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  Chapter 1



  


  Handballs do some amazing tricks in zero g. Zofia had learned them all in her eighteen days of solitary confinement aboard the Vortex Rikers. She practiced them for hours at a time, until the constant thump, thump, thump drove the people in the cells around her into fits of fist-pounding rage. She didn’t care. The walls of her cubicle were solid metal, except for the one blocked with the energy barrier. The other prison­ers couldn’t get to her, and if they could have, she would have welcomed the fight just for the human contact. As it was, driving them crazy was the only thing that kept her sane.


  There had been that one moment of human contact on the first day, the three or four minutes during which she had purchased the handball from one of the guards, using the only thing of value she had left to give. At the time, she had been repulsed but already desperate. Later, when it had become apparent that he wasn’t going to come back for more, she had been glad and disappointed at the same time.


  Now she just was. The ball and the cell were her world.


  She couldn’t decide which maneuver she liked best. She admired the simplicity of the triple-wall corner bounce that sent the ball straight back into her hand. She could do that one with her eyes closed now. But then there was the HAZER, or Handball Amplifica­tion by Zofia’s Exhalation on Rubber.


  To do that trick, she would float in the middle of the cell, the handball adrift before her face, and give it a gentle puff of breath. From the center of the cell, the end walls were four feet away. The ball would drift ever so slowly toward one of them, bounce off, and return. When it drew close to her face again—a process of about six minutes on the first bounce, if she was gentle enough—she would move her head aside for it to pass, then move back in behind it and give it another puff of air. It would hit the opposite wall and come back in about three minutes.


  Another puff, another two minutes (she was sur­prised that it wasn’t a minute and a half, until she did the math in her head while she waited), and so on, cutting the time down with each pass until the ball became a blur and it was all Zofia could do to twist her head in and out of the ball’s path in time for it to clear her face. The game usually ended with a hand­ball in the eye, but Zofia didn’t care about that, either. The sting helped keep her sane just as much as the muffled thumps and curses of her fellow prisoners.


  Of course, a person could debate whether or not Zofia had been sane to start with. She’d been placed in her cell, alongside hundreds of others in similar cells on board the Rikers, because she’d killed fourteen security guards during a break-in at the Inuit Engineering Corporation’s starship design center. The fact that she vehemently denied the killings argued in her favor, but the fact that she had been caught literally red-handed with the plans for a top-secret new starship in her bloodstained pockets ar­gued otherwise.


  Zofia herself couldn’t remember whether or not she had done it. The interrogation at Inuit’s hands before they turned her over to the cops had involved the usual humiliating physical torture, but her captors had also used several unpleasant psychoactive drugs and subliminal coaching. After she came down, she wasn’t even sure about her own name anymore.


  The authorities didn’t care. They had all the evi­dence they needed to convict her and sentence her to death by slow torture on the prison moon of Kira. The interrogation had been merely a little intermedi­ate fun for the corporation goons and their police buddies on the take, a time-honored bonding ritual performed on a captive who was already a corpse in their eyes.


  Zofia wondered if they thought of themselves as necrophiliacs.


  She kissed the handball to steady it, aimed straight for a wall, then puffed it away. The tiny mark where the rubber had been injected into the mold rotated slowly from pole to pole as the ball receded. It bounced and came rotating back just as slowly. Zofia turned aside to let it go past, but just as she moved back into position, the back wall of her cell made a sudden lunge for both the ball and her face.


  She twisted in midair and managed to get her shoulder forward so it took most of the impact. She rolled with the blow, tumbling completely over and slapping what was now the floor with her hands to kill the energy of her fall.


  Bastards. They could have warned their passengers that they were going to decelerate. But no, that would require thinking of them as human. Couldn’t have that.


  Her bunk was the only thing to hang on to in her cell. The energy bars looked as if they might provide a good grip, but Zofia had learned the hard way to stay away from those. The room’s only light was a flush-mounted oblong in the ceiling, and the toilet was just a hole in the deck a butt’s width out from one comer. Zofia supposed she could go sit on it and turn the vacuum all the way up, and maybe it would hold her in place, but right now the toilet was in an upper comer, and she didn’t like the idea of dangling from the ceiling with her prison blues down around her ankles.


  The walls were eight feet apart—too far to allow her to brace herself against them. She grabbed the bunk and wedged herself as best she could into the comer next to it. For the first time since she had been thrown in there, she was glad to be barefoot. Skin against bare metal gave her a pretty good grip, even without vacuum assist, and there was bound to be more maneuvering.


  It wasn’t long in coming. The impromptu floor suddenly became a wall, then a ceiling, as the ship’s pilots fired thrusters in all three dimensions. Zofia tumbled free, flipped in midair, and landed on her feet again. What kind of crappy landing was this, anyway? She could have done better when she was seven. The pilots must have come in way off their vector to be correcting this much on preliminary approach.


  If they kept it up, they would put the ship into a tumble. Wouldn’t that be rich? Spared Kira’s torture chambers only to die in a crash landing. She should be so lucky.


  The handball hit the floor behind her and bounced off the wall beside her head. She snagged it with her left hand and stuffed it down her shirt, wedging it into her cleavage where it would stay put. She didn’t want it bouncing out through the bars or distracting her while she was trying to keep from getting her face smashed.


  A deep vibration ran through the ship. The direc­tion of down changed by about thirty degrees. Zofia skidded down to the lowermost comer of her cell, careful to keep her foot out of the glory hole now that it was on the bottom again. Maybe she should sit down and turn on the vacuum, but she suspected vacuum would be in short supply pretty soon. The force holding her to the floor fluctuated between nothing and a couple of gravities in random jolts; that felt like the ship hitting the first ragged edges of atmosphere.


  Sure enough, the force grew stronger. The ship groaned under the stress and began to vibrate like a car with a turbine blade missing. It slewed around from side to side, clearly unstable against this force that hit from the wrong angle. Ships like the Rikers were designed to come in backward under thrust, not forward under aero-braking. The hull would be glow­ing red by now from air friction, anything that pro­jected from it vaporizing and streaming out behind the ship in a fiery plasma trail.


  The slant of the floor meant that the ship was coming in at an angle; that was good. It would keep the nose from taking the brunt of the heat. If the pilots were smart, they would also try to rotate the ship along its long axis, so no one side would be more exposed than the others. It might even survive its atmospheric plunge if they did that. Zofia braced for the maneuver, but it didn’t come. So they weren’t smart.


  That meant she was dead. The moment the hull burned through, everyone on board would be sprayed with five-thousand-degree plasma. The ship would break up a few seconds after that, the crew quarters and cell blocks becoming individual meteors in the sky of whatever planet they were about to crash on.


  Planet, Zofia thought. They had been headed for a moon. An airless prison moon. They were really off course.


  And now that death was imminent, Zofia realized that she didn’t want to die, not even to escape the torture they had planned for her on Kira.


  The ship lurched violently upward, then rolled on its axis. The pilots were finally trying to keep it from burning through. Zofia let herself slide down the tilted floor to the wall, waited until that became a floor, then got to her knees and crawled across that until it, too, became a wall.


  “Don’t overdo it, you bastards!” she shouted. Her voice, never soft, echoed in the bare cubicle. The roll stopped—coincidentally, she was sure—but at least the pilots had bought more time.


  Time for what, though? Unless they could flip the ship end-for-end and fire the engines, it would still plow into the ground at terminal velocity. And even if they could flip it, the outside sensors would all be burned away by now. They would be flying blind.


  “We’re dead,” Zofia said aloud. She sat down on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest. Any second now. She didn’t know if it would be the fiery hot torch of burn-through or the instantaneous noth­ingness of a high-velocity smash, but dead was dead. She screamed once, an inarticulate howl of pure emotion, just to see if that was the way she wanted to go out, but she ran out of breath and didn’t scream again after she’d drawn in another lungful.


  Should she curse the cruel fate that had led her here? Where should she start? She ran back through the major events of her life, trying to find the one pivotal moment that had led her to this point, but she reluctantly admitted she had been aimed here since birth. She’d never known her father; she’d hardly seen her mother even though she technically lived at home. She’d been in trouble with the law since she was eleven, at first for petty stuff like shoplifting, but eventually she’d wound up doing time. Even after she’d gotten out, it had been a steady progression to this point.


  The ship groaned again. Three sharp jolts ham­mered Zofia down, then changing gravity dropped her screaming through the air to smack against the other side. She shielded her head with her arms, but she still hit hard enough to make her ears ring. Blood dripped from her nose.


  But the pilots had turned the ship.


  “Come on, light the fucking engines!” Zofia screamed. “Get us back into space!”


  Long seconds passed with only the uneven buffeting of the atmosphere. Then the engines roared to life, and five or six g’s of thrust shoved Zofia flat to the floor. “Yes!” she screamed, the only word she could force out before the thrust increased and gravity flattened her lungs.


  She wished she knew if the ship had canceled its fall yet or if it was still going backward, but at least the idiot pilots were trying to haul it back out of the planet’s grip. She gasped for breath, waiting for the end to the buffeting that would signal their return to space or the roar of crumpling metal that would signal her instantaneous death on the ground.


  She got neither. The ship shuddered and lurched sideways, throwing her against the energy barrier, which crackled and blew her backward. Then there were a couple of seconds of free fall during which her life began to scroll past her eyes, but she only got as far as the moment the autodoc lasered her umbilical cord before another lurch interrupted her. She smacked the momentary floor before another second of free fall sent her drifting again. That could mean only one thing: they were bouncing.


  Then came the roar of crumpling metal, plus a deep rumble that rattled her teeth, as if a million elephants were stampeding across a million empty soup cans. The light in her cell failed, plunging her into total darkness just as she felt a pulsating slam slam slam slam that could only be individual prison cells being crushed one by one as the ship plowed its way into bedrock.


  She ducked her head down to her chest and wrapped her arms around her skull, but she knew it was a futile gesture.


  Out of the darkness, Oblivion came knocking ... with a fist.


  Chapter 2


  


  The meteor roared across the sky in broad daylight, trailing flame and smoke in a crooked trail that led clear over the horizon. From his vantage point on the ridge line leading down out of the Begorn Mountains, Melnori watched it dip toward the ground miles to the east of him, beyond the foothills. Maybe it would land on the Skaarj fortress out there in the plain and save him the trouble of infiltrating his enemy’s strong­hold. This looked like a big one, large enough to wipe out an entire city, fortified or not.


  He stood rooted to the spot, mouth open in awe, heart filled with hope. Could he possibly be this lucky? It was too much to ask of capricious chance, but the meteor certainly looked like it was headed for Rrajigar.


  Fitting that the Skaarj’s destruction might come out of the sky, just as the Skaarj themselves had done. Haute, the great Nali Prophet, had foretold that an avenging angel would come to free the Nali from their oppressors; perhaps this was what he had seen.


  Flame lanced out ahead of it. So it was another out- of-control spaceship, its navigation systems and electronics no doubt fried like all the others’ from interaction with the planet’s rich Tarydium deposits. Even better. Maybe it would incinerate the Skaarj before it crashed on them.


  Melnori wondered whom this particular ship be­longed to. He would thank their planetbound breth­ren for their inadvertent assistance, if enough evidence survived the impact to determine species.


  The drive flame was bright. Efficient engines, Mel­nori thought as he shielded his eyes with two of his four hands. Not a Krall ship, then. Too bad; it would have been poetic justice if the Skaarj’s lackeys acci­dentally took out one of their masters’ strongholds.


  It looked as if that wasn’t going to happen anyway. The drive had altered the ship’s course, slowing it and angling it more toward the north. Toward Melnori, in fact. He squinted, estimating its path, then relaxed again. It would hit an hour’s walk away at the closest.


  Sure enough, he watched it descend in silence—it was still moving faster than sound—until it disap­peared behind one of the northernmost foothills. The drive flame momentarily lit up the basin beyond them, then the light winked out. Impact. Debris blew up over the tops of the hills; boulders and topsoil and trees and—


  —and the ship itself. Holy Prophet, it had bounced. Not only that, but it must have hit at the base of the hill and skidded right up its side, for now it was airborne again, hundreds of feet high, trailing dirt and debris behind as it arched over and de­scended once more—this time straight for Melnori.


  He had no time to run. The best he could do was jump down into a hollow about ten feet below him on the north side of the ridge. His backpack made him awkward; his feet had barely touched dirt again before the ground shook and rocks rattled down around him. He fell to his side and curled up into a ball with all four hands over his head, but he peeked out through his long fingers just as the starship careened over the ridge line, its burned and battered hull only a tree’s height above him.


  A long gash in its side spilled its contents into the air. Melnori caught a glimpse of an alien quad­ruped—much like a Nali with only two sets of arms—flying alongside the ship almost as if it were keeping formation, but the creature’s screams and windmilling appendages belied that image.


  The noise was deafening. Melnori covered his ears as both alien and starship passed overhead, disap­pearing with a roar and a cloud of dust into the valley below. Rocks and debris pattered down around him. An irregular shard of metal caught him in the fore­head with a sharp comer and bounced away into the brush. He reached up with one hand and drew it away bloody, but it didn’t feel as if he had been seriously wounded. He’d been lucky; a little bigger chunk of debris could have taken off his head.


  He peered down into the roiling smoke to see how far the spaceship had skidded. It could easily explode. Many of the ships that rained down out of Na Pali’s sky did so. If Melnori climbed over to the other side of the ridge line, the mass of rock might provide protection, but if he did that and the ship didn’t explode, he would never know what had arrived so suddenly on his planet.


  The Skaarj would certainly come to investigate. There was no way they could have missed this. Melnori had only a short time before they got here; if he was to learn anything of value for the resistance, he had to go down there now, whether the ship was in danger of exploding or not.


  His decision made, he picked his way down into the valley. At first, he could see nothing through the smoke, but he kept stumbling along, coughing at the acrid stench of burned hull and shorting electrical wires, until he saw a great hulking shadow loom up ahead of him. It had slid down the side of the ridge until it had hit bottom, and there it had stuck. It was battered nearly beyond recognition, cracked and wrinkled like a dried husk of fruit. If it weren’t for the silvery gleam of freshly exposed metal in the gashes tom along its flanks, it would have blended right in among the rock outcrops and dislodged boulders in the valley floor.


  Flashes of light from short circuits illuminated the interior. Melnori climbed up an unstable pile of rock and peered in through a wide crack in the hull. The warped walls of a small, featureless room lay beyond, seemingly too small for the alien that lay crumpled and broken in the lowermost comer. It didn’t look like any species Melnori was familiar with. It was shorter than a Nali but thicker, with a rounder head. Its blood was bright red, and that had been smeared on every wall when the ship tumbled. There was nothing else in the room for it to splash on. Whoever this alien was, its type apparently didn’t care much for creature comfort.


  Melnori moved on, careful to avoid the smoldering bushes that had been set on fire by the spaceship’s fiery arrival. He found another opening in the hull and peeked inside. This one had exposed a corridor, now lying at an angle that would require a rope to ascend. Melnori looked around in the rocks at his feet and saw dozens of artifacts that had fallen out in the crash, none of them recognizable. He couldn’t carry away everything he found here; he would continue to search for something more useful than simple crash debris.


  The ship had come in sideways, but from the way it had crumpled, it was clear that its first impact had been at the rear. He worked his way toward the front, hoping to find less damage there. Through rips in the hull he found more of the tiny rooms, each with a single occupant, and though they hadn’t been as badly damaged as those in the rear, dead was still dead.


  It was a strange way to build a spaceship, especially considering how little protection the rooms’ occu­pants had had from the crash. Then Melnori stuck his head up through another gap in the hull and saw survivors. These were the same species as the ones who had died, but they weren’t in such a tiny space. This compartment held five heavily padded chairs, each with straps to hold an alien in place. A much smarter arrangement. Most of the aliens were still buckled in, but two had released themselves and were struggling to stand on the floor, which tilted steeply toward Melnori.


  One of the creatures saw him and shouted a warn­ing to the others. The language was unintelligible, but the meaning was clear. All of the aliens who could move drew weapons from holsters at their waists. The exact nature of the weapons wasn’t clear, but Melnori had seen enough varieties of killing tools to recognize the general shape.


  “I am peaceful,” he said. He bowed low, spreading all four hands out to show that he carried no weapons himself.


  The aliens had an unpleasant smell to them. Their voices were harsh and unfriendly. They babbled among themselves, then one of them spoke to Melnori in a sharp, commanding tone and waved its weapon. Did it want him to go away? That didn’t seem to be it. It seemed more as if it intended to take him prisoner.


  The Skaarj were enemy enough. Melnori said, “Good-bye,” and dropped away from the ragged opening in the ship.


  A loud bang came from within, and a rock behind him burst apart. Projectile weapons, then. Disap­pointing. The Nali had recovered plenty of those from other wrecks and had learned nothing they hadn’t already known. Projectile weapons for use on board an airtight spaceship were always limited in ability; otherwise, the first stray shot would punch a hole in the hull and let all the air out. That kind of weapon could never be powerful enough to do more than annoy a Skaarj.


  Melnori moved quickly away from the ship, letting the smoke conceal him before the aliens could reach the opening and fire at him again. He could hear them cursing and arguing among themselves, then another shot rang out and someone screamed. Melnori shook his head sadly. These aliens would not last long here.


  Not long at all. He had barely regained half the distance to the ridge top when he heard the whir of a flying car approaching from the east. Melnori imme­diately ducked into a copse of gnarled Varan trees and made himself small beneath their wide leaves. The Skaarj had arrived.


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Karrikta leaned his head out of the flyer’s side win­dow and looked down at the roiling clouds of smoke below. “Lower,” he commanded his driver, and the Nali slave took the flyer down until the turbines blew away the worst of the obscuring cloud, but what they revealed was not an impressive sight. The ship had only bounced twice, yet it had crumpled as if it were made of foil.


  It wasn’t a familiar design. That made it interesting despite its flimsiness. Ever since the Skaarj had ar­rived here—victims of a crash landing themselves— they had kept a careful watch out for new species, trying to anticipate any competition for the rich Tarydium deposits that made the planet so valuable. Tarydium didn’t just interfere with electrical systems; it was the prime energy source in the galaxy. This planet, called Na Pali by its original inhabitants, attracted space travelers the way a black hole at­tracted light, and, as with a black hole, anything that got too close without adequate protection wound up spiraling down to the bottom.


  All too often, the starships brought new enemies, but occasionally they would contain something use­ful. This didn’t look like one of those times, but you never knew.


  Something moved near the front of the ship. A vaguely Skaarj-shaped alien clambered down over the debris that had been plowed up in the crash. It was about two-thirds as tall as and much thinner than Karrikta. It had a round head on a spindly neck, not the sleek, powerful body of a warrior. Maybe the people of this race were thinkers rather than fighters, but if their ship was any indication of their cleverness, they weren’t very good at that, either. Two more aliens appeared out of the ship, and all three looked upward at the flyer.


  “Land near the front,” he ordered his driver. As chief of security for Rrajigar station, he had learned that quick, decisive action was the best way to get the upper hand in a confrontation. Don’t give them time for subterfuge; just march straight in and find out what they’re doing.


  The Nali brought the flyer down a dozen paces away from the aliens. Karrikta saw weapons of some sort in the creatures’ fragile hands. Energy weapons, no doubt. Projectile weapons powerful enough to do any damage would rip hands that size off their arms with the recoil.


  Karrikta took his own weapon, a homing grenade launcher, from its rack behind his seat. It was as long as his forearm and as thick as his leg, with a bore that one of these aliens could have stuck its hand in, pistol and all. It fired exploding projectiles that could rip a Skaarj apart, but Karrikta didn’t imagine he would even have to shoot it, not unless the aliens were suicidal. The size alone should let them know who was boss here.


  The driver had landed so the nose of the flyer pointed at the aliens. Karrikta would have preferred it if his side was away from them when he opened his door, so the bulk of the car would shield him from their fire if they proved hostile, but he had not told the Nali that, and, of course, without explicit orders, the Nali didn’t want to expose his side to weapons fire, either. That was the trouble with slaves; you could never count on more than minimal performance from them.


  It didn’t matter. Karrikta unsealed the door and let it slide upward, then swung his feet out and stood up on the rocky ground. He held his grenade launcher at his side, not threatening but making sure it was clearly visible.


  “Who are you?” he asked, using the high form of Skaarj just in case they had been sent by someone back home.


  The creatures babbled among themselves in high-pitched voices. Two of them backed away. A third, which had been about to climb down out of a rupture in the hull, withdrew back into the ship.


  Karrikta switched to Vrenic, the interspecies trade language that passed for a common tongue in this part of the galaxy, and spoke to the one who held its ground. “Who are you?”


  “H—human,” the creature said. “Who are you?”


  Ignoring its question, Karrikta said, “Is Hhuman your species name or your personal name?”


  “S—species,” the creature said.


  “I have not heard of you.” Karrikta took a step closer. “You look like a pampered race. Evolved in comfort. Top of the food chain. You will not last long here.”


  The Hhuman said, “If you’ve got a hyperwave radio, we won’t be here long, anyway. We were only supposed to check out the Tarydium emissions a long-range scout reported from here and go on. If we can contact our base on Kira, they’ll come pick us up.”


  “I’m sure they would,” Karrikta said. “But that is precisely what I don’t want. Na Pali is ours, and we intend to keep it that way.”


  The alien held its arms out to its sides, and its two companions took another step backward. “Hey, we don’t want any trouble. We’ll just go on our way, and you can have the whole planet to yourself if you want.”


  Karrikta raised his gun. “So you say. Unfortu­nately, nobody who learns how rich Na Pali is can resist its lure. You will remain here, and your people will never know what became of you.”


  The creature was fast. Karrikta would grant it that. It swung its right arm forward and fired twice before Karrikta could fire his own massive gun. He felt the impact of two exploding slugs against his chest—the foolish creatures did use projectile weapons—then his own weapon spoke.


  His fired exploding shells, too. Considerably bigger ones than the Hhuman gun. A line of fire reached out from Karrikta to the Hhuman, and the creature vanished in a spray of biological goo. The two Hhumans behind it retched and wiped their companion’s remains from their faces, giving Karrikta plenty of time to target them as well.


  He stepped through the slippery rocks and fired another shot in through the crack in the hull, then backed off and blasted the edges until it was wide enough to admit his body.


  Either the crash or his shots had destroyed the lighting system. Red emergency lights still glowed feebly through the smoke, but Karrikta wanted to see better than that. He returned to the flyer and got a hand light, warned the Nali driver to stay put, then went back to the crashed starship.


  The inside was a mess. A cramped mess, given his bulk. The ship had come to rest at an angle, and Hhumans apparently weren’t lavish with space, so the corridors were uncomfortably tight and slanting. He had to hunch way down to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling, and he had to sidle through doorways. He also had to shoot a couple more Hhumans, which made the footing precarious across the deck where they had been, but eventually he made his way to the control center.


  If there was anything of value there, it didn’t survive the brief but intense firefight between Karrik­ta and the two pilots, who apparently objected to having unannounced visitors on the bridge. Karrikta scraped their remains off the control panels and searched for anything that might indicate useful new technology, but all he saw were the usual holographic displays and electromechanical control circuitry com­mon to starships everywhere. Alien in design, of course, and primitive, but not fundamentally differ­ent from what the Skaarj used.


  Perhaps the cargo would prove more valuable. Karrikta worked his way toward the rear of the ship, where he found a heavy door at the end of a corridor. Niches beside the door looked as if they might be guard stations. That was promising.


  He looked for controls for the door, but he couldn’t puzzle out the alien hardware. No need, really. He backed up until he reached a cross-corridor, then fired a grenade at the door and ducked back out of the way of the blast.


  Metal fragments careened down the corridor. He waited for the echoes to die down, then walked back to the ragged hole where the door had been and peered through.


  There were rows of rectangular cubicles, each with a single dead body in it. They looked Hhuman as well, but it was hard to tell for sure, since he had gotten only brief glimpses of the crew before he had been forced to kill them. The most he could say for sure was that they were probably from the same planet; other than that, he was just guessing.


  The more he looked at their spartan accommoda­tions, the more he wondered if these creatures were even sentient. They weren’t being treated as such. By the looks of things, they could even be food animals. Karrikta had heard of aliens who could only eat live food; maybe Hhumans were that way. Either that, or these animals were a delicacy of some sort. They would have to be pretty valuable to ship them live across interstellar distances, but Karrikta supposed they might be.


  That would be easy enough to determine. Karrikta reached into a cage, grunting with effort to break the resistance the energy barrier offered, and pulled the bloody occupant out by its feet, then dragged it back outside where he didn’t feel so claustrophobic.


  He had gotten turned around in that warren of cubicles and corridors. Now he was on the other side of the ship from his flyer. He didn’t suppose it mattered; he could go through or around it any time he wanted.


  The smoke had cleared a bit while he was inside. He checked to make sure there weren’t any more of the annoying Hhumans around, then bent over the mys­tery animal.


  It smelled appetizing enough. Meaty and wet. He ripped a single bite out of an arm and rolled it around in his mouth. Oh, yes. Tender and sweet. He pulled the arm free of its socket and tore the meat off the bone in big, sloppy bites, then he cracked the bones just to see what they were like.


  Oh, these animals were definitely delicacies. Bioen­gineered ones at that. Evolution could never have produced bones filled with the sweetest, crunchiest goodies Karrikta had ever tasted.


  If he could get a breeding population of these going, he could name his price. Life on Na Pali was harsh and unrewarding, except for the Tarydium the miners shipped back to the home planet; a little luxury would go a long way toward making the place tolerable.


  He wondered what the internal organs were like. He ripped the flimsy wrapping off the creature’s trunk and sank his fangs deep into its midsection, but just as he ripped a mouthful free, he heard a noise from the ship.


  He looked up, trailing stringy animal parts from his teeth, and saw two more of the creatures peering out from a crack in the hull. They wore the same light blue clothing that this food animal wore and carried more of the weapons like the earlier Hhumans had. Perhaps they were one species after all. That would make them more difficult to grow for food, but not impossible. The cages would just have to be stronger, that’s all. Much like the ones on this ship, in fact. And there was one positive aspect: they could tell him what they required to reproduce and grow, so he wouldn’t have to waste time figuring out what to feed them and what temperature to keep their cages and so forth.


  Both of the new arrivals fired their weapons at him. Karrikta considered shooting back, but he didn’t know how many more survivors there were on board, or how many it would take for them to reproduce. Better to be careful with the breeding stock.


  He laughed, a throaty roar that came from deep down. Him a rancher; what a bizarre thought. He had expected to be a security chief all his life. It was amazing what twists of fate rained down out of the sky on Na Pali.


  He turned away so they couldn’t hit his eyes and ran around the nose of the ship to the air car. He would have to get a few guards from Rrajigar and come back with a cargo carrier. That would take an hour or more. It would be getting dark by then, but that might work in their favor. These Hhumans didn’t have the large eyes of night beasts; they would probably not venture far from the crash before morning.


  Karrikta took another bite from the abdomen of the creature he carried. Melt-in-your-mouth tenderness. Oh, yes. This was worth more than all the Tarydium on the planet.


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Zofia woke to the smell of disaster. There’s an odor that only burning electrical insulation makes, and that was thick in the air, along with the powdery smell of vaporized metal and the wetter, equally metallic smell of blood.


  She sniffed. That odor came from her own nose, plus half a dozen gashes in her arms and legs and head. She sat up on the slanted deck and felt for broken bones. It was hard to tell for sure—everything hurt—but she seemed to have survived with only a concussion and a cracked rib. At least she could walk. Whether or not she could crawl out through the open end of her cell was another question. The energy barrier flickered and crackled, but the ship had come to rest at an angle; even if it would let her through, she would have to reach it first.


  The barrier damped sound to keep the prisoners from communicating with one another, but when it winked out, she heard screams of pain from outside. Someone else had survived the crash, too, but not as well as she had.


  She also heard the Rikers creak and groan as it settled. It wasn’t the usual rhythmic tic-tic-tic of a ship freshly landed, its decks and bulkheads compressing under gravity again. This was the protest of structural members that had never felt gravity from this angle and were never designed to hold against it. Getting out into the open would be a really good idea.


  She hunkered down, waiting for the barrier to wink out, then sprang toward the opening the moment the bars disappeared. Under Earth gravity, she wouldn’t have gone five feet, but she felt lighter here. Her rib gave her a sharp stab of pain when she reached up with her left arm, and the energy field chose that moment to zap her for a second before shorting out again, but she grabbed the edge of the cell, kicked and scrabbled against the floor for traction, and pulled herself through the opening.


  She fell out onto the open catwalk. After the tiny cell, the central corridor between cells felt cavernous, even though smoke hid all but the closest lights. Hunching down, Zofia walked along the wall to the next cell and looked in.


  The person inside didn’t look good. He lay face­down in a wide pool of blood. Zofia watched for a second to see if he was breathing, but nothing moved.


  She had better luck in next cell down. A short, pudgy man, maybe thirty-five or forty years old with faintly Asian features, stood with his hands on his hips, looking out at the energy bars that still burned steadily before him.


  “Well, it’s about time,” he said when he saw Zofia.


  “Glad to see you, too,” she said, but she couldn’t make it sound sarcastic. She really was glad to see someone else after all this time in solitary and after surviving the crash. This guy seemed to have made it through about as well as she had: bumps and cuts but nothing serious. Much better than the person between them. This one had a lot of padding; maybe that had helped.


  “Hang on a sec,” she said, searching the edge of his cell for a control that would deactivate the bars. She found a recessed switch and pushed it, and the bars winked out with an audible swish. “Here, let me help you out,” she said, extending an arm.


  “The gravity feels like it’s about point eight,” he said, looking at her slender arm, “but even so, you’re either stronger or stupider than you look.”


  “Assume I’m stronger,” she said. “And remember that you’re desperate. And grateful.”


  “Grateful. Right. Okay, then, brace yourself. Here I come.” He reached upward and took her hand in his.


  “That’s what he said,” she muttered softly, as if recounting the conversation to a friend.


  He laughed. “Touche.” Then he slowly put his weight on her arm and tried to walk up the slanted floor.


  A sharp pain blossomed in her shoulder. “Ow!” she shouted.


  He instantly let go and dropped back down. “Sorry.”


  “You’ve got to jump, too, or this isn’t going to work.”


  “Right.” Then, belately, he added, “That’s what she said.”


  She smiled despite herself. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”


  This time, he crouched down and leaped, and she grabbed his hand and pulled him up onto the edge. Then, while he struggled to keep from sliding back, she grabbed the collar of his shirt and hauled him out.


  The front of the collar dug into his throat. As soon as he was free of his cell, he flopped down on the catwalk, coughing and clawing for air, but his first words when he got his breath back were “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. My name’s Zofia, by the way.”


  “Boris,” he replied, holding out his hand again to shake.


  She helped him to his feet. “You don’t look like a Boris.”


  “Perhaps it’s the bruises,” he said. “I’ve looked better, trust me.”


  “Yeah, I can believe that. Come on, let’s see if anyone else survived.” Zofia moved through the smoke to the next cell past his. It contained a woman not much older than Zofia—maybe twenty-two or so. She was breathing, but she didn’t respond when Zofia called in to her, and she didn’t move when Zofia switched off the bars and climbed in and nudged her arm. She peeled back an eyelid and looked at the woman’s pupil: dilated. It didn’t respond to the light.


  “Doesn’t look good,” Zofia said. She couldn’t do anything for her at the moment, not until she found someone who at least knew something about medi­cine, so she jumped up and, with Boris’s help, pulled herself back out of the cell.


  The upper level of cells was even harder to reach. “I have a brilliant idea,” Boris said as Zofia tried to climb up to peer in one.


  “What’s that?”


  “Why doesn’t one of us give the other a boost?”


  That made sense. “Okay,” she said. “But I’m lighter than you. I get to be on top.”


  “That’s what—”


  “She said, I know. Here, give me a footrest.”


  Boris laced his fingers together and gave her a hand up, nearly cracking her head on the ceiling.


  “Not so far!” she said, ducking and reaching for the switch that shut off the force field. It winked out, and she stuck her head through to find a young man in surprisingly good shape except that he wasn’t moving. No blood, no obvious broken bones, but no breathing, either, and no pulse when she leaned in and felt his neck.


  “Dead,” she reported.


  They moved on to the next cell. This one held another woman with a broken leg and two broken arms. Those were just the obvious problems from first glance. When she saw Zofia, she tried to sit up, but the pain made her scream and fall back to the deck.


  “Don’t move,” Zofia said. “We’ll bring help.” Where that help was going to come from was any­body’s guess, but there was nothing she and Boris could do for this woman.


  They continued down the cell block, climbing over sections where the corridor had buckled or split open, and it rapidly became apparent that the farther aft they went, the worse the damage was. “I’m getting tired of finding corpses,” Zofia said after the tenth one in a row. “Let’s try the other direction.”


  “All right,” Boris said.


  They moved back along the cell block past their own cubicles, and their luck immediately improved. They heard voices; then through the smoke they saw movement. Three more people—two men and a woman—came around the corner at the end of the cell block.


  Zofia recognized one of them. Tall, lean, dark­haired, and tattooed over nearly every square inch of his body, which he had already exposed from the waist up. He had insisted on going shirtless during the break-in, too.


  “Gerick,” she said. She hadn’t even been sure he had survived. Nobody had mentioned him to her during the interrogation, and she had kept quiet in case he had escaped.


  “Zofia.” He stopped a few feet away from her. “When did you grow a third boob?”


  “What?” She looked down, saw the lump the hand­ball made in her shirt, and blushed. She pulled it out without comment and almost threw it away into one of the cells but realized that she couldn’t. It had been her only possession for eighteen long days, and the price she’d paid for it had been too great just to throw it away when she was done with it.


  Gerick shook his head. “What a diz.” He looked at her with his head cocked at an angle, considering, then said, “You ditched me.”


  She nodded. “You shot a bunch of people you didn’t have to.”


  He laughed. “That’s a matter of opinion. If I’d shot more of ’em, we wouldn’t have gotten caught.”


  “If you hadn’t shot any, we would’ve gotten off with jail time.”


  “If I hadn’t shot any? What about the ones you aced? Or did you have a two-for-one special card you didn’t tell me about?”


