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Best –
Jean Kilczer
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Chapter One
Boss Slade stood behind the window of his high tower office on planet New Lithnia's mining camp and watched Kudg, one of his Altairian overseers, whip a Kubraen slave worker. From up here, the slaves seemed little more than insects spread out on the gray, lifeless grounds of the lithium mine. A green channel of polluted water meandered between hills of salt that dotted the dry landscape.
Boss Slade scratched his elongated scaly green snout with a clawed hand and pulled down his sequined vest. He adjusted the gas tanks on his back to add a pleasant aroma of Altairian tuber hearts from his homeworld. His amber eyes narrowed as he watched the whipped slave sag and remain still. Blood gushed down the Kubraen's back. Probably lost another one, he thought irritably as the overseer paused, studied the slave, and shook his head as he peered up at Boss Slade's window.
Damn headstrong slaves! Slade thought. Couldn't be helped. He turned from the window and smiled as he watched the silver chandelier catch sparks of light as it slowly rotated. Better to lose a few willful slaves than to chance open rebellion from the lot of them. He rapped his broad bumpy tail thoughtfully on the stone floor and lumbered to his desk. “Let's see,” he mused and turned on his computer. “Two last week. One to infection after the lashing. One dead at the post. One so far this week.” He tapped the desk. “Nine in a month. Too many.” He hummed as he typed in the death certificate, and studied the screen.
“Time for recruitment.” He sat back and stared toward the window where the sound of crying and prayers wafted up from below. What he really needed was a telepath to act as an overseer. Someone to gain the trust of the slaves, and report back to him on any thoughts or whispered conversations about rebellion. This scatter-gun technique of punishing the slightest infraction was losing him too many workers. The off-planet lithium mine owners would not be pleased if production slowed down. A pang of fear touched Boss Slade's chest. They might even cut his own salary to make up for the losses. “Zora!”
“Yes, Boss Slade?” a raspy Altairian voice came through the computer speakers.
“Set up a meeting with my recruiters for tomorrow after morning feed.”
“Yes, sir. Will you be sending them off-planet to recruit?”
“No, Zora.” The fool, he thought. “I intend to kidnap local natives so their relatives and friends can attack the mine!” As though it wasn't enough that the locals were demanding higher taxes from the mine. They just might vote to make slavery illegal. “Off-planet, Zora!”
“Yes, sir.” The voice came through on a submissive note. “I'll get right on it, Boss Slade.”
He cut the contact. “Ye dummy pritcull!”



Chapter Two
“Daddy!”
Lisa pulled on my jacket and glanced behind us.
“What, Squiggles?”
“Those ladies we just passed…” She pointed behind us.
I looked back at three teenage girls who giggled as they watched me. I kept walking. “What about them, Lis'?”
“Well, when they went by, one of them looked at you and said 'Nice ass'!”
“Uh, Lis'? You want an ice cream cone?”
She nodded and we walked toward a food stand. “You're growing up a little fast for a six-year-old, you know.”
She covered her mouth and giggled.
The county fair outside Denver, Colorado, was in full swing this Sunday morning before Christmas. The air still held a crisp touch of fall, but winter was on its heels with frigid nights.
Crowds moved through aisles between food stands and freshly-painted rides. The lilting sounds of a Mariachi band mixed with the brash calls of vendors selling their wares. Smells of frying doughnuts and simmering hot dogs made my mouth water. I had just returned to Earth from a mission on Denebria, with its limited choice of Terran food. Such a cornucopia of smells was a feast for my senses.
I bought us two chocolate cones and stopped at a photo booth to take some photos of me and Lisa. I put a small one in my wallet and a larger one in my jacket for Abby and Joe, Lisa's grandparents. Then I led her toward the animal pens and corrals.
Before returning to Earth, I had detoured to planet Halcyon where Lisa and I had once been called by Spirit, the planet's creator, to execute a Terran ravager, the dream czar. Lisa had inherited my tel abilities. Hers would be far more powerful someday with her ability to influence elements. Something I couldn't do.
While on Halcyon, I'd met the love of my life, my Willa, who owned a ranch. Lisa had fallen in love with a mare named Ginger. I thought I'd found my home, but Willa was killed in a fire, and I helped execute the czar, who'd ordered the fire. Now, with a full credcount for my mission on planet Denebria, I bought my favorite horse from there, Asil, an Arabian stallion, and Ginger.
I think I was as excited as Lisa as we approached the corrals. I didn't pay much attention to three scruffy-looking tags who leaned against the fence and watched us with more than passing interest.
“Race you there, Lis'!” I jogged ahead of her. Lisa flew past me. She came up short as we approached the corral, and stared. Then she swung around. “Daddy!”
“What, Lis'?” I caught up.
She pointed to Ginger, who was eating hay behind the fence. “That's Ginger!”
I squinted. “Are you sure? How could that be Ginger?”
“It's Ginger, Daddy.” She ran to the fence and climbed up the first rung. “It is. Look!”
“Well.” I approached. “It sure looks like Ginger. But what would Ginger be doing here?”
She stared at the mare, her mouth open, then went up on her toes. “Ginger!” she called.
The mare looked up as she munched a mouthful of hay.
“See, Daddy. It's her.”
I smiled and pushed back blond curls off Lisa's forehead. Her deep blue eyes widened. Her light, translucent skin flushed pink on her cheeks. Her lips broadened into that appealing smile. Joe Hatch, my former father-in-law, had said that every time he looked at me, he saw his granddaughter.
I felt Lisa's light tel probe.
“Daddy, you brought her here.”
I smiled. “I told you I was bringing you a present, Squiggles.”
“Oh, Daddy!” She threw her arms around me and we almost fell. “I love you!”
I hugged her small, fragile body. “I love you too, Lisa. More than anything.”
I saddled Ginger, set Lisa on her back and climbed on behind her. We rode the outskirts of the fair until dark.
“What do you say, Lis'? It's getting late,” I finally told her. “I think Ginger's tired.” I knew I was.
She yawned. “OK.”
By the time I unsaddled Ginger, Lisa was asleep, stretched across bales of hay. I carried her to my hovair and drove back to Joe and Abby's house, in Denver. The windows were lit and trimmed with glowing Christmas lights. A pine tree on the lawn was decked with more colored lights. But the streets were empty and dark. Paper cups and crinkled newspapers slid down the sidewalk in a wind. Most of the street lights were dark, shot out by old projectile weapons. Denver had taken a hit in the last fifty years and was a stronghold for criminals. But Joe and Abby lived in their first house and were too stubborn to give in to the decadence, and move out.
My laser beam stingler, a handheld weapon, was in the console compartment, fully charged. I picked up Lisa and carried her the short distance from the aircraft parking lot to Joe and Abby's front door, and rang the bell. I heard laughter from the living room. I knew that my former wife, and Lisa's mom, Althea, was there with her new husband Charles.
I bit my lip as I waited.
Joe came to the door with a glass of eggnog in his hand. “Did you tags have a fun day?”
“I think so. She wore us both out.” I glanced over his shoulder and saw Althea walk toward the kitchen. She turned and looked at me. She was as beautiful as ever, with her auburn hair, her delicate features. And she was pregnant.
Joe glanced back. “I'd invite you in, but…” He scratched his white stubble. “Might not be a good time.”
I shook my head and handed him Lisa.
“Where you off to?” he asked.
Good question, I thought. “Got to get back to the Los Alamos Lab. I start work there tomorrow.”
“Studying Blackroot?”
“Yeah.”
He nodded. “Will you be back after Christmas, to take Lisa out for the day?”
“Sure. Wouldn't miss it. Oh.” I took the large photo from my jacket pocket and handed it to him. “I thought you and Abby might like to keep this.”
He looked at it and smiled.
“Jules?” Abby called in her airy Southern drawl and shuffled down the hallway holding a small, white box. Abby is one of my favorite people. She smiled. “How are you, son?”
I held back tears. “I'm fine, Misses Hatch.”
“You look thin.”
I laughed. “No, it's all muscle.”
She handed me the box. “I made this for you. It's a mud pie. Your favorite, I think.”
My throat tightened as I took the box. I just nodded.
She must have seen the tears that glistened in my eyes. “Well, I've got cooking on the stove.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “Take care of yourself.”
I nodded again. “Joe,” I said, turned, and walked down the steps. I heard the door close quietly behind me and pictured the small furnished apartment I was headed for in Los Alamos.
A light sifting of snow whitened the street. I turned up my collar to the wind, lifted the hood on my jacket, and thrust my hands into my pockets as I walked toward the hovair. The street was long, dark, and empty. On both sides, houses sparkled with Christmas ornaments and decked trees.
Was that movement in the dark shadows between me and my hovair? I paused as three men emerged from between vehicles in the parking lot. It was too dark to tell, but they looked like the same scruffy tags from the corral fence. My heart beat a little faster, like a warning signal, as I strode toward my vehicle. The three spread out and approached me. One was tall, thin, all legs. The other two looked bulky.
Uh, oh. I stopped and took a step back.
They broke into a trot.
So did I.
What the hell did they want? I thought as I ran toward the corner, hoping I could disappear beyond it. As I slowed for the turn, I realized that they were closing. Who were these tags? I opened the box as I ran and threw the mud pie in the leggy one's path. He slid on it. His legs went up and he slammed onto the ground on his back.
That's gotta hurt, crote, I thought.
I ran across a lawn, at an angle around the house, and fell over a bicycle lying on the ground. I skidded face first into the grass and tried to get up, but my pants cuff was caught in the spokes. “Christ and Buddha!” I yanked on the cuff. Too late. They were on me.
“What do you want?” I yelled. “You want my hovair? Here's the key, OK?” I pulled it out of my jacket pocket and threw it. “Go fetch!”
They didn't.
While one of them pulled my cuff from between the spokes, the leggy tag limped over and kicked me in the butt. “You bastard!”
“Gee, sorry about that.” I rubbed my butt. “What do you crotes want?” I stood up. “I don't have any greens on me. Just a credcount.”
A light blinked on in a window of the house. I saw a shadow peer out. Then the light went out. Mother fucker, I thought. Let's not get involved.
The two bulky ones took my arms and led me toward the parking lot.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
Silence.
When we reached my hovair, one said “Open the door.”
“I left the key back there.”
“No, I've got it,” another said and unlocked the door. He pushed me into the passenger seat, sprang the glove compartment and took out my stingler.
“Dammit,” I muttered.
“Ah, too bad,” he said, and waved it in my face.
He strapped me into the seat belts, took out a scarf, made a blindfold, and tied it around my eyes. I heard the doors slam and the engine whir to life. As the craft lifted, I inched my hands toward the scarf.
“Touch that,” the driver said, “and I'll slam you across your head with your own gun.”
I lowered my hands. Plan B. “I've got to pee,” I said.
“Make believe you're an astronaut and hold it,” the driver said.
I didn't bother to say that the old astronauts didn't hold it. I concentrated on sound, hoping I could place our path by the roar of a train, or the whine of city traffic, or whatever. But there was only silence. We must've been flying over fields.
“Are you going to tell me what the fuck this is all about?” I asked.
“No,” the driver said.
I imaged a red coil of tel power and let it spin and grow.
“By the way,” a tag in the back said and tapped me on the shoulder, “I'm a sensitive. You want to spend this flight awake or asleep?”
I let the coil dissipate. Did they want me for my tel powers? It wouldn't be the first time.



Chapter Three
The mixed smells of aliens in tight quarters was rank. The floor vibrated as the starship sailed out into deep space. I heard the clang of metal all around me. My wrists were suddenly free of the clamps that had held them behind my back. I yanked off the blindfold, squinted, and rubbed my sore shoulders as I glanced around. About forty Terrans, and aliens from various star systems, were rubbing their wrists, or tentacles, or fins, and pulling off blindfolds.
“Anybody know what's going on here,” I asked in stelspeak.
“We're on a slave ship, tag,” a Vegan said and scratched his snout. He was white-furred and bear-like, and he reminded me of my good friend Huff.
“A slave ship?” I asked. I felt around in my jacket pockets. I still had my comlink, for all the good it would do me.
“That's what he just said,” a tall, flat-chested olive-skinned Denebrian answered. He still wore the overalls and straw hat that is his agricultural people's hallmark.
“To where?” I asked.
“Ever hear of New Lithnia?” a BEM offered.
I jumped. I'd gotten used to seeing them as the enemy on planet Denebria. We called them BEMs for bug-eyed-monsters because of their huge disk eyes and because no race in the known galaxy could pronounce their real name for themselves. He sat with six of his eight tentacles wrapped around his brown-furred mantle.
“Yeah. I've heard of the great lithium mines,” I told him. “What's it got to do with slaves?” I was afraid of the answer.
“Everything,” a Cleocean who sat nearby answered. His six violet eyes blinked independently. His twin tails trembled. He scratched his shiny gray fur with his pectoral fins.
I rubbed my eyes and watched a group of wrinkled, tan-skinned Kubraens huddled in a corner. They are a gentle, clannish folk. Being away from their kin must have been torture for them.
From a far corner came a snort. Shetland ponies, tethered to wall hooks, ate hay that was strewn on the floor.
Mining ponies, I thought.
A frail Terran boy, perhaps in his early teens, wide-eyed and pale, came and sat next to me. “They…they took me right out of my bed,” he said breathlessly and flipped back long, sandy-colored hair. “My parents didn't even know I was gone. Can…can I sit here next to you?”
“Sure.” I put my arm around his shoulders and he leaned his trembling body against me. “What's your name?”
“Jason.”
“We'll stay together. OK, Jason?”
“OK!” He nodded. “Thanks. We'll help each other. Right?”
“Right.” I sighed and leaned my head back against the wall. What I could do for him, and for myself, only Great Mind knew.
* * *
We were taken to the mine in a sealed, air-conditioned van with blacked-out windows. When it jerked to a stop and the doors slid open, the hot, humid air burst through as though an oven had been flung wide. I stood up and realized the gravity was a little heavier on New Lithnia than on Earth.
Armed Altairian guards waited outside in the glaring midday sun. I squinted as the closest one motioned for us to get out. His green scales shone in bright sunlight. His clawed hands pointed a beam rifle at us. His triangular splayed feet, braced on the loose shale, held him steady as he thumped his thick tail. I've never liked Altairians. Most of them are surly, natural-born grumps, except for Commander Ca Prez of the Alliance Star Fleet.
“Move!” he ordered.
I drew in a breath of dusty air and coughed as I stepped through the doorway with Jason right behind me. As far as I could see, to the hazy, enclosing fence and blue vegetation beyond this flat terrain, it was a desolate landscape of gray rock and hills of salt that had been dug out to reach the precious lithium below. A pink sky seemed to jacket the land with heat. Here there was no animal or bird life. Not even insects crawled between the salt-poisoned slabs of rocks. A sirocco wind swept through and raised swirls of dust. Rows of stone hovels, so small an adult human couldn't stand up in them, lined the aisles where a polluted channel of green water moved sluggishly past a retaining wall.
In the center of the slave camp, a laser cannon, mounted high on a rock stanchion shaped like a pyramid, stood as an exclamation mark to rivet home the power and brutality of the overlords.
Nothing else moved except the alien and human slave workers, made anonymous by layers of dust as they broke through the salt crust with pick axes. Some hefted shovelful of rocks into carts drawn by sweat-streaked ponies. With lowered heads and shaggy manes that bobbed, they dug small hoofs into loose shale and heaved the carts forward. I bit my lip. I hate to see animals abused. They never know why. A few workers paused and wiped their brows as they watched us.
“Work!” An Altairian guard mounted on a horse snapped his long whip. The big sorrel pranced sideways and showed the whites of his eyes. Slaves returned to their work.
“That way!” The Altairian guard pushed me forward, toward the only high structure, a primitive stone monolith held together with cement, and boasting one high window. Squat buildings surrounded it like a skirt. Armed Altairian lookouts patrolled its ramparts. A dark figure stood behind the closed window. “You can sightsee when you're working.” The guard pushed me again. I threw off his arm and walked toward the complex.
Jason hurried to keep up to me, but the guard hooked him by his collar. “Not you.” He pointed toward the workers. “That way.”
The boy glanced back at me with a terrified look. “Do what they say, Jason,” I called.
“Good advice.” The guard pushed me forward again. I turned and slammed his shoulder. “Keep your dirty hands off me!”
He hit me so fast I didn't see it coming. I found myself on my hands and knees. My head throbbed. The ground seemed to shift. I squinted up at him as he lowered his beam rifle to point at me. “If ye weren't the tel I would slice ye in half.” He slowly motioned sideways with the rifle.
I got up and swayed. “If you didn't have that rifle,” I told him, and wiped blood from my mouth, “I'd make crocodile hamburgers out of you.”
He turned to another guard. “Crocodile?”
The other guard shrugged and shook his broad green snout.
“But I do possess the weapon,” the guard said, and nudged me forward with the rifle barrel.
I pressed a hand to my head and walked toward the high structure. Tel, he had said. Then whatever watched from behind that window had not chosen me randomly in a net capture. Whatever his motives, my gut feeling was that we would be at odds.
* * *
I thought I'd meet the Lord and Master, but I was taken instead to a squat building and a barred cell with a cot and a small, high window. It was cool and the air smelled clean. I wiped my face on a towel as two Altairian guards watched from outside the locked door.
“Sweat glands, Kluth,” one said.
“Some aliens have them, Azut,” the other commented. “So do animals.”
“The higher evolved species,” I said and threw the towel at the bars. They walked away.
I lay down gratefully and watched water trickle through the cracked, stained cement wall. The penthouse. I felt guilty that the others lived in even worse conditions.
After a nap I threw my clothes into the vib unit and shaved. I paused to stare in the mirror and was a bit shocked. Abby Hatch had been right when she said I looked a little thin. I rubbed my cheek. She should've added pale. Considering the vicissitudes of my life, that was not really surprising.
“Toothpaste,” I said and picked up the tube. All the comforts of home. Was I being courted? I wondered as I brushed my teeth.
Could be, I answered myself and stepped into the warm shower. My clothes were dry when I emerged.
I was poised on top of the small, rickety table in an attempt to reach the window when Azut appeared with a covered tray and slid it through the food slot. “Planning an escape?” he asked.
I jumped down. “Just considering my options, croc face.”
“Disgusting.” He nodded his broad snout at the tray. “But I suppose if ye be a subspecies, it tastes good. Enjoy the view from the window. Even with ye skinny human ass, ye wouldn't fit through it.” He shrugged, leaned on the bars, and watched me.
I was afraid to lift the cover of the tray. I peered under it and sniffed. “Smells good, if you're a subspecies,” I told him. I uncovered the tray. Steak! Hopefully mock. Mashed potatoes and a salad. A piece of mud pie. Coffee! They'd really done their research to know that this was my favorite meal. “Yeah, disgusting,” I told Azut as I sat down and opened the plastic box of utensils.
“Enjoy, subspecies,” he said with a grin in his voice.
“Thanks.” I heard his claws click on cement. “Hey, croc face!” I called.
The clicking stopped. “What is it now, subspecies?”
“You forgot the dancing girls.”
“As ye say in ye simplistic Terran language, fuck off.”
I chuckled around a mouthful of steak as the outer door clanged shut.
* * *
She was just a kid, a teenager, and she was trembling with fear. She was also naked when they opened my cell door and pushed her inside.
“Here's a mate for you.” Azut winked. “Nice fresh meat. Have fun.”
The girl backed into a corner and cowered, her hands over her small breasts.
Christ and Buddha, what kind of animals were these Altairians?
Kluth locked the door and they shuffled away, tails slamming the stone floor.
I sat on the cot and rubbed my eyes.
“Don't hurt me, mister, please!” the girl whimpered. She wiped long black hair that was wet with tears, back from her face.
“I won't hurt you.” I took off my sweater.
“Please, mister. I'm still a virgin!” Her dark, round eyes widened. Her freckles bunched as she cried.
I shook my head and tossed her the sweater. “Here, kid. Put it on. I won't touch you.” I kept my eyes closed while she did. The black turtleneck reached past her hips.
“Thanks,” she said shakily.
I nodded. “Sit down, if you like.”
She did.
“What's your name, kid?”
“Danielle.”
I smiled. “Pretty name.”
She wiped tears and sniffed. “My friends call me Dan.”
“Oh?”
“But Mom and Dad like to call me Dannie.” She began to sob.
“What should I call you?” I asked gently.
“Dannie?”
“Sure. How old are you, Dannie?”
“Fourteen.”
I leaned my head back on the wall. “Dannie, you have nothing to fear from me, OK? I won't lay a hand on you.”
She sobbed harder and wiped her eyes with the sweater. “OK.”
I put on my jacket and zippered it. Something inside me hardened. The Altairian overseers would show us no mercy, I had to finally admit that to myself. We were nothing more than warm bodies, here to make their conglomerate bosses rich with the lithium mine, and as breeding stock. If some of us died, or some were killed, we could be replaced.
“Are you from Earth?” I asked to distract her mind from the situation.
“No. Alpha. I was just…” She stretched out a hand. “I was just walking home from school when these men stopped their car and pulled me inside.” Her voice rose and she put her hands over her face. "I dropped all my books, and when I tried to pick them up, they –
They – "
I reached out an arm behind her, in case she wanted to lean closer for comfort.
She cuddled against my side and I held her trembling shoulders. “Don't think about it, Dannie.”
“I'm so scared! I've never been so scared in my whole life.” She wiped tears on her sleeve and sniffed. “What's your name?”
“Jules.”
“That's a nice name.”
I smiled. “You think so?”
She leaned heavily against me, exhausted. “What are we going to do?”
“I'm working on it.”
It was late and we laid down and fell asleep together on the cot.
Morning showed through the barred window when I heard footsteps approach. “Dannie!” I shook her awake and stood in front of her as Kluth unlocked the cell door and came inside, followed by Azut. “What do you want?” I asked.
Azut gestured toward an automated glass light switch. “The viewer waited to see sexual activity. Instead, he saw ye give the female the sweater and go to sleep. Is that what humans call macho man?”
Oh, shit. A camera. I should have realized that.
“What's wrong with ye, Terran?” Azut poked my chest. “Have ye been castrated by your lords on Earth?” He looked at my crotch. “I think not.”
“She's too young for sex or childbirth,” I told him. “You'll get her killed!”
Dannie jumped up with a cry and pushed down her sweater as she crouched behind me.
Azut shoved me aside. “That's not ye decision to make.”
“Leave her alone!” I pushed Azut back.
He came close to me, his elongated snout in my face. His bitterroot smell in my nostrils. “If ye weren't a tel, ye'd be lashed to death for touching an overseer.” He glanced at Kluth, who unholstered a beam weapon and pointed it at me. “But a tel without a leg is just as good,” Azut said. “Now consider what ye do before ye do it. I have my orders.”
“Jules!” Dannie screamed as Kluth grabbed her arm.
“Get your slimy reptile claws off her!” I yelled and pushed past Azut. Kluth dragged Dannie to the door with his weapon leveled at my right leg.
I stopped. “Where are you taking her?”
“To a nunnery.” Azut pushed my shoulder. “Does that suit ye, subspecies?”
“Azut,” Kluth said, “that's not necessary. The female has been sold to a family in the town of Wydemont Creek,” he told me, “as a servant and babysitter.”
“Dannie,” I said. “Go with them. This is your best bet, kid.”
“No!” She pulled free of Kluth's grasp and ran behind me, yanking on her sweater. “I want to stay with you. We'll have sex, OK?” she told Azut.
I stepped aside. “No, we won't, Dannie. Go with them. We don't have a choice.”
“You don't want me.” She wiped tears on her sleeve.
“Just go with them!” I sat on the cot.
They dragged her through the cell door, locked it and led her down the hall.
“Jules!” I heard her cry.
I bit my lip. If the seat of the worlds' government on planet Alpha shut down this mining operation, I would go into Wydemont Creek, wherever the hell that was, and find Dannie and take her home to Alpha.



Chapter Four
Orientation Day with the Lord and Master, Boss Slade, was more a laundry list of Thou Shalts and Thou Shalt Nots. He led me to the window of his high tower and pointed at the slaves working the mine below.
“From up here,” he said, “they appear as insects, no?”
“From up here.” I drew in a silent breath as two Altairian guards dragged a struggling Cleocean slave to the whipping post.
Boss Slade snapped the blinds closed. “Are ye pleased with the accommodations?” He put his arm around my shoulders and led me to a chair. “Considering the primitive nature of this mining operation, it is the best I can offer you.”
I held down the seething anger that rose like bile in my throat. I would have to play his game, if not by his rules. “They're all right. But the bars could go.”
He stared at me. “Sit down, Jules. Would ye like a cup of coffee? I had it freshly brewed.”
I breathed in the aroma as I took a chair. My mouth watered. “No, thanks.” There would be no pleasantries between us, no more than between predator and prey.
The Altairians must've made leaps and bounds in their interstellar technology. Boss Slade wore no helmet to contain his natural atmospheric gases, but I saw the scars across his neck and the tubes from his backpack that were fed into them.
He sat behind his desk and folded his green, scaled hands. “The reason we recruited ye for this employment, Jules,” he said softly, to lower my defenses, I think, “is because of your rather impressive telepathic abilities.” He hissed in a breath between pointed teeth on his broad, flat snout. “Your reputation precedes ye, my friend.”
“I don't remember applying for the job.”
He chuckled. “Water under the bridge.”
You think, crotefucker? I thought.
He tapped the desk. “All that I, and my off-world employers request of ye, is that under the guise of being an overseer, ye…what do you call it, mindlock?”
Mindlink, schmuck. “Close enough.”
“Ah. Ye mindlock with our subjects and examine their thoughts, and their whispered conversations, to bring to light any hints of rebellion.” He tapped a key on his computer and studied the screen. “There is an ongoing threat of insurrection by the workers here at Lithium Love Mine.” He scratched the scales around his lips. “Some of our subjects are by nature disgruntled creatures, and they infect others with their derisive attitudes.” I caught the note of irritation in his tone. He glanced toward the closed window where the Cleocean's shrieks broke through glass like an invisible battering ram.
“So, my friend.” Boss Slade grinned. “Someday, this mine will be played out and we can all return home.” He sat back. “Me to my beautiful Altair, and ye to Earth. That said, do ye agree that we can do business?”
I rubbed my chin while the screams sank to moans. “That depends, my friend. Will I be on salary?”
“Salary? Why…why what did ye have in mind as a retainer?”'
“With my impressive telepathic abilities, I'm thinking a thousand credits a week should suffice.”
“A thousand!” He leaned forward. The skin around his eyes flushed dark green. Then he collected himself and cleared his throat. “That is not unreasonable,” he said tightly. “The money will be deposited in your account on our online bank at the end of each work week.”
Sure it will, you lying motherless piece of crud.
He stood up and extended a thickly-muscled arm. “Can we shake on it?”
“Done deal.” I shook his reptilian-cold hand.
Back out in the thick air and heavy sunlight, I felt as though a suffocating hand had been lifted from my kwaii, what we Terrans call spirit. I watched two guards drag away the bleeding, semi-conscious Cleocean.
Azut strode up to me. “This way!” He took my arm and turned me around. “We are assigning ye a horse and a whip. Both to be used at ye own discretion.”
I nodded at his beam rifle. “And a weapon?”
“Ye know, Terran,” he said as we walked, “ye do not fool me for one minute.”
Toby was a big bay with nice conformation and an alert manner. I patted his neck and smiled. I have always loved horses. I think he was a Tennessee Walker. “Hey, big guy,” I said soothingly and stroked his silky neck. At least the overseers' mounts were well taken care of.
“Aw,” Azut said. “Ye two should become lovers. Ye are made for each other.”
I continued to stroke Toby's neck. “He's the most honest tag in the Love Mines, croc face.”
* * *
“Do you know a tag named Briertrush?” I asked an old Kubraen slave. “We were friends on your homeworld, Halcyon.”
His skin was gray from age between the rough-barked orange wrinkles, under a layer of dust. His nose slits opened and closed as he drew in labored breaths. “Briertrush.” His voice was as hollow as a kwaii already on flight to another lifebind. The usual pleasant Kubraen aroma of maple syrup had bittered with age and too much work to a sour smell.
He paused with the empty shovel and staggered back a few steps as he tried to straighten up. “Oh, yesh! Briertrush, good oversheer. A fine Kubraen. Yesh.” He nodded. “Briertrush,” he repeated dully and returned to work.
The slaves around us, cracking and hauling the salt crust while pumps sucked precious lithium from underground, slid me frightened looks and returned to work.
“Get back to shoveling, Havthror,” a BEM slave called to the Kubraen. “This one will get you into trouble!”
“Not from me,” I told the BEM.
I held Toby's reins in the midday heat. It lay like a soggy blanket across the land. The taste of dust was heavy in my mouth.
The old Kubraen's twin breathing slits flared with each painful breath that rasped in his throat. Sweat ran down the brown creases of his arms. His slab feet were braced apart as he tried to dig the shovel under a large chunk of salt crust with his long fingers. His sunken chest heaved with effort as he lifted it to the waiting cart.
I tied Toby's reins to a broken pick axe and took the empty shovel gently from his hands. “Here, old father. Let me help you.”
He blinked at me with reddened eyes. “Oh, you are Terran Jules, Lisha's progenitor. I remember you when you helped my people on our homeworld. Oh. Does the young one live fine?”
“Lisa's fine.” I dug through hardened salt and hefted a shovelful into the cart. “She's back on Earth. How's Briertrush? Is he OK?”
"Oh, yesh. Leader now Briertrush. Now that Gwis in greth state.
“How long have you been here, old father?”
“Oh.” He rasped out a dry chuckle. “Maybre two lifetrimes.”
I glanced up at the high tower and saw Boss Slade's shadow behind the bars of the blinds.
I'll catch hell for this, I thought, and lifted another shovelful while the old Kubraen sank to the ground and sat, hunched forward, his head hanging.
“Do you want to get Havthror killed?” the BEM slave asked me in his metallic voice and swung his axe into the salt with four tentacles.
I heard murmurs from the slaves as the click of a horse's hoofs grew closer.
Azut stared at me from his mount, his coiled whip gripped in a tight hand. “Put down the shovel, overseer.”
I did, and wiped my forehead.
“Ye like to walk the edge, don't ye?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I threw back. “It's where I live!”
* * *
“What in the name of the Sacred Idols of Altair is that fool doing?” Boss Slade shouted from his window in the high tower as he watched Jules take the shovel from the staggering Denebrian.
“I-I would say he's trying to help that slave,” his secretary Zora said and wiped spittle from her chin.
Boss Slade swung to face her. The elongated scales on his back lifted into spikes until Slade towered over the petite, female Altairian.
“Anyway, from how it looks, sir,” she whispered and seemed to shrink into herself.
“And what brought you to that clever conclusion, Secretary Zora?”
Zora glanced around, her data pad clutched to her chest, as though to seek escape from this conversation. “Boss Slade,” she whispered with lowered snout, “ye physician advised ye not to maintain an agitated state of mind…if possible.” She dipped into a curtsy. “Remember ye heart, my superior.”
“And yesterday he was down there watering the ponies.” Slade slammed a fist against the wall. Chips of plaster flew. “He tasks me!” He strode across the office and turned, a meaty fist extended. “Have I not given him everything he could ask for?”
Zora nodded quickly and stepped back against the wall, her golden eyes wide.
“Have I not treated him with nothing but kindness and respect?”
“Yes, Boss Slade. Ye have surpassed yeself with kindness and respect.”
Boss Slade waited.
“And…and ye have given him the best accommodations and…the finest horse in the stable!” she blurted. “What more could he possibly desire?”
Appeased, Boss Slade sat at his desk. “And yet he repays me with defiance.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at the cracks in the newly-painted wall and the chips of cement on the floor.
“Some aliens are just plain born stubborn,” Zora offered, “and no matter what ye do for them, they will always –”
“Oh, get out, ye fool!” Slade slammed his sore fist on the desk. “Ye be nothing but a pritcull yeself.”
“Yes, sir.” Zora hurried to the door and closed it softly behind herself.
Slade rubbed his cheek so hard a few scales flaked off. “Damn pritculls all.” He stared at the window. Tel or no, he would not stand for the Terran's insubordinate behavior. He relaxed back into the chair and gasped as a sharp pain shot across his ribs. “By all the Idols,” he whispered and rubbed his chest, “I am cursed with my subjects.”
“Zora!” he yelled into the computer.
“Y-yes, Boss Slade,” the voice came back meekly.
“Tell the painters to redo my office again.”
“Yes, my superior.”
“Zora!”
“Yes, sir.”
“Tell Azut and Kluth to bring that insufferable Terran to my office.”
* * *
“Don't you understand yet that I will not tolerate defiance from ye?” Boss Slade said in his raspy Altairian voice. Pieces of spittle flew from his mouth. “Isn't that clear enough, human?” He slammed his desk with a broad scaly green fist. The computer jumped.
“I won't sell my soul to maximize your profitability,” I told him.
He waved his fist at me. “We had a deal.”
“You had a deal. I didn't sign a contract.”
“If ye defy me again in front of my subjects, ye will regret it. I promise ye that.”
“Then don't demand that I do your treacherous work…in front of your subjects or behind them.”
He spread his clawed hands on the table. The webs between his fingers stretched. “Ye will do my bidding, Terran, one way or the other.”
I bit my lip. Spirit? I need help. You still owe me.
Nothing.
Star Speaker? Gwis? Her Kubraen name. Come on down from Nirvana, just for a while. I'm in deep shit!
Nothing.
Star Speaker said she would not answer my sends, that each lifebind was a small thing, not to be taken too seriously. It felt serious. Great Mind? I sighed. I was on my own.
“Who are ye contacting?” Slade tapped his broad tail nervously on the floor.
“Just searching,” I admitted. “Nobody's home.”
I am here, Jules, Spirit sent. How do you desire that I help you? Yet again.
Spirit! Send a tel message to my daughter Lisa. She can receive across the stars. Tell her I'm a prisoner on planet New Lithnia. Make sure she relays the message to Joe Hatch, her grandfather. He's a former Counter Terrorist captain in W-CIA.
I know.
Can you do that for me? I'm in a mess here!
Is there a time when you're not in a mess, Terran?
It's not my fault.
Is she on Earth?
Yes!
You tax me with your requests.
Spirit!
As you Terrans like to say, I'm on it. But next time, go ask Star Speaker.
OK.
He broke the link.
I looked into Slade's scaly, green, flat-snouted face and realized just how much I hated him.
“Are you done with your comlink call?” he asked. The tubes vibrated with a metallic sound as he drew in a breath.
“There was nobody home.”
He sat down and studied me. “I can offer ye anything a Terran could possibly desire, Jules,” he said too softly. “Wealth. Power. Fame. All I ever asked in return was that ye act as an overseer and inform me of any thoughts of conversations of rebellion ye pick up among my subjects. Was that so difficult that ye have to defy me and play the savior to these miserable subspecies?”
I bit my lip.
“Now, what is your drug of choice?”
“Freedom.”
He sat back. I heard his broad tail slap the floor. “And ye second choice?”
“You're wasting your time.” I scraped at a hangnail on my thumb.
“The Terran girl we sent ye. She's a virgin. We checked. She did not please you?”
“She's a child! Where are your ethics?”
“I've heard of Terrans fucking much younger ones than she, so don't preach ye ethics to me.”
“Can I go back to my cell now? The air is cleaner there.”
“Ye are arrogant.”
“I've been called worse.”
“Then ye refuse all my offers?”
“Categorically, yes.”
He stood up and nodded to the two guards behind me. “Ye are heading for a fall, my friend.”
“I wouldn't doubt it…my friend.” I got up and left with Kluth and Azut.



Chapter Five
Abby Hatch sat in her recliner in the den and smiled at the framed photo in her hands of Jules and her granddaughter Lisa laughing as they ate ice cream cones at the county fair. Joe Hatch sat beside her in his armchair and slowly rocked as he studied a holo cube of planet New Lithnia.
“They look so cute together,” Abby commented.
Joe glanced at the photo. “Sometimes I wonder which of them is the bigger kid.” He scratched the white stubble on his cheek.
“That's not fair, considering all that Jules has accomplished.”
“I wouldn't mind a good pipe.”
“Joseph!”
“Didn't say I was going to light up, Abby.”
She chuckled. “If I remember right, your pipe is somewhere on planet Fartherland, where Jules threw it into a gully, I think it was?” She stared at the photo and her expression became serious. “What are you going to do?”
Joe shook his head. “I can't call in the troops on the word of a six year old. They'd think the old crote went over the edge.”
“Still, Jules is gone.”
He picked up his glass and sipped red wine. “Chancey and Bat haven't been reassigned yet.”
“Are they on Earth?”
He nodded. “Visiting family.”
“And Huff?”
“Back on his homeworld, Kresthaven.” He put down the glass. “Probably bored stiff playing checkers, their national pastime. When he finds out that Jules went missing, you can bet he'll be on the first ship bound for Earth.”
“Then you're thinking about getting the team together?”
He nodded. “See what's going on before we call in the troops.”
“Joseph, can't you let the team go to New Lithnia and handle this without you?”
“Now Abby, you know that wouldn't be fair.”
Abby felt a twinge of fear as she put the photo in her lap and leaned toward him. “At your age, Joseph, I'm not thinking about fair. I'm thinking about safe.”
“He's depending on me, Ab.” He took another sip of wine. “Only Christ and Buddha know what he got himself into this time!” He stood up. “I've got some calls to make.”
Abby picked up the photo and blinked back tears as she traced a finger across the laughing faces.
A few minutes later she heard Joe yelling into the comlink in the kitchen. She held her breath and waited.
He strode back into the den and picked up the holo.
“What is it, Joseph?”
“You're not going to believe this, Ab.” He turned the cube over in his hand. “On the illustrious planet of New Lithnia, slavery is legal.”
Abby gripped the photo. “How can that be? It's against Alpha's Constitution.”
“Lithnia isn't subject to Alpha's Constitution. There's a strong lobby in the halls of Congress.” He laid the cube on the mantle. “Special interest groups who are happy with the status quo and the big creds the mines bring in to their bosses.”
“But…slavery, Joseph?”
He nodded, picked up another photo from the mantle and sat down to stare at it.
“Let me see it, Joseph.”
He handed the photo to her.
THE TEAM was scrawled across a picture of Joe, standing in front of the small, military starship Sojourner. To his right, Jules, tall, lanky, his mop of blonde hair lifting in a wind, his blue eyes shadowed into a hawk look by the sun, smiled his knock-out smile for the camera.
Abby chuckled.
“You see something funny here, Ab?”
“He's one of the most adorable men I've ever met.”
“Contain yourself, woman. You're married.”
“Sometimes I forget, Joseph.” She tousled his hair.
Next to Jules stood his good buddy, seven-foot tall Huff, a massive, white, bear-like Vegan.
“Huff's truly a gentle giant,” Abby said.
“Not if you touch his cub.”
“Jules?”
Joe nodded. “Tore apart the operating suite in the hospital on Denebria when he thought they'd hurt him, and threw the door into the recovery room.”
“You never told me that.”
“They called in a vet to tranquilize him with a gun.”
“Oh my God, Joseph.”
“Jules bailed him out of the kennel.”
Abby sat back and chuckled. “Those two boys are a comedy act.”
“Not always so funny, Ab. Not always.”
On Joe's other side in the photo stood muscular, rakish Chancey, black as ebony. A Harlem tag with high cheekbones, a soft mouth and close-cropped hair. There was a challenge in the twist of his lips and the glint in his eyes that attracted women. Next to Chancey stood soft-spoken, gentle Bat, the southern medic, a man in his thirties, already bald under his wrinkled military cap. Square-jawed and grinning, with mild, pale eyes, Bat was also the team's confidant.
Abby sat back. “What are you going to do, Joseph?”
“The only thing I can, Ab. Get the team together on our own, and grab a flight to New Lithnia.”
She stared at the photo. “I don't suppose there's anything I can say to stop you.”
Joe reached out and took her hand. “I suppose not.”



