days they planned it.


  Six days after returning to the caverns, Haute left them again, knowing deep inside that he would never return.


  


  The second castle vision came true on the third day after leaving the caverns. Haute found himself at sunrise, staring down at the castle Wocsom. Nor­mally, he would have found the castle beautiful, with the trees growing around it and the open meadow in front. But this cold morning he wasn’t looking at the beauty of the setting, only at the ugliness of having Skaarj inside the castle.


  Young Rentahs stood beside him, Skaarj rifle at the ready. Scattered through the trees were four other Nali, all good fighters as far as Haute could tell. Only six of them to take a castle. He hoped it could be done.


  Bccui led a group of ten fighters to the south of Wocsom, ready to take the castle Notsiwel. They had decided that would be the first line of attack. Jeeie’s scouts had told them that during the last attack, the Skaarj had sent reinforcements from the nearest cas­tle, leaving only two Skaarj to guard it until a trans­port of Skaarj could come in from the north.


  Haute’s plan counted on them doing the same thing if castle Notsiwel was attacked. Skaarj reinforcements would leave here and move south. Along the way, Targee and six others would stop them before they ever reached the castle, blowing them up on the road with hidden explosive sticks.


  To the north, another team of Mountain Fighters were set up on the pass to block any reinforcements coming in from there. If this plan worked, within a few hours there wouldn’t be a Skaarj left alive south of the Edacsac Mountains.


  “Almost time,” Rentahs said, moving back slightly as the sun peaked above the tops of the mountains. That would be Bccui’s team’s signal to start.


  Haute also moved back and crouched as the light brightened over the meadow between him and the castle. He was close enough here to feel just the faint start of a headache. Nothing bad, yet. But enough to remind him how bad it was going to get.


  In the distance, the faint sound of thunder. Only there wasn’t a storm cloud in the air. That was the sound of Bccui’s team starting the attack on the castle.


  Haute glanced at Rentahs. “Pass the word to get ready and move into positions. It’s started.”


  Rentahs silently moved back into the deeper trees. Haute checked the charges in his rifle, then made sure that he had ten sticks of explosive in his pockets. With the explosive, he was like a walking bomb. If a Skaarj shot hit him, there wouldn’t be a piece of his body left big enough to pick up and bury.


  Rentahs appeared silently back at his side, just as a rumble from inside the castle echoed over the valley.


  “Transport,” Haute whispered. “Right on time.”


  A moment later a Skaarj transport appeared under the castle’s main archway and bounced down the road, going as fast as the rough road would allow it to move. There was a driver, and four Skaarj were in the back. The scouts had said there were seven Skaarj in this castle, so that left two guarding it, just as Haute had planned.


  The transport disappeared into the trees. A mo­ment later another faint rumble of an explosion filled the air. Bccui’s team was at full assault. Haute hoped it was going smoothly. Targee’s team would intercept the transport about three miles down the road.


  “Let’s go,” Haute said.


  With Rentahs behind him, the two of them moved down to the left side of the castle, working their way through the trees for cover until they were within thirty paces of the stone walls. The Skaarj guard would be stationed right around the left side of the archway. And unlike the last time, Haute wasn’t going to just walk out and shout. He had no doubt that he would be killed instantly.


  This time he planned on using young Rentahs’ shooting ability to take out the guard.


  “Ready?” Haute whispered, glancing around at Rentahs.


  The young fighter nodded and brought his rifle up into firing position, aiming it at the archway.


  Haute pulled out one explosive stick and held it gently in one hand.


  “Here we go,” he said. With a long, flowing under­hand motion that he had practiced for two hours a few days before, he tossed the explosive stick at the gate.


  Rentahs followed the high arch of the stick with his rifle and then, just as the stick was about to hit the ground inside the archway, and right in front of where the Skaarj guard would be posted, he fired.


  The beam caught the stick perfectly.


  The blast sent them both backward into the brush and filled the main archway of the castle with dust and smoke.


  Instantly, Haute rolled and came back to his feet, weapon ready.


  A moment later Rentahs did the same, a cut bleed­ing just above his hairline on his forehead.


  Haute ran for the wall, moving along it for cover until he reached the archway. Then, staying down low, he moved inside and to the left, toward the Skaarj guard station.


  From the back of the castle near the mine entrance came the sounds of Skaarj rifle fire. Two quick blasts, followed by a third, then silence.


  Haute waited against the stone wall, breathing in the dust and smoke of the explosion until Rentahs reached a position on the right of the archway. A position that could cover Haute if the Skaarj guard had managed to survive that explosion.


  Rentahs nodded when he was in position.


  Haute took a deep breath and moved quickly toward the open Skaarj guard station. The moment he could see inside he knew the explosion had worked. The Skaarj had been smashed against the back stone wall. It looked to Haute as if every bone in its body had been smashed by the force of the concussion in the small stone room. It had worked exactly as he had hoped.


  One of the other Mountain Fighters was carefully working his way down the main boulevard, headed toward the market area to back up Haute and Rentahs just in case they needed it. Rentahs was supposed to do the same thing in case those near the mine needed help. So it seemed they had taken the castle.


  The second castle in eight days.


  From a distance, the sounds of another explosion drifted over the trees and meadow. More than likely it was Targee’s group ambushing the transport.


  Haute stopped and, just for a moment, listened to the sounds of war.


  


  Chapter 20


  


  Three days after the Mountain Fighters had captured and controlled the three castles south of Rennod Pass, Haute sat in the shade of a tree on that pass, staring north toward the main Skaarj compounds. To his right, the remains of two Skaarj transports were like skeletons of dead animals bleaching in the sun. The Skaarj bodies had been dragged off into the trees and tossed in a mass grave, their weapons and other useful items on the transports salvaged and carried off the pass.


  Around him, the day was blazing hot and very dry. He had almost gone through his allotted amount of water for the day. With this heat, and at this altitude, he was going to need more. All the fighters up here guarding the pass were going to need more water. He would talk to Jeeie and make sure that happened.


  The fight to take the southern castles had gone just as Haute and the others had planned. Targee had intercepted the transport and destroyed it. Bccui and his fighters had captured their objective, then moved down the road and set a trap for the Skaarj reinforce­ments coming from the south. They had taken them without a scratch, simply blowing the transport off the road with two sticks of explosives. Then they had easily recaptured the southernmost castle, killing off the last Skaarj south of the pass.


  The defenders of the pass had also done their job, destroying both transports coming from the north. They had killed twelve Skaarj without any problem, simply by planting explosive sticks in the dirt of the road and firing at the sticks as the transports passed over the top. It was a method the Skaarj were just completely unprepared for. It seemed, so far, that the Skaarj just didn’t expect the Nali to fight at all. But no doubt they had now learned that was no longer the case.


  Haute couldn’t believe that they had actually won this first battle. There wasn’t a Skaarj anywhere south of the Rennod Pass, and he planned on keeping it that way.