  Zofia felt a moment of disorientation, like a wave sweeping through her brain and churning her memories around. Had she actually shot any of the guards?


  Boris cleared his throat and stepped forward. “I’m glad you two have got so much to reminisce about, but maybe for now we should concentrate on getting the hell out of here, okay?”


  Gerick looked at him as if he were some kind of bug. Of course, Gerick looked at everyone that way. “Who’re you?” he demanded.


  “Boris Liang, embezzlement and grand theft stel­lar.” Boris did a little flourish with his left hand.


  The woman with Gerick—a girl, really, still baby- plump with little breasts and soft brown skin where it wasn’t bruised or smeared with blood—said, “They sent you to Kira for slippin’ spaceships?”


  “The ship in question was King Wellington’s pri­vate yacht, and it was stuffed to the portholes with gold and jewels.”


  Zofia looked at him with new appreciation. “You mean King Wellington of Mars? The King Wellington who—”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Gerick said. “So you got caught dipping into the boss’s cookie jar. I’m supposed to be impressed?”


  “You asked who I am. In the current context, that’s my answer. You may be impressed or not as you wish.”


  “That’d be not.” Gerick turned to the man who stood beside him—another slim, tattooed kid just out of his teens—and said, “Come on, let’s keep looking for weapons.”


  “Weapons?” Zofia asked. “We’re trying to help the survivors out of their cells.”


  “Done that,” Gerick said. “We’re it from our block.” His eyes shifted away from hers as he said that. Zofia bet he had left a few who were too wounded to move easily. Just as she had done, when it came to that, but she intended to go back for them once she got some medical help.


  “We’re almost done here. Help us check the rest of this block, and then we’ll go with you.”


  Metal groaned, and a loud bang echoed through the corridors from somewhere far upship. The lights went out, then red emergency lights came back on every dozen feet or so.


  “Time to go,” Gerick said. He tried to brush past Boris, but the force field just over his head flashed, and they looked up to see a bloody hand slapping at the barrier.


  “Somebody out there mind giving me a hand?” asked a muffled male voice. It was heavily accented, Australian or maybe one of the colonies.


  Gerick shrugged and switched off the barrier, then helped the guy down. The Australian was older than any of them, and bigger, but it was all muscle. He winced when he tried to stand on both feet. “Think I twisted my knee,” he said.


  “Great.” Gerick turned away and switched off the bars for the next cell down. He stuck his head in through the opening, then ducked back out. “Dead.” He checked the one next to it and said, “Live. Help him out.” He moved on down the line, calling out “Live” or “Dead” in turn until he reached the end of the cell block. Zofia watched him, exasperated that he could only participate in something if he led it yet at the same time glad for his help.


  They found six more live prisoners, four of whom could walk, which made ten ambulatory and three who would have to wait for medical help.


  “Okay, now we look for weapons,” Gerick said when they were all assembled at the front of the cell block.


  “And a doctor,” Zofia said.


  “Shouldn’t we see where we are first?” Boris asked. “It may not be healthy for a bunch of prisoners to show our faces outside the ship with weapons in hand.”


  Gerick didn’t even answer him. He just led the way around the comer to the main door. Everyone else who could walk, including the Australian, followed him, but the door was still locked. Gerick paced along the bulkhead, cursing, then he stopped and kicked out the grating for an air duct. “Here,” he said, and led the way into that. Zofia didn’t know how much good it would do, but it probably did lead somewhere. At least it was big for an air duct, with room enough to stand in.


  They kicked their way out again in the first room they came to: a medical lab. It wasn’t the kind Zofia was looking for, though. There were more prisoners here, the unlucky ones who had been experimented on already. In addition to their surgical injuries, they had been tossed around even worse than the prisoners in their cells. Some of them were still alive, but all were beyond help. Gerick hurried past them into the ship’s central corridor, and everyone else followed, careful not to step on the sharp fragments of broken equipment. But Zofia paused at one of the examina­tion tables and opened the drawers in its side, looking for anything that might dull the pain from her cracked rib. She found medication in a small first aid kit and was about to turn away when she saw a drawer marked “bone saw.” She opened it to find a sharp, serrated-edged knife. She didn’t even want to consider why there was such a device on board the ship, but it was a better weapon than nothing. She snatched it up and ran to catch up with the others.


  “I want that,” Gerick said when he saw what she was carrying.


  “Get your own,” she said. “If you were thinking of first aid instead of guns, you’d have found it instead of me.”


  He snorted and continued to lead the way into the front part of the ship. Zofia tucked the knife under her arm long enough to fish two pain pills out of the med kit, then she stuck her handball into the nylon case, slung it over her shoulder, and tightened the strap so it wouldn’t bounce around. She followed after Gerick and the others, but they ducked into a side room just as someone with a bright flashlight entered the cross­-corridor. She ducked into a doorway, too. The light swept toward them, then away, and the guard or whoever it was thumped and scraped into another part of the ship.


  Gerick waited until they were out of sight, then led the way upship in the direction they had come from. The corridor had buckled in places, and daylight streamed down in one spot through a rip in the hull overhead, but it wasn’t big enough to fit through to get a look outside. Some of the corridors that normally went sideways were near-vertical shafts now that the ship was on its side; they jumped over those and continued on, but they didn’t go far before they found a bloody smear of meat and bone fragments on the deck. Arms and legs, shredded above the elbows and knees, had slid to the low side of the corridor, and a battered but still serviceable automatic pistol lay amid the carnage.


  “This doesn’t look good,” Boris said.


  “It’s an automag,” Gerick said, picking up the gun and waving it in his face.


  “Lot of good it did this guy,” Boris pointed out.


  Gerick shrugged and picked up a leg, then untied the boot and pulled it free.


  “What are you doing?” Zofia asked him.


  “What does it look like? I’m gettin’ something for my feet. You should think about that, too, unless you want to walk barefoot outside.” He retrieved the other boot and laced them both on his own feet, then headed upship again. They came to another blood slick and another automag, which Boris took. He followed Gerick’s lead and took the boots, too. A few yards farther on, they found more remains, which went to Zofia.


  “I’m beginning to get a bad feeling about this,” Gerick admitted when they reached the control room and found the carnage there. They hadn’t found anyone else alive on the ship.


  “Maybe it’s time we had a look outside,” Zofia said.


  Boris said, “Yeah, but not up here. Whoever did this is probably waiting right outside for more of us to pop our heads out. There are cracks in the hull all over in back. I vote we go aft and peek out one of those.”


  Surprisingly, Gerick merely nodded and led the way back. When they came to the cell blocks, they saw that the door had been vaporized.


  “What the hell did that?” he asked.


  “I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to,” Boris answered.


  “Me, either,” Gerick said, “but now I really want to know where we are.” He led the way around the cell blocks, taking an outer service corridor, and eventu­ally they came to a rip in the hull that was big enough to walk through.


  Smoke still swirled through the air. A crunching noise came from outside. Zofia and Gerick edged forward and peeked around the ragged edge of hull metal to see what was making it.


  A gray-green monster, eight or ten feet tall and all teeth and claws, bent over the partially devoured body of another prisoner. Zofia gasped at the sight, and the creature looked up, trailing blood and intes­tines. Its eyes—red coals in deep black sockets— seemed to glow as it examined her.


  Gerick fired his automag. Zofia would have pre­ferred just to sneak back into the ship and try to hide, but it was too late for that. She fired her automag, too, but they might as well have been firing at a rock wall. The exploding rounds didn’t even seem to faze the creature.


  It raised an incredibly huge gun toward them. Zofia knew it had to be the gun that had reduced the ship’s crew to smears of blood, but inexplicably, the creature didn’t fire. Instead, it laughed. At least, Zofia figured that’s what the screeching sound had to be. The creature lowered its gun and turned away, then loped easily toward the front of the ship and disappeared into the smoke, still carrying the dead prisoner.


  She looked to Gerick, and to Boris, who had crowded in behind him. “I think we need to look for bigger guns,” she said.


  


  Chapter 5


  


  Melnori watched the Skaarj flyer rise up out of the smoke. It had contained only one of the overlords and a Nali driver who had remained in the flyer the entire time. Either there was nothing of value in the alien ship, or the partially eaten corpse the Skaarj threw in the flyer’s cargo bin was worth more than it appeared.


  What could the overlord want with a dead body? Maybe he just wanted to take it back to Rrajigar for identification, but the way he had laughed and ca­pered before getting into the flyer made that seem unlikely. Melnori had seen Skaarj laugh like that before; it usually meant they were about to do something particularly vile.


  He waited until he was sure the flyer was gone before rising up from beneath the Varan trees. He stood there beside their craggy trunks, watching the evening light settle into the valley. Smoke still drifted upward from the crash, and the occasional creak or groan as things settled echoed through the rubble.


  Melnori heard no voices, saw no motion. Had the Skaarj left any survivors? He had used a killing weapon rather than a stunner; he obviously hadn’t been interested in taking prisoners. Yet he had taken a body away with him. Curious.


  Melnori was supposed to infiltrate Rrajigar station and learn its weaknesses. He should probably leave this crashed ship and its bad-tempered crew to their own fate, but in the long war with the Skaarj, the Nali had learned that information was power. Anything they learned before the Skaarj became a potential weapon to use against them.


  He left his backpack under the cover of the Varan leaves and crept closer to the ship, watching it warily for any sign of survivors. The Skaarj would have killed everyone he met, wouldn’t he? Leaving the ship open for investigation.


  It was too good a chance to pass up. At least, the danger of explosion seemed less likely than it had at first. If the ship were going to blow, it probably would have done so by now.


  Melnori went back and retrieved a light and a stunner from his pack, then snuck back down through the rocks and burned brush to the crack in the hull where he had encountered the aliens the first time.


  The interior of the ship was silent and dark, save for one feeble red light in the middle of a wall. Melnori stood to the side, flicked on his light, and shined it in. Nobody fired at him. He stuck his head around the edge, saw that the room with the chairs in it was empty now. It had been badly damaged by the Skaarj rocket grenades. Blood covered most of the surfaces that hadn’t taken direct hits themselves, and bits of clothing stuck to the walls and floor. The only recognizable body parts left were arms and legs, and only the ends of those.


  Melnori covered his nose and stepped gingerly through the room, ignoring the projectile weapons that lay near the blood smears. Obviously, those weren’t worth their weight. There might be other more useful things in the room, but it looked mostly like a place to sit while the ship took off and landed, so the odds weren’t good enough to make it worth sifting through the carnage. He ducked through a sideways door into a hallway beyond. What had once been a cross-corridor led straight up now, but the ship was designed for free-fall, so there were handholds evenly spaced up its length. The Skaarj wouldn’t have gone that way, not with a straight-ahead corridor to explore first. Melnori wrapped a couple of hands around the U-shaped loops in the wall and pulled himself upward.


  The corridor topped out in a circular foyer with three doors, one opening upward, one downward, and one off to the side. Labels on the doors no doubt explained to an alien what lay beyond them; Melnori would have to look inside. There were no handles, but he found what looked like an electronic sensor plate halfway along each door’s length, so he readied his stunner and pressed a hand against the sensor beside the door directly in front of him.


  Nothing happened. Either the door didn’t have power, or it wouldn’t accept his hand to activate it.


  He stood back a pace and fired his stunner at it. The stunner was a simple force weapon, a Tarydium- powered repulsor that launched a vectored inertia charge against its target. The door buckled under the first blow but didn’t open, so he held down the accumulator trigger a bit longer the second time before he released the charge. This time, the door flew inward and clanged noisily off something inside.


  No answering shots. The room was completely dark. Melnori shined his light inside, ready to duck back, but nothing happened, so he peered inside.


  It was someone’s sleeping quarters. A bed hung from one wall. A desk stood beside the bed. There was no chair for the desk; it looked as if the user was supposed to sit on the bed under gravity or just float free before it in flight.


  The desk drawers weren’t locked, but they revealed nothing useful. Pens shaped for smaller hands than a Nali’s, a small notebook with handwritten scribbles in it, a photograph of an alien showing its teeth while it held an aquatic creature up at the end of a string.


  The problem with alien technology was that you never could tell what was valuable and what wasn’t. The ink in the pen could turn out to be a neurotoxin against Skaarj biochemistry, or the photo’s micro­display could provide a key element in a new surveil­lance system. The writing in the book was probably just a personal journal, but it could be the handwrit­ten notes of an alien scientist who had just figured out how to generate energy without Tarydium. That would go farther toward getting the Skaarj off Na Pali than anything else, yet the odds were high that this was just someone’s bedroom, the pen was just a pen, the picture just a picture, and the notebook contained nothing more valuable than a juicy description of a good meal.


  The storage closet beside the desk, on the other hand, contained immediate treasure. Beneath a pur­ple robe, clipped to the back of the closet, stood a weapon as long as his arm with a solid barrel that ended in a silver lens and a telescopic sight that suggested accuracy at a great distance. It was heavy, but Melnori judged it worth its weight. He would wait until he was outside before he attempted to learn how to shoot it.


  Beside the weapon was a wooden box, its top elegantly carved. It showed one of the same kind of aliens as the photo had, this one in obvious pain, its arms tied outward to the ends of a beam atop a post, to which its feet were also tied. Melnori shuddered at the image, which fascinated him even though it re­pulsed him. A Nali would require a second crossbar, but he could just imagine the agony of being hung by your hands until you died of exposure, which looked to be what had happened to this poor creature.


  He opened the box. Inside, nestled in depressions made to hold them snugly, were a small silver cup with a stemmed base, a bottle of dark red liquid (too thin for blood, he noted gladly), another smaller bottle of what looked like water, a small cylindrical package of baked wafers of bread, and a silver model of the X-beam depicted on the front of the box.


  Poisons? An interrogation kit? Melnori didn’t think so. It was too fancy for that sort of thing. This, along with the robe, which was much too richly ornamented with gold trim for ordinary wear, had religion written all over it. He would be willing to bet the aliens practiced some kind of ritual with this equipment.


  He couldn’t see how that knowledge would help him. The Nali had their own religion, revealed by the Prophet, Haute, more than three hundred years ago when he had battled the first wave of the Skaarj invaders. Considering the current population of Skaarj on the planet, Melnori had his doubts about the Prophet’s teachings, but an alien religion would be even less valuable. Melnori closed the case and put it back in the closet.


  He couldn’t spend all his time in the crew quarters. There were many more places to investigate and probably less time to do so than he would like. Even if the Skaarj didn’t return, they weren’t the only beings on the planet with an interest in alien artifacts. Many of the other races who had crashlanded here were eager to find anything that would help them leave again—or conquer the planet for themselves.


  Melnori climbed back down to the lower level and went on deeper into the ship. He followed the trail of Skaarj destruction to the control room, where he tried without luck to activate the computers. Some of the controls still worked, but he couldn’t tell what any of them did by their labels, and after he momentarily killed the emergency lighting with one button and set off an explosion in the port side thrusters with anoth­er, he quit pushing them at random.


  Not long after, he heard voices echoing softly in the aft corridor. He slipped out a side passage but stayed just outside the door where he could watch without being seen. A few minutes later, two aliens of the same species he had seen earlier came in. Apparently, the Skaarj hadn’t killed them all. One was slender and light-pink-colored; the other was shorter, heavier, and darker. Both carried unfamiliar weapons, longer and heavier than the slug throwers that the first aliens had fired at Melnori.


  These weren’t the same ones. It was hard to tell facial features apart—aliens all looked alike to Melnori, at least those of the same species—but their loose blue clothing was much simpler than the others’, and even with their bigger weapons, they seemed somehow less threatening. They spoke softly in their alien tongue and peered cautiously around before advancing to the controls Melnori had attempted to understand.


  They worked for a few minutes, and suddenly the main lights came back on. They both laughed and slapped each other on the back, then bent back to the controls again.


  They didn’t seem dangerous. Maybe the first ones had just been twitchy after the crash. And as any resistance fighter knew, allies were worth more than artifacts any day.


  He backed out of sight in case he was mistaken, then hummed softly to get their attention. “Excuse me,” he said in Vrenic. “May we talk?”


  He heard them whirl around. Then a high-pitched voice asked, “Who’s there?”


  “I am called Melnori,” he said. “I am native to this planet, Na Pali. Who are you?”


  Whispers, then, “Zofia. I was a . . . passenger here. I’m trying to call for rescue, but the radio’s blown. Can you help?”


  “Not to get you off the planet, I’m afraid, but I can shelter you from the Skaarj.” He could hear motion inside the control room. They were trying to get a look at him. Or a shot. He backed away until he found a doorway to duck behind if they came out into the hallway.


  “Why don’t you show yourself?” Zofia asked, just as a deeper voice asked, “Who’s the Skaarj?”


  Melnori ignored the first question. “They’re the conquerors. They enslave us, steal our ... re­sources.” He had almost said “Tarydium” but thought better of it at the last moment. “One of them was here before me.”


  “Big ugly green fucker, all teeth and claws?” the deep voice asked.


  “I do not know if he breeds,” Melnori answered, “but I believe you are describing the Skaarj. I saw him take a dead body with him when he left.”


  “That’s the—”


  An alarm buzzed within the control room. “Boris!” Zofia said.


  Melnori heard motion again, then the deeper voice said, “Somebody’s coming. Three somebodies, about a mile away and closing fast.”


  “By air?” asked Melnori.


  “That’s right.”


  Chemicals of alarm pumped into his bloodstream. “It’s the Skaarj. Come with me. We have to leave this ship now. ”


  A pause, then Zofia said, “We’ve got to warn Gerick and the others.”


  “There isn’t time.”


  “Yes, there is. Give me a second.”


  Melnori crept toward the doorway and peeked around the jamb. The slim one was working with the controls again, while the other one kept watch. His eyes met Melnori’s, and they stared at each other for a moment before the thin one, Zofia by the voice, said, “Damn it, the intercom’s dead, too. We’ll have to go back downship.”


  “No time,” Melnori said. “The Skaarj will kill us all.”


  She turned her head, saw his eyes and forehead around the doorway. “Damn it, I ditched him once before, and that’s how we wound up here. I can’t do that again.”


  “He’s an asshole,” the other alien said. “I could ditch him in a heartbeat, but there are ten other people back there who don’t deserve that.” He turned to Melnori. “We’ve got to warn them.”


  “You will die. Or be enslaved.” Melnori could feel the icy hand of panic descend on him moment by moment. The Skaarj were landing! Death was the best he could hope for at their hands. If they captured him, an unescorted Nali with weapons in hand, they would know he was part of the resistance. They would torture him, and if he couldn’t withstand it, he could betray the plan against Rrajigar. His very presence here could alert them that something was afoot. “I—I must not be seen here, dead or alive. If they find me, it will ruin everything.”


  Zofia said, “Then go. Nobody’s keeping you here.”


  “Very well. You are foolish but brave. Good luck. Aim for their heads.” He backed away, then turned and ran.


  


  Chapter 6


  


  Zofia’s boots didn’t fit. At least they were too large, rather than too small, but when you were robbing corpses for clothing, you couldn’t afford to be picky. She was just glad they weren’t squishy with blood like Boris’s were.


  She and he had left the shadowy alien to its own devices. Zofia had never gotten a good look at it, just the top of its head and its eyes. It had looked pretty humanoid from that brief glimpse, but it could have had tentacles for arms and rolled on wheels for all she knew about the rest of it. Good riddance to the son of a bitch anyway, she thought. All dire warnings and no help. It actually expected her to abandon a dozen other people without even looking back. If that was the way all its species were, then maybe their enemies were the good guys.


  It was hard to shake the image of the monster eating that poor bastard. That didn’t seem like a good-guy sort of thing to do, either.


  “You know,” she said to Boris as they ran through the corridors toward the back of the ship where they had left Gerick and the others. “We’ve only been on this planet for—what, an hour?—and already I think it sucks.”


  “It’s got to be better than Kira,” he replied. He was panting. This was no doubt more physical activity than he’d done in an average week before now.


  “We’ll probably wind up as a smear on the deck. How’s that better than Kira?”


  “It’ll be a fast death, if that’s what it’s going to be,” he said. “No VR psych burnouts or medical testing of new war diseases.”


  “It’s a shitty life if quick death is the best alterna­tive.”


  They heard voices ahead of them.


  “Gerick?”


  “Who’d you expect?” came the snide answer.


  She jogged up to the destroyed cell block door. He was leaning against a doorway just upship from it— the guard station, they had discovered on their second search for weapons—holding one of the flame throw­ers they had found in the guards’ arsenal. His buddy, Jack, stood beside him, holding one of the large-bore flak guns like the ones Zofia and Boris carried. They were good multipurpose weapons, able to shoot prac­tically anything you loaded into them. Multiple pro­jectiles, exploding shells, used chewing gum, whatever would fit in the barrel. People called them fraggers because they shot fragmented bullets and also because of what they did to their targets. Zofia had loaded hers with exploding shells about twice the size of her thumb, figuring those might have some effect on the tough-skinned monsters.


  But only as a last resort. “The aliens are coming back,” she said. “We’ve got to get out of here!”


  Gerick snickered and lifted his flame thrower. “Do we?”


  “You remember what that bastard was like,” she said. “I don’t want to tangle with even one of them, but I saw three air cars on the nav screen.”


  He wasn’t stupid. He thought it over for a second, then nodded. “You’ve got a point. There’s nothing here worth fighting for anyway.” He leaned inside the door and yelled, “All right, we’re headin’ out. Come on, let’s go!”


  People started piling out of the guard station. Everyone carried weapons now, mostly flak guns and flame throwers. The Australian colonist was using his fragger as a crutch. Zofia felt a pang of regret for the even more crippled prisoners still in their cells, but she couldn’t save everybody. It was beginning to look unlikely that she could save even herself.


  They headed rearward along the outer service corri­dors again, this time on the other side of the ship from where they had seen the nasty alien. Skaarj, the whispery one had called it. With any luck, the Skaarj would return to the same spot where the first one had been, and the humans could escape out the other side.


  It was a good idea, but they didn’t make it far before they heard heavy footsteps and deep, alien voices ahead of them. The Skaarj evidently had surrounded the ship.


  “Uh-oh,” Boris said. “Wrong way.” He turned back, and the others followed him, scrambling over themselves in their haste, but they were in a long straight stretch of corridor, and they didn’t make it to the end before two aliens burst around the comer at the other end and saw them.


  Zofia had been hoping that her horror at seeing an alien monster eating someone had made her exagge­rate the Skaarj’s proportions, but these two were just as big and ugly as she remembered. They carried those same enormous handguns, too. She expected to disappear in a fog of blood at any moment, but the aliens merely howled noisily and began running to­ward them. Their massive feet slamming into the wall plates sounded like thunder at the height of a storm. The humans ran for their lives, the Australian far behind, but Zofia turned back when she reached the cross-corridor and covered him. She didn’t fire at the aliens until he made it to safety, but the moment he was behind her, she pulled the trigger. The flak gun boomed and belched fire, and one of the aliens roared in pain.


  Neither one stopped coming. Zofia fired again, and this time she saw a bright red spot blossom on one of the creatures’ chest, but that still didn’t drop it, either.


  They fired back, and a circle of the wall behind her about three feet in diameter vanished in a blast of heat and noise. She winced but didn’t run.


  “Aim for the head,” the alien in the control room had said. Zofia’s hands were shaking, but she forced herself to take a deep breath, raised the end of her fragger barrel, and sighted straight for a pair of red eyes. When she pulled the trigger, flame momentarily obscured her view, but she heard a screech, and when she looked up she saw one of the aliens thrashing on the floor.


  She ducked back just as the other one fired. The shot removed the comer she had been hiding behind, blasting her backward into Boris. Gerick was right beside him; he stuck his flame thrower around the comer and fired it blind, waving it back and forth to spray burning napalm all through the corridor. The flames lit up the junction like daytime, and the alien’s screams echoed loudly even above the roar of fire.


  “Fry, you bastard!” he shouted.


  The alien might be frying, but it wasn’t dead. Two more shots ripped big chunks from the walls.


  The Australian pushed past Zofia and stuck his head around what was left of the comer, down low near the floor. He aimed his flak gun and fired.


  “The head!” Zofia yelled at him.


  He fired again, then shouted, “There’s more of ’em coming. Run!”


  The people who hadn’t kept going right from the start turned and ran, except for Zofia, Boris, and Gerick. Gerick fired his flame thrower again, but it didn’t stop the Skaarj. Zofia leaned back around the comer and fired her fragger at one of three more flaming figures, but she missed its head.


  “I mean it,” the Australian shouted. “Go! I can’t run anyway, and you can’t carry me. I’ll hold ’em off as long as I can.”


  There was no time to argue. “Thanks,” Zofia said. Her mouth was dry, and her heart pounded so hard she thought it might tear its way out through her chest before the aliens even touched her, but she paused long enough to touch the Australian on the back. “Thanks,” she said again, then turned away, grabbed Boris and Gerick by the arms, and hustled them down the corridor. Behind them, she heard the flak gun boom again and again, then the aliens’ guns roared and the fragger was silent. She listened for the sound of more shots, but they never came. The aliens had got him. He’d died to buy her thirty feet of distance, and she didn’t even know the guy’s name.


  They had to leap over a rectangular hole in the floor where another passage that normally went sideways now led up and down, then the one they were in veered to the left, and they were momentarily safe. The people ahead of them were just disappearing around yet another bend, but Boris stopped at the next vertical passage and said, “Let’s go up instead of across. We can shoot down at them, maybe catch them by surprise.”


  Gerick was obviously in a mood to toast some aliens. He just nodded and started climbing the handholds, but Zofia said, “What good will that do? We should be trying to get out, not set up an ambush.”


  “The more we kill, the fewer there are to run from,” Boris said, following Gerick.


  Zofia had to gasp for breath. “We’re getting sepa­rated! That’s a stupid idea.” But a moment later, she heard heavy footsteps again and leaped for the hand­holds herself.


  She was glad it was only twelve feet or so to the next horizontal corridor. The pain pills she had taken were working okay, but climbing put more strain on her cracked rib.


  Gerick and Boris had climbed out on opposite sides. Zofia joined Boris, and they scooted around so all three could point their weapons down the shaft.


  They didn’t have to wait long. The aliens stomped along like elephants, louder and louder, until—


  There. When the first one appeared in the rectangu­lar opening, its gray-green head as massive and scaly as a turtle shell, Zofia fired straight down on it. Boris’s shot came a split second later. The blast shook the walls, and the alien dropped as if it had been ham­mered. Its legs clipped the edge of the shaft, and it fell forward, but then it twitched reflexively and dropped back into the shaft.


  It was three decks to the bottom. The alien was still in the air when a second one that had been following too closely appeared in the space. It couldn’t stop before it crossed through, but it did jump forward, rolling in the air just as Gerick fired his flame thrower. A line of fire sprayed across its back, and it screamed an ear-splitting howl as it rolled out of sight. The first alien hit bottom and didn’t move, but off to the side they heard slapping and muttering. It stopped, but whether that was because the Skaarj was dead or because it had put out the flames wasn’t clear.


  That was when the flaw in Boris’s plan became apparent. They could only see the tiny rectangle where the corridors intersected; if there were any live aliens down there on the next level, they could stake out the opening the same way the humans were doing.


  “Now let’s catch up with the others,” Zofia said.


  Boris stood up. “All right.”


  Gerick snorted. “We’re better off on our own. Let ’em lead these gnarly mothers all the way back to the cell blocks, and while they’re in there, we can grab their air cars and get the hell out of here.”


  “Spoken like a true humanitarian.”


  He scowled at her. “Don’t push me.”


  Zofia pointed down the shaft to where the am­bushed Skaarj still thrashed. “If I wanted to push you, that’s where you’d be. Come on, we’re going to help the others.” She didn’t wait to see if he’d follow her. At this point, she didn’t really care.


  They ran along the corridor, paralleling the one below, until they heard screams and gunfire. This time, they spread out, one of them at each vertical connector, and waited for aliens to show themselves. Zofia was in front; she took a shaft beyond the firelight below and yelled down, “Fall back! We’ll cover you from above!”


  Nobody answered, but a few seconds later, she saw Jack leap across the shaft. Her finger twitched on the flak gun’s trigger at the sudden motion, but she kept from firing.


  She expected to see more people jump through the rectangular junction, but the next sign of motion, just a few seconds after Jack, was a Skaarj. It almost made it across before Zofia recognized it for what it was and jerked the trigger. She caught it square on the top of its reptilian head and blew it open like a leathery watermelon.


  “They’re already down here!” she shouted to Boris and Gerick. But just then, Boris fired at something, and a moment later, Gerick—even farther back— sprayed bright orange flame. His face glowed with flickering light as if he were looking down into a lava pit, and the tattoo snake on his back seemed to writhe as if it were alive.


  “Hah!” he yelled. “The bastards are retreating!”


  “They’ve got captives,” Boris shouted back. “Don’t shoot!”


  Gerick howled in frustration, but he didn’t fire the flame thrower again.


  Zofia called down the shaft, “Jack, are you all right?” No answer. She ran to the next downward connector and called again. “Jack?”


  “Yeah,” he answered. It sounded as if he was hiding behind the next bend in the passageway.


  “I think they’re gone.”


  “You think? What, am I supposed to stick my head out and see?”


  “They’re running the other way,” she told him. “And they took prisoners with them. Who’s left with you?”


  “Nobody,” Jack said. “They hit us with some kind of force weapon. Knocked us all down, then yanked us right toward them. Like sideways gravity. I was the only one could hang on.” His voice grew louder. “You’re right, they’re gone. I’m coming up. Don’t shoot.”


  “All right.” She looked over to Boris and Gerick. “They got everybody but Jack.”


  “Shit,” Boris said. He turned away. “Come on, let’s go after ’em.”


  “Screw that,” Gerick said. “We’ve done more than we should have already. It’s time to save ourselves.”


  Jack climbed up the shaft, and Zofia helped him out. They walked back to Boris, who led the way past Gerick, back the way they had come.


  “Where are you going, Mr. Grand Theft?” Gerick said snidely.


  “I’m going to see if I can help.”


  Zofia followed him, and, to her surprise, Jack followed her. Gerick tagged along behind, grumbling to himself.


  This had been the crew’s recreation level. The corridor led to the galley, a fairly large room with chairs and tables bolted to the angled floor and a foot- deep layer of debris in the lowest corner. There was a narrow crack in the hull on the outer wall. Boris and Zofia waded through the food and drink packages and napkins to the crack and peered out.


  It was dark outside. “Kill the light,” Zofia said. Gerick palmed the control by the door, and the room lights dimmed. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust, but then they could look out and see the area around the ship illuminated by light leaking from windows and other breaks in the hull. There was no sign of the aliens.


  Zofia looked upward and saw three yellow lights dwindling over the black ridge line. She pointed. “There they go.”


  Boris sighed. “I’d hate to be one of the poor bastards they captured.”


  Somewhere out in the dark, an alien beast cried out with a bone-chilling screech. Predator? Prey? At this point, Zofia didn’t know which she was herself. She was out of prison, but what had she gotten into?


  “I’m not sure we’re any better off,” she said.


  


  Chapter 7


  


  Dawn was just breaking when Zofia, Boris, Gerick, and Jack stepped down out of the dorsal airlock and climbed up the loose scree field toward the top of the ridge. Each of them carried a makeshift backpack filled with food, clothing, weapons, ammunition, and medical supplies. They had been up all night raiding the ship for valuables, arguing all the while about what they should do once they had equipped them­selves for travel. They still hadn’t agreed on a plan beyond the obvious: they should leave the ship before the Skaarj or someone equally deadly returned to finish them off.


  Zofia had tried to repair the radio, but she hadn’t had any luck. The Rikers hadn’t had any escape pods left to rob transponder beacons from, either. Presum­ably, someone had gotten free in them before the crash, so there might be an investigation whenever the prison authorities got to it, but she didn’t feel like sticking around until that happened.


  Not even to care for the wounded. She and Boris had hauled all the injured people out of their cells and carried them to the galley, where they could at least reach food and water until someone came to rescue them, and they had left weapons from the guard station within easy reach, but that was as far as Zofia’s altruism went. She couldn’t bring them with her, but she wasn’t going to stick around for the Skaarj to return, either. Or for the prison authorities. The wounded would have to fend for themselves. At least she had given them a fighting chance.


  Probably as good as her own, she had thought as she left the ship, but now, watching the sky turn light pink and breathing the fresh morning air that blew down off the mountaintops, she felt almost glad to be right where she was. She hurt all over from the battering she’d taken in the crash and from all the exertion she’d done since, but she was out of prison, away from the old life that had led her there, and free to make a whole new set of mistakes. She had no illusions about her chances or her seemingly inherent ability to screw up what few opportunities she encountered in life, but for the moment she had a clean slate again, and she enjoyed the novelty of it.


  Gerick was the only real piece of baggage left from her past, and he was keeping his distance. Zofia wondered how long he would stick around at all. He had voted to stay on the ship rather than leave. Then, when he’d been outvoted, he had wanted to go downhill rather than up, carrying weapons rather than food, and so on with every decision they had made. He was climbing now, leading the group once more, but Zofia suspected they would have to rein him in again as soon as there was another decision to be made.


  She was glad to have fresh clothing. All three of them had raided crewmembers’ quarters and found long pants, comfortable shirts, and, best of all, socks. For hiking in boots that didn’t quite fit anyway, they were a godsend.


  Fortunately, the top of the ridge wasn’t far from the wreck. The foothills were still shrouded in fog and shadow, and the sun was an orange ball of fire just peeking above the horizon when they reached it. From its vantage, they could see city lights on a hilltop maybe ten miles away and other lights scat­tered elsewhere throughout the countryside. The lights blinked out as the sun rose, but more detail emerged on the ground. There were hills and rivers and groves of trees and the occasional rectangular green patch of cultivated ground. There were also three large structures out on the plains, almost like small hills except for the sunlight that reflected from metallic surfaces. At first, Zofia couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing, but then she realized they were crashed spaceships. One was cylindrical like the Rikers; the other two were irregular, with long booms sticking out at odd angles, holding engines or weapons or sensors out away from the main body. Alien ships.


  “Holy shit,” she said, pointing. “This place is a graveyard of wrecks.”


  Gerick spat on the rocks at his feet. “Those Skaarj fuckers must shoot down anything that comes close.”