Chapter Six
I had to escape, I knew, while I waited for Joe Hatch and the World Alliance troops to arrive. I wiped sweat from my forehead as I lay on my cot in the cell and breathed the smell of moldy cement. They had shut off the air conditioning and meals now consisted of fried dough balls with shreds of meat. Punishment fare, Azut called it. I think I missed the coffee most.
I was becoming friends with Azut, who brought my meals. It turned out he was a young tag, brash and lacking compassion, like the young of many races, including Terrans. Compassion doesn't easily take root without older members to open young minds to the oneness of their race. Empathy comes later, and is an even rarer bird.
I hated to use Azut in my escape plan, but Boss Slade had kept me in this cell for two days, and I had no idea what plans he was devising for my fate. He might have me whipped, or executed, or both. I'd tried a mind probe, but he was a sensitive, and very aware that I was probing. His thought had come back to me: Keep it up, Terran, and I'll hang you by your thumbs. Not conducive to a quiet state of mind. It was time to get out.
I showered, shaved, and vibed my clothes in preparation for days and nights I might spend in some hideout while I waited for Joe. Things were not going smoothly for him, or he would have been here by now.
I heard Azut's claws click along the stone hallway. “Slop's on!” he called.
I swung off the cot. Here we go. “Thanks, croc face. What is it this time, baked salt crust?”
He chuckled and watched as I uncovered the tray and picked up yet another fried dough ball with shreds of dangling meat, and nibbled on it. “Oh, yum,” I said. “Food for the gods. So when's your tour of duty up?”
“In an Altairian month. We can't wait to leave this pritcull rock!”
“We?”
“My blood brother is a tower guard. We took the jobs so we could be together. Something a subspecies wouldn't understand.”
I knew he was goading me, so I just shrugged. “Whatever you say, overseer of the benign slave trade. Heading back to Altair?”
“The ship has to make an official stop on Alpha first.” He watched me eat the ball. “Then it's off to Altair. How does that thing taste to a subspecies?”
“Like shit.”
I'd just bet they had to make an official stop, to consult with their company's bosses about Lithium Love Mine's profit margins.
Azut loved to talk about his friends in Altair's ponds and their night dives for flappas and timgratts that burrowed beneath the bottom mud. He reveled in describing the campfires on the beach after the hunt and the fresh meat of their catch as they laughed and related their experiences. Later, they would bring some reserved meat to the females in exchange for sexual favors. I chuckled. Life must be good in the swamp ponds of Altair.
I nibbled on a dough ball. “Then it's back to the ponds?”
He sat down and grinned. “We can't wait.”
With his mind now in a relaxed state, I began to spin a red coil of tel power. I extended the half-eaten dough through the bars. “Want to try some?”
He leaned back and shook his head.
I forced the red coil to grow and spin faster. This would not be a mere mindlink. It would be a deep penetration, an overpowering of his will with mine. And it would leave me with a headache. It always did.
I imaged a picture of ponds under his planet's night sky, from a holo cube of Altair I'd once seen. Ragged black clouds raced along the tumultuous gray sky. Sparse, ruddy-leafed vegetation flattened in a wind that keened though raw pinnacles, tortured down from plateaus by the violent microclimate. Sudden fierce storms scoured the land's skin and sent it rushing into surrounding ponds.
I spun the coil faster, hotter, forced it to grow while brain cells burned out, until it spun like a small tornado, there behind my eyes.
“Are you going to eat –” Azut started as I focused on his forehead and threw the coil.
His head snapped back as though he'd been shot. His wide mouth opened.
I sent the coil spinning deep into his brain, twisting his thoughts into my design. You slip into the satin of inviting water, I sent.
His tail began to sway. His eyes dulled.
There in green gloom you sink to glossy mud and move, weightless, searching, brushing aside empty shells, lifting mud into little clouds that hang above the mounds. Grasp your weapon, Azut! There are flappa beneath you.
He unholstered his stingler and moved his head in a rhythmic motion, as though swimming.
That big mound there! I sent. A flappa hides from predators. Swim to it, Azut. It is a fat one!
He stood up.
This way. I motioned to the cell door. Here he is!
He walked there.
I pointed to the lock. Aim your weapon and fire before the flappa darts away."
He aimed his stingler.
Now shoot him, Azut. Here is much fresh meat. Shoot!
I glanced at the automated glass switch with the camera behind it. Was anybody watching?
He extended the gun and blasted the lock with a hot beam.
You got him! A big one, I sent as I went through the broken door, grabbed the gun from his limp hand and stuffed it behind my waistband as I ran down the hallway.
Sirens wailed.
“Help me put him in the bug bag,” Azut called. “He's too big!”
“Right. In a minute.”
I dragged the door open, and sprinted toward the stables, hoping they were expecting me to try for a vehicle. But a horse can go forever on grass. A vehicle needs recharging. Not always easy when you're hiding out under something.
I grabbed a saddlebag and a rolled blanket from the tack room and threw a saddle over Toby's back, cinched it and slipped a halter over his head. Lights swung across the grounds and voices called to each other as I threw the saddlebags over my shoulder, held onto the blanket and mounted in the barn.
“Stop right there!” an Altairian guard said from the door, his weapon drawn.
“OK. Don't shoot!” I raised my left arm.
“The other one too,” he ordered.
“OK!” I hated to do it, but I slipped the beam gun out from my waistband under the rolled blanket and fired through the blanket.
The guard screamed. Flames rose from the burn hole in his chest. He held onto the door, slid down, then rolled to the floor and was still. Wisps of smoke rose from his torn chest. “Go with Great Mind,” I said as I rode past his body and threw the flaming blanket into the trough. No time to drag the body inside the barn. The guards would be heading here anyway to check for missing horses.
“Stay in your hovel!” a mounted guard shouted to a Cleocean who had come out. I heard him snap his whip.
Mounted, and foot guards, scoured the lit grounds as I turned my frightened horse into a dark passageway between piled boxes and rode low in the saddle.
As I'd hoped, the guards were looking for me in the vehicle yard. I cantered Toby into the dark recesses of the camp and to the edge of the fence, where I reined in. Chances were good that the fence was electrified. I needed something… There! A great-boled tree in the woods just beyond the fence that leaned inward. I held the stingler high over the fence and sliced the trunk as low as I could. I backed Toby quickly as the tree creaked and crashed down across the sparking fence.
Behind me, shouts, and the whine of engines, grew louder as guards searched.
“I hope you're a jumper,” I told Toby and put him into a canter away from the fence. At about twenty yards I turned him, leaned forward in the saddle and tapped his sides with my boots. He sprang ahead and galloped toward the fence. Too fast! I pulled him back to a canter and lifted in the saddle as he leaped into the air. He easily cleared the downed fence and we cantered into a dark woods of thick-trunked trees and twists of braided vegetation.
I heard vehicles idling behind me, then a crash as one broke through the fence. This was too close!
“C'mon, Toby.” I put him into a gallop between the trees. Horses have good night vision, but I guess he was going too fast. Suddenly I was torn from the saddle and found myself rolling over plants. “What the hell!” I got quickly to my feet. Toby grunted. I heard his hoofs kick plants out by the roots.
"Oh, no!'
I ran to him where he lay beside a tree, his muzzle torn, one eye gone. “Toby! No.” I fell to my knees by his side. His grunts were horrible to hear. His sides heaved in agony. “Toby.” I stroked his neck.
He lifted his head.
I stood up and took out my stingler. Headlights bounced through the woods as vehicles approached, blinking between trees.
I wiped tears and aimed carefully between Toby's good eye and the bloody hollow of the ripped one. “I'm sorry,” I said and fired.
His body jerked and he lay still.
“Go with Great Mind.”
I felt his kwaii struggle out of his body, but I had no time to stay and help him into geth state. “Take care of him, Great Mind,” I prayed and sprinted deeper into the woods.
The vehicles and mounted guards were closing.
I climbed a tree with heavy branches and up into its leafy crown where trees formed a canopy above the forest floor.
I crawled onto a twist of branches that would support me and wiped tears and sweat as I sat down. Below me, shouts, and headlights that jumped from trunk to trunk. They continued on, as I hoped they would. I lowered my head and sobbed. Toby had given me everything he had to give. He had relied on me to guide him. And I had gotten him killed.
My dead sister Ginny's face suddenly took form behind my closed eyes, her mouth open, calling to me, her hand outstretched as she clung to a boulder after I flipped the helicub and crashed on a Rocky Mountain peak where I had no right to go with the small craft. But I was young and reckless, and Ginny paid with her life. I should have died instead of her. I felt the handle of the stingler, behind my waistband. We all have the means of freeing ourselves from emotional prisons. I'd been told by Star Speaker and Spirit that life and death were in the hands of Great Mind and He did not take kindly to suicide.
I sighed and held a branch as I stood up to get a better view of my surroundings. It was all a great blackness of forest, with the stars and moons hidden beyond the canopy.
When the guards were gone into the woods ahead, I slid carefully down the trunk and walked north, I think it was, away from the mining camp. If I could reach a clearing on high ground, perhaps I could see the lights of Wydemont Creek.
I began to walk uphill. Surrounded by the indifference of dark woods, I listened to the snuffling and growls of animals concerned with their own lives. The death of Toby hung like a stone on my spirit. The cosmic void, as someone had called this feeling that expressed itself as an ache in my stomach, opened like a fresh wound. I had myself now, and only myself. “Joe! Where the hell are you?”



Chapter Seven
From a cliff in a high clearing, with a scroll of stars overhead, I watched a diamond pool of lights to the northeast. Wydemont Creek, I hoped, and walked in that direction, or some other small town. But Dannie had been taken to Wydemont.
New Lithnia had been discovered and colonized a mere hundred years ago, according to Alpha's holo cubes. No time yet for big cities. And no competing alien races with cultures to worry about. With only two species, a reptilian form and a mammalian, that had opposed thumbs and a genius for using tools and weapons made from branches with ends chewed to a point, the world belonged to Homo Sapiens and other aliens. It was rich in precious lithium, and that brought the colonists like the proverbial bees to honey.
I walked for the better part of the night, using the cover of darkness as Love Mine hovairs cruised the skies in search of me. Their infras would pick up nocturnal animals on the hunt, so I wasn't too worried about being singled out.
I had my stingler for protection against any large predators, and before morning I found a stream where I could drink. The water was liquid ice and I had to drink slowly.
I huddled under a ledge as a soft patter of rain polished leaves to a blue shine. Moisture heightened the smells of low twists of vegetation and the horny trunks of great-boled trees. A sweet perfume of nature. Bird-like creatures chirped from trees, awaiting, I think, the end of rain before setting out to forage.
The red New Lithnia sun raised its head from a pillow of ivory hills to the east and crowned the somber clouds with rims of fire.
I had always had a longing, somewhere in the back of my mind, to live alone in a forgotten land that supplied me with basic creature needs. But it was more a fantasy, a desire to live without stress. I would have to give up too much to make it reality, especially my little girl, Lisa.
I laid down and closed my eyes. The world was too much with me. “And I have promises to keep,” I mumbled and fell asleep.
I awoke to a reverberating whine that is rarely, if ever, found in nature. A silver hovair with open pipes, as they used to say, hung in the air like a great wasp, false wings flapping. Metal eyes blinking. A metallic stinger protruded from its tail. Its deafening whine was calculated to attract attention and stir the dead into thinking Judgment Day had arrived.
I unholstered my stingler as the craft dropped to eye level. A teenaged Terran boy with braided hair that stuck out like spikes from around his face popped his head out of the upper hatch. “Hey, tag, you need a lift?”
I stood up and brushed myself off. “Where you heading?”
“Wydemont Creek. Where else? School day. Fool day.”
“OK.” I smiled. One of those ironies in life that he had spotted me instead of a Love Mine hovair. I wasn't arguing with whatever gods may be.
I walked toward the craft as he bounced it to the ground. A cacophonous blast of music sprang from the cabin.
I climbed inside. There were three more Terran teenagers, a girl and two boys, I think. The closest one was dressed like Red Death, hooded in crimson, with fake pustules plastered to his face. Next to him, a black-cowled figure sported a mirror carved into a face. When you looked at him, you saw your own features, distorted and white as death. Next to him was a silver ballerina that I could hardly see and wasn't interested in examining much closer.
I nodded to the trio and they squeezed over to give me room.
“Can you lower the tunes?” I shouted as the driver tore the craft skyward at a ninety-degree angle.
"What? he yelled.
“You're going to flip it!” I shouted and hung on.
“What?” he called again.
Suffice it to say that the ride to Wydemont Creek was not just white-knuckled, it was forgot-to-blink-or-breathe.
We bounced down in a field west of town. Other vehicles were gathering around a high, white building that was a replica of the Taj Mahal, complete with reflecting pool. I felt dizzy as I got out and had to hold onto a strut to steady myself.
The kids bounced out of the craft, laughing.
“Thanks, Zombie Bones,” one told the driver who, I realized, was dressed in skin tights that depicted the male human skeleton with a large, detailed penis. His chalk-white makeup was rimmed with red circles around his eyes and mouth.
“Yeah…thanks, Zombie Bones,” I said. “Fun ride. Fun group.”
He slapped my back. “What's life without a smidgen of danger, right, troll?”
I just nodded.
The painted silver ballerina, flat-chested and hairy-armed, and with the shadow of a beard, grabbed my chin and shook it. “You're so cute!” he said in falsetto, planted a kiss on my lips and made a grab for my crotch. I intercepted his hand and twisted his wrist. “Try that again, Swan Lake,” I told him, and you'll have a crotch that matches your girlie outfit."
He laughed and skipped away, his tutu bouncing.
When the dizziness passed, I walked toward town through a suburb. The houses were all three-story, built of real stone and logs, with Earth landscaping, flowing fountains, and rows of vehicles in every driveway
Where were they getting the creds for this, I wondered, and didn't like the answer that came up. Revenue from the mines. You let us use slave labor, we pay taxes that will keep you in baubles. What a fucked-up lifestyle, to live on the backs of slaves who were worked to death. Did these people know the conditions at the mines? Did they want to know? They had sold their souls for gewgaws. I wondered if Dannie worked in one of the houses, doing menial jobs that service 'bots couldn't handle?
A couple dressed in the latest Earth fashion of shiny, flared pants and white silk Buccaneer shirts, laughed as they walked an indigenous reptilian pet on a diamond-studded leash with a collar to match.
As the couple strolled by, the woman winked at me. I continued down the street toward town. My stomach was grumbling. So was I.
Wydemont Creek was a replica of old Las Vegas on Earth. Casinos lined both sides of the wide street. That figures, I thought. Fun and games for all.
A night-time town that slept the day away. Street sweepers rolled down the wide boulevard, sucking up the by-products of last night's happy time. A tag strolled to a store with bars across the plate-glass window and a sign above that read: White Peak Hunting Outfitters. Supplies For All Your Hunting Needs. He unlocked the door and went inside.
I wondered what they hunted. They couldn't eat the alien animals of New Lithnia. I sighed. Probably just their heads to take back home and mount proudly on their den walls.
The casinos, too, were replicas of Las Vegas casinos. A crowd of Replicas of replicas. A short Eiffel Tower with dimmed lights elbowed the Greek Parthenon. But don't get too close. These Greek sculptures lacked the detail and soaring beauty of the real thing. And there was the Roman Forum, where dancing girls replaced the inclinations toward democracy. Beside it, the white walls of the domed American Capital Building, a casino where, for a few creds, you could buy the House. Or the Senate, too, for that matter.
I headed for the Egyptian Labyrinth. Flashing overhead lights announced: Twelve Great Courts: Casino Games. Restaurants. Rooms. Shops. Take in a Nudie Show. See the Tombs of the Pharaohs. Ride an Egyptian camel. See the Original Rosetta Stone. Watch Moses Part the Red Sea. Enter The Tombs and Touch a real Mummy. Feed a Nile Crocodile. See Our Snake Charmer Charm a King Cobra. An Egyptian motif for all tastes, I thought as I entered the grand structure. An open men's shop had a nice array of summer shirts. I bought a royal blue pullover web shirt that would breathe in this heat. Dannie had been taken away in my stretched-out black turtleneck. Poor kid, I thought as I slipped on the shirt and tied my jacket around my waist. “Where was she now?”
The Court of Restaurants offered an extensive Terran menu, but at outrageous prices. Well, I had a packed cred count from services performed for Alpha. I ordered my favorite: mock steak, potatoes swimming in butter, salad, and mud pie. I'd have to rent a motel room and wait for Joe and the Alliance forces to arrive.
Spirit?
Silence.
Yo, Spirit? Are you out there? Spirit!
Yes. Of course. Where else would I be but at your beck and call? I'm always out here. Do you think I don't have a life, as you Terrans are so fond of saying? I'm still evolving my world, human.
Just want to ask you a question.
There are entire niches yet to be occupied by daughter species, and the air-breathing ocean fishes are too far from lakes to seed them with life. My forests are not yet ecologically balanced. Yet you call on me as though I were your personal servant! Look at that. A crustacean species that thinks it can climb trees and breathe air.
Uh. Just wanted to know. Did you get the message to Lisa about the slave mine? That's all.
I did. First she thought I was playing some human child's game! She wanted me to guess her age.
Oh. She's six years old.
Good for her. Then she wanted to tell me about her horse Ginger.
Yeah. Well…the message?
Finally she crossed her little heart and said hope to die and she would tell grandpa what you said.
You think she did?
I waited and heard her relay the message to your Joseph Hatch of Earth. Will there be anything else you require before I return to my trifling work of putting the finishing touches on planet Halcyon?
No. No. Spirit?
Yes!
Thank you.
You're welcome!
He broke the link.
The meal was good, though not worth the exorbitant creds. I took a hotel room in the Courts, overlooking the ocean.
From the balcony, I watched white sea birds swoop down on small fish for their dinner. A school of gray-backed sea mammals plowed by, flinging spume as they leaped. My heart leaped up with them. From offshore came the bark of Earth transplanted sea lions as they basked on rocks. I located a gentle tapping as sea otters, another Earth transplant, broke shells on their bellies.
Long waves that had originated from some distant windy clime, rolled in and cracked themselves on offshore boulders, sending their white, broken bodies crashing into the pink sky. I could almost hear the strains of “The Storm at Sea,” from Scheherazade, as background to nature's untamed vitality. I breathed the salt-sprinkled air. What a symphony of wilderness lay before my eyes.
And then I saw the two Altairian mine guards strolling on the street below. Uh oh. I backed into the room. So they were accepted members of Wydemont? Well, why not? Their bosses paid the bills. I made sure my door was locked. From now on I would only venture out at night.
I lay down on the bed, adjusted the softness, and turned on a wall holo that surrounded me with ocean scenes. Soothed by wild nature, I drifted into a world where I could breathe underwater in green mansions.
* * *
I waited until dark to buy a take-out meal, and ate it on the deserted town pier. I chewed a buttermilk doughnut for dessert and leaned on the guardrail to watch lights from casinos break into colored streamers in the bay.
A thump behind me.
A diver's bug bag full of crustaceans lay on the pier. Water pooled around it.
Where'd that come from? I thought and looked around the empty pier. I walked over and picked up the bag to examine it. It was heavy with flapping, thick-bodied crustaceans. Their feelers and short claws clung to the net bag.
“Drop the bug bag, troll!” a woman's voice called.
I put it down gently with its living cargo as a diver climbed onto the pier, her fins hooked to her weight belt. She braced her legs and yanked out her dive knife from a sheath. I saw the broad, serrated blade glint in an overhead light.
“I was just curious,” I said. I could hardly make her out in the dark.
“Curiosity about somebody else's crusties can buy you a ride in an ambulance.”
“OK.” I backed up as she scooped up the bag.
“Are you a damn tourist?”
A tourist. That sounded like a good idea. “Yeah. Just arrived from Earth.”
“Tourists don't know nothing about the rules.”
I shrugged. “I can learn.”
“You don't touch a diver's bug bag, troll.” She waved the knife at me. “And you don't pull up somebody else's crusty pots in the bay. Those are the two things that can earn you an early grave. Some of the fishers are sitting up there on the hills with rifles, protecting their pots.”
“OK.” I smirked. “I think I've got it.”
I followed her as she walked under the light and knelt beside the bag.
“I've got some six pounders in here.” She wiped her dripping face and shrugged out of her tank. “On a cloudy night like this, the bugs don't see you coming.” A large crusty tried to scurry out. She shoved him back inside.
I bit my lip. Mock meat is more to my taste than eating living animals. But who was I to judge? “They bring a good price?”
She nodded. “The restaurants.” She picked up a large crusty by his carapace and turned him over. “See? No eggs.” The creature tried to reach her hand with short claws, but couldn't. “I never take any with eggs. That's my code.”
I wondered how she reconciled it with a town code that encouraged slavery.
“It's illegal, anyway.” She sniffed and ran an arm across her nose. “Though I know some trolls who would scrape them off.” She put the crusty back into the bag and snapped it shut. “I might take tomorrow off.” She glanced up at me and smiled, then stood and raked me with a scrutinizing look from dark, narrowed eyes that had an alluring slant.
“Looking for anything special?” I asked her.
“Just checking out the scenery.”
“See something you like?”
She smirked. “Some pretty fine real estate. You dive, tag?”
“I do.”
“Got gear?”
“Back on Earth.”
“I can set you up. I've got extras of everything. You get to keep the crusties you catch.”
I studied the curves of her tall, lithe body, her full breasts, taut beneath the neoprene. “A wet suit too?”
“You might have to buy that.” She peeled off her hood and shook out long, curly, raven hair that fell across her face and neck. Her features were sculpted, with high cheekbones that added to the allure. Her mouth was wide and full. I found myself leaning toward her. She had a Mediterranean look that I had always found exotic.
“So what's your name?” She unzipped her neoprene jacket. My eyes got glued to her full breasts in the bikini top. “I said, what do they call you?”
“Oh. Jules. And you?”
“Sophia.” She clipped the bug bag to her weight belt and bent down to pick up her tank. The curve of her breasts held me as though in a prison. “I'm heading back to town to drop off the crusties. Want a ride?”
I looked around the empty pier. “A ride?”
“Into town, Blondie.”
“Oh. In what?”
She motioned toward a dark corner. “On what.” She hefted the tank over her shoulder.
Didn't New Lithnia sell artificial gills, I wondered. I'd used them on planet Syl 'Terria. But I guess not.
“Here,” I said, “let me carry that.” I reached for the tank.
She pulled away. “I carry my own gear, tag.”
“Suit yourself.” I followed her to a motorcycle parked in shadows. She bungeed down the tank, her gear bag, and the crusties on the back rack and swung a leg over the bike. “Coming?”
I shrugged. “Why not?”
I found out why not when she slammed open the throttle and the bike leaped ahead like a racehorse out of the gate. If it wasn't for the gear bag and tank behind me I would've been left on the pier.
I made a grab for her and found that I had a handful of breasts. “Sorry. Excuse me.” I lowered my hands to hug her narrow waist, and felt her chuckle. The little bitch, I thought. She'd done it on purpose. She wanted me to hold her. Turned out, I didn't mind so much.
* * *
A light drizzle shined the cobblestone boulevard, crowded now with night traffic, and reflected the street lights. I waited by the bike while Sophia went into the Roman Forum to sell her crusties. I turned up my collar and trotted to an overhang on the building's passageway. I was in shadows when a Love Mine patrol car cruised by. Before I could get to a doorway, their spotlight swept by and pinned me in its glare.
“Shit!” I froze, there among strolling Terrans and aliens. It's harder to see an object when it's still. The light swung past me and I ran to the bike. The light swung back. I jumped on the bike and started it. This time the light nailed me. I leaned forward and cracked on the throttle.
“Stop!” I heard the patrol car's speaker demand as I tore down the boulevard between vehicles in heavy traffic. “Stop or I'll shoot!”
I flattened over the tank as a hot beam of light flashed above the surrounding vehicles. Behind me sirens wailed. Vehicles swerved to open a path for the pursuing patrol car. I heard a crash of metal and emergency alarms as two vehicles collided.
The street was littered with paper cups and plates. I avoided them as I leaned into a right-hand turn around a corner and down a lit walk between shops. The stones were slick with rain. People leaped aside as I tore by.
The bike's left foot peg hooked a string of lights from a stall of melons. The bike wobbled as lights dragged behind me. Smashed bulbs flew out from under the back tire like a spray of broken, colored flowers. Melons rolled. I heard the flimsy stall crash down amid screams. I kicked off the strand of lights around the foot peg and raced through the walk between stalls.
A Kubraen with a pushcart tried to get it out of the way, then left it with a shout and ran, his straw hat caught by a breeze.
I gripped the handlebars tighter as the front tire clipped the cart and sent it spinning under an umbrella of cheese mounds that spun out like missiles. The Kubraen cursed. I gritted my teeth as the bike's back wheel fishtailed, but the gyro kicked in and the bike steadied.
I headed for a dark alley at the end of the marketplace and slowed to turn into it.
“Dammit!” The headlight picked up a dead end.
I skidded the bike around, and tore back out as people ran to watch. They backed away as I raced onto the walk and turned left, toward a deserted warehouse area.
What was that?
The whine of an engine, and lights sweeping the ground from above.
Hovairs! Two of them. They paced me as I raced out onto a sandy ledge overlooking the ocean. The road bike skidded through soft sand and I turned onto a gravel road, not knowing what was ahead. The hovairs lowered. “Jules!” a speaker called. “Give it up now and live!”
“Fuck you, crotemunger!” I called back and tore down the road between tall, stark buildings.
No way to go but ahead.
But ahead, a wire fence. And no way to break through it. To my right, the ground sloped up into a dune, high above the fence. I skidded the bike through the soft sand of the dune as I turned it to face the fence, and cracked on the throttle, full bore. I lifted off the seat as the bike vibrated with a surge of power. Wheels threw a fantail of sand as I approached the fence.
Then I was sailing through the air. The bike whined. The back tire spun. I saw the fence rise up to meet me. I wasn't going to make it!
The bike crashed, breaking wire strands and tangling hopelessly into the fence.
I tried to get to my feet, but my jacket and pants were hooked. I unholstered my stingler, breathing hard. Rain blurred my vision as I methodically burned through wires that trapped me while the hovairs found level ground and landed.
I listened to their engines whine down. Doors swung open. Figures framed in sudden lights jumped to the ground, calling to each other.
“He might be armed,” a guard shouted. “Take no chances with the Terran.”
Then I was free. I jumped up, holstered my weapon, and ran to the water. I glanced over my shoulder. The guards' lights were focused on the downed bike as I plunged into cold waves and swam seaward.
Behind me lights swept the beach.
“Where in the Sacred Idols did he go?” one of them shouted.
“He could be in the water,” another answered.
I swam harder.
Silhouetted by stars, I saw four boulders offshore. I swam to them, pulled off my jacket, unzipped an inner pocket and grabbed my comlink. I held it between teeth as I stretched out the jacket's sleeves and stuffed them into rock crevices. Then I kicked off from the boulder and swam parallel to the beach. The night sea was cold and I began to shiver. Something brushed my leg. I swam toward shore, away from the bike and the guards.
I crawled out of the water and lay flat and still on pebbled sand. The guards ran back to their hovairs and climbed inside. The two craft lifted and drove low over the waves, sweeping their lights.
I got up and trotted back to the bike as the hovairs circled the boulders.
“There he is,” the speaker announced to the other craft as it hovered above my stretched out jacket.
I got down on my knees by the bike, panting, shivering, and cut the remaining strands of wire. I lifted the bike and climbed on, then started it and took off. I ran dark as I left the beach and headed into the outskirts of Wydemont.
I was shivering badly as the night air whipped water from my body. Sophia needed a windshield on her bike.
I rode back to the Roman Forum and drove up the steps to the broad passageway. The guards would never figure that I'd come back to Wydemont. Would they?
Crowds entered the Forum, laughing, dressed in outlandish costumes. I weaved between people and spotted Sophia sitting on a stone bench.
She jumped up and strode toward me. I glanced back. The tank and gear bag were hanging off the rack.
“Where the hell did you –” she started.
“Get on, Sophia. I'll explain later.”
“What? Get off my bike! Now!”
I braced my legs as she pushed my shoulder. “Can't do it. I leave with you or without you.” I revved the engine into a high whine, then brought it back to an idle. “Your call.”
Her eyes widened. Her full lips parted. “You're serious, aren't you? First you steal my goddamn bike, then you –”
“Couldn't help it.”
“You've got a lot of explaining to do, troll.”
“I intend to. But not now. Not here.” I glanced around. “Get on!”
She hesitated, then furrowed her brows in a confused look. “I must be crazy.” She swung on behind me, wrapped her arms around my chest and leaned her head against my back as I rode down the steps, between lanes of vehicles, and to my hotel room.
* * *
The hot shower was pure bliss. But the nagging thought that Boss Slade knew I was somewhere in Wydemont Creek was not conducive to a peaceful state of mind. I put on my vibed clothes, but I missed my jacket.
Sophia dug out a pair of gray pants and a blousy white Buccaneer shirt from her gear bag and went into the bathroom to shower. She came out dressed, and brushing her wet hair.
I watched her as I sipped fresh brew at the table. “You look better in those clothes than in neoprene.” I took a sip. “If that's possible.”
She smiled that broad smile that crinkled her eyes, and shook out her hair. “You think so?”
“I do.”
She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the table. “Now start explaining, Blondie,” she said and smiled, “before I call the police.”
As we sipped fresh brew, I told her everything that had happened to me from the time I was kidnapped.
“So,” I added, “I have to find a safe place to wait for Joe and the troops to arrive.” I finished my coffee. “And it's not here.”
She bit her lip.
“I didn't mean to get you involved,” I said. “It's a dangerous game, Sophia. Take your bike and go home. I'll work something out.”
“Jules.” She touched her lips thoughtfully. “There's something you don't know.”
“I'm listening.”
“Those troops you're waiting for…”
“What about them?”
“They're not coming.”
“What're you talking about?” A pang of doubt that had been stalking the back of my mind suddenly surged forward. “How can you possibly know that?”
“I grew up here. The colonists settled New Lithnia because of the mines. They voted to be an independent world, not under the jurisdiction of the Worlds Alliance, so that they could make slavery legal.”
I gripped the coffee cup. “Alpha wouldn't agree to that!”
“The mining conglomerates have strong lobbyists. You know, campaign funds. All kinds of perks.”
I stared at my empty cup. “So it's hands off,” I whispered and leaned my head back. “Now what?”
“You'd better leave the planet. Return to Earth while you can.”
“Can't do it. As soon as I use my credcount, it will alert Slade. It's probably already locked anyway. I can't even pay my hotel bill or buy food anymore. Come to think of it, I can't rent a vehicle.” I rubbed my forehead. “Does everybody in the mining towns go along with this obscenity of slavery?”
“I don't. A few others who still work for their living don't. But most people have grown up in a world of free everything.”
“It's a slimeshitting welfare state!”
“A welfare world,” she corrected. “Slavery is the natural order of things for most people here. Boss Slade and the congloms are smart. They never take slaves from New Lithnia's communities. And you know.” She shrugged. “There's the revenue from the mines. Boss Slade is the most popular tag in Wydemont. Couples invite him to their weddings. He hands out generous presents on holidays.”
“Because he's such a great tag,” I said tightly. “Man, am I up the proverbial creek.” I smirked. “Wydemont Creek, I guess.” I traced a finger in some spilled coffee on the table. “I was hoping that when the troops arrived, we could free the slaves and close down Love Mine. The others too, until the congloms changed their ways and paid for free workers. Now…” I shook my head. Lisa. Would I ever see my daughter again? I doubted it. “You'd better leave, Sophia,” I said wearily. “They might still trace the purchases I made and find me here.” I stood up. “I have to get out myself. Wish I had a jacket.”
“I can't leave you like this.” She stood up.
“You can't stay with me. I know how to get lost in the mountains and live off the land. I've done it before.” I went to the window and watched the flow of traffic, like strings of lights along the main drag, the flashing colored neon signs of casinos that hid a multitude of sins. Perhaps Wydemont was a nighttime den of fun and games because the people's consciences prevented them from sleeping at night.
I turned from the window. “They'll never find me,” I said. “When things quiet down, I'll sneak into town and steal the supplies I need.” I put my hand on my holstered stingler.
“No.” She came to the window. “Listen to me. My parents didn't have much, Jules. They worked hard. But they left me a small, hand-built cabin in the mountains where I grew up. We hunted and foraged for what we needed. We traded with a local general store for the rest. It's isolated, and I can afford to buy you supplies to get you started.”
“I've got a packed credcount, Sophia, but I don't know when or how I can pay you back.”
“Suppose we don't worry about that right now, Blondie? I even have a quarter horse and an Arabian up there I use for backpacking.” She smiled. “All the comforts of home-on-the-range.”
“You sure you want to do this?”
She nodded.
I touched her cheek, then brushed my hand across her lips and smiled. “You're one incredible woman, Sophia, inside and out.”
She moved closer to me and parted her lips.
I backed a step and shook my head. “We'd better leave now, before they catch us in bed.”
She laughed and went for her gear bag and tank.
“Can I carry that tank for you, lady?”
“If you insist. Can I buy you a jacket and those supplies?”
I smiled. “If you insist.”
“Did anybody ever tell you that you have a great smile?”
“Yeah, a few. And that I need a haircut.”
She tousled my hair and laughed. “Oh, no. Don't ever get a haircut.”
“Are you teasing me?”
“Well, At least not until it reaches your butt.”
I swung the tank over my shoulder. “OK.”