  In the distance, Haute could see a large meadow, the gleaming white of the tailings pile of a Tarydium mine, and the shape of a castle. From Jeeie’s scouts, he knew the Skaarj were mounting a counterattack, getting ready there. Haute had no idea why they would even try. So far, in trying to control the three castles to the south of the pass, the Skaarj had lost more than fifty fighters out of the two hundred or so that had been in the crashed ship. And not one Mountain Fighter had even received more than a cut. There just weren’t that many Skaarj on the planet to hold everything. And it made no sense for them to try.


  But they were going to, more than likely sometime in the next three days. So Haute had decided that they wouldn’t get the chance to even mount an attack. He would hit them in their preparation area.


  The castles and the area south of this pass had to stay protected and in Nali control. There was no other way to survive the coming winter. Jeeie had made that clear to him in a private conversation. The food and supplies in the area around the caverns just wasn’t enough to support a population nearing three hun­dred.


  Haute knew that while he sat here on the pass, many members of the caverns’ population were mov­ing into the castle Wocsom. Only about fifty would remain in the caverns as support to the fighters. Elutie, his brother’s wife, his ex-girlfriend, was mov­ing with the children to the castle. And Haute hoped that his parents, if they were still hiding in the hills to the south, would return to the castle and join Bccui and Elutie.


  He knew he never would.


  So, to protect his own family and the other Nali who couldn’t fight, the pass and the castles south of the pass, had to be defended. Attacking first, before the Skaarj could figure how to get past the Nali defenses, was the best way, in Haute’s opinion.


  As with some of Haute’s other decisions, this one Ablee had shouted his opposition to. Haute had again talked him down, calming his old friend, making him see that the only way to do it was as Haute had planned. And since so many of the residents of the caverns were leaving for the castle, Ablee had decided to come along on this mission, as support. He wouldn’t fight, but he would cook, carry supplies, and help with the wounded if needed.


  “We’re ready,” Rentahs said behind Haute.


  “Are you sure about this, Haute?” Ablee asked as he came up beside Rentahs.


  Haute pushed himself to his feet and smiled at his friend. “As sure as I’ve ever been.”


  Ablee nodded. “Then let’s go.”


  Without even so much as a glance back at the pass, Haute, with Ablee at his side, led Targee, Bccui, Rentahs, and twenty Mountain Fighters down the mountain toward the distant castle. Again, he knew he would never return.


  He didn’t know how he knew, exactly. But he knew.


  He also knew from his visions that he had one more castle to see at sunrise. And he knew that castle waited in the valley in the distance.


  The sunrise would be tomorrow morning.


  


  He was right.


  The vision came true.


  At sunrise the following morning, Haute was hiding under a large pine, staring out over a shallow valley. Stretched out before him was a very active castle, with Skaarj guards walking along the outside castle walls, and Nali coming and going from the mine.


  Haute had no hope that any of the Nali prisoners would help in the coming fight. He just hoped that he could save many of their lives, and maybe help some of them escape over the pass.


  He studied the situation for a few minutes, then silently retreated back into the trees, moving back to a place near a mound of rocks that was the agreed-upon meeting place.


  As he arrived, Rentahs and Targee appeared out of the trees to his right.


  “Roads are ready,” Targee said.


  Haute nodded. Rentahs and Targee had planted numbers of explosive sticks at four places along the road leading into the castle from the other Skaarj strongholds to the north. Two Mountain Fighters hidden in locations near those sticks had orders to blow up any transport that tried to pass, then to vanish into the trees and return to the pass.


  “How many Skaarj are in there?” Haute asked, glancing at Jeeie.


  “Best estimates are at least forty,” Jeeie said. “Most seem to be stationed back near the mine area. But by now, they’ll be moving around everywhere.”


  Haute nodded. “Any idea where the Nali are kept?”


  “Working in the mine from dawn to dusk,” Jeeie said. “Almost no exceptions.”


  Haute nodded. “Good, they will be out of the way.” He glanced around at the fighters gathered there. For two days, they had all practiced throwing explo­sive sticks and hitting them with a blast from the Skaarj rifle. The same method Haute and Rentahs had used in the last fight.


  This time they would all use it, from different positions around the castle. Then they’d fall back to the pass.


  Hit and run. That was the plan.


  Haute smiled at all the fighters around him. “Everyone has fifteen minutes to get into position. Wait for the first blast.”


  There didn’t seem to be any questions from anyone, so Haute said, "Good luck. We’ll meet back on the pass.”


  Silently, in teams of two, the fighters turned and moved off into the trees, spreading around the castle under the cover of the forest. The attack on the castle was going to come from all directions at once. Haute had had no dream that they would capture the castle. But they most certainly would make a dent in the Skaarj forces here.


  Haute glanced at Ablee, who remained with the six others who were functioning as a support group. “Better take your crew back to the meadow.”


  The meadow was a small opening in the trees about half the distance back toward the pass. Ablee had agreed to wait there and to help anyone up the mountain that needed help.


  Ablee nodded. “Good luck.”


  Haute smiled. “See you shortly.”


  Ablee turned and headed off through the trees, the other crew members following him. After a few mo­ments, only Haute and Rentahs remained.


  “Guess it’s time,” Haute said.


  Rentahs smiled. “Shall we go kill some Skaarj?”


  Haute laughed. “With pleasure.”


  Ten minutes later, they had worked their way up to a position overlooking the front archway of the castle. The Skaarj had brought two transports out of the front archway and were working on them in some fashion. Skaarj patrolled the walls, and other Skaarj were posted in the towers, rifles aimed out over the open areas. It was those guards that Haute worried about the most. From that high, they had clear shots at everything around the castle.


  Haute pointed at the transports and Rentahs nod­ded. If Haute stood and threw the stick hard, he just might be able to get one there. Then the question was, could Rentahs hit it from that distance? Was he that good a shot?


  They were about to find out.


  Haute pulled three explosive sticks from his pack and held two in a left hand while he grasped the third in his upper right hand, ready to throw. When stand­ing, he would throw three, one right after the other. If he was fast enough, all three would be in the air before the first was exploded by Rentahs.


  They were going to have to move quickly. The guards from the tower would be blanketing this area, focusing their attention here before the others around the castle attacked.


  Rentahs stood, his back to a large tree, rifle in his hand.


  Haute glanced at him. “Ready?” he whispered.


  Rentahs checked the charge on the rifle, then nodded.


  Before he had time to think about what exactly he was doing, and just how stupid it might be, Haute jumped to his feet, stepped forward, and with all his might tossed the first stick at the transport.


  Beside him, Rentahs stepped out from the tree and followed the stick through the air with the barrel of the rifle.


  Haute threw a second stick.


  Out of the comer of his eye, Haute could see that two of the guards in the towers had spotted them and were turning toward them.


  Haute threw the third stick, then swung his rifle around off his shoulder and brought it up just as Rentahs fired his first shot.