  “If they shoot ’em going up as well as down, that’s going to play hell with getting out of here,” Jack said.


  Boris, lagging behind, puffed his way up to the top and stood beside Zofia, panting for breath.


  She pointed out the ships to him. “Look at that.”


  He nodded. “Looks ominous.” He turned around and looked up into the mountains. The ridge they were on was rocky on top but flanked with tall, big- leafed trees on either side. It divided two separate river drainages, each of which flowed out through wide canyons carved deep into the mountain range. White peaks in the distance marked the middle of the range, but there were a lot of forested mountains in between. “On the other hand,” said Boris, “that looks pretty promising. We could probably live off the land up there and not even have to show our faces unless we wanted to.”


  “Oh, that sounds exciting,” Gerick said. “Living in a tree and eating roots and berries and squirrels for the rest of our lives. Yum.”


  “Might beat being eaten.” Boris squinted, then pointed up into the canyon on the north side of the ridge. “What’s that stuff on the side of the hill there? Looks like rock walls.”


  Zofia looked past the tip of his finger. Sure enough, all along the top of the canyon were regular lines of piled-up rock, too rectangular to be natural. The way they all sat on leveled terraces made the whole thing look a little like a housing complex, but there weren’t any roofs, and bushes had overgrown practically everything.


  “Looks abandoned,” she said.


  “It was a pretty good-sized city in its day, though,” Boris said.


  Gerick snorted. “City. If that’s a city, I’m a nice guy.”


  Jack laughed. Zofia didn’t. There’d been times when she’d actually thought Gerick was witty, but today wasn’t one of them. And she’d never mistaken him for anybody nice.


  She said, “Whatever it is, it might serve as shelter while we figure out how to get off this damned planet. Maybe the Skaarj won’t think to look in the ruins for survivors.”


  “You think they’re stupid?” Gerick asked. “It’s, what, a mile away?” He took on a comic-book space pirate’s accent as he said, “‘Skaarj, maties, there’s nobody here. No point in looking for ’em. Let’s go home and wait for them to come to us.’ ”


  “You were the one who wanted to stay in the ship. That’s what I call stupid.”


  He glowered at her. “Watch it, twitch. I wanted to stay where somebody was most likely to show up with a ship I could steal. It’s runnin’ off into the woods to live with the bears that’s stupid.”


  Zofia looked into the canyon again. Trees dotted the steep slope, their broad leaves rustling in the cool mountain breeze. The leaves’ soft patter blended with the rush of the river into a sound so big and all-encompassing that it seemed as if she were listening to the planet move through space. The idea of spending some time here before going back to human-con­trolled territory would definitely have appealed to her if the place wasn’t crawling with monsters.


  She said, “I want out of here just as badly as you do, but we need to find a safe base of operations we can explore from. We can probably steal a Skaarj ship and get off the planet that way, but we can’t do it until we know who’s who around here.”


  “And we’re going to find that out by hiding in a pile of rocks?”


  “You’ve got a better idea?”


  He looked out into the plain. Zofia followed his gaze. It was a long walk to any of the crashed ships or to the city on the mesa, and there was no guarantee that they would find anything useful in any of those places. They had just come from a crashed ship, after all, and the city was most likely full of Skaarj.


  Gerick reluctantly came to the same realization. “Shit,” he said. He turned away and began walking along the ridge line toward the stone ruins.


  They had hardly gone a hundred yards before they found evidence of former habitation. It was just a flat circle of ground with a rectangular foundation, but it was clearly not a work of nature. Zofia stood where the building had been and turned once around. Mountains to the west, plains to the east, foothills to the north and south, all of it covered with green trees and brown grasses. Whoever had lived here had had a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of paradise. They must have been rich.


  And not afraid of storms. This place was as exposed as an inner planet around a supernova. The only clouds in the sky today were cottony white puffs, but Zofia could imagine what it would be like up here in a thunderstorm.


  It wasn’t smart to stay out in the open even now. Anybody could be watching. “Let’s go,” she said.


  They had to keep to the ridge line because the slope on either side was too steep for good footing, but the strip of flat ground grew wider, and there were more trees the farther up they went. There was even a game trail of sorts, a faint path that showed where some­thing else had passed the same way. Flat stones scattered about suggested that there had been a paved walkway here at one time, but there was hardly anything left of it now.


  When they got in among the trees, they could see birds in the branches. Something small and winged, anyway. Zofia watched one flit from twig to twig, staying just ahead of the four people invading its territory. It was too quick to get a good look at, but it seemed to have four wings and a long tail, giving it the appearance of a big dragonfly. It was fast, too; it swooped past Gerick, just checking him out, but when he tossed a stick at it, it whipped around and attacked his forearm with a stinger on the end of its tail.


  “Ouch!” he yelled, batting at it with his other hand. It stung that, too, then darted silently away.


  Gerick had slung his flame thrower over his shoul­der. He reached for it now, but Jack, who had been walking right behind him, said, “Bad idea,” and grasped the barrel.


  “Let go, fucker!”


  “There’s trees all over,” Jack pointed out. “You spray that thing here, and we’re all toast.”


  “It bit me!”


  “Tough shit.”


  Gerick quit trying to pull the flame thrower free. Jack let go and stepped back, just as Gerick whirled and punched him in the face.


  Jack rocked backward a step, then growled a word­less challenge and came forward again with fists flying. Four quick jabs smacking into Gerick’s chest sounded like a short, fast drum roll.


  Gerick fought back, but he was no match for Jack. Jack kept growling like a wild animal and punching like a robot at Gerick’s face and chest until he drove Gerick to the edge of the ridge top. Another couple of steps, and he would tumble down the slope to the river below.


  “Hey!” Zofia shouted. “Hey, cut it out!” Jack didn’t act as if he’d heard her, and Boris looked as if he was about to try separating them, so she pulled her automag from its holster and fired a shot into the air.


  Everyone stopped. Jack stepped back out of fist range, then glanced over at Zofia.


  “You idiots!” she yelled. “You want to attract everybody on the whole damned planet?”


  Jack shrugged. “You’re the one shooting guns and yelling at people.”


  “And you’re the one who made me do it.”


  “You want Gerick to torch the whole goddamned forest?”


  “You didn’t have to keep hitting him like that.”


  “Yes, I did.” He said it soft and low, and when he turned to Gerick, he kept his voice just as soft. “You’re not going to hit me ever again, are you?”


  Gerick wiped a trickle of blood from his nose. “No,” he said. “Next time, I’ll blow your fuckin’ head off.”


  “You can try,” Jack said. “I doubt if you’ll have any better luck at that, but any time you want to try it, you go right ahead.” He deliberately turned his back on Gerick and walked into the trees.


  Gerick watched him for a few seconds, then shrugged and followed. He rubbed his hands as if they hurt, but whether it was from the sting or the fight wasn’t apparent.


  Boris looked back to Zofia and shrugged, then followed along behind Gerick.


  Zofia holstered her automag and brought up the rear. As she walked, she examined the Skaarj weapon she had taken from one of the dead bodies in the Rikers. At least, she assumed it was a weapon. Its magazine held tiny packets of what looked like shielded crystals of Tarydium. In its pure state, Tary­dium was extremely unstable. The impact with its target should set off an explosion big enough to vaporize practically anything that moved, even a Skaarj.


  Zofia hadn’t tested it yet for precisely that reason.


  The gun was awkward in her hands. It had been designed for an alien grip. It was just a long, straight rod with red and white buttons on the side and hardware of unknown purpose sticking out in odd places. The business end was obvious, though it was a deceptively small hole for what Zofia suspected it was capable of.


  She touched one of the buttons, wondering how sensitive it was.


  A sharp crack made her flinch. She thought for a second that she had accidentally fired it, but then she realized the noise had come from up ahead.


  She looked up and saw Jack lying on his face, struggling to get up.


  “Gerick, you son of a—” she shouted, but another crack interrupted her. It couldn’t have come from him, because he suddenly flew sideways to the left as if he had been hit by an invisible aircar. He hit the ground and rolled but didn’t get up.


  “Duck!” Zofia shouted at Boris. He had drawn his weapon—one of the push-pull stunners that the Skaarj had used inside the Rikers—and fired it into the trees off" to the right. Branches whipped madly as the directed momentum charge hit them. In a gap through the leaves, Zofia saw a brown and gold creature about seven feet tall, smooth-skinned and reptilian like a Skaarj, aiming a long pole with fins on the end of it at Boris. Boris’s shot had knocked it backward and spoiled its aim, but it brought the rod up for another try.


  Zofia reacted without thinking. She aimed the Tarydium gun from the hip and pressed the red button, and the gun bucked in her hands as it fired.


  The creature flashed with an aura of blue light, but it didn’t explode.


  Boris’s next shot did the trick. The stunner pulsed, the momentum charge slammed into the creature— —and the world came to an end.


  It sounded like a lightning strike. The flash was blinding, and the shock wave threw Zofia backward about ten feet. She landed on her back, so her pack absorbed part of the impact, but it still hurt like hell.


  She staggered to her feet again. Ears ringing, she called out, “Boris? Boris, are you all right?”


  He was lying against the trunk of a tree, bleeding from his mouth. Gerick and Jack lay on the ground farther up the trail. None of them moved.


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Melnori heard the explosion even over the roar of the river. A few minutes ago, he’d thought he had heard a noise from above, but this was definite. He looked up just in time to see the top half of a Varan tree arch over the canyon rim and fall halfway down before striking the steep slope and bouncing all the way to the bottom. Rocks rattled down along its path, but Melnori was far enough downstream that he was safe.


  An hour earlier, he wouldn’t have been. He had just come down that slope, stiff and thirsty after a long night spent shivering in the ruins and praying to the Prophet that the Skaarj wouldn’t find him. He had fled the crashed spaceship just in time; the Skaarj flyers had grounded only seconds after he dived into the bushes. He had scrambled away while they ad­vanced on the ship, and he had never looked back, not even when he heard the fighting start. There was no point in listening to a massacre.


  The aliens had surely died, and any secrets they might have brought to Na Pali were now in the Skaarj’s hands. That was probably what had hap­pened just now: the Skaarj had tested an alien weapon.


  Or they had pushed the wrong button and blown up the whole ship. Melnori liked that thought, but he knew it was just idle fantasy. He would have felt more of a quake in the ground if they’d done that. This had been a single explosion right at the ridge top, just enough to snap a tree in half and fling it over the edge.


  Then, in one of those moments when both the river and the breeze quieted at the same time, he heard a faint voice shout, “Boris!”


  The word meant nothing to him, but he recognized it and the voice that had spoken it. One of the aliens he had met in the control room of the crashed ship had survived!


  They were stronger than he had given them credit for. There had been at least a dozen Skaarj in the raiding party, maybe more.


  And they had a sense of duty and honor. The two he had spoken with had gone back to warn their companions rather than escape while they could.


  Melnori looked up at the hundreds of feet of canyon wall he had just come down, and he sighed. He was going to have to climb right back up there and see if he could help these aliens after all.


  First things first. He lowered his pack and filled his two water bottles in the river, drinking his fill as he did so. Then he got out a third bottle, a smaller one, and emptied the dried fruit it contained straight into his pack. He took a pen and paper from a side pocket and wrote in the ancient language of the Prophet, “New spacefarers arrived front range of Begorn Mountains, straight west of Rrajigar. S. have investigated, but some aliens escaped. Apparently strong, honorable, potential allies. Am investigating further battle near Polgat ruins.” He signed it “M-12,” his resistance identification number.


  He folded the paper and tucked it into the bottle, sealed it tight, and tossed it into the river. It would take a few hours, maybe even all day if the bottle got caught in an eddy, for it to reach the watcher at the mouth of the canyon, but when it got there, the message would be picked up and broadcast in a millisecond pulse from a directional transmitter to one of Na Pali’s two moons, where it would scatter off the surface so it could be picked up anywhere on the half of the planet facing the moon. Of course, the Skaarj could receive it just as easily as the Nali resistance, but it would just look like a burst of static to them. Only if you were expecting the burst would you even think to decompress it, and even then you would have to understand the encoding method and the ancient Nali tongue it decoded into before you could gain any knowledge from it.


  The mixture of old and new pleased Melnori. The Skaarj occupation had forced the Nali people to learn new ways and master new technology, but it hadn’t robbed them of their past. The final prophecy may not have come to pass yet, but the words of the Prophet still worked for Na Pali’s freedom every day.


  He put his writing equipment and the water bottles in his pack, then picked up the alien weapon. He hadn’t tested it yet. He had best do that now, where the roar of the river might mask any noise it made.


  He climbed up onto a rock and aimed downstream into a pool a hard stone’s throw away. It took him a moment to find the trigger; the aliens used a long toggle rather than a button as the Nali or the Skaarj did. When he pulled it, bright green light shot out in a perfectly straight line, reflected off the water’s surface, and headed for infinity over the canyon rim. The pool itself flashed green with scattered light. A startled Tuort leaped out of the water and splashed back down.


  Melnori waved the light beam over to a rock on the bank. It immediately burst into fragments. Good. For a moment there, he’d been afraid it wasn’t a weapon after all. It would do nicely, though. Silent and long- range, it was perfect for a solitary scout.


  He hoisted his pack onto his shoulders, then slung the weapon over that and started back up the side of the canyon, staying in the shadow of trees wherever he could. It wasn’t just to keep from being seen by the Skaarj, either; the day was growing warm, and climb­ing was hard work.


  It took him nearly an hour to reach the old town of Polgat. As always when he saw its crumbling walls and overgrown footpaths, he cursed the Skaarj for what they had done. Polgat had been a beautiful city, its massive buildings joining to make a structure that looked from a distance like a single enormous castle on the flank of the mountain. It had housed artists and sculptors and great thinkers from all over Na Pali, and it served as the gateway into the high mountain towns scattered all through the Begorns.


  Of course, the Skaarj had bombed it.


  He climbed up through the ruins, moving cau­tiously, his finger on the trigger of the alien light gun. He took his time, slipping from boulder to tree trunk to rock wall, until he found the stump of the snapped-off tree he had seen fly into the canyon. The blast had happened right at its base, shredding the lower few feet of trunk and propelling the top of the tree into the air. There was no evidence of what had caused it.


  Whoever had done it was gone. Nobody else had come to investigate. At least, it didn’t look as if anyone had. Melnori waited behind a tree trunk until his joints ached, listening and watching for any sign of ambush, but when his feet threatened to go numb, he got to his feet and approached the blasted circle of ground beneath the tree.


  A twisted wreck of a concussion staff had been wrapped around a nearby tree trunk by the explosion. It was missing all but one fin, but Melnori recognized it as a Krall design. The Krall were Skaarj lackeys, soldiers, and hunting assistants. They had probably started out as slaves on another planet in the distant past, but they had been under Skaarj dominion for so long that they were loyal servants now, glad to serve and fight for their masters.


  Sometimes they hunted alone, scouting for good trophy animals that the Skaarj could come and kill, then hang the heads on their walls and brag about how difficult it had been. More often than not these days, those trophy animals were stranded aliens. It seemed as if there were more and more of them every day. Word about Na Pali’s rich Tarydium reserves must be getting out, and races from all over the galaxy were sending explorers here to see for themselves. Most of them crashed when their electronic control systems failed from Tarydium interference, and the ones who didn’t probably provided sport for the Skaarj in orbit until they crash-landed, too.


  Melnori looked for signs of a hunt here. The Krall would have tried to knock its prey down with its concussion staff, then called for a Skaarj to come kill it by hand with a double-bladed sword. There would be blood, and probably body parts that the Skaarj didn’t want to keep.


  A short search turned up dark brownish-red stains at the base of a tree a little way from the blast. There were more just off the path to the west of it, but neither spot was gory enough to mark a kill. The aliens apparently had been lucky enough to encounter a solitary Krall, and efficient enough to kill it before it sounded the alarm. Melnori’s impression of their abilities went up another notch.


  Footprints of small alien boots with corrugated soles marked the few patches of bare ground nearby, and a line of bent grass and broken twigs showed that the aliens had gone uphill from here. They were heading into the mountains. Melnori wondered if they knew about the Jenkraak Tarydium mine beyond the next ridge. That was another major Skaarj strong­hold, and it was hidden by a fold in the mountains until a hiker was almost upon it; they could walk straight into it if they didn’t know it was there.


  He hated going near a Tarydium mine. He wasn’t nearly as sensitive to the mineral’s harmful effects as some of his kind were, but proximity to it made him break out in a rash. He would have to put up with it, though; he had to catch the aliens before they made a big mistake.


  It had taken him an hour to climb back out of the canyon, so they had at least that much head start on him. Plus, it would take another hour to close the gap between them even if he hurried. That was just about how long it would take to reach Jenkraak from here.


  He wasted no more time examining the blast site. Adjusting his pack tightly to his back so it wouldn’t rattle, he set out along the ridge-line road, or what was left of it these days. He needn’t worry about ambush; the aliens would flush out anybody on the path.


  Including Razorflies. The aggressive little four-­winged creatures swooped and glided all around him as he jogged deeper into the mountains. He ignored them as best he could, since they usually didn’t attack unless they were angry, but he occasionally squashed one with a low-power jolt from his stunner when he got the chance. He had heard rumors that the Skaarj could use them for surveillance. It didn’t seem likely that they would plant bugs way out here in the middle of nowhere, but it was better to err on the side of caution.


  He crested the rise between Polgat and Jenkraak. His joints would have alerted him even if he hadn’t heard the faint rumble of heavy machinery filtered through the trees. The Skaarj were busy ripping out an especially rich vein of Tarydium from a hillside where an overthrust fault had brought it to the surface, but from here it merely sounded like the generalized noise of civilization. The aliens would almost certainly go investigate, but they would probably not realize how close it was until they stumbled across the mine.


  Then he heard the unmistakable crack-boom of gunfire. He was too late.


  


  Chapter 9


  


  “Idiots!” Karrikta snarled at the two soldiers in the back of the cargo transport. They met his gaze for only a moment before looking away. At least they had the grace to be ashamed of their pitiful performance.


  Four Hhumans lay facedown on the floor, arms and legs taped together. Only four! There had been at least ten of them, maybe more, on the crashed ship, but these bumbling fools had killed half of them and then retreated from the rest with only these to show for their trouble. They had lost more of their own than they had gained in captives.


  “You couldn’t trap a Nali,” he told them contemp­tuously.


  “These Hhumans fight better than Nali,” said one of the soldiers.


  “They fight better than you do, that’s certain,” Karrikta told him. “You weren’t supposed to kill any.”


  “We had no choice! They were killing us!”


  “Excuses, excuses.” Karrikta looked down at the captives. At least they didn’t look irreparably dam­aged. Bloody and bruised, but given what the ones he had seen earlier had looked like in their quarters, it was hard to tell if they had acquired any of their wounds in the battle or the crash.


  “I hope there’s enough here to breed,” he said. He was a little dismayed to find out how intelligent they were, but he still remembered the wonderfully rich flavor of their flesh. He leaned forward and poked at one of the Hhumans. “You,” he said in Vrenic. “Talk to me. How many Hhumans does it take to repro­duce?”


  The prisoner pretended to be unconscious. Karrik­ta grabbed its left arm below the elbow and squeezed it until the creature screamed. “Two! Two, but—” It swallowed and said no more.


  Karrikta squeezed again. “But what?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “I want more of you.”


  “Then you shouldn’t have killed half of us. It takes a long time to make a new person.”


  “How long?”


  “Nine months. That’s after you get pregnant.” The creature was so firmly bound that it could hardly move, but it turned its head sideways and looked at the other three beside it. One of them seemed genu­inely unconscious, but two of them looked back at it with unreadable expressions. It looked over to Karrik­ta again. “Doing that can take anywhere from a month to forever, depending.”


  Karrikta didn’t know how long their month was, but the Vrenic standard month was forty-two Na Pali days. Nine of them would be a long time. And if it took even longer to start the young ones’ gestation, this food-breeding scheme of his could go nowhere. He wasn’t ready to quit just yet, though. Nali cows were hard to grow, too, but the Nali had been using them as food for millennia.


  “A month to forever, depending on what?” he asked.


  The creature hesitated, looked again at its compan­ions. They said nothing, but communication was clearly going on. They were holding something back. Karrikta yanked the one he was holding toward him and brought its head only a fang’s length from his own. “Depending on what?”


  The Hhuman tried to pull back. Its eyes were an unpleasant shade of white with a brown ring around a black dot, like something long dead and beginning to spoil. He let it go. “Gah,” it said, as though Karrikta’s face had offended it equally. “It—whoo!—it depends on, well, on how comfortable we are. We, uh, we have to have private quarters, and it has to feel secure, or nothing will happen. We have to be well fed, and—”


  “Don’t push your luck,” Karrikta told it. “I will give you privacy and keep you secure. I will even feed you. But you are mine now, to do with as I wish, and if it amuses me to pull your appendages off one by one and eat them in your presence, I will do that as well. So I would suggest keeping me amused in other ways. Like reproducing.”


  “What do you want more of us for?”


  The creature was persistent, Karrikta would give it that. It was probably a liar, too. But it was often true that animals needed a sense of security before breed­ing, so that might well be true of Hhumans. Karrikta would humor it in that regard. So he smiled reassur­ingly and said, “You don’t want to know.”


  The driver—not a Nali this time, not for a raiding party—tapped Karrikta on the shoulder. “We’re about there, sir. Where would you like to land?”


  That was a question. He’d been so preoccupied with capturing his breeding stock that he hadn’t considered where to keep them. He couldn’t very well house them in his personal quarters. And since they were intelligent, a simple pen outside the fortress wouldn’t do. “Hmm, better make it the security building until I can come up with something more permanent,” he said.


  The driver nodded, and the aircar descended. The other two cars, carrying the few remaining soldiers, peeled away and headed back to the armory.


  Karrikta watched Rrajigar rise up to meet them. Like many of the Skaarj fortresses, it had been a Nali castle before the invasion. Built on a high mesa in the foothills of the Begorn Mountains, it was a massive construction of stone and heavy wood timbers. Tall cylindrical spires at the five vertices of a regular pentagon defined the central courtyard, around which the Nali had built their living quarters and ceremonial chambers and who knew what else. The Skaarj hadn’t concerned themselves with their slaves’ cul­ture; they had merely appropriated the living space and commenced mining Tarydium from the rich deposits to the north.


  It had never been a walled city, but the mesa provided the same protection. Also, it stood in a bend of the Sopiny River, which served as a moat on three sides. There was little natural security from approach by air, but the Skaarj had installed antiaircraft weap­ons atop the towers to make up for that lack.


  A Tarydium-fueled power plant at the eastern edge of the mesa belched steam from its cooling tower. That was a relic from the Nali days—Skaarj power plants were much more efficient—but it was there already, and there was no shortage of Tarydium on Na Pali, so they continued to use it. The car de­scended through the steam cloud and landed at the base of the tower closest to it. The security station and command center. This was where Karrikta worked, directing the hundreds of Skaarj overlords who kept the Nali slaves in line and the Tarydium shipments flowing to the homeworld.


  “Take them to cell block four,” he said to the soldiers. That was the smallest of the cell blocks, two floors below ground and seldom used now that the Nali had been so completely subjugated. He could probably keep the Hhumans there.


  


  Chapter 10


  


  The Skaarj came out of nowhere. One minute Zofia and her three wounded companions had been walking along the forest path, cursing their injuries while they helped each other over rocks and downed logs on a particularly steep section of trail, and the next she was lying on the ground, her ears ringing. When she gasped for air, it felt as if she were in empty space, and her chest ached as if she had been kicked right between her breasts.


  She probably had, she realized when she rose up on her elbows and looked toward the spot where she had been a moment ago. A few yards away on the other side of the trail stood one of the hideous gray-green monsters, firing an energy weapon of some sort at Boris, who was the only one left standing.


  The bright orange energy blast lanced out at him, but the Skaarj’s aim was off, and the beam hit a tree beside him instead, blowing off a limb. It crashed to the ground, the shattered end trailing smoke.


  Boris fired back with his flak gun, hitting the Skaarj in the left shoulder and spinning it around. Zofia looked on the ground beside her for her Tarydium gun, but it was ten feet away. She scrambled for it on hands and knees, grabbed it upside down in her left hand, and punched the red fire button with her right.


  She didn’t come anywhere close to the Skaarj, but she didn’t have to. The Tarydium crystal smacked into a rock a few feet away from it and exploded on impact, shattering the rock and sending shrapnel outward in a wide fan. One of the shards punched straight through the Skaarj’s chest. It had a strong heart; bright red blood spurted out at least three feet from the wound before it collapsed to the ground.


  But that was just one of many. Zofia could see four or five more of the reptilian nightmares rushing toward her through the trees.


  “Take cover!” she yelled, looking around to see what cover was available. There was a big boulder about twenty feet off to her left; it had a slanted face that would leave her exposed from the rear, but so far all the Skaarj were in front of her. She stood up and ran toward it but changed course when she saw Gerick on the ground only a few feet away. He was trying to get to his feet, but the moment he put his weight on his right leg, it collapsed under him.


  She grabbed him under the arms and dragged him to the rear of the rock, then looked around the edge of it to see where Jack and Boris were.


  Jack had found a thick tree trunk and was doing his best to melt into it. Boris was backing up toward the rock, firing his fragger at the Skaarj. The boom, boom, boom, boom shook the ground, and exploding slugs tore into the Skaarj, but they didn’t fall. Zofia leaned out and fired her Tarydium gun again and again, and this time she connected with one. Like the beast on the ridge top, it didn’t explode immediately. It glowed bright blue for a second—just long enough for it to realize what had happened to it—then it tripped on a root in its panic and smacked face first into the ground. Then it exploded.


  Delayed detonation. The gun was for sadists. And completists. The Skaarj disappeared in a mist of blood, and the concussion blew an oblong crater in the forest floor.


  Another Skaarj behind it leaped over the crater and dodged for cover behind a tree to the left, but it didn’t matter. Zofia just fired at the tree, which glowed blue on impact. She waited for it to explode, but it didn’t until Boris fired his fragger at it. The slug tore into the bark, and a moment later the whole tree erupted into splinters. The Skaarj behind it flipped backward ass over head, doing a full spin before landing on its back. It looked like a pincushion or a vampire that some­body wanted to stay dead for a long time.


  So it wasn’t just delayed detonation; the Tarydium required a shock to set it off. Not the best of designs, but considering how powerful the explosion was, Zofia could live with the limitation.


  “Get back here!” she shouted to Boris. He turned his head, still squeezing off shots from the fragger, and realized how close he was to cover. With one last shot, he ducked behind the rock.


  Bright energy bolts glanced off the front surface, blasting fist-sized chunks of it into the air. The biting tang of vaporized rock made Zofia sneeze. These Skaarj seemed to be using some kind of plasma beam. There were more bizarre weapons on this planet than she had ever seen before, but she was just glad these particular baddies didn’t have the same kind she did.


  “Shoot at anything that glows,” she told Boris, leaning back out and firing more Tarydium crystals at the Skaarj. She hit another tree, and Boris detonated it, but there weren’t any enemies within blast range. She aimed more carefully for a tree she had seen an energy bolt come from behind, and when it glowed blue she waited for Boris to hit it.


  There was a soft click from his fragger but no blast.


  “Damn, I’m out,” Boris said.


  “But—”


  The Skaarj behind the glowing tree leaped for safety, but just then Jack fired his automag at the tree. It burst apart just like the first one, and they were rewarded with another impaled Skaarj.


  The Tarydium blast was so quick and intense, the trees didn’t catch fire. Zofia wondered if that was a good thing or a bad thing. A fire would at least keep the Skaarj from getting any closer.


  “Gerick,” she said while Boris reloaded his fragger, “to hell with the forest; toast those fuckers.”


  “Gladly,” he said. He wriggled the flame thrower off his shoulder and scooted around so he could aim it around the base of the rock, then he let loose with a sideways spray of fire. Trees crackled into flames wherever the spray touched, the fires roaring up into the canopies and touching off others nearby until there was a solid wall of flame between the Skaarj and the four humans. Heat slammed into them like a physical object, and the smell of burning pitch grew strong as gray smoke billowed out toward them.


  “Time to make tracks,” Boris said.


  Gerick snorted. “For you, maybe. I’ve got a busted ankle.”


  “I’ll carry you.” Boris leaned down and grasped his arm.


  “You couldn’t carry a tune,” Gerick told him.


  Jack stepped away from the tree he had been using for cover. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”


  Zofia grasped Gerick’s other arm. “Come on,” she said. She had thought all three of her companions were dead once already today before she’d discovered that they had just been knocked unconscious; she wasn’t leaving even Gerick to die now.


  She and Boris each took an arm over their shoul­ders, and together they staggered off into the forest, sweating and panting under the heat and exertion. Jack flanked them on the right, looking back every few feet to see if they were being followed.


  “Ow,” Gerick said every time he tried to step on his right foot. “Ow, ow, damn it!”


  “I know it hurts,” Zofia told him, “but shut up while we try to save your sorry ass, okay? We’ve got to lose these bastards, and we can’t do it with you hollering all the time.”


  “All right, all right, but watch the foot, damn it!” He bit back a scream when they accidentally whacked his leg into a rock. Zofia felt like screaming herself. Her cracked rib hurt like a hot flame in her chest, and the rest of her body felt little better.


  Jack said, “They’re running around the fire. We’ve got to do a lot worse than that if we’re going to stop ’em.”


  “Take the flame thrower,” Zofia told him. “Go light up another patch off to the left of where Gerick did. That’ll force them to go right to get around it, and then when they’re committed we can torch another stripe perpendicular to the other two and run like hell while they have to go all the way around again.”


  Jack didn’t look happy with the job, but he took the flame thrower and ran back toward the Skaarj. Energy bolts zipped toward him, but he zigged and zagged behind trees until he got close enough, then sprayed fire at them. He swept the nozzle back and forth, up and down, lighting every tree within reach all along a wide front. He even ran farther to the left and extended the fire line back in the direction the Skaarj had come from, pushing that end of the flame front so far back they had no choice but to go around it to the right.


  Zofia and Boris turned parallel to the wall of fire and hauled Gerick along as fast as they could move. After a hundred feet or so, they heard the flame thrower’s ragged whoosh again behind them. Jack was laying down the next barrier.


  They heard more energy bolts ripping through the branches, then Jack cried out, “Aaah! Son of a bitch!”


  Zofia glanced back, saw him down on one knee but still sweeping the flame thrower from left to right, sealing off their retreat. She stumbled, caught her footing, and ran a few more paces, then looked back again just in time to see an energy bolt spear out through the conflagration and hit the flame thrower.


  It exploded in an orange fireball that engulfed Jack in an instant. He actually stood up and took a step backward, his entire body aflame like an elemental creature of fire, but he crumpled before he could take a second step and didn’t move again.


  “No!” Zofia cried, or she tried to, but her voice was barely a whisper.


  Boris looked back, saw the pyre, and said, “Come on. There’s nothing we can do for him now.”


  Gerick craned his neck to see even as they dragged him along. “Ah, shit,” he growled, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  Jack had managed to lay down most of the fire line before the Skaarj hit him. They were stuck behind a solid wall of flame fifty feet high; not even those badasses would run through that. Like the Australian back on the ship, Jack had bought them a minute, maybe two, to run away.


  It didn’t help any to know him better, Zofia realized now.


  In fact, when she’d seen Boris crumpled up against the tree back on the ridge top, she had screamed with greater agony than ever. She had slapped his face, trying to bring him around. When that hadn’t worked, she had dragged him onto flat ground, pounded on his chest and blown air into his lungs, cursing like a dock hand until he had gasped and started breathing again on his own.


  By the time she had even thought to worry about Gerick and Jack, they had picked themselves up and come over to see what all the fuss was about. Zofia hadn’t told them, hadn’t said anything to anyone, not even to Boris. She hadn’t known what to say.


  Now they were down to three, with who knew how many alien terrors hot on their heels. Zofia didn’t expect to last more than another hundred yards, but there was nothing left to do but run.


  For once, Gerick had a better idea. “We’ve got to create a bigger diversion,” he said. “Give them some­thing more important than us to worry about.”


  “Like . . . what?” Zofia asked, struggling under his weight.


  “Like whatever it is they’re guarding,” he replied. “That many of ’em weren’t out here on a picnic. We’ve been hearing heavy machinery ever since we came over the top of the rise back there. I’d bet these Skaarj fuckers were keeping an eye on it.”


  “And now they’re not,” Boris said. “Good idea.” He veered to the right, slanting off through the undergrowth in the direction the Skaarj had come from. Zofia, with Gerick’s other arm over her shoul­der, had little choice but to go along with him.


  That direction had an added advantage: the brush and the smoke hid their retreat. The last the Skaarj saw of them, they were still heading west; now they were going almost straight north.


  They found what the Skaarj were guarding after struggling only another couple of hundred yards. The sky grew lighter ahead of them, then suddenly they came to a strip of clear-cut hillside maybe seventy-five feet wide. Beyond that was a deep pit at least a quarter mile across, and when they staggered to its edge and looked down, they saw heavy mining equip­ment crawling around like bugs in the bottom of a bucket.


  “Tarydium mine,” Zofia said. She recognized the bright scintillation of raw ore outcrops all through the walls of the pit. She felt a little disorientation, too. Tarydium sometimes caused that, but she had been running enough that it could just be exhaustion.


  The mine had been carved into a canyon; it was open on the downstream side, but the other walls were nearly vertical. There were a few terraces at irregular intervals and machinery on each terrace.


  “How do we create a diversion here?” Boris asked. “Throw rocks?”


  “Yeah,” Gerick said. “Big fucking rocks.” He looked from side to side, sizing up the situation, then said, “Zofia, see that vein of darker gray straight across?”


  She nodded.


  “That looks more crumbly than the rest. Try your little magic wand on it, and see if you can start a slide going.”


  Zofia looked down into the pit. A slide from clear up here would bounce down to the bottom like a meteor storm on an unshielded habitat. “That ought to do it, all right,” she said.


  She raised her Tarydium gun. “You might have to detonate it,” she told Boris.


  They had to let Gerick down to the ground so they could aim. Zofia waited until Boris said, “Ready,” then squeezed off three quick shots in a row at the gray stripe of rock.