Chapter Eight
Sophia bought me a black jacket with a hood and lots of pockets. I put the comlink in an inner pocket and we rode to her apartment to drop off her dive gear and wash it. Then, with the supplies bungeed down on the back rack, we headed into the mountains on her bike.
It was midnight and we were both too tired to navigate the narrow, rocky uphill path with the bike. The lights of Wydemont Creek shrank to a liquid pool of gold in the distance.
We gathered branches and started a small fire. I stripped down to my shorts, and turned my back while she undressed, and we crawled into sleeping bags next to each other. Her bare shoulders shined in the planet's two rosy moons.
Now, Jules, control yourself, I thought.
The stars blazed like fires in the clear sweep of the galaxy, and I wondered again, as I rested my head on the air pillow, what lifeforms and civilizations existed out there on star systems yet to be discovered. I could spend my life exploring planets and never make a dent.
A gentle wind shook dew from rain-soaked leaves that pattered on the low twists of blue vegetation. The dark earth and the plants emitted a pleasant pungent smell.
“You got any snacks in that bag of stuff?” I asked Sophia. “Like maybe some doughnuts?”
She rummaged through the supplies by her side and handed me a power bar, then rose up on elbows and smiled down at me. Her bare breasts were dark in shadows. I tried not to stare, but failed miserably. “Oh, gee, thanks,” I said. “No doughnuts, huh?”
She kissed the tip of my nose. “Doughnuts are bad for you, Blondie.”
I chewed off a chunk of nuts, granola, and raisins held together by honey. “Gee, Mom, I didn't know. But thanks for this tasty tidbit. Maybe I'll grow.”
She laughed and kissed me full on my lips. I stopped chewing. “I could make you grow.”
“Why, you wanton woman.” I ran my hand across her wet lips.
She played with my hair, then kissed my cheek. I felt myself responding and drew her down against my chest. “You are one beautiful lady,” I told her and stroked her back, her hips, with the bar clutched in my hand.
“Can I have that?” she asked.
I took another bite and handed it to her. “I think I'm going to need the energy.”
She flung the bar over her shoulder.
I was still chewing when she kissed my cheek and nibbled on my ear. Her lips were full and seductive in the shadow of moonlight. I unzipped my sleeping bag and threw it aside. Then I did the same with hers. The sheen of her skin was warm in the caress of the moons. I drew her head down and kissed her lips, her neck, and her bare shoulders. I lifted on my elbows and stroked her, like tracing my fingers across a fine work of art. She shivered as I kissed her shoulder.
“Cold?” I asked and rubbed her shoulder.
“No, just quivers of what's to come.”
I pushed off my shorts and kicked them aside. “Let's work on that.” I kissed her full on her lips, her neck, and down to a breast, then licked her nipple. I felt it harden.
“Oh.” She pressed her palms against my cheeks to hold my head there, and drew in a breath, then kissed me. “When I saw you under that light on the pier, I thought 'Where did this adorable tag come from, and how do I make him my own?' ”
“Was that before or after you threatened me with your dive knife?”
She laughed. “Well, I was a woman alone on that pier at night, and you were holding my livelihood.”
I let my hands roam the curve of her hips. “It's a lot nicer holding you.”
“Are you finished chewing that power bar? I'm sorry I gave it to you.”
I swallowed the last piece and nodded.
“Good.” She laid down on me and spread her legs over my hips. “I know where all that energy went.” She giggled and pushed against me, forcing me to enter her.
“Let's put it to good use.” I spread my hands across her buttocks and pulled her down on me. I coughed on a piece of the bar I'd swallowed wrong.
“Don't choke to death now, OK?”
“I'll try not to.” I coughed again.
She pushed down on me and I rolled her over and pressed in deeper.
“Oh!” she said as I moved inside her, and arched her back.
I cupped her breasts and stroked them. I wanted to bury myself in her until I didn't know where I ended and she began. “Sophia,” I whispered and kissed her. I pushed gently, pressing deeper. But she squeezed my buttocks. I gasped as she brought me down hard.
“Oh,” she cried again, lifted her legs around me and dug sharp nails into my back.
Ouch, I thought. Yet it heightened my passion.
She clutched handfuls of my hair and kissed me full on my lips. “Oh, God, Blondie, I can't hold out much longer.”
“You were waiting for me?” I gasped, and began to thrust.
“Oh. Go deeper!” she cried.
I tried to oblige.
And then the orgasm took over both of us, and there was no more talking as the stars came down like spears of electric ecstasy that pierced our locked bodies.
When it was over, I rolled off her and lay panting. I took her hand and held it. “Was it good for you, dear?” I chuckled.
She squeezed my hand. “Better than catching a ten-pound crusty.”
I nodded. “Nice to be high on your list of priorities.”
* * *
The next morning, with a clear pink sky, we rode through the small mountain town of Bolton Springs, past a general store, a bank, a lumberyard, a recharge station and vehicle repair shop, a church, a firehouse, and Two Sons and a Dad's Tavern. The graveled street was wide and quiet, with a few tags walking or riding by, some on horseback.
Sophia, sitting behind me, directed me to a narrow, winding, uphill dirt road. Two small deer, frightened by the engine's whine, crashed out of the underbrush and plunged into the deep woods.
I stopped the bike and stared into the woods, trying to pick them out. But they were gone.
“What?” Sophia asked.
I pointed at the woods. “Did you see that? Those were Earth deer.”
She hugged my chest. “Some fools imported genetically altered fertilized eggs illegally for ranch hunts. A few young deer got away and now they're pushing out the indigenous herbivores.”
“They could import wolves.”
“They'd rather import hunters, dear. Wolves don't pay for licenses to hunt.”
“Figures.” I tapped the shift lever into gear and continued up the dirt road.
I stopped as we approached a log cabin in a clearing, surrounded by blue-leafed trees with spiky trunks. A smokehouse was set up near the cabin.
A buckskin quarter horse and a white Arabian mare in a corral beside a barn trotted to the fence and whinnied when they saw us. I sat back in the seat. Sophia hugged my chest and rested her head on my back.
“You like it?” she asked.
“Why'd you ever leave?”
“It can get lonely.”
“There are worse things.” I rode up to the front door. We got off, left our helmets on the seat, and walked to the corral.
“Wait.” Sophia took two apples from a bin near the corral, handed me one and gestured toward the buckskin. “His name's Copper.”
I fed him the apple while she fed the Arab mare. I stroked the white mare's arched neck. “What do you call this gorgeous girl?”
“This is Stormy. She's my favorite.”
“Who takes care of them?”
“A neighbor comes by once a day. I pay him with crusties and fish.”
Sophia unlocked the front door and swung it open on a beamed great room with two doors in a short hall in the rear. The aroma of trees emanated from log walls. A blackened fireplace had been swept clean. I walked around an old table with a cracked wooden surface and four chairs, to wash the dirt from my face and hands after the long ride.
The kitchen boasted an ancient stove, a dented refrigerator, and scratched countertops.
“You like?” she asked me.
“More than you know.”
She washed up and scratched through her thick, curly hair. Helmets make your head itchy.
I felt itchy as I watched her, but it wasn't from the helmet.
I embraced her from behind at the sink and kissed her neck. I felt her shiver, but she squirmed out of my arms. “We have to make breakfast, dear,” she said with an edge. “I'm hungry. Aren't you hungry?”
I embraced her again and leaned her back against the sink. “Oh, yeah. But how about dessert first?” I ran my hands through her hair and kissed her.
She smiled. “You're beautiful, Blondie, but breakfast first.”
She pushed me back and took a box of pancake mix from a cabinet.
“I hope it's ready mix,” I murmured.
We got as far as pouring oil into two frying pans and adding the pancake mix.
“Gee, Mom,” I said, “Can I have honey with mine?” I got my hands under her blouse, undid the bra, and stroked her breasts. “Sweeter than honey.” I think I was hotter than the stove.
Sophia relaxed in my arms. She ran her hands over my biceps and I tightened my muscles to make them bulge.
“Oh, Jules!” she whispered and kissed me. “You're a pain in the ass!”
“I'll try not to be.”
I helped her unzip her pants. She flung off her blouse and bra and pushed down her panties, then kicked them aside and helped me out of my clothes.
“The bedroom!” she gasped.
“The bedroom.” I scooped her up in my arms and she clung to my neck.
We didn't make it.
I laid her down on the table and she wrapped her legs around my hips.
I was pushing into her when I heard a crack. The table collapsed. We were on the floor amid wooden splinters. She was a cat in heat and she brought my passion into realms I'd rarely reached before. If we were getting splinters, we weren't aware of it.
We fought each other's bodies to become one entity. And then the entity exploded in waves and nothing existed except the two of us wrapped in a bubble of ecstasy.
When it was over, I fell off her and lay sprawled on the floor, gasping and choking. My eyes burning.
Choking? My eyes burning? The room was filled with smoke!
“Oh my God!” Sophia jumped up. “We forgot to turn off the pancakes. The cabin's on fire!”
I became aware of an insistent fire alarm screaming its message from the wall.
“Don't open the window!” I yelled as she opened the kitchen window and small flames that raced across the splattering stove top suddenly flared.
“Not water!” I shouted and jumped up as she poured a cupful of water on the stove. The flames spat and sizzled higher.
Flames shot out of the kitchen window.
“Holy shit!” I grabbed her wrist and dragged her out of the front door, coughing and wheezing.
We stood naked, grasping each other's hands, wide-eyed, breathing in gulps of fresh air as we stared at the fire.
“What's that?” The deep whine of a large land vehicle broke the chirping of morning birds into chatter and the beat of wings.
Sophia gasped. “The fire department!”
“Oh, Christ and Buddha! C'mon!” I pulled her along as we ran, naked, for the barn.
We made it inside seconds before the truck roared into the clearing and screeched to a stop by the cabin. Five men jumped down and unrolled the fire hose.
“The tack room!” I said. We flung open the door and squeezed through together.
“Blankets. Blankets!” I exclaimed and looked around.
“Here!” She threw me a rolled blanket and untied one for herself.
We wrapped ourselves in them and watched the firemen from a stall window.
“Should we go out?” Sophia asked and tucked the blanket over her bare breasts."
“How the hell are we going to explain this?” I asked her.
She backed up and shook her head. “I don't think I want to try. The hayloft!”
“OK. The hayloft.”
I held up the bottom of her blanket as she climbed the ladder, and went up after her. We dragged bales of hay near the edge of the loft and hid behind them.
Voices.
“Oh my God!” Sophia cried. “They're coming here. Hide.” She pulled me down below the bales of hay as the barn door opened.
“Sophia?” a gruff male voice called. “You in here?”
We looked at each other, our eyes wide.
“Check the tack room,” the tag said.
I heard the door creak open. “Nope,” another called. “Not in here. Should I check the hayloft?”
[Oh, shit] I thought.
“You know something, Sam,” the first tag said, “if they're up in the hayloft, maybe we better just leave them alone.”
Sam chuckled.
I heard the barn door close.
I laid back on the floor, glanced at the high window and nodded. “That would've been our next escape route.”
Sophia began to giggle.
“What's so funny, woman?” I took her hand and she squeezed mine.
“Maybe with our next tête à tête, we'll burn down the woods.”
Against all odds, I couldn't help giggling with her.
After the fire truck left, we went back to the cabin. A note tacked on the front door announced: Bolton County Fire Dept. Arrived at eight forty-five AM and had the kitchen fire under control by nine AM. Glad to be of service. Will call as a follow-up.
The kitchen held a bitter odor of smoke, but the fire had only burned the doors of a few upper cabinets, and blackened the wall behind the stove and around the window.
I lifted my brows. “It could've been worse.”
Sophia picked up a charred pancake that fell apart in her hand. “I don't know how. I'm all out of mix.”



Chapter Nine
Days blended. A symphony played with bird song, wind through trees like the rushing sound of a wild stream, the fragrance of nature's blend of grasses and wet leaves, and summer squalls that raced through and scrubbed the land clean.
I chopped fallen logs into firewood and repaired the old cabin wherever I could. Sophia got the interior back into shape and put up new kitchen curtains she bought in Bolton.
Nights, we cuddled in front of the fireplace and talked, and made love without burning down anything but our passion, which rose again like the phoenix from flames.
“We're out of meat,” Sophia said one morning. She took down a beam rifle from a rack and checked it.
“What're you going to do with that?” I asked.
“We've got to hunt, Jules. We're out of meat.”
“Can't you just, uh, buy mock meat in the store?”
She laid down the rifle and sat on my lap. “We're out of creds, too, dear.” She smiled and tousled my hair. “Are you a good shot with that stingler?” She nodded toward my weapon, hanging on a nail.
I shrugged. “Well, usually I just sweep the beam until I hit something.”
“OK. Let's take the horses, some supplies, and see if you can sweep us some meat.”
I bit my lip as I strapped on the holster and slipped in the stingler. I was probably not going to be able to do this.
We loaded our camping equipment and some food and water behind the saddles and set off into the thick woods of the higher altitudes.
The sun was already hot on my back when Sophia pointed to animal tracks in the dirt and motioned for me to dismount.
I got off Stormy. “What?” I asked.
“Those are deer tracks. Come on.”
“Come on where?”
She led me to a thick tree and settled behind it.
“What do we do now?” I asked.
She threw me a questioning look. “We wait for the deer, dear.”
“You mean you're going to shoot a deer?”
“Unless you want to jump on his back and wrestle him to the ground, yes.”
“But…”
“Didn't you say you've lived in the wilds?”
“Yeah, but not on deer meat.”
“Well, on what kind of meat, then? It doesn't come packaged, you know. There's deer meat and then there's deer meat. We can't eat most of the indigenous animals, even with digestall. But we can eat modified deer meat, with the pills. What did you live on?”
“Tubers, and, uh, berries, and edible plants, and fruit when I found it.”
“For how long?”
I shrugged. “About a month.”
“What did you do for protein?”
“I caught some fish.”
“Jules, there are no fish in these lakes that a Terran can eat. I'm a good shot. The deer won't suffer.”
I rubbed my eyes. “But he'll be dead for a long time.”
“Ah, Blondie.” She ran her hand through my hair. “If we were herbivores, we could get down on all fours and munch grass. But we're not. You want to argue with nature?”
I exhaled a long breath. “OK. I guess wolves wouldn't be as quick as a beam rifle. But don't take one that's pregnant or one with fawns, and no trophy bucks!”
“Jules,” she said softly, “you insult me. I wouldn't do any of those things.”
I nodded and drew her closer for a gentle kiss on her lips. “I'm sorry.”
“Get down.”
“What?”
She pointed. “Three of them, coming out of the woods. There. Two bucks and a doe.”
“Oh.” I hunkered down as three small deer, no larger than big dogs, walked quietly out of the woods and along the narrow dirt trail.
“The big buck,” Sophia whispered and raised her rifle.
“But they're so small,” I said.
“Dammit, Jules. They're adults.” She fired.
The buck bleated, and crashed to the ground. I think he was dead before he hit.
“I got the spine,” Sophia said. “That kills them quick.”
The two other deer bolted and leaped into thick woods.
I think I went pale.
“He died within seconds, Jules. When your time comes, it should be so fast.” She got up, brushed leaves off her pants, and strode to the dead animal. “Coming? I could use some help dressing him.”
I stood up. My stomach felt queasy. “I don't feel so good.”
“Well, maybe you'd better go back to the cabin,” she said angrily, “and leave this work for me.”
“Think I will.” I mounted Copper and turned him toward the cabin.
I was shirtless and sweaty as I chopped wood in the late afternoon sun when Sophia came back with the butchered animal in bags tied behind her saddle.
I wiped a hand across my forehead and sighed. I left the axe in a split log and walked over to her as she hefted a bag of meat. “Here, let me help.”
She put down the bag and smiled. “It's OK, Blondie.” Her eyes crinkled as she smiled that broad, full-lipped smile that left me breathless.
“It is?”
“This is all new to you.” She kissed my cheek. “You'll get the hang of it. You look good in sweat.”
That night we built a fire and Sophia opened a bottle of red wine she'd been saving for a special occasion. We sat together quietly on the sofa and sipped wine as we stared into the flames.
“I've been thinking, Jules.” She cuddled closer. “Suppose your friend Joe is on New Lithnia, and he's been trying to get in touch with you by comlink? Have you considered that?”
I nodded. “I tried a dozen times, but in these mountains, all I get is static.”
“Suppose tomorrow, we take a ride to White Peak. I think you might get through to surrounding country from there.”
“I didn't know there was a peak higher than our altitude.”
“You can't see it from here. It's hidden by forest and hills.”
“OK. It's worth a try. Tomorrow then.” We smiled, touched glasses and drank.
* * *
We left before daybreak on Copper and Stormy, to travel in the cool predawn climate. The air was still crisp with night as we climbed a dirt path through woods and finally into a clearing. Before us the snow laden shoulder of a peak jutted above rolling hills.
“Now that's got to be White Peak,” I said.
“That's it.”
We rested the horses, then went on. I tried the comlink a few times as we climbed, but it was still just static.
I sat back against a tree and watched the first rays of light warm White Peak while Sophia walked to the clearing and tried the link.
“Something's coming through!” she called.
“Oh yeah?” I got up and went to her.
The voices were still partly gibberish, with static in between, as we locked on to a conversation somewhere below.
“Oh, look, Jules,” Sophia said. The message light came on. You have three messages. Maybe they're from Joe. Should I play them?"
“Sure. Go ahead.”
She turned on the link. “Oh, they're from…” She shut off the unit and snapped down the cover. “Wrong number.” But the frightened expression on her face said differently.
“Who is it, Sophia?”
“Nothing. Suppose I warm up a fresh brew? I brought along heat packets of coffee. It wouldn't take me a minute.” She turned quickly toward Stormy, who was tied to a tree with Copper.
I grabbed her arm and gently took the comlink from her hand.
“Jules. Don't!” she said as I flipped open the cover and turned on the unit. Three messages lit up below the blinking red light. All from Boss Slade. I felt as though cold water had been thrown in my face.
“Please,” Sophia whispered, “don't listen to them.”
I took a breath and clicked on the first one.
Slade's raspy Altairian voice came through. “Nice escape, tel. Well planned. Too bad that others are paying for your transgressions.”
I looked at Sophia. She put a hand over her mouth. Her eyes glistened with tears.
“But you understand, human,” Slade continued, “that I cannot afford to let an escape go unpunished. Consider the devious thoughts it will stir in the minds of the other residents. Rebellion. Open revolution. The end of Lithium Love Mine. Can't have that, now can we?”
“Shut it off, Jules!” Sophia made a grab for the unit.
I held it away from her. The message ended.
I clicked on the next one. Slade's harsh voice was like a slap in the face.
“So, every morning, at sunrise,” he said, “a resident of the mine is brought to the whipping post in your stead and takes the punishment meant for you.”
I drew in a hard breath.
“Unfortunately,” Slade continued, “two of our residents have died at the post. You may know one.” I almost shut off the unit. “A young Terran male named Jason.”
I dropped the unit as though it were on fire. “No,” I squeezed out and shook my head. “No.”
“And an old Kubraen male,” Slade went on and each word cut into my soul.
“He was not much good anyway,” Slade said amid static. “Old beyond production.”
I staggered back from the unit. “I'll kill him,” I whispered. “If it's the last thing I do, I'll kill him.”
Sophia clasped my trembling hand. “Jules! None of this is your fault.”
I stared at her, but was seeing Jason's young features. “He was just a kid,” I whispered. “What kind of animals…”
“The worst kind, Jules. Please. I know what you're thinking. You want to go back.”
“Want to? It's the last thing I want to do.” I picked up the unit as though it were a viper.
“Then, for God's sake…and for mine, don't go back. He'll kill you!”
“How many more have to die, Sophia, before I go back?”
I took a breath and played the last message.
“Of course,” Slade went on, “if you have any honor at all, you will return and allow me to stop this torture and death.”
Sophia threw her arms around my neck. “Please, Jules, don't do it! I just found you.”
I closed my eyes and hugged her. “If I had known that Joe and the Alliance troops weren't coming, I would never have escaped.”
“You would've stayed and tried to start a revolution, wouldn't you?” she said angrily, then began to cry.
I hugged her close.
“And we would've never had this time together.” She held me tighter.
“At what cost, Sophia? How many more will he kill?”"
“Then I'm coming with you.”
“That's crazy. What will it prove?”
She let go of me and wiped her eyes. “With a resident of Wydemont there at the mine.” She paused and sobbed. “Slade wouldn't dare mistreat the slaves.” She ran a hand across my cheek and I saw the deep sadness in her eyes. “Or you.”
“You underestimate him. He's terrified of open rebellion. He'd lose his position at the mine, and the creds that go with it. That's why he wanted a tel working for him in the first place.”
“To spy on the slaves?”
I nodded. “I knew life was getting too good. Why should it last?”
She fondled my hair. “For me too.” Tears slid down her cheeks. “When will you leave?” she asked dully.
Slade said he whipped the slaves at sunrise." I bit my lip as I unstrapped my stingler and handed it to her. “Take this.” I handed her the holster. “It's a good weapon.”
She tried to answer, but got choked up and just took it and nodded.
A bird called out the morning and the first light rimmed tall trees as I went to Copper and mounted. Sophia stood silently, her tears unwiped.
I walked Copper close to her, bent down in the saddle and we kissed, gently, without desperation. I wiped her tears with my thumb, turned Copper down the twisted trail, off the mountain and toward the mine.



Chapter Ten
I glanced up as a hovair with Lithium Love Mine written across the hull swung low and cruised by. They were tracking me as I approached the compound, making sure I didn't change my mind.
Copper's shoulders were already lathered as I led him down a rocky trail. The long shadows of dawn striped the narrow path. The sun pressed my back like a hot iron. I wiped my forehead and felt sweat trickle down my sides.
I reined in on a promontory, dismounted, and surveyed the mining site below. The mounted lookouts hadn't spotted me yet and I could have still turned away from that death camp and lost the hovair in the wilds. I thought of a poem I'd once recited to Althea while we were still married. “I could not love thee dear so much, loved I not honor more.” Appropriate. The tag in the poem was going off to war, and I had my own war to fight. I mounted and continued down the road.
When I reached the broad, electrified gate of the mine, a guard shouted something in alienese to another Altairian and the gate swung open. I bit my lip as I entered. The audience was in place. Work had stopped and the slaves were gathered in rows. Armed guards patrolled on horseback. I squinted up at Slade's office window and saw him there, behind the black bars of window blinds.
The stage is set, I thought. It needs only the martyr to complete the play. That would be me. I was flanked by mounted guards who crowded Copper and turned him toward the whipping post.
I froze. Copper felt my fear. He threw up his head and pranced sideways. A guard reached out and grabbed his reins. “Get down,” he ordered me.
I dismounted and walked toward the post, hoping my knees wouldn't buckle. Did they intend to lash me until dead? I scanned the empty sky. All that this scenario lacked was a cross for me to drag along.
The slaves watched silently as I pulled my shirt over my head and threw it at an approaching guard. He caught it and looked at the other guard. If this were to be my last act in this lifebind, I would leave the slaves with a belief in their capacity to defy the brutal, mindless power that knows nothing beyond greed.
My shoulders trembled as I walked to the flogging post. “What are you waiting for?” I threw at the guards. “You're not afraid of me, are you?”
I heard a murmur and the shuffling of feet among the crowd. The guards came forward quickly then, embarrassed, I think, at their own hesitation.
Christ and Buddha! I was putting on a good act, but my stomach was clenched into a fist. My throat was so tight my breath shuddered through my lungs.
I shivered with cold sweat as my arms were stretched, my wrists lifted high and tied to the post, a makeshift affair of two wooden boards nailed at right angles to each other. The horizontal board bore dark-stained scratches where victims had dug in their fingernails until they bled. Would mine add to them? I'd try not to. If I had tight back muscles, this position would loosen them.
Spirit, I sent. Are you out there? Spirit!
I am here.
I closed my eyes. I'm so scared!
With good reason.
Stay with me, OK?
I am here.
I kept my eyes on small shreds of clouds that drifted overhead as Azut approached and uncoiled his whip.
“Did you volunteer for this job?” I asked him hoarsely.
He glanced at the high window. “I was ordered to be the one.”
Of course. Boss Slade intended to show the slaves that there could be no friendship between them and the guards. No quarter given.
“Why did ye come back?” Azut asked.
“If you don't know, I can't explain it.”
A hushed silence.
I tensed my muscles into ropes. My chest was pressed against the wood and my heart drummed in my ears. I wanted to wipe the sweat that ran down my forehead and ribs. “Get it over with!” I told Azut.
“One!” I heard a guard shout.
The lash across my back was like a burning poker raked through skin. I clamped my teeth against a need to scream.
“Two!”
The second lash was worse. I felt it rip through torn skin over the first.
Spirit! I screamed in my mind.
I am here, Jules.
“Three!”
“Stop!” I gasped as the lash tore through flesh and down to bone. “Stop! Please!” Bile rose in my throat. I choked it back down.
“I'm sorry,” Azut said.
“Four!”
“No, don't,” I cried. But the whip came down like the slash of a hot knife. I felt my wrists stretch and realized my knees had sagged. Blood seeped from my mouth as I bit through my lip. People in the crowd moaned.
They'll kill me! I cried to Spirit.
No. Not yet.
“Five!”
This time I screamed as the whip slashed my back like serrated metal. I smelled blood and felt it run down my back. The clouds seemed to be turning in a slow circle. My stomach heaved, but only bile rose.
“Six!”
The lash came down but I felt only a thud of pain as Spirit probed my mind, searching. My thoughts scattered. The clouds took on grotesque shapes. I fought Spirit as he reached deeper than even Star Speaker had gone during our tel lessons on Halcyon. He touched places I'd never wanted revealed. Get out! I sent and pushed back.
Stop it, Jules.
“Seven!” I heard dully but felt nothing as Spirit found the main switch and threw it.
Daylight shattered and I collapsed gratefully into a starless night.
* * *
My back burned as though a torch had been flamed across it. I smelled blood and felt it seep down my sides. I tried to walk, but couldn't as Azut and Kluth dragged me to my cell. I retched but there was nothing in my stomach.
“Jules?” I heard Dannie cry and saw her behind the bars.
“Dannie,” I rasped. “What're you doing here?”
“I hated the family they sold me to.” She clutched the bars. “They were mean to me. I ran away and came back here to be with you! Oh, baby. Look what they did to you!”
Christ and Buddha! “Dannie. You shouldn't have come back.”
They laid me face down on the cot. Azut paused. “I am sorry,” he said. He had blood on his right arm and his side.
“You'd better wash off the blood,” I whispered, “if you can.”
Azut lowered his head. “I'll leave the cell door open. Get breakfast for yeself.”
The two guards left.
“Oh, Jules.” Dannie sat on the floor beside me and took my hand. “I saw them whip you from the cell window.” She brushed tears. “They stopped when you passed out.”
“That was kind of them.”
She wiped blood off my lips with the back of her hand and kissed me lightly on the cheek. “I couldn't watch. I would have taken it in your place.”
“I wouldn't wish it on you, kid. Can you get me some water? There's a lousy taste in my mouth.”
She went into the bathroom and returned with a glass of water. “Here.” She helped me hold up my head and sip the water. “What're we going to do?”
“I'm working on it.”
She glanced at my back with a question in her raised brows. “Jules, when you feel better I think we should talk.”
“I'm listening, Dannie. You've got a captive audience.”
Well." She brushed her hand through my hair. “I think we should have sex.”
Oh, Jesus. “What brought that on?”
“I thought about it when I saw them whip you. If we don't obey them, sooner or later they'll kill you and send me to another Terran man.”
“Suppose we just pretend to have sex?”
She frowned. “How do you do that?”
“I'll figure out something.” I lifted my hand to her wet cheek. “You're too young to become pregnant, kid. Having a baby could kill you, and the baby too. These crotes would let you give birth right here on the cell floor. So forget it, OK?”
She twirled her finger through my hair. “Someday, if I live long enough, I want to marry a man just like you.”
Against the pain, I forced a smile.
She kissed my cheek. “Will you wait for me?”
“No.”
She drew back. “But you said someday I'll become a beautiful woman!”
“You will.” I slid my hand to her neck. “And someday you'll meet a tag who's closer to your age.”
“I don't care about age!”
“You should, Dannie. You and he will have a lot in common. You'll be friends. I'd end up being your father.”
“But I think I'm in love with you, Jules. I want to…to –”
I closed my eyes and moaned. If only this fire would go out in my back.
“I want you to be my first man!” she blurted.
“Puppy love, Dan.” I squeezed in a breath. “Can we talk about this some other time?”
“I wish I could make your back better.”
“Me too. Just stay close and hold my hand. It's comforting, you know?”
“I'm not going anyplace, hon.”
Hon? When did I become hon?
I was so worn down from the pain and the trauma. “I wish I could sleep,” I whispered.
She brushed my hair off my neck. “You need a haircut.”
“You think?” I drew in a breath. “I need more than a haircut. Maybe a couple of aspirin.” I forced another smile.
“Shhh,” she whispered and kissed me lightly on the lips. “Go to sleep.”
“Would that I could.”
“Lullaby, and goodnight,” she sang.
Give me a break.
Dannie fell asleep with her head on the side of my cot. Her hand slid from mine.
My cheek stuck to the sheet. “Huff,” I mumbled. My Vegan friend had always been there for me. “Where are you now?” I whispered. “Back on your homeworld, Kresthaven?”
Dannie stirred.
I rested my hand on her shoulder.
I can't remember a worse night than that one. The hours grew tails that stretched them out like taut violin strings. If Boss Slade thought he'd beaten the defiance out of me, he was mistaken. A seething hatred sprang upon my soul like a vulture that dug in claws. I pictured the Altairian overlord dying in agonizing ways, and conjured ever more brutal methods to shuffle him off this mortal coil. For what he did to me, and worse, to so many others, I knew the red throat of Hell that awaited his kwaii when he died. I knew the Black Pit that Great Mind would hurl him into. I'd seen it happen to the vicious BEM All Mother on Denebria, who ate children alive. I hoped I'd live long enough to see it happen to this greedy Altairian demigod.
With dawn, the pain finally began to subside and I fell into a fitful sleep. Every few minutes I would start and open my eyes, afraid that if I kept them closed I'd be in danger.
I was thirsty again and I had to pee, but getting up was not worth the effort. I wiped my sticky tongue on my shirt collar.
Outside the window, morning stirred. The sound of shuffling feet as slaves went to their work stations. The smell of frying dough as breakfast was prepared. The snort of a horse. An overseer, Fulg, I think, shouting to some slave to get back in line. The clank of metal plates being stacked.
The heat hadn't begun yet. It crouched in the eastern wings, red as the rising sun.
Dannie, lying on the stone floor beside my cot, stirred and rolled over. She mumbled something and woke up. "Oh, Jules. How do you feel?'
“A little better,” I lied. “Dannie? Could you get me some water?”
“Sure, hon.” She scrambled to her feet, went into the bathroom and returned with a glass of water.
I gulped it down too fast and coughed. “Another one?”
“Sure.” She went for it and came back with a fresh glass. “Drink it slow!”
“OK.” I gulped that one, too, and coughed again. I closed my eyes.
“I wish I could make it better for you,” she said.
I nodded.
She twirled a strand of the long hair at my neck. “You know, hon, they're waiting for you.”
“The slaves? It's up to them now. I've got nothing left to give.”
“All they want is you. When they took you back to this cell, people were following, crying and moaning. One Denebrian woman stopped and picked up a stone that had your blood on it.”
I exhaled a breath. “They're looking for a religious leader.”
“They're looking for you. They want to know that Boss Slade didn't break your spirit.”
“Maybe he did.”
“Then they're lost. They'll give up.”
“Do I look like Spartacus, Jesus Christ, M.L. King, Nat Crowell? I'm worn down, Dannie. I've got nothing left to give.”
She brushed fingers through my hair. “They know that. If you went out there now, it would give them the hope they need that the spirit can't be broken. They might come together and plan their own rebellion. If you wait until you're healed, it won't have the same effect.”
I pressed my hand to her round cheek. “How come you're so wise for such a kid?”
She knitted her brows. “I think a lot.”
“Christ and Buddha. OK. Get my shirt, Dannie.” It lay across the chair, with my jacket.
“Suppose you leave it off?”
“Oh, I get it. Wear my wounds like a badge of honor. Why not?”
It was morning, but New Lithnia's hot sun already blazed and threw stark shadows like bars across the mining camp. Dannie tied my shirt around my waist. I squinted in the glare of the sun. It burned my back with strokes of heat. Sweat trickled down my ribs. My mouth felt dry again. The crack of pick axes breaking through slabs of salt mixed with the mindless rhythm of pumps.
I stumbled and caught myself. “Hold onto me, Dannie.” I felt light-headed and dizzy.
“Oh, I will.” She gripped my arm tighter.
A murmur of voices from slaves as Dannie and I walked into the center of camp, mixed with the brash bell that announced breakfast. Five BEM kitchen slaves were setting out bins of food, Terran and alien, on a long table made of wooden planks.
Work stopped and the slaves formed lines alongside the table.
The smell of food turned my stomach. “I can't eat.”
“You've got to try, hon. You need something in your stomach.”
I nodded.
As we approached the table, the line of slaves broke up and they moved aside to let us through. Some bowed their heads as we went by. Some reached out to touch me.
I smiled at them, murmured a few “Good mornings,” though it seemed that “Hosanna” might've been more appropriate.
The mounted guards unclipped their coiled whips and lifted them threateningly, but their horses felt the riders' anxiety. They snorted and threw back their heads. One reared and jolted his rider when he came down on stiff front legs.
Dannie and I took metal plates from the stack. A BEM behind the table filled them with oatmeal, pats of butter and scrambled eggs with four of his eight tentacles.
As Dannie and I turned to walk away, a mounted guard raised his whip and lashed the plate out of my hand.
“Who said ye could eat, traitor?”
Here we go, I thought as I picked up another plate from the stack and held it out to the BEM cook. I saw sweat ooze from around the BEM's large, yellow, disc-like eyes. A low murmur rose from the slaves as they put down their plates. Some stood up.
The BEM hesitated. His tentacles trembled as the slaves silently gathered around us. The BEM hurriedly filled my plate and retreated back from the table.
I turned to go, holding my breath, standing between the guard and Dannie. The guard looked up at the window in the high tower. The blinds were open. Slade's bulky figure was silhouetted behind them.
As I started to walk away with Dannie, the guard snapped his whip and sent my plate spinning into the air.
The other mounted guards left their stations and trotted their horses through the crowd, dragging uncoiled whips.
My move, I thought, and picked up yet another empty plate. I heard the BEM cook groan. I felt like groaning myself.
“Do you have to do this?” he whispered over the table.
“I think so,” I said, and held out the plate.
He spilled eggs and oatmeal as he filled my plate with trembling tentacles.
The close guard glanced at the slaves as they closed ranks around me and nudged his horse aside with their shoulders. He lifted his whip and stared up at the window.
I winced.
The blinds snapped shut. The guard's shoulders relaxed. He coiled his whip. “Ye got away with it this time,” he told me and rested his hand on the butt of his holstered stingler.
I squinted up at him. “Could be ye are the one who got away with it.”
I smiled at Dannie as we made our way to an empty crate. “That was a lot of trouble for a breakfast I didn't even want.” I sat down gingerly and sighed. Dannie sat beside me.
The guard turned his horse sharply and kicked his sides. The animal whinnied and sprang into a gallop that raised dust. His mouth was open.
“Bastard!” I said.
The other guards returned to their stations.
I felt hot beyond the rising temperature as I stared at my plate of food. “I can't eat.”
“The people are watching you, Jules. Pretend to eat. You're their hero now.”
“Pretend? First we were supposed to pretend to make love. Now I'm supposed to pretend to eat. What's next?”
She grinned. “You could pretend to give me a kiss.” She pursed her lips and tapped them.
I had to smile. Against the pain in my back. Against all that had happened. Against feeling weak and dizzy and hot, I kissed her gently on her lips and wondered if it were her first.
Did anybody ever tell you have a great smile?" she said.
“Yeah. A few women have noticed that I –”
She grabbed my head in both hands, pulled me closer and rubbed her lips against mine in an alluring kiss, and tried to probe past my closed lips with her tongue. Against all odds, my body responded as she pressed her breasts against my chest.
“Dannie!” My plate slid off my lap as I pried her hands from my head.
“What?” She smiled.
“Don't ever do that again. I mean it.”
Her smile grew to an impish grin. “Why? Are you a virgin?”
“Eat your breakfast…kid.”
She pressed her palm to my forehead. “You're burning up, hon. I don't think I did that to you.” She glanced at my plate on the ground and stood up. “I'll get you another one.” She purposely swayed her hips as she walked toward the table.
I shook my head.
I ate some scrambled eggs just to please Dannie. I would've preferred coffee. I closed my eyes and hung my head. My body ached all over. I wanted to curl up on the ground and sleep right there.
Dannie helped me to the open cell and the cot. I just about fell onto it.
“Your back, Jules.” Her voice quavered.
“Not a pretty sight?”
“The wounds. Some of them are infected.” She felt my forehead again. “You're burning up.”
“I know.” I just hadn't wanted to admit it. “Get me some water, OK?”
She was quiet as she brought it back. I drank it slowly, relishing the cool feel as it slid into my stomach. Dannie soaked a towel in cold water and laid it across my forehead.
“Thanks, kid.” But suddenly I felt chilled and pulled it off.
“Oh, keep it on, hon.” She replaced it and kissed me lightly on the cheek. “I'm going to ask a guard who's been nice to me if he has some Terran medicine for a fever. And maybe pain pills.”
I reached out a hand and she took it. “Don't get into trouble over it.” I took a shuddering breath. “And don't be gone long, OK?”
“I won't.” I heard her leave the cell. Her steps faded down the long stone hallway.
That was the last time I ever saw her.
I slept again. The cell was empty when I awoke. “Dannie?” My mouth was dry as dust, but I knew I'd never make it to the bathroom and back.
I closed my eyes. I wanted to sleep again and get away from this searing pain. I drifted off.
It was night when I woke up. “Dannie?”
Only the caw of a bird as it swept past my window. The dark cell was striped with moonlight. The smell of wet, moldy cement hung heavy. I felt chilled, but there was no blanket. I should have known. Boss Slade's plan was to let me die in this cell, hidden from the view of the slaves. Alone. I coughed and felt the soreness in my chest. If only I had a blanket and some water, I thought I could make it through the night. But I was so tired.
I closed my eyes and dreamed a red landscape of fires. A crimson figure with horns rose out of flames. His grotesque snout opened in a cruel leer as he threw naked humans into the fire. Flames engulfed their terrified faces. Satan, I thought in my sleep and moaned. Satan's Forge.
I awoke with a start. Pain shot across my back as I jumped. My head was throbbing. I ran my tongue over dry lips and coughed. Where was Dannie? What had they done to her? “Dannie!” I called weakly and shivered with chills. The touch of a human hand is never as comforting as when you are alone with pain. But the only sound was the drip of water down the cracked wall as it puddled on the floor.
I closed my eyes and drifted off.
“There he is!” a voice in my dream said. “Joe. We've got him. Bring the cubair around to the tower complex.”
A strong hand gripped my arm and pulled.
I yelled as pain ripped across my back.
“C'mon, Jules. Get up!”
There was a black creature and a white one in my dream. The white one was massive and furred. He whined as he dragged me to my feet. I tried to stand but I sagged against him. They put my arms around their shoulders. Even in my sleep, I was thirsty. “There's a puddle,” I gasped. “I need a drink.”
“Not right now, tag.” The black one grabbed my jacket from the chair and we went down a long, blurry hallway that seemed to move like a snake. Were they taking me to the flames?
I panicked when we reached a black metal door that seemed to sway and bend “Let go of me. I'm going back!” I struggled against them, but they just gripped me tighter. “Dannie!” I cried.
The furry white one swung the door open with a massive paw. Cold night air hit my face.
This was no dream.
Through a haze of sweeping spotlights I saw mounted guards galloping in different directions. The whine of vehicles fought with the banshee wails of sirens.
“Who are they after?” I asked as a vehicle raced by and I was yanked back into shadows.
“They want you to stay, Terran Jules friend,” the furry white one said and licked my cheek.
“Did you see Dannie?” I asked him.
“Quiet!” the black one said as an open vehicle with Lithium Love Mine painted across the door skidded by, flinging pebbles and dirt behind it.
“Do you have an aspirin?” I asked the white one. “I've got a splitting headache.”
“Terran ass prin for the splitting head?” He shook his snout. “No. Sorry I am, not.”
The black one took out a comlink. “We're outside, Joe,” he called into it. “Come ahead.”
A small aircar, wheels lowered, taxied up to us and skidded sideways to a stop. The door flew open. A man with a cap reached out from the passenger seat and tried to pull me inside. I pulled back. “Are you kidnapping me again?”
The black one shoved me into the back seat, jumped in after me, and dragged my legs inside. “Go!” he told the driver.
The white one leaped into the open trunk behind us.
The seat was soft. I sprawled across it, but I shivered with chills. “Do you have a blanket and some water?” I asked the black one as the craft tore into the night sky.
A hot beam of light flashed by the window. Then a second one, closer, lit the cab.
The black one chuckled as the craft soared to meet the stars. “Man, those mothers couldn't hit the side of a barn if they were in it.”
“That's because,” the white one said from the back, “their eyes are too far apart for good look-ahead at things.”
“And their brains,” the black one replied, “are up their asses.”
“I didn't know that,” the white one said and tumbled into the seat beside me.
Two men, humans, were in the front seats. One turned and reached out a hand to me. “We're gonna take good care of you, Bubba.”
So that was my name? Bubba. But what was my last name? I tried to think. “I don't feel so good,” I said as the stars reeled.
“What do you think, Bat?” The driver asked in a gravelly voice.
“I have to examine him, Joe. The wounds are infected.”
I heard the fluffy one whine and felt him gently stroke my hair with a massive paw. He covered my shoulder with a warm arm and I laid my head against him. It felt comfortable and familiar. “You have any ibuprofen?” I asked him.
He whined and shook his head. “Only Vegan Grow-New-Undercoat pills in my pouch.”
“I'm so depressed,” I said, closed my eyes and fell asleep.
* * *
I woke up when I felt pressure on both my shoulders. “What do you think you're doing?”
“These are pain patches.” The tag with the wrinkled military cap smiled. "In a few minutes the pain will begin to subside.
“Don't touch my back.”
“I'm not.”
I realized I was resting against the white, fluffy one. Two other tags, the black one and the older human, stood and watched me. I peered as a rattlesnake took form and slithered toward the black one. “Look out,” I croaked. “It's a rattler.”
The black one drew his weapon and spun around. “Where?”
The rattler faded away.
“He was just there.” I waved a hand toward the clay ground.
“Jesus Christ!” The black one holstered his gun. “What the hell's wrong with him, Bat?”
Bat reached into a black bag by his side and took out a plastic package of liquid.
“Is that water?” I asked. “Can I have a drink?”
“Chancey,” Bat said, “why do y'all listen to him? He's delirious.”
“I figure it's his natural state,” Chancey said.
Chancey…the name sounded familiar.
“No matter what backwater fucking rock we land on,” Chancey said, “we always end living in a goddamn cave!” He kicked a rock. It bounced off the wall. “With spiders and flying roaches, and God knows what else!”
A frightened rodent scurried along the wall and out of the cave. “And rats!” He kicked another rock.
Bat shook his head as he unwrapped a tube from the bag. “What's your name?” he asked me. “Do you remember? Tell me your name.”
“It's…uh –” I tried to think. “Oh. Bubba.”
“His name is Jules,” the furry tag said.
Bat shook his head, sat back, and rubbed his eyes. “Chancey.”
“C'mon, fur ball,” Chancey said, “let's go take a hike.”
The furry one dropped to all fours as they headed toward the entrance. “Do you hike well on just two legs?”
They went through the opening and I didn't hear Chancey's answer.
“What's your last name?” Bat asked me.
“Why do you want to know?” I tried to sit up and felt stabbing pains in my back. “My back is ripping apart!”
“Give it a few minutes.” He pushed me down by my shoulders.
I watched through a blur as he hooked the bag to a jagged break in the thick clay wall. “Are you one of Late's slackeys?” I asked.
“My name is Bat,” he told me, “and this is Joe.”
“Where's Dannie?” I demanded.
“Delirium can make a person combative,” Bat told Joe."
“At least this time,” Joe said, “he's got an excuse.”
“We don't know where he is, Jules,” Bat answered. “Who's Dannie?”
“You mean she's a boy? I gave her my sweater,” I mumbled. “She didn't come back.” I began to cry and couldn't stop. “They took her to a nunnery.” My back was sealing itself off from the pain. I sighed, lowered my head and began to drift into sleep.
“You think he'll be all right?” I heard Joe ask.
“We'll know better by tomorrow.” Bat answered. “The antibiotics will do their work.”
I jumped when I felt him probe my arm, and lifted my head. “What're you think you're doing?”
“Nothing. Close your eyes,” Bat said. “He hates shots, Joe.”
“I know,” Joe answered. “He'd rather die instead.”
“Get away from me with that,” I told Bat as he pulled the sheath off a needle on the tube.
“I'm sorry, Jules, but it's got to be. Joe?”
Joe took my wrist and held it down.
“Let go of my arm,” I demanded. “I refuse treatment.”
But they didn't. Joe turned my head away from seeing the needle and held it there. I heaved as I felt the needle slide into my arm. The walls began to turn.
“Don't pass out on me, Bubba,” Bat said. “Take deep breaths.”
I did, and the walls steadied. “Can I have some water now?” I rasped.
“Oh, sure,” Bat got up and went for it.
I reached for the tube to pull it out, but Joe grabbed my wrist.
Bat brought me the canteen and I drank.
“Look what I found sneaking around outside,” I heard Chancey say as he and the fluffy one entered the cave. Chancey gripped the arm of a very pretty woman in gray pants and a white blouse.
“I wasn't sneaking around,” she said. “I was looking for the entrance. Oh, Jules!” She broke his grip, ran to me and knelt by my side. “I thought you were dead!” She kissed me and got her arms around my neck.
“Are you Dannie?” Joe asked her.
“No. Sophia.” She stroked my cheek and brushed hair off my forehead. “How are you, baby?”
I nodded. “Pretty good. Who are you?”
“Sophia!” she said. “Don't you remember me?”
I shook my head. Then vague memories of this woman in my arms began to form.
“Dannie, Sophia,” Chancey said. “How does he do it?” he asked Joe.
Joe slid him a look. “He's adorable.”
Bat stood up and watched Sophia hug me. “Well, this should keep him awake.”
“It's keeping me awake,” Chancey said.
I felt as though a fog were lifting around me, leaving the scene in sharp relief. “You're Sofia.”
She smiled and nodded.
I reached up and stroked her cheek. “Beautiful Sophia.”
The fluffy one whined. I turned to him. “Huff. Oh. Huff.” I grabbed a handful of fur on his forearm. “My good friend.” I felt tears well.
He whined and sat on his haunches next to me. “I am Huff.”
I stroked his shoulder and he licked my cheek and left my hair wet. Bat chuckled as he took some tissues from his bag and dried off my face.
“Joe!” I said. “And Bat. My team. What took you so long?”
“We had to stop to sign autographs.” Chancey chuckled. He squatted next to me and grinned. “Welcome back, Superstar.”
I put out a hand and he clasped it.
“Bat,” I said. “Bat. Thanks.”
He grinned. “You're welcome, Bubba. Want a cup of coffee?”
“Oh, yeah.”
He went to get it.
“Joe,” I said.
Joe got down stiffly to his knees. I saw tears in his eyes. “I just want to know one thing, kid.”
“OK.”
I saw him wipe his eyes. “How, on all the known inhabited worlds, do you manage to find the worst place to be, and at the worst time?”
“I didn't ask to come to New Lithnia, Joe.”
“He was kidnapped,” Sophia said.
“Kidnapped?” Bat handed me a cup of coffee.
“Thanks.” I sipped it.
Joe sat back. “By Slade?”
I nodded. “He wanted a tel to keep an eye on the slaves for him.”
“You mean,” Chancey asked, “for thoughts of rebellion.”
“Yeah, I said.” “Man, this is good.” I sipped more coffee.
“He escaped,” Sophia told them.
“Sophia…” I started.
“Then he walked back in,” she told them, “to show the slaves that they could defy Boss Slade.”
Oh shit! I thought as Joe wiped a hand across his face and stared at me.
“I can see by your back,” he said too softly, “how well that worked out. I can't wait to hear plan B.”
“Is plan B, my Jules friend,” Huff asked, “before plan C in the human alphabet?”
“Uh, are you hungry?” Bat asked me quickly, to change the subject. “We brought along a sous chef. Steak. Potatoes dripping in butter. Salad. Mudpie. We've got the ingredients for all of it.”
“Sounds great,” I said and closed my eyes.
Chancey got up and went to the chef unit. Joe walked to a corner of the small cave and motioned to Bat, who followed. Joe whispered something intensely and waved a hand toward me. “He looks like hell!” I heard him say.
They must have thought I was asleep.
“He's been through hell,” Bat answered.
Joe lowered his voice and said something.
“I just don't know, Joe,” I heard Bat whisper. He shook his head. “The infection is systemic.”
Joe said something.
“It means it's all through his system. I just don't know yet.”
I lowered my head and Sophia cradled it. “Huff.” I reached a hand to him and he cupped it in his massive paws. My body was under attack. Being an astrobiologist, I had a pretty good idea of what was happening inside me. I bit my lip. I would give those ferocious little bacteria a real run for their money. After all, I was the savior of the slaves and I had to free them, didn't I? There was a girl. Oh, God. Dannie? What had happened to her?
Chancey brought me dinner and I wolfed it down. I didn't realize how hungry I was.
When I was finished, I closed my eyes and felt Sophia brush back my hair and kiss my forehead. “Go to sleep, baby.”
That sounded good. So I did.
* * *
It must have been late night when I awoke. I thought I was back in the cell. Then I saw Bat changing the IV bag. I was leaning against Huff, whose breathing told me he was in deep sleep. Sophia was curled on the bedroll to my other side. Joe and Chancey slept near a small fire.
“Sorry, Jules,” Bat whispered, “I didn't mean to wake you. How do you feel?”
“A little better.”
He smiled. "Your temperature's down.
“That's good news, but I've got to pee so bad.”
“I figured that was coming. I don't want you to stand up. This ground is mostly clay. I made some bowls for you to pee in.”
“Is that something you learned in med school?”
He winked. “I like to keep up with the journals.” He looked at Huff and Sophia. “They've got you pretty well blocked in here.” He squeezed between Huff and me. Huff growled in his sleep and tried to move closer. Bat took off my blanket and slipped my pants down past my knees. “You want to do this?” He tapped my shorts. Or should I?"
I tried to lift to an elbow and felt dizzy. “I guess you'd better.” I laid back down. He laughed when he unbuttoned my shorts and set me up in the bowl. “Go ahead,” he said.
“What's so funny?” I asked as I peed.
“You were never circumcised.”
“Well, if you're thinking about correcting that little oversight, I don't think you have enough pain patches.”
“Let's leave well enough alone. Are you finished?”
I nodded.
He buttoned the shorts and pulled my pants back up.
“Thanks, Bat.”
“Anytime, Bubba.” He covered me and tucked the blanket. “I'm a man of many talents.”
He went outside to throw away the bowl, then returned and washed his hands at a tap on the sous chef. He wiped them on a paper towel as he approached me. “A drink of water?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Bat?”
He paused. “I'm listening.”
“If things turn out all right for me, and I get on my feet again, I intend to lead a slave rebellion.”
He sighed deeply. “I would've never suspected that. Well, I've got a lot of pain patches and antibiotics.”
“Those people are counting on me. There's nobody else to lead them.”
He rubbed his forehead. “Jules…”
“I know.”
“Do you? Even cats only have nine lives. I think you've already exceeded your quota, whatever it was.”
“What would you do, leave them without hope? They're being worked to death and murdered as examples not to rebel.”
He stared at the fire. “I don't know. The team put out a lot of effort to rescue you. We all put ourselves in harm's way.”
“I know you did. But they're depending on me. If you could've seen the hope in their eyes when I defied the whole obscene slave system and walked back into camp for their sakes.”
“I honestly don't know what to tell you. I don't know what Joe will say.” He closed his bag and picked it up. “This was strictly a rescue mission. We never intended to get involved in the planet's screwed up political system. There's lots of injustices in the Worlds Alliance planets, Jules. Which ones are you going to tackle next?”
I smiled. “Just one at a time.”
“I believe it.” He shook his head. “You can't expect Joe to back you up on this, or to commit the rest of the team to it.”
“I know.”
“Get some sleep.” He sighed heavily. “Lord knows I need it.” He walked to his bedroll by the fire.
“Goodnight, Bat.”
“Yeah. Goodnight, Superstar.”
Huff stirred and threw a massive forearm across my chest. I gently pushed it off.
I watched a ragged patch of stars framed in the opening of the cave. How easy it would be to just leave with Joe and the team. Go back to Earth. Visit Lisa. Study Blackroot at the Lab. What did I owe these slaves? My life? Spirit? Are you out there? Spirit.
I heard you.
What would you do in my situation?
What does it matter, Terran? I know what you will do.