  The shot hit the first stick just as it landed near the transports.


  Perfect throw, perfect shot.


  The explosion flipped over the two transports like child’s toys, rolling them back toward the main arch­way of the castle. The Skaarj working on the transports were blown apart, parts of their bodies tumbling in all directions.


  The blast smashed into them, causing Haute to stagger backward for a second.


  He regained his footing and fired at the explosion at the same time Rentahs did, holding down the trigger and sweeping the energy beam from his rifle along the ground in the area where the other explosive sticks should have landed.


  One of their shots found its target, causing another, second, huge explosion.


  Suddenly, the tree limbs over his head cracked and snapped, showering him with pine needles.


  One of the guards on the tower had fired, missing high.


  Both Haute and Rentahs ducked behind the trunks of large trees as more shots smashed into the area around them, kicking up dirt and burning through brush as if it didn’t exist. Luckily, both the trees they were behind were large enough to withstand a Skaarj rifle blast.


  Haute found himself breathing hard, his heart pounding in his chest so hard it seemed to want to jump right out. That was the first time, in all the fights, that a Skaarj had actually fired directly at him. The first time that he might have been killed.


  His stomach twisted as the vision of his coming death overwhelmed him. The intense pain, the fire, the burning.


  It flooded over him, freezing him in position.


  Another shot cut at the tree he hid behind, sending smoke pouring into the air, swirling around him in a choking cloud.


  Then suddenly the ground under them shook as explosion after explosion rocked the castle.


  The attack was on.


  Haute forced himself to take a deep breath and to shove the images of his own death to the back of his mind. Right now, there were important things to do. And he couldn’t be thinking about his own death while doing them.


  He focused his thoughts back on the fight. From the sounds of the explosions, the practice of throwing and then hitting the explosive sticks had worked.


  Haute waited a long count of three as the smoke swirled around him from the burning tree over his head, then he ducked sideways and down behind a small rock where he could see.


  What he saw made him want to shout for joy.


  The castle was almost completely covered in a massive cloud of dust and smoke. One of the taller castle towers, where a Skaarj had been posted, was no longer in existence, knocked completely down by an explosion.


  From the back of the castle, another explosion rocked the ground, sending more of the dust and smoke swirling. It seemed that some of the fighters were not following orders exactly. They were staying and continuing to pound the Skaarj with more explo­sions and rifle fire.


  Haute understood exactly how they felt. If he could see a Skaarj moving right now, he would also be attacking.


  As Haute watched, the wind blew the cloud of dust to the left, exposing part of the castle and then slowly the main archway. Dead or wounded Skaarj lay around the archway. Haute could see nothing moving inside.


  Targee and another fighter appeared behind them, looking winded and excited.


  Haute climbed to his feet and stepped back to meet the two, leaving Rentahs with his rifle pointed at the castle.


  “You up for a little more?” Haute asked Targee.


  He smiled. “We could take this place.”


  “My thoughts exactly,” Haute said, glancing back at the castle. The attack had turned out to be much, much more effective than he had hoped. And there were a large number of Nali in the mine that needed to be released. Maybe even some of them would turn into fighters.


  “Find anyone else who wants to help,” Haute said to Targee. “I’m going down a little closer.”


  With a glance at Rentahs, who only smiled and nodded his agreement, Haute spun out from behind the trees and headed out into the open toward the main archway, running bent over to make a smaller target.


  Rentahs’ almost silent footsteps were right behind him.


  He half expected some fire from the towers, or that suddenly a dozen Skaarj would appear in front of him, guns ready to cut him into pieces.


  Nothing.


  One of the wounded Skaarj just inside the archway moved a little, but didn’t stand.


  Haute found a small ditch alongside the road, about twenty paces directly in front of the main archway. He rolled down into it and Rentahs joined him, keeping his rifle trained on the castle.


  Haute quickly pulled two more explosive sticks from his pack. He wrapped a small piece of twine around them to hold them together, then patted Rentahs. “This will be a big one.”


  “Go,” Rentahs said.


  Haute raised up on his knees and threw the two sticks through the archway and onto the stone of the market area.


  As the two sticks hit the ground, Rentahs fired, sweeping the sticks with a solid beam of destruction.


  The explosion flattened Haute down into the ditch and knocked Rentahs over backward. The wounded Skaarj who had been off at one side of the archway was tossed into the air and smashed into the remains of one of the transports.


  Large stones from the archway tumbled to the ground, smashing into pieces.


  As the huge cloud of smoke and dust drifted over the castle, Haute eased up and looked around behind them. Targee and five others were running across the open meadow toward him from the right. And Bccui and another fighter were coming toward him from the left.


  Ten fighters to storm the castle.


  Out of the trees, four others appeared, running low along the side of the stone castle wall. It seemed that the word had passed through all the fighters.


  “We’ve got help,” Haute said to Rentahs as he scrambled to his feet and ran until he reached the stone wall, stopping there with his back against the hard surface, waiting until the others had taken up positions.


  Bccui moved up and took a position beside Haute. “You sure we should be doing this? There’s still a lot of Skaarj alive in there.”


  “So we have to go in there to kill them,” Haute said.


  Bccui smiled. “That we do. I don’t suppose you might have a plan?”


  Haute glanced around at the men in covered posi­tions around him. “Stay two by two,” he said, loud enough for all of them to hear. “We’ll work our way up the three main roads by exploding sticks ahead of us and waiting until the dust clears before advanc­ing.”


  “Good,” Targee said and the others nodded that they understood.


  “Watch the doors and behind you,” Bccui said.


  “At the slightest sign of trouble,” Haute said, “we run for the forest and meet on the pass. Understand?”


  Again, everyone did. But Haute knew that they would follow him, forward or backward. For him, there was no backward. Only forward.


  To his own death.


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Haute, with Rentahs right behind him, went through the main archway and ducked left along the remains of the stores and booths that had once lined the busy market center. The smoke from the explosions made his eyes sting, and he could feel his Tarydium sensitiv­ity starting to kick in as the throbbing in the back of his head increased.


  Targee and five others went to the right after entering the archway, while Bccui and the others followed Haute.


  As he passed each booth, each doorway, he checked for Skaarj traps. Nothing but a few Skaarj bodies, smashed almost to a pulp by the contained blast of the explosive sticks, their bodies smelling of acid and Tarydium dust, a smell Haute had come to hate as a child. He didn’t like it any more, now.


  The Mountain Fighters spread themselves through the market area of the castle, facing the three roads leading toward the mine. Haute held up two sticks of explosive so the others could see. Then he wrapped them in twine to hold them together, the same way he had done with the two before.


  Targee and Bccui both did the same. Each of them would throw the sticks as far as they could up the streets, then they’d duck for cover as their firing partners set them off.


  “Everyone take cover and get ready!” Haute shouted to the others, raising his sticks above his head. His voice echoed through the seemingly empty castle.