  Boris didn’t wait to see if they would blow on their own. He fired his flak gun at the same spot.


  The explosion was all they had hoped for and then some. It was a Tarydium mine, after all. Unrefined Tarydium didn’t chain-react, but there were pockets of relatively high-grade ore in any mine. When the purified fragments detonated, the shock wave rippled through that whole side of the pit, setting off minor explosions all along the cliff face.


  They sounded deceptively small from all the way across the rim. Tiny puffs of dust rose up as rock began to slide, and Zofia felt a slight rumble in her feet. A section of the cliff face at least fifty feet wide seemed to sag, growing dustier and dustier, then the whole thing broke up into a fluid mass and roared down like a waterfall into the pit.


  The ground shook, and cracks appeared in the dirt around their feet.


  “Get back!” Gerick screamed. “Get me the fuck away from the edge!”


  Zofia and Boris hauled him back to the forest just in time to avoid sliding into the pit. The ground they had been standing on dropped away like an escalator, three ten-foot-wide layers vanishing one at a time. The ground shook and shook and shook, and dust billowed up out of the pit like smoke out of the fire they had left behind them.


  “Holy shit,” Gerick whispered.


  Zofia could feel the vibration in her chest, like a hot sound system cranked all the way up to eleven. “I think we succeeded in creating a diversion,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Boris said. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here before they come looking for who did it.”


  They slung Gerick’s arms over their shoulders and slipped back into the underbrush. Over the diminish­ing roar of falling rock, they heard the Skaarj shout­ing. They ducked low whenever one came near, but the aliens were running for the mine, not paying any attention to anything in the forest.


  When the last of them had gone, Zofia and Boris carried Gerick deeper into the woods. He helped as much as he could, hopping along on one foot. They could only go for a few minutes before they had to stop for a breather, but they kept at it until they were well away from the mine.


  Half an hour or so after the mine collapse, they heard a second boom and felt the ground shake again. A few minutes after that, an aircar swept overhead, but they ducked under a tree until it was gone.


  They had definitely created a diversion. Zofia just hoped it would keep the Skaarj busy long enough for them to make a clean getaway. But just as she was beginning to think they might be able to relax, a four-armed alien popped up from behind a rock directly in front of them, a Mark IV laser rifle aimed straight at her head, and screeched in badly accented Vrenic, "What have you done?"


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Karrikta was tending to his breeding stock when the call came in. He had given them a mattress and blankets and showed them how to use the waste sucker, and he had given them fresh flanks of raw Nali cow to eat, but they were still not happy. The meat had to be cooked, they said, and the waste sucker was dangerous.


  “Then use a bucket,” he told them, flinging their empty food pail into the cell.


  “That’s not how we do it,” said the Hhuman spokesman.


  Karrikta laughed. “What pathetic creatures you are! Can’t piss in a bucket.”


  “I—“


  The creature clearly intended to argue further, but Karrikta slammed the heavy wooden cell door closed in its face and turned away, nearly colliding with one of the office Krall.


  “Sir, there’s been a rockslide at Jenkraak.”


  Karrikta felt a shiver run up his spine. Jenkraak was close to the Hhuman crash site. “How bad?” he asked.


  “The whole pit,” the Krall said. “There’s a hun­dred feet of rubble at the bottom of it now. Smashed all the machinery.”


  “How many overseers?”


  “Seventeen.”


  He didn’t ask how many slaves. There would have been hundreds, but that hardly mattered. Na Pali had a practically infinite supply of slaves, and more fell out of the sky every day.


  “There was a disturbance on the east rim, too,” the Krall said. “Six guards were killed. It’s not clear if that happened before or after the slide.”


  The east rim. On a direct line from the crash site. Oh, yes, these Hhumans were behind it, all right. Karrikta wondered if he had been intentionally mis­led into thinking they were harmless, or if he had merely miscalculated. Whatever the case, he wouldn’t make that mistake again.


  “Keep a continuous watch on these four creatures,” he told the Krall. “Nobody goes in or out but me. If I don’t make it back by tonight, feed them through the observation window, and let them use the sucker when their bucket gets full.” He turned away without waiting for acknowledgment and stomped up the stone stairs into the operations center.


  It was a circular room at the top of the tower, with wide windows affording a full-circle view of Rrajigar. Concentric circles of workstations faced those win­dows, and dozens of technicians and supervisors at those stations peered into monitors and barked orders into communicators, strengthening security planetwide in case this was the opening shot of a slave uprising. Good; that much, at least, was under con­trol.


  “Karrikta!” shouted three different sector heads the moment he emerged in the center dais.


  “I heard,” he told them. He looked over a surveil­lance tech’s shoulder at a satellite photo of the disas­ter, but it showed just a billowing cloud of dust and smoke. “Get my flyer ready,” he said. “I want to look for myself.”


  One of the sector heads moved away to relay his order. The other two came up to him. “Production figures will go down—” one said, but the other one overrode him.


  “We just intercepted another burst transmission from the Nali resistance. We still haven’t learned to translate that damned ancient language they use, but from the few cognates we can identify, it seems possible that the Hhumans are allied with them. They might even have come here at their request.”


  Karrikta growled and flexed his claws. He hadn’t bothered to squash the last of the Nali resistance, preferring instead to let it attract Na Pali’s few remaining ambitious troublemakers and then moni­tor them carefully, but perhaps that had been a mistake. If they were recruiting help from off-planet…


  “Destroy the Hhuman ship,” he told the sector head.


  “Yes, sir!” He rushed back to his command station and issued orders. Karrikta listened as those orders filtered down through the chain of command until they reached the soldier who would actually carry them out, a warplane pilot already flying patrol along the front range of the Begorn Mountains.


  To the tech whose screen showed the satellite view, Karrikta said, “Move east to the crashed starship.”


  “Yes, sir.” The tech shifted the view until the alien ship was centered on the screen. From this angle, it was a silvery oblong, considerably blackened now from its meteoric passage into the atmosphere. It was visibly bent in the middle, wedged into the bottom of a steep valley, and surrounded by burned vegetation.


  Then the stubby-winged warplane streaked down out of the sky, released a bomb, and banked sharply away. A moment later, the ship erupted in a shower of flaming debris. Karrikta watched as pieces of it arched over and landed in the trees, setting dozens of fires. Good. Maybe they would incinerate any more saboteurs who weren’t on board.


  “Your flyer is ready,” said the first section head.


  “Good.” Karrikta turned away from the screen. To the room at large, he said, “Be ready for more trouble. We probably haven’t seen the last of these Hhumans.”


  He knew that for a fact, at least in his own case. Tonight he would question his four prisoners and find out what they had planned. His stomach rumbled at the prospect. He hoped they would put up at least token resistance, so he would have a good excuse to eat one of them in front of the others.


  As he hurried out of the operations center, he realized he didn’t need a good excuse. They weren’t just food animals; they were prisoners of war now. He could do whatever he wanted with them.


  What had they planned to accomplish by blowing up the Jenkraak mine? As a prelude to invasion, that seemed a bad choice of targets. It might slow down Tarydium production a few percent, as that officious coin counter in the office had pointed out, but that was hardly a catastrophe. There were dozens of other mines on Na Pali.


  They had killed mostly Nali slaves. That hardly seemed like an efficient way to strike against the Skaarj. They would have been better off attacking Rrajigar.


  Hmm, he thought as he boarded his flyer and told the driver to take him to Jenkraak. The ship had struck nearby, before skipping off the ground to its final resting place. He could see the long scar in the ground less than a mile away. Maybe they had been making a suicide dive for Rrajigar. If so, Karrikta could probably thank Tarydium interference for mak­ing them miss.


  Tarydium. Everything revolved around Tarydium, and it was becoming rarer and rarer in the galaxy all the time. Starships used it up at a prodigious rate, cities depended on it for power, even Skaarj biochem­istry required minute quantities of it. Without it, they would waste away, both sociologically and physically, yet the moment a survey ship had discovered Na Pali—an entire planet practically made of the stuff— the homeworld had begun using it like water. The masses back home thought the supply was uninter­ruptible simply because it was inexhaustible.


  Karrikta knew better. As chief of security, he knew just how vulnerable this planet truly was. If the Nali had been any more technologically advanced when the Skaarj had arrived, it would have been impossible to gain a toehold on the planet, and without that, it would be impossible to hold it.


  Administrators and economists, used to dealing with abstract concepts, didn’t realize the scale of the problem, but Karrikta dealt with it every day. Planets were huge, and even the biggest weapons were small by comparison. It was impossible truly to hold a planet; you could only hold whatever part of it you actually occupied at the time. Resistance fighters traveled the wilderness with impunity, and new races made territorial claims every time one of them real­ized what they had discovered. Until there were more Skaarj than anyone else living here, they would always be in a precarious position.


  The flyer was approaching the mountains now. “Let me see the crash site first,” he instructed his driver. They banked to the right and circled around the crater where the Hhuman starship had been. There was nothing left but debris now. Good.


  “Jenkraak now.”


  The flyer nosed up over the ridge, treetops skim­ming past only a few feet below the landing skids. Karrikta felt a moment of anxiety before the ground dropped away again. Would this be the moment his slave turned on him? The driver would die in the same crash, but to the Nali, one for one was an acceptable price to pay. The only thing that kept them from doing it was the promise of retribution. For every Skaarj the Nali killed, a hundred other Nali were put to death. That was too high a price for them; the resistance had been effectively shut down when that had become standard practice.


  Someday, though, the Nali would coordinate their efforts. If they all acted at once, they could easily overpower their masters. Karrikta never let himself forget that, yet at the same time, he was forced to use Nali slaves himself. If he didn’t, it would set a bad precedent, and valuable soldiers would be taken off duty to act as drivers and cooks and domestic ser­vants, which would make the situation even more precarious.


  No, not until the Nali were all dead or had been completely subjugated for millennia like the Krall would anyone truly be safe on Na Pali.


  A big patch of burning forest came into view just before the mine did. This was the “disturbance” the Krall had mentioned. Six guards killed. Six hundred Nali would have to die. And seventeen hundred to account for the overseers in the mine.


  They flew over it. The dust cloud had mostly blown away by now. Karrikta gazed down into the pit, looking for any sign of survivors, but the walls had collapsed all around. The pit was full of rubble. He had seen this sight many times before—mines were intentionally kept unstable to make them easier to work—but usually the machinery was all removed and everyone, even the Nali slaves, evacuated to safety before explosives sheared the next layer off the walls.


  Two or three hundred Nali had already died in the slide. Karrikta wondered if they should be counted among the required sacrifices.


  It depended on the Hhumans, he supposed. Before he acted, he had to catch the ones who had done this and find out their motives. It seemed clear enough that they were in league with the Nali, but there wasn’t proof yet. And if they had acted alone, it wouldn’t be fair to kill Nali in retribution.


  Karrikta prided himself on being fair. You couldn’t command respect from your slaves if you weren’t. No, if it turned out the Hhumans had done this unas­sisted, he would have to kill twenty-three hundred Hhumans instead. That would mean locating their homeworld, or more likely a colony somewhere, and capturing a shipload of them. That, in turn, would most likely mean war, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it would have to be cleared with the Queen first before he proceeded. More troops would have to be requisitioned, any intervening territory would have to be conquered, supply lines established, and so on.


  “Arr,” he growled. Paperwork. It would be simpler just to eat the perpetrators and pretend the cave-in had been a natural disaster.


  But first he would have to catch them.


  He wasn’t going to do that from the air. They probably were right beneath him somewhere, but with the forest canopy to hide them from view, they were as good as gone. He would have to get some flyers in here to search for infrared signatures and ground troops to check out the hot spots. With all the animals that lived in these mountains, it could take days to cover the area.


  “Take me back,” he told his driver. In the mean­time, he had some questions to ask his prisoners.


  


  Chapter 12


  


  Zofia dropped Gerick’s arm and dived for cover behind a fallen log, drawing her automag from its holster at her hip as she dropped. The log was only a couple of feet thick, but it was better than nothing. She heard the high-pitched whine of the laser rifle as it fired, but the bright green beam lanced on past Boris and Gerick and scattered harmlessly off the green leaves behind them.


  She fired the automag blindly over the top of the log, spraying bullets toward the alien while Gerick and Boris crawled into the log’s cover themselves. She heard shots ricochet off the rock and whip crazily into the trees. That should keep the alien’s head down.


  “Why the fuck does everybody shoot at us?” Boris asked. “Are we wearing big targets on our backs?”


  “It’s your body odor,” Gerick said, trying to extri­cate his head from under Boris’s armpit. “They figure you’d smell better dead.”


  “They’re shootin’ at you, too, smartass.”


  “Then it’s probably my personality.” Gerick wrig­gled his flak gun free and laid the barrel over the log. Boom!


  Zofia risked a peek over the log but nearly lost her head when the alien fired the Mark IV from behind a tree clear over to the left. The beam drilled into the log and punched all the way through to exit an inch away from her cheek; brown bark didn’t reflect green laser light nearly as well as leaves did. She jerked back before the alien could correct its aim and fired her automag at it again, but it ducked back behind its tree.


  “Let’s flank the mother,” she said. She crawled down the length of the log a dozen yards, then popped up and fired at the tree, but the alien wasn’t there anymore. The bright green beam lanced out from yet another tree, one farther back. This time it was high; reflections scattered from directly overhead.


  “He’s retreating!” Boris said. He fired his automag at it as well. At this distance, it would be nearly impossible to hit anything except by accident, but he obviously just wanted to keep the alien running.


  Something about the situation bothered Zofia, and it wasn’t just that she was being shot at. Little alarm bells had been going off in her head since the moment she’d seen the laser rifle pointed at her, but she hadn’t had time for anything but shooting and ducking until now.


  Now, with the alien running away through the trees, its four elbows pumping in bizarre rhythm, she low­ered her automag and thought it over.


  Item one: That laser rifle was human-made.


  Item two: The alien had shouted “What have you done?” rather than “Die, human scum!”


  Item three: She recognized that head. She’d seen it peeking around a door frame into the control room of the Vortex Rikers just before the Skaarj had come and wiped out half the survivors. And at that point, the alien had been trying to make friends, or at least it seemed to be. It had warned her and Boris to get away, at least, and it had wanted them to go with it, even if that meant abandoning the rest of the survi­vors.


  And now here they were, with only Gerick to show for their trouble, and their only potential friend on the planet was running away from them pursued by a hail of bullets.


  Of course, it had shot at them first, but they had been scrambling for guns and for cover; maybe it had just panicked.


  What had it called itself? Martini? Magnolia? She called out, “Hey, Minestrone! Come back!”


  “What are you, crazy?” Gerick said, pulling her down. “Shut up before the son of a bitch takes you up on it.”


  “I think we just made a mistake,” she said. “Boris, wasn’t that the alien we saw on the ship?”


  He nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing. What do you suppose it was shooting at us for?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s obvious it’s been following us. It could have picked us off from cover any time it wanted to. So why did it ambush us now?”


  “Because it expected its buddies to do it, but they missed us twice already?” Gerick said. “Because we blew up its hole in the ground? How should we know? It’s a fucking alien.”


  Zofia peered into the trees, but the four-armed humanoid had disappeared. Was it still running? Probably not, if past experience was any guide. “I don’t know why it did anything,” she said, “but I think it’s time we found out.”


  “Why?” Gerick asked.


  “How?” Boris asked.


  Zofia looked around at the forest. Trees in every direction. The undergrowth was even thicker here than it was near the mine. They could wander around in these woods for days, if they didn’t run into another ambush first. “Why?” she asked rhetorically. “Because it knows more about this planet than we do. And how? We’ll use the same technique that every­body else has used against us. We ambush it.” Another of the four-winged bird-bugs flitted close. Boris and Zofia eyed it warily, but Gerick held out his hand and let it land on his upraised palm, then quickly squeezed his fingers into a fist, crushing it. “Yeah,” he said. “I like that idea. Turn the tables on these fuckers for a change. And since I’m not up to walking much, I guess I get to be the bait.”


  “All right.” Zofia pointed to a fallen tree only a few dozen feet away. This one had wedged in the fork of another tree, leaving it at a slant. Its lower branches still held leaves, which shaded a wide patch of ground on both sides of the log. “There’s a good place. We can set you up with a little lean-to, make it look like you couldn’t go on so we made you a shelter. It’s a safe bet the alien will try to sneak up from the side that’s blocked, so Boris and I can hide in the bushes over there and get it from behind. Boris, you still have that pusher gadget, don’t you?”


  “Yep.” He pulled out the alien force weapon. “That ought to knock the bastard into the cheap seats.”


  “If it doesn’t, I will,” Gerick said. “Let’s do it.”


  Zofia and Boris lifted him to his feet and helped him over to the leaning tree. They kicked it a time or two to make sure it was solid, then gathered sticks and stacked them at an angle against the trunk, making a sheltered spot underneath. They left their packs in the shelter, and Gerick sat down in front of it.


  “I’ll eat lunch,” he said, digging into his pack and pulling out a bright red foil packet of Naughty Bits. “That ought to look harmless.”


  “Unless it understands nutrition,” Zofia said. When she had insisted everyone carry food, he had loaded his pack with snacks. Naughty Bits were the worst of the lot, full of fat and sugar and chemical preservatives. They were a throwback to the old days when people actually died from their food, and they proudly said so on the package. They were also wildly popular.


  Gerick looked pained. “If it understands nutrition, then maybe it’ll come back just to nag me about it. I told you, I lived on this stuff back home; why should I change now?”


  Zofia shrugged and turned away. “It’s your body,” she said. “Come on, Boris, let’s leave him here with his poison and go find good hiding spots before Four Arms comes back.”


  They walked a hundred feet or so through the woods until they could just barely see the lean-to. Boris found the perfect cover: a ball-shaped bush with a single layer of triangular leaves on the outside that fit together like the pieces of a geodesic dome. He found that he could climb right inside it, then pull one or another leaf aside to peek out in whatever direction he wanted.


  “That’s amazing,” Zofia said. “It looks like just the breeze moving them from out here.” She looked around for another one, but there weren’t any within easy sight of the lean-to.


  There was a good climbing tree with a thick canopy, though. Zofia climbed up the branches and settled into a fork in the trunk, then busted off a few leafy branches and hung them strategically to hide her from view. She drew her automag rather than the flak gun or the Tarydium gun. She didn’t want to kill the alien unless she had to.


  Then they settled in to wait. The lean-to wasn’t very tall; from her angle, she could see the back of Gerick’s head as he ate. He smacked his lips and licked his fingers, obviously enjoying his lunch. Zofia’s stomach rumbled. She should have brought some food of her own, she realized. She hadn’t wanted to give away her hiding place with any motion, but her stomach might betray her anyway.


  It was too late. She heard a stick snap off to her right. She slowly turned her head that way, not seeing anything at first, but then she glimpsed motion through the leaves. A leg crossed through a leafy gap, then an arm carrying a laser rifle passed through another.


  The alien had hardly run away at all. Bold little bugger. Well, they would see how bold it was in a minute.


  It spotted the lean-to and froze. It turned its oblong head from side to side, sniffing the air and listening.


  Gerick must have sensed that he was being watched, because he laughed and said, in Vrenic, “Oh, yeah, that hit the spot. I think I’ll take a nap. How about you?” Then he lowered his voice in a deep parody of Boris’s and said, “Shut up and let me sleep.” Then he said in a higher voice, “I want to sleep with Boris. No, maybe Gerick. Gosh, I just can’t decide.”


  Zofia felt herself blushing. Boris was a nice guy, but he was too short and dumpy for her. And Gerick— that was one of the things she couldn’t remember very well from before. He’d been her partner in the break- in, but how close a partner was lost in the haze of interrogation drugs. Now, though, she knew what her answer would be if she could speak aloud: In your dreams, jerk!


  He ducked down beneath the lean-to. A couple of the vertical sticks shifted slightly; he was no doubt making a gap to look through, but it looked as if he might have just bumped against them. “Hey, big boy,” he said in his Zofia voice. “Is this a blaster in your pocket, or are you just—”


  “Would you be quiet and let me sleep?” he inter­rupted himself in Boris’s voice.


  He should have been an actor, Zofia thought. May­be it would have kept him out of prison, though Gerick seemed to have the same knack she did for getting into trouble.


  The alien came closer, one slow step at a time. It looked as if it was going to pass between Boris’s bush and Zofia’s tree, but not close enough for her to drop down on its head. She wondered if she should jump down in front of it or wait until it had gone under and surprise it from behind.


  Boris didn’t give her a choice. The moment the alien drew abreast of his bush, he fired his force pistol at it. With a thump like a door slamming, leaves blew outward in a cone-shaped beam of green confetti, smacking the alien in the upper body and flipping it end-for-end to land on its back almost at Zofia’s feet.


  Boris had done that on purpose. Without even thinking of the distance involved, Zofia dropped out of the tree and kicked the alien’s laser away, then stuck her automag right in its dark, leathery face. “Don’t move,” she told it.


  Pinning down its arms would be impossible. That would take two people, and even then it would be even odds against success. The automag was already cocked. Zofia clicked the safety on and off once just to make some noise and said, “Roll over reeeeal slow.” She backed away a couple of steps so the alien couldn’t pull her feet out from under her.


  It obeyed without trouble, turning facedown, then spread its hands out without her asking. Boris came up beside Zofia and held his force pistol on it, too. “We got it,” he said loudly so Gerick could hear.


  “Good. Drag its sorry ass over here so we can torture some answers out of it.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” the alien said, tilting its head sideways so it could see them.


  “Yeah, but it might be fun,” Zofia said. “Why did you shoot at us?”


  The alien made a sound something like a whistling teakettle. “Why? You killed hundreds of my people! Thousands more will die before this is all over with. Why did you do that?”


  Zofia shook her head, even though it couldn’t see her gesture. “We killed some Skaarj and blew up a Tarydium mine. We didn’t do anything to your people.”


  “Who did you think operates the mine?” the alien demanded. It raised its head and turned so it could look at her with one eye. “And who do you think the Skaarj will punish for the sabotage?”


  Zofia didn’t like what she was hearing. If the alien was telling the truth, then this was the second time she had helped kill a bunch of innocent people. But something didn’t quite sound right to her. “Wait a minute,” she said. “That makes no sense. If your people were killed, then why would the Skaarj punish you?”


  “You obviously have no experience with slavemasters,” the alien said. “They must punish someone for the deaths of the Skaarj who were killed. If they punish the right people, so much the better, but they must make an example out of someone.”


  Boris said, “So you were going to turn us over to the Skaarj.”


  The alien looked over at him. “That thought had never crossed my mind. I wanted only to kill you for what you had done.”


  “Bullshit,” Zofia said. “If you’d wanted to kill us, you could have shot us from cover. Instead, you jumped up and yelled at us. Why?”


  The alien lowered its head. “I don’t know. I was . . . agitated. I had been trying to catch up with you to warn you not to come this way, but when I saw what you had done, I—”


  “Hey,” Gerick said, standing up and looking over the lean-to at them. “What’s keeping you?”


  “We need some rope or something to tie this guy up with,” Boris said.


  “That won’t be necessary, either,” the alien said.


  “Sure it won’t.” Boris said to Zofia, “Blow its head off if it tries anything,” then he turned and jogged back to the lean-to.


  While he was gone, the alien said, “My name is Melnori, by the way. Not ... whatever you called me.”


  “That’s it. Sorry.”


  “No offense taken. You really don’t have to tie me up.”


  “We’ll be the judge of that,” she said.


  Melnori noticed the Tarydium gun at her waist. “Where did you get the stinger?”


  “Is that what you call it? I took it off a dead Skaarj after I blew his head off.” She nodded to the laser, now resting under a bush. “Where’d you get the laser?”


  “From your starship.”


  There went one of her dreams. She’d hoped that the alien had met other humans somewhere, someone who might have a functioning ship.


  Boris and Gerick dug around in the packs, then Boris returned with a couple of pairs of socks and used them to tie Melnori’s hands together in an X across his back.


  “All right, let’s go,” Boris said, hoisting the alien to his feet. Zofia picked up the laser rifle, and they marched over to the lean-to, where Boris made Mel­nori sit down on the ground and then bound his feet together, too.


  “Now what?” Melnori asked.


  “Now you tell us how to get off this nightmare of a planet,” Zofia said.


  The alien threw back his head and laughed. The sound was surprisingly human, and it went on and on. His slender body jiggled with laughter, and tears ran out of his eyes.


  “All right, all right,” Zofia said, “I get the point.”


  “I doubt if you truly grasp the magnitude of it,” Melnori said. “If there was a way off this planet, there would be nobody left here but the Skaarj. You have crashlanded on a planet full of slaves. And now, because of what you did to the Jenkraak mine, the masters have no doubt taken a big interest in you.”


  Gerick snorted. “So you say.”


  “I know the Skaarj. They will search relentlessly for you. And when they find you, they will make you wish you had died in the crash.”


  “Well, that really gives us a lot to look forward to,” Zofia said.


  “You have only one chance for survival,” Melnori said. He looked at each of his captors in turn, then said, “You must help us drive the Skaarj from Na Pali. Only when they have been defeated will you be able to go home.”


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Melnori’s arms ached. Having all four of them tied together in an X across his backpack was an uncom­fortable position to begin with, and being forced to walk across rough ground that way was even worse. But he had insisted that his captors let him lead them away from the Skaarj patrols that would certainly come looking for the people who had destroyed the Tarydium mine.


  They didn’t trust him enough to let him free, but they did at least believe him when he told them that they were in danger. That was a start. The Prophet alone knew how things had gotten off to such a bad beginning with these creatures, but getting them to listen to him was a step in the right direction.


  He had decided to take them up to Tien Camp, a secluded notch in Sopiny Canyon, where they could rest without fear of discovery. It had been an old Tarydium mine centuries ago, one of the few mines the Nali had excavated on their own before the coming of the Skaarj, but it was played out long ago. Now it was a lush green meadow boxed in by a steep forested hillside to the north, cliffs to the east and west, and the river to the south, and it was one of Melnori’s favorite places. Difficult to find even for those who knew about it, it had recovered from its ignoble beginnings to become one of the few un­spoiled places left on the planet. There, Melnori could take off his clothes and bathe naked in the stream, tickle golden trout out from under rocks and cook them over a campfire for breakfast—live for at least a few days as the Nali had lived before the Skaarj had come from the sky to enslave them.


  From Tien Camp, he could also send a message down the river to let the resistance know what he had found, and tell them that he still hadn’t infiltrated Rrajigar as planned. That wasn’t really a setback so much as a delay; he wasn’t the only agent attempting to penetrate the Skaarj stronghold, and while attack­ing it had been an outside possibility deemed worthy of investigation, nobody seriously thought it could succeed.


  Now, Melnori wondered. Aliens always added a new factor to every equation. The human light gun— a laser, Zofia had called it—was something new, and while it wouldn’t affect the outcome of a planetwide war, it might decide a battle somewhere. And wars were won battle by battle. If they could get enough factors to work in their favor, maybe the Nali could march on Rrajigar. And from there they could retake the stronghold at Bluff Eversmoking, and then on to the Loche of the Underflow, and so on around the planet.


  It was a grand dream. Perhaps an impossible one, but dreams had kept the Nali going for centuries when nothing else could. Dreams of a time when peace would return to Na Pali, when people of all different races could live together in harmony and create a beautiful future together.


  He wondered if the humans had such dreams. Most races did. Some even codified them into religions.


  He remembered the wooden box he had found on board the human starship, the one with the carved image of a man in agony on the cover. Tied to a cross of wood in much the same fashion as Melnori was tied to himself, in fact. That and the obviously ceremonial nature of the contents had practically shouted “religion!” at him, but it was hard to imagine how such a horrible image could represent a philoso­phy of peace and hope.


  Especially after he had seen how these humans reacted to danger. Blowing up an entire mine just to create a diversion! No Nali would ever have consid­ered that. No Nali would even have thought of it in the first place.


  That was another new factor in the equation. The humans thought differently. They might come up with solutions to the problem that the Nali had overlooked. Some of them might be horrible, but some might not.


  And perhaps the humans could be guided in the right direction, taught to think in ways more useful to the Nali. Maybe if they were presented with a new set of ideals, they could be persuaded to adopt them as their own. The religious impulse was obviously there. Maybe these creatures simply needed a better ex­ample.


  It would be a dangerous undertaking. Their differ­ences were the most valuable part of their makeup; if he succeeded too well he could destroy that. But these were dangerous times. If he didn’t try something, he could lose a unique opportunity. And it wasn’t like they were much use now. As it was, these humans were fixated completely on their own concerns. If he could expand their perspective a little, get them to consider the bigger picture, they would be far more likely to help the Nali.


  They were drawing close to the slope that led down into Tien Camp. Melnori turned to the three humans, Zofia and Boris supporting Gerick’s weight as they walked, and said, “We are nearly to safety.”


  “Good,” said Zofia. “I’m getting tired of carrying this slacker.”


  Gerick exhaled loudly. “Ha! If you were carrying me, I wouldn’t hurt so much.”


  Melnori showed his teeth, as he had watched the humans do when they were amused. “You should look at this situation as a chance for all of you to improve your sha. Zofia and Boris gain sha by demonstrating their willingness to sacrifice their comfort for another. Gerick gains sha by providing the opportunity for compassion.”


  “That’s a laugh,” said Zofia. “Gerick having any­thing to do with compassion.”


  Boris said, “Sounds like karma. We discredited that system mathematically a couple of centuries back. It led to infinities, division by zero—all sorts of contra­dictions.”


  “Did it? Interesting.” Melnori smiled again, unde­terred. At least they were familiar with the concept. “We are not concerned with the accounting so much as the result. The opportunity to better oneself, to make the best of whatever situation life presents to us.” He spoke these words to Zofia. She seemed to be the leader of these three, even though Gerick thought he was. Melnori could see who really held the power here.


  “That’s different from karma,” she said. “Every­body wants to make something of themselves. Even Gerick, right?”


  He winced as he put his weight on the wrong foot. “I want to make a nice big bed and lie down in it for a week. Preferably under a quarter gee or less. Spiritual enlightenment can wait until I’m rested.”


  Melnori slipped on a rock and nearly fell, but Boris reached out and steadied him. “Thank you,” said Melnori. “Your sha has increased. So has mine.”


  “No, it was purely selfish on my part,” Boris said. “If you hurt yourself, we’ll have to carry you, too.”


  Melnori knew he was joking, but the joke itself betrayed how alien his thoughts were. “Why do you deny the more noble motive?” he asked, truly puz­zled.


  None of the humans answered.


  “That was a serious inquiry,” Melnori said. “I am trying to understand your thought processes.”


  Zofia said, “All right, then. He denied it because it wouldn’t be as noble if he admitted it. It would make him a sanctimonious bastard instead.”


  She had used a non-Vrenic word. “Define that, please.”


  “Hypocritical. Claiming to be more holy than he really is. It’s like macho. If you go around telling people how tough you are, you’re not as tough as if you keep it to yourself and just live that way.” Another alien concept. Melnori was racking them up right and left. “So, a human can’t admit to being either tough or nice,” he said.


  “Pretty much. Some people do, but the rest of us usually make fun of them behind their backs.”


  Gerick laughed. “Of course, some of us are so cosmically tough that we can tell everybody we’re the toughest goddamned bastards they’ll ever meet and still have enough left over to make up the difference.”


  “Theoretically speaking, of course,” said Zofia. “Ow!”


  Gerick had stepped on her foot.


  “Then there’re the ones that’re just obstinate,” she said, punching him in the ribs with her free hand. He had one of his arms over her shoulder and one over Boris’s, so he couldn’t hit back. A decided disadvan­tage to having only two, thought Melnori.


  He was beginning to get a picture of these people, though. Basically well-intentioned, but culturally un­able to express it. Yearning for fulfillment, but unable to admit it. What a tangled mess these humans were. No wonder their god—if that’s what the image on the wooden box was—looked like he was in pain. The weight of these pitiful people’s tormented souls must crush anyone who truly cared about them.


  Fortunately, Melnori didn’t have that problem. He supposed his sha would suffer from the admission, but he had enough concerns trying to free the Nali.


  He had learned enough. It was time to make use of his knowledge.


  “The Skaarj seem to share much of your philoso­phy,” he said. “They never admit to compassion, they use strength for personal gain, and they despise the weak.”


  “That’s . . . uh .. . that’s a pretty harsh compari­son,” said Zofia. “From what I’ve seen, the Skaarj are outright bastards even by human standards.”


  “Perhaps, but all the same, I am disappointed.”


  Gerick made a rude snorting noise with his lips. “Aww, that’s too bad. We were hoping so much to impress you with how nice we were.”


  Melnori shook his head from side to side, another gesture he had learned by watching the humans. “Nice is not required. Purity of heart is. You see, there is a prophecy that dates back centuries ago, back to the days when the Skaarj first tried to enslave us. Our greatest prophet predicted that they would even­tually succeed, but he also had a vision. He saw an avenging angel come down out of the heavens to help us defeat the Skaarj. For a moment I had thought one of you might be that angel, but given your philosophy, that is obviously not the case.”


  “Obviously,” said Gerick.


  Neither Zofia nor Boris said anything.


  The slope they were descending was steep, but Melnori could see it level off not far below, and a patch of brightness shone golden through the trees. “We are nearly there,” he said.


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Zofia felt the sting in Melnori’s words. As she helped set up camp—making a real lean-to shelter now, and refilling her water bottle in the river—she couldn’t help but think about what he had said. Not pure enough to be the Nali messiah, eh? That was certainly true enough, given her past, but did it have to be so obvious?


  Just once in her life she would like to feel needed. Not the way she had been needed in the break-in at the starship works—for her code-breaking skill and her invincible attitude—nor even the way she was needed here to help carry Gerick away from the Skaarj. She would like to be needed for something more important than that, something more personal. For her character.


  That was a laugh. Melnori may not have been the soul of tact, but he had pegged her right. She had never met a situation she couldn’t screw up, never helped someone out without expecting something in return, never—


  Wait a minute, she thought. When the Vortex Rikers had crashed, who had immediately started helping other people out of their cells? When the Skaarj had come, who had stuck around to protect those same people? Granted, she hadn’t laid down her life for the others the way Jack or the Australian guy had, but she was pretty damned proud of what she had done. All without a single thought for herself.