Chapter Eleven
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Joe threw his remaining coffee into the fire, then threw the metal cup onto the clay ground of the cave. The fire hissed. Smoke erupted, like a little dragon that had been kicked.
I cradled my cup of hot brew on my thighs as I sat, my back against the cold wall. It was two days since we'd arrived, and I was gaining back my strength. The fever had broken and Bat had the infection under control. The pain patches were a gift from heaven. I bit my lip and looked up at Joe. “Well, I was thinking –”
“Oh, wait!” He threw up his arms. “He was thinking.” He kicked his cup into a wall and it bounced back and rattled across the floor.
Chancey and Bat sat with their heads lowered. Huff scraped parasites off his belly and ate them as though all was fine with the team.
“Well…,” I started. “I thought we could –”
“You thought?” Joe said. “News flash. I can't wait to read the headlines.” He put up a hand as though tracing a newspaper in the air. “Team of five lunatics tries to free three hundred legal slaves from a mining camp held by fifty or so guards with laser cannons on the roofs. Team is now ashes somewhere in the stratosphere of New Lithnia.” He turned to me. “That's the headline. You want to fill me in on the sidebar?”
I felt a twinge of anger at this harangue. “Mercenaries,” I said.
Joe paused. “Mercenaries.” He looked at Chancey. Chancey raised his brows and glanced at Bat. Bat frowned and looked at Sophia. Sophia shrugged and looked at Huff. Huff continued to search his fur for parasites. I don't think he knew what the word meant.
“Mercenaries,” I repeated. “I've got a full credcount, Joe. My rewards for helping Alpha on a couple of worlds. I can afford to hire them. I'll give you written permission to tap my account from Alpha. I can't do it here. Can't even buy a starship ticket. But when you tags return to Alpha, Chancey can hire the mercenaries. I'll stay here to meet them.”
“And then?” Joe asked.
“Well, they know more about military tactics than I do. I'll let them lead the way.”
“But you'll follow,” Joe said.
I shrugged.
Joe sat down stiffly and wiped a hand across his eyes. “Then maybe that's what you have to do,” he said wearily. “Because I'm not about to put my people in harm's way to overthrow a legal system.”
“I don't blame any of you,” I said. “But I couldn't look my daughter in the face if I turn my back on these people.” I swirled coffee and stared into it.
“Do you understand,” Joe leaned forward, “that if you don't get killed in the rebellion, you could end up in prison for attempting to overthrow a legal system?”
I nodded.
He rubbed his eyes. “Lithium Love Mining has a battery of lawyers that would get their teeth into you like a pack of hyenas, and they wouldn't let go until they threw away the key.”
I nodded again.
“Or, you could end up becoming a fugitive.”
“Joe,” I said softly, “they're getting their slaves from Worlds Alliance planets. That's not legal.”
“You'd have to prove it, and the congloms are pros at covering their asses.”
“I know all that.”
He stared at me. “Of course you do.” He shifted position. “And let's just say you free all these slaves. Where do they go on a planet where they will also be fugitives?”
“Back to their homeworlds, or some other planet, if they choose.” I smiled. “What's a credcount for?”
“You're bound and determined to go down in the history cubes, aren't you?” he asked. “The poster child for martyrs.”
“You know better than that,” I told him. “Chancey, you've got some connections with mercenaries, don't you?”
Chancey shrugged. “Could be. Not that I'd admit to it, man.” He glanced at Joe. “But…” He grinned. “I might know a few tags who know a few tags.” He sipped coffee. “Let's call them contractors, OK? And they don't come cheap.”
“I think I can afford them,” I said.
“You ever deal with these trolls?” Chancey asked me.
I shook my head.
Chancey set aside his cup. “These mothers are pit-bull tough, and they don't battle with pen and paper.”
“As long as they're on my side,” I said.
Chancey stared at me as though studying his options, then nodded. “I can arrange a meeting with their leader.”
Joe rubbed his lips. “I've got a granddaughter I have to face.” He shook his head. “I must be just as whacked-out as you are,” he told me.
We waited, hushed, and watched Joe as he ran a finger thoughtfully through pebbles of clay on the ground.
“I found another one!” Huff plucked a bug off his belly and popped it into his mouth.
Joe looked up at me. “OK. Count me in. Abby, forgive me, for I know not what I do.”
Chancey crossed his legs. “Well, I ain't got no fun things going on in the near future. Might as well join the circus.” But then his face turned serious. “My people got a long history of slavery behind us, man. It ain't a pretty way to live.”
We were silent as Bat took off his cap, scratched his bald head, and shoved it back on. “Somebody's got to pick up the pieces when y'all hit the ground.”
We waited.
Bat nodded. “Guess I better stock up on pain patches and antibiotics.”
“Well, count me in too,” Sophia said and looked at Joe.
Joe frowned.
“Somebody's got to keep the home fires burning,” she said.
“Sophia –” I started.
“Don't even say it, Jules. I'm not asking for your permission.”
I looked at Joe.
He shrugged. “Why don't you lecture her on the safe road, kid?”
I touched Sophia's soft cheek. “As long as you promise to stay out of harm's way.”
She tossed back her hair. “Will you promise that?”
I looked at Joe.
“You found your kind of woman,” he said.
I knew Huff would stay with me no matter what I decided to do. I grinned and lifted my empty cup. “One for all.”
“And all the lunatics for one,” Joe finished it.
Huff looked at me. “Am I too, Jules Terran friend, a lunatic of one?”
I patted his forearm. “Sure you are, Huff. You're one of us.”
* * *
I stayed in the cave with Bat, Sophia, and Huff, while Chancey and Joe caught a star flight for planet Alpha to report in and be debriefed. I'd given Joe carte blanche to use my credcount on Alpha, in writing and thumb-printed.
As I gained back my strength, Sophia and I went for cool night walks under cover of trees. Twice, hovairs flew by, but they could have been private craft.
We made love in the soft patches of long tongue, a blue, native plant resembling Earth grass, with a lemony scent, and ran barefoot through green patches of soft lichen. We held hands and talked of our future together, perhaps on Earth.
“We don't have crusties,” I kidded her as we strolled, hand in hand, “but we have lobsters, and you don't need digestall to eat mock meat and the vegies.”
She smiled. “Whither thou goest.” She plucked a yellow flower off a stem and tucked it behind my ear.
I smiled. “I will go.”
She embraced me and leaned her head on my chest. “I thought I'd never see you again.”
I took her wrists and loosened her hold. “The back, Sophia. The back.”
“Oh, sorry. I keep forgetting.”
I kissed her thick, wavy, rumpled hair and buried my face in it to breathe her scent. “You smell like long tongue.”
She brushed my lips with hers. “That's because I always end up on my back in a patch of it, dear. You make certain of that.”
I kissed her and felt desire rising, among other rising things. “Well, there's a patch of tongue grass under that tree.”
She rubbed her hips against mine, and I knew she felt the swell inside my pants. “You seem to have a recurring problem,” she said. “Maybe Bat can cure it.”
“Naw. He'd probably want to give me a shot to make it go away.”
I got my hands under her blouse and up her back. She wasn't wearing a bra. I kissed her and she drew down my head and held it to her breast while the nipple hardened.
“You've got cures,” I told her and caressed her breasts, “that Bat never dreamed of.”
I picked her up and carried her to the patch of grass, put her down, unholstered my stingler and lay it beside us. Moonlight played on the curves of her body. I unbuttoned her blouse and she shrugged out of it. I leaned over her and kissed her gently, then worked my way down to her breasts in a path of kisses.
She drew in a breath and arched her back.
“Gently,” I said as she pulled my shirt over my back and head.
"She unzipped her pants, lifted her hips and pushed them down and off, along with her panties and shoes.
“You're like a cat,” I told her.
“How like a cat?” she asked and unzipped my pants and shorts and yanked on them. I lifted my hips and she got them off.
“All lithe curves and supple muscles. But I like you better without fur. Well,” I said and slipped my hand between her legs, “mostly without fur.”
She laughed and pulled me down on top of her.
“Not my back!” I said as she tried to embrace me.
“Oh, sorry,” she whispered, “I keep forgetting.”
Her eyes, in the light of moons, with their alluring slant, drew me in like two pools of exotic black water.
“Jules?”
“Please don't tell me we have to talk now.”
She held my head and kissed me. “I'm in love with you.”
“Oh.”
“I think from the time I first saw you, back on the pier.”
“Sophia,” I said. “My beautiful Sophia.”
“Can you love me?”
“I already do, my princess, but…”
“But we don't know what the future holds.”
I nodded.
“Then let's just live for each moment. Can we do that?”
“That's all we can do.”
She parted her legs and I pressed down and entered her.
It was a gentle lovemaking, with Sophia lifting to meet my thrusts.
We were close to climax when I heard something big moving through the dark brush. I stopped pushing, my breath coming quick, reached for my stingler and aimed.
Huff broke through the underbrush.
“Jesus Christ!” I muttered.
“Oh, there are you,” Huff said, “my good Terran Jules friend. Bat says should he begin supper now so it ends when you and Sofa come back?”
“Yes! OK. Oh, damn!”
“Get rid of him!” Sophia demanded. “Couldn't you leave him tied to a tree? Oh!” She clutched my arms. “I'm coming!”
“So was I.”
“Go back to the cave, Huff!” I gasped.
“Terran mating? That is what I think this is.”
“Goddammit, yes!” I said. That's as far as I got. Huff or no, Sophia was moving and I could not hold back.
“On Kresthaven, my homeworld,” Huff said as we climaxed, “we mate in private.”
“Son of a bitch!” I said as I reached orgasm.



Chapter Twelve
We met Big Sarge and his band of twenty mercenaries at Two Sons and A Dad's Tavern in Bolton Springs, not far from Sophia's secluded cabin.
I entered with Sophia, Joe, Huff, and Bat. Chancey was already there, drinking with some of the hired guns at the bar. I coughed on cigarette smoke and tried to wave away the bitter blue haze in the air.
The men sat at tables, drinking. They were about as tough-looking a bunch as I'd ever seen. There was enough leather and tattoos in the smoky bar to fill a room in the Smithsonian marked Archaic Hell's Angels.
A few local women sat on their laps or danced to a flickering old stage holo of imported Denebrian music. It sounded like the clang of metal bolts being shaken inside a drum. I glanced around. Twenty against a fifty guards at the mine? I hoped Chancey knew what he was doing.
“Hey, Superstar,” Chancey called and waved me to the bar. “C'mere, man.”
Sophia, Joe, and Bat sat at an empty table in a corner. Huff followed me.
As I approached the bar, Chancey gestured to a big tag next to him. “This is the man!” he told me and slapped the tag on his back. Chains on the tag's black leather vest, over a hairy chest, tinkled. “Just call him Big Sarge.” Chancey grinned.
Beefy-armed and thickset, Big Sarge looked more like the leader of a motorcycle pack, with his bald head, drooping mustache, and tattoos, than a former sergeant in Alpha's Black Strike Special Forces.
“This here's Superstar,” Chancey said and jabbed a thumb toward me. “He's the tag paying the bills.”
Big Sarge sipped his drink.
I looked around. Except for the clang of music, the room had grown quiet. I put out my hand to shake Sarge's. “Nice to meet you,” I said and smiled. “The real name's Jules.”
He put down his drink, leaned back against the bar and scanned me with an intimidating look. I glanced at Chancey and was lowering my arm when Big Sarge's hand shot out. He grabbed my wrist, swung me around, and had me in a headlock against his chest.
“You never shake hands with a man,” he said in my ear, “until you're sure he's on your side.” He licked my cheek and grabbed a bunch of my hair. “You go both ways, pretty boy?” He guffawed. The smell of liquor was rank on his breath.
“You crotemungering –” I squeezed out and tried to break the big man's grip.
Huff growled deep in his throat. I saw his shoulder muscles bunch, the fur on his neck rise.
“No, Huff. It's all right,” I gasped as Big Sarge lifted me to my toes. “He's a friend!”
Huff relaxed back to his haunches.
I struggled, but I still could not break his grip. The men chuckled and tapped the tables with their glasses.
“Now he's my butt buddy,” Big Sarge announced and squeezed my butt.
“You motherless bag of shit!” I tried to kick him but missed.
Chancey was laughing so hard he leaned on the bar and wiped tears. Joe had a hand to his lowered head.
Sophia stood up, but Bat grabbed her arm and shook his head. She sat back down.
I closed my eyes, relaxed, and imaged a red coil of tel. I spun it quickly into a tight fist of power as he nibbled on my ear.
“Uh oh,” I heard Chancey say. “Watch out, Sarge. He's going to nail you!”
I threw the tel-link at him with a message attached: Hot crotch!
Big Sarge let go of me with a yelp, grabbed his crotch and danced around the floor. Chancey was laughing so hard, I thought he was going to fall over.
I spun around and pointed at Big Sarge. “Score One! You never get a man in a headlock until you're sure he's not a tel.”
The men laughed and pounded the tables. “Rouf, rouf,” they shouted like dogs.
Huff's ears went up and he looked around, then he peered under the tables.
Big Sarge's shocked expression relaxed into an amiable grin as the message faded. He slapped my back and sent me stumbling into the bar, then wrapped a meaty arm around my shoulders and lifted me. “C'mon, pretty boy, I'll buy you a drink. Then maybe I'll get you drunk and fuck you anyway.” He threw back his head and laughed. “What's your poison?”
“A white Russian,” I said.
“That's a girlie drink!” He raised two fingers. “Bartender, Scotch on the rocks.”
Joe had his head in his hand and was shaking it.
George, the short, plump, white-haired owner with bushy brows held a plastered grin on his face. I suppose he was happy to have the business of these hard-drinking tags.
“So, uh, what are you tags doing in Bolton Springs?” George asked Big Sarge. His hand shook as he poured our drinks. His son Adam, a short, red-haired tag of about forty, was briskly wiping the counter.
Big Sarge leaned across the bar. “We're on a hunting trip,” he said. “Big game.” He sucked a tooth.
“Oh.” George nodded and took a step back. “Big game.”
There was no big game in these mountains, just the small Earth deer species.
George's other son Ted, who must have taken after his mother, was a tall, skinny, dark-haired tag who hurried to serve drinks at the tables.
“C'mon. Let's talk,” Sarge said. He took my arm and guided me to a table with a solemn-looking tall, thin, sallow-complexioned tag with narrow shoulders, and a short, compact man who looked like a Native American, with a muscular build and black eyes that seemed to glow with vitality. Huff followed us to the table and sat on his haunches beside me.
“This here's Apache John Cross Bow,” Big Sarge said, and gestured toward the Native American. That happy-looking tag's The High Priest. Sit down," he told me.
I did and nodded at the two men, not knowing what the hell to call them. I sipped my drink. It was strong, and it burned going down. A bitter brew.
“Apache John comes from a long line of warriors,” Big Sarge said, and hiccupped. He leaned toward Apache John and winked. “He knows the ways of guerrilla warfare.”
Apache John nodded.
“And this here's The High Priest,” Sarge waved at the solemn tag and sat back. “We call him Priest for short.”
The tall sallow man nodded gravely.
“He started out as a priest,” Sarge said. “Bless me, Father.” He chuckled and blessed himself with his glass. “But the Church figured he sinned…picked the wrong vocation when he put another priest into intensive care.”
“Oh?” I said.
Priest shrugged. “Caught the shitbag diddling a choir boy.” His voice was deep and resonant. I pictured him preaching from a pulpit.
“Had to leave the church,” Sarge said. “Had to leave the planet! They want him for attempted murder. Can't go home no more, right, Priest?”
Priest shrugged. “Anywhere is home. God doesn't live on one planet.”
I thought of Great Mind and nodded.
“Are you among the faithful?” Priest asked me.
“Depends on the faith,” I said.
An Asian tag with the long, lean muscles of a runner, a shock of thick black hair, naked to the waist, strolled over with a cat-like walk, nodded to me and sat down.
“And this here's Attila,” Big Sarge said. “Our expert in the fine Asian art of killing without weapons.”
“Attila,” I said with a nod and wondered what his real name was.
Big Sarge sipped the last of his drink. “Attila talks with his hands.” He chuckled.
Attila took a Kung Fu stance with stiff fingers, then relaxed. “That thing you do with your mind,” he said to me, “how did you learn that?”
“It's pretty much inborn,” I told him. “But I find that I can keep developing it.”
“Your mother and father. Did they also possess it?” he asked.
“I don't know.” I stared at my drink. “My sister and I were abandoned at a pretty young age.”
I saw Ginny's face again, pleading as I stretched to grab her hand, then the look on her face, her nails scraping rock, as she slid off the boulder and into the canyon below.
Apache John sat back and was silent.
“This, uh –” I patted Huff's shoulder. “This is my buddy, Huff.”
Big Sarge gave him a scrutinizing look. “I guess we could use him in a fight, if we were chasing seals.”
“Huff's a good friend,” I said with an edge.
Big Sarge just smirked.
“There are no seals on my homeworld,” Huff said. “That is an Earth creature. But we chase Dire Flappers and eat the raw, fresh meat on ice floes.”
Big Sarge slid me a look.
I stared back.
“What you see here,” Sarge said and shifted in his chair, “is my core group. The other tags are all good men, but they sign up for one job, and then they're gone. They might come back for another job.” He shrugged. “And maybe not.” He nodded toward Joe, who was watching, with Sophia and Bat, from the table. “Your bossman gave me the down payment. I expect the rest of it after the contract is met.”
“It's in the credcount,” I said. “Safe and sound on Alpha.”
He put out his hand. “Then it's a done deal.”
I shook it. “Done deal.”
“Barkeep!” Big Sarge bellowed to Ted. “Drinks all around. On me.”
I bit my lip and wondered if I'd opened Pandora's Box.
* * *
Sophia's cabin became home base, with the men camped around it. Sophia and I slept on the sofa and gave Joe and Bat the one bedroom. Chancey preferred to be outside with the men anyway. Huff was always by my side, asleep or awake.
It was morning, two days after the barroom meeting.
I sat at the new table in the cabin. Bat had made it from a thick log for a base and some old planks for the table. He was examining the welts on my back. “It looks good, Jules. I think y'all are ready for some new skin. You'll never know you had these wounds.”
“I don't know about that, Bat.”
He pulled down my shirt. “I ordered some medical supplies from Alpha, including the skin. Just got a call that they've been delivered to Stel Parcel Express in Wydemont. Guess I'll take the cubair and go in today and pick them up.”
“Sophia went in for some groceries,” I said. “You tags should've teamed up.” I went to the coffee brewer and poured myself a cup. “Coffee?”
He shook his head. “Thanks. I'll be on my way. Need anything from town?”
I sipped the hot brew. “Can't think of a thing.”
Bat left and I sat on the sofa, facing the dead fireplace, and sipped the brew. My back felt sticky from the medication he had smeared over the welts, but the pain was gone. I put down the cup on the end table. I still slept more than usual, and I didn't have my endurance back yet, but I was getting there. I sighed and closed my eyes. What would we do without Bat?
The door slammed open and I jumped and fell off the sofa. “What the fuck?” Where did I leave my stingler?
I got up, tensed for a fight. Big Sarge barged into the room and threw a package on the table.
“Been in Wydemont,” he said. “You gonna be one of us, tag, you better look the part, or they'll pick you off like the radio man.”
I got up. “The radio man?”
“First tag gets beamed in a firefight, so he can't call in for reinforcements. Take off those ratty duds an' dress like a real man.” He laughed and slapped me on the back. “Bought them at”Boyz R Us."
I opened the package and took out a black leather vest, black leather pants, a plastic package of fake tattoos and a silver chain necklace with a bent arrow pendent.
“You sure about this?” I asked Sarge.
He grinned crookedly. “Unless you want the Love Mine guards to nail your ass first.”
“Maybe not.” I took off my boots and pants.
Sarge whistled.
I got into the leather pants, put on the boots, slipped the black leather vest over my blue shirt, and clipped it closed with the two silver chains.
“The necklace, too,” Sarge said.
“Oh, yeah.” I clamped it around my neck and opened the package of tattoos. “Any particular place?” I asked as I shook out the tattoos.
“Oh, let me.” Sarge kicked aside his chair. He covered my arms with the tattoos, then stood back and ran his tongue over his lips. “Now you look like a real man. Wanna sit on my lap, pretty boy?” He grabbed his crotch. “I got something for you.”
“Cut that shit out,” I told him.
Sophia opened the door and struggled inside with an armload of groceries. “I could use some help from you big brawny –” She saw me and her mouth opened.
“Here. I've got them.” I took the groceries from her arms and put them on the kitchen counter.
“Give me a fucking break,” she whispered.
I turned. “What? Oh, the clothes? Sarge says I –”
Sarge laughed and slapped the table so hard I jumped.
He got up. “I'm taking a squad on a reconnoiter mission.”
“To check out the mine?” I asked.
“Yeah. The boys have had time to acclimate to the planet.” He paused at the door. “Anyway, I think you two love doves just might need the place to yourselves.” He chuckled and went out the door.
“We'd better put this stuff in the refrig,” I said as Sophia approached me. There was a look in her eyes that almost scared me. I backed a step. “What?”
She pulled me toward her by my vest, unclasped the silver chains, and put her arms around me. “You look like a Nordic god. I could eat you up like a candy bar.” She pulled me toward her and kissed me hard, her tongue probing past my teeth. As sweet as chocolate." She rubbed herself against my crotch. “A god bar with nuts.”
I tried to pry her hands from around my neck. “Sophia. The front door doesn't lock, and there are twenty tags out there who walk in for brew any old time the mood strikes.”
“I know.” She unzipped my pants and pushed me backward down the short hall to the bedroom door. The pants fell to my ankles.
“Hold on a minute, woman!”
She reached behind me and opened the bedroom door. I stumbled on the pants and fell inside.
She fell on top of me. “I want you, baby,” she said, “like a kid wants an Easter bunny. I could eat you up alive.”
“OK, but shut the door before you start on dessert!”
She kicked it closed with a foot and kissed my neck, my chest, my stomach, then unbuttoned my shorts. “I'm going make you glad you're a man.”
“Can I get my pants off before you do?”
She pushed down my shorts and licked me. I felt myself swell even more.
“Damn, woman!” I helped her out of her clothes and tried to kick off the stiff leather pants, the shorts, the boots. But she was on me. I tried to roll on top of her to gain some control, but I couldn't make it. She took hold of me and pressed me inside her. “I give up. I'm yours, power bar,” I said and embraced her.
She pushed me inside deep and fast, and it wasn't long before we climaxed like two cats in heat. I thought of the old rabbit joke: “Slam. Bam. Thank you, ma'am.” In this case it was more like “Thank you, sir.”
“Are you finished with me?” I said breathlessly when she stopped moving.
“For now.”
I wasn't sure I wanted to get back into the leathers. Not for a while, anyway. But they were stiff, and I had to break them in, so we both got dressed.
Sophia gave me a light kiss. “You're a beautiful man, Jules.”
I bit my lip. I remembered when Willa, my dead love, had said that. I had jokingly answered, “No, you're beautiful, dear. I'm handsome.”
“So are you,” I told Sophia. “A beautiful woman.”
After breakfast, we took her bike into Bolton Springs and spent the day strolling the small mountain town. We ate lunch at the outdoor cafe near a running stream. We both knew what danger the future held, but we avoided talking about the coming attack on Lithium Love Mine.
It was dusk when we returned to her cabin. I made us dinner while Sophia showered and vibed our clothes.
A knock on the door.
“Come in,” I called.
Joe and Chancey came in, looking worried, with Huff behind them. “Did you see Bat?” Joe asked.
“He went into town this morning to pick up medical supplies,” I told them. “You mean he's not back yet?”
“Nobody's seen him,” Chancey said.
I felt a pang of fear invade the pit of my stomach. “He took the cubair.”
Joe shook his head. “It's missing.”
I shut off the gas.
Sophia came out dressed in a short robe, drying her hair with a towel. “Oh,” she said. “I didn't know you were here.” She retreated to the bathroom.
Huff sat beside me and leaned against my leg. “I am in fear for our human that is a bat.”
Big Sarge came through the open door, looking grim. “We checked out the mine,” he said. Got some photos of their installations from an air beetle sensor. He took them out of a vest pocket and spread them on the table. “There's one in particular you might want to look over. He picked up a long shot of a pockmarked wall with posts.”The execution wall." He glanced around. “Are you ready for the next one?” He reached into his vest pocket, took out a photo and slammed it onto the table. I put a hand to my throat and felt suddenly sick.
Bat sat chained to a post. His left cheek was swollen. His eyes were blackened and shut as he leaned against the post.
“Oh, God, no,” I whispered.
“My gut tells me,” Big Sarge said, "that they'll hold the execution in the morning.
Chancey slammed his fist on the table. “Then we free him tonight!”
I nodded numbly.
“Let's go,” Big Sarge said. “I'll handpick the tags I want on this one. Not you, pretty boy.”
“Oh, yeah, me,” I said. “My tel powers might come in handy.”
“Jules,” Sophia said.
I turned. She was dressed, with a hairbrush in her lowered hand.
“Jules, I…” She drew in a breath. “Be careful.”
I took down my stingler from the wall hook and strapped on the holster. “I will.”
* * *
It was night as I lay on a rocky promontory beside Chancey, and watched the mine below, lit by sweeping searchlights, through graphoculars. Joe and Huff were back at the cabin, waiting. I convinced Huff to stay, by telling him Sophia needed protection. He never asked me protection from what.
Guards called out orders from speakers in the mine below. Whips snapped. The crack of salt crust splitting as slaves worked into the night reverberated across the craggy hills and mingled with the clomp of ponies' hoofs as they strained to pull carts of salt slabs across the hard ground. It seemed the land itself cried out as it echoed the suffering of the innocent.
Chancey and I waited, while Big Sarge, Apache Joe, Attila, and Priest checked the pattern of security patrols to choose the best way in.
I lowered the graphoculars and rolled to my back to stare at the sky, where two moons winked between clouds. Alien plants pressed against my shoulders. Their smell was bitter in my throat, but not as bitter as the scene below.
“You think the bastards are expecting us?” I asked Chancey. “Just keeping Bat alive to lure us in?”
Chancey took the graphoculars from my hands and trained them on the compound. “I wouldn't bet my creds against that. Why the fuck don't they just use androids to work the mine?”
“There are laws against treating androids badly,” I told him. “The factories won't sell to known abusers. Anyway, androids wouldn't last under these conditions.” I rolled back to my stomach and stared down. “Flesh is cheap.”
“Always was, man. My people could tell you that.”
Big Sarge ran over, low, and slid down onto one knee. “The mothers are waiting for us! They knew we were coming.”
“Then it's a trap?” I asked.
Sarge nodded. “The installation's fortified like Fort Knox. Apache John just located the execution wall and your friend.” He pointed to the western perimeter of the compound. Three to one they've got ground sensors, and mines surrounding the area."
“So what's your plan?” I asked him.
“You want a plan?” he said. “I'm calling off the mission. That's the plan.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.
“I signed my people on for a surprise attack and a takeover of the mine. I didn't sign my core tags for a death trap.” He sat down and ran a hand across his sweaty brow. “When our strategies can be implemented, we'll attack as a full unit. This is not the time.”
“What about Bat?” I asked. “He hasn't got time. Are you just going to abandon him?”
Sarge squinted down at the compound. “Your friend is dead meat.”
“Like hell he is!” I stood up. “Chancey?”
“Stay low, Jules.” Chancey shook his head. “Unless we can spread wings and fly over the electrified fence, I think we're at a dead end.”
“The hell I am!” I started down the clay hill toward the compound.
“Jules!” Chancey called. “Where the fuck are you going, man?”
“I don't know,” I called back. “I'll tell you when I get there.”
I stayed low and trotted along the outside of the fence to the western sector. There, in the shadows within, was the back of the stone execution wall, pockmarked with burn holes from beam weapons.
“Bat,” I said quietly when I saw him. He sat chained to a post, leaning hard against it, his head low.
“Jesus,” I whispered. “Bat.”
Perhaps there was a breach in the fence. I moved silently along it, searching by moonlight for some tear in the wire. The clay ground was as hard as rock.
Voices!
I ran, low, and rolled behind a boulder as a foot patrol of three guards approached. I unholstered my stingler.
“Ye ask this Altairian,” a guard said as they strolled by, “the Boss has us trekking a wasted march around the mine. We be going around in circles.”
“That be an 'aye',” another said. “Chasing nothing but our own tails.”
“They be a pack of pritcull bog blinkers, I'm thinking,” the third one said, “to show up with all these lights brightening the place.”
“Don't ye tell that to the Boss, Eflo,” the first one said, “unless ye want ye tail loped off.”
The three chortled as they went by and disappeared into shadows.
I holstered my weapon and moved back to the fence. Was I on a futile quest to find a way in? I passed the warehouses and the place where I'd downed a tree to escape the compound. The tree was gone and the fence was repaired. But wait. Where the tree had been uprooted and taken away, the bottom tube of metal that held the fence down, and couldn't be electrified, sat on soft, sandy ground. I dug my fingers deep into it and scraped out a handful of sand.
I began to breathe hard with excitement as I found a solid branch left over from the tree and dug beneath the bottom tube.
I don't know how long it took me to make a hollow deep and wide enough for me and Bat to wiggle through, but sweat plastered my shirt to my sides and dripped down my temples.
Finally, I flattened myself on the ground and inched my way through, careful not to touch the electrified fence above me.
I got up and ran between the warehouses and high stacks of supplies until I reached the back of the execution wall. Big Sarge had said this area was probably rimmed with sensors, and mined. There was enough light from the overhead spotlights to see where boots had dented the clay ground. I stayed to the bootprints and came around the wall.
“Bat!” I knelt beside him.
He stirred as I checked the chain that kept his hands behind his back and looped over the post. “It's me, Jules!” I whispered.
His face was swollen and discolored. His eyes were narrow slits. He stirred, and moaned.
“Come on, Bat. Stand up!” I had to get him on his feet to loop the chain over the post and free him. I dragged him up and leaned him against the post. “Just hang on for a minute.” I grabbed the chain, but his knees sagged and he slid back down.
“Bat! You've got to do this.” I dragged him back up. He stiffened his knees and I held him with one hand as I threw the chain over the top of the post.
“Jules?” he said as I lifted the loop of chain over his head so his hands were in front of him.
“Yeah, Bat. I've come to rescue you.”
He slumped against me. “No, I'm dreaming this. I'm dead and I'm dreaming.”
“No way, Bubba. Would I rescue a dead man?” I lifted him over my shoulder. Good thing Bat was short and light. I still staggered toward the hole in the fence.
A light pinned me in its glare!
“Stay right there where ye be, Terran!” a guard ordered from his mount and aimed a rifle at me.
“OK. Don't shoot.” I lowered Bat to the ground and lifted my hands. “Just…don't shoot.”
Bat tried to get up.
“Stay there, Bat,” I said. “We've got trouble.”
The guard nudged his horse forward and drew rein beside me. “I be a motherless pritcull if ye are not the tel.”
Ye be a motherless pritcull anyway, I thought but didn't say. Strange, that I was so angry at my failure, I felt no fear. “I'm sorry, Bat. I tried.”
“I wish you had stayed away,” Bat gasped in a slurred voice. “I didn't want them to get you too.”
I peered up as the window in the high tower was suddenly lit from behind, and there, silhouetted in its glare, was the bulky figure of Boss Slade. My breath came fast as a slow rage began in my chest and seemed to spread until it devoured my thoughts with its insistent demand to kill the creature in his tower. This incarnation of Satan! Until all I wanted was his blood, for all the people he'd tortured. For all the lives he'd swept away like dead leaves. I wanted his cold blood on the stones below his castle, more than I wanted life.
“Slade!” I screamed. “Come down here, you piece of slime. I'm waiting for you. Come down here and face me like a man if you've got the balls for it, you motherless bag of shit.” And then I remembered the curse the guard had just uttered. “Ye be an Altairian pritcull!” I screamed at him.
The window flew open and he leaned out with both hands gripping the sill.
“I'm here, Slade.” I spread my arms. “You'll never have a better chance. Show your men what you're made of, you bloated bag of garbage.”
The slaves murmured. Some shouted and cheered.
“Come on, Slade,” I said. “Mano-a-mano. Just you and me.”
He slammed a fist on the windowsill. “I could have ye killed where ye stand!” he shouted.
“You're a coward, Slade. A pritcull coward. Here, I'll make it easy for you.” I unstrapped my holster and flung it aside. “Let's finish it here and now. Your men are watching. Come down, or show them the prit that you are.”
The slaves cheered. I heard the crack of whips and anguished cries. But an ominous murmur rose among them and they surged forward. One of the guard's mounts screamed as he was knocked over by charging slaves.
“No, don't!” I shouted as guards drew rifles from sheaths. “Go back!” I called to them. “They'll slaughter you. Go back. The time's not right.”
The slaves retreated before the rifles, and the horses that shouldered them.
Slade slammed the windowsill with a fist, but he stayed where he was. I should have known he wouldn't meet me face to face. If I won the fight, he'd be disgraced in front of his people and the slaves. Or better yet, he'd be dead. If he won, I'd be a martyr, dead or alive. This time, it might be the final incentive for a slave rebellion. Either way, he'd lose.
The guards milled through the crowd, watching the window, waiting for their boss' orders.
“When a predator gets his claws into his prey,” Slade shouted and spread the talons of his hand, “the prey ceases to be a free entity and becomes food!” He snapped his hand into a fist. “Mark me, ye bottom prit of the swampmoors, ye will be food for the worms when the time is right.” He pointed as the main gate slowly swung open. “Take that Terran garbage at your feet, and get out, before I change my mind and turn this night into the worm feast.”
“Jules!” Chancey called from the gate. “For Christ's sake, come on. He wants you out of here, man. Don't push it.”
“If you haven't got the guts to come down,” I called to Slade, “I'll make it easy for you. I'll come up!”
Slade leaned out the window and pointed at the gate. “Get out!”
The slaves cheered. The guards trotted their mounts among them and I shuddered as the lash of whips struck flesh.
“Ye motherless pritcull,” I threw at Slade and strode toward the portal of the high tower. “You're only good to torture and kill the helpless. I'm coming for you.”
A hand gripped my arm and swung me around. “Jules!” It was Chancey. “Come on, man. You made your point. We got Bat. Let's go!”
I pulled away. “I want him dead. If it's the last thing I do, I want him dead.” I shoved Chancey aside.
“It will be the last thing you do.” Chancey threw a fearful look at the tense guards. “Come on. Before he changes his mind.”
Sarge jogged up to us. “We're leaving now, tag,” he told me.
“Take Bat and go. I want that bastard's blood.”
Chancey helped Bat to stand and dragged him through the gate.
Sarge gripped my vest and yanked me close. “You can walk out of here,” he said between teeth, “or I can drag you out.” He lifted his fist. “Your choice.”
“All right! Let go.”
He did.
I stared up at Slade. “It's not over,” I called. I picked up a chunk of salt crust and flung it at the window. “You bastard!” It bounced off the stone wall.
“It will be over when ye are dead.” He shook his fist. “Look over ye shoulder, Terran prit. Soon there will be a death squad behind ye.” He slammed the window shut and I heard glass crack. The light went out.
The guards moved their horses toward us.
“C'mon!” Sarge pulled me toward the gate and I almost fell.
“Let go of me.” I swung at his jaw.
He stepped aside and I hit his shoulder.
“Feel better?” he asked.
“I'll feel better when he's dead.”
He let go. “It ain't gonna happen tonight.”
I strode toward the gate. Behind me the slaves shouted and moved forward. Guards held them back with horses and whips.
I stopped and turned. “Your day is coming!” I shouted to the slaves.
I left the compound with the cheers of the people, and the crack of whips, echoing in my ears.
I climbed into the back seat of the cubair where Bat sat, leaning against the side door.
Chancey took the controls and Big Sarge got in next to him.
“How you feeling?” I asked Bat as Chancey lifted the cub into the sky.
“Pretty good for a dead man.” He smiled and reached out a hand to me. I took it. “Thanks, Jules.”
“Aw, shucks. Just returning the favor, Bubba.”