  Targee and Bccui did the same to indicate that they also were ready.


  Rentahs and two other fighters aimed their rifles up the streets, also ready.


  “Now!” Haute shouted as he threw the two explo­sive sticks as far as he could up the main boulevard of the castle.


  Targee threw his up the left street.


  Bccui threw his up the right.


  Just as the sticks Haute had thrown hit the pave­ment, Rentahs caught them with a perfect shot.


  At the same moment, the other shooters hit their targets.


  Haute managed to duck around behind a stone edge of a shop door, but the force of six explosive sticks going off at once inside the castle banged him against the wall and almost knocked the air out of him. He sure hoped everyone had found cover.


  Rentahs had been tossed by the blast into the room in front of Haute. He climbed to his feet beside Haute, his rifle aimed ahead, as if the blast hadn’t even happened. There was no doubt, the young fighter was tough.


  A massive cloud of dust billowed across the market area, covering them and blocking out the sun. Haute coughed, then shouted to the others.


  “Move across the market! Use the dust for cover!” This time, his voice seemed muted in the cloud, without an echo. There was a chance that everyone hadn’t heard him. His ears were still ringing from the explosion. He assumed others were having the same problem. But they still had to move on.


  Haute could barely see Rentahs, who nodded that Haute should lead the way.


  The clouds of dust swirled around him, choking him, making him dizzy. That, combined with the throbbing in his head twisted Haute’s stomach. He was glad right at that moment that he hadn’t eaten much breakfast.


  Twice, he tripped and almost fell, once over the arm of a Skaarj. No body attached. Just the arm.


  The wind finally drifted the dust and smoke slowly past them as Haute and Rentahs reached the left edge of the main boulevard and took cover in a doorway.


  Rentahs watched left, Haute right.


  The only sound was an occasional footstep of a Mountain Fighter moving into position. Otherwise, the silence of the castle seemed almost haunted.


  As the visibility increased, Haute could see the incredible damage that the blasts had caused. Many walls along the boulevard were nothing more than piles of rubble. Doors had been smashed inward, and where the explosive sticks had hit the street, the stone surface was now a large crater as wide as the entire boulevard and at least ten feet deep.


  Haute waited, glancing around, until everyone was again in position. He was starting to doubt the sanity of his plan. The wide boulevard ahead of him looked very, very dangerous. And there were Skaarj up there near the mine, of that there was no doubt.


  But there was also a mine full of Nali prisoners, who needed to be freed. And if he retreated now, there was no telling how many of those prisoners would die in that mine during the winter months ahead.


  “Two teams up each street!” Haute shouted to the others. “Cover each other. Use explosive sticks only when needed.”


  Haute glanced at the team across the boulevard from him. Bccui and a young fighter named Regayov.


  “Ready,” Bccui said, his voice clear in the silence of the castle.


  “Move up two doors, and then cover us,” Haute said.


  Both moved up, running crouched to make smaller targets, checking every door as they passed it. Then they took up positions, and Haute and Rentahs moved forward.


  It took them almost five minutes before they were past the large crater, when the first signs of Skaarj resistance appeared. Haute caught a glimpse of a Skaarj fighter hiding in a doorway near the upper end of the boulevard. Where there was one, Haute ex­pected there were more.


  Possibly many more.


  “Bccui,” Haute called, pointing ahead. “Skaarj. Find cover.”


  Bccui nodded, and both he and Regayov crouched down behind stone doorways.


  Haute again pulled out two sticks of explosive. These, plus two more, and he would be out of sticks.


  “Can you hit it and get back to cover?” Haute asked Rentahs as he wound twine around the two sticks. “The blast in this enclosed street will be bad.”


  “I can,” Rentahs said. “Just throw it as far as you can.”


  Haute laughed. “That I will. Ready?”


  Rentahs moved ahead of Haute and leaned against a stone door frame, then brought his rifle up into position. Haute could tell what the young fighter was thinking. He’d fire and then roll back around the frame and down to get out of the direct force of the blast.


  “Now!” Haute said. He took one large step forward and with all his might, threw the two sticks as far down the street as he could.


  For an instant he wanted to watch, just stand in the street to see how far he had thrown the explosives, to see if they reached the doorway where the Skaarj had disappeared.


  Then his brain took over, and he dove for the doorway behind Rentahs, rolling in and up against the wall, his hands over his head, covering his ears.


  Rentahs hit his mark again.


  The force of the explosion spun the young fighter back into the doorway and down on top of Haute. The impact of the young fighter’s body knocked the breath out of Haute. He coughed twice and then got the air moving again.


  The air in the closed space around them filled quickly with smoke and dust, so thick Haute won­dered how he would ever see again.


  Rentahs didn’t move, his weight heavy on Haute’s legs in the choking darkness.


  Haute gently moved the young fighter, checking with his hands to see if he was still alive. For a moment, Haute feared the worst, then he found a heartbeat. Solid and strong.


  But Rentahs was bleeding from a wound on the forehead. Obviously, the blast had smashed some­thing into him before he could get behind the door. Or he had hit something on the way in.


  Slowly, carefully, he laid Rentahs on the floor in the dark, swirling dust, coughing and choking as he did.


  Another explosion rocked the castle, knocking bits of ceiling off onto Haute’s head and shoulders, pelting him like a hard rain. Haute couldn’t tell from which street that had come. He couldn’t even tell where the door to the street was, everything was so black around him.


  Then, far in the distance, there was another explo­sion. It was so far away it barely shook the ground. It took a moment for Haute to understand just what that was. Then he remembered the road. They must have blown up a transport bringing in more Skaarj.


  Another distant explosion, and then a close one that again knocked a rain of debris from the ceiling down on them. Haute did his best to cover his own head, and the face and head of Rentahs.


  In all his life, Haute had never imagined being in such a fight as this one. He had never imagined being in any fight. Now, it seemed as if the world around him was coming apart in a nightmarish fashion. Death was everywhere. Just like in his visions, blood ran in the rivers and streets.


  Haute checked Rentahs as best he could, then looked around through the cloud of dust and smoke, searching for the door to the street. Finally he found it, a faint area of light in the swirling blackness.


  Haute picked up Rentahs with his lower arms, making sure the young fighter’s rifle was with him, then headed for the light, moving carefully on the debris that covered the floor.


  “Haute!”


  Bccui’s voice came through the cloud as Haute reached the much lighter street.


  “Here,” Haute said, lowering Rentahs down next to the wall, unwilling to go too far away from the door and the cover it provided.


  A moment later, through the slowly swirling clouds, Bccui and Regayov appeared like ghosts, completely white from the dust. Only their eyes had any color to them. Haute had no doubt he looked the same to them.


  “Is he alive?” Bccui asked, bending down beside Haute and checking Rentahs.


  “Yes, but I don’t know how bad the injury is.”


  “We need to get him to the meadow,” Bccui said.