  Well, okay, maybe she was hoping that somebody among the prisoners could help her get free, but still, it wasn’t like she was charging them by the hour or anything.


  An avenging angel, eh? Why the hell couldn’t she be the one? Not that she believed in some silly alien prophecy for a second, but just for the sake of argument, why not? She wondered if wanting some­thing like that to be true was akin to saying you were macho. If you want to be the messiah, you’re not qualified.


  Hah. The New Washington colony had tried that approach with their leaders, voting into office the people who least wanted the job, and they had wound up with the worst idiots in the galaxy. After their economic collapse, they had immediately installed a fascist dictator and were glad to have him. All of humanity had learned from that debacle: if you want something done right, hire someone who wants to do it.


  That let her off the hook. Zofia had no more desire to become an alien avatar than she had to become a fascist dictator. All she really wanted was to get off this damned planet—preferably without going back to prison—and try a fresh start somewhere else. Of course, if Melnori was telling the truth about the situation here, she might just have to help him drive the Skaarj off the planet first, but she didn’t have to fulfill some silly prophecy to do that. Sacking a city or two and stealing a starship ought to be sufficient.


  As she walked back into their camp with her water bottle dripping cold river water, she caught Boris looking off into the distance, lost in thought.


  “Boris Liang, avenging angel?” she asked softly. “Has quite a ring to it, doesn’t it?”


  He jerked back to the present, blushing guiltily. “I—I wasn’t—”


  “Sure, you weren’t. Come on, hero, let’s see if we can get a campfire going. It’s going to be a cold night without sleeping bags.”


  She was right about that. Melnori wouldn’t allow more than a tiny fire, and even that had to be hidden, down at the bottom of a foot-high circle of rocks, and overshadowed by the densest tree near their campsite. “The Skaarj can see heat emissions,” he said. “If we light a big fire, we might as well just walk into Rrajigar and turn ourselves in.”


  Zofia had seen the wisdom in that. So she and Boris and Gerick had put on all their clothing and huddled near the tiny flickering flames, warming their hands on the rocks when the fire’s heat finally soaked through them. When they could no longer stay awake, they lay down beside the fire and curled up together. Zofia got the middle, since neither Boris nor Gerick would snuggle with the other even if the alternative was to freeze to death. She was the warmest of the three, but only because of their intolerance of each other.


  As she drifted off to sleep, she wondered how that affected her sha.


  Melnori didn’t need to snuggle, nor did he sleep, so far as she could tell. When Zofia woke up in the night, she saw him still sitting there by the fire, his back to the tree trunk where they had tied him for the night, wrapped in a cloak from his pack.


  Overhead, a shooting star burned across the sky. A big shooting star. Zofia saw tongues of flame burst from it, and a few seconds after it disappeared over the horizon she saw a bright flash. A few minutes later the ground rumbled a little.


  “Another starship?” she whispered.


  Melnori’s eyes glittered in the starry night. “Per­haps it’s an avenging angel,” he said.


  She didn’t dignify that with an answer.


  The next time she awoke, dawn was breaking. The eastern sky looked like it was on fire, and the trees and rocks in the canyon glowed with a golden light. Zofia sat up, stiff and cold, but she was smiling. Despite the discomfort, there were definitely pluses to camping out.


  They stayed at Tien Camp for three days, ostensibly waiting for the regeneration drugs from their medkits to repair Gerick’s broken ankle, but everyone knew the real reason. They had found a pocket of calm in the midst of chaos, and nobody wanted to give it up. Not even Melnori, who spent the first two days with his hands tied together. Zofia felt a bit sorry for him, but whenever she started to weaken, she would re­member the way he had fired the laser at her. Maybe he could be trusted, but she wasn’t going to bet her life on it anytime soon.


  The matter was decided for her on the third morn­ing, when she woke to a wonderful aroma and found him humming softly while he cooked four bright yellow fish over the campfire. He had shoved forked sticks into their backs so he could hold them out horizontally over the flames, and they were sizzling nicely as he tended them, one stick in each of his untied hands.


  “Good morning,” he said when he saw that she was awake.


  “How did you get free?” she asked.


  He made a complicated little shrug of his shoulders that didn’t move the fish. “Magic,” he said.


  “Yeah, right.”


  “I needed a bath,” he said. “I was beginning to stink, which is a very unpleasant sensation for a Nali.” The way he said it implied that it wasn’t necessarily a problem for a human. Zofia vowed to take a dip in the river herself, even though the water was cold enough to freeze a frog.


  “So now that you’re free, you expect us to just let you stay that way?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “You see, I sent a message this morning to the leader of the resistance. Assuming the message makes it to the pickup point by noon, she should arrive sometime before dark to talk with you. It would probably make a poor impression if she found me tied up.”


  Zofia sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “On the other hand, it might let her know we mean business.”


  “It might. Or it might confirm your cruelty. It’s your choice. I’ll be free again soon enough after she arrives.”


  “And maybe we’ll be gone,” Zofia said. “We didn’t agree to meet anybody.”


  “Gerick’s leg is nowhere near ready to walk on yet, and you know it. In fact, that is why I called for help today. Your regeneration drugs are taking far too long to heal him. It’s time we took him to our stronghold and did it properly.”


  Gerick had evidently been listening. He opened his eyes at the sound of his name. “I’m not taking any alien drugs,” he said.


  “No one is asking you to,” said Melnori. “We can heal you in an hour without risk.”


  “How do you know that? I thought humans were new to you.”


  Melnori turned the fish over. “Our methods heal anyone from any race.”


  Zofia felt herself grow interested despite her skepti­cism. Her cracked rib still bothered her when she moved wrong. She could imagine how Gerick must feel with a broken ankle. He was hobbling around on a crutch they had cut from a forked branch, but Melnori was right; he was a long way from healed.


  Boris woke up at that point, and Zofia explained to him what Melnori had told her and Gerick, but when Boris pressed him for evidence he could believe, the Nali refused to elaborate.


  “You either trust us, or you don’t,” he said. “It’s your choice.”


  “No,” said Zofia. “We’ll take it one step at a time. We’ll leave you untied, but under guard. We’ll talk to this leader of yours when she shows up. We may even go with you to where you can heal Gerick’s leg, if you can convince us it’s possible.”


  “Maybe?” asked Gerick. “Speak for yourself, twitch.”


  “Maybe I’ll let you go alone, and see if you come back in one piece,” she said to him.


  That gave him something to think about. She didn’t wait around for a reply; she left him and Boris to guard Melnori while she got up and walked through the trees to the stream bank, checking her automag, Tarydium gun, and her flak gun as she went, to make sure Melnori hadn’t fooled with them while she slept. Apparently he hadn’t; they looked ready to go.


  The water was just as cold as she remembered it. Zofia stripped down and stuck her feet in it anyway, and splashed as much on herself and rubbed as much as she could stand. Maybe she could freeze off the sweat and the dirt.


  She felt considerably better after she’d dressed and warmed up again, and by the time she got back to the camp, Melnori had finished cooking the fish. They tasted odd—more like chewy grapes than like fish flesh—but they were fresh food and they revived her spirits just as much as the bath had.


  Knowing somebody was coming today heightened her awareness, too. Zofia felt more awake, more alert, than she had since the crash. Every sense seemed to have opened up today; she could smell the separate aromas of leaves and flowers and warm ground, feel the breeze tickle the tiny hairs on her forearms and neck, hear the subliminal rumble of rocks shifting in the riverbed. She felt almost supernatural, an elemen­tal creature of the forest.


  So she had a moment’s warning when the Skaarj flyer banked around the downstream cliffs and advanced on the camp.


  She was sunning herself on a rock by the water. The moment the gray, bullet-shaped vehicle hove into view, something told her it didn’t carry the individual she was waiting for. Just based on what she knew of Melnori, she thought its bulbous cockpit and stubby landing legs looked too utilitarian for the Nali to have built it, and the oversized gun ports on either side looked much too sinister.


  Without even thinking about it, she drew both her flak gun and the Tarydium gun—the stinger, Melnori had called it—and rolled over the edge of the rock into the water. The chill hit her like an electric shock, but she didn’t scream, and she didn’t let either gun get wet. She didn’t worry about the automag; it could soak for weeks and still fire. She let the current push her up against the rock, hiding her from view, and she waited until the flyer slipped overhead.


  She raised the stinger, looking for a vulnerable spot. The flyer wasn’t particularly large—seven or eight feet wide and twice that long, but the entire underside was armored against attack from below.


  The pilot saw the camp site and veered toward it. The flyer rolled sideways with the sudden motion, then righted itself.


  It was only ten feet or so off the water; when it approached the bank, it was only six or eight feet above the rocks. Zofia didn’t know why, not on a conscious level, but just as it swept past, she set her stinger on the rock and lunged out of the water, pulled herself up onto the bank, and leaped for the hindmost landing leg, wrapping her left arm around the strut and letting her weight yank it downward.


  That was the wrong arm to be grabbing with. Her cracked rib gave her a jolt that made her gasp, but she managed to hang on. The back of the flyer dipped, its vectored force beams momentarily unable to compen­sate for the extra load. Zofia’s butt slammed hard into a rock, then the pilot corrected for the tilt, and the landing leg yanked her into the air again.


  That was too much for her. She let go and the flyer rocked far forward, then tilted crazily back. She transferred the fragger over to her left hand, grabbed onto the landing skid again with her right, and jumped back in the river. This time the flyer tilted almost vertical before it corrected itself. She let it haul her back out of the water before she let go again, and that was enough: the pilot overcompensated and the flyer flipped completely over onto its top, slamming down into the rocky riverbank under full power.


  The cockpit shattered into a spray of gravelly shards. Zofia, looking inside from underneath, saw two upside-down Skaarj struggling to crawl from their seats. She aimed her flak gun straight into their astonished faces and fired point-blank, boom boom, and they fell limp, their heads gone.


  There was nobody else in the flyer. Zofia climbed out of the river and shook the water out of her clothes. She heard shouts from camp and saw Boris and Melnori running toward her, weapons drawn. Gerick was standing by the fire with the laser rifle.


  “Are you all right?” Boris shouted when he drew close.


  She couldn’t stop shivering. “Y-y-yeah, I g-g-guess so.”


  He crouched down behind a rock and peered into the upside-down flyer, ready to shoot anything that moved, but it was obvious from the blood gushing out of their ragged necks that the two Skaarj weren’t going to cause anybody any more trouble. He stood up again and climbed around the flyer to stand beside Zofia.


  “How did you do that?” he asked. “I didn’t hear any shots until after it crashed.”


  “I—I t-t-tipped it ov-v-ver,” she said. “Unb-b- balanced it. J-j-jesus that water’s c-c-cold.”


  Boris put his arms around her to help warm her up, but that just pressed her cold clothing against her skin. She moved gently out of his embrace and said, “Come on, h-help me push this m-m-mother back over. If it s-still works, m-m-maybe we can use it.”


  "You just tipped it over?” Boris asked. “Just like that?”


  Melnori was looking at her with an inscrutable expression on his long face.


  “All in a d-d-day’s work for the av-v-venging an­gel,” she said, looking him straight in the eye. “C- come on, you, t-t-too,” she said, stepping up to the edge of the flyer and grabbing hold. Equally speech­less, both Melnori and Boris came up beside her. She wished she could enjoy the moment more, but cold and adrenaline were claiming most of her attention.


  “On the count of three,” Boris said. “One . . . two . . . three!" The flyer didn’t budge.


  “Just a moment,” Melnori said. He crawled under­neath it and fiddled with the controls, then took up his position again and said, “Try it now.”


  This time, the flyer tipped sideways. They grunted and shoved until it went over, the armored underside slapping down on the rocks with a loud clang.


  The former passengers remained upside down where they had died. Melnori dragged them into the river and let the water carry the bodies away, then splashed the rocks until they were free of blood. The cold water didn’t seem to affect him at all.


  “What are you doing that for?” Boris asked him.


  “If we remove the evidence, they may never know what happened here,” Melnori said. “I would like Tien Camp to remain undiscovered.”


  When he was done, he climbed into the flyer and pulled up on a T-handle between the seats, and the vehicle floated into the air. “Yes,” he said. “I think it’s time we left for a while. Perhaps we could save some time if we met my resistance leader halfway.” He looked over at Zofia again, that unreadable expression still on his face, and said, “I believe she will be more eager than ever to meet with you now.”


  


  Chapter 15


  


  The Hhuman prisoners knew nothing. Karrikta de­cided that was the case when they failed to change their story even after he had eaten one of them alive, starting from the feet and working his way upward. They had screamed, they had regurgitated the con­tents of their stomachs, they had even attacked him with the waste sucker, but they had steadfastly clung to the story that they were nothing more than prison­ers en route to a place called “Kira.”


  The one he was eating even tried to convince the others that they were on Kira. The prisoner was clearly delusional by then, but its adherence to the same story even under extreme stress was another argument for the truth of the tale.


  Now, as he stood in his private office and allowed a delicate, furry Nelsian slave to lick off the remnants of his meal with its silky tongue, he tried to fit together the pieces of the puzzle. A Hhuman prison ship crashes—but right away he ran into questions. What was a prison ship doing so far away from Hhuman space? Karrikta had never even heard of a Hhuman before this. While it was entirely possible for a Tarydium source as large as Na Pali to knock a passing ship out of hyperspace, that ship had to be headed past the planet in the first place, and Karrikta could see no reason why this one would come here if it was truly what its passengers said it was.


  Also, the way they fought belied the Hhumans’ claim just as badly. Prisoners wouldn’t fight like that. Anyone who could kill as many battle-trained Skaarj warriors as they had would be running their home planet.


  Unless the rest of their race was even tougher.


  Impossible. A race that vicious would have taken over the galaxy by now.


  The Nelsian finished with his chest and started licking his face, but its tickly tongue was too distract­ing. “Go away,” he told it, and when it left his office he looked out the window while he thought. His office was only one floor below the command center; the sight of Rrajigar spread out below him always calmed his nerves. Clean streets full of slaves and overseers, all working hard at their little pieces of the bigger picture. The visual reminder of subjugation and order always helped him order his own mind.


  Well, usually. While he looked at this city that had once belonged to the slaves, a crazy idea came to him: What if the violent members of Hhuman society were considered criminals? What if instead of running things, they were locked up and sent away? Weapons made great equalizers; it might be possible for non­violent people to capture violent ones if they worked together. Or maybe they could hire some of the criminals to catch the others. Either way, that might at least explain how a ship full of them could be so competent, while the species as a whole was not.


  It was a difficult concept for him to grasp, but there were precedents. The Nali, right here on this planet, were so seldom violent that the few who were capable of it were shunned rather than revered. Except for one, of course, but that one was safely dead.


  The Nali were proof that a society could function without aggression, just not very well.


  But the Hhumans. . . . Either his prisoners were lying to him, which he could hardly believe, or they didn’t know the whole story. Maybe their ship had come here for a reason that had nothing to do with them.


  So someone else on board could blow up a Tarydium mine?


  The pieces didn’t fit yet. Karrikta stood up and began to pace. He looked at the trophy heads on the wall, Nali and Krall and Slith, and even a Skaarj he had defeated in a hand-to-hand duel, but they offered no insight. He walked up to the Skaarj—an old academy companion named Berggren—and pushed the button on the trophy plaque to play the van­quished warrior’s last words.


  “Beware of. . . pretense,” the pain-wracked voice croaked out. “I nearly defeated you . . . with misdirection.”


  Karrikta had never been able to decide if that was honest advice or a last-minute practical joke. Know­ing Berggren, it was probably both. It had worked, too. In the years since, Karrikta’s fighting style had changed, slowing from the all-out berserk fashion he had used to defeat his academy mate to a more considered, methodical approach. All the same, he didn’t see how the advice applied here, beyond the obvious wisdom of watching his back.


  He moved to the Nali head, horribly scarred by the whip that now hung below it, but a timid knock at the door stayed his hand only inches from the replay button. He didn’t need to push it, anyway; he knew the Nali’s dying words by heart. “The avenging angel will bury you,” it had said. He had always thought that an interesting threat, but it lacked the subtlety of Berggren’s admonition. And it was equally useless here.


  The knock came again. “What is it?” he growled. If someone was going to take the passive role even before they stated their business, they deserved an aggressive response.


  An old Krall, long past his usefulness as a warrior, opened the door and stuck his bumpy head around the jamb. “Excuse me for interrupting, sir, but we just intercepted another burst transmission from the Nali resistance. It came from the Sopiny station. We’re still translating it, but it’s clear that three more Hhumans have survived, and they have a Nali guide. The message seems to be making an arrangement with someone to meet with them at a coded location.”


  “Any idea where that location is?” Karrikta asked.


  “The message just called it number twenty-three.”


  Karrikta’s opinion of the resistance grew higher every time he encountered them. It had taken years before the Skaarj had detected a pattern in the static bursts that mysteriously reflected off the moons, and years longer to crack the encryption scheme just to find messages written in a dead language. They had put sensors on the moons and located the transmitters easily enough, and spies had watched their operators fish message bottles out of the river, but so far Karrikta had left those ground stations unmolested, hoping to crack that last layer of encoding and begin tracking the resistance’s movements. But now it looked like they were using code names within the coded language! Devious, devious.


  But there was still useful information in the mes­sages. Karrikta knew that the person who sent it was upstream from the transmitter, and that was all he really needed to know.


  He still had security forces out looking for the Hhumans. “Tell the search parties to concentrate their forces on the Sopiny Canyon,” he said.


  “Yes, sir.” The Krall turned away to go back upstairs and relay his order, but in his haste to leave he bumped into another messenger—one of the Skaarj security team—and fell to the floor.


  “Sorry, sir,” he said, climbing slowly to his feet.


  The Skaarj ignored him. “Commander,” he said, “I just lost contact with two of our scouts in Sopiny Canyon. They were flying upriver and were moving in to investigate some activity on the bank when we lost their signal.”


  “Shot down?” Karrikta asked.


  “No, sir. We’re still receiving the transponder bea­con. The flyer moved upstream a few paces shortly after the scouts stopped responding, stayed there for just a few minutes, then rose out of the canyon and headed south.”


  “Track it,” Karrikta said, certain of whom it car­ried now. “You,” he told the Krall. “Move the searchers out of Sopiny and have everyone follow that flyer, but make sure they stay out of sight until I give the order to move in. With any luck, it’ll lead us right to the head of the resistance.”


  The Krall scurried away. Karrikta followed him and the other Skaarj up the stairs a level into the command center, where he told a surveillance tech, “Get a visual on that flyer.”


  The tech said, “I’m trying, sir, but it’s staying underneath the trees. I can show you where the transponder is coming from, but that’s it.”


  “Do that.”


  The tech switched the view on his monitor from an electronic tracking grid to a visual image. Karrikta watched the treetops slide past on the screen. From overhead it was hard to tell how steep the terrain was, but it was certainly covered with vegetation. Occa­sionally, a glimpse of motion betrayed the presence of the flyer, but it was too small to make out any detail when that happened.


  “Zoom in,” Karrikta ordered.


  The tech did so. Now the trees whipped past with dizzying speed, but the glimpses of the flyer offered tantalizing detail. He could make out three Hhumans and a Nali, all wedged into the space designed for two Skaarj. The Nali was driving.


  Karrikta loved the heady rush of power he felt at times like this. He could destroy those four beings with a single command. A few words—his only cost would be a breath of air—and four lives would come to a fiery end.


  The planet would be a safer place for the Skaarj if he gave that order, but therein lay the true thrill of command, for Karrikta knew that he might be able to make the planet even safer if he waited until they led him to more of their kind. They could easily betray the Nali resistance today, and maybe even provide some answers about these mysterious Hhumans. Yet it was a dangerous game. By killing them now he would sacrifice the possibility of greater gain, but by not killing them when he had the chance, he risked letting them escape to cause further trouble.


  “Keep tracking them,” he told the tech, then he turned away to arrange for a backup plan. That, too, was part of being a leader.


  The weak link in the plan so far was the flyer itself. If the Hhumans abandoned it, Karrikta’s security forces would lose their beacon. And the Hhumans would abandon it sooner or later; they couldn’t very well fly into a resistance stronghold in a Skaarj flyer. So Karrikta had to figure out some way to track them after they went back to travel on foot.


  “How many razorflies do we have in the area?” he asked. Imitation razorflies were a cheap, efficient way to camouflage a listening device. Real razorflies were so common, nobody paid any attention to one flying about.


  Heads were raised up throughout the room. Anoth­er tech turned back to his monitor, tapped the con­trols until he found what he was looking for, and said, “Four, sir.”


  Karrikta waved his hands. “No, no, I don’t mean just the immediate vicinity of the flyer,” he said. “I mean in the area they’re moving toward.”


  “Uhh, that’s what I meant, sir.”


  Karrikta growled. “Four close-quarters surveillance drones in how much area?”


  “There were more, sir, but they were all called in for the search near the Jenkraak mine.”


  “I see.” Karrikta sighed. That had been his own order. Another of the little thrills of command: realizing in front of your subordinates that you’d made a mistake. “Well, send them back. Have them follow the flyer’s path, and as soon as it stops moving, have them close in and follow the passengers.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  It would take time for them to catch up. A flyer— even one dodging tree trunks—was much faster than a razorfly.


  What other mistakes had he made? This remote-control hunt irritated him. He itched to get out there in a flyer himself, or to simply track and kill his quarry on foot like a Skaarj warrior was meant to, but he had too much responsibility now to allow himself that pleasure. If something else happened while he was away, he had to be here to direct the response to it.


  He remembered Berggren’s advice. “Beware of pretense.” Gladly, but who was pretending what here? That was always the question, wasn’t it?


  Chapter 16


  


  Zofia clung to the seat and tried not to scream as tree trunks whipped past only inches from the side of the flyer. Twice, low-hanging branches had nearly clipped her in the head, but Melnori refused to take the flyer up above the treetops.


  Wind whistled around the ragged edges of the canopy. It had shattered almost down to the dash­board when the flyer had landed upside down; what was left hardly protected the passengers from any­thing, even when they crouched low.


  That was hard to do. The flyer had two wide seats designed for oversized Skaarj butts, but three people and a Nali were a tight fit. Especially since they had to give Melnori room to operate the controls. He wasn’t all that good at it; it was clear that even though he understood the concept he hadn’t had much practice.


  “I really think we’d be better off it—look out!” A leaning tree loomed up in their path. Melnori yanked upward on the T-handle, tilting sideways at the same time, and the flyer lurched over the trunk, but that put them in the branches of another tree just beyond it. Leaves slapped at them, and the world became a blizzard of green, then they burst into clear air again, and Melnori brought them back down to skim along a few feet above the ground once more.


  “Let me drive," Zofia demanded. She dug into the gap between her and Boris, drew her automag out of its holster, and held it to the Nali’s skinny head.


  “If you shoot me, we will be even more certain to crash,” he pointed out, not slowing down a bit.


  “Why is it so damned important that you drive?” she asked him.


  “Because only I know where we are going.”


  “That doesn’t make a damn bit of difference,” she told him. “You can give directions, can’t you?”


  “Yes, but—” A wall of close-spaced tree trunks came at them. Melnori tilted the T-handle all the way to the right, and the air car tipped 90 degrees. The lower edge dug a deep furrow in the ground, throwing dirt up at them, then just as they passed between the trees, it slammed into a root and launched them into the air.


  “Damn it, that’s enough!” Zofia screamed as he brought them upright again.


  “Shut up and let him drive,” Gerick said. He was sitting between her and Melnori, and he seemed to be barely hanging on. In fact, the arm he had put around her shoulder bounced free with every dip and bump, and his hand kept creeping closer to her right breast.


  She grabbed his fingers and wrenched them back­ward. “If you were interested in anything besides copping a feel, you’d—yeow!” One of the hollow geodesic bushes exploded around them.


  “We’re almost there,” Melnori said. “Get ready to jump out. When you hit the ground, roll with the impact.”


  “You aren’t going to stop?” Boris asked.


  “No. The Skaarj are almost certainly tracking us. I am deliberately leaving a trail for them to follow, so it will tie up their resources looking for us. But if they see us stop, they’ll know exactly where to search. So I’ll drop you off in motion and continue until I can find a convincing place to wreck the flyer. Stay under cover nearby until I come back.”


  “You’re crazy!” Zofia said. “We’ve left a path as clear as a highway; I’m not hanging out anywhere close to it. And if your precious leader is anywhere around here, you’ve put her in danger, too.”


  “She’s not,” said Melnori.


  “Then why are we—”


  Melnori slowed down. “Jump, now!”


  The flyer was entering a grassy spot between trees, but nobody jumped. Melnori sighed and tilted the flyer sideways again, then rolled it completely over. Unlike the Skaarj soldiers, he was expecting the maneuver, and he reversed the thrust as it came around, holding them upside down a few feet above the grass.


  It had been impossible to strap four people in. Only Melnori wore a harness; Zofia felt her grip on the seat loosen, and she barely had time to swing around and land butt-first, skidding to a stop on the soft grass.


  Gerick rolled once, then flung his arms out and slapped the ground to stop himself.


  Boris had been holding on to the unbuckled har­ness; he clung to it now, dangling beneath the flyer, his feet digging trenches in the ground while he struggled with Melnori for the controls. The flyer lurched upward, rotated to the left, then came down again just in time for Boris to fly backward into a bush. It yanked him free, then flung him back toward Zofia and Gerick. He landed running and managed to stay upright.


  “ ‘Shut up and let him drive,’ ” Zofia said, standing up and gathering her belongings, which were strewn all along the flyer’s path. She looked upward and was pleased to see that the forest canopy completely covered the grassy meadow; at least they were safe from observation from above.


  “He was good,” Gerick said, dusting himself off. “If you hadn’t been so panicked, you’d have seen that. I just didn’t figure him for crazy.”


  “Yeah, well that shows what you know.”


  Boris came up and handed her pack to her. “You all right?” he asked.


  “Yes. You?”


  “Yeah.”


  She laughed. “You looked like Tarzan or something, hanging onto that strap. What were you thinking? Avenging angel?”


  He blushed. “I thought maybe I could hold on. I didn’t really have time to think it over beyond that.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’m fine, too,” Gerick said in the tone of someone who hasn’t been asked.


  “Leg okay?” Zofia asked belatedly.


  He stood up and tested it. “Still weak, but I didn’t break it again.”


  “Good.”


  He pointed at Zofia’s pants. “You’ve got grass stains on your ass.”


  She brushed off what she could. “So what now?” she asked. “Do we wait for the bastard or not?”


  “I say, screw him,” said Boris. “I didn’t trust him much before this, and now—”


  “Do you want off this damned planet?” Gerick asked. “Like it or not, he’s the only ticket we’ve got at this point. So unless you’ve got a better plan, I’d suggest gathering up our stuff and finding a good shade tree to hang out under until he gets back.”


  Zofia didn’t even try to hide her surprise. This was Gerick talking? Then she remembered Melnori’s promise to heal his ankle. If she were stranded on an alien planet with a broken leg, maybe she would accept whatever help was offered, too.


  So they carried their belongings a few dozen yards away and hid behind some bushes until they heard him walking back toward them.


  “Over here,” Zofia called out when she was sure it was Melnori.


  He sauntered over, one pair of hands in his pockets and the other pair crossed over his chest. “Sorry about the sudden roll,” he said, “but that was the only soft landing site I knew of, and I couldn’t really turn back for a second pass.”


  Zofia didn’t trust herself to say anything civil. Apparently, neither did Boris.


  Gerick broke the silence. “So, take us to your leader,” he said.


  Melnori nodded. “Very well, follow me.”


  He led the way westward, deeper into the moun­tains. Gerick was still hobbling on his crutch so they moved slowly, but they had gone a mile or so when Melnori held up his hand and said, “I believe we are on the path she must travel to reach Tien Camp.”


  Zofia looked around. She could see no sign of a path, only more of the same dense forest in every direction.


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  Melnori looked at her and shrugged his multi­shouldered shrug. “It would probably not be wise for alien beings to surprise her. Why don’t you three wait under that tree over there—” he pointed to a shady spot beneath a huge, old gnarled tree with wide- spreading limbs “—and I’ll wait here until she comes by.”


  “How do you know she hasn’t already done that?” Boris asked.


  Melnori reached out between two trees and plucked at a spider web. “No one has traveled here today.”


  “What about twenty feet over? What makes you so sure she would come right through here?”


  Melnori pointed off to the south. “What do you see?” he asked.


  “Trees,” Boris said. Zofia stepped up beside them and looked in the same direction. Sure enough, there were big-trunked trees as far as she could see, which was pretty far when she came to think about it. There seemed to be a tunnel of overarching branches leading off into the distance from right where she stood. She turned around and looked to the north, and sure enough, it extended that way, too, up and over a little rise in the ground.


  “You’ve cleared out a covered highway?” she asked.


  “We grew it, actually,” Melnori said. “This forest wasn’t that densely overgrown until we planted it about eighty years ago. We wanted to make it harder for the Skaarj to move through, just in case we needed to hide. But we left corridors where we could move quickly ourselves when we needed to. This one leads almost directly to Tien Camp; I’m nearly certain Ranel will use it today.”


  “And if she doesn’t?”


  “Then we have a long walk ahead of us. But don’t worry; I know Ranel. She will be coming through here in a flyer as soon as she gets my message.”


  Zofia wished she shared his conviction, but she had to admit that this was one of the more pleasant places she’d ever waited for a ride. She and Boris and Gerick settled in for lunch under the big tree that Melnori had pointed out, while he sat down cross-legged in the middle of the “road.” Zofia hoped the Fearless Leader drove more carefully than he did, or he could wind up smeared across the front of her flyer.


  A full stomach and the warm afternoon air made Zofia’s eyes grow heavy. She knew she was dreaming when she found herself back in Inuit Corporation’s starship design lab, downloading the plans for their hot new battleship. She didn’t know whom she was working for, and she didn’t really care; the up-front money alone had been worth the price of the job, and there was that much more waiting when she delivered the goods to her contact.


  It seemed like a lifetime ago. Now, she was in a place where money didn’t matter at all, and starships rained down out of the sky like hailstones.


  “She’s here,” Melnori said.


  Zofia opened her eyes and saw him standing over her. Beside him stood another Nali, not appreciably different from him in appearance. The resistance leader had the same tall, willowy appearance, the same double arms, the same flat chest. Melnori had called her “she,” but if there were secondary sex characteristics among their race, they weren’t obvi­ous. An old, battered flyer bobbed lightly in the air a few yards behind her, still powered up for a fast getaway.


  “Hi,” Zofia said, standing up. “I’m Zofia.” She held out her hand, but the Nali either didn’t know about shaking or didn’t trust her yet.


  Gerick and Boris stood up, too, and offered their names but not their hands.


  “Ranel,” said the leader. “Melnori tells me you want off Na Pali.”


  “Doesn’t everyone?” Zofia asked.


  “Some of us just want the Skaarj off Na Pali. Melnori says you’ve agreed to help us do that.”


  Zofia shrugged. “Maybe. It’s not really our fight. Besides, I don’t know how much use three more people will be.”


  “One person would be enough, if it were the right person,” said Ranel.


  “Yeah, right. Melnori gave us the history lesson.” Gerick spoke up. “He also says he can heal my busted leg. Let’s see you deliver on that before we join any crusades.”


  Ranel looked at the three humans. She walked over to her flyer and took a boxy gadget out of it, then came back and waved it around at them and at their backpacks. Multicolored lights blinked on the display.


  “What are you doing?” Zofia asked her.


  “Checking you for homing devices.”


  “Find any?”


  She frowned, looked up into the tree, then back at her detector. She waved it around again, then said, “No, I guess not.” She looked at Melnori and said, “You’re sure this is worth the risk?”


  “I’ve seen them fight,” he said. “They’re ruthless.”


  “I hope you’re right. We’re going to have to strike soon, before the Skaarj take vengeance for the ones these three killed.” She gestured toward the flyer and said to Zofia, “You’ve forced our hand. You might as well come see what you’ve pushed us into. Once you learn what we have planned, you can decide whether or not to join us.”


  This flyer at least had a cargo space behind the seats, but its bubble top was still intact, so Boris and Zofia had to crouch down over the backpacks while Gerick got in front with Melnori and Ranel. Zofia looked back into the clearing as Ranel drove away, making sure she hadn’t left anything behind, but the grass under the tree was clean.


  She spotted one of those nasty four-winged bug- birds on a branch right over where she had been napping. The hair on the back of her neck raised up when she saw it. She hated stinging insects; the thought that she had slept right beneath one the size of her hand made her skin crawl.


  It seemed to sense her discomfort, and like the perverse creature it was, it dropped off its branch and swept toward the flyer. It came right up to the bubble and landed on it. Zofia reached over to close the tilt-out window, but it merely excreted on the glass and flew away. A moment later Ranel shoved the flyer’s T-handle forward, and they swept away down the long tunnel of trees.


  


  Chapter 17


  


  Melnori loved the sight of the forest sweeping past. For the moment, at least, he could pretend they were simply rushing deeper into the mountains rather than rushing headlong into battle with the Skaarj.


  He hadn’t been back to the stronghold for months. It was too risky for an advance scout to make regular trips. No matter how many precautions you took, you never knew when you were being followed, and you never knew what sort of welcome awaited you. Strongholds had been raided before, then left as traps for returning scouts.


  The Dewei Refuge, however, had survived for cen­turies. It had been the headquarters for the old resistance when the Skaarj had first invaded, and it had never fallen into enemy hands in all the years since. Its location was part of the reason—the south end of the Begorn Mountains held no Tarydium reserves, so there was nothing there of interest to the Skaarj—but vigilance had played just as big a part.


  Information came in by coded radio burst, informa­tion went out through an underground river, and people came and went from different locations every time.


  Ranel drove them to Roveld Lake, a long, deep lake surrounded by high mountains on all sides. “Make sure your windows are sealed,” she warned, and when Melnori checked and assured her that they were, she plunged the flyer straight into the lake. The humans gasped, and even Melnori felt himself stiffen as icy blue water splashed up over the windshield. Bubbles made vision impossible for a moment, then they cleared away to reveal shafts of sunlight illuminating a lake bottom littered with boulders and waterlogged trees.