Chapter Thirteen
We were a scruffy looking bunch when we returned to the cabin and the campsite. Big Sarge's men, sitting around campfires, stood up to watch as we went by with Chancey and Sarge helping Bat into the cabin.
“Hey, Superstar,” one man called and made a thumbs-up.
I nodded and returned the gesture.
My leather pants and vest were streaked with clay and Bat's blood from when I'd carried him. I had clay and sand in my hair and down my shirt from crawling under the fence. I was hungry and tired, and the energy drain was beginning to tell. I shivered in the cold night air.
Apache John, Priest, and Attila had come back before us in the first cubair and related the details of Bat's rescue. Turned out, one of Sarge's men, Ty, was a former military medic. He went into the cabin to see to Bat.
I stared at the campfire where Apache John, Priest, and Attila sat, and felt myself sway with weariness. “Mind if I join you tags?”
“Sit down.” Apache John said. His tanned skin caught fire reflections and shadows in the night. “Mi casa es tu casa. Got some hot brew in the thermos.”
“Yeah? Thanks.” I sat cross-legged and sighed with weariness as fire warmth on my face and hands made me drowsy. Wood burst and snapped and flung cinders. I breathed in the smoky aroma. There is that in a wood fire which harkens back to times so lost in antiquity, nothing remains but a buried memory stirred by the flames of a campfire. I began to doze off.
“Hey!” John extended a cup. “The boys want to hear all about your daring rescue.”
“Maybe tomorrow.” I took the cup and let the pungent taste of Earthbrew roll around in my mouth before swallowing.
Attila grinned. “Chancey tells us they call you Superstar.”
“They call me a lot of things,” I mumbled and rubbed my eyes.
“Jules!” It was Sophia. She ran out of the cabin and sat down beside me. “Jules. Baby, are you all right?” She ran her hand through my hair and clutched my face. “I was so worried about you.”
I saw Apache John slide Priest a look and cover a chuckle with his coffee cup.
Priest's dour expression never faltered, as though all of life were a solemn mass and not to be taken lightly.
I had to smile. “I'm OK, Soph. Just a little tired.”
She brushed the sand and clay from my hair, my shirt. “They say you rescued Bat singlehandedly, and then you were about to go after Boss Slade.” She brushed dirt off my cheek and kissed me there. “You promised me you would be careful!” Her dark eyes glistened with tears in firelight.
I opened my mouth to say something. God, I was tired.
“You call that careful?” she said. “I'd hate to see what you call reckless.” She sat back. “You didn't have supper, did you?”
“I, uh…” I shook my head.
“Jules!” she said, “When are you going to start taking care of yourself?”
“Well, I –”
She brushed off my vest. “Bat said you were ready to fight it out with Boss Slade right in his own tower. What were you thinking?”
“I thought –”
“You'll turn my hair gray, worrying about you.”
Joe strode out of the cabin and came over. “He already turned mine gray,” he told Sophia.
“Thanks for the support, Joe,” I said. “Where's Huff.”
“He's off somewhere in the woods.” He waved toward trees. “Said he wanted to worry about you alone, or something like that. Only you and God know what the hell he's talking about.”
“I'll get you something to eat.” Sophia got up and brushed her grimy hands. “You need a shower.”
“I figured I'd take one after –”
She turned and strode back to the cabin.
Apache John chuckled. “Looks like you can take on anybody,” he told me, “except your lady.”
Attila took a karate stance with stiff hands where he sat, and did a chop in the air with one hand. “Those were your balls I just loped off, Superstar.”
Priest's lips spread into a smile. The deep furrows around his mouth seemed to crack like cement.
I looked around. “Very funny!”
* * *
It must have been mid-afternoon when I awoke, stretched, and yawned. And got a mouthful of fur. Huff had found me during the night and was curled against my side with a foreleg thrown over my chest. His musky smell was pleasant, but I gently lifted his foreleg and slid it off me.
The campfire was ashes. The clouds had closed up like a puzzle and reflected a luminous flat light. The air was humid and my shirt and pants were stuck to my skin.
I heard Big Sarge's booming voice as I rubbed my eyes and stood up. He sat on the picnic table with Joe beside him while some of his men stood, and others sat around him on the ground. I brushed myself off and walked over, scratching my dirty hair.
“Hey, sleeping beauty,” Sarge called as I approached. “I was just about to come over and kiss you awake.” He pursed his lips.
Some of the men chuckled.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Joe.” I nodded to him in greeting. Chancey, standing among the men, waved and I waved back. “What's happening, Sarge?” I asked.
Sarge shifted position. “I was just telling the boys that I contacted an arms merchant from planet North Claudius.”
“Oh, yeah?” I rubbed sand out of my ear.
Sarge nodded. “Tag can supply us with everything we need to close down the mine and fulfill our contract. He's bringing in the medical supplies Bat wanted and ingredients for the sous chefs.”
“When's he due to arrive?” I asked.
“That's a secret.” Sarge sucked a tooth. “So is the location of their landing site. Part of the deal.”
“How you feeling, kid?” Joe asked me.
"I'm OK. How's Bat
“They worked him over pretty good,” Joe said, “but he'll make it.”
I glanced at the cabin and bit my lip. “Guess I'll go see him. Is Sophia home?”
“She's been taking care of him,” Joe told me.
I walked to the cabin and went inside. The room was warm and too stuffy. It smelled of a wood fire, though the fireplace was cold. “Sophia?”
“I'm in the bedroom,” she called.
I went in. Bat lay in one of the two beds. Sophia sat at his side and held a compress to his left cheek.
“Bat.” I smiled, though it wasn't easy. His face was swollen and discolored. He had a bandage around his head. His eyes were black and almost shut. I sat on the other side of his bed. “How you feeling, Bubba?”
“Like I'm lucky to be alive,” he mumbled though puffed lips.
“They couldn't kill a tough southern rebel like you with an axe.”
He reached out a hand and I took it.
“I knew,” he drew in a breath, “there was a reason we rescued you.” He coughed and I saw the pain on his face. “I had hours to live when you came in like Superman.”
“Ah, shucks. Anytime, Bat.” I squeezed his hand.
“You better go and take a shower now.” He smiled. “You're leaving a trail of dirt.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe so.”
I walked around the bed and kissed Sophia on her head, then went into the bathroom and wiped the tears that blurred my vision. I threw my clothes into the vib unit, shaved, even brushed my teeth, and took a long, warm, luxurious shower. By then my clothes were dry and I got into them. As Huff would say “Is it good to feel almost human again?” I chuckled.
“It's your favorite, I hear,” Sophia said as I came into the kitchen and breathed the aroma of a sizzling steak.
“Damn, that looks good.” I sat at the table as she brought dishes of steak, mashed potatoes with butter floating on top, a crisp salad, a chunk of mud pie and a cup of Earthbrew.
“Woman, you've outdone yourself. Thanks, Soph.”
“You think it's enough to fill you up?”
“It's a beginning.” I picked up the fork and knife. “I'll have one of the horses for dessert.”
She laughed and sat across from me. “I don't think you'd like the taste of horsemeat.”
“Oh, no?” I chewed a piece of steak.
“Well, it's a bit sweet and gamey.”
“You're kidding, right?” I said as I swallowed the steak. “You eat horses on New Lithnia?”
She shrugged. “They're cheaper than beef, and more tender.”
I cut another slice of steak. It was tender and juicy, and some of the tastiest meat I could remember eating. “Did you find a new recipe for the sous chef? This is great.”
She leaned forward and smiled. “I have a different cookbook.”
A sudden fear struck me and I put down my knife. “It's…uh…it's not horsemeat?”
She looked away and shook her head. “Finish eating, Babe, you need the nourishment.”
I stared at the steak and suddenly I felt sick without consciously knowing why. Something was tugging at my mind. Something I didn't want to break through. I had a hard time swallowing the piece I was eating. “Sophia?”
She looked back.
“You know I only eat mock meat. Right?”
“I guess you mentioned that.”
I pushed the plate away. My stomach churned. “This is deer meat, isn't it? That little deer you shot in the woods. Isn't it!”
“Where do you think they get mock meat from?”
“They clone the animals for parts, and then they grow only the parts. Don't you know that?”
“I suppose I do. If you can afford it.” She got up and hit the table with a palm. “I can't afford it! That's why I live off the land. I told you that.” She pointed a finger at me. “And you can't use your credcount here.”
“Sophia.” I sat back. “I never lied to you.” I gestured to the plate. “I never tried to trick you, not since that night we met. I thought I could trust you.”
“Of course you can trust me. I'd never break that trust.”
I pushed the plate away so hard the steak slid off. “You just did!” I got up, strode out of the cabin and slammed the door behind me. I went to the empty picnic table and sat on it.
The sky was wringing out a drizzle of rain. I thought of the small deer, the joy of running through the woods, of eating sweet grass, of having a fawn at her side in the spring. And then the agony of a beam weapon breaking her back. And it was all over. I sat with my hands draped over my thighs and stared into the woods. I felt like throwing up.
Sophia came out and sat next to me on the table.
I stared straight ahead. “I feel as though I can't trust you anymore. How do I know what other tricks you'd use on me?”
“It wasn't a trick, Jules. You were exhausted and you hadn't eaten in a day. I wanted to give you the best meal I could.” She reached out a hand to touch my shoulder.
I brushed it away.
“I didn't lie to you,” she said.
“You see a distinction? I don't!” I turned to her. “I'm an astrobiologist, Sophia. I don't kill animals. I study them on different planets.” I got up and started walking. I had to work off the anger and the sick feeling in my stomach.
“Jules!” She followed me.
I stopped and gestured toward Huff, who was still asleep. “What if Huff didn't have language? Would he be fair game?”
I saw tears wet her cheeks. She shook her head. “Of course not.”
“Why not? What separates the animal kingdom from us?”
“That's not fair. I tried to help you.”
“Next time, don't try.” I strode into the woods.
She didn't follow.
Rain fell heavier as I walked along a game trail, not knowing where I was heading. Maybe I'd been too hard on her. We came from different worlds, literally, but even more, different backgrounds. I knew people who had grown up on farms. Their attitudes toward animals was diametrically opposed to mine. There were pets, and there were food animals. And while I made no distinction, they did, from their earliest upbringings.
I leaned against a tree and wiped rainwater from my face. Where the hell was I, anyway? The woods were thick and flat, with no high points to study the surrounding terrain. The sky too, was flat. I've never had a very good sense of direction. I had my comlink, but Boss Slade might be monitoring all calls within miles of Wydemont Creek.
I continued walking and broke through a clearing. There ahead, a house. Fields. Farm machinery. I started toward it, then stopped. No. Boss Slade had bought the residents of Wydemont Creek. They were paid for and packaged in finery. I couldn't take the chance.
I skirted the farm, climbed an escarpment overlooking the barn and corral, and sat under an outcrop, out of the rain. Damn, I was hungry, and thirsty too. But I formed my plan. It was getting close to dusk. When night fell, I'd sneak into the barn, steal a horse, and call our base camp. Let Slade monitor the call if he could. I'd use a code to tell whomever answered that I would be on the pier in Wydemont Creek. Code Word Bug Bag Crusty. Sophia would know where I'd be. They could send a cubair to pick me up and then take a circuitous route back to camp. Well, that was the plan. Implementing it was the more difficult part.
With darkness, warm, yellow lights flicked on in the house. I saw movement behind the open curtains. A family, embraced within those protective walls. I lay on my back and thought of my lost love, Willa. I had tried to steal a horse from her ranch on planet Halcyon, but she caught me and Lisa at it. And then she ended up giving me the horse so we could escape the Dream Czar's men. “Where are you now, Willa?” I whispered. Spirit said she'd reincarnated on a planet humans couldn't visit because of the crushing gravity and the violent climate. As though Great Mind just didn't want us to be together again. I wiped a hand across my wet eyes. It wasn't just rain. Great Mind knew that if I could join her, I might off myself, and he did not condone suicide.
I rolled to my stomach and watched the house. A horse nickered from the barn. I could smell them from up here in the humid air. Not a bad smell. There were two air-and-ground vehicles parked near the front door of the house. I might be able to steal one, but a horse could travel in the woods, and an aircar would be missed sooner.
I climbed down the escarpment, jogged to the barn and went inside. Two draft horses and a young Appaloosa munched hay in their stalls. I took a canteen from the tack room and put on a set of raingear. I filled the canteen at the trough pump and drank my fill.
The Appaloosa was not happy with a nighttime ride. He fought my attempt to saddle him. But finally I won and led him outside. The barn blocked the view from the house. I mounted, unhooked the corral gate and guided him through. I hooked the gate back on and trotted him into the woods. A dog barked, but no one left the house.
When we were well away from the farm, I reined him in and took out my comlink. He bucked and almost threw me. “Whoa!” I pulled up his head, then patted his neck to soothe him. I flipped open the comlink and turned it on. “This is Jules,” I said.
“Hello.”
"Who am I talking to?
There was a pause.
“It's Jules. Who is this? I don't have any time.”
“Uh, Jules,” a male voice said. “Where are you?”
“Listen to me. Slade might be monitoring the call. Tell Sophia I need a cubair to pick me up. Code Bug Bag Crusty. You got that? Bug Bag Crusty. She'll know where I'll be.”
“Oh, OK. Bug Bag Crusty. Where are you now?”
I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the rain. The voice had a metallic sound and an Altairian accent. I shut off the comlink. “Crotemungering bastards!” By now they'd have my location. It was possible that someone at our camp had also picked up my message. One thing for sure. I had to put miles between this location and myself. I urged the Appaloosa into a trot toward an uphill clearing. He moved sideways and slid on wet leaves, then caught his footing.
Dammit! This young stud wasn't fully trained. It was my will against his as I yanked his head around with the hackamore and guided him up the hill. From the top, I saw the misty lights of Wydemont Creek in the distance. “C'mon, Horse.” I patted his neck and rode toward town.
It was probably close to midnight as we approached Wydemont. The rain gear was great camouflage as I rode down a side street and to the pier. The town was in full swing, with streams of ground and air cars, and enough casino lights on the main drag to challenge the stars.
But it was dark on the pier, with only a few well-spaced overhead lights. Three fishermen leaned against the rail, covered in raingear, their poles in the water. Tackle boxes lay by their sides.
“Catch anything?” I asked as I rode by.
“Not yet,” one answered without turning. He threw back his pole and sent the line sailing into the water. The Appaloosa whinnied and reared. He came down hard on front legs and bucked. I found myself sitting on the pier.
“You crotefucker!” I jumped up as he bolted. He slammed into a fisherman with his shoulder. The fisherman was knocked down. I saw his green tail lash out from under the rain suit.
“Oh, shit!” The three Altairians were between me and the street. How could they have known? And then, as I ran to the end of the pier, I remembered. Joe had once said that a comlink can be traced even when shut off, once you have its primary location.
I skidded to a stop and ripped off a wooden sign that said End of Pier. The Altairian out front reached me and drew back a fist. I lifted the sign and gritted my teeth as I held it out, stiff-armed. He hit it and howled. “My hand! I broke my hand.”
The next one reached me and I swung the sign and caught him on the side of the head. He gasped and tripped over his feet. I gave him a kick that sent him into the water. The third crote stopped and looked at me, legs braced, unsure what to do. “Here, catch!” I threw the sign to him and he caught it. Then he growled, threw down the sign and leaped at me. I dived off the pier and into cold water. I swam to a piling and pulled myself under the pier.
“Where did the prit go?” one of them called.
“He's under the pier!” another answered.
I pulled myself along by the pilings, out past the pier and into deep, dark water. The pull of the tide was incoming. I sidestroked, low in the water, without splashing, and swam out into the harbor where the current was stronger. I took out my comlink, turned it on and let it go. The green light disappeared as it sank. “Go fetch!” I muttered.
“He's got to be under here someplace,” I heard. “Spread out. We'll let the prit freeze to death under the pier.”
The current dissipated further into the harbor and I swam, shivering, to a sandy beach away from the pier, and crawled out, staying low to the ground.
“Going for a midnight swim?” a voice asked.
I jumped.
A group of four Terran scuba divers stood around a small fire.
I got up and approached, rubbing my arms through the rain jacket. “Mind if I join you?” I asked with my teeth chattering.
“Come ahead,” a male diver said. “Is that some new kind of wet suit?” He grinned.
“Wish it were.” I shrugged out of the soaked raingear and stood near the fire.
A woman, still in her wet suit, handed me a towel and smiled. “Neoprene's warmer, you know.”
“Yeah.” I dried myself off as best I could.
“Catch anything?” a teenaged boy asked and chuckled as he stripped off his suit.
I was still shivering. “Probably pneumonia.”
An older man with a white mustache walked over with a blanket and a cup of hot coffee. “You better warm up before hypothermia sets in.”
“Thanks.” I wrapped myself in the blanket. My hand shook as I took the coffee and drank some. I watched the three Altairians spread out along the pier.
The older diver looked back at them. “Friends of yours?”
“No.” I gestured toward the artificial gills and sonar headgear. “That's some hi-tech equipment you've got,” I said, to change the subject. “I didn't know New Lithnia imported this stuff.”
He glanced at the Altairians. “It doesn't come cheap, but we manage.”
“Looks like they lost something under the pier,” the younger man said.
I shrugged and drank more coffee.
The woman picked up a bug bag full of flapping crusties. “We're going to cook these on the beach. Want to join us?”
I shook my head. “I just ate,” I lied.
She chuckled. “You shouldn't eat before a dive, tag.”
“Why don't you sit in our T-Bear Cub,” the older man said and gestured toward a ground-air craft. “I'll turn on the heat and you can warm up.”
“Sounds great.” I went to the vehicle and slid into the driver's seat. “Nice Cub,” I said as he reached in, started it, and turned on the heater. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and let the warm air wash over me.
“I just bought her two weeks ago,” he said. “It's fully insured.” He closed the door and walked back to his group.
Now what did he mean by that? I thought.
I hated to do it. I really did, but I threw the shift into gear, punched the power button, and tore across the beach and onto the dark side street. I turned the Bear Cub west, toward our camp, and floored it.
When I was past Wydemont, I swung into a dark dirt road, turned off the lights, and lifted the craft. Two sets of lights rose behind me and spread out. Might just be people returning from the casinos.
Then again…
When I checked the rear mirrors, the lights were gone. Had they landed, or were they also running dark?
I banked the craft and headed north, away from our camp, just in case I was the Judas goat leading Slade's men to our camp's location. It's fully insured, the white-haired diver had said. Was that an invitation to steal the craft and head home with Slade's men on my tail? Their hi-tech dive gear was expensive. So was this fast, sleek craft. Who was paying the bill? I wondered as I soared over a snow-peaked mountain.
Suddenly the engine whined down and sputtered. “What the hell!” I was losing altitude. Fast! A button flashed. On Star Engaged, it read.
“Oh my God!”
The craft plummeted, silently gliding as I tried to guide it between peaks. Somewhere, in a Wydemont Creek police station, an operator had shut down the vehicle and turned it into a glider.
With my eyes glued open and my heart demanding to be set free, I tightened my seat belt, turned on the lights, and rode the thermals down into a black valley.
“Please, Great Mind,” I prayed as I pulled up the nose and slammed into the ground, “no rocks!”
The Cub plowed a furrow deep enough to plant a crop, or to plant me. It flipped and slid to a halt upside down. The seatbelt was jammed. I hung there, looking at the ground overhead and the sky below. The alarm announced Emergency. No fucking kidding! The red light blinked. The siren wailed. With my great view of the night sky, I saw the lights of two crafts as they lowered.
I tried desperately to release the seatbelt, but it held fast, protecting the pilot.
From what! I thought as I smelled wires burning. Christ and Buddha, I had to get out of the Cub. I would even welcome Slade's men, but they would probably let me burn.
I was breathing hard as I tried to hold onto a floor strut to get my weight off the belt and open it. My hand slipped off. If I got out of this alive, I would never leave the house again without my stingler. I could have cut the belt with the swipe of a hot beam. Speaking of which…
Smoke!
And the bitter odor of wires burning.
Spirit! I screamed in my mind. Do something. Spirit!
What would you have me do?
Send help. Quick!
It is on its way, Terran. May I go now?
Why are you always in a hurry?
Why are you always in trouble?
I didn't ask for this!
But somehow, Jules Rammis, it always finds you. I have a mountain range to see to, on the southern continent of Halcyon. It's too high as it stands. The land to the east is desert. I have to shave down the peaks.
I looked around. But all I saw was sky.
Then the whine of motors. Had Slade's men landed?
Three upside down land vehicles approached, bouncing across the field without lights.
Who are they? I sent. But Spirit was gone.
“Whoever you are,” I gasped as flames shot up behind me and lit the console with red light, “drive faster!” My back was warming. “Great Mind!”
My eyes stung from smoke. I coughed with every breath. “Help!” I yelled, and struggled to release the belt as the vehicles screeched to a slippery stop in low vegetation. “Get me out of here.”
“Hang on!” someone yelled as Terrans jumped out of the vehicles and raced to the Cub.
“What do you think I'm doing?” I felt like a bat. A very warm bat.
The pilot's door was pulled open. A shadowy figure reached inside and lifted me. Another released the seat belt and I slid to the roof of the Cub, rolled, and fell out.
“C'mon!” someone shouted. “It could blow.”
I was disoriented as I staggered to a vehicle with a hand on my arm, steadying me. The whine of two aircraft landing grew as they taxied toward us.
“Let's go!” the man told the driver as we threw ourselves into the rear of the vehicle. He needed no persuasion as he hit the power and we were thrown back against the seats. A missile exploded in our path and flung dirt and pebbles into the windshield. The driver swerved right and headed for a line of trees not far ahead. The two other vehicles bounced alongside.
“They should spread out,” I said.
“Oh?” the driver called over his shoulder. “You know all about escaping from Boss Slade's guards?”
Then we were into the trees. A second blast sounded behind us.
I looked back and saw the Cub reduced to spinning pieces of flying metal. Oh, well. The owner was fully insured. Though I'll bet Lithium Love Mine was paying the bill.
Night closed around us in the thick woods. The driver slowed. “We lost them, Mack,” he told the man beside me.
“How did you know where to find me?” I asked.
“We've been tracking you since you showed up at the pier,” Mack said. He was an older man with a speckled black beard, a low brow, and thick black hair. “We were hoping you'd return.”
“Any particular reason?” I asked.
“We've been trying to hook up with your platoon.”
“What makes you think I'm part of a platoon?”
He gave me a cold look. Or maybe it was just the deep shadows of darkness. “Let's not play games, Jules. We're a deep cover operation from Alpha.”
“Oh?” Alpha had no jurisdiction on New Lithnia.
“I know what you're thinking,” he said. “We're not subject to the Worlds Alliance's handbook. We're here to shut down Love Mine once and for all. When we reach our HQ, you can contact Alpha on our SPS and confirm my information. Does that suit you?”
“It helps.” I sat back. “I want to talk to Starfleet Commander Ca Prez.”
The driver, a young, heavyset, bald tag, glanced back.
“She's not available,” Mack said. “She's on a mission. Watch where you're driving, Darryl.”
That was bullshit. An SPS unit, a Stellar Positioning System, could worm through the furthest known star systems and surrounding parsecs.
“When will she be back on Alpha?” I asked.
“No one has that information,” Mack said. “It's a secret mission.”
More bullshit! Starfleet commanders did not take their ships on clandestine missions. I had to act on the assumption that these were Slade's hired Terran guns.
“I'm pretty worn out.” I rubbed my eyes and lowered my head to my hand as we drove deeper into the woods. The headlights bounced off strange, great-boled trees. I had to get in touch with someone from the team. I would not reveal the location of our camp before warning them.
I'd never tried a tel-link at this distance, perhaps fifteen miles, southwest, considering that I had turned north. None of my team were sensitives. Were any of Big Sarge's men? It was a long shot, literally, to send a probe with a message that far.
Still, it was worth a try and the only plan I could devise at the moment.
I imaged a red coil behind my eyes. I lowered my shields and let my essence lift from the protection of the flower Star Speaker had given me as an image to lock onto. I reached down to the core of my being and spun the coil with my life energy.
“He fell asleep,” Mack told Darryl.
I pictured a tornado spinning, sucking up my energy like a warm current and creating a vortex. Wind howled within my mind. Energy coalesced in the center of my being. This was going to cost me, I knew. I spun the tornado faster, a dark monster surging up, moving toward my objective, fifteen miles away. I pictured water rising into a frothing tsunami, racing ahead of the black, spinning funnel. I gave it all the energy I had to give, and it left me drained. I probed for our campsite.
There!
In the clearing by the lake. The image came like a holo stage of real life. I forced the tornado to swell, an electromagnetic storm that enveloped the men outside the cabin, and then I threw the message: Danger! Enemy approaching! I felt it invade minds and flash through neurons. And I knew I had hit my mark.
I couldn't hold back a groan. My breath came quick and I leaned my head against the seat, suddenly weak and overheated. I pressed my hands to my temples as lightning strokes seared my brain.
Joe and Chancey would read the send and know it came from me. They would understand that the campsite was about to be discovered. Through the pain of the headache, I felt a sense of elation at the knowledge that I had just increased my tel power. It would never again revert to its former dimensions.
“Are you all right?” Mack asked me.
I opened my eyes and nodded. “Long day.”
Darryl pulled up to a shack in the woods. The other two cars stopped alongside us.
“Let's go inside,” Mack told me. “You make the call and then you can rest and get something to eat.”
“Thanks.” I stumbled out of the vehicle. “That's kind of you.”
“Anything to help a compatriot.”
Ten men left the two vehicles and talked in groups.
I went inside and glanced around the one-room shack. The walls were rotted and moldy. Rodents scurried out through broken planks in the floor. If this were HQ, where was the control center? The room was bare, but in one corner sat the SPS unit. That much was real.
Mack went to it, turned it on and put in a call to a Lieutenant Colonel Jack Adams.
Sure, I thought as he handed me the mic. Lieut. Colonel Jack Adams of the Lithium Love Mine. Even his voice had a metallic ring, but his Terran dialect was perfect. I guess I was supposed to be impressed that he talked to me in Terran instead of stelspeak.
“I've heard of you, Mister Rammis,” he said. “Have you given our undercover agents the location of your base camp so they can link up?”
“It's difficult to find, sir,” I said. “I'll take them there.”
“Good enough. Corporal Mackenzie is in charge. You'll take orders from him.”
“Certainly, sir.”
“Over and out.” He broke the link.
Don't hold your breath, I thought as I shut off the unit.
Damn, I was hungry. I hadn't eaten in probably a day. I looked around the room. No sous chef. No stove. No sink. “You keep any food in here?” I asked Mack.
“There's some power bars.” He gestured toward a cabinet.
Power bars! I hate power bars. But I went to the cabinet, took out a box of Taste of the Natural: granola and raisin bars, and ate one.
“Take the box,” Mack said, “and let's go. The sooner we hook up with your people, the better.”
Not in my book, I thought and walked out of the shack.
One of the tags from another vehicle came out carrying the SPS unit and put it in a vehicle's trunk.
Some headquarters, I thought.
I led Darryl on a circuitous route through thick woods to our camp to give my team the most time to prepare, and leave, and finished the whole box of granola bars on the way.
Finally, Mack leaned forward and peered out the front windshield. “Are you sure about this route?” he asked me. “We should have hit a road by now.”
“It's secluded,” I said. “Off the road…and the map.”
He checked his watch. We've been traveling for forty five minutes. We're climbing into the next mountain range. It's snowbound. There's nothing up there!"
“It's not that much further,” I said. But as I looked around, I realized I was lost.
“Are you playing games with us?” he asked.
“No.” I bit my lip. “I think I'm lost.”
“That's just great!” he said. “What town is the camp near?”
“Bolton Springs.”
“Why the hell didn't you just say so? We're northwest of Bolton Springs. Darryl!” He pointed to our left. “That way.”
Darryl turned the vehicle left and we bounced through vegetation. The two other vehicles followed.
“How do you know which way is southeast?” I asked him.
“For Christ's sake, don't you have any sense of direction?”