  Haute agreed. Ablee and two of the others waiting there in the support team were experienced in medi­cal. They would know what to do. Haute had no idea.


  Around them, the wind was slowly blowing the clouds of dust away, letting the sun break through. Up the boulevard, rifle fire echoed through the streets. But no more explosions.


  “I’ll take him,” Haute said. “I need to get away from the mine, anyway. You go help the others. Free the prisoners in the mine if you can, and then head for the meadow.”


  Bccui started to object, then stopped.


  “Make sure that if there are too many of them,” Haute said, “that you retreat.”


  “We will,” Bccui said. He patted Haute on the arm. “See you in the meadow.”


  With that, Bccui and Regayov turned and started up the boulevard, moving slowly from door to door toward the second explosion crater in the road.


  Haute watched them for just a few seconds, then bent down and picked up Rentahs in his lower arms, leaving his upper ones free to hold his rifle. The kid was heavy, almost solid muscle. It was going to be slow going, but he would make it.


  He worked his way back down the boulevard, staying as close to the wall as he could.


  He stumbled a lot over the debris. Twice, he tripped so bad he almost dropped Rentahs, but each time managed to catch himself and keep moving.


  Behind him, the fighting continued, the sounds of rifle fire echoing over the valley. But by the time he had reached the archway, it had slowed.


  Outside, moving down the main road away from the castle, he couldn’t tell if the fighting had stopped, or if he just couldn’t hear it anymore.


  At the place where he and Rentahs had dived for the ditch, he left the road and moved up the hill through the field toward the trees.


  He never reached them.


  He was looking down, making sure where he was stepping in the brush, when suddenly out of the trees Ablee and two of the support team stumbled forward, followed immediately by at least a dozen Skaarj, all with their weapons trained on him.


  He stopped, completely shocked, staring at the nightmare in front of him.


  It couldn’t be happening. He was seeing things.


  But then he knew it was real.


  Very, very real.


  For an instant he thought about firing, taking some of the monsters with him when he died.


  Then he realized that if he did, Rentahs in his arms would also die.


  He froze, staring at Ablee and the others. Ablee looked as angry as Haute had ever seen him.


  If Haute were hit, the two remaining sticks of explosive in his pocket would go off and kill Ablee, as well as Rentahs. And he couldn’t do that to his friends.


  The vision of his own death flashed through Haute’s mind. The three castles at sunrise and then his own death, tied up and burned. There were no more visions left except that one.


  And the one of the distant future.


  He slowly let the gun drop from his hands into the weeds at his feet. Then, just as slowly, he pushed Rentahs’s gun to the ground.


  One of the Skaarj motioned for Haute to join Ablee and the others. Then the Skaarj, at least two dozen strong, moved off toward the castle, to recapture what the Mountain Fighters had just worked so hard to take.


  Ablee helped Haute lower Rentahs to the ground and quickly checked him. “I think he’s going to be all right, for all the good that will do him now.”


  Haute laughed, a sick laugh that didn’t push back the memory of the vision of his own death.


  Suddenly, Ablee touched his arm. “Look.”


  Haute glanced back at the castle. From the upper side of the castle, near the mine, hundreds of Nali prisoners were streaming out of a side entrance and toward the trees, away from the mine and the castle.


  While the prisoners ran, six or seven Mountain Fighters were firing in defense at the advancing Skaarj, giving the prisoners time to get into the trees and get started toward the summit.


  Haute, even from this distance, could see Bccui and Targee, fighting on, saving hundreds.


  Haute had never felt such pride before. Pride in what he had done. Pride in his people.


  For what seemed like forever, but actually lasted only a fraction of a minute, the fight continued, the advancing Skaarj firing on the retreating Mountain Fighters.


  Finally, the last of the prisoners and fighters disap­peared into the trees, and the fighting stopped.


  Ablee glanced at Haute. “Well, friend, it’s no longer up to us, is it?”


  Haute stared at the place in the forest where the last of the prisoners had disappeared into the trees, fol­lowed quickly by his brother and the other Mountain Fighters.


  “Watch,” Haute said to Ablee. He had a hunch what was going to happen next.


  Suddenly from out of the trees one last beam of rifle fire shot toward the advancing Skaarj. Then a huge explosion rocked the field and the side of the castle. The ground under Haute shook. That must have been at least three sticks of explosive power wrapped together.


  A huge cloud of dust filled the air, then slowly drifted toward the trees.


  Ablee laughed and patted Haute on the back. The explosion had killed at least half of the advancing Skaarj. The other half were now holding their posi­tions, no longer following the prisoners and the Mountain Fighters.


  Haute looked up at the ugly orange and yellow and green skin of the Skaarj guard standing over them. There was a red aura around the monster. A blood aura that Haute wanted to wipe off the face of the planet.


  “We won this battle today,” Haute said to Ablee. “There will be many fighters in those rescued pris­oners.”


  “More than enough to replace us,” Ablee said.


  “More than enough,” Haute said. “But our fighting days are over.”


  In his head a very clear voice said simply,


  Yes.


  And no.


  


  Chapter 22


  


  The Skaarj loaded Haute, Ablee, Rentahs, and the other three captured Mountain Fighters on the back of a transport and started off toward the north. Haute did his best to brace himself and the still unconscious Rentahs against the side metal wall of the transport, to reduce the number of bumps and the amount of jar, but he had very little luck. The road just wasn’t meant for such vehicles. Every hole, every root, every rock seemed to jar right to Haute’s core. After an hour, he felt completely bruised and sore.


  The Skaarj guarding them smelled of Tarydium dust and a sickly sour smell that Haute remembered from his vision. The combination of the closeness of the Skaarj and the transport was slowly increasing his pounding headache. Something about the Skaarj and Tarydium: the mineral was either a major part of their blood, or the strange pack-looking things on their backs were something run by Tarydium. For all Haute knew, the Skaarj themselves ran on Tarydium, considering how they were forcing the Nali to work the mines.


  Either way, Haute was allergic to any Skaarj.


  So was Ablee. As the hours passed, Ablee was having more and more trouble breathing. There would be no telling what would happen to him when they reached a castle.


  Haute did his best not to let the vision of his own death control his thoughts. He had no doubt that he was about to die. But he didn’t have to focus on it. Instead, he forced himself to think about the vic­tories.


  First, they had driven the Skaarj from the three southern castles. It would be very, very difficult for the Skaarj to ever retake them. Second, today they had, more than likely, stopped the Skaarj from attack­ing over the pass any time in the future. Third, of the two hundred or so Skaarj that had originally been in the crashed spaceship, more than sixty of them were now dead.


  But that left more than one hundred and forty.


  Haute instantly pushed that thought from his head. There undoubtedly would be more fighters among the prisoners released today. Fighters who would, after having been slaves, very much want to continue the job he and Ablee had started. Haute also knew that someday, in the not too distant future, the new fighters would finish it. They would drive the Skaarj from the planet. And it would be centuries before they returned.