  Then a dark shape loomed out of the distance. Ranel steered around it, and as it swept past on the left, they could see that it was a decayed spaceship. By the looks of it, it had been there for millennia. It was just a skeleton now, with bright yellow fish swimming in and out through the ribs. A six-tentacled squid had taken up residence in an engine nozzle. It reached out toward them, but retreated when Ranel flashed the headlights at it.


  Melnori had seen this ship from above once, look­ing down into the lake from a ridgetop, but this was a new vantage.


  Ranel paid it no attention. She steered for the deepest part of the lake, the canopy creaking under the pressure, then she aimed the flyer at a dark section of underwater cliff.


  “Uh, Ranel?” Melnori asked as the moss-covered rock loomed closer.


  “What?”


  “Ranel, the cliff. The cliff!”


  Just then she flipped on the lights, and the flyer slid smoothly into a round cave. Smooth rock walls slid past only a few feet on either side of the flyer.


  “There’re caves all through these mountains,” she said. “You know that.”


  Melnori took a deep breath. “Yes, but I didn’t expect one in the middle of an underwater cliff.”


  “There wasn’t always a lake here, you know. Just a stream in the bottom of a canyon. Then the ship landed, and apparently its repulsors caused a big slide that buried half the ship and damned the river. Part of the cave flooded, so we widened a couple of passages for hidden entrances.”


  She flew them slowly along, nudging fish out of the way until the tunnel angled upward, bringing them out into air. The tunnel spiraled around, always rising, until they broke out into a huge underground chamber filled with other flyers, wheeled ground vehicles, trailer-mounted force cannon, and other instruments of war. It was lit by two bright sunglobes suspended from stalactites, and it went on and on. Melnori started to count the vehicles but lost track somewhere after fifty, and that was only a fraction of the equipment in the cavern.


  “Where did all this come from?” he asked. He didn’t ask why he hadn’t been told about it before now; the less he knew about the resistance, the less he could betray if he were ever caught.


  Ranel laughed. “Where didn’t it come from? The resistance has been collecting this stuff since before either of us was bom. It looks impressive until you realize this is nearly half of all our military capability. When we go up against the Skaarj, we’ll need every bit of it and more.” She looked back to Zofia and Boris. “The ‘more’ bit is where you come in.”


  “How so?” Zofia asked.


  “We’re going to attack Rrajigar. That’s one of the Skaarj’s major fortresses. If we can take that, we’ll gain access to enough new weaponry to take another fortress, and so on all the way around the planet.”


  “But—but—” Melnori stuttered, “but I didn’t get the city plan for you.”


  “One of the other scouts did. We’ve got all the information we need to attack. Come with me; I’ll show you the rest of our preparations.” To Gerick, she said, “And we will fulfill our promise to you.”


  If the humans were as astonished as Melnori at the arsenal the resistance had collected, they didn’t betray it. Perhaps they didn’t realize just how un-Nali-like it was to gather so many destructive weapons, or how many people had undoubtedly died to procure them. As Ranel led the way through them to a door on the far side of the cavern, Melnori realized that every­thing was of different design, probably scavenged from starships decades, even centuries, old. Each weapon would have different capabilities and limita­tions—it would be a nightmare to coordinate a battle with them all.


  But it would be a nightmare to defend against them, as well. Every time the Skaarj thought they had figured out what was hitting them, something new would come along.


  Dewei Refuge was mostly natural cavern, with tunnels bored between chambers and floors leveled to make footing more convenient. Stalactites still hung from the curved walls and ceiling, and sound echoed down the corridors from long distances away. Ranel led the way from the arsenal into another, circular tunnel, which in turn led to sections of the stronghold that Melnori was more familiar with from earlier visits. He knew when they passed the cafeteria just by the aroma; that meant the hospital would be just down the way.


  That was where Ranel was taking them. Gerick limped along with them, his crutch clunking solidly on the rock floor with every other step, until they crossed through an arched doorway into the examina­tion room. “Holy shit,” he whispered when he saw the extent of it. It wasn’t as big as the arsenal, but it was big enough, and it was filled with monitoring equip­ment, diagnostic tools, and treatment devices of every description, plus dozens of technicians tending them.


  “We don’t just collect weapons,” Melnori said proudly.


  One of the technicians came up to the group. His green tunic bristled with portable sensors that would have told him everything he wanted to know, but he assessed the situation without their help. Noting the crutch, he asked Gerick, “Broken internal skeletal support?”


  “My leg, yes,” he replied.


  The tech crooked a finger. “Come with me.”


  Melnori said, “His friends would like to see the process.”


  “Certainly. All of you are welcome.”


  The tech led the way through the exam room into one of the major-wound treatment rooms, pausing just long enough at one of the diagnostic stations to check Gerick’s tissue type with a protoplasmeter before proceeding.


  The gentle patter of splashing water met them at the door to the treatment room. Inside was a wide pool with a jet of water spraying upward from one side and arching over to break into droplets that rained back down onto the surface.


  “Please take off your garments and step into the pool,” said the tech.


  Gerick laughed. “I know I need a shower, but how’s this going to help my leg?”


  “The fountain has healing properties,” the tech said.


  Gerick looked over at Zofia and Boris and rolled his eyes. Zofia shrugged her shoulders, and Boris showed his teeth in the grin that Melnori had learned meant, “The joke’s on you.” Clearly, they had expected something a bit more technological.


  “Our people are not backward,” he told them. “We simply do not manufacture weapons. We have made considerable progress in other areas, most notably medicine. The fountain is more powerful than it looks.”


  Gerick said, “Whatever you say,” and began pull­ing off his clothing. He tossed his shirt to Zofia, who caught it and set it down on the bench beside her, a look of distaste on her face. He kept handing her his shoes and socks and pants and undershorts until he was naked, even though it was clear she didn’t want to touch them. Melnori didn’t understand her reluc­tance—her clothing was just as soiled as Gerick’s— but there was clearly more going on between them than a simple receiving of garments.


  Gerick’s smooth brown skin was covered with colorful designs. Melnori had seen the edges of them before, but most of the designs had been under his clothing until now. Must be a remnant of an ancestral color scheme for attracting mates, he supposed. Or perhaps protective markings; one of the designs on his back looked like a fierce snake, and one on his arm looked like a skull. Melnori had seen similar patterns on wild animals.


  The technician steadied Gerick while he stepped over the fountain’s low rim.


  “Yow, it’s cold!” Gerick shouted, his voice echoing in the tiled room.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” the tech said. “Your body temper­ature is higher than ours. I will adjust it.” He tapped a panel on the wall, and it lit up; then he slid his finger up a yellow scale. “How is that?”


  “Better.”


  Melnori could feel the heat emanating from the fountain. Too hot for him, but apparently humans liked it that way.


  Gerick stepped in with both feet and shuffled carefully over until he stood beneath the falling water.


  “So how exactly is this supposed to heal my leg?” he asked.


  “How much molecular biology do you under­stand?” the tech replied.


  “Not enough to be dangerous. Forget it. At least I can get clean.” Gerick held his face up to the spray and rubbed his hands over it, then proceeded to bathe himself. When he reached his crotch he wiggled the fleshy parts there at Zofia, but she turned red and looked away. Melnori was about to ask what was the matter when Gerick suddenly stopped and said, “Hey, it’s eating my tattoos!”


  Melnori didn’t know what he meant at first, but when he realized that Gerick was looking at his arms and stomach, he saw that the designs there were fading. So were the ones on his back.


  “You sons of bitches!” Gerick shouted, thrashing his way out of the pool. He stomped out onto the dry tile and shook off what water he could, but it was too late. His skin was the same smooth brown everywhere now.


  “You had no right to—” he shouted, but then he stopped in mid-rant and looked down at his leg. He took a careful step, then put his entire weight on it. “Son of a bitch,” he said in an entirely different tone of voice than he had used a moment ago.


  “It’s healed?” asked Zofia.


  “Feels like it.”


  “You should spend at least twice as much time under the fountain as you have,” said the technician, “but I’m sure you are substantially stronger now than you were.”


  “After one minute?” asked Boris.


  Gerick looked at his arms, then bent his head around to look at his shoulders and back.


  “They’re all gone,” said Zofia.


  “Shit.” He looked at the technician. “You have any idea how much trouble those were to have done? And how expensive?”


  “I’m sorry,” the tech said. “I didn’t realize the designs were artificial. If I had known, I could have programmed the fountain to ignore your skin.” He peered at the control panel, then added, “But you may be interested to know that the fountain healed two precancerous melanomas in your left forearm. One of them would have become malignant in less than a year. Perhaps that will make you less angry?”


  Gerick looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You’re shittin’ me.”


  “Whatever that means, I suspect the answer is no, I am not.”


  Zofia laughed. “I’d call it a fair trade,” she said. “Besides, that was the ugliest snake I’d ever seen.”


  “It was a wolf eel,” Gerick snapped. He stared at her for a moment, then turned around and stepped back into the pool.


  When the technician told him he could come out again, he looked like a completely different being. He stood straighter, he seemed more alert—everything about him looked refreshed and rejuvenated. Melnori knew that feeling; he took a healing shower every couple of years whether he needed it or not just to feel the rush.


  As Gerick toweled himself off, he said, “That was better than drugs.”


  “Much faster, at least,” Melnori told him.


  “No, I meant . . . aw, forget it.”


  Zofia looked at him, then at the fountain. The tech caught her obvious interest and said, “If you have injuries as well, you are welcome to use it.”


  She blushed. Melnori didn’t understand why, but she leaned close to the technician and whispered into his ear.


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “I see. No, that shouldn’t be a problem. I can program it to leave those sites unaffected.”


  Boris and Gerick both looked at her, then Gerick suddenly burst out laughing. “Boobs! You’re afraid you’ll lose your boob job!”


  “Shut up,” she told him. Then she turned to the tech again and said, “Something’s wrong. It didn’t fix his brain; he’s still a jerk.”


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Zofia chased everybody but the Nali technician out of the room before she undressed and stepped into the fountain. The tech had adjusted the controls so the shower wouldn’t affect her implants—Gerick had guessed right about that—but she wondered what else it might do to her. She would soon find out; she was tired enough of the twinges from her cracked rib and all her other injuries that she was willing to take the risk.


  The water was pleasant enough all by itself. She followed Gerick’s lead and took the opportunity to scrub, even though she had bathed in the river that morning. She had sweated plenty since then.


  Somewhere in the middle of her shower, she real­ized it didn’t hurt anymore to raise her left arm or twist sideways. She didn’t hurt anywhere. She felt better than she had ever felt in her life. It was as if the fountain was pouring energy directly into her cells, healing her from the very foundation of her being.


  After about five minutes, the tech told her she could come out. She toweled off and dressed in fresh cloth­ing from her pack, an all-black outfit she had found in the chaplain’s quarters. With the collar left open, it looked pretty good. It was the first time in a long while that she had really cared.


  On a whim, she stuck an extra pair of socks in her shirt, arranging them so they stuck way out in front, then she opened the door.


  Gerick took one look at her and burst out laughing. Boris merely stared.


  “Roll up your tongue,” she told him as she pulled out the socks. She wadded one up and threw it at Gerick, who caught it and snapped it at her. She threw the other one at Boris, who caught it and kept it.


  “You going to try it?” she asked him, tilting her head toward the fountain.


  He shook his head. “Not just yet. Maybe tomorrow, if you don’t turn into a rutabaga or something overnight.”


  “What’s the matter?” Gerick asked. “Chicken?”


  Boris gave him a sideways frown. “No, just healthy.”


  Gerick poked him in the stomach. “Yeah, that roll of flab looks healthy to me.”


  Boris said nothing. Zofia took back her socks and stuck them into her pack, then asked Ranel, “So what’s next?”


  The Nali leader said, “We should meet with the other resistance advisers and decide where you will be most useful.”


  “I don’t recall actually agreeing to help,” Zofia reminded her, but in truth she felt so wonderful she probably would have agreed to take on the entire Skaarj homeworld if the Nali asked her to. She wondered if that was why they had given her the treatment, so she would feel invincible.


  Ranel merely said, “Of course,” and led the group out of the hospital and on into the honeycomb of tunnels.


  They never made it to wherever she was taking them. They were climbing a set of wide stone stairs when they heard an explosion and screams from above. The ground shook, and dust sifted down out of cracks overhead.


  “What was that?” Gerick asked, drawing his automag.


  Ranel said, “I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good.”


  They raced up the stairs. Another explosion echoed through the tunnels, and they heard more screams. This time, they could make out the words: “Skaarj!”


  “They followed us here!” Melnori said.


  Ranel whirled around, drawing a matte black pistol with an inchwide barrel as she did so, and aimed it straight at Zofia’s head. “Traitors!”


  “It wasn’t us,” Zofia said.


  Gerick was right beside Ranel; he held his automag to her head and told her, “Put the gun down.”


  Ranel didn’t flinch, and she didn’t remove her gun from Zofia’s head. “You put yours down,” she said.


  More explosions came from above. The clamor of a heated gun battle grew louder. Boris stepped up the stairs behind Zofia.


  “Stop!” Ranel glanced toward him, but her pistol never wavered from Zofia’s face.


  Boris said, “You’re not going to shoot anybody until you know for sure what happened. In the meantime, we’re all in danger. While you’re sorting all this out, I’m going to go kill some Skaarj.” He kept climbing the stairs.


  “Don’t go alone!” Zofia said, but he disappeared around the corner. She looked Ranel straight in the eye and said, “He’s going to get himself killed if we don’t help him.”


  Ranel obviously didn’t know what to do. Gun­shots and screams echoed in the tunnels. She looked to Melnori, then back at Zofia, then she finally lowered her pistol. “Go, then. But I will be right behind you. At the first sign of betrayal, all three of you will die.”


  “Fair enough.” Zofia stepped past her, taking her Tarydium stinger and her flak gun from their holsters and making sure they were loaded and ready to go. The scale on the side of the stinger had a green dot about a third of the way down; there were still plenty of shots left.


  Melnori reached into a fold in his pants and took out a tiny pistol—obviously something the humans had overlooked when they had captured him. Zofia shook her head and handed him the laser, which she had been carrying in her pack. “Unless that thing’s more powerful than it looks, you’re better off with this,” she said.


  He took it from her gratefully. “Thank you.”


  She ran to the top of the stairs and turned toward the source of the noise. She could see Boris a hundred feet ahead, just disappearing around a curve in the tunnel. “Wait up!” she shouted, but he didn’t stop.


  Gerick ran alongside her, his automag in his left hand and his fragger in his right. For once, Zofia was glad for his company. They rushed around the corner after Boris, and she nearly screamed at the sight that awaited her.


  The passage opened out into another large cavern. Just like at the arsenal, stalactites hung down from the ceiling like long icicles tipped with bright sunglobes, but instead of weapons, this one contained the wreck­age of electronic equipment, and the floor was cov­ered with dead and dying bodies.


  Most of them were Nali. A dozen Skaarj lay among the dead, and Zofia even spotted a few aliens of other races, but it was clear who was losing this battle. It wasn’t for lack of trying—Nali fighters rushed out of all the side passages like water out of firehoses, but the Skaarj just mowed them down as fast as they ap­peared. There were twenty or thirty of the big green monsters about two-thirds of the way across the cavern, and they were using some kind of plasma weapons they didn’t even have to aim; they just swept the room with them, and the beams of energy auto­matically jumped like lightning bolts from person to person, frying them on the spot.


  And Boris stood right out there in plain sight, firing his flak gun at them like a kid plinking at cans. Only the distance between the Skaarj and the rear entrance to the cavern had spared him so far.


  The noise was deafening. Every shot echoed, and everyone was either yelling orders or screaming in agony. Zofia didn’t even try to coordinate with any­body; she just fired Tarydium crystals into the thickest knot of Skaarj, hitting two of them before she trig­gered the blast with her flak gun. There were five or six in the group, but she never got a better count than that before the two she’d hit exploded like bombs, taking the others with them and throwing body parts clear across the cavern.


  That drew the others’ attention, though. Bright energy bolts lanced out toward her from a dozen different sources, and she jumped for cover behind a big metal cabinet. Sparks erupted all around her, showering against the stone wall, but the cabinet grounded the charge long enough for her to run for cover behind another one. The brilliant discharge had apparently hid her from the Skaarj; they didn’t fire at her new hiding place. She peeked over the edge just long enough to spot another two of them together over on the right side of the cavern, then fired slivers of Tarydium into them.


  Boris saw the glow and detonated them before she had a chance to fire her own fragger at them.


  “Take cover, you idiot!” she shouted at him, but with all the shouts and screams echoing in the cavern, he didn’t hear her.


  Gerick had gone left when Zofia went right; under cover of the Nali crossfire, he worked his way toward Boris, ducking behind desks and cabinets until he got close enough to pull him down behind an overturned table. She could hear them shouting at each other, but the Skaarj sprayed plasma all around her again, and she couldn’t tell what they were saying.


  Melnori and Ranel had taken cover in an alcove just to the right of the door, and were leaning out and taking pot shots every few seconds. Zofia worked her way back toward them, and when she was within earshot she shouted, “Where are your gun emplace­ments?”


  “Our what?” Ranel shouted back.


  “Gun emplacements! Big guns mounted up high so you can cover the whole cavern.”


  Ranel’s blank look told her everything she needed to know. “You didn’t provide for defense in your own stronghold?”


  “Not here. This is the command center!”


  Right. If the enemy had made it this far, the war was already lost. Well the enemy was here, but Zofia wasn’t giving up just yet. There were only a dozen or so Skaarj left, and they had taken cover, too.


  If Zofia couldn’t climb up to a better vantage point, then she needed to get closer. “Cover me!” she shouted, then because she didn’t know if the Nali understood the concept, she said, “That means keep shooting so they keep their heads down.”


  They obliged, and Zofia was glad to see that Ranel’s gun at least provided flash and sound to match its bore. Melnori fired bright beams of laser light out through the smoke and dust in the air. Dozens of other Nali were firing dozens of different weapons, too; the air was thick with bright flashes and energy beams.


  It was getting hard to see through all the smoke. Zofia ran forward until she was abreast of Gerick and Boris, maybe twenty feet to the right, and fired her stinger at the source of one of the plasma bolts before ducking behind a computer console. The Tarydium crystal spattered off the floor in front of the desk the Skaarj was hiding behind, but the explosion merely blew a crater in the rock and sent shards flying.


  The concussion also knocked a stalactite free. It smashed down right behind the same Skaarj, and he leaped for safety.


  Boris jumped up and fired at him, catching him in the shoulder and spinning him around. He kept firing his fragger, boom, boom, boom, determined to kill the Skaarj before he could take cover again, but an energy bolt lanced out from behind a wall divider and caught him square in the chest.


  “Boris!” Zofia screamed. She leaped up and ran for him, ducking another plasma bolt as it veered toward her like something alive. She fired the stinger sideways as she ducked, and was gratified to hear a Skaarj scream in agony an instant before another explosion rocked the cavern.


  She dropped down beside Boris, who lay on his back behind the upturned conference table with a smoking hole in his chest.


  “No!” she yelled. “Don’t you die on me, damn it. Not now.”


  His eyes fluttered open. “That’s . . . what she said,” he whispered. He even tried to sit up, but she pushed him back down.


  “Stay there, you stupid bastard. You think they can’t hit you twice?”


  He laughed, but it turned into a cough. When he got it under control again, he said, “I didn’t think . . . they could hit me once. Mistake.”


  “You’re damned right it was a mistake. Gerick, drag him back—Gerick?”


  He had disappeared. Zofia looked toward the back of the room, expecting to see him retreating, but then she heard the distinctive boom of a flak gun in the other direction. She looked over the edge of the table and saw him advancing steadily on the Skaarj, jump­ing from cover to cover with each shot.


  A fine time for him to get brave. It had to be the effect of the fountain. “Come back here!” she yelled at him, but he either didn’t hear her or just ignored her.


  “Stay put,” she told Boris, then she darted out from behind the table, firing both flak gun and stinger as she ran after Gerick.


  A plasma bolt grazed her side before she could dodge it. Her breath left her in one convulsive scream, and she fell to the rock floor, but she turned the fall into a roll and slammed into the back of a desk. She thanked her luck that the Nali liked metal furniture; the plasma bolt sprayed outward, scintillating like fireworks all around her.


  She heard another boom, this time from behind her. She turned her head to see Boris up again and firing over the edge of the table.


  The plasma bolt zigzagged away from her, straight at Boris.


  “Duck!” she yelled, and he was already trying to, but it was too late. The energy beam struck him in the head with a bright flash before it winked out.


  “No!” Zofia rushed back to him, leaping over the table and nearly landing on his chest, but she twisted in midair and missed him. She bent down to look at his face and nearly gagged at the sight; his left cheek had been burned down to the bone, and what flesh was left below his eye had been cooked until it smoked.


  The right side and the top of his head looked almost normal. “Boris, talk to me,” Zofia said to him. “Damn it, Boris, don’t die on me. Boris!” She felt for a pulse in his neck, and at first she didn’t find it, but then her thumb jiggled ever so slightly.


  She had to get him to the healing fountain. She stood up to drag him away, but a plasma bolt instantly reached out for her, and she had to drop back down. She would never make it to the door.


  Gerick was still firing away up ahead. He couldn’t have much more ammunition. In a moment she would have two wounded friends if she didn’t do something.


  The Skaarj knew where she was. Plasma bolts flashed out and scintillated off the table, heating it cherry red. They didn’t stay in one place long enough to burn through, though, and suddenly Zofia realized what Gerick was doing. He was protecting her. Buy­ing her time.


  She couldn’t even peek over the tabletop to shoot, and she was afraid to shoot blind for fear of hitting Gerick. Time was rapidly running out. Zofia did the only thing she could think of: she aimed at the cavern ceiling above the Skaarj and fired her stinger again and again.


  Tarydium crystals exploded on impact with the hard rock, blasting stalactites loose to rain down like arrows on the Skaarj. She heard their agonized screams, and the plasma beams winked out one by one.


  The gun ran out after twenty or thirty more shots, but she had done the job. The cavern echoed with the last of the falling debris, then an eerie calm settled over it as the defenders realized no more Skaarj were firing.


  Zofia grabbed Boris by the arms and hauled him toward the door. Melnori and Ranel met her there and helped her rush him to the hospital, where they elbowed their way past the dozens of other people already there and pushed their way right past the examination room techs to a healing room.


  “Make way!” Melnori shouted. “Critical wounds!”


  The door opened and the same tech who had run the fountain for Gerick and Zofia looked out. The moment he saw Boris he backed away and let them bring him in, helping the Nali patient who was in the water to hobble out—his chest still partly singed from a similar plasma wound—to wait on the bench. Melnori helped Zofia hold Boris under the fountain’s gentle spray, but after only a few seconds his head lolled forward and his whole body went slack.


  “Live, damn it,” Zofia said. “Live!” But it was clear he was beyond hearing her.


  “I’m sorry, but he’s gone.” The tech reached out to help her carry him out, but she backed farther into the fountain with him.


  “Get back! Give him a chance.”


  The tech waited a few more seconds, then said, “He’s dead, and there are other patients who need the fountain.”


  Zofia looked past him out the doorway. Wounded Nali were streaming into the hospital by the hun­dreds. She caught a glimpse of Gerick among them, his entire right side scorched black, before the crowd closed up around him.


  She lifted Boris’s head. “Come on, buddy. Wake up. Wake up now. ”


  No response. Running water plastered his hair down over his forehead. She couldn’t look at the rest of his face.


  Melnori stepped out of the fountain, gently pulling her along with him. She let him lead her away, both of them supporting Boris, whose legs dragged over the lip of the pool and out the door. He felt twice as heavy now as he had just a moment ago. They carried him over to a comer and lay him down beside a Nali corpse in even worse shape than he was. Zofia leaned against the wall and tilted her head back, closing her eyes. Don’t cry, she told herself. Don’t cry.


  It was useless. She was glad she was already soaking wet.


  She realized that her shirt clung to her chest more loosely than it should. They hadn’t programmed the fountain this time. She wasn’t surprised to realize that she didn’t care.


  “He fought bravely,” Melnori said. His voice sounded flat, unemotional.


  She opened her eyes and looked over at him. He stood there with all four arms hanging limp, the laser rifle dangling by its strap, forgotten.


  She looked beyond him at the other Nali, crowding into the hospital like sheep in a corner of a pen after the wolf has been through. Stunned, every one of them, at what they had just witnessed.


  But not fired up for revenge. Zofia couldn’t see that in a single one of them, not even Melnori or Ranel.


  “Wake up, damn it!” she shouted, but this time she wasn’t shouting at Boris. “All of you, wake up! They’re going to come back.” Heads turned toward her. A sea of alien faces fixed on her. “Look,” she told them, “it’s now or never. It’s time to get up off your sorry asses and take back your planet! You’ve got maybe half an hour before the Skaarj move in here with everything they’ve got—you can either clear out now with what weapons you can carry, or you can wait for them to come wipe out your last hope. Which will it be?”


  Nobody answered. Zofia looked down at Boris’s body, then back out at the Nali. She swallowed, then shouted, “I say let’s kill the fuckers. Let’s kill every last one of ’em, and send their heads home in a box!”


  A low murmur rose in the crowd. A few voices shouted something in the native tongue, then Gerick’s voice cut through them like a knife. “Death to the Skaarj!” Zofia didn’t know who was more surprised, she or the Nali, but he said it again, “Death to the Skaarj!” and this time a few more voices joined his. Zofia added hers the third time around, and they kept shouting. More and more picked it up, louder and louder, until the entire mountain seemed to ring with their voices.


  


  Chapter 19


  


  Zofia watched the attack on the landing craft’s six-inch control monitor. It was a cramped proposition; the copilot’s chair was made for a birdlike alien about half her height. The pilot’s chair was no more spacious; besides, it was occupied by the lander’s original owner, a muscle-bound white-and-silver hawk with an oversized head and clawed fingers at the ends of his wings. He went by the name of Quoin, as near as she could make out, and he was very possessive about his spaceship.


  Zofia didn’t blame him. This was probably the only spaceworthy craft on Na Pali that didn’t belong to the Skaarj. Too bad it could only go into orbit and back, but that was still better than most other ships that came here.


  The lander had been in the cargo hold of Quoin’s starship, which hadn’t been designed to land, and unfortunately hadn’t been designed to withstand the disruptive effects of a planet-sized mass of Tarydium, either. Quoin and the landing craft had been the only survivors.


  He had spent the three years since his arrival shielding its electronic systems from Tarydium inter­ference and mounting weapons on it. Now, he was itching to try it out on the Skaarj, but Melnori had persuaded him to wait until after dark to attack.


  He didn’t like that, but Melnori had a good point: most of the other aircraft would be hampered at night by their lack of instrumentation. It made sense to save the lander for the time when its radar and infrared sensors would give it the best advantage.


  Zofia didn’t like waiting, either. Quoin had tapped into the Skaarj communication satellites so they could watch the battle unfold, but she felt guilty watching other people fight and die when she was safe on the ground a hundred miles away.


  “We need to get inside the city,” she said to Melnori, who crouched behind her chair. Gerick sat cross-legged behind him, cleaning his fragger and his automag. Ranel had gone off with another group of fighters so the resistance wouldn’t lose two leaders if the lander was shot down. “If we just blow it up from outside, it won’t do you guys any good. We have to capture it and hold it, the more intact the better, so we can use its weapons against the other cities.”


  “That’s another reason to wait,” Melnori said. “We don’t want to be in Rrajigar while it’s under attack. Let our fighters soften them up first, take out some of their guns and spread chaos throughout the city; then we can sneak in and do what we can from inside.”


  Gerick racked the action back and forth on his automag. “How are we going to get in, hot shot? From what I can see on that video-wristwatch there, it looks to me like they’ve got perimeter defenses half a mile out.”


  “Easily avoided,” Quoin said. His voice was soft, but clear. “I can put you down right at the base of the cliff.”


  “Which leaves us with a defended mesa to climb.”


  “Perhaps not,” Melnori said. He pointed at a billowing cloud of smoke at one edge of the city. “See there; the power station has been hit. That means the cooling water is probably not flowing any more. The pipes are as wide as a Nali is tall; we could go in through them.”


  “Inside the pipes?” Zofia asked. “What about foot­ing? What about the pumps?”


  “The pumps won’t be running. And the pipes will be full of slessums. They’re a kind of shellfish that sticks to piers and rocks and things. They’ll provide all the traction we need.”


  “Huh. Well, nobody will be looking for us there, that’s for sure.”


  Melnori said, “In the meantime, I have something else I want to investigate. There’s a chance we can do better than the pipes.”


  “Oh?”


  “It’s something Ranel told me about before I woke you to introduce her to you, but we didn’t have a chance to discuss it later.”


  Zofia looked back at him. “What?”


  “Quoin, back the view out until we have the entire mountain range in the screen.” When the hawk- creature did that, Melnori reached past Zofia and tapped the screen at a spot to the southeast of where they were. “Expand this section. Good, now expand again on this. And here. And again here. What do you see?”


  “I see a bunch of rock and bushes,” said Zofia.


  “I see fourteen small burrowing animals and a lizard,” said Quoin.


  “Precisely,” said Melnori. “Now, take us there.”


  “That’s easy enough.” Quoin touched the controls and the lander rose soundlessly on its repulsors, then raced away to the south. Within minutes, he had slowed down again and was about to land, but the collision alarm went off when they were still fifty feet up.


  “What? There’s nothing here.”


  “No?” asked Melnori. “Move over aways and set down. Gently; I don’t know the extent of it myself.”


  “The extent of what?”


  The lander settled on the ground, and Melnori led the four occupants to the airlock. “Three days ago, observers saw a ship come in under power. From the time and the path described to me, I think it was the one I believe we saw that first night at Tien Camp. It landed here—and disappeared.”


  Zofia looked out the airlock at the reddish rocks and greenish-yellow scrub-brush. Now that she knew what to look for, she could see a faint outline of shimmering fuzziness, most apparent against the smooth orange sky of sunset. Something big and oblong in shape rested there, but it was projecting the image from directly behind it, no matter what angle you looked from.


  “Whose is it?” she asked.


  “We don’t know. Our advance scouts never re­turned.”


  Gerick cocked his flak gun loudly. “Now you tell us.”


  Melnori shrugged. “A Skaarj force investigated it not long after our scouts arrived. There were four of them. Three left a few hours later. We can assume that one was killed in a battle with the ship’s crew, and that the other three killed the crew in turn.”


  “Or one is still here, standing guard.”


  “Unlikely. Anyone who was here would have been recalled to defend Rrajigar by now.”


  “That’s why you had us wait,” said Zofia.


  “Yes. Now, let us go see if this ship will help us in any way.”


  They walked toward it, weapons drawn. The illu­sion persisted until they were nearly upon it; then within the last twenty feet or so the pixels grew large enough so that the image became obviously fake, and within ten feet the structure of the ship became apparent.


  “There’s the airlock,” Quoin said, pointing with a wing.


  It was big enough for a human to stand in comfort­ably. The cycle button was at just the right height, with red and green indicator lights above it. Zofia pushed the button and the green one lit up. A moment later the door slid aside, revealing a rectangular airlock. Pressure suits hung from a rack on one side; safety lines and harnesses were stored on the other. Zofia had seen suits and airlocks like this every day since she was a little girl.


  “This is a human ship,” she said. She looked up and down its length. The shape looked familiar. It took her a second to remember where she had seen it before, but when it came to her, she felt a chill run down her spine. “Gerick, this is the S-38.”


  He laughed softly. “So it is.”


  “What is an S-38?” asked Melnori.


  “It’s the ship we were stealing the plans for when we were arrested,” Zofia explained. “It’s why we were sentenced to prison on Kira, which was why we wound up here.”


  “Too bad we didn’t have a chance to actually look at the plans before we got caught,” Gerick said.


  “We didn’t?” Zofia asked. “Maybe you didn’t, but I had to make sure we were downloading the right ones.” She stepped into the airlock, and the others crowded in with her. She pushed the cycle button, and as the outer door closed and the inner door opened, she said, “There’s a central access corridor that runs the whole length of the ship, and there’re gun em­placements at 120-degree intervals around the body, both fore and aft. The belly is one big bomb bay, and the armory takes up most of deck two in the aft section.”


  Gerick said, “That’s where we want to go. We need hand weapons and body armor for tonight.”


  Zofia nodded. “You go for the armory. I want to take a look at the control room. If this thing still flies, we may not need hand weapons. Set on automatic, the waist guns could take out every rooftop defender in Rrajigar in about ten seconds.”


  Quoin said, “Is it wise to split up? This ship may still be inhabited.”


  Zofia drew her flak gun from its holster. “I’ll be careful.”


  Before anyone could protest further, she walked away down the hallway that led to the middle of the ship, then turned left and headed forward. The access corridor was brightly lit, and doors led off to either side, but she didn’t pause to look behind them. She already knew they were crew quarters.


  It wasn’t a huge ship. The control room was only a hundred feet or so from the airlock. Zofia palmed the doors open, standing aside just in case somebody was inside, but she heard nothing except the soft hum of electronic equipment. She smelled smoke, though, and peered around the door frame and saw that someone had been here. Her heart fell. Most of the control panels had been destroyed by plasma blasts. There were three pools of blood on the floor where bodies had once lain. It had happened quite a while ago; the blood had darkened almost to black. Zofia was glad there weren’t any flies on board.


  She stepped around the stains and examined the controls. Flight capability was completely destroyed. Fire control likewise. Stealth control still functioned, but she already knew that. The Skaarj had probably left that on purpose, so they could study it.


  A monitor set into the control panel at the right of the stealth controls was blinking a message. She bent down to read it, and was surprised to find her own name: Subject Zofia Mozelle: signal lost 10:23 p.m. Above that was a similar message: Subject Gerick Flynn: signal lost 10:18 p.m. Below was Subject Boris Liang: signal lost 10:46 p.m.


  She had no idea what internal clock the ship used, but those time stamps had to be the moments when Gerick, then she, then Boris had been in the Nali healing fountain. Foreign objects were dissolved un­less the fountain was programmed to keep them; there must have been tracking devices implanted in their bodies.