Chapter Fourteen
The campsite was deserted. You'd never know anybody had lived there. We got out of the vehicles and Mack's people checked the area. A few of them went into the cabin, then emerged. One man looked at Mack and shook his head.
“So where the hell are they?” Mack asked me.
I glanced around. “They were here when I left. Must've decided to move on. You know how it is with guerrilla fighters. Hit and run, and set up a new camp.”
He came close to me. His teeth were yellow. I smelled tobacco on his breath. “And they didn't tell you where they'd be running to?”
I backed up. “I left kind of suddenly.”
“You know what?”
“What?”
“I don't fucking believe you.”
“What reason would I have to lie to you? We're compatriots, right?”
“How were you going to find your platoon, compatriot?” He grabbed my vest. “What's the plan to hook up at the next camp?”
“No plan,” I said. “Stragglers are supposed to meet with a team member at Two Sons and a Dad's Tavern in Bolton Springs.”
He let go of my vest. “Then that's where we'll go,” he said too softly and patted my cheek. “Now get inside the vehicle.”
“You're coming on a little strong for a compatriot, aren't you?” I said, hoping to convince him that I still thought we were on the same side." I mean, I'm supposed to take orders from you, but –”
“Get into the vehicle!” He smacked my cheek. I fell back against the door. “I don't care what you thought,” he said. “After that ride you took us on in the woods, I don't trust you. You got that? You could be one of Slade's boys.”
“Who, me?” I got in, holding my stinging cheek.
Mack slid in next to me.
Time to form an escape plan.
I could probably influence Mack and Darryl with a deep probe. But twelve men were far too many. The best I could do was to tel-link and find out what they were thinking. No help there.
We pulled up in front of the tavern, got out, and went inside. George, behind the bar, straightened and plastered a smile on his face. Thirteen customers. That should make his day. His sons hurried to wipe tables that still had empty dishes and glasses.
“Sit down,” Mack told me and motioned to an empty table.
I sat.
He looked around. A few patrons were at the bar. Two others played pool. “Well?” he said. “Which one is he?”
“He's not here yet.” I checked my watch. “He's supposed to show up at six o'clock. It's only four thirty-five.”
Tall, skinny Ted came to the table, all smiles, and wiped it off with a damp dishcloth. “What can I get you gents?”
Mack slid me a look.
“Coffee,” I said.
Ted held his smile and waited.
“You buying?” I asked Mack. "My credcount's locked.
“Whatever,” he said.
“A slice of mudpie,” I told Ted.
He nodded at Mack. “And you, sir?”
“What the hell's mudpie?” Mack asked. “All right. Mudpie, and a beer.”
It would be dark in half an hour. I decided to wait until then to make my move.
The mudpie was dry, with added fillers. The coffee was weak. The cream was powdered.
Smoke thickened the air as the men lit cigarettes and cigars. An old holo stage replayed a Terran film, probably sixty years old, and flickering.
A woman with platinum hair piled on her head, eyes so green they never came with the DNA, and a low-cut tight, shiny pink dress, sauntered to our table and leaned on it.
Mack's gaze was glued to her breasts.
“Hi, cupcake,” she said to me and smiled. “Want to buy me a drink?”
“Sorry.” I shrugged. “Locked credcount.”
She slid into the chair between me and Mack. “Then suppose I buy you a drink?” She pursed her bright red lips and threw me a kiss.
“I can buy you a drink,” Mack told her.
She kept her eyes on me. “I was asking cupcake.”
I smiled.
“You should do that more often,” she said.
Mack leaned toward her and was inches from her cheek. “He's with me, slut.”
She moved away from him. “Is that true?” she asked me.
Dusk was settling into darkness. It was time to implement my plan. “Well,” I said and fluttered a hand, “he pays the bills.”
She sighed and got up. “What a shame.” She swished her dress as she walked away.
I stood up.
“Where do you think you're going?” Mack asked.
“I've got to pee. Want to come along?”
“Yeah.” He got up.
“OK.”
He followed me to the men's room.
I took a urinal, closed my eyes and spun a red coil as I peed. This was a new experience for me. I wondered if I could chew gum at the same time. A probe was easy after the tornado I had conjured.
Mack was in the next stall. I strengthened the coil, spun it faster, and attached a message as I threw it. Close your eyes and keep them closed.
You cannot open your eyes.
He moaned and rubbed his closed eyes as I tiptoed toward him and grabbed his stingler from out its holster. He felt it, turned, and almost sprayed me with urine as I shoved the weapon in my waistband and went to the small window.
“Where are you?” he called and staggered out of the urinal, his hands waving as he felt for something solid. “Come back here!”
I opened the window, lifted myself, and slid outside. “If I wanted to come back, crotefucker,” I called, “I wouldn't be leaving.”
“Get him! He's escaping,” I heard Mack yell as I trotted to the closest vehicle, slid into the driver's seat, and started it.
Mack's men piled out the front door as I threw the vehicle into gear and floored it, spewing a fantail of gravel and dirt as they raced toward me. “Eat shit and die, mother fuckers!” I threw back.
But I knew they wouldn't be far behind. I raced down the road and skidded into a dirt path.
Shouldn't have done that, I thought, as I saw the raised dust in my taillights.
I heard tires screech as the two vehicles plowed to a stop on the main road, drove back in reverse, and sped down the dirt road behind me, lights blazing.
Open terrain ahead. I tied the seatbelt around the steering wheel, slowed the vehicle, and then punched in buttons to program it to gain speed in ten seconds.
“Go fetch!” I said, jumped out and rolled. I ran to a big-boled tree with a spiky trunk, climbed it, and huddled among thick branches and bushy leaves.
I closed my eyes and tried to relax as I lowered my shields and probed. The simple thoughts of forest animals were a barrier I had to break through. After a few minutes, I linked with a human mind. Unfamiliar. One of Slade's men? But then, a softer awareness, a gentler psyche. Feminine, I thought. I felt her deep concern and sadness. Sophia! Her presence came like an image seen in subdued light. An image familiar in its way of moving and thinking.
I climbed down the trunk and sprinted in the direction of Sophia's siren call. It shouldn't be far. The tel-link was strong. I saw an image of three campfires in thick woods. Shadowy figures moved among them.
Suddenly, angry thoughts clawed at my mind like frustrated predators. Mack's men had found the vehicle overturned in a ravine. Empty. Its wheels spinning. They were not pleased.
For the next two hours, I moved cautiously through heavy woods. One of New Lithnia's moons was up. It threw enough eerie light for me to pick my path.
Sophia… Her concern was for me, I knew. I felt her guilt and regret that she had betrayed me. No! I sent. You didn't betray me, my Sophia. My beautiful Sophia. But she was not a sensitive and there was no response. We moved in different spheres, Sophia and I. But I was closing the rift between us as I sprinted across a clearing, breathing hard.
Finally, I had to stop and rest. I sat with my back against a tree, felt around in my vest pocket, and pulled out half a granola bar. I was about to eat it when a small, brown-furred creature with white stripes down his back crept cautiously to my foot, stood on hind legs, and sniffed the air.
I tossed the bar to him. He scurried away. With my shields down, I felt his sudden fear, his small heart quickening in his chest. On a hunch, I enveloped him in a soothing link and felt him respond. The diminutive forest creature had a simple cell cluster in his brain to receive.
I smiled and remained very still as he came back, hesitating with each step, holding up a paw as he watched me. Then he grabbed the bar and fled.
I hope you enjoy it more than me, I thought, got up, and continued toward Sophia and my team. I think it was then that I realized I loved her.
I saw the lights of the three campfires flickering between trees as I jogged toward the camp. And was knocked to the ground with a cry. I swung a fist at the dark figure that held me down with his arm across my throat. He blocked it. I tried to kick him. He blocked that too. He pressed down on my windpipe. I gasped for air that wasn't there and grabbed my stingler. He gripped my wrist and yanked the weapon out of my hand. I made a desperate try for a tel-link. I connected, but the coil was too hurried and weak for a message.
Suddenly he let go of me and jumped up.
I coughed and got to my knees. “Don't hit!”
“Jules? Oh, crotes!” he said. “Sorry, tag.”
I sat up and stared at his mop of black hair, his deep-set eyes, and blades for cheekbones. “Attila?” I croaked.
He helped me to my feet. “I thought you were one of Slade's people. Chi of the Great Lee Family! Why didn't you call out, man? Let us know you were coming?”
I coughed. “I didn't expect to be attacked by Kung Fu!”
“Oh, here.” He gave me back the stingler and brushed leaves off me. “We got your tel message and broke camp. We figured Slade's squad might be right behind us, you know? Ready to relay our position back to his HQ.” He took my arm. “Come on, man, the boys'll be happy to see you. So will Huff and your lady.”
I rubbed my throat as we walked into camp.
“Hey, tags,” Attila called, “look what I found in the woods!”
And almost killed in the woods, I thought but didn't say.
The men came forward from the campfires.
“If it ain't pretty boy!” Big Sarge strode up. “Where the hell've you been?” He slapped my back.
Not my back, I thought.
“C'mon,” he said. “There's some people here been crying in their soup over you. Me, I want a debriefing.”
The men gathered around me.
“Hey, Superstar!” a few called.
I nodded and walked to the closest fire. A tall, bulky white figure stood under the shadow of a tree.
“Huff?” I strode to him. “Huff!”
He threw his forearms around me and lifted me off the ground. “Jules! My Terran Jules friend. I did not know if I should interfere with the welcoming congratulations happy-to-see-you-again.”
“Huff.” I laughed as he put me down. “My good friend Huff. When aren't I happy to see you again?”
He paused and furrowed his brow. “When you are in the woods locked with the Sophia female Terran.”
“OK. But that's the only time.”
He shook his head and wiped tears. “I have worried my fur off for you. Look.” He extended a hand. Patches of fur were missing. “This much have I worried. But my liver is glad for your return.” He licked my cheek and I laughed.
“Ah,” Chancey said as he strolled over, “fur ball's got his cub back. Now we can all get some friggin' sleep without listening to him whine.” He grinned broadly and threw his arms around me. “Are you still in one piece, man?”
“I try to be. How's Bat?”
“He's coming along.”
“That's a relief. Where is he?”
He pointed to a campfire. “Over there, with Joe.”
As we approached, I looked around for Sophia, but didn't see her.
Bat was propped against a bedroll. Joe sat next to him.
“Joe.” I nodded. “Hi, Bat.”
He waved.
Joe got up. He looked tired. I extended a hand, but he hugged me. “Are you all right, son?”
“I'm good,” I said.
He took my face in his hands and just stared at me. Then he let go and shook his head.
“I'm OK. Really, Dad.”
He nodded toward Bat. I sat beside him, cross-legged. “How you feeling, rebel?” He did look stronger.
“A little better. Good to see you, Superstar. Slay any dragons lately?”
I laughed.
“Yeah, man,” Chancey said. “I saw a stack of them in the woods. And that's just today's kills.”
“Kid.” Joe gestured toward a tree.
There, in the shadow of branches, she stood with a hand on the trunk.
“She's been waiting for you, Bubba,” Bat said. “Your lady was worried sick that something happened to you because of her.”
Joe motioned toward Sophia. “Talk to her, Jules. Get things straightened out between you. She's a good woman.”
I bit my lip. “You think she still wants to see me?”
“I think,” Huff said, “she sees you from here. Her eyesight is good.”
“Damn!” Chancey kicked a rock. “For a smart tag,” he told me, “you sure are dumb.”
I stood up and glanced at Joe. He nodded. I walked toward her.
“Hey, pretty boy!” Big Sarge called in his booming voice."
I paused.
“When she turns you loose of her apron strings, I want to debrief you.”
“OK.” I went to her and smiled. “Hi.”
Her lower lip quivered. Then she began to cry.
“Don't do that.” I wiped her cheek with a thumb.
She cried harder.
“Sophia. Don't cry. Please!”
“I'm sorry.” She wiped her eyes.
“No. No, I'm sorry. It was my fault.”
She shook her head. “I should have known better.”
“No. I should have explained better. I mean, it wasn't your fault.”
Her shoulders shook as she sobbed harder.
“Please don't cry.” I felt tears burn behind my eyes.
She threw her arms around me. “I love you so much!”
“I…” My throat choked up. “I know.”
“You know I love you?”
I nodded and sniffed, then wiped an arm across my nose.
“From the first time I saw you.” She wiped my eyes with her sleeve. “Your tattoos are peeling off.”
“Sophia.” I took her face in the palms of my hands. “This isn't easy for me to say.”
“You're leaving, aren't you? I knew it!”
“Leaving? Where would I go?”
“God only knows, with you.”
“I…I'm trying to say –” I took a breath and looked into her indigo eyes, her chiseled features, her wide, full mouth, so alluring, yet child-like in its sensitivity. I rubbed my hands through her thick curly black hair. “I…I'm trying to say I love you too. I want us to be together.”
Her eyes widened. Her lips parted. “You mean that?”
“I think so. Yeah. I do.”
“Oh my God! Oh, Jules.” She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. “Babe,” she whispered, “I'll never love another man as long as I live.”
I thought about that. “OK.”
She chuckled. “Good enough.”
I kissed her wet cheek, the tip of her nose, her mouth. “My beautiful Sophia.”
She lifted to her toes and pressed against me. “Let's celebrate.”
“Wine?”
She took my hand and led me deeper into the woods. “Better than wine.”
“There they go again!” I heard Big Sarge say.
I was bone-tired, but I would try to please my lady.
We found a grotto in the darkness of woods, entered, and gently undressed each other.
She had to work at it a bit, but finally, I was ready for her. I knew I'd never have an orgasm, so I just followed her lead and when I felt she was reaching it, I held her tight and moved with her.
When it was over, she cuddled against me and I stroked her arm. Until I fell asleep.
It was morning when I awoke. I was still naked, but wrapped in a bedroll, with an air pillow under my head and a note next to me. Sweet Dreams, Babe. Sophia had brought me a bucket of water, a washcloth, towel, soap, shaving kit, toothbrush, and a comb. I used them all. But I shivered in the cool morning air as I washed, and quickly dried myself and got dressed. I peeled off the rest of the tattoos, and shrugged into my jacket.
Outside the grotto, the air was moist and full of the scent of plant life and the chirping of forest creatures. The sky was overcast. Again. I wondered if it would ever shine pink again on New Lithnia.
I walked back to camp with the folded bedroll and the other stuff under my arms.
The group was gathered, having breakfast. “Got a horse you don't want?” I asked Sunny, the old, bent cook, sunken-chested, and quick, with a smile in his blue eyes, as he ran one of the sous chef units.
“If horses laid eggs,” he said. “How about some pancakes instead?”
“OK. Stack 'em high, Sunny. I'm starved.”
He ripped open an ingredient packet. “I'll make them extra large.”
I walked over to where Joe, Chancey, Bat, Huff, Big Sarge, Attila, Apache John, and Priest sat in a circle, studying a wrinkled map on the ground.
“Morning. Anybody seen Sophia?” I asked.
“I have seen her,” Huff said.
I waited. Finally, I said, “Huff, do you know where she is?”
“Yes.”
Chancey chuckled.
“She's riding her horse in the woods,” Joe said. “She the mare needed exercise. Sit down.”
Huff moved over and I sat between him and Joe. “Did you sleep in the well?” Huff asked.
“What?” I said. “Oh. Sleep well. Yeah, thanks, Huff. You?”
“Me?” he answered.
“Did you sleep well, too?”
“Yes, my Terran Jules friend. I slept as though in a black well.”
I looked around. The four vehicles were gone.
“You wonderin' about the crafts?” Big Sarge asked.
I nodded.
“Couple of the boys went out to meet the arms merchants. They made planetfall last night.”
I shifted position. “Then we're getting close to invading the mine?”
“Don't be so hasty,” Sarge said and gestured toward the map. “We're planning our first operation.” He stroked his drooping beard. “I want to know every step you took from the time you left camp to your return here. It just might prove useful.”
“OK.”
I was halfway through relating my experiences when Sunny sauntered over with a plate stacked with extra large pancakes. He put it beside me with a tube of syrup. “This should fill your gut for a while,” he said. “I just put on a fresh brew.”
“Thanks, Sunny.” I continued telling the group of my experience at the pier.
Chancey reached past Huff, picked up a pancake, rolled it and ate it.
Priest nodded solemnly at the pancakes. “You have one more you don't need?”
“Sure.” I stopped talking and passed him one.
“They look pretty good,” Bat said.
“Oh, here.” I gave one to Huff, who sat to my right, and he passed it to Bat. “Syrup?” I asked.
“Sounds good,” Bat said.
I handed the tube to Huff. He licked it and handed it to Bat. “So,” I said, “when I got to the beach, there was a group of –”
“I wouldn't mind trying one,” Joe, who sat to my left, said.
“Help yourself,” I told him.
He took one. “Pass me the syrup, Bat.”
He did. Huff licked it again on its way to Joe, who wiped the tube, squeezed out syrup, rolled the pancake, and ate it.
“I would help you eat your flat bread,” Huff told me, “but it would not fit well in my Vegan stomachs.”
“Don't worry about it!” I told him. “So,” I said, “it turned out that the divers are in Slade's pocket, like everyone else in Wydemont Creek.”
“I was afraid of that,” Sarge said, and pulled on his mustache. “Throw over one of those pancakes.”
“Sure.” I did and he caught it. Joe passed him the tube. “So I stole their Bear Cub and headed back to –”
“Hey, Star,” Attila said to me, “flip one over here, would you?”
I took a pancake from my dwindling stack and threw it like a Frisbee to Attila. He snatched it out of the air with a motion that was a blur. “Want one?” he asked Apache John, who sat next to him.
John hunched forward and grinned crookedly. “White man's food. OK.”
Attila handed him the pancake. “Hey,” he called to me, “got another one?”
I looked at my last pancake. “Why not?” I flipped it to him. “So somebody turned on the On Star unit and the craft –”
Sunny returned and set a cup of coffee next to me. “I guess you were hungry!” He picked up the empty plate and started back.
“Wait a minute,” I called and he paused. “Another stack, if you don't mind.”
“Are you serious?” Sunny looked at the group. “Where does he put it all?”
Joe swallowed and wiped his mouth. “He's a growing boy.”
“Very funny!” I said.
Priest allowed himself the crack of a smile. I saw Chancey's shoulders shake as he lowered his head and laughed.
I picked up the cup and extended it. “Anybody want my coffee?”
“No,” Huff said. “Thank you, my Terran good friend, but I am waiting for the fat'n eyeballs Sunny promised to me.”
“Mack and his people are a pack of whores,” Sarge stood up and brushed off his pants. “They swindle their employers, and they don't want to fight.”
“That seems like a contradiction,” I said.
“If they fight and win,” Sarge informed me, “they're out of a job. So they stretch it out as far as possible.” He shrugged. “Then again, some employers try to swindle their hired guns. It's a dirty business.”
I thought of all the deaths. No kidding?
The whine of vehicles reverberated through the woods. The men stood up and unholstered their weapons. But our own four land and air craft bounced through the dirt path in single file and pulled into camp.
Except for Bat and Huff, my group got up and went to the vehicles with the rest of the men.
I was about to follow when Sunny plunked down another stack of pancakes in front of me. “Now don't eat them all at once.” He shook his head. “Make yourself sick!” He walked to a vehicle.
“OK,” I called back, “I won't. Thanks.” I dug into the pancakes. “You know, you're looking better,” I told Bat. “How are you feeling?”
He nodded. “Better.”
“The medic taking good care of you?”
“Ty. That boy knows what he's doing.”
“Glad to hear that. Want another?” I gestured toward the pancakes.
He shook his head and smiled through puffed lips. “I already owe you too much.”
“You don't owe me anything.”
“If it weren't for you, I'd be in an anonymous grave somewhere outside the mine.”
“True.” I speared a pancake and chewed. “And if it weren't for you, I'd be in the next grave.”
He lifted his brows. “It was touch and go there for a while.”
We watched the men slide out long boxes from the back of one vehicle.
Bat gestured toward them. “You better have a full credcount with all the hardware they're unloading.”
“I do. But I let Joe take care of the business details. I can't keep my credcount balanced.”
He chuckled.
“What's so funny?”
“Oh. Just picturing Joe hunched over a credcount report, muttering, and trying to make heads and tails of it. Only you could turn him into an accountant.”
“It wasn't easy.” I glanced back at the vehicles, with the men crowded around them now, and stood up. “If the gods and those weapons be with us, Boss Slade and his lackeys will be in those anonymous graves, or running for their lives.”
“Bubba.”
“Yeah, Bat?”
“Let Sarge's mercenaries do their work. That's what you're paying them for.”
“I want him, Bat. I don't think I can sleep until the slaves are free, and Boss Slade's paying for their torture and deaths.”
Bat closed his eyes and sighed. He opened them. “And if that happens, how long will you sleep with all the other injustices in the known worlds?”
“This one's different.”
“How so?”
“It's a plate that was laid before me.” I stood up. “A cold plate, begging for revenge. Guess I'll go take a look at the goodies I'm paying for.”
I turned and saw Sophia ride out of the woods on her Arab mare, Stormy.
She rode bareback, dressed in a white Buccaneer blouse with puffy sleeves and silver filigree, and gray, fitted pants. Her black hair was draped around her soft shoulders as she guided her steed into camp.
I paused and stared.
What is it about a beautiful lady riding bareback on a white horse? It must evoke some archetype in our subconscious. She seemed to ride out of a romantic era, fashioned in gentler times, with shafts of sunlight breaking through clouds behind her. Whatever the allure, it was damned sexy. Some of the men turned to stare.
I strode to her and smiled.
She bent low over Stormy's shoulder and we kissed. The men turned back to the weapons.
“Did you have a nice ride, Soph.? I missed you.”
She smiled. “It was beautiful, but not perfect.”
“The cloudy sky?”
She touched my cheek. “I'm used to cloudy days. It was my love that was missing.” She ran her fingers through my hair. “You need a haircut, love, like flowers need rain.”
I laughed and gave her my stock answer. “Naw. It keeps my neck warm.”
“Pretty soon it's going to keep your sweet derriere warm.”
“You'll be the first to know when I decide on a haircut. OK?”
“Jules!” Sarge called from the back of a vehicle and held up a stingler holster. “Put your weapon in here before you blow off the family jewels.”
“Got to go,” I told Sophia.
“I'll come with you.” She rode next to me on her horse as I walked to Sarge.
The trunks of the vehicles were stuffed with long boxes. A few were open and the men were checking out some pretty heavy artillery.
“Well,” Big Sarge said to me, “what'dya think? Did we put your creds to good use?”
“I guess so. This hi-tech stuff is Greek to me.” I ran my fingers along a silver launcher that looked to be all business. “As long as it gets the job done.”
Sarge handed me the holster. I pulled the stingler from behind my waistband, strapped on the holster, and slid the weapon into it.
“It'll get the job done,” he said, “with the right tags behind it.” He waved at the boxes. “Since you're paying the bill, you get first dibs.”
I shook my head. “I'll stay with my trusty stingler. So now we've got the means. When do we go in and do the job?”
“I told you, don't be hasty. The first operation is hit and run. And when they chase us, they fall into our traps. Make the crotes spread themselves thin guarding the terrain around the mine.”
“OK, Sarge. The ball's in your court.” I walked to where Bat was sitting up, watching.
I looked back and saw Sophia talking to Sarge and pointing to me.
Sarge glanced my way, grinned, and nodded.
“Looks like Christmas morning in the garrison,” Bat commented.
“What?” I asked. “Oh, yeah.”
Sarge walked over to us, while Sophia dismounted and tied Stormy's reins to a sapling. She went to Chancey, who was peering through the sights of a beam rifle, pointed at me and said something to him.
He looked my way and nodded.
“Hey, pretty boy,” Big Sarge said, as Chancey and Sophia went to a tree stump, “your lady and the tiger want to talk to you. C'mon.” He motioned toward them.
My gut feeling said they had devised some sort of a plan. “Tell them to come here.” I looked at Bat.
He shrugged.
“It's a private conversation.” Sarge took my arm and pulled. “C'mon.”
“OK!” I went with him to the stump. “What's happening?” I asked Sophia and Chancey.
“Sit down,” Chancey said.
I looked around. “Why?”
“Because,” Sophia said and pulled a scissor and comb out of her back pocket, “you need a haircut.”
“I told you, love,” I said, “I'll let you know when I need a haircut. Now cut it out, all of you!”
Sophia snapped the scissors. “That's what we intend to do.”
“Over my dead body!” I said. “I'll decide what I need, and when. This isn't even funny anymore.” I turned and started to walk away.
Sarge gripped me around the chest.
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.
“I told you,” Chancey said airily, “he was going to turn this into a holy crusade. He's good at that.” He unwound a coiled length of rope that he'd held behind his back and tied it around my chest, pinning my arms. “Now sit.” He pushed me down, onto the stump. “Your lady wants you to get a haircut.”
Joe and Huff came over.
Joe chuckled. “It's about time. Way past time, in fact.”
“Why are they cutting off your fur?” Huff asked me. “Is it Terran shedding time? Why are you tied, Jules friend?”
I saw the fur rise on his neck and back. “It's OK, Huff. Really! It's OK. This is a Terran ritual at shedding time.”
His fur flattened again.
Sophia ran the comb through my hair and began to cut the back. “It's time for him to grow a new coat, Huff.”
“Not so short!” I said as my neck suddenly felt cold.
“It's either this, Babe, or a permanent. You were beginning to look like Hoag the Barbarian.”
I could've conjured a tel coil that would've affected them all, being so close. I could've forced them to cut their own hair or each other's. But these were my friends, and my love.
“Save the rope,” Chancey said and chuckled, “for the next time he needs a haircut.”
The crotes! I thought.
* * *
Sophia, Chancey, Joe, Huff and I sat with Big Sarge's band while he briefed the men. All bantering had been dropped as they stood or sat, listening quietly to their roles in the coming night's mission.
Big Sarge leaned back on the tailgate of his lead vehicle and stroked his mustache. “We go in as soon as it gets dark. That'll give us the whole night to complete our operation, if need be. We hit them fast, and we run. When they think we've retreated and they relax…” He turned and picked up an armed air beetle from the trunk. “We hit them again.”
I was familiar with the mechanical bug from my team's raid on the BEM's HQ on planet Denebria. They were equipped with cameras and could be guided to fly over an enemy position, target it and hit it with an explosive. A neat little package I didn't mind paying for.
Sarge put down the beetle and folded his muscular arms. “We won't let the bastards sleep, rest, or organize. They'll think they're surrounded by a superior force. That's it, boys.” He lifted off the tailgate. “You all know your part in this mission. Break up into your two and three-man cells and go over the details again with your teams.” He waved for me to come closer.
I did, followed by Sophia and Huff.
“Is this your team?” Sarge said and smirked. “Jules, I'd prefer that you wait in our next camp with the non-combatants.”
The non-combatants were Sophia, Huff, and Bat. “You told us yourself, Sarge,” I said, “in a small guerrilla band, every soldier is vital. I've got a stake in this.”
Sarge stared as Sophia took my arm, and sucked a tooth. “As long as you understand that we'll be hanging onto their belts and nobody's going back for a comrade in trouble. Can't afford it.”
I looked around. Hanging onto their belts? I thought.
“What the Sarge is saying,” a soldier offered, "is that we'll be so close to them they can't shoot at us without hitting each other.
“Suppose I hang back,” I told Sarge, “and, if my tel powers can help facilitate the mission, I'll be there to assist you.”
“We're the underdogs here,” Sarge said, “outnumbered about three to one. This is strictly hit and run. If you can't run, you'll be left behind. I won't lose more men to save one life. Is that understood?”
“I'll accept that,” I said, and felt Sophia clutch my arm tighter.
He nodded. “Your call.”
There was little said as the men quietly prepared for battle. I had the impression that each man was confident and proficient.
“I think you picked the right people,” I told Chancey. “I'm glad they're on our side.”
“Big Sarge and his tags are the best hired guns around the known star systems,” Chancey said as we walked back to Bat. “The tag handpicks all his people.”
Later, we sat, engrossed in our own thoughts, and ate a quiet supper. Then it was time for Sophia, Bat, and Huff to be driven to our next camp where they would wait for our return, further up in the mountains, in thick conifers.
I walked hand in hand with Sophia into the woods. She embraced me and I felt a welling of love as I held her slim, trembling body against me. I kissed her cheek gently and she sighed.
The night was warm, and rich with the smell of plant life.
“There's no use telling you to be careful,” she said with her head against my chest.
I kissed her hair. “I'll be careful.”
She shook her head.
“I will!” I smiled as I took her face between my hands. “I promise.” I kissed her lightly.
“You don't know how to be careful.”
I pressed her head against my chest and looked at the two moons winking behind scudding black clouds. Birdlike creatures chirped as they found branches to roost in for the night.
“Up to now,” I said, “I didn't have a reason to come home.” I shrugged. “Nobody burning a candle in the window for me.”
She looked up, her eyes shimmering with tears in moonlight. “I would wait for you,” she whispered, “for the rest of my life.”
I hugged her close. “Let's hope it won't be that long.”
“Jules!” Big Sarge called.
“Time for you to leave,” I told her and brushed dark curls off her face.
“Remember,” she said, “when you're in the middle of the battle, and you want to go that extra mile to help your team, that I'll be waiting for you to come back to me.”
“Jules, dammit!” Big Sarge called.
“We're on our way,” I called back.
We walked hand in hand out of the woods. Sophia mounted Stormy. Huff and Bat were already in a vehicle that would take them to our next campsite. Huff turned and looked at me. He had wanted to come on the raid, but his Vegan sensibilities just weren't appropriate for the fast commands and responses of a guerrilla unit.
He raised a furry paw. I raised a hand and held it there as the vehicle pulled away, with Sophia riding beside it. She looked back once, and then they were out of sight. I listened to the whine of the engine fade into the woods and wondered if I'd ever see them again.
* * *
Night fell like a curtain that hid our teams in its folds as we crouched behind trees and bushes surrounding the lit mine. Joe was beside me as I scanned the compound from a distance through night-vis graphoculars.
The slaves were still at work at this late hour. The sound of pick axes smashing crusted salt, the squeak of cart wheels being pulled by straining ponies, the shouted orders and snaps of whips, echoed through the woods.
High in the tower, the lit window shone like a beacon lighting hell. I pictured Boss Slade, hunched over a ledger scribbled in blood, counting his money. I wanted to tel-probe the bastard. He was a sensitive. I wanted him to know that we were coming for him. But I dared not alert him to the raid.
The teams were in their positions, close to the fences, just waiting for Big Sarge's order to fire simultaneously, making it look as though a large force was softening them up for an all-out invasion. Not tonight. This was the first hit and run, then hit again strategy.
“He runs a brutal ship,” Joe said.
“The time is ripe for a mutiny, Joe.”
As though on cue, I saw the blue beams of laser rifles flash into the mine from all sides. I bit my lip as I watched guards scream and go down. Others ran for cover. The big roof-mounted lasers, and the one set high on a stone stanchion in the middle of the compound, swung in different directions, searching. But there was no target for them to train their fire on.
Slaves ran to the safety of their hovels and crawled inside. Guards fired from cover. I knew that by then, the men were already in different positions.
“Let's go,” Joe said as a flare signal announced the retreat back to our vehicles. Our ride pulled up, and Joe and I scrambled into the back seats.
The driver maneuvered on the only road, a dirt path that led to the mine. He stopped and two men jumped into the open trunk. Our three other vehicles met us there in single file and we waited, our weapons pointed at the mine's front gate.
“Here they come,” one of the men said as the gate swung open and a convoy of land vehicles sped down the road, headlights bouncing, spotlights sweeping the trees.
My heart pounded as they approached us, but the four vehicles remained idling.
Then I saw why. As the convoy nailed us in its lights, a tree crashed down across the road between us. Then another hit the ground next to it.
The men in the rear of our vehicle threw out sharp, twisted spikes that would cause flats on any vehicle that made it around the trees. So we were bait. But why didn't the drivers take off?
Guards poured out of the convoy and ran to the downed trees, shouting and cursing. They could cut those trunks quickly with hot laser beams. Why were we still here?
My answer came quickly as blue laser flashes from both sides of the woods hit guards and sent them screaming into the dirt road. More guards were hit as they raced back to vehicles and I remembered what Big Sarge had said during briefing. “We can't afford to take prisoners.” This was all-out annihilation. I closed my eyes and wondered if Azut was among them.
Four of our men raced out of the woods, jumped into the vehicles, and we took off.
“Score one for us,” I whispered to Joe. But there was no satisfaction in my heart for the death of the guards.
“The game's just beginning,” he said.
As we rounded a turn, the two men in the back opened large containers and poured a thick liquid onto the road behind us.
“If they make it this far,” one of them said and laughed harshly, “they'll be careening into trees.”
We rendezvoused at a pre-determined place in the woods, by a grove of red-leafed trees, to re-group and take stock. Chancey approached us and I grabbed his arm. “Are you all right?”
He nodded, but he looked troubled. “Damn bloody work,” he said.
“Yeah.”
Big Sarge walked among his troops, calling out names. All but two responded. I felt a chill shoot through me as he called out “Priest! Josh!” for the second time. But only the forest creatures of the night answered with cries.
I realized I was squeezing Chancey's arm and let go. Joe shook his head.
“So be it,” Big Sarge said grimly and went to his lead vehicle. “Time for the second engagement.”
We were silent as we climbed into the vehicles and headed back toward the mine.
We left them parked in the woods, just before the wrecked road, and walked in, using the cover of trees.
“Joe,” Big Sarge said, “you and Jules wait here. We'll pick you up on our way out.” He motioned to Chancey. “C'mon.”
“Chancey!” I strode up to him. “Be careful. OK?”
“Hah!” He gripped my shoulder. “Look at this, man,” he said to Joe. “Mister Damn-The-Torpedoes is telling me to be careful.”
Joe nodded. “I'll second that, Chance.”
“OK, boss.” Chancey grinned and followed Sarge to his vehicle.
As the four vehicles pulled away, Joe looked around and shrugged. “Pick a tree you like.”
We sat behind a great-boled spiky tree, and I scanned the mine through the graphoculars. “Wait a minute!” I jumped up and peered through them again.
“What?” Joe got up.
“Oh my God!” The main gate was wide open. In the center of the compound, Priest stood tied to a stake, heaped with branches and logs. The slaves were grouped around the pyre, while guards trained rifles on them. “Oh, no!” I said. “They can't do that.”
Joe pulled the graphoculars from my limp hands and peered through them. “Jesus and Mary,” he whispered.
I stared at the mine, my mouth open. “Sarge won't attack? Will he?”
Joe slowly lowered the graphoculars. “He doesn't have a choice. Whenever he attacks, they'll light the fire.”
“No! Not even Slade could do that.”
“What's to stop him?”
I jumped as the first blue flash from our units bounced off a wall, barely missing a guard. “No!”
The guards took refuge behind the encircled slaves. The next laser flash hit a slave who was held by a guard for protection. The slave screamed and went down. He lay writhing on the ground.
I clutched my shirt at my throat, frozen. I had been hit in the side by a hot beam on planet Denebria. I cannot remember such agonizing pain as that wound.
And then, someone lit the pyre and I heard Priest cry out “No. For God's sake. Don't!”
I sank to my knees. “I can't let this happen.” I closed my eyes and imaged the red coil of my tel power. Growing. Spinning wildly. Out of control. Spirit! I sent. Spirit. I need your help. Please! It's not for me.
I know.
I've never killed anyone with tel power. Priest needs your help. We can't let him die this way.
Quiet your mind, Jules, Spirit sent. I cannot focus on one human mind alone. Spin the coil of your tel. Let it rise to its full power.
OK. OK. Priest's screams jarred my concentration, but I spun the coil, giving it my energy, until it felt as though a living creature was sucking my life force.
Now focus the coil, Spirit sent.
OK. I concentrated it into a tight funnel.
Flames rose and Priest's screams became shrieks.
Now what? I cried within my mind. Spirit?
Throw it at his brain and seek out the core. What you call the brain stem. When you find it, sear it with your tel coil. It will kill him instantly.
Yes, I sent. I pictured a brain stem within my mind from my studies in biology classes. Yes. I know what to search for.
I directed the coil at Priest and threw it with all the energy I could gather. Then I sought through his brain for the stem. The image came as a column in his hindbrain. I concentrated the coil down to an intense beam of energy and quickly sliced through the stem.
His shrieks stopped as though a door had been slammed shut, and I knew he was dead. I kept my essence there with him as his kwaii, his spirit, squeezed out of the burning hulk of his body. But the terror and agony still gripped him and he clung to me.
Let go, Priest, I sent. Go with Great Mind.
But as his kwaii moved into that frightening void between lifebinds, he clung to me and I felt myself being dragged with him. I tried to break the link, but our kwaiis had intermingled.
Spirit! I sent.
I cannot break the link.
He's taking me with him!
Try to disentangle your kwaii.
I tried, but Priest's kwaii was tendrils invading my spirit. I knew I had left my body behind and it was dying. I heard Joe call my name as through a tunnel. Spirit, I sent weakly.
I cannot help you further, Jules. I am sorry.
And then I felt Him. The immense love that is Great Mind. He seemed to coalesce out of nothing and moved between us with a gentle touch. I felt myself loosening from Priest's grip. It was love that allowed Priest to let go of me and turn to Great Mind. As though hand in hand, they moved away and I felt Priest embraced in a tenderness that would take him to a new lifebind.
I opened my eyes.
Joe sat beside me and held me against him. I felt his sobs as he rocked me.
“Joe. I'm all right. I'm back.”
He held me tighter. “I thought I lost you, son. I thought we lost you. What happened?”
“He almost took me with him. Spirit tried to help me, but…” I shook my head. “It was Great Mind.”
He lowered his head to touch my forehead. “As long as you're back.”
“Joe. There's something else.”
“I'm listening, son.”
“It made me realize…I realized that I want to live.”
“That's something new.” He laughed and wiped tears.
I gripped his wrist. “You know, all the mistakes I've made. Ginny's…Ginny's –”
“Ginny's death.”
“Yeah. And Willa.”
“That was not your fault. Rowdinth's men were after me.”
“Only because they knew you were on Halcyon to contact me.”
He shook his head. “You can't blame yourself for that!”
“That's what I mean, Joe. I'm through blaming myself anymore.”
He held my head against his chest and I felt his tears wet my hair.
“I think it's Sophia's love,” I said, “that made the difference.”
“She would give her life for you.”
I nodded. “It cleaned the slate, Joe.”
He laughed. “Of your sins?”
I nodded. “I just want to go on from here.”
“No more Mister Close-Your-Eyes-And- Jump-in?”
I smiled. “Well, right after Boss Slade gets his due.”
“I should've known that.”
The vehicle came back to pick us up. We were through with our first operation.
I still felt cold and weak. Joe helped me to the vehicle.
“Is he all right?” the driver asked as we got in.
“He'll live,” Joe said and put his arm around my shoulders in the back seat. “For a while, anyway.”
* * *
“Jules!” Sophia rushed to meet me as our vehicle pulled into a small clearing in the northern woods, our new campsite. She threw her arms around me and I staggered back.
Joe held my arm. “He needs to rest.”
“What happened?” she cried. “Are you wounded?”
“No.” I shook my head. “No, I'm just tired. That's all. Is Chancey back yet?”
She glanced at a parked vehicle. “He just came in. He's all right.”
I hugged Sophia close. “It's good to see you again.” I gently kissed her cheek. “My Sophia,” I whispered.
“I was so worried,” she said.
“I know. I'm sorry.”
Huff saw me and loped over on all fours. I let go of Sophia as he rose up on his hind legs and hugged me.
“Go easy, Huff,” Joe said and sat down wearily by the fire.
“So happy is my liver, Jules human!” Huff licked my face. “It aches with joy.”
I wiped my cheek on a sleeve.
“Your furless skin is pale,” Huff said, “like a water droggel.”
Chancey came to the fire, grinning, and warmed his hands over the flames.
“You OK, Chance?” I asked.
He nodded. “We both made it through.”
Sophia put an arm around my waist and kissed my cheek. “We're all here,” she said on a note of relief.
“Have you been in the water?” Huff asked me. “Sit on your haunches by the fire. Let the heated flames soak your skin with color.”
“How about me?” Chancey, whose skin is true black, chuckled. “Should I soak up some color?”
Huff stared at him and shook his snout. “You should sit further away from the flames, my Terran friend of a friend. Your color is already like the coals of the cook fire.”
“Ah, gee,” Chancey said.
I looked around. “Where's Bat?”
He took a short walk with Ty," Sophia said.
“The medic?” I asked.
She nodded. “He's gaining back his strength. He said he needed some exercise. But I think he was too worried to sit still.”
Sophia and I sat down and I put a hand on her knee. “We lost two men.”
“I heard about it. What a horror, Jules. Boss Slade is no better than an animal.”
“Animals don't do those things,” I said.
She smiled. “Always taking the side of the faunae.”
“Somebody's got to do it.”
Joe stared at the fire. “We've got to do better than this night's work.”
“Joe,” I said, “you think these fires are a good idea?”
“I think Sarge will have people posted around the site, just hoping that the guards show up.”
The last two vehicles pulled into camp and the rest of the men got out. Some walked into the woods for guard duty. Some went quietly to the two other fires.
Big Sarge jumped down from the rear of his vehicle. He looked around, then strode into the woods alone. The men watched him go, but no one followed, until Joe got up and walked in after him.
Chancey scratched his stubble. “Guess the two old warhorses are gonna put their heads together.”
Bat came out of the woods walking slowly, a hand on lanky Ty's shoulder. He glanced back as he approached. “Looks like Joe and Sarge have a lot to talk about.”