  Two hours after they had started, the transport sputtered, lurched twice, and stopped.


  The sudden stillness seemed almost shocking to Haute. The silence of the forest around them seemed to overwhelm them, like a flood held back for too long. The pounding in Haute’s head eased just a little. He wasn’t sure if that was from the lack of noise and the jerking motion, or from the transport motor not running.


  The Skaarj guarding them climbed out and talked to the one driving, using a strange hissing and clicking language that reminded Haute of a snake. Haute didn’t hate snakes as much as he hated Skaarj.


  After a short time, the driver got out also and began work on the front of the transport. Clearly, from what little Haute understood of what powered transports, they were having engine trouble.


  The other Skaarj remained guarding them, standing beside the transport, alternately staring at them and watching what the driver was doing.


  Haute just stared at the guard and the red aura that seemed to radiate from around him. Haute had asked a number of Nali over the last few months about the red aura around the Skaarj. Only two of them said they had seen it, too. But that meant it was real. Very real.


  The next hour slowly wore on. Haute was extremely thankful that the transport had stalled in the forest instead of in an open area. They would have cooked in the metal body if it had been out in the sun during the hours around noon. Also, without the transport running, his headache had leveled to a constant pain in his neck and head. He could stand that much, as if he had a choice otherwise.


  About twenty minutes after they had stalled, Ren­tahs groaned and stirred.


  “He’s coming around,” Ablee said, leaning forward and studying the young fighter.


  “Too bad,” Haute said. “He would have been better off sleeping through what’s coming.”


  Ablee nodded. “That he would have.” Then, as if Haute’s statement had sunk in, he looked directly into Haute’s eyes. “You know something?”


  Haute laughed at the seriousness of his old friend. “I’ve seen a few things.”


  Rentahs moaned again and then pushed himself up on his elbows, focusing his eyes on Haute. “Where—” He stopped speaking when he saw the Skaarj guard standing beside the transport.


  Haute patted the young warrior’s arm. “We won the battle, but it seems that six of us have been taken out of the war.”


  Rentahs looked directly into Haute’s eyes, and for the first time Haute could see fear in the young Nali. Complete and total fear.


  It tore at Haute’s heart. There was nothing he could say to Rentahs. He was either going to die, or be a prisoner in a mine. There was nothing good about either alternative, and nothing that Haute could say would make it any better.


  “What have you seen?” Ablee asked, forcing Haute to look away from the fear in Rentahs’ face.


  Haute glanced first at Ablee, then at the others in the transport, including Rentahs. Maybe there was something he could say that would give them all hope.


  “I’ve had a few visions of the future,” Haute said slowly, expecting them to look at him with puzzled looks.


  They didn’t. They simply leaned forward, waiting for him to go on. None of them had questions about the word visions. Nothing. They just waited for him to speak.


  Haute glanced at Ablee. “They know about my visions?”


  “You warned an entire castle before the Skaarj crash,” Ablee said, smiling at his friend. “You’ve led us through victory after victory. It would be hard for them not to know.”


  “What have you seen?” Rentahs asked, his voice barely covering the fear that showed through his eyes. He clearly needed something, anything, that Haute could give him to hold onto.


  Haute took a deep breath. “I’ve seen the Skaarj defeated in the near future. They will all be killed.”


  With that, Haute stared at the Skaarj guard stand­ing next to the transport, putting all the hate and force he could muster into the look.


  The Skaarj shifted and stepped toward the front of the transport, his red aura bending and swirling around him, as if Haute’s stare was forcing him to move.


  Haute was surprised at the Skaarj’s reaction, then laughed at his own thoughts. He turned back to face Ablee. A look of hope was covering his friend’s face. Doubt, yet hope.


  “We defeat them?” Rentahs asked, pushing himself up into a sitting position and leaning against the side of the transport, clearly still very weak from his injury. “You’ve seen that in a vision, just like you saw them crashing?”


  “I have,” Haute said to Rentahs. “We will drive the Skaarj from our castles and then go on to build new and wondrous homes.” Haute didn’t tell them he saw those homes floating in the sky. There was no point in confusing them right now.


  Ablee stared Haute, his gaze intent. “There is more, isn’t there?”


  Haute smiled at his friend. There was no point in telling Ablee about his coming death, either. That would serve no purpose. He would see it soon enough. But Ablee could clearly tell that Haute was hiding something.


  “There is,” Haute said, his voice sad. “In the far distant future, far beyond all of our deaths, the Skaarj will return from the stars once again.”


  “And we will defeat them again,” Rentahs said, his youthful promise holding onto the fact that Haute had told them they would win once.


  “I’m afraid we won’t,” Haute said. “They will control the planet. Where there are only a few hun­dred Skaarj now, there will be thousands then. And they will be far more advanced than these Skaarj are now. We will not be able to hold them back.”


  “So we fight for nothing,” Rentahs said, lowering his head.


  “No,” Haute said. “We fight to win this first occu­pation. During the second time the Skaarj come, the Nali won’t be able to stand against them.” He really stressed the word Nali. “But we will have some help then.”


  “Help?” Ablee asked.


  Haute nodded, letting the memory of that very special vision flood back into his mind.


  “There will be a beautiful angel who will descend from the heavens. She will be crippled, but she will also have the ability to shoot fire from her hands. She will come, and then the Skaarj will be driven for a second time from the homes of the Nali.”


  The five Mountain Fighters sitting in the back of the transport stared at him, as if soaking in his every word.


  Ablee looked at Haute with a very strange expres­sion on his face. “An angel from the sky who can shoot fire with her hands?”


  Haute nodded. “I have told you what I have seen.”


  Suddenly, the engine of the transport came to life, and the Skaarj guard climbed back aboard and took his position.


  A moment later, they were again bumping and jarring their way down the road under the noon sun, getting closer and closer to Haute’s death.


  


  Chapter 23


  


  The castle Esiob loomed ahead as the transport bumped and jarred over the rough road, slowly edging closer and closer to what Haute knew would be his last hour.


  From Jeeie’s scouting reports, Esiob had been used as a sort of central headquarters for the Skaarj. And the mine there had more Nali prisoners working it than any other mine.


  Haute’s Tarydium sensitivity was already getting bad. His headache pounded at the back of his skull like a prisoner wanting to get out. He knew that the minute they entered the castle, the pain would be­come so bad that most likely he would black out. He was going to do his best not to let that happen. If he was going to die, he at least wanted to be aware when it happened. A matter of pride, if nothing else.


  “Looks like we’re going right to the top,” Ablee shouted over the consistent roar of the transport engine. Then he coughed, doing his best to clear his throat. Ablee wouldn’t live long inside the castle, either, since his Tarydium sensitivity resulted in his throat closing up.


  The transport left the forest and entered the large open area around the front of the castle. The sun beat down on them, blinding Haute for a moment. Then he saw what was ahead and let out a gasp.