  That alone wasn’t surprising. They were prisoners, after all. But why send a stealth warship after them? They weren’t that important, were they?


  There were four more names. Someone named Sandy Schofield had died at 8:22 a.m. this morning. Not “signal lost,” but “deceased.” Three more names that Zofia didn’t recognize were still listed as alive.


  She tapped one of the names, and a menu of choices popped up. She picked “visual” and the screen switched to an overhead view of Rrajigar at twilight. An arrow pointed to one of four towers. The fifth one had collapsed, so this was a real-time image.


  The other two names were shown in the same place. Zofia was willing to bet they were the prisoners the Skaarj had taken off the Rikers that first night.


  She sat down at the monitor and chose her own name, then picked “vital stats” from the list.


  Page after page of information scrolled upward. She skimmed over it, astonished at how detailed it was. It mentioned the time she had been arrested when a girlfriend had hidden stolen music in her bag, the time she had tried to ditch the police after her boyfriend had robbed an autobank, and dozens more details out of her past. It documented the break-in at Inuit, but didn’t answer the burning question: did she kill any guards or not? On that subject the bio merely said, “Denies killing, evidence inconclusive.”


  Near the bottom she found a mysterious line: “Committed 10/14/23 to Project Na Pali.”


  That was a week before she’d been shipped out to Kira. Or supposedly to Kira. Apparently, she had been sent here on purpose.


  “Na Pali” was flagged as a hot button, but when she tapped it, she got a message that said, “Restricted access. Enter password.”


  She knew only one: the password that had let her download the ship plans in the first place. She tried that, not really expecting it to work, and it didn’t. But when she tried it backward, the screen cleared and she got pages more information.


  She didn’t have to read far to get the gist of it. Project Na Pali was an experiment to see how well human fighters would fare against the Skaarj. Phase one, of which Zofia was a part, was simple and cheap: strand some bad-ass convicts on the planet near a Skaarj stronghold, give them easy access to military armament, and see how long they lasted.


  Phase two would be determined based on phase one’s degree of success. If the convicts defeated a fair number of Skaarj before being killed, then ground troops would be used to take the planet. If not, then S-38 stealth fighters would be employed. That would cost more, both in direct expense and in damage to the mining infrastructure that Inuit Corporation would rather keep intact, but they were prepared to pay that price if necessary.


  “Those sons of bitches,” Zofia muttered. They weren’t interested in liberating the Nali. They wanted to perpetuate the same system the Skaarj had estab­lished, just redirect the profits, instead.


  Her mind reeled with the implications. She’d known she was a pawn in a bigger game when she’d taken the break-in job, but she’d had no idea how little a pawn, or how big the game. And a fresh look at her rap sheet reminded her that this wasn’t the first time she’d played the pawn, either. That very first arrest, she hadn’t even known she was carrying stolen goods until the mall cops had nailed her. She hadn’t known Brian had just robbed an autobank when he’d called her for a ride, either. She hadn’t known who had hired her to break into Inuit, or why.


  It had probably been Inuit themselves. She looked like a violent criminal on paper, good fodder for their project. They had just needed to lure her into their clutches . . .


  She blanked out the screen and stood up. Her head seemed awash with roaring surf. She could almost feel the new information rushing for new homes in her brain, changing everything she had known, every­thing she had thought about herself. She had to look away, toward somewhere else, anywhere else but that damning monitor.


  The FTL radio had not been destroyed. She flipped it on, scanned for traffic. Heard voices.


  It would be so simple to call for help. Someone would come, take her off this damned planet. She could warn them about the Tarydium interference, and they could land on manual. The war between the Nali and Skaarj would provide excellent cover; they probably wouldn’t even be noticed.


  And they would almost certainly be from Inuit.


  No, calling for help would only play into their hands. They had miscalculated and lost this ship to the Skaarj; now, they had no way to tell how their plan was going. No matter who answered, if she called for help, they would know.


  And if she helped the Nali take Rrajigar? Wouldn’t they suspect something then?


  She didn’t know. The Nali had been planning to revolt for years. If Inuit Corporation knew that, they might think the human arrival had merely acted as a catalyst. They would have no reason to think other­wise. Why would escaped convicts join an alien revolution?


  Zofia nearly laughed. Because they each thought they might be the Avenging Angel. She had actually bought that line of crap. Not consciously, but every time she had played the hero, that thought had been in the back of her mind. She’d been played for a pawn again, this time by an alien. She hadn’t really believed any of his hokey prophecy, but he had managed to manipulate her into thinking she might be able to fulfill it anyway. She’d done what she’d done for other reasons, but the idea had been in the back of her mind from the moment he had told her about it, the notion that she might become the avenging angel if she were in the right place at the right time. Might finally become worthwhile to somebody, somewhere.


  What a laugh. Ambition makes fools of us all, she thought. She had never amounted to anything in her life; had she really thought she could become the savior of an entire world?


  No, she realized. When she put the question that way, it was obvious she hadn’t really thought so. She’d never had that strong a self-image. She’d been fooling herself, too.


  So what was real? The one honest emotion was the bond she had felt growing between her and Boris. She wanted to avenge his death. That had nothing to do with Inuit Corporation or the Nali. That was all Zofia.


  And beyond that?


  She looked at the radio. Her link with the rest of humanity. With her past.


  She raised the flak gun and fired directly into the panel.


  


  Chapter 20


  


  Karrikta paced back and forth in the command center, waiting for the raiding party to report. It had been half an hour since they had entered the cave; what was keeping them?


  He’d been lucky the razorfly had spotted the Hhumans as it followed the path of the stolen flyer. Also lucky it could plant a homing beacon on the back of the resistance leader’s vehicle when they made their rendezvous. The beacon had stopped transmitting the moment it had been submerged, but it had led the scouts close enough to spot a cave entrance high up on a mountainside above the lake. Karrikta couldn’t count on further good fortune; he had ordered all of the scouts to attack at once, to surprise the Nali and wipe out their headquarters before they knew they had been discovered.


  The scouts had flown straight into the cave, and that’s the last Karrikta had heard from them. The rock mass blocked direct transmission, so they couldn’t report their progress, but they should have been able to fight their way all the way through the mountain by now. Something had gone wrong.


  “Send in another team,” he ordered his battle commander. “I want to know what’s going on in there.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The commander examined his situation monitor to see who was closest, but before he could relay the order, the surveillance tech who had been watching by satellite said, “I see motion. They’re coming out. Six, eight, ten—wait. There weren’t that many flyers.”


  “What?” Karrikta stomped over behind him and looked into the monitor himself.


  A steady stream of vehicles shot out of the cave mouth, angling away in all directions once they had cleared it. These weren’t just passenger vehicles, ei­ther; most of them bore turret guns or held bombs slung beneath their fuselages.


  “Reduce magnification,” he said. The tech com­plied, and the stream of vehicles became a tiny thread of silver dots, but now they could see dozens more streams just like it issuing from all over the mountain. It looked like a volcano about to blow, venting steam from every crack just before it erupted.


  “Check the lake,” he said, and when the tech moved the view over, they saw that the lake surface was aboil with escaping vehicles.


  “Track them!” Karrikta ordered, but the tech said, “There’re too many, sir. They’re splitting up.”


  “Then get warplanes in there,” he ordered the battle commander. “Shoot down anything that flies.”


  “Yes, sir,” the commander said, but they both knew it was a futile gesture. Hundreds of vehicles had already escaped, and hundreds more would go before the planes could get there. Even then, what could eight do against so many? That was the extent of the true Skaarj military power on Na Pali—eight subor­bital warplanes. With the Nali so effectively crushed years ago, there had been no need for more, and the homeworld had other wars to fight, elsewhere.


  He wouldn’t get all eight of them, either. Rrajigar wasn’t the only city on Na Pali, and Karrikta wasn’t the only security chief with a problem. “Send word to the other commanders,” he said. “Tell them what’s happening.”


  He smacked a fist against his chest. He knew how this would look to the others. He had lost his chance to crush the resistance with a single blow. He had underestimated his enemy, and he had paid the price.


  He would pay more in the days to come, too. Of that he was certain. With their cover blown, the Nali had no choice but to strike soon, before the Skaarj could hunt them down one at a time. Rrajigar was the closest city, so that’s where they would almost cer­tainly direct their attack.


  That’s how Karrikta would do it, anyway. He wondered if the Nali thought the same way. And what of the Hhumans? They were still a complete mystery. Would they rush straight from one battle into an­other?


  “Get our defenses ready,” he said. “I want antiair­craft weapons on every rooftop, and I want troops guarding every path up the side of the mesa. Put advance scouts in the foothills, and order everyone to shoot any alien on sight.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the commander, and other voices echoed his.


  The command center hummed with activity as everyone rushed to implement his orders. There was an air of excitement in the room. Indeed, when Karrikta looked out the wraparound windows at the city below him, he sensed that same feeling through­out the city. Security forces struggled to haul bulky weapons up onto roofs; others who had already set up their stations fired test shots into the air; he saw soldiers laughing and slapping one another on the back. He knew what they were saying: “At last we get to fight a real battle!”


  Idiots. This resembled a real battle about as much as they resembled real soldiers. That was the only thing that would save their worthless hides in the hours to come. They had no more enemy here than they had experience fighting one. Since the occupa­tion, years before anyone here was born, Na Pali had been a training ground for new recruits and a conve­nient place to stash people who didn’t fit in, back home. It was a big-game preserve for those who wanted to hunt intelligent prey. It hadn’t taken any­thing more to hold the planet against the Nali, so nothing more had been provided.


  It wasn’t as bad now as it had been before Karrikta arrived. In his seven years here, he had whipped this collection of misfits into as decent a fighting force as possible, given the circumstances, but they lacked one crucial ingredient: experience.


  They were about to gain that. Unfortunately, the least experienced of the lot were the ones with him there in the command center. He had decided not to waste battle talent in management, but now, as he looked at the technicians and accountants around him—half of them not even armed—he wondered at the wisdom of that.


  Too late to restructure now. One of the surveillance techs said, “Incoming air traffic, southwest quarter, vector four.”


  Karrikta looked out the window to the southwest, ticked off four-sixths of the distance from south to west—squinting into the sun, which was just sliding behind the peaks—and there he spotted a tiny glint of silver bobbing and weaving its way down out of the mountains. The pilot had to have flown directly here from the cave at top speed to make it this quickly. So they were going for a direct assault.


  “Battle stations,” he ordered. “Get ready for more.”


  Then, because he knew that attitude won half of any fight, he said, “At last, we get to fight a real battle!”


  Everyone cheered. They cheered again when a plasma bolt lanced out toward the approaching flyer, even though it fizzled way short of the target. The flyer came steadily on, growing from a featureless dot to a sleek teardrop shape with two Tarydium cannons mounted on the ends of stubby wings. It opened fire just as prematurely, its shots arching downward to stitch a twin line of explosions through the badlands below the mesa on which Rrajigar stood.


  Someone out there in the line of fire shot straight upward with a hand weapon; the energy pulse looked like a tiny scratch of light that winked out when the flyer’s shots reached it.


  First casualty, thought Karrikta. Not counting the scouts who had undoubtedly perished in the cave.


  The flyer came on without dodging, even when more and more weapons opened fire on it. As it drew closer, the sky lit up with so many energy beams and timed Tarydium explosions that they hid their target. Karrikta could feel the vibration from the firing of the guns on the roof above the command center, and he could see streaks flying past from rooftops below and to the side.


  “Good grief,” he said. “Tell those idiots to save some ammunition for the next one.”


  He heard orders being issued, and suddenly the firing stopped. Except for the attacking flyer; it blew through the wall of smoke with its cannons still blazing, and now it was within range. The twin lines of explosions splashed across the river and climbed the slope toward the city.


  “Well, somebody shoot it!” Karrikta said.


  More frantic orders, then the barrage opened up again. The flyer was completely vaporized in an instant, but not before its cannon shots took out a building on the edge of town. Karrikta squinted to see. Flaming debris rained down on neighboring rooftops—some of them occupied.


  First blood for both sides.


  “More approaching,” the surveillance tech said. “Seven targets, all southwest quadrant.”


  “Get ready for them,” Karrikta said. “Command­ers, call your shots this time.”


  They couldn’t see the approaching aircraft through the smoke of the first one’s destruction. There was a light evening breeze blowing down out of the moun­tains; that would eventually clear away the smoke, but not soon enough. Fortunately, some of the guns had radar, and some of the missiles they fired had Tarydium-seeking warheads, but the planet’s natural Tarydium levels meant the warheads’ sensitivity had to be set so low that they were nearly useless.


  There wasn’t an infinite supply of warheads, either.


  Karrikta watched the satellite view as the seven enemy flyers approached the city. They didn’t fly in formation. From the way they weaved back and forth, it didn’t look as though their pilots were capable of it. Unless they thought they were taking evasive action, in which case they were equally pitiful, just in a different way. They’d have to do a lot better than that to evade a guided missile.


  They came within range of the longest-reaching guns. A few shots climbed into the sky, much more measured this time, and three of the seven flyers exploded before they even knew they were targeted.


  The others opened fire. Four, eight, twelve missiles lanced out toward the city. Karrikta looked out the windows to see if he could spot them, but the smoke still obscured the view.


  The radar-guided guns could see through it well enough. Nine of the missiles and two more flyers added bright flashes and more smoke to the thicken­ing cloud.


  The other two incoming missiles flashed past the defenders and smashed into the power plant, one striking the cooling tower and the other making a direct hit on the generator station. The lights in the command center went out, and all the monitoring equipment died, but a moment later it all came back on as the backup power supply in the basement switched on.


  Lights blinked all over the city, but every building had its own generator. Nobody had trusted the Nali technology enough to rely on it completely. That, at least, had been a smart decision.


  The computers needed time to reset; in the meantime, Karrikta was reduced to watching out the win­dow as bright lights lanced up and down through the evening sky. The last two flyers were finally hit, one of them spiraling in to splash into the river, but the other one had enough momentum to carry it into the city. It crashed into one of the five towers, punching through the wall before it exploded. Rather than tip over, the tower simply collapsed straight down. Karrikta watched two of the soldiers on the roof leap to their deaths, but the ones who stayed fared no better. The tower disappeared into a billowing cloud of flame and smoke, and its final impact shook the command center hard enough to rattle fangs.


  The fire lit up the ceiling with flickering orange light. It looked like the entire sky was reflecting it, but that was just the sunset. There was less than an hour of daylight left.


  Karrikta wondered if the Nali would continue to attack through the night. He wasn’t sure they would need to, if things continued the way they were going.


  The computers came back on line. “More coming,” said the surveillance tech. “Nine this time, four in one cluster, five in another.”


  “Where are those damned warplanes?” Karrikta demanded.


  “One’s coming in from the east right now,” said the battle commander.


  “Good.” Karrikta watched it in the satellite moni­tor as it swept around Rrajigar to the north, making a wide arc westward so it could attack the incoming flyers from out of the sun. It flashed toward them at twice their speed, firing its plasma cannon at them in swift, precise jabs. Each shot took out a flyer; the group of five disappeared in rapid succession. The other four split up, but their destruction took only a little longer. Their debris rained down in the foothills, setting fires far from Rrajigar.


  The warplane circled slowly around the city, dart­ing out to shoot down anything else that approached. Karrikta relaxed a little as he watched it dispatch another attacker with a single shot. Maybe things weren’t as hopeless as he had thought.


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Melnori tried not to despair at the sight of all the weapons. The walls were festooned with handguns, rifles, and less obvious devices, and cabinets held enough ammunition for them to stock the entire resistance. He knew he should be thankful that such a hoard had landed in his lap at such an opportune time, but he couldn’t work up the enthusiasm to rejoice at the prospect of so much destructive power.


  He couldn’t ignore the truth: all of this had been brought to Na Pali by aliens who were just as eager as the Skaarj to exploit the planet for its Tarydium.


  He wished, not for the first time, that he could find some way to convert Tarydium into worthless rock. Without its lure, Na Pali would be of no interest to anyone but the Nali, who would love the planet even more for its lack of the troublesome element. The sensitive ones, who felt such intense pain in its presence, could finally live in comfort, and the rest of the population could live in peace.


  Even the rain of starships would stop, although if Na Pali regained even a fraction of the grandeur it had possessed millennia ago, there would be starships aplenty—all filled with tourists.


  That thought nearly made Melnori laugh. The idea that Na Pali would ever mean anything but Tarydium to anybody was a lunatic dream. The only tourists the planet was likely to see in his lifetime were Skaarj slavemasters, come to pick over the remnants of Nali civilization after it died in tonight’s improbable battle.


  Gerick and Quoin were picking through the weap­ons with the finicky attitude of someone who doesn’t want to carry anything he doesn’t have to. From their heated discussion in the far corner of the armory, it looked like they had come to a difficult choice, but they turned away from whatever they were arguing about when Zofia returned.


  Something seemed different about her. Melnori couldn’t say just what it was, but she carried herself differently than she had before. He had seen a similar change when Boris had died. Something had just affected her profoundly, but when she spoke, she said nothing of it.


  “The Skaarj messed up the controls pretty badly,” she said. “We might be able to fix ’em, but not tonight. Radio’s out, too. What have you found?”


  “Camouflage armor,” Gerick said, turning around—and disappearing. “Plus a ton of weapons, but nothing really new. The Skaarj weapons are better than these.” His voice shifted sideways as he spoke, and he flickered into visibility again a few steps away from where he had been.


  “Too bad,” she said. “The armor’s good, though. Where’s mine?”


  “There’re bins of ’em over there,” Gerick said, pointing. “Pick one. It’s stretchy; one size fits all.” He pulled the transparent fabric away from his chest, let it snap back into place.


  “Doesn’t look much like armor,” Zofia observed.


  “We fired a few rounds at an empty one, and it held up,” Gerick told her. “It stiffens like steel for a second when it’s hit. Laser didn’t penetrate, either. Quoin’s plasma gun toasted the electronics, but it didn’t go through.”


  “Impressive.” Zofia dug into the bins and pulled out a bodysuit. It looked to Melnori like a discarded human skin, complete with head. Zofia stuck her feet down through its open face and slid them through the body into the legs, then wiggled her arms into their proper places and pulled the headpiece up over her hair.


  “Where’s the on/off switch?” she asked.


  “Belly button.”


  She looked down, saw the black dot there, and pushed. She disappeared except for the oval of her face.


  “You’ve got to pull the hood down,” Gerick told her.


  “Oh.” She reached up and tugged a line of invisibil­ity over her eyes, nose, mouth, and finally her chin. Melnori could see a faint shimmer of motion at her neck as she tucked the flap in. “How do I get to my— oh, I see. Slits in the sides.” One of her human-made guns appeared at her side, then disappeared again.


  “Quoin, Melnori, have you guys got one?” she asked.


  Quoin bent a wing and pushed a spot beneath his neck. He vanished, then returned again a moment later. Melnori pushed the button on his chest. Nothing changed from his perspective, but suddenly Zofia laughed.


  “I see your extra pair of arms,” she said.


  “They aren’t ‘extra,’ I assure you,” Melnori said. He fumbled with his suit, which he had only partially donned, and pushed the black button on the flap that he had left untucked.


  “Ah, that’s got it. Great. Looks like we won’t have to climb up the mesa inside a water pipe, after all.”


  Quoin whistled softly. “Do you know that these suits are invisible to the Skaarj? They see a different spectrum than you do.”


  “Damn, you’re right. We won’t know until we try it. And I suppose it’s stupid to try it until we absolutely have to.”


  “Perhaps not,” said Quoin. “Stupid only if the Skaarj in question could hurt you if it turns out he can see you.”


  Gerick looked at him. “You know one who couldn’t?”


  Another low whistle. “We can make one wherever there is a lone soldier.”


  “How?”


  “Come, I will show you. Provided we’re finished here.”


  “Yeah, I’ve got all I can carry. Zofia, you probably want to grab a laser, at least. They’re on that rack right beside you.”


  “Okay.” A sleek hand weapon wiggled, then disap­peared as she grasped it. The guns had been treated with a camouflage coating, too.


  Quoin stepped toward the door. Gerick followed him, then stopped and turned around. “Are you com—oof!”


  Zofia giggled, then she shimmered into existence right behind him. “Melnori?” she asked. She turned toward him and extended her arm, feeling the air. He resisted the urge to walk around her and tap her on the shoulder from behind; instead, he pressed the two control spots again and switched off the camouflage.


  Quoin led them back to his landing craft. It was getting dark enough that his ship was just a silhouette against the deep purple sky. The ground was pitch-black already, and stars were coming out overhead. They climbed aboard, and when they were all crouched down in their places, he took off toward Rrajigar. They could see the battle from quite a distance as flashes of energy lit up the sky. Melnori thought it actually looked rather pretty from this distance. If by some miracle they won, they would have to stage something like it for the rest of the Nali to see, maybe hold some kind of celebration at night and blow up something in memory of the battle of Rrajigar.


  Quoin peered at his monitors and slowed his ship well short of the city. “There’s one,” he said.


  He angled the lander down in a steep dive. “What are you going to do?” asked Gerick.


  “Capture a Skaarj.”


  “Just like that?”


  “I have practiced this maneuver many times. It never fails.”


  “Knock wood,” Zofia said, rapping her head with her curled fingers. Melnori had no idea what that meant, but now was not the time to ask. Quoin swept the ship down toward the dark ground, watching the monitors rather than the night outside the actual windshield. Melnori could see a reverse silhouette of a Skaarj—a bright, blurry outline of one—standing at attention with his arms at his sides, peering out into the darkness. At the last moment, the figure became aware of the vehicle swooping down on him; Melnori saw him whirl and raise his arm to fire, but he was too late. The image swelled to fill the screen, and a soft thump shook the ship at the same moment.


  Quoin angled around in a steep turn, then swept toward the same spot again. The monitor showed the Skaarj sprawled on the ground, not moving.


  “Good grief,” Zofia said. “You just drop down and whack ’em on the head?”


  “That is how my people hunt,” Quoin said. He brought the lander down beside the Skaarj, trained a spotlight on him, and climbed out of the seat. “Let us see if our camouflage suits work.”


  All four of them activated their armor, then bumped and jostled their way into the airlock. They stepped out cautiously, but it soon became apparent that the Skaarj was out cold. In fact, he looked dead.


  “I think you killed him,” Melnori said.


  “Impossible. I have done this many times.” Quoin walked up to the Skaarj and kicked a foot. It twitched, but the Skaarj didn’t wake up.


  “What I haven’t done before is bind one. We need rope.” His voice drifted away, then a coil of silvery cord floated out of the airlock. “Safety tether should do,” he said. The rope moved over toward the Skaarj, and Quoin said, “Help hold his arms together behind his back.”


  Melnori moved closer, bumped into Zofia or Ger­ick—he couldn’t tell which—and grasped the Skaarj’s left arm. It was the closest he had ever come to a live one, and as close as he ever wanted to. The skin was hot to the touch, a product of Tarydium-based high metabolism, yet it still felt wet and slimy.


  One of the invisible humans held the other arm, and Quoin wrapped the cord around the wrists, tying both arms tight behind the Skaarj’s back. They tied the feet together, as well, then bound hands and feet together and left the Skaarj on his side.


  “One moment.” Quoin went into the airlock again, then returned with a plastic bottle. The top was unscrewed and the bottle tilted over the Skaarj’s head, splashing water in his face.


  The Skaarj woke with a roar, then roared again when he realized he was tied up. Melnori stepped backward and reached for his stunner, but stopped before withdrawing it.


  “Who’s there?” the Skaarj demanded.


  At Melnori’s right, Gerick scuffed his feet, and the Skaarj tilted his head back to look toward the sound. “Show yourself!” he demanded.


  “Let’s try full spectrum light,” Quoin said, then he spoke a few hissing, clicking syllables in his native language. The light grew yellower, warmer.


  The Skaarj tugged at his bonds, kicked himself around in a circle. “Who are you?” he roared.


  “Your worst nightmare,” Gerick said. Suddenly a beam of laser light shot out from a spot only an arm’s length away from the Skaarj’s face, just missing his knees as it traveled the length of his body.


  Instead of flinching, the Skaarj jackknifed forward and snapped his powerful jaws at the source of the light.


  “Yow!” Gerick yelled. Melnori heard him fall down, then scramble back into the darkness.


  “Are you hurt?” he asked, just as Zofia said, “Gerick!”


  “I’m all right. Startled me is all.”


  “Who are you?” the Skaarj demanded again. “Show yourselves, cowards!”


  “I think we’ve proved they work,” Quoin said. “Anybody hungry?”


  “What?” Melnori asked. “You can’t seriously ...” He couldn’t bring himself to say it.


  “What else do you think I do with them? My kind need fresh meat, and lots of it.” A plasma pistol slid into view as Quoin drew it from beneath his camou­flage.


  “Don’t—” Melnori said, but it was too late. There was a bright flash, and when his eyes recovered, the Skaarj had no head.


  Quoin flickered into view again and holstered his pistol. Then, walking up to the Skaarj’s body, he pulled his wings free of the camouflage suit and used his claws to rip open the Skaarj’s powerful chest.


  “Here,” he said, holding a strip of steaming flesh out toward Melnori. “It’ll put some spring in your step.”


  “No, thank you,” Melnori said, fighting down the urge to gag.


  Quoin said, “Where I come from, we share the flesh of our enemies before a battle. It’s mostly symbolic, but there’s a strong basis in practicality for it. We use their energy against them.”


  He held the meat out toward where the humans had last been. Not surprisingly, Gerick switched off his camouflage and took it from him.


  “You mind if I cook it?” he asked.


  “Not at all.” Quoin ripped free another section and held it out. “Zofia?”


  “Uhh ... I guess. It’s not like he’s human or any­thing.” She blinked into being again and took the meat gingerly between two fingers.


  Quoin ripped free another strip for himself.


  Gerick still had his laser out. He twisted a silver ring at the end of it and fired the beam again, and this time the light fanned out in a cone. He dangled the meat a hand’s width in front of the muzzle for a few seconds, and it sizzled and popped as it cooked.


  Zofia did the same; then the two of them raised their cooked strips of Skaarj toward each other, and Zofia said in a voice that sounded a bit nervous, “Here’s to victory.”


  They each took a cautious bite. Quoin gobbled his in one gulp and ripped free another strip.


  “Hmm,” said Zofia. “Not bad. Tastes a little like chicken.”


  “What is chicken?” Quoin asked.


  “It’s a—” She stopped. “It’s a kind of rodent we have on Earth. Right, Gerick?”


  “Right,” he said quickly.


  Melnori could tell they were lying, but he couldn’t think of a good reason why. What did it matter what chicken was?


  “Well, eat your fill,” Quoin said. “There’s plenty here for everybody. And then I imagine it’s about time to get you three to Rrajigar.”


  “You three?" asked Melnori. “Aren’t you going in with us?”


  “Are you kidding? And waste all the work I’ve done on my ship? As soon as I drop you off, I’m going to take it out and knock down some aircraft. Give the rest of your fleet a better chance to get through.”


  “Oh,” said Melnori. Yes, that sounded like a good idea. He wouldn’t have thought of that on his own. He didn’t think like these others; that was clear.


  As he watched them eat the Skaarj, he counted himself lucky.


  


  Chapter 22


  


  Zofia clung to the rungs on the side of the water pipe with both hands while she took a breather. This had to be the biggest ladder she had ever climbed. It was one of two six-foot-diameter pipes: an intake and a return line for the power plant’s cooling tower, though she didn’t know which was which. It didn’t matter anyway; both had access ladders along their full length. She’d already pulled herself up at least two hundred feet of the one on the left, and there was easily that much more to go. At least, they weren’t inside the pipe. She didn’t think she could have handled that.


  Fortunately, with the camouflage suits, she and Gerick and Melnori didn’t have to worry about concealing their approach. They had still gotten soaked; Quoin had been fired on, the moment he approached closer than a mile from the mesa, so he had backed away and dropped them off near the river, and they had floated down to the water pipes.


  That had still seemed the best route to infiltrate the city. All the roads and footpaths were no doubt heavily guarded, but Melnori suspected only one or two Skaarj would be guarding the pipes—if anybody was at all.


  Zofia hoped they were hard of hearing. She was panting like a Saint Bernard in the sun, and Gerick and Melnori weren’t doing much better. It was hot and sweaty inside the full-body suit, especially under the face mask, which wasn’t vented well enough for heavy exertion. Zofia was tempted to pull hers up so she could at least breathe fresh air while she climbed, but if the Skaarj could see infrared light she would look like a glowing Cheshire cat to anyone watching.


  Rrajigar was calm at the moment. The warplane flying patrol around the city kept the resistance air force at bay. They had tried a coordinated attack, a dozen flyers going after the warplane at once, while another dozen flew straight for the city, but the warplane had outmaneuvered them so easily it was pathetic. Only one had made it close enough to drop a bomb, and none had damaged the warplane.


  But now, another flash of light in the sky toward the mountains caught Zofia’s attention. She looked out to see what it was—instinctively clutching the handhold at the sight of the mesa dropping away beneath her feet—and saw five or six quick stabs of light, each one ending in a bright explosion. It took nearly ten seconds for the sound to reach her; by then, the target had returned fire, but its shots didn’t hit anything.


  It had to be Quoin. The landing craft was the only thing on the planet that was faster than a warplane; he was harassing the Skaarj pilot, playing with him while he tested out the modifications he had made in his armament.


  “Don’t get cocky,” she muttered.


  “What’d I do now?” Gerick asked. He was right below her on the ladder, though not visible at all.


  “Not you. Quoin. See him out there?”


  “I was too busy panting.” A pause. “Yeah, now I do. Good, take the son of a—”


  His words were lost in a loud, rushing roar from overhead. A dark shape eclipsed the stars as it swept toward the two fighting airships.


  “Another warplane!” Zofia said, when it had passed. “Get the hell out of there, Quoin!”


  He obviously saw the oncoming plane. But he couldn’t resist firing one last shot at the first plane, this time with a missile of some sort, before he lit the fusion drive and roared upward on a spear of light that lit the ground like day for miles around. The first warplane exploded in a ball of flame, burning pieces dropping to the ground to set more fires there, but even as the first plane fell, the second one fired a missile that arched out and up toward Quoin, closing the distance in seconds.


  “Look out!” Zofia shouted.


  “Shhh!” Gerick hissed.


  The missile met the lander with just a tiny flash. There was a moment in which it looked like it might have been deflected, but then the lander erupted into a fireball too bright to look at. The missile had been tipped with Tarydium.


  The concussion nearly shook Zofia off the access ladder. “Damn it,” she said when she could hear again. “You stupid, arrogant, reckless—bird. ”


  “He took out one warplane,” Melnori said.


  “Fat lot of good that did him. Or us. There’s still one out there, so we’re still completely on our own.” “Then we’d better get going,” Gerick said.


  “Yeah, yeah.” He was right. There was nothing they could do about Quoin.


  A bright spotlight shone down the side of the mesa. It slid along the pipe, right past the three invisible climbers, then winked out.


  “They heard you,” Gerick whispered.


  As long as they don’t shoot at sounds, Zofia thought, but she shut up and climbed.


  They had to pause for breathers more and more often as they neared the top, but at last they were about ten feet from the spot where the pipes entered the upper pump house. The ladder went up the side of the building, and at the top of it a nervous Skaarj patrolled back and forth, looking down over the railing every few seconds. He could apparently hear their footfalls, but every time he shone his spotlight down at them he saw only an empty ladder.


  Zofia paused again. She felt Gerick’s hand on her ankle, but he didn’t say anything to her this time, and she didn’t speak, either. Slowly, carefully, she drew the camouflaged laser pistol she had gotten from the S-38 and aimed at the railing. She steadied her hand against the ladder, waiting for the Skaarj to lean back out.


  He had apparently decided he was worrying about nothing. What a time for him to give up! She slapped the railing, and he popped his head back out, but this time instead of the spotlight he was pointing a stun­ner—one of the directed-force weapons—straight at her.


  Armor wouldn’t be any good against that. If he fired, it would knock all three of them off the ladder. Zofia sighted on the dark silhouette of his head against the stars, held her breath, and squeezed the trigger.


  Bright green light lanced up at him and played across his head, scattering off his scaly green skin. Green! Shit, that was as bad as a mirror to a green laser!


  His eyes, at least, weren’t green. He roared in agony as the laser blinded him, and he fired his stunner as he fell back. The beam swept across Zofia, shoving her down, and she felt her hand slip off the rung, but Gerick shoved her hard on the butt, and she caught it again before she could fall.


  “Go!” he hissed. “Get him before he raises the alarm!”


  It was too late. He bellowed something in the harsh alien language, and spotlights from higher up in the city swept around to bathe the entire pump house. Nobody fired, though. They could see only a single Skaarj staggering around on the flat rooftop.


  Zofia climbed up and over the railing. She heard Gerick and Melnori right behind her. The Skaarj heard them too, and he fired his stunner toward the noise, but Zofia dived to the side and rolled back to her feet again, then tiptoed to the other end of the roof.


  She bumped into another invisible body, stepped to the side, and looked over the edge. Only ten feet or so to the ground, with a ladder bolted to the wall.


  All three of them tried it at once. Zofia backed off, then realized the other two had done so, too, so she went ahead again and clonked heads with Gerick. She heard him swallow whatever angry word he had almost shouted at her, but she took the moment to start down the ladder, moving quickly before he could step on her fingers.


  She waited until she heard two sets of footsteps crunch on the gravelly ground, then whispered, “Let’s get out of here before they figure out what’s going on.”


  “Yes, let’s do,” whispered Melnori. “Follow me.” He led the way toward the city proper, Zofia holding her hand on his back, and Gerick holding his hand on hers.


  The resistance flyers had done quite a bit of damage before the warplane had chased them away. Zofia and her companions had to climb over piles of rubble, much of it full of sharp-edged fragments of rock. Rrajigar had been a Nali city before the occupation, and they had liked to build with stone and timbers. Zofia was glad for the armor; without it, she would have sliced her ankles to shreds in the dark.


  They eventually came to an access road and fol­lowed it from the power plant to the town. They could see four tall towers reaching up into the sky, and dozens of squat buildings at their bases. Skaarj sol­diers rushed back and forth, fighting the fires the first attack wave had started.