Chapter Fifteen
“We've got to talk!” Ja Darr, the CEO of Lithium Love Mines Incorporated, sat heavily at the head of the lime-colored glass conference table. The silver chandelier jiggled as he slammed his green tail against the floor and threw a sheaf of papers onto the table. The eight Altairian Lithium Love Mine officers sat up straight.
“I just received an alert from Hareg Slade.” Ja Darr scanned his colleagues. “You know him better as Boss Slade.”
They nodded in unison.
Ja Darr tapped the papers with a thick claw. “It seems, my colleagues, that the North Lithium Love Mine has been attacked!” He waited for the surprised looks, the murmurs, to die down.
“By whom, sire?” a senior officer, his scales almost gone, ventured to ask.
Ja Darr studied a paper. “Slade believes the instigator is a former servant who escaped under that fool's snout. One Jules Rammis, by name. A Terran telepath.”
“Why would this Terran attack a legal industry?” The officer looked around. “What stake could he possibly have in such work?”
The others grew silent as they watched Ja Darr clack his teeth.
“What stake, indeed?” Ja Darr exclaimed. “It appears the Terran pritcull organized the attack purely on idealistic impulses.”
“But, sire,” the officer said, “it's a legal operation.”
“Tell that to Rammis. He seems to have a problem with using indentured servants.”
“What has Hareg Slade said about the attack, Sire?” the officer asked.
Ja Darr scratched off a clump of shedding scales on his neck. “He informed me that the attack was repelled and that he can handle any future incursions.”
The senior officer leaned forward. “Did he lose any slaves…I mean residents, or guards, during the skirmish?”
“Six guards!” Ja Darr hit the table with a fist. “And he contends that the attack was a failure.” He shoved the papers across the table. “That greedy pritcull would nibble his own mother's tail for one credit. I don't trust him, my brothers.”
“And residents?” the senior official asked. “Did they lose any residents?”
“Two. Caught in a crossfire,” Ja Darr said. “This is a setback that will cost us dearly in credits and possibly in stockholders.” He tapped the table.
Ja Darr's secretary opened the door and entered with a tray of nine dishes heaped with the raw eggs of the Altairian swamp muggiler fish.
An officer caught her eye and discreetly shook his broad snout. The secretary backed out of the room and quietly closed the door behind her.
“What about Wydemont Creek's police force,” the senior officer asked. “The Idols of Green Gods know we keep them in credits. What plans have they advanced to stop these insurgents?”
“The raiders are guerrilla units,” Ja Darr told the group. “They disappear like shades from the Undermires in the night.” He looked around. “As you all know, the three mines produce more lithium than that found on our six other holdings around the star systems. They are our kraklins in the pot, so to speak.” He thumped his tail. “I'll bite my own tail if I allow a bunch of ragged Terrans to shut us down!”
“Is the Terran Rammis funding them?” the officer asked.
“It appears that way.” Ja Darr tapped the glass table with a claw.
The officers were silent as Darr sat back and folded his broad hands across the yellow ridges of his chest. “Brothers, I want this band of insurgents infiltrated and annihilated. I especially want the ringleader, Rammis, targeted and executed. Whatever it takes. Understood?”
The officers nodded. They glanced at each other, stood up and silently filed out of the office.
* * *
It was good to feel the heat of the fire on my skin. To breathe the smoky essence of burning wood. It was good to feel Sophia leaning against me as I wrapped an arm around her waist. It was good to listen to my friends talk quietly and laugh around the fire, and hear the high sweep of wind stir tree crowns into the whisper of flowing streams. It was good to watch flames leap like surreal elves dancing in their bond with the wood.
All this, I had almost lost. Only Great Mind had held me to this lifebind. Did He have plans for me? Perhaps to shut down all three slave mines on New Lithnia? If so, then Great Mind and I were in accordance. Whether it was compassion, or a sense of eternal justice on His part, He had given me back my life and I would do His bidding.
Sophia was asleep against me. I laid her down gently, then took off my vest and folded it under her head. Joe, Chancey, and Bat were already asleep in bedrolls around the campfire. Huff, with his thick undercoat that kept him warm in the northern ice seas of his homeworld, slept further away. I threw a few more branches on the fire and sat down to stare at it.
Boss Slade was a sensitive, but even without Spirit's help, if I could get close enough to the mine fence, somewhere near the high tower, I just might be able to kill the crotefucker, the way I'd killed Priest. It would be more difficult without Spirit's help and guidance, and with Slade fighting back, but it was sure worth a try. Would the guards throw down their arms and walk away, with the paymaster dead? Or would they just wait for the conglom to replace him?
I rubbed my forehead. The perfect scenario would be Slade's demise and armed slaves to engage the guards in open rebellion, should they decide to stay and fight. The slaves would need weapons, and a leader. Could I provide both? There was a gun shop, White Peak Hunting Outfitters, in Wydemont Creek.
Joe had said that he and Sarge devised a different strategy for the next raid. He wouldn't disclose the details, but he explained that this time, we were changing our tactics.
“Will the slaves be endangered?” I asked Joe.
“It's possible. Collateral damage.”
I didn't agree. Both sides are victims in war. I thought of the young Altairian guard Azut. We had become friends, of sorts. All he wanted was to finish his contract with Love Mine and return to his homeworld. If he were killed, or possibly already lay dead, wouldn't that also be a form of collateral damage?
I lay down and threw a sleeping bag over me and Sophia.
She stirred. “Jules? Are you still awake? You should get some sleep.”
“I'm trying, Sophia.” But every time I closed my eyes, I heard Priest shrieking in the flames. “I'm trying.”
* * *
Daybreak, and I still couldn't sleep. I gave up, went to the sous chef, and told it to heat up some Earth brew. The day was dawning cloudy again, with dark clouds gathering in the north. A distant roll of thunder, and flashes of lightning, heralded the coming assault of a storm.
My friends were still asleep. I started the dead fire and sat close to it. More than my body needed the comfort of warm flames against the muted colors of a brooding dawn.
Big Sarge strolled over, sipping a cup of brew, and sat down. “Can't sleep?” he asked.
I shook my head.
“Me either.” He raised his cup to me. “I want to thank you for what you did for Priest. Joe told us about it.”
“Wish I could've done more.”
“We all wish we could've done more.” He squinted at the turmoil in the northern sky. “They won't expect us to hit them in daylight. They'll be out there, rebuilding their road.”
“When do we go in?”
“At first light. Hope that storm comes this way.”
I looked at him.
“Ever try to find spikes or shovel up oil in mud?” He chuckled. “Whatever hurts them, helps us.”
“Sarge, what about arming the slaves? I know they're ready to rebel. All they need are weapons and a leader.”
“Forget it. They'll be shooting each other, and our people too.”
“Not with a leader to guide them.”
“And that would be you.” He sipped coffee.
I nodded. “I think they'd accept me as their leader, and listen to orders, with you at my side.”
“Suppose you leave the tactics to the professionals? That's why you hired us.”
I watched clouds roil, strobed into grotesque shapes by lightning. The drum roll of thunder grew closer and the first droplets of rain pattered the ground as the vanguard of the storm approached.
“I think you'll get your wish,” I told Sarge. I tucked the bedroll around Sophia's shoulders, and finished my coffee.
* * *
I lay on soggy leaves while rain beat down, and studied the mine through my graphoculars. I had left my raingear on the beach after that swim from the pier. Now, I wished I had it. I couldn't have been wetter if I'd walked through a pool.
Slaves shoveled mud, filled with spikes and oil, off the mine road, while guards watched from inside a convoy of land vehicles.
“We should have anticipated that they'd use slaves,” I told Joe, who lay beside me.
“We did.”
“Glad to hear that.”
“Now that you've decided to live,” Joe said, “your next lesson is patience.”
“That's probably the harder one.”
“Here they come,” Joe said as the screech of air beetles split the silence. Five beetles targeted vehicles with remote-controlled cameras, lowered, smashed through windows and exploded.
“Let's go!” Joe jumped up.
We ran to a hollow and crouched there. Our ride swung around on muddy ground and skidded to a stop.
Joe and I threw ourselves into the back seat and Tommy, the young, blonde driver with a goatee that always stuck straight out, guided the vehicle between trees, sliding on wet leaves, and bounced off a sapling as we raced through the woods.
An explosion to our left rocked the vehicle and shattered a window.
I held onto the front backrest. “They've targeted us!”
“Hang on!” Tommy ran a zig zag path between trees, then bounced down into a ravine. “Jump!” he yelled as the whine of a missile grew. It soared overhead, banked and came toward us.
I dragged Joe out with me and we ran to the protection of a large boulder and rolled behind it. The boom of an explosion reverberated through the woods. I covered my head as flying metal spun and crashed into the boulder.
“Let's get out of here.” Joe jumped up and ran.
I was about to follow when I saw Tommy down and screaming as he dragged a bloody leg. I slipped on leaves as I turned, got up, and ran back to him.
“C'mon, Tommy.” I dragged him to his feet and hefted him over my shoulder in a fireman's carry, then jogged back to the boulder and lowered him to the ground behind it. I'd never make it to carry him up the wall of the ravine.
An armed beetle cruised by overhead, its camera swiveling to track us. Ours or theirs? I wondered. I wasn't about to wait to find out. I unholstered my stingler and swept the beetle. It caught fire and dived into the ground.
Joe had ripped off Tommy's shirt and made a tourniquet with a broken branch for his leg.
Dammit! I thought as three guards slid down the ravine, surrounding us, to catch us in a crossfire.
Joe and Tommy pulled out their stinglers and we lay flat on the ground and fired at the guards to force them to keep their heads down. I wiped my eyes and shivered from more than cold and rain.
Tommy's teeth were chattering, his lips pulled back. I knew there were tears of pain mixed with the rain.
Joe got on his comlink. “Sarge, this is Joe Hatch. We're pinned down in a ravine south of the mine. Request help.”
“We're already out of there.” Sarge's voice came through with a crackling noise. “Heading for our next campsite to regroup. We've got mine guards on our tail, Joe. Do your best!”
Joe shut off the link, shook his head, and kept firing. I bit my lip and wondered if the guards also didn't take prisoners. We could keep their heads down as long as our stingler batteries held out.
“Hey, mercs,” a guard called in that metallic, Altairian accent. “Throw out your weapons and we'll let you live.”
“Don't believe him,” Joe told us.
I nodded. “They're probably gathering dry wood for another pyre.” Hey, pritculls!" I called, “why don't you come out and get us?”
Tommy began to sob. I put an arm around his shoulder.
The whine of a missile grew as it sailed over the ravine and banked toward us. Joe and I both fired and it exploded in mid-air.
“Save your battery as much as possible,” Joe told me. “If they deploy another one, I'll take it.”
I nodded.
An air vehicle swooped by overhead. Joe was about to fire, then he lowered his weapon. “That vehicle's from Bolton Springs. I've seen it parked outside the tavern. What's it doing here?”
“Don't look a gift horse!” I exclaimed as the vehicle bounced to the ground, close by, stinglers blazing at the three guards' positions, taxied up to us and threw open a door.
Ned, George's tall skinny son, leaned out. “Get in!”
His short, plump, red-haired brother Adam was behind the wheel, still firing at the guards.
Joe and I picked up Tommy, who was semi-conscious, and dragged him into the vehicle.
“Go!” I told Adam as I slammed the door.
“Keep your heads down,” Ted shouted as the aircar lifted and swooped over the rim of the ravine. “Which way?”
“Just go,” Joe told him. “Are you boys carrying comlinks?”
Ned and Adam looked at each other. “Sure are,” Adam said. “Doesn't everybody carry a comlink?”
Joe put out his hand. Give them to me and I'll tell you the direction of our campsite."
“We just saved your lives, tag!” Ned said. “Don't you trust us?”
For answer, Joe unholstered his stingler. “First the comlinks,” he said softly.
The two brothers reached into the inner pockets of their jackets and handed Joe their comlinks.
“Are you packing weapons?” Joe asked.
“You even want those too?” Adam said. His ruddy complexion flushed. “By the Idols, we just saved you!”
“Give it to him, Adam.” Ned handed Joe his stingler.
Adam shook his head and slapped his stingler into Joe's outstretched hand.
Joe pointed northeast, the direction of our next campsite. He loosened the tourniquet on Tommy's leg, then tightened it again. Tommy moaned.
“How the hell did you find us?” I asked the brothers.
Ned turned in the passenger seat. “We've been waiting in cover near the mine so that we could join you during your next foray.”
I let out a breath. “Welcome to the brawl.”
“For what purpose?” Joe asked the brothers?
“Tell him, Ned,” Adam said in a choked voice. “I can't get it out.” He wiped his eyes.
Ned stared at his hands in his lap. “The crotemungering pritculls murdered Dad.”
“The guards killed George?” I asked.
Ned nodded. “Killed him the way you'd run over a dog in the road.”
Who'd run over a dog in the road? I thought. I glanced at Joe. His expression hadn't changed. “My God! Why did they kill him?”
“They said our prices were too high,” Adam said, “and our whiskey was watered down, and the girls who worked for us were a bunch of whores.” He sniffed and wiped his nose. “When Dad gave them an argument, they just…just –”
“And then they took over the tavern,” Ned added.
“OK. Never mind,” I said. “Don't talk about it.”
Tommy moaned and rolled his head.
“Take it easy, Tommy,” I told him. “We're getting you help.”
“Did we win?” he whispered.
I looked at Joe.
Joe smirked. “Sure, kid. We won.”
We taxied into camp, the last to arrive, and were crowded by the men. I saw Sophia and Huff behind the group. Ty, the medic, squeezed through the crowd with his black bag. Joe and I left the aircar so Ty could get in and tend to Tommy.
“Do you think he'll live?” I whispered to Ty.
He nodded. “But I don't know about that leg. We might have to send him back to Earth for a prosthesis.”
“Did we lose anybody?” I asked and held my breath.
“Not this time around,” Ty said. “A couple of superficial wounds, but you tags are the last ones in. We all made it back.”
I breathed again.
He opened his black bag, took out an IV, and pulled the sheath off the needle. I shivered and moved through the crowd to where Sophia and Huff waited. Some of the men patted me on the back as I went by.
“Good work,” a few remarked. “Nice job.”
Sophia, Huff, and I embraced, with Huff wrapping his massive forearms around me and Sophia. Joe and Big Sarge were talking alone. I saw Joe nod toward Ned and Adam and tell Sarge something. Sarge turned to watch the brothers.
Chancey walked over. “You pulled your oysters out of the fire again, huh, Superstar?”
I looked at Ned and Adam, who were surrounded by the men and answering questions. “We had a little help, Chance.”
* * *
The storm finally passed, and at dusk Sarge gathered the men around him and sat on the tailgate of his vehicle. “We're going in again,” he told his people.
There were a few moans, and curses under their breath.
“We'll have the bastards running around in circles.” Big Sarge looked around. “Isn't that what we've been hired to do? To close down the mine and complete our contract?”
The men fell silent.
“Let's hear it,” Sarge said. “What's our motto?” He leaned forward. “Anybody still remember it?”
A few of the men mumbled “We never, never, never give up.”
“That's the one!” Sarge said.
“What's our objective for the night?” a soldier called.
Sarge reached back, picked up a land mine from the trunk, and held it up. “This little baby is for the foot patrols outside the fence. He put it down.”Should you come across a dead enemy…" He looked around. “Or even one of our people, you strip off everything that's of use to us. Right?”
“Right,” some of the men said and kicked dirt.
“We've got a couple of plants in Wydemont Creek,” Sarge said. “The scuttlebutt is that the guards are becoming demoralized. A few of 'em already left their posts and boarded ships back to Altair.” He folded his arms and stared at the men. “Nobody said this was going to be a cakewalk. But we're making progress. If anybody's not up to it, speak now, take your pay, and head back to wherever you came from.”
The men glanced around, but nobody moved.
“OK, then,” Sarge said. “No more bitching. Rammis is paying you top creds for this work. You all knew what was involved in the contract.” He stood up. “Let's go!”
The men headed for their vehicles.
“Luck,” I told Chancey as he climbed into a vehicle.
“You, too, Superstar.” Chancey shook my hand, then Joe's. “See you tags at the next campsite.”
I nodded and climbed into our vehicle, beside Joe and three other soldiers.
Sophia, Huff, and Bat watched us go.
Two moons combed the dark woods with tree shadows as we approached the mine, stopped, and piled out of the vehicle.
Joe and I found cover behind a line of bushes close to the fence while the men spread out to plant mines. The dirt road had been cleared and was probably being used again by the guards. Some of our people positioned themselves on either side of the road to pick off guards who might give chase after a mine exploded.
I had strict orders from Sarge to stay put and use my tel abilities if it would help the mission. Joe and I were to leave as soon as the mines were planted and the signal was given by Sarge, a red flare, to get out.
I felt a certain unease come over me. Not exactly fear, but a cousin of it that made my hands tremble, my throat tighten up. I felt restless and just wanted to walk it off. “I don't think I'm cut out for this work, Joe.”
“Join the club, kid. Few of us are. With any luck, our next mission will be to engage the enemy on their own ground, and close down the damn mine once and for all.”
“What if the conglom just brings in more paid guards?”
“Not if we blow it into hell with a few well-placed devices.”
“Joe, I'm afraid more slaves are going to die.”
“That's a possibility,” he said. “Sarge would rather see slaves die, then put his own men into harm's way. You can hardly blame him.”
I rubbed my forehead. My stomach was churning. “But aren't we supposed to free the slaves? Not kill them? Wasn't that the purpose of all this?”
He put his hand on my shoulder. “They call it collateral damage.”
“I don't give a fuck what they call it, Joe! If we armed the slaves and led them, at least they'd have a fighting chance. We might convince the conglom that they have to hire free workers, not slaves to torture and work to death.” I waved toward the compound. “The ponies too. They kill the ponies with work!”
“Take it easy, Jules. How do you propose to arm the slaves?”
"There's a hunting outfitter store in Wydemont Creek, and this is the hunting season. I'll bet the store's stocked up with rifles.
“You told me yourself, Wydemont is in Slade's pocket. What makes you think the store would sell them to us? And even if they did, you can be certain Boss Slade would hear about it before your ass was out the door. They'd probably have a couple of Mack's men follow you back to camp.”
“I wasn't thinking about buying them.”
Joe slid me a look. “Of course not.”
An explosion broke the silence of the forest night. Guards screamed. Flames licked up from vegetation around an exploded mine. A red flare lit the sky.
“Let's go,” Joe said.
We ran deeper into the woods and rendezvoused with our ride. Three soldiers were already inside the vehicle. The driver headed for our next position, close to the dirt road.
We stopped there and waited, while our three other vehicles showed up, running dark.
I watched the main gate through graphoculars. And then I saw it. “Oh, God.”
Guards were pushing slaves out in front of them, forcing them to walk the road, and the perimeter of the fence.
“I was afraid of this,” Joe said.
“Christ and Buddha!” I exclaimed. “The only people we're getting killed are the slaves!” I squeezed my head between my hands as I felt anguished kwaiis sweep by. “I can't take this, Joe. I'm sorry I ever hired these gun-happy cowboys.”
He put a hand on my shoulder. “It's almost over, son. The boys are waiting for guards to come down the road.”
I rubbed my eyes. I didn't want to see it. Even more, I didn't want to hear the screams. I had unleashed the hounds of war, and it was too late to recall them.
The slaves were forced to spread out in a line across the width of the road, crying, covering their faces, as guards behind them pushed them ahead, to walk the road.
“Watch your victims die, pritculls!” a guard called into the woods. “Watch their bodies explode like Terran dog meat!”
An explosion rocked the night and went through me like a bolt of electricity. There were no screams, but two kwaiis, whether guards or slaves, left their bodies and fled in terror.
I lowered my head and cried.
Our men trotted out of the woods on either side of the road and jumped into the four vehicles. We sped down the dirt road, with our people throwing spikes, and pouring thick oil onto the turns.
When we arrived at our new campsite in the mountains, I got out of the vehicle. Sophia and Huff watched as I walked alone into the woods. Huff started toward me, but Sophia said something to him and he stopped.
I sat on a log and observed a small black-furred creature nibble on a nut. What business did an astrobiologist have with battles and killing? My work was to understand alien lifeforms. To push the store of knowledge of all the known worlds just a little bit further with the pure light of the scientific method. I thought of Blackroot, that fascinating plant/animal, a denizen of planet Halcyon. I should be back at the Los Alamos Lab doing research on the enigmatic creature, and forming hypotheses. I wiped tears and sighed. What the hell was I doing here, helping to get more slaves killed?
Footsteps.
Sarge came up to me with two cups of coffee, and sat on the log.
“Time for a Dutch uncle talk?” I asked him.
“Something like that.” He handed me a cup.
“At least if they had a fighting chance!” I said.
He sucked a tooth. “Did you really expect to finish this work without the death of innocents? I can't believe you're that naive.”
“I didn't know we were going to use slaves as dispensable pawns. I thought all the players on our side were equally important.”
He sipped coffee. “And your plan is?”
“We arm the slaves and we lead them in open revolt. We show the conglom that legal or not, we won't stand by while they torture and kill captive people.”
“We've gone over this before, Jules. It won't work.”
“Tell me why one more time.”
“The slaves are untrained. They'll be shooting each other and my men.”
“OK, then suppose we hit the high tower? Suppose we kill the leading bastard and maybe the guards will disperse and call it a day.”
“That's a lot of supposing.”
“Then what's your next move?”
He stood up. “We don't engage in head to head confrontations. That's not our way, and the odds are too great against us. I've got some more bad news for you.”
I looked up.
“It seems Mack and his crew were hired on by the conglom. We think they're ensconced in the compound.”
“Oh, that's just great! Now what do we do?”
“Mack's a whore. You could buy him off.”
“I've got some bad news for you, Sarge. My credcount is close to wiped out from hiring you tags and paying for all the weapons.” I stood up and threw the rest of my coffee on the ground. “Weapons that are killing slaves.”
He stroked his drooping beard. “That is bad news.” He turned and walked back to the campsite.
“This has gone far enough!” I said to no one and slapped a tree. If Sarge wouldn't come up with an invasion plan to arm the slaves and give them a fighting chance, then, dammit, I would!
I stayed to the edge of the clearing as I came out of the woods, trotted low to a vehicle, and jumped into the driver's seat.
Ned and Adam ran up and jumped inside. “Where you off to, tag?” Adam said in his squeaky voice.
“Just going for a ride. Get out.”
“In the middle of the night?” Ned glanced at Adam. “You're planning something, Boss,” he told me, “and we need employment. We lost the tavern, you know. Hire us on. We'll help you with whatever work you've got in mind.”
“My credcount is close to depleted.”
“We work cheap. What's your plan?”
I bit my lip. I could use help with the plot I had in mind. I started the vehicle.
People got up and stared as I pulled out of camp. “I'll tell you as we go.”
* * *
Wydemont Creek was in full swing. Casino lights blazed. Air and land vehicles formed long lines, like strands of lit necklaces down the main drag. It was beautiful in its own sleazy way.
I found the gun shop on the edge of town and pulled up next to the dark receiving bay behind it. No one in Wydemont was allowed to carry weapons, except the police. I used my stingler to burn open the lock on the overhead door and we slid it up quietly.
Ned and Adam loaded long boxes of rifles and even some camping supplies into the trunk of our vehicle. I went to the automated credcount behind the counter in the front of the store and left a payment for what we'd taken, from my dwindling resources.
We left town without incident. Ned and Adam were quiet as I drove toward the mine. I wondered if they were sorry they'd gotten involved in this work.
“I'll let you off in Bolton Springs, and pay you for tonight's work, if you like,” I said. “Thing is, you can't use the auto credcount until after the mine is closed down. Slade's got a lock on my account. If you try to cash in, he'll trace you.”
“We'll see this through with you first,” Adam said.
“Your call,” I told them. “Appreciate the help.”
“Hey,” Ned said, “we want to see those pritculls in graves for what they did to Dad. We want to put a few of them in the ground ourselves. We can wait for the pay.”
“OK.” I nodded.
I stopped in the dark woods not too far from the mine, and studied it through graphoculars.
The slaves and the ponies were finally allowed to sleep. But the compound remained lit. I pointed to where I had felled the tree, gone now, to escape on Toby, a mine horse. “Over there,” I told Ned and Adam. “The ground is soft and we can dig under the fence. I'll go in first and you tags pass me the rifles. Then you come in.”
“Jules,” Ned said.
“What?” I continued to scan the compound. Where were the guards? Had they taken up positions under cover, anticipating another raid before dawn? Could be.
“Jules!”
“What?” I turned and a fist smashed into my face. I staggered back against the tree, stunned, feeling as though my brain had been rattled loose of my skull. I fumbled for my stingler. It was gone.
“Boss Slade wants to talk to you, tag,” Ned said. He grabbed my vest and slammed me back against the tree. “This time there won't be any slaves to turn you into a martyr. And thanks for the weapons.” He pulled me forward and drew back his fist again. I raised my arm to block the blow. Adam grabbed me from behind and pinned my arms.
My head exploded with pain as the second blow, across my jaw, sent me to my knees. The world turned dark, not just with night. I tasted blood and felt it trickle down my chin.
A shadow leaped between us and slammed his palm under Ned's nose and up. Ned slumped to the ground with a moan, and lay still.
Adam cried out and threw me into the shadow. He turned to run, but the shadow threw me back against the tree and grabbed him. I slid down until my vest hooked on the spiky trunk and I hung there, not sure if this were a fantasy from my shocked brain.
The shadow swung a hand at Adam's neck. I heard bones snap. Adam groaned, collapsed, and lay still beside his brother.
The shadow turned to me.
I tried to raise my arms to protect my head. “Don't hit,” I mumbled.
“I've come to rescue you, Superstar.” His voice was familiar. “Can you walk?”
I lowered my arms. “Attila? Sure.”
“C'mon.”
But my knees sagged. I slid out of the vest, hit the ground and lay there, watching stars flow in a blur of liquid diamonds.
“Oh, hell,” Attila said.
I moaned as he lifted me over his shoulder. “I'll give you a ride,” he said. “That first step's an abyss, huh?”
Speaking of which, I fell in.