  Filling the meadow, guarded by at least forty Skaarj around the outside edges, were Nali prisoners. Obvi­ously they had been herded out of the mine and down into the open area in front of the castle for a reason.


  Leaning against the castle wall was a large post.


  The reason was to watch them die.


  The vision of his death flooded back into Haute’s mind. That post, the crowd of Nali watching. He had very little time left. Very little, indeed.


  Suddenly, for the first time, he was deep down afraid.


  Ever since the first vision and the marathon trip to warn his family, he had managed to hold his fear inside, trapping it in a little place deep under layers of action and hatred. Little flashes of the fear had escaped at times during the fighting, but he had always managed to hold it down, keep it contained and under complete control.


  But now, seeing the vision of his death taking shape, the fear broke loose. His hands were suddenly shaking, his stomach felt like a knot, and the black­ness of passing out threatened to swarm in from the edges of his headache and take him down.


  He forced himself to take long, deep breaths, blow­ing out as hard as he could.


  Ablee touched his shoulder. “Tarydium?”


  Haute didn’t even dare answer him. He didn’t believe he could control his own voice, let alone anything else.


  The transport jerked to a halt, and the engine shut off, letting in the sounds of the Nali crowding the field. Murmuring sounds.


  Whispering.


  Some crying.


  The headache pounded at Haute as he fought his fear.


  The Skaarj guard roughly shoved Ablee, Rentahs, and the other three Mountain Fighters out of the transport, letting them move into the crowd of Nali.


  Haute watched as Ablee stopped, turned, and stared at him, his mouth open, worry filling his face.


  Haute took another deep breath. He had to remain calm. He couldn’t let the fear take him.


  Not now.


  Not when so many were watching him.


  For them, and for the future of the fight against the Skaarj, he had to be strong.


  The lump of fear that had spread through him suddenly vanished, as if it were nothing more than a layer of dirt he had washed off. He took one long breath and let it out, then smiled at Ablee.


  Around him, the crowd stirred at his smile.


  They were all watching him.


  He let his gaze move out over them, smiling, doing his best to look confident, not let the fear show.


  The Skaarj guard grabbed him roughly by the arm, the monster’s claws digging into his flesh. He dragged Haute from the transport and toward the pole leaning against the stone wall near the front archway of the castle.


  Instead of letting the fear back in, Haute focused all his anger and hatred at the Skaarj who was dragging him, not giving him the dignity of walking under his own power.


  The red aura around the Skaarj seemed to waver and flicker, like a flame in a wind.


  The Skaarj tripped and then stopped.


  Haute stood and stepped forward, almost ahead of the guard.


  The guard increased the pressure of his grip and continued slowly, almost as if climbing a steep hill. Haute walked beside the guard, his head held high, his gaze moving over those in the crowd. He tried to remain looking as calm as he could, for them. And for himself.


  But inside, his mind was racing. Could it be possi­ble that his thoughts could affect the Skaarj? That didn’t seem likely. Or possible. But on the other hand, it had just happened. He had seen it.


  Then he realized that the visions may have been nothing more than his thoughts. His visions had warned his people and helped defeat the Skaarj at four different castles so far. His visions, his thoughts, had fought back.


  The Skaarj guard shoved Haute down at the base of the pole. Then quickly, two other Skaarj picked him up, while a third tied his body to the post with vines.


  Vines covered with thorns.


  The pain filled his body, his mind, every inch of his being.


  His vision had warned him of the pain, but now it seemed worse, more intense, as the thorns jabbed into his skin, cutting him in hundreds of places.


  He bit down hard on his lip, not allowing himself to cry out, not allowing himself to let the fear flood back in.


  In the crowd, Haute saw Ablee start forward.


  Rentahs grabbed him and held him, not letting him move forward to be killed for nothing.


  As they tied him to the pole, Haute looked directly into his old friend’s eyes and shook his head no.


  For a moment Ablee continued to struggle against Rentahs’ grip, then stopped.


  Blood dripped down Haute’s arms and legs from the hundred cuts from the vine’s thorns. But there were so many cuts that none of them really stood out. Only the pain in his head dominated the agony he was going through.


  Three Skaarj roughly picked up the pole and moved it forward, dropping it down into a hole dug in the ground. Suddenly he found himself upright, held that way by the vines and thorns, staring out over the crowd of Nali.


  They were completely silent, their faces set in looks of shock. Tears ran down some faces. Others were taking silent, shuddering breaths.


  All for him.


  While one Skaarj piled brush in a wide circle around his feet, the other two moved up to him and began poking at his arms and legs. At first, he couldn’t figure out what they were doing, exactly. But as they worked, the pain increased in each cut.


  And in his head.


  Then one of them moved around in front of him, and he saw what they carried: small slivers of pure Tarydium.


  They were stuffing Tarydium into his cuts, under his skin.


  The pain seemed to grow throughout his body as more and more of the slivers were shoved into his wounds. He could have never imagined such pain.


  Again he bit down on his lip, not allowing himself to scream or even whimper in pain as he fought the blackness that wanted to pull him away. He wouldn’t let it. He needed to remain here, see the end of his vision and his own death.


  The headache seemed to grow from the back of his head like an ugly black wave. They shoved more and more slivers of Tarydium into his cuts.


  He fought against the blackness, concentrating on the faces in front of him.


  He would not pass out. He would not.


  Finally, the two Skaarj finished and stepped back, making clicking sounds that Haute took to be almost laughing.


  Ablee watched, holding Haute’s gaze, giving him strength. Haute took the strength from his old friend and used it to push back the pain, numb the arms and legs, shove the threatening blackness away.


  A Skaarj stepped forward through the archway gate and stopped in front of Haute, facing the crowd of Nali. He seemed to be taller than the others, and Haute, even through the intense pain, could tell that he was the Skaarj who was in charge.


  Beside him, another Skaarj held up a small box. Something Haute had never seen before.


  The Skaarj spoke in clicks and grunts, but from the small box a Nali voice came out, hollow and empty, echoing over the silent crowd.


  “You will watch the one you call prophet and leader die. You will understand that fighting the Skaarj will only bring you death.”


  Haute, through the pain in his mind, didn’t com­pletely understand the words of the Skaarj. The only thing he completely understood was that he was being killed as an example. An example that might stop the fight of all the Nali. Haute couldn’t allow that to happen.


  The Skaarj leader turned and nodded to one of the guards.


  Haute focused on the leader, glaring with all his might, all his hate, all his pain, at the one who had ordered his death.


  A Skaarj guard stepped up and started the brush around his feet on fire.


  The red aura around the Skaarj leader seemed to flicker as Haute focused and focused on it.


  Haute could see Ablee glance at the leader of the Skaarj, then back at Haute, then back at the leader.


  For an instant of time, it seemed as if nothing would happen. Then the leader staggered back and almost fell as the red aura around him flickered.


  Haute’s mind realized that he had actually affected the Skaarj with his thoughts, somehow, some way.