  “There,” Melnori said. “That tower on the right is the command center.” If he was pointing, it did no good.


  It didn’t matter. One of the towers looked like a lighthouse, its entire top floor all windows lit from within. That had to be the one he meant. That was also the tower that the monitor on the S-38 had said housed three more human prisoners.


  “We might be able to double our manpower here,” Zofia said. Provided the Skaarj had left them in any shape to help out. That one file tagged “deceased” wasn’t encouraging.


  She led the way toward the base of the tower, fighting to remain calm as she approached three Skaarj coming toward them. A cloud of smoke wafted through, stinging her eyes, but she held her breath so she wouldn’t cough.


  Behind her, she heard Gerick whisper, “Shit! Get out of the smoke!”


  “Why?”


  “Just do it!”


  She turned around, and there were the hollow images of Melnori and Gerick, patches of clarity in the whiteness like reverse ghosts. The camouflage suits collected light on one side of the body and transmitted it again on the other; that normally provided complete invisibility, but they couldn’t work in a situation where light couldn’t make it through.


  The smoke cloud was too big to dodge. The three invaders ran for the side of a low stone building, but the Skaarj spotted them before they could reach cover. Plasma bolts crackled out through the smoke, striking Zofia and Melnori in their sides and slam­ming them against the wall. Zofia felt something break in the medical kit she wore at her hip, but the armor had deflected most of the blow; whatever had broken, she didn’t need it yet.


  Gerick fired his laser at the Skaarj, momentarily blinding them with the bright green flash scattering in the cloud, then he drew his flak gun and fired at their heads. Two of them went down, but the third got in another shot, blasting him backward. He dropped his fragger, but Zofia caught it in the air, spun it around, and fired at the remaining Skaarj. Her first shot merely blew his right arm off, but she corrected her aim and pulped his head with her second.


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said. “This place is going to get really busy in a few seconds.”


  Their armor had shielded them from the plasma bolts, but the camouflage coating had been seared off in footwide patches. Now, three blackened splotches of soot bobbed away into the city, ducking into doorways and behind parked flyers, as Skaarj and Krall soldiers ran toward the sound of fighting.


  Zofia had hoped the guards around the base of the tower might have joined the others, but there were still five of them standing in front of the big wooden doors of the main entrance.


  “Is there a back door?” Zofia whispered to the dark patch she thought was Melnori. They had snuck up to within thirty feet or so, but there was no cover any closer.


  “There are two doors, but they’re both the same size,” he replied.


  “Then let’s just take this one and get it over with. Ready?”


  “Ready,” said Gerick. He raised his flak gun. Zofia had put away her camouflaged laser in favor of the Tarydium gun; even though it didn’t disappear when she grasped it like the laser had, there was no sense worrying about being spotted now, and it was a much more powerful weapon. Melnori had a plasma gun from Quoin’s armory.


  “Fire,” said Zofia. All three weapons spoke at once. Two of the Skaarj went down immediately from plasma bums and exploding projectiles; a third flashed with light from the Tarydium crystal, then when Gerick fired again, he exploded with a wet blast that knocked the last two off their feet. Zofia fired at the one on the left and missed, but the Tarydium bullet ricocheted off the ground and exploded in midair right over his body, doing the same job a direct hit would have.


  Both Gerick and Melnori shot the last one, but not before he had fired back at them. He wasn’t using a plasma gun, but Gerick shouted, “Ow, dammit!” and something clanked to the ground in front of him. A dark line about three inches long and a quarter-inch wide had appeared on his chest where the camouflage armor had been damaged. Zofia bent down and picked up the projectile that had done it: a circular saw blade about the size of her hand. Its teeth were half an inch long and as sharp as scalpels.


  “Razorjack,” Melnori said. “The Skaarj love them because they can chop up their victims a body part at a time.”


  “Without that armor, Gerick would be missing his heart about now. Assuming he had one to begin with,” Zofia said.


  “Ha, very funny.”


  She flipped the sawblade away. “Nasty little bug­ger,” she said. “Come on, let’s go before somebody comes to investigate.”


  They ran past the dead bodies and pushed open the massive wooden doors. Three Krall waited inside, but they couldn’t tell who was entering so they didn’t shoot immediately. They didn’t get the chance; Melnori zapped one, and he fell smoking to the floor. The other two were only partly visible on the spiral stairway that ran up the center of the tower. One was above and one below; Zofia fired her Tarydium gun at the lower one and saw the flash of light that meant she had hit him, but he dropped out of sight before Gerick could detonate him. He fired at the upper one instead, blowing off a leg. The Krall fell down the stairs, growling like a mad dog, but Melnori silenced him with his plasma gun.


  She heard a wail from below, then a tremendous explosion rocked the tower. Pieces of stone staircase shot upward and rattled down around her. The Krall had finally exploded.


  She went to the stairway and looked down. There was a free drop for fifteen feet or so. She had planned to go downward first, thinking that the prisoners would probably be there, but that wouldn’t work now. She didn’t even know if they had lived through the blast. Stupid move. Maybe criminally stupid. The only saving grace at the moment was that she didn’t have time to dwell on it.


  “Put that damned gun away,” Gerick told her. “You’ll bring the whole tower down on us with it.”


  He was right. She traded it for a flak gun.


  The sound of many running feet came from above. That didn’t seem like a great way to go, either, but there wasn’t any other choice.


  “Let’s go now,” Zofia said, “before they get organ­ized.” She ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and got two flights up before she met the defenders coming down. She waited until she could see the second one’s head before firing at him, figuring Gerick could see the first one by that point. Their two guns spoke simultaneously—the report was deafen­ing in the stone stairway—and the two Skaarj soldiers tumbled down the stairs, nearly knocking them down before they could dodge out of the way.


  There were more right behind them. All three attackers fired at once; the flak guns rattling the stairs with their concussion, and the plasma gun sizzling and scorching Skaarj and stone both.


  Razorjack blades came whirling down the stairs, ringing and striking sparks off the walls. One hit Zofia on her left arm. Her armor immediately stiffened and the blade glanced off, but the impact spun her side­ways.


  “This way,” she said, running up another few steps to the next floor and jumping out of the stairwell.


  Two dark smudges joined her in the hallway just as half a dozen Skaarj and Krall fighters rushed down the stairs, firing their weapons. If they saw the hu­mans and the Nali, they must have thought they were merely blast scars on the walls.


  “Okay, up again,” Zofia said as soon as they were gone. She climbed one more flight, then ducked aside again when she realized they were just one floor short of the top. She was standing on a circular landing around the spiral stairway, with a short hallway leading to a closed wooden door behind her. There was no evidence of anyone on this level, but by the sounds, there were at least a dozen Skaarj up above.


  They had wanted to take the control center intact if they could, so they could use it later themselves to replace the destroyed resistance headquarters. Now, faced with the reality of it, that didn’t seem likely.


  The door behind her popped open, and a Skaarj stepped out with a plasma pistol in hand. Zofia and Gerick both whirled around and fired, but he saw the guns floating in the air and took a wild shot, then ducked back before they could hit him. The loud boom drew more attention from above, too. Razor­jack blades and plasma bolts came down the stairwell, clanging and zapping the invaders’ body armor. They fired back, forcing the defenders away from the stair­well, but the ones who had passed them going down now returned and shot upward at them, as well.


  They were trapped. “In there,” Zofia said, pointing her gun into the room where the single Skaarj was. It looked like an office; at least there was a heavy desk sitting at an angle under a big window. Whatever it was, if they could get in there, they would have only one doorway to defend.


  The trouble was, the Skaarj was already in that position, and he wasn’t offering himself as a target again. In fact, he kept sticking the barrel of his plasma gun around the jamb and firing blind, forcing the three in the stairwell to take cover.


  “We’ve got to kill that bastard first,” Zofia said, firing back to make him take cover again.


  “That’s Karrikta,” Melnori said, shooting down the stairwell while Gerick fired upward. “He’s the leader.”


  “He is?” That changed the picture. It was obvious they weren’t going to surprise anybody else, but if they could take the leader, the others might surrender.


  But how could they do that? He wouldn’t come out to face three enemies at once. It was hard to think with the boom and sizzle of weapons’ fire all around her, but at this point, everyone was just making noise. This Karrikta didn’t know that, though; from where he was, he could just hear a lot of fighting going on. What if he thought the coast was clear? Or better yet, what if he thought it wasn't safe where he was, anymore?


  Zofia reached in through the side slit in her armor and unzipped her medkit. She fished around inside it—careful of the broken glass—until she found the handball she had carried there since the crash landing.


  “Okay,” she whispered. “Next time someone shoots at us, scream like we’ve all been hit.”


  “Why?” asked Gerick.


  “Never mind that, just do it.”


  They didn’t have to wait long. The Skaarj in the office shouted something in his language, and the others all fired at once. The stairwell filled with flying death. Without their armor, they would have been killed instantly; even with it, Zofia wasn’t sure that Gerick’s and Melnori’s screams weren’t genuine.


  She added her own panicked yell to theirs, then cried out in Vrenic, “I’m hit! It’s no use. I’m going to have to use the bomb.”


  Then she aimed for the angled end of the desk and threw the handball into the office. It bounced off the desk, hit the wall behind it, and disappeared into the room. Zofia could hear a couple of more bounces, one accompanied by a crash as it hit something fragile, then she saw it bounce across the floor and out of sight again.


  


  Chapter 23


  


  Karrikta had chosen the worst possible moment to use the waste sucker. It had seemed like a good opportunity at the time. The aerial bombardment had ended with the arrival of the warplane, and even though the pilot had stupidly allowed himself to be shot down by the only serious resistance threat in the air, a second warplane had taken that pilot out and continued to fly patrol around Rrajigar. None of the outer perimeter guards had reported trouble since the one to the southwest had ceased communicating, and the ones closer in had seen no action all night.


  It was beginning to look like the resistance had spent itself in one aerial attack. Karrikta had decided to take a moment to take care of a pressing urge, but he had just hooked up the apparatus in his office wetroom when he heard the commotion at the base of the tower. You don’t interrupt a waste sucker in mid­job; Karrikta had stood there, frustrated and panick­ing while the pumps strained against his involuntarily tightening muscles and he listened to the battle ad­vance up the stairwell.


  He had pulled free the moment he could and rushed out to see what was going on, only to find three alien weapons floating in the air before him. He had shot his close-quarters impaler at them and jumped back just as they had fired at him, but in his haste he had missed, and they fired again if he showed so much as a gun barrel around the doorjamb.


  There had been dark patches in the air, below and beside the weapons. He recalled the mental image of what he had seen and decided it had to have been someone in stone-colored camouflage that had been scorched in places.


  So they could withstand single hits. Maybe he hadn’t missed.


  He took a deep breath and bellowed loud enough to be heard throughout the tower, “All at once, fire into the stairwell!” He stuck his impaler around the corner and pulled the trigger again and again, and he heard shots from above and below, as well. It sounded like a full-scale war in the echoing stone structure.


  He heard screams of agony, too. Good. When the shooting had died down, he heard someone say, “I’m hit! It’s no use. I’m going to have to use the bomb.” And a projectile flew into his office, glanced off his desk, hit the wall beside it, flew across the room to ricochet off the wall beside the door and knock a priceless crystal hologram off a shelf before careening toward the trophy heads on the far wall.


  He was glad he had just used the waste sucker; otherwise, the sudden pressure as all his muscles spasmed in shock would have led to embarrassment. As it was, he had to fight for coordination enough to scramble out of the office. He looked back just as the bomb hit the button under Berggren’s head and activated his last words.


  “Beware of. .. pretense,” the warrior’s voice said to the empty room. “I nearly defeated you . .. with misdirection.”


  “No!” he screamed, firing his impaler at the floating weapons before him. Its plasma beam crackled out­ward, but a flash and a roar struck back. He felt a sharp tug on his gun hand, and searing pain shot up his arm. He looked down and saw a bloody stump where his wrist used to be.


  “Surrender or die,” said a disembodied voice. It didn’t sound like a Nali. Was someone else making a grab for the planet? Someone with better technology than the Skaarj, apparently. The attackers’ camou­flage was good; aside from the burned spots, it was completely invisible.


  “Never!” shouted Karrikta. He lunged toward the voice, swiped his remaining hand through the air, and hit something soft. It hardened the moment he hit it, though, and his claws merely glanced off.


  One of the alien guns blasted him in the chest, knocking him backward and ripping his skin away down to the ribs. He hit the door frame and fell into his office, rolled to the side, and slammed the door closed, but three more blasts shredded it and sent splinters into his wounds. The barely visible attackers kicked it in and rushed into the office.


  He couldn’t get to his feet without his arms to help him balance. The desk tipped over toward him; all his papers and pens and data storage equipment crashed to the floor; then the desk thumped down on his legs, pinning him in place.


  “We’ve got your leader!” the voice shouted. “Throw down your weapons, or we’ll take him apart piece by piece.”


  “Don’t do it!” he shouted. “There’re only—” Something landed on his mouth and shoved hard. A foot! He howled and swiped at it, but even when he batted it aside, it came right back.


  “He’s already lost an arm. You’ve got to the count of three before he loses his other one. One . . . two . . . three.”


  Nothing happened. “Tough luck,” said the voice. The weapon shifted toward his good arm. He lurched to the side just as it fired and it blew a hole in the floor, but that only bought him a moment. The invisible gunman fired again, and his shoulder erupted in agony. He screamed, then clenched his teeth over the sound. When he tried to move his arms, nothing happened.


  “Three more seconds and he loses a leg. One . . . two . . .”


  He heard a clatter of weapons in the stairwell.


  “No!” he yelled, or tried to, but the foot kept the sound from escaping his mouth.


  “You’ve got more than that,” said the voice. “Come on, toss all of ’em, or he’ll be considerably shorter than he is now. Gerick, throw his arm up there to show ’em we mean business.”


  There was a wet thud, then a shower of weapons fell into the stairwell. There weren’t many guns in the control room; those fools were actually disarming themselves. Coin counters and technicians; all the true warriors were outside manning the defense guns.


  His chest and what was left of his arms hurt worse than any pain he had ever felt before. His arteries had constricted to reduce his blood loss, but whatever they had shot him with didn’t kill the nerve endings; those were all transmitting signals at peak capacity right out to the bloody ends of his stumps. It was hard to concentrate through the constant agony.


  He couldn’t fight the pain, but he could use it. He let it drive him into a killing rage, thrashing back and forth and biting at the foot in his mouth. He managed to shake the desk up and down, but he couldn’t get out from under it; each time he flexed his legs enough to push it upward it fell back on him even harder than before.


  He howled an inarticulate—and muffled—roar of frustration. “I think he’s losing it,” the voice of his torturer said. “Should we put him out of his misery?”


  For the first time since the attack, icy fear swept through him. He hadn’t really considered until now the possibility that he might die. He had always won his battles, even the one against Berggren, who had been the five-to-one favorite in the betting pool. Karrikta had been given his position on Na Pali long after the true fighting was over, and what few battles he had fought since then had been so one-sided they were laughable.


  Now the truth was inescapable: he had grown soft.


  Another voice, this one a Nali, said, “Don’t kill him unless we have to. He’s worth more to us alive than dead.”


  Saved by a Nali. The humiliation alone should have killed him, but he ashamedly admitted that he didn’t care where salvation came from so long as he didn’t die.


  A small part of him, the last vestige of rationality, pointed out that if he died now he would go down in history as the person who had lost the biggest Tarydium reserve in the galaxy, but if he lived, there was still a chance he could redeem himself.


  He clung to that thought even when he heard the boom, boom, boom of heavy weapons’ fire and the screams of his underlings being slaughtered in the command center and on the stairs below. Of course, the attackers had killed all of them as soon as they were disarmed; that’s what Karrikta would have done in their place.


  He heard startled cries from the Nali, and more fighting in the command center, when the soldiers on the roof descended to see what the commotion was, but his hope died along with the soldiers. Then the whip came off the wall from beneath his Nali trophy and bound his legs together. The desk rose off his legs, and he felt invisible hands grab his feet and drag him out into the stairwell.


  “I can walk,” he told his captors when he realized they intended to drag him backward up the stairs. He could see their outlines now; their armor was black­ened in many places.


  “That’s the problem,” said the leader’s voice. He still couldn’t place it. “If you can walk, you can also run. We’ll try not to bang your head up too bad, but we need you upstairs, and we’re not untying your feet. And after seeing the way you bite, I’m not getting close to your head, either.”


  He would have hated to see what they would have done to him if they weren’t being careful. As it was, there was much cursing and tugging and bumping of his head, and he nearly passed out from the pain, but they crawled their way upward a step at a time until he was stretched out on the command center floor.


  The mysterious invader shoved a microphone into his face. “Here,” said the voice. “Issue the order to surrender.”


  He looked at the tiny plastic pickup hovering in front of his face. That was the battle commander’s microphone. Karrikta couldn’t see the transmitter setting, so he had no idea who it was broadcasting to, but if these invaders truly expected him to order his troops to surrender, then it must be set to wide dispersal.


  This wasn’t quite the chance to redeem himself that he had been hoping for, but it would have to do. At least, anyone who survived would know he had given his life to defend his charge and his honor. He thought over his words carefully, knowing he would get only a few, then shouted in the Skaarj language, “Attack the command tower! Aliens have overpowered us!”


  The microphone was snatched away. “What did he say?” the voice asked.


  The Nali translated his words into Vrenic.


  “That ought to do the trick. Gerick, are you ready up there?”


  “Ready,” came the faint voice of someone on the roof.


  “Here it comes.”


  The soft growl of the warplane that had been patrolling the city now changed pitch. With growing horror, Karrikta heard the click of switches being snapped and the quiet warble of the transmitter being returned, then the Nali said, “Attention resistance units. Commence full assault. Target rooftop defend­ers on all buildings except the command center. Repeat, command center has been secured.”


  Karrikta lashed out with his feet, kicking at any­thing within reach. “You tricked me again!” he yelled. “Who are you?”


  “The avenging angel,” said the voice.


  A chill spread through him at the words. He had heard that phrase before, from the Nali whose head he had hung in his office. “The avenging angel will bury you,” he had said.


  “Liar!” he shouted, not sure at the moment whom he was talking to. It didn’t matter; nobody responded.


  The warplane drew closer, but long before it got within firing range, the antiaircraft guns on the roof fired a continuous stream of Tarydium-tipped projec­tiles at it. The pilot hadn’t expected that, not if he thought Karrikta was still able to use the radio in the room below. The plane didn’t have a chance; the sky lit up with the explosion, and pieces of metal rained down on the city.


  “The warplane is gone,” the Nali said to the resist­ance troops.


  Some of the antiaircraft gun crews on other roof­tops had no doubt seen that the shots that destroyed it had come from within the city, but either they hadn’t seen which tower they came from or they couldn’t bring themselves to fire on the command center. After a moment, it didn’t matter anyway; they were busy fighting off an entire sky full of Nali flyers. Karrikta could see only a tiny fraction of the battle from his' vantage on the floor, but what he could see and hear was enough. There were way too many aircraft to knock down, and each one that got through took out a rooftop gun. Some of them also landed and disgorged troops, who set to work on the soldiers in the streets. The entire city sounded like the inside of the com­mand tower had not long ago, right down to the dying screams of the Skaarj defenders.


  “Who are you?” Karrikta asked again of the shad­owy figure who hovered near his head. He tried to prop himself up on his right arm, forgetting that most of it was missing, but the intense stabbing pain reminded him that he was just a torso with legs now.


  “I told you,” said the voice.


  “You told me nothing,” he replied. “You’re not Nali; I can tell that by your manner. I may die of these wounds, but before I do I have the right to know who killed me.”


  “You’ve got the right to a swift kick in the teeth,” said the voice. “But I’m feeling generous. Here.” He heard motion, and a patch of pinkish skin appeared in the air. It grew larger as the invisible layer was drawn upward and back, until he was looking at a Hhuman face. The flickering light from weapons’ fire and the screams of the wounded lent it a sinister air that the ones in the prison cell below had never possessed, but the face was Hhuman.


  “I knew it,” he whispered.


  “Then why’d you ask?”


  “To be certain,” he replied. His wounds were more serious than he had thought; he had to gather his strength before speaking again. “Who sent you?”


  The creature rubbed its chin. “That’s a damned good question. But I guess when it comes right down to it, I sent myself.”


  “You’ll never succeed in driving the Skaarj from Na Pali. We’ll find your homeworld and enslave you. We’ll eat you.”


  “Big talk, from someone who’s tied up on the floor.”


  “I ate one of your kind yesterday.”


  “I ate one of yours just an hour or so ago. He gave me gas.”


  The other Hhuman—for Karrikta was sure that’s who the second non-Nali had to be—called down from the rooftop, “Melnori, stop the air strikes! I don’t think there’s anyone left alive to bomb.”


  The Nali relayed that information to the attacking forces, and slowly the sky cleared. Karrikta lay back on the floor and listened to the last of the fighting on the ground, but that didn’t last much longer. Rrajigar was lost.


  


  Chapter 24


  


  In a cellar below the ground floor, the three prisoners were still alive. When Zofia heard them calling through the thick wooden door, she felt a great weight drop away from her. In all the fighting she had done, after all the Skaarj and Krall she had killed, it was the fear that she might have inadvertently killed three of her own kind that weighed most heavily on her conscience.


  “Hold on,” she called through the door. “I’ll get you out of there.” She examined the lock, saw that it required a key even from the outside, and said, “Stand back. I’m going to blast it open.”


  “Just a second,” came the reply. There were scrap­ing sounds, then, “All right.”


  She aimed her flak gun at the massive cylinder and pulled the trigger. The boom shook the walls, but the explosive bullet did the job; the door swung open to reveal two young men and an older one rising up from behind a thick mattress. They still wore their blue prison uniforms, but they looked clean and well fed.


  “Boy, are we glad to see you,” said one of them. The only reason they could see her was because the camouflage suit had finally given out. The city was theirs, but the Skaarj weren’t all dead or captured yet; even without camouflage, Zofia planned to live in her armor until they were. Gerick and Melnori were still out helping round up the last of them, but after she had thrown Karrikta into a prison cell, she had come to rescue the other humans.


  “Glad to see you, too,” she said. She looked into the cell, saw how small it was and that there was only the one mattress, and said, “Looks like it must have been pretty cozy in here.”


  The younger two blushed. The older one snorted.


  “What?” asked Zofia.


  “The Skaarj bastard who captured us wanted us to breed,” he said.


  “Oh,” said Zofia. “That must have been before— what was her name, Sandy?—before she died.”


  “Sandy was a man, too,” said one of the kids. “And a pretty smart one, to boot. His quick thinking kept us alive. When the Skaarj said he wanted more humans, Sandy promised him we’d deliver.”


  Zofia narrowed her eyes. “But. . . how did Kar­rikta think . . . ?”


  The older man coughed. “He didn’t know, and we didn’t think it would be smart to tell him. Sandy just told him we needed privacy and comfort and lots of time.”


  “But. . . what about sex? Didn’t he make sure you . . . ? I mean, anything to stay alive, but the odds of all four of you being gay are kind of slim, aren’t they?”


  The kids were still blushing, but they laughed, and one of them said, “Doesn’t matter. Wanna have sex with me, now?” He held out his hand.


  Zofia backed away. “Look, kid, I know you’re glad to see me and all, but—”


  “Here,” he said. He took her hand before she could retreat out of reach, shook it vigorously, then let go and said, “There, we’ve just had sex. As far as the Skaarj know, at least.”


  Zofia felt herself blush now. “You’re kidding. He actually thought that’s all there is to it?”


  The older man said, “Who knows what he thought? At first, he was all hot for us to breed, and then he started going on about a conspiracy to take over the planet. Tried to get us to confess that we were behind it. We didn’t know anything about it, but it looks like maybe you do.”


  “It’s a long story,” Zofia told them. “Come on, we can use all the help we can get mopping up.”


  She helped them climb the knotted rope up onto the ground floor, where Melnori waited. He was wearing the same expression she had seen on his face in the cavern after the Skaarj attack.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked.


  “We have the situation under control,” he said. “Except—except for Ranel. She insisted on leading the aerial invasion. She was killed even before we stormed the tower.” He looked away. All four of his arms hung slack at his sides.


  “I’m sorry,” Zofia said. She reached out and put her arms around him. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “What do we do?” Melnori asked.


  She looked up at him, surprised. “Do? You take over where she left off and finish what she started.” When he didn’t reply, she said, “You, Melnori.”


  “No,” he said. “I could never do that.”


  Zofia looked at the three liberated humans beside her, who were eyeing Melnori’s four arms, then looked back at the Nali. She admired his peaceful nature, but it was a definite liability at times. “What do you mean? You don’t have a choice. You’re the next in command.”


  “No, I’m not,” he said. “You are. You’re the aveng­ing angel. Everyone agrees.”


  She laughed. “Cut the crap. You just made that up to shame me into helping you, and you know it.”


  He jerked free of her arms as if she had bit him. “What? I did no such thing. It’s the prophecy, made centuries ago! An avenging angel will come down out of the skies to help us defeat the Skaarj.”


  “Sure,” said Zofia, “and I’ve got a nice little aster­oid around Jupiter I can sell you, too.”


  The men laughed, but Melnori shook his head and said, “Do you think Karrikta was part of this decep­tion? Remember how he reacted when you told him who you were? Why would he call you a liar if there was no prophecy?”


  He had a point, Zofia supposed. So Melnori had used an existing legend to coax her into helping him. But the notion that she could be the person some religious nut had prophesied hundreds of years ago was ridiculous. She was a prisoner, maybe even right­fully so. Everything she’d done since coming to Na Pali had been done out of either desperation or selfish calculation. If she was the Nali avatar, then they were in bad trouble, indeed.


  “There is nobody else but you,” said Melnori. “Whether or not you believe you are the angel, we do, and that’s what matters. You must lead us now, or all we have accomplished will come to nothing.”


  “Somebody has to, that much is true,” she said. The Skaarj in the other cities wouldn’t wait for the Nali to reorganize before they struck back. Someone had to put together a coordinated defense force to hold Rrajigar, and at the same time make plans to advance on the next stronghold before the Skaarj could bring in reinforcements from off planet. “But I still don’t see why it has to be me.”


  “Who, then?” asked Melnori. “I am unfit for the job. Should we ask Gerick?”


  Zofia shuddered, though she wondered if she was being unfair. She hadn’t forgotten who had first joined her call to arms in the cave when the Nali had seemed ready to give up. Under that rough exterior lived a person who was, if not compassionate, at least honorable in his own way.


  But was he a leader? Not one she’d want to follow. She looked back at the three other ex-prisoners. Two young kids, probably street punks who’d gotten in trouble with the law or crossed somebody more powerful than they, and an older man of unknown potential. Maybe he’d be a good leader, but nobody would follow him until he had proved himself.


  She reluctantly came to the realization that Melnori was right: of all the candidates for the job, she was best qualified. The Nali should have been scared out of their minds at that prospect, but they apparently thought she was some kind of divine manifestation. What a crock—except Zofia could still feel that little tug of doubt. What if it were true?


  She was still wondering the same thing a few hours later. She had Karrikta’s massive desk tipped upright and had set herself up in his old office, where she was starting to get a picture of the forces at her disposal. She was making a list of resources and liabilities as she learned about them. Two hundred and twelve air vehicles had survived the attack on Rrajigar, and there were maybe thirty more Skaarj flyers from the city that could be pressed into service. Soldiers num­bered anywhere from five to a planetful, depending on whether or not she counted the Nali as “soldiers.” Weapons weren’t a problem; they had captured more today than the entire resistance had owned before­hand.


  The Skaarj, on the other hand, still had six war­planes, about a thousand troops, three major cities, and dozens of mines and outposts scattered all over the planet. They also presumably had a functioning spaceship or two, plus the cargo ships that carried refined Tarydium to their homeworld.


  It was a pretty lopsided list. The only thing that made it even faintly balanced was their one ace in the hole, if they could get it to fly again: the camouflaged S-38 that still waited out in the badlands. It was designed to fight the Skaarj, and it was far more deadly than Quoin’s modified landing craft had been. Its original crew would never have lost it if they hadn’t been using it for espionage instead of in a straightforward battle.


  Of course, there was a downside to the S-38, as well. Inuit Corporation hadn’t built it out of the kindness of their hearts; they wanted Na Pali just as badly as the Skaarj, and they had undoubtedly built more than just one S-38. They probably wouldn’t move against the Nali as long as the Nali were doing their fighting for them, but the moment the war was over, there would be an even bigger one to follow.


  She penned that in a separate column and entitled it, “Worry About Later.” She could fight only one war at a time.


  She wondered why she was worrying about it, at all. By the time Inuit entered the picture, she could repair the S-38 or capture a Skaarj ship and be long gone. That had been her intent since the crash landing; why change course now?


  She tried out the possible answers like ill-fitting shirts.


  Because she liked it here? Ha. She’d been shot at and on the run ever since she’d arrived.


  Because she was afraid to go back to human space? Certain parts of it, maybe, but there were lots of colonies where she would be safe and might even be able to live a fairly normal life if she kept her nose clean.


  Because she wanted to avenge Boris’s death? She still felt his loss like a bullet through her own heart, but her blood lust had died sometime after the third or fourth Skaarj she had blasted to pieces.


  Maybe she was staying because she liked to feel needed, for a change. Or maybe it was all of the above. When it came right down to it, she did like the planet, at least the parts of it she’d seen. She didn’t really care if she saw another human world anytime soon. Her memory of Boris would always be a moti­vating factor in whatever she did. And on top of all that, no matter how much she protested, it was gratifying to feel needed, whether she was fulfilling some kind of mystical prophecy or just providing a perspective the Nali couldn’t bring to the situation themselves.


  She looked back at her list of resources. There was one other thing to put in the plus column, though Zofia gave it about as much credence as the prophecy of an avenging angel. Melnori had told her about a legend that the first wave of Skaarj had been defeated centuries ago by some kind of psychic weapon that used their own Tarydium-based body chemistry against them. If that was true, Zofia wanted to know why they didn’t use it again, but Melnori had merely shaken his head sadly and said, “Prophets with psy­chic powers are apparently even rarer than avenging angels.”


  Apparently so, but that was one more thing she would have to look into when she got the chance.


  Zofia set her pen on the desktop and contemplated the heads on the wall. Gruesome things. She would have to take them down once the dust had settled.


  Or not. Maybe she would be better off putting up one of her own. Karrikta’s, perhaps, when he was no longer useful. Keeping heads on the wall would add to her mystique, and it looked like mystique was her strong suit with these people.


  Around and around it goes, she thought. What if they were right? What if she really was some kind of alien avatar? The notion was ridiculous, but a good commander had to cover all the angles.


  So she considered the possibility for a moment, savoring the thought. What if she was? It wouldn’t affect the Nali; they already thought so. It wouldn’t affect the humans, because nobody would believe it. It wouldn’t affect the Skaarj, because they would have to fight back, no matter what. When it came right down to it, the only person it really made any difference to was Zofia, and the mere fact that she was considering it was more important than whether or not it was true. Just entertaining the possibility that it might be true meant she had somehow, somewhere, acquired the self-confidence to believe that such a thing might be possible, and that told her more than any revela­tion from the heavens could.


  The Zofia who had been sentenced to death a month ago had indeed died. Before coming to Na Pali she would never have imagined herself leading any­thing, but now she was no longer content to be a pawn in somebody else’s game. Pawn, hell; she wouldn’t even be the queen. She would be the player. She would be the game itself. She would invent a new game if that’s what it took to realize her potential. Avenging angel, hah! She was Zofia Mozelle, human being. What others thought was their own problem.


  


  Chapter 25


  


  On his way upstairs to the command center after locking up the last of the Skaarj to survive the invasion, Melnori looked in on Zofia and found her asleep with her head on the desk. Karrikta’s personal trinkets—and quite a bit of his blood—still covered the floor, but Zofia’s mere presence in the room made it unquestionably hers.


  He studied her face, so alien and yet so expressive. He was learning to read her emotions; right now, she looked pensive, even in sleep. Her eyes twitched beneath their lids, and a victorious grin momentarily twisted her features. She looked almost demonic when she did that. Capable of anything. She had been wearing her camouflage hood over her face when she had blasted Karrikta’s arms off, but Melnori would be willing to bet that was the expression she had been wearing at the time.


  He reached down to his belt and touched the plasma gun he carried there. He knew what he must look like when he fired a gun. Totally panicked, leavened with equal parts revulsion and self-hatred. That he had fired one as often—and as well—as he had tonight was a testament to how far he had fallen. That the fall was necessary was no excuse. His psyche had been scarred forever by the experience.


  And what of Zofia’s? He had watched her carefully over these last few days, and he didn’t think she was the same person she had been, either.


  For one thing, she was the avenging angel. There could be no doubt now. He had been playing with her at first, leading her on and trying to shame her into helping his cause, but somewhere along the line she had become the very thing he had mocked her with.


  This had been just the first battle in a much bigger war, but Melnori felt strangely calm as he contem­plated the battles to come. He knew, with an absolute faith that defied all logic, that Zofia would guide the Nali through them all, until the Skaarj were just a fading memory.


  But what then? Melnori watched his sleeping salva­tion, and wondered. There was no prophecy to cover what came after. The avenging angel would defeat the Skaarj, but beyond that, the Prophet had been silent. Perhaps that was because the outcome was so obvi­ous. Any fool could see what the lure of a planet full of Tarydium did to people. Could Zofia—a mortal be­ing, no matter what else she was—resist that lure?


  It would be interesting to see. But if not . . .


  Melnori silently drew his plasma gun and sighted down its barrel at her head. He fought down the urge to gag, fought the urge to drop the gun and run screaming into the night. He held it there, pointed steadily at her head until he came to grips with the idea that he could take her life if he had to. For the sake of his own people.


  He holstered his weapon and turned away to let her rest, but he stopped when he saw the faint orange line through the window behind her. It was the first hint of dawn breaking on the eastern horizon. They had worked the night through, and the sun was rising on a new day.

OEBPS/Images/U02TitleCard.png
“UOPEIE

#2






OEBPS/Images/UnrealHC.jpg
ey
hari. tggslrj
bema

§ TEEN =
RYAN"HUGHES "