  “Focus your hate on him!” Haute shouted to Ablee.


  The fire around him was slowly gaining in intensity. The slivers of Tarydium were burning in his skin. In a very short moment they would ignite, burning him far sooner than the fire itself.


  Burning him from the inside out.


  He looked away from the leader of the Skaarj out on the masses of Nali. Then, taking a deep breath of the smoke, he shouted again, “Focus your hatred on the leader.”


  Ablee instantly understood.


  “Trust me one more time!” Haute shouted to all the Nali watching. “Focus your hatred on the leader.”


  Then Haute turned his head and stared at the leader, his gaze burning into the leader’s eyes, his thoughts those of destruction.


  He focused all his hate.


  And then he took the energy from the pain of all the slivers of Tarydium under his skin and focused it at the hated monster.


  Focus.


  Focus.


  Ablee and others in the crowd had turned and were doing the same thing.


  The red aura around the Skaarj leader flickered quickly.


  The pain of the burning Tarydium under his skin threatened to black Haute out, but he fought on, focusing the pain through his eyes at the Skaarj leader.


  The large monster staggered, and the Nali gasped.


  Then, as a unit, they focused on the Skaarj.


  The slivers of Tarydium in Haute’s legs burst, flood­ing intense pain through his body as the flames licked up his legs.


  The Skaarj leader spun like a drunk, staggering, as the others around him worked to help him.


  Then, just at the moment that Haute felt he could no longer hold on, the Skaarj leader burst into flame.


  A bright blue flame that seemed to eat the leader’s red aura like a fire devouring dry grass. It swallowed the Skaarj leader and jumped to those trying to help him.


  Then, as Haute realized, deep inside, that again he had beaten the Skaarj, the rest of the Tarydium under his skin exploded into flame.


  He had won.


  And he had lost.


  Yes and no.


  The voice from the cave echoed through his mind as the pain filled him and he passed into the blackness of death.


  


  Chapter 24


  


  Haute, the Nali his people called Prophet, stood in the entrance to the cave high on the mountain. Behind him, he knew the voice’s crashed spaceship was crammed down into a mass of metal, a hulk that had been dead for years. In front of him, a beautiful sunrise was spreading pink and orange and purple colors over the sky, announcing the birth of a new day. The mountains and valleys below him were dark, the sun not yet pushing the night away. A cool wind brushed him, feeling heavenly against his skin.


  He glanced at his arms. No wounds from the thorns on the vines. No burns from the flames and the Tarydium. What had happened?


  The memory of the pain of dying on the pole, with Tarydium slivers burning under his skin, echoed through his mind as he tried to grasp what he was doing here. One instant the fire was taking him, the next instant he was standing in the cave of the crashed spaceship, watching the sunrise.


  “How is this possible?” Haute said. “Voice? Guide me!?”


  Your questions are imprecise.


  Haute wanted to laugh, but the memory of dying was still too close, too real.


  “Did I die on that pole in front of the castle Esiob?”


  Your life ended there. Will end there. Is ending there.


  “Then how do I stand here?” Haute asked after a moment of letting the knowledge that he really had died sink in.


  I am not confined by the limits of time. You stood there. Therefore you stand there.


  Suddenly Haute understood. Just as the voice had helped him see the future, he could also visit the past. Like a memory, only far more real. Just as his visions of the future had been real. He was only limited by the power of his mind.


  “Voice,” Haute asked, “would it be possible for you to show me what occurred after the moment of my death in front of the castle?”


  The cave vanished.


  The castle lay in front of him. He had no body, but instead seemed to simply float near the tops of the forest, behind the crowd of Nali.


  A body, his body, was tied to a pole near the castle archway, burning. Yellow and blue smoke drifted upward from the fire, floating on the wind through the blueness of the afternoon sky. His face had already turned black, and he could see that his skin was melting off. For some reason, the sight of his own burning body didn’t bother him. He felt as if it should, but it just didn’t.


  A number of Skaarj bodies were also on fire, burning, it seemed, from the inside out. Flames were shooting from their eyes, the mouths, their stomachs.


  So he hadn’t imagined that the Skaarj leader had burst into flame. He thought he might have, in all the pain.


  He had actually been able to destroy a Skaarj by simply focusing on him. He had no idea how it worked. Possibly something to do with his sensitivity to Tarydium.


  He clearly wasn’t the only one who had the power to kill with thought. Ablee and others in the crowd below were turning their attention to the Skaarj guards. As a number of them stared at a guard, the guard staggered, tried to run, then burst into flame.


  With each burning Skaarj, Haute wanted to cheer, to urge his friends on with the battle.


  They didn’t need his cheering. They were doing just fine on their own.


  Ablee continued to lead those focusing on the Skaarj, burning one after another, while Rentahs and a few others scrambled to grab the rifles of dead Skaarj.


  Quickly, the scene became one of mass fear as most of the Nali prisoners bolted to get away from the fighting. But dozens and dozens stayed, fighting with their minds or with rifles until there were no more Skaarj left in front of the castle.


  Then they started inside.


  Haute knew the outcome, now. He didn’t need to watch any more.


  “Thank you, voice,” Haute said.


  Instantly, Haute found himself sitting in one of the huge chairs in the wondrous triangle-shaped room on the voice’s spaceship. Stars were flashing past the two huge windows into the universe, showing that the ship was moving at a very fast speed.


  Haute leaned back, content in the fact that his death had led to the final defeat of the Skaarj. It made it feel all worthwhile, for some reason.


  For the next hour, Haute just sat there, letting the stars flash past, thinking about his family, his friends, his people. Nice thoughts. Warm thoughts. The only sadness was the fact that he would miss them a great deal. And he would miss seeing his nephew and niece grow up.


  Then it dawned on him that he just might not. He was limiting himself again. At the moment, he was sitting in a dead spaceship. And he was dead, or had died at one point in time. But as the voice had been trying to explain to him, there were many points in time. He stirred and sat up straight. The room, as usual, was empty, except for himself.


  And the voice.


  The voice that had been his guide and friend now for some time. A friend that was still with him, just as Ablee was with him always during the years they were together.


  “Where are we going?” Haute asked aloud, his voice filling the large room.


  Your question is imprecise.


  “Okay,” Haute said, laughing. “Where and when are we going?”


  Better. Much better. Where would you like to go? I am only a guide.


  “And a very good one, too,” Haute said.


  The voice didn’t respond, it seemed, to compli­ments.


  “I would like to go to two places,” Haute said. “First, I would like to visit my brother and his family ten years after the time I died. See how they are doing.”


  Second?


  “I’d like to go into the future and watch the angel from the heavens fight the Skaarj. See how she does it. On second thought, let’s go there first.”


  Around Haute, the triangle room vanished, and he found himself floating above an open field, in the far distant future, staring up at the sky as a spaceship hurtled toward the ground. A spaceship with an angel from the heavens on board.
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