Chapter Sixteen
“He's coming around,” someone said at the other end of a tunnel.
A light was shined in my eyes. I pushed the hand away, reached up to touch my throbbing head, and felt a gauze pad taped there. I blinked my eyes open but it was all a blur. I tried to sit up and fell back.
Where were my attackers? I began to tremble.
“Take it easy,” someone said. “You're among friends.”
“What happened?” I croaked.
“Your new friends put out your lights,” Chancey said. I focused on him. “They were ready to deliver you to Boss Slade.”
Sophia, Huff, Joe, Bat, Chancey and Attila were around me. I lay on a sleeping bag near a campfire.
“You should pick your friends more carefully.” Attila grinned.
“Where are they?” I sat up and waited for the world to stop turning.
“Probably negotiating with Satan for an air-conditioned room,” Attila said.
I reached out a hand to him and he shook it.
“You saved my butt,” I told him. “How did you find me?”
“Big Sarge said 'Keep an eye on pretty boy. I never know which way he's going to jump'.”
I touched my cheek. “I guess I jumped the wrong way.”
“With the schemes you dream up,” Attila said, “I think you need a bodyguard.” He winked and walked away.
Sophia brushed my hair off my forehead. “How do you feel, Babe?”
“I'm all right, Soph. Don't worry.”
“Who, me worry, Jules?” she said too lightly. “About what?” She shook her head and curls slapped her cheeks. “When you're feeling better, we have to talk!”
Uh, oh, I thought. “Help me up?”
“Stay there for a while, Bubba,” Bat told me. “You took a pretty good hit. Anyway, I'd like to check your back, too.”
“I could use a cup of Earthbrew,” I said. “My mouth tastes like cotton dipped in mud.”
“I'll get it,” Joe said. “I want a cup myself. Anybody else?”
The others shook their heads. Huff stared at me with his eyes leaking.
“I'm sorry, Huff,” I said, “I seem to always keep you worried.” I reached out a hand to him.
He cupped it in his big paw. “You are more trouble to my liver than twenty cubs to one ice-blown mother!” He wrapped his forearm around my shoulders and rocked me. “But like the mother of twenty cubs, I love all of you as though you were my own brood.” He hugged me tighter. “Even thirty, my Jules Terran friend of my aching liver.”
I felt him sob. “I love you, too, Huff.” I smiled. “Like you were forty ice-blown cubs.”
He drew back and looked at me. “Forty cubs? All rolling through the waters in different directions, like blue checkers in the south current?”
“Even that much, Huff.”
“All right, you two lovers,” Bat said. “Let me look at your back.”
I took off my vest and pulled my shirt over my head. Just then, Big Sarge sauntered by with Apache John. Sarge threw me a kiss. I lifted my middle finger.
“Oh, all right then!” He grabbed his crotch. “Any time, pretty boy.” But his expression turned serious. “When your head clears, if it ever does, we have to talk!” They continued to the vehicle I'd taken, where the men were looking over the rifles.
“That man is lewd,” Sophia said.
“Oh, yeah,” I agreed.
Joe came back and extended a cup of coffee. He glanced toward Big Sarge and smirked.
“What?” I asked and took the cup. “You want to talk to me too?”
“No. I know better than to bother. By the way, I'm glad you decided to be careful, now that you want to live.” He sipped coffee and strolled away, talking to Chancey.
“How about you, Bat?” I asked irritably. “You want an appointment with me?”
“Oh, no, Bubba.” He patted my shoulder. “I'll just keep my black bag handy.”
I jumped when he touched my back, and spilled coffee, but there was no pain in the healed welts.
“Take these,” he said, and handed me two pills. “For your headache. I imagine you have one.”
I nodded.
“Wish I could've ordered some new skin. You'd never know you had these wounds.”
“I don't know about that.” I swallowed the pills with coffee and leaned against Sophia. “I'm so tired.”
Bat closed his bag and stood up. “Get some rest. I want to check on Tommy.”
“How is he?” Sophia asked.
“I've done everything I can do for him here. We've got him scheduled for a ship back to Earth.”
“How are you feeling, Doc?” I asked Bat.
“Stronger every day.” He winked at me and walked to where Tommy lay on a cot by another fire.
Sophia helped me put on my shirt and vest and I laid down near the fire. Huff cuddled against my side. It was good to be back with my friends, and safe. But what about the slaves? Who comforted their weary bodies, torn and racked? Who offered a kind word to console their desolate souls? And the ponies, like innocent children, not understanding why they were worked to exhaustion, their muscles burning with the effort of pulling overloaded carts. Fear at their hearts.
“What is it, Jules?” Sophia asked.
I wiped an arm across my eyes. “I can't sleep while the slaves are being tortured and killed.” I put a hand on her knee.
“I know.” She kissed me lightly. Huff threw a forearm across my chest. I stroked it and smiled. “He gets jealous.”
She laughed. “I'll share you with Huff, but nobody else.” She stared at the fire and sighed. “If you decide to go off on your own again, with some plan to free the slaves, I want you to tell me. I want to come with you.”
I rubbed her knee. “I couldn't put my lady in harm's way.”
“You put me in harm's way every time I'm left behind and I don't know if you're alive or dead! I mean it, Jules. If you go off again, I'm coming.” She lifted onto her elbows. “You're a dopamine junkie, my love. You're not happy unless you're pushing past the limits to achieve some lofty goal.”
“That's an oversimplification of a very complex neurotransmitter, Soph.” I pushed curls back off her face.
“What was I thinking?” she said. “I forgot you're a biologist. OK, then, whatever molecule is bouncing around in your head and making you try to leap tall buildings.”
I was too tired to argue. I closed my eyes. “Lie down beside me? I have no plans.”
She did and snuggled against me. I was sandwiched between Huff's warm, soft fur, and Sophia's love. But my smile became a smirk when she said, “Oh, you'll think of something.”
It was still dark when I squeezed out between Sophia and Huff. I rubbed my arms in the pre-dawn chill, shrugged into my jacket, and walked into the thickets to pee.
I was returning when I felt a disturbing pressure against my mind, there in the deep woods. Perhaps the intense thoughts of hunting animals, or the anxiety and alertness of prey, ready to bolt, had broken through my tel shields.
Run! my survival instincts warned. Escape!
Was my mind just replaying the traumatic events with Ned and Adam? The headache lingered like an afterimage. But the response of the prey to bolt hit me stronger. I reached for my stingler and realized I'd left it back in camp. I found myself breathing faster. Why? Was it just the night fears of my primate heritage, we day creatures who live by our eyes? What were those shadows that moved among trees? Or was I imagining them in the half light of the moons and the tail end of a wind? Who could possibly discover us in this stretch of woodland with so many hunting camps in the mountains? We had always been careful to cover our tracks.
I shrugged it off and continued toward the camp. Until I saw a blue flash and heard a man scream.
“Sophia!” I whispered, scooped up a thick branch and ran.
I saw her running into the woods. Our people were scattering, throwing themselves behind trees and vehicles. Sophia's horse Stormy broke loose and galloped through the camp, trailing a rope, amid flashes of hot blue beams. We were surrounded. I saw Huff go down on all fours. A beam seared a tree above his head.
“Huff!” I whispered as he lumbered into the woods after Sophia, wearing his two ankle mouse beamers.
Sarge called out orders to his men, telling them to get into the four vehicles.
Another scream!
A soldier, running toward a vehicle, threw up his arms and went down. Christ and Buddha! His shirt was in flames. He didn't move and I think he was already dead. The smell of burning trees mixed with the sickening odor of burning flesh.
“Give it up, Sarge!” I heard Mack call out from the dark woods. “It ain't worth the credits. Slade wants you and Rammis. The rest of your boys can board a star flight. Slade's got no quarrel with them.”
“To quote a source,” Big Sarge yelled back, “tell the lizard to go fuck himself!”
I stayed low and moved quietly between trees, making sure not to snap a branch underfoot, circling the camp to where Sophia and Huff had disappeared into the forest.
I stopped and drew in a breath when I saw an Altairian guard crouched behind bushes in my path, and firing into the camp. It wasn't just Mack's men we were up against.
I tried to slow my breathing so he wouldn't hear me, and approached him from behind with the branch lifted. Dried leaves crunched beneath my feet and he turned. I threw myself on his back, and bashed his head with the branch. He quivered beneath me, then lay still.
I grabbed his stingler and moved on. I didn't know if he were dead. I didn't care. We were in a fight for our lives, including Sophia's life.
More screams from camp. Great Mind, were we being decimated? I would not give up, even if Sarge asked me to. Without us, the slaves were doomed. I hadn't come this far for that to happen!
I peered between trees as I heard a vehicle start, the one with the hunting rifles, and hoped it was our people inside. We always had a rendezvous point in case of discovery of our camp. I knew the survivors would head there if they weren't pursued. This time it was a played-out lithium mine twenty miles away with a few broken shacks still standing. A second vehicle started up and the two tore out of the camp, pursued by the guards' land vehicles. They had to be our people!
I skirted a group of three humans, Mack's men, and paused behind a tree. The men turned as an animal leaped away. I remained still, and they turned back to fire into the camp. I could have burned them all with a continuous hot beam. But if they screamed as they died, it would bring others.
I lowered my shields and probed for Sophia and Huff. There, to my left, like a magnetic tug. I felt Sophia's fear, and knew it was for me. Huff had quieted his mind and focused on taking care of her. I didn't have to read them any deeper as I followed their thoughts like a beacon, and kept my weapon pointed at the three men, should they hear me and turn my way.
I continued on, staying to trees.
A growl. Huff leaped at me from between two bushes and slammed me to the ground. I felt the air rush from my lungs as he landed on top of me.
“It's me, Huff!” I squeezed out.
“Jules!” he whispered. “I could have killed you, my Terran cub.”
“No kidding? Get off me.”
“Jules!” Sophia ran back and threw her arms around my neck. Her eyes were wide in the dawning light. “It's Mack and his men, and the guards from the mine, too. They're all over the woods.”
“I know.” I took her hand. “C'mon.”
I lowered my shields and scanned as we moved through thickets, in the direction of the rendezvous point.
* * *
Dawn brightened to day and we still had miles to go. We used every tree we could for cover as Love Mine's hovairs flew by low, with shrill wails that sent birdlike creatures plunging into the sky.
We were in a small clearing, running toward a grove of red-leafed trees, when a hovair burst over a hill and bore down on us.
I kept Sophia between me and the craft as we raced for the cover of trees.
“Throw down your weapons and live,” the hovair's speaker ordered as the craft lowered. “Rammis, you and the others will not be killed. Throw down your weapons.”
They wanted Sarge and me alive, that much they'd announced at the camp. For what purpose? I shivered at the thought. As examples to never defy Lithium Love Mine? Sarge and I might be nailed to adjoining trees. Where did that leave Sophia and Huff? I remembered Joe's words the last time we'd been offered an ultimatum to surrender and live. Don't believe him. No, I vowed that Sophia and Huff would not be taken prisoner and executed. Not while I was standing.
We threw ourselves under the grove of trees and I aimed at the hovair's right wing. A hot beam sliced tree crowns above our heads and sent them plummeting around us. Sophia cried out as I pulled her to the ground and covered her with my body. Huff covered us both. A flaming branch hit his back. He roared and flung it aside. The slimetrolls had our location. I aimed at the wing again as the craft came into sight, but it banked and climbed above treetops.
“Quiet,” I said, and listened to it circle us. The bastards had us pinned. They could have blown us all into another dimension if they hadn't wanted me alive.
“Throw out your weapon, Rammis,” the craft's speaker ordered, “and come out. Now!”
“Stay down,” I told Sophia and Huff. I touched her face. “We're not giving up yet. Huff, give me your ankle mouse beamers. Hurry!”
He unholstered his two small weapons and handed them to me.
“OK!” I called to the hovair and threw out my stingler. “I'm coming out. Don't fire!” I held the two beamers in the palms of my hands and walked out of the trees. “You've got me. Let the others go.” My thumbs were on the triggers.
“Get your hands up where we can see them,” one called while the craft hovered at eye level.
“All right.” As I lifted my hands I fired at the two wings and dived back under the trees. “Run!” I shouted to Sophia and Huff as the hovair nosedived into the ground. Its whine raised to a screech of metal as it dug a trench. Oil shot out of the battery compartment. Wires sparked. I rolled behind a tree as the hovair exploded. Hot metal thudded into the trunk and spun past me, the ragged edges sizzling with fire. The acid smell of hot metal and the odor of burning bodies drifted.
I picked up my stingler, trotted back to Sophia and Huff, and took Sophia's arm. “C'mon, Soph.,” I said softly, “don't look back.”
She stared at me with a touch of awe in her eyes.
“I was just lucky.” I smiled.
She shook her head. “It was more than luck.”
“He's a Superstar,” Huff said as I gave him back his beamers and he sleeved them into the ankle holsters.
“We'll have to hurry.” Sophia nodded toward the blackened ruins of the burning craft. Smoke swirled above the trees. “Their friends will be on their way.”
“Yeah, let's go.” I scanned the empty woods.
“Wish we had Stormy,” she added.
“Or a swift current of the South Sea,” Huff said sadly as we walked in the direction of the rendezvous point.
“A current, Huff?” I asked. I wanted to keep the conversation light, but I was sick with worry about Joe, Chancey, and Bat. We had a long walk ahead of us, with no guarantee of finding water, and a hot, cloudless day looming. We could be in real trouble if we didn't find water.
“The Ten Gods of Kresthaven send the currents, my Terran cub, to help us hunt the squatdabblers during their migration paths.”
“Oh.” I stepped over a rotted log. “A good current of fresh water would be a welcome thing, buddy.”
Sophia patted Huff's arm. “I'll bet you're a fine hunter, Huff. I'll bet you catch many squatdabblers.”
“I do, Sofa. But how did you know that?”
“Because you're strong and courageous,” she said.
“But what could you bet? You have only the clothes that cover your furless skin. Do you have blue checkers?”
She glanced at me.
I shrugged. “Well, do you?”
“Not on me, Huff.”
“Then,” he said, “do you bet your thin clothes on you?”
I smiled at her and raised my brows. “Hope you lose.”
“No, Huff, not my clothes.” She slid me a look. “Pervert.”
The day grew hot as we walked. The morning air was already sultry and sweat dripped down my sides. My mouth was dry and I smelled.
The sudden sound of a hovair engine roared on the other side of a hill. There were no trees. We scraped our arms and legs crawling under thick briar bushes. Sand got into my mouth as Huff and I unholstered our weapons.
I squinted into the bright pink sky and watched a compact craft, painted with gaudy symbols, sail by and disappear.
“That's a private Wydemont coach,” Sophia told us.
“Damn,” I said, “we should've waved it down.”
We brushed ourselves off and continued toward the old lithium mine.
“Huff,” I said, “suppose you lope up that hill and see if you can locate a stream or a pond from up there?”
“Should I suppose it?” he said. “I could really do it.”
I rubbed my sandy forehead. “Huff. Why don't you just do it, OK?”
“OK.” He turned and loped up the hill.
“How much further do you think it is to the old mine?” Sophia licked her dry lips.
“It's a pretty good hike. We're in the mountains, Soph. There's got to be runoff streams.”
She nodded and watched Huff wend his way through trees. “There's something you have to understand about him.”
“Oh?”
“He takes everything literally.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Maybe you should keep that in mind when you talk to him.”
“OK, oh great, wise one. I'll remember that.”
“Good.”
Huff reached the crest of the hill, rose up to his hind legs and made a circle as he scanned the terrain below.
“Huff!” I called. “Do you see a stream or a pond?”
He shook his head.
“Damn.” I wiped sweat from my forehead. “We'd better rest awhile in the shade.”
Sophia sighed and leaned her head against my chest.
The sun was directly overhead and there was no shade. I embraced her and pressed her to me, kissing her dark curls.
Huff came down and sat on his haunches.
“Thanks for trying, buddy,” I told him. My throat was becoming parched.
“I tried to find a stream,” he said, “and I looked in every way for a pond.”
“I know.” I patted his shoulder.
“But all I could find was a lake.”
The water was clear and fresh and cool. Sophia and I stripped off our clothes and plunged in. We drank our fill, scrubbed off the sweat and grit and sand, and washed our clothes while Huff paddled around and ducked his head in an instinctive urge to hunt.
“Huff!” I called. “You can't eat the fish. We don't have digestall pills.”
He nodded and dived and stayed down until Sophia and I stopped and waited for him to surface. When he did, he was probably a quarter of a mile away, out in the center of the lake. He was safe. If a Mine hovair flew overhead, he could just stay under. Sophia and I were more vulnerable. But we were both skilled divers and could hold our breath until a craft passed over.
“Wish I had my mask and fins,” she said. “There might be freshwater crusties.”
I grabbed her naked body around the waist and drew her to me. “You're my little freshwater crusty.” I nibbled her neck. “Suppose I eat you up?” My body was responding to her. “I'll start from here.” I licked her nipple.
She put her hands on my buttocks and pulled me close. “Did you ever make love in the water?”
“Not yet.” I lifted her over me and floated on my back. “This is how dolphins do it,” I said.
“That's some fin!” She straddled my hips and wrapped her arms and legs around me.
I was pushed down. “I might drown,” I said, “but it's worth it!”
We clung to each other, but she rolled off me and we both went under, and came up laughing.
“Babe, we're not dolphins.” She pointed to an overhanging thick-boled tree with trailing vines that threw shade in the shallows. “Race you!” She plunged ahead. I caught up and outpaced her to the tree.
She grabbed my foot and held me back.
“That's cheating,” I said. “Let go.”
“All's fair in love, and I'll never let go.”
“You're a ball and chain, woman!” I pulled her along until we scraped the sandy bottom.
“Watch out for your keel, Babe.” She laughed as we approached the shallows.
“OK. I'm saving it for you,” I told her.
And there, in the embrace of the water, like silk veils across our bodies, with hanging vines caressing our skin, we made love like two animals in the wild.
Afterwards, I held her and pretended that all was well, and we could live here under this great tree without fear, and without miles to go.
“Uh oh,” I said as Huff swam closer and saw us embraced.
He shook himself off. “You know, on Kresthaven we do that thing in private.” He plodded to the shore, sat on his haunches, and waited under the tree, staring off into the distance as we got dressed.
“Look, Jules.” Sophia picked up a large nut, bigger than a coconut. “If we could make a hole in this, we could fill it with water and carry it with us.”
“I knew I picked the right lady.” I scooped up a rock with a sharp edge and pounded on the nut to make a hole, but it just kept slipping out from under the rock. I tried breaking it under my foot, but it didn't break. I sighed. “It was a nice thought, Soph. Let's go.”
Huff picked up the nut and dug a canine tooth into it. He turned it over and gray liquid poured out.
We braided vine carriers for six nuts, filled them with water, and slung them across our shoulders. It would give me and Sophia about a gallon of water each, and two gallons for Huff. Enough for a day's walk in the heat.
The sun, in a cloudless pink sky, scorched my neck and back. High humidity kept sweat dripping down my temples and sides. I tied my jacket around my waist. My shirt was drenched with sweat. Water from the large nuts had a bitter taste, and a smell like sour milk. I hoped there was nothing so alien it could harm us. But we had no choice. Winged creatures with bare red heads wheeled and cawed above us. I hoped they weren't vulture-like cleaners of dead meat, just waiting, and following the feast.
As the day wore on, we rested more often. I worried about Huff, with his thick undercoat, but his glistening white fur reflected a lot of heat. Sophia was tiring even faster than me. Huff offered to let her ride on his back. By late afternoon, she accepted and fell asleep sprawled across his back.
I was exhausted by the time dusk cooled the air. I hadn't eaten in a day, and slept little the night before. But we were close to the old mine. What would we find there? I wondered. Could Mack and the guards have followed our people? If we were forced to skirt the mine, there'd be no place left to go except Bolton Springs, a thirty-mile hike. Huff might make it, with Sophia on his back. He had the strength of a tribal race where the weak still died young. But I knew I would never make it.
* * *
“I don't see anybody.” I peered at three dark shacks in the diffuse light of dusk. The closest was large, probably a storehouse. “Do either of you see anybody?”
We stood on high ground and looked down at the mine.
“I see no bodies.” Huff sat on his haunches.
Sophia wiped curls off her sweaty forehead. “If they're here, they're probably hiding inside those buildings.”
I nodded. “And they probably left the vehicles in there.” I pointed to a rotted barn with broken sides, where mine ponies must have been housed. If they're here, I thought and bit my lip. “Wait for me. I'll go check it out.”
“I will checker too.” Huff unholstered a beamer and stood up.
“I'll check three.” Sophia put out a hand. “Huff, can I borrow one of those things?”
Huff looked at me.
“There's no use arguing,” I told him.
“Then I will use no arguing.” He handed her the other beamer. “Now here is the trigger that makes the beam come out through here, Sofa.” He stuck a claw into the short barrel.
“OK, Huff.” She took the weapon.
I smiled. “Try not to shoot yourself,” I told her.
“Keep it up, Superstar,” she said, “and I might shoot you, by mistake of course.”
The shadows thrown by two rising moons crossed in grids that made it difficult to define movement within the trees. Was that an animal standing beside a boulder, or a merging of shadows from surrounding bushes? Our minds automatically make order out of chaos.
I paused and hunkered down behind a mound of crusted salt about twenty feet from the storehouse. “I'm going to try for a probe.” I rubbed my eyes. God, I was tired.
I put a hand to my forehead and imaged the red coil of my tel power forming. It didn't need much strength for a simple probe. I threw it toward the storehouse and felt it enter a large dark room. I probed the minds I found there, touching lightly, in case any of them were sensitives. Some were asleep. Some talked quietly. But it was impossible to know if these were Big Sarge's warriors or Mack's Terran renegades. “There are people in there,” I said.
“Ours or theirs?” Sophia whispered.
“I don't know yet.”
She sighed and sat back against Huff.
I pictured the flower that is the image of my essence, encircled by shields, and moved down to its base. With my eyes closed, I opened my mind to the dark room and imagined myself drifting into it. A loud, humming sound began inside my head as I felt that strange, uneasy break between mind and body. I moaned with the strangeness of my kwaii drifting free, as though caught on a current of space. Huff folded his forearm around my shoulders and pressed me against him.
With Huff as anchor in this reality, I slipped inside the building. A shaft of moonlight struck a sleeping figure through a broken window and I recognized squat, mustached Rico. One of our men! And there was Attila, asleep on the floor. And Joe! Joe, stretched out on a cot. Beside him on the floor, Chancey and Bat slept on bedrolls.
I heard myself moan.
“What is it?” Sophia asked in a hushed voice. “What do you see?”
But her voice came as though from another room of space/time that I couldn't enter. I retreated from the storehouse and felt my kwaii seek out my body, drawn to it like a child to his mother. I opened my eyes and looked around.
“Are you all right?” Sophia asked anxiously.
I nodded. “They're ours,” I said. “They're our people!”
I called out to them before we walked to the door, just in case they were on edge and too ready to shoot first.
Sarge threw open the door and spread his arms. “Pretty boy!” he shouted. “I thought Mack got your ass. Come here to daddy, baby.”
“Uh oh.” I nudged Huff ahead of me.
Joe came out rubbing his eyes, with Chancey and Bat behind him.
“Joe!” I went to him, threw my arms around his back, and buried my face in his shoulder. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I couldn't stop them.
“It's all right, son.” Joe patted my back, but I felt him sob too.
“Chancey!” I smiled.
He gave me his wide, toothy grin and smacked my face lightly in his New York style. “Superstar.” He hugged me.
“Bat,” I said. “Bat!”
He grabbed my face between his hands and stared at me. “No new wounds?”
I tried to shake my head. “No new wounds.”
“What about me?” Sarge boomed. “Don't I get a kiss?”
“Let go, Bat.” I shook my head and backed away. The men laughed as they gathered around me and Sophia and Huff.
Sarge reached out and grabbed me around the neck in a headlock.
“No!” I squealed as he planted a wet kiss on my mouth. “You mother fucker!” I wiped my lips.
He held me there and looked around while I struggled. “I've been wanting to do that since we met!” he told the men and rubbed his knuckles into my hair.
“You friggin', perverted slimetroll!” I tried to kick him. “Let go of me!”
I heard Huff's deep-throated growl. Uh oh. “No, Huff!”
“Oh, let me, Huff.” Sophia drew back a fist and hit Big Sarge in his stomach.
“Ooofff,” I heard, and he let me go.
“He's mine.” Sophia's eyes were narrowed, her jaw thrust forward, her fist still raised as she moved close to Sarge and stared him in the eyes.
I staggered back. “You ever do that again,” I told Sarge, “I swear to God, I'll kick off your balls!”
Sarge rubbed his stomach and backed a step with a shocked look stuck on his face. “I guess you won him fair an' square, woman,” he told Sophia.
I heard something fall and looked around. Chancey was on the floor, laughing so hard he was curled into a ball. Bat watched him with a pained expression. Joe shook his head and returned to his cot.
“What's happening?” Apache John asked as he opened the front door and came in. “What'd I miss, white man?” he asked Chancey.
“White man!” Chancey laughed even harder and wiped his eyes. “Nothin', Geronimo. You didn't miss nothin'.”
I slumped into a chair at the table, trying to decide if I was more hungry, more sleepy or more embarrassed.
Sunny the cook had kept the five sous chef units and the boxes of ingredients inside a vehicle. Fortunately it was one of the two our people had escaped in. He brought Sophia and me plates of vegetables, meat, and mashed sweet potatoes with butter. “Hope this is enough,” he told me suspiciously.
“Plenty,” I said as I thought of the pancakes. “Looks great. Thanks, Sun. But, you know, Huff's hungry too.”
Huff looked up from where he lay by my side.
“Already in the pot, so to speak.” Sunny patted Huff's head. “Big chunk o' lard with eyeballs?”
Huff licked his lips. “Lots of eyeballs. Please.”
“Lots o' eyeballs.” Sunny chuckled as he walked back to the humming chef unit.
Sarge pulled up a chair and eased into it.
“Where'd all those come from?” I nodded toward stacks of rolled sleeping bags that lined one wall.
“Some of the boys drove to Wydemont after we got here,” Sarge said. “They hit the same store you did for the rifles. Poor bastard. Hope the owner's insured.” He pulled on his mustache and frowned thoughtfully. “So how do you figure they located us back at the camp?”
The men stopped talking and turned to listen.
I put down the fork. “When we were in the gun store, I went to the credcount to pay for the rifles. Ned and Adam must've used a comlink in the back to get in touch with Mack, or the mine.”
Sarge nodded. “That's what I figure, too. And then they told their contact they were headed for the mine to arm the slaves.”
I nodded. Suddenly, I wasn't very hungry.
Sarge leaned on his elbows. “Mack must've been watching when Attila killed the brothers. I figure he contacted the guards and the bunch o' them followed you and Attila back to camp.”
“How many men did we lose?” I asked quietly.
Sophia put a hand on my arm.
Sarge held up three fingers. “We lost a few more tags who just plain deserted.”
I looked around. “How many people are we down to?”
“Eleven warriors plus me, and your team of six.”
“I'm sorry,” I said into the silence and lowered my head.
Sarge tapped the table. “We all knew what we were getting into when we signed up. Nobody's blaming you.”
“But…we're back to square one,” I said.
“No.” Sarge stroked his mustache. “The guards and Mack lost a lot more people than we did. Killed. Wounded. Deserted.”
Joe and Chancey came and sat at the table. I picked at my food. Sunny brought Huff a plate of lard with eyeballs sticking out and placed it on the floor in front of him. Huff sat up, licked Sunny's hand, and began to eat. Sunny grimaced and wiped his hand on his apron.
“So what's the next move, Sarge?” I asked.
He studied the table, drawing on it with a finger. “We tried it my way. Now we'll try it your way.”
I stopped chewing and glanced at Joe. “You mean, we arm the slaves?” I asked Sarge. “Open rebellion?”
He smirked. “Have you got a better idea?”
I chewed again and smiled. “No.”
Sophia squeezed my arm.
Sarge wanted to talk and plan after we ate. But I was so tired. I stood up for a trip to the bathroom and swayed. “Why don't you talk to Joe,” I told Sarge. “He's the strategist on our team.” I staggered to what I thought was the bathroom door, opened it and went inside.
“Jules!” I heard Joe call.
“What?” I closed the door, turned, and walked into a wall. It was the closet.
Bat opened the door, chuckling, and took my arm. “This way, Bubba.” He led me to the bathroom.
When I came out, Bat had a sleeping bag unrolled on the floor. I lay down on it and sighed. “Thanks.”
“Any time.” He lifted my head and stuck an air pillow under it, then pulled off my boots.
I was half asleep when he unzipped my pants. “Get away from me, Sarge!” I mumbled and pushed at his hands.
“It's Bat.” He pulled off my pants and covered me with the bedroll. “Sleep tight, ya hear, Superstar.”
“OK.”
I felt Sophia lie down and cuddle against me. I lifted the bedroll, drew her closer, and covered her. Huff dropped down behind my back.
“Ah,” I heard Chancey say, “nice family portrait. The mommy, the daddy, and the…”
I was asleep before he finished, but I think he said “fur ball.”
I dreamed a crocodile emerged from a lake and grabbed my foot. “This time, I will whip you to death!” it said and opened its mouth. Sophia crouched behind a row of long teeth like white bars, calling to me. The croc sank into the lake. I followed, but a tower rose above my head. The croc laughed from the top of it. Sophia slid out of its mouth and fell. I tried to catch her but – Ginny! I cried in my sleep.
I awoke with a start. It was night. Sophia lay asleep beside me. Huff's deep breathing told me he was also asleep. Some of the men were snoring.
Be careful what you wish for, I thought and laid my head back down. Hopefully, we would finally free all the slaves. I drew Sophia closer. But at what cost?



Chapter Seventeen
“We take no prisoners.” Big Sarge studied his warriors and my team by firelight as we gathered around his lead vehicle at midnight in our camp.
I lowered my head as I thought of Azut, the brash, young Altairian guard I had befriended. All he wanted was to return to his homeworld at the end of his tour of duty. Would he get the chance? I doubted it.
“Something tells me you've got a problem with taking no prisoners, Jules.” Sarge folded his arms.
I looked at the grim faces of men about to go into battle. “What if they surrender?”
“You tell me what?” Sarge asked with an edge to his tone. “You want them to live to fight another day? Or do we close down the goddamn mine once and for all!” He slammed the tailgate. “We're fighting the legal guards of a legal conglom. There are no POW camps in this war.”
“But this…killing them all,” I said. “It's even more brutal than what they do to the slaves.”
“You wanted a friendly war?” Sarge shifted position. “You should've taken up football.”
I glanced at Joe, standing beside me. Sophia was on my other side. “The end justifies the means, Joe?”
He scratched his stubbly beard. “In this situation, kid, I have to agree with Sarge. If we want it to end here and now, we don't have a choice.”
“Babe.” Sophia took my arm. “Why not just stay out of it?”
“I can't do that, Soph.” I didn't want to worry her, but I intended to go after Boss Slade, through his bodyguards, if need be, and kill the motherless piece of slime any way I could. “I'm committed too.”
Sarge leaned forward. “Can I brief my soldiers now, bossman?”
I nodded.
“Thank you.” He lifted off the tailgate and strode around the fire. “We've studied their pattern of security patrols at the perimeter of the compound. Jules and Chancey will instruct the slaves to wait for daybreak before they come out of their hovels firing, at our signal, a beetle that will explode in midair after sunrise. Once they're out, we begin our attack from an encirclement.” He pulled on his mustache and glanced around. “Remember, you fire into enemy positions and see if anyone returns fire before you waste your batteries.”
“Sarge,” Attila called, “why not a night offensive?”
Sarge paused and kicked a rock. “Too risky with untrained slaves. We don't want them shooting each other, or God forbid, shooting us, if we have to leapfrog in to support them. You get hot beams flashing around at night, the slaves might panic and run. During a day attack, we'll have the cover of trees, overlooking the guards' hideouts, and the slaves can see what the hell they're shooting at.”
“Leapfrog?” I asked.
“One team holds down the enemy with fire,” Sarge explained. “The next one rushes forward and takes cover. As usual, men, we move fast, and we don't stay in one place for more than a few minutes.” He studied the faces of his fourteen soldiers, there in the flickering red light. “The entire compound is a kill zone, including Boss Slade's tower. You got that, bossman?” he threw over his shoulder at me. “Our goal is to trap them and kill them.”
“I got it,” I said.
He leaned back against the tailgate. “Watch your asses if we have to go in. The explosive teams will have the perimeter mined. Nobody but us and the slaves leave that compound alive.” He reached back and picked up an air beetle from the trunk. “We've analyzed the mission, the enemy, the terrain. We've determined how to deploy our forces.” He turned over the beetle and checked to see that it was armed. “If the guards try to make a run for it in a motorized column, we break that column by attacking a key vehicle where the others can't pass.” He looked up. “That's it. Any questions?”
There was silence.
“If you drop your weapons, make sure you hit the ground first. Let's go.”
“What does he mean by that?” I asked Joe.
“Just that a weapon doesn't touch the ground unless you're dead or unconscious.”
“Oh. Dirt in the mechanism?”
“That's it, kid.”
I sat in the back of a vehicle as we bounced down the forest road toward the mine, squeezed between Joe and Sophia. Chancey and Bat were next to us. Huff and three soldiers sat in the open trunk with the weapons, while four more were squeezed in the front seat. Sophia had agreed to hang back from the action with Bat and Ty, to help our medics, should we have wounded. Joe would watch the action from a hillock and stay in communications with Sarge. Huff would help secure the road, with two warriors, should the guards make a break for it.
I thought of Big Sarge's words as I watched the high spotlights of the mine diffused as a sky glow above treetops. We have one missile launcher left, he'd said. We lost our other two when the bastards attacked our camp.
A team will use it to knock out one of their laser cannons on the roof. If any of you manage to climb up there and secure the other one, or the one mounted on the stanchion, make good use of it.
If I could get to one of the lasers, I would turn it on Slade's office. Was he still there? I could only hope. I closed my eyes and smiled as I pictured chunks of croc meat raining down on the mine.
“What's so funny, man?” Chancey asked as I chuckled.
I shook my head. “Nothing.”
“I've seen that look,” Joe told Chancey, “he's dreaming up another wild scheme.”
But before any of this could happen, Chancey and I had to go into the mine and distribute rifles to the slaves.
The driver braked behind a boulder and we jumped out. The soldiers threw out the rifles, which were tied in bunches of five, with ropes to drag them, then ran to help encircle the compound.
“Uh oh,” I said as I peered around. The trees we intended to use for cover were all down. Logs littered the forest floor. “Looks like Slade's guards left us stumps.”
“So?” Sarge said. “You want egg in your beer? We'll use the stumps and the logs for cover.”
I turned to Sophia and embraced her. “Be careful, Soph.”
She nodded. “You too, Babe.”
I kissed her forehead and watched her move away with Bat and Ty. She looked back once. I raised a hand. Then they were gone into the night.
Joe hugged me. “No use telling you to be careful, son. But. Be careful.”
“You too, Dad.”
He nodded, turned, and trotted up the hillock for a high vantage point.
“Huff.” He stood in the back, as usual, always too shy to impose himself on others. “Huff.” I went to him and hugged him. “You be careful, you big fur ball.”
“This fur ball will go carefully.” I caught the catch in his throat. “You are in my liver, Terran Jules friend. If we meet again after the killing, it will be a good thing.” He licked my cheek. “Go with the Blessings of the Ten Gods of Kresthaven.”
“You too, Huff, my loyal friend.”
"Jules! Chancey whispered.
“Coming.”
We dragged tied rifles that had been wrapped in broad leaves to protect the mechanisms as close as we dared to the fence, and stacked them in good cover between two boulders, then waited for the next patrol to pass, and went back for more. We had about a hundred rifles, and there were about three hundred slaves. They would have to retrieve the weapons of fallen guards, Mack's men, if they were in on this, and their own comrades.
We were overlooking the hole under the electrified fence where I'd gone in to rescue Bat. I laid down and studied the upturned dirt through graphoculars set for night-vis. “That's not the way I left it,” I whispered to Sarge and Chancey. “The crotes filled it in! Could be a land mine under all that fresh dirt.” I lowered the graphoculars. “He's not working the slaves tonight. I figure Slade's waiting for us.”
“I figure that too,” Sarge said.
Slade's high tower window was lit. I saw shadows moving behind it. More than one. I trained the graphoculars on the tower's lit roof. “That piece of slimeshit,” I said. Under the glare of spotlights, I saw slaves tied to the ramparts. Armed guards walked the roof. Boss Slade had his protection in place. Guards patrolled the compound and the outside perimeter, but the rest of the slaves were in their hovels.
We knew that Adam and Ned had told Mack and Boss Slade about the stolen rifles and my plan to arm the slaves, when they made that secret call from inside the outfitter's store.
“What we gotta figure,” Chancey said, “is how the fuck we're gonna get in.”
I watched three Altairians, a foot patrol, stride along the outer perimeter of the fence. “Suppose,” I said, “we ask them to shut off the electricity from the outside control box, and then we beam a hole in the fence?” I pointed to three storage sheds inside the fence and looked from Chancey to Sarge's surprised faces. “If the fence is dead, it won't set off alarms. And the sheds are good cover, once we're inside. What say?”
Sarge nodded. “Sure!”
I crawled closer to the fence, to be nearer the next patrol, lowered my shields, and began to spin a red coil of tel. It would have to be powerful to affect three minds and direct them to do my bidding. I would have to work them like puppets on strings.
A small furry mammalian-type forest creature got caught in my expanding tel net and hopped closer. His simple response invaded my concentration. I tried to block him out, but he approached and clawed my wrist. Damn! I unholstered my stingler, spun the ring to the widest setting, stun, and zapped him, hoping it wouldn't kill his small body.
He froze, and rolled to his back. His little paws twitched in the air, then curled as his mind relaxed into an unconscious state. A catlike animal, also drawn by my tel, definitely a predator, this one, padded out from between logs and approached the tiny creature, sniffing. I picked up his small sleeping body, stuffed it into my inner vest pocket, and flipped a rock at the predator. He turned and loped back into the woods.
The next patrol was approaching. Too late. I let them walk by.
“Jules!” Sarge whispered from behind after they passed. “What the hell's happening?”
He wouldn't believe me if I told him. “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing. The next patrol.”
I conjured the red coil again, and spun it behind my eyes. I forced it to grow into a diminutive tornado, tight as a fist, and ready to strike. I imaged it spinning faster, growing as it gained power from my life energy. There was a headache awaiting me, I knew, but that was the price of influencing autonomous thinking minds.
I closed my eyes as three Altairian guards silently approached. Their demeanor was grim as they studied the surroundings for hidden enemies. I imbued the red coil with all the force I had, and felt it expand until it seemed to fill my skull with its hot churning spin.
And then I threw it. Boss Slade orders you to go to the control box and shut off the fence electricity. Shut it off! Do it now! I felt like a vis tel-marketer.
They stopped as though they'd hit a wall. But one drew his weapon, crouched, and looked around. I felt him push back against my command. Damn! He was a sensitive. If I set my weapon for stun, they would all fall.
A blue flash over my head. The sensitive jerked and fell silently. Smoke rose from his shattered skull. Either Chancey or Sarge had shot him. I felt his kwaii leap from his body and seek a hold in the void between lifebinds. I concentrated on directing the other two guards to the control box and fought him off as he tried to breach my defenses and take hold. Seek out great Mind! I sent. Spirit. Get him off me.
But Spirit must've been busy with the evolution of Halcyon. The other two guards were staggering and holding their heads as my abortive send sent their thoughts reeling. One tripped and fell backwards. He slammed into the fence and screamed as electricity surged through his body. He fell to his back, arms outstretched, his clothes smoking.
Oh, no, I thought as his kwaii joined his companion in a frenzied attempt to find some safe anchor in the endless black sea of space. I threw up my shields and felt their kwaiis lurch against them.
The third guard staggered back, his snout open as he stared at his two dead companions. Then he turned and fled, his tail bouncing.
I jumped up and held my vest pocket closed as the small creature stirred, and went after the guard, but Chancey ran between us. “Don't kill him!” I called as Chancey fired. The guard threw up his arms and went down. A hole smoldered between his shoulder blades.
“Sarge! Get those bodies,” I called back, afraid that the next patrol would soon approach.
“Help me, Chancey.” I grabbed the guard's arm, and dragged him toward a control box near the fence.
“What're we doing?” Chancey took the guard's other arm and we pulled him along.
“Get his thumbprint on the control box sensor,” I said. “We can still shut down the fence.”
I heard the next patrol talking to each other as we reached the control box, lifted the guard's hand, and pressed his thumb to the sensor. The small door snapped open. Chancey yanked down the red handle marked ON/OFF. I shut the door and we dragged the guard behind a log by his tail and fell there ourselves. Leaves and dust wafted up.
“Did you hear something? Gluthe?” One of the two guards stopped.
I peeked over the log and saw Gluthe look around and draw his weapon. “I see nothing, Wervil.”
“Something moved behind that log, Gluthe. I heard the leaves.”
Dammit! If they saw us and radioed back to their headquarters, we'd all have to run for our lives.
The small animal in my vest pocket tried to scramble out. I lifted him, set him on his feet, and gave him a tap on his hindquarters.
Chancey's jaw dropped as the creature scurried away.
Gluthe laughed. “Now ye be frightening over tiny chippers, ye dumb prit.”
Wervil laughed too and holstered his weapon. The two continued on.
I wondered how often the patrols reported in through comlinks as I watched Chancey cut a horizontal hole at the bottom of the fence, where it wouldn't be easily seen. How long before the dead guards would be missed?
Sarge trotted up dragging four batches of rifles by the ropes. I rolled through the torn fence, grabbed the ropes and pulled in the rifles. I barely dragged them behind the sheds and dropped there myself when another patrol came by. I tried to quiet my breathing. The compound was obviously on full alert.
For the next half hour, Sarge and Chancey slipped through the batches of rifles. We hid as patrols passed by. Finally, we had all the weapons inside the fence.
“Chancey,” I said as he crawled through the hole, “the slaves sleep three to a hovel. I figure there's about three hundred of them in all. One rifle per hovel should be about right.”
He nodded. “You're running the show, Superstar.”
We dragged four batches to the first hovel.
“Jules!” a Kubraen slave crawled out when he heard us untie them. “Lord Jules.” He put his hands together.
“We're here to help free you, brother,” I told him. “Let's get inside.” We pulled the rifles in after us. The small room held a thick smell of molasses, the natural Kubraen body aroma. I'd been hoping we'd meet BEMs first, a more warlike race. The Kubraen people are peaceful and passive by nature. They detest weapons.
Two other Kubraens stirred and sat up. “Lord Jules,” they whispered.
“We're here to help free you,” I said again. “But you're going to have to help yourselves.” I tried to hand a rifle to the oldest, by his gray bumpy skin ridges. He let it drop to the clay floor. “If you want to protect yourself and your brothers,” I tapped the rifle, “you'll have to use this to destroy the overlords!”
He stared at the rifle and shook his head.
“It can't be helped, brother,” I said. “I don't wish to kill either, but Great Mind will see to their kwaiis. Once this dirty work is done, your people will be free to return to their homes on Halcyon.”
He hesitated and looked at his two companions.
“We have no time,” I said, thinking of the dead guards.
“Kubraen, I,” the old one recited. “Kubraen I. We kill no sentient beings.”
“Oh great!” Chancey shook his head disgustedly.
“There's just a handful of us,” I told the Kubraen. “We can't do this alone.” I shoved the rifle back into his hands. He let it drop again.
“Don't think of it as killing guards,” I insisted. “Think of it as saving your people from torture and death.”
The young male, golden-skinned, with yellow eyes and spiky hair as dark as syrup, picked up the rifle. “Venerable Ganswythe,” he told the old one, “even Star Speaker would pardon the killing of enemies if it meant saving our people.”
The second companion, also young, a tawny-skinned female with puckered whip scars on her shoulders, eyes like a fawn's, and ginger-colored hair, nodded agreement.
“I am close to geth state,” Ganswythe whispered, meaning death. “I am concerned that Great Mind will find fault with me.”
I looked at Chancey and sat back. “I'll put in a good word with Him,” I told Ganswythe.
“You are a telpath, Lord Jules of the Terran race,” Ganswythe said, “friend to Great Briertrush. Will you surely do what you say?”
“On my honor, venerable Ganswythe.”
He took the rifle from the young male's hands and Chancey showed him how to use it. The old one wiped a tear. “Great Mind, I am become a killer of people.”
“A savior,” I said.
I told the two companions to pass the word to wait for Sarge's signal. “Those who don't have rifles must hang back and pick them up from the fallen.” I bit my lip as they glanced at each other. “I'm sorry, my brother and sister, but that's the reality. Now take these four rifles and distribute them to your Kubraen brothers in other hovels. Tell them to wait for the signal, and spread out as you come out firing.” I looked from the young Kubraen male to the woman. “Will you do that?”
“It is no sin, venerable Father,” the woman told Ganswythe, “to die for our people. Lord Jules almost gave his life to show us the honor that waits in defiance.” She touched the gland on her neck to signify her sacred loyalty to this cause. “Our children will recite this day's events around the clan fires.”
Ganswythe sighed and touched his neck. “Now the old learn from the young.”
“You'll all be remembered for this day's deeds,” I said and touched my neck.
The woman smiled at that. No gland.
“Yeah.” Chancey smirked. “And by the way, tags, remember when the fireworks start, spread out and take cover. You fire from there, you got that? Pass the word.” That was Chancey's mantra as we distributed the rifles. Too bad the people didn't listen in the battle to come.
The fly in the ointment was Mack and his renegades. If they were in on this, the slaves might take them for Terran friends. I was glad Sarge convinced me to wear a leather vest, pants, and the crooked arrow necklace. It was his signature uniform and I hadn't seen any of Mack's men wearing them. We explained that to the Kubraens and told them to pass on the information.
“I'm worried about those dead guards, Chancey,” I whispered as we crawled to another hovel, dragging the batches of rifles. “Our time might be running out.”
“That's Sarge's decision,” Chancey said. “If the alarms go off, he'll send the signal to attack, night or day.” He knocked on the next hovel. “Hey, anybody home in there?” he whispered.
A Cleocean came out rubbing his six glowing violet eyes. “Is it time to work?” He groaned and blinked his eyes in succession. “Wait! You are Jules the Terran Savior!”
“I don't know about that,” I said.
“Why not, man?” Chancey offered. “Gods usually bring us grief.”
“Can we enter your grotto?” I asked with Cleocean protocol.
“Enter, Lord Jules.”
Chancey and I pulled the rifles inside.
“You brought us weapons!” another Cleocean said.
I looked around and squinted. It seemed the dark hovel was full of violet eyes. “How many are you?” I asked.
“Four adults, and two new fry.”
Damn. Kids complicated things.
In the end, they decided that the only female would stay with the fry, and the other three adults would engage the enemy at Sarge's signal.
“Man, they got eyes!” Chancey whispered to me as he untied a batch of rifles.
“Chancey!” I shook my head at his insult to their customs.
“Yeah, yeah,” he retorted. “Listen, tags. You don't beam nobody wearing this.” He pulled on his leather vest.
We moved to the next hovel, where three Denebrians lay asleep, nestled together. They are a placid, agricultural people, but when we told them why we were there, they proved grateful for the chance to kill their torturers and return to their homeworld.
The BEMs were more than pleased to kill guards, and Mack's men, should they show up, and begged for more rifles. Chancey told them that our supply was limited and they must retrieve the rifles of the fallen.
The tall, rat-like Vermakt people of planet Fartherland were made for war, and were bored when there was peace.
“Do these tags crap in here?” Chancey whispered in my ear as we entered their foul-smelling hovel.
“I don't know, Chancey!”
The Vermakts' snouts twitched and whiskers bristled as we explained the plan to the four tall, bulky inhabitants of the hovel.
“We need four rifles,” one hissed and showed long front teeth.
“We can't afford four,” I said. “You'll have to retrieve the ones…”
The largest of the group, a hulking male, took four rifles and distributed them among his comrades. “You are the slayer of General Rowdinth. Are you not?” he asked me.
I hadn't killed their insane leader myself, but I knew they wouldn't make that distinction. “He destroyed himself from his obsession with power,” I said. “Your people were happy to be rid of him.”
“Not all.” He waved a rat-like claw toward the entrance. “You can go now.”
I looked at Chancey, who was also familiar with this arrogant race.
He shrugged. “I ain't arguing. These tags will be worth twenty Kubraens when the fireworks start.”
Speaking of which. It was still dark when the alarms sounded throughout the compound, a loud wail that heralded Danger! Under Attack! I guess the absence of the dead patrol's report was finally noticed. Frightened horses and ponies whinnied from the stables.
I took a deep breath. “Here we go,” I said to Chancey as Sarge's air beetle, the signal packed with explosives, whined by overhead, and erupted like Fourth of July fireworks above the guards' quarters in the tower complex. We grabbed a rifle each and shoved the remaining three into a hovel. I saw Chancey cross himself.
“Great Mind be with me,” I murmured, “and with Ganswythe, the venerable Kubraen. He only does what he must. I ask you to treat his kwaii with kindness. And take care of Chancey, Sophia, Huff, Joe and Bat. Blessed be Great Mind. Oh, and Sarge, and –”
“I hate to interrupt,” Chancey said, “but there's a battle raging out there!”
Around us slaves charged out of their hovels, shrilling, howling, chattering, squeaking, according to their race, and charged the guards, who were mounted and on foot. The guards raced for the protection of the compound and their quarters, firing back as they went. If they made it there, they would slaughter the slaves from cover.
Dawn was parting the veils of night as Chancey and I ran to the cover of water barrels. I heard a series of thunderous explosions and threw myself to the ground behind the barrels. Chancey sprawled beside me. We covered our heads as four air beetles with their complement of explosives smashed into the complex surrounding the tower, before the guards ever reached it. Clay and fibrin rained down. “Sarge must've seen the guards' rush!” I shouted as pieces of clay bounced off my back. I was glad to see the tower still standing, with the slaves on the roof, but the flimsy prison cells, the kitchens, the storehouse, the guards' quarters, were reduced to rubble.
“Good going, Sarge!” I jumped up and ran to the stone retaining wall paralleling the polluted stream, closer to the fray, but Chancey didn't follow. “C'mon!” I called back and ducked behind the wall, then I looked over the top and realized that he wasn't moving. A large chunk of clay lay beside his head. “Oh my God!” I jumped the wall, ran back, and slid down beside him as a hot beam flashed behind me. “Chancey!” Another beam from the rubble raked the barrels. I heard water pour out.
“Chancey.” I rolled him to his back. His eyes were closed but he was breathing. Blood ran from a deep cut on his forehead. “Oh shit!” I pressed both hands over it to stop the flow. Without water in the fibrin barrels, they afforded us no protection. “Chancey! C'mon, man. Come out of it.”
The central stanchion-mounted laser was swinging to aim at the slaves.
“Spread out!” I shouted to them, and wiped my wet, bloody hands on my shirt. “Take cover!” I screamed, braced my rifle on the top of a barrel and aimed at the high, narrow neck of the pyramid-shaped stanchion and fired a continuous beam at a row of rocks.
A ferocious desire for revenge turned the advancing slaves into a mob. They're going to get slaughtered! I thought as they ran toward the tower. I concentrated on a few key stones, and burned them with a continuous beam. They began to bubble and burst. “Come on. Come on!” I muttered, waiting for them to fail. The rocks turned molten. They flowed down the stanchion like lava pouring from a volcano.
The weakened peak of the stanchion, with the cannon, broke away. The cannon tumbled down, bouncing off stone with deafening reverberations. The two guards who had manned it rolled and bounced off the broken pyramid. Their screams died before they hit the ground.
Slaves cheered and rushed the retreating guards, who found no cover in the rubble and ran for the tower. I turned to Chancey and pressed the wound again, but blood just seeped now. “Chancey?”
His eyes fluttered and he moaned. I didn't want to leave him there, but if the guards made it to the cover of the tower, they could pick off attackers at will. The two roof-mounted lasers had swung toward the fray and were only awaiting the guards rush into the tower before sweeping the slaves with their powerful beams.
“I'll be back for you, buddy,” I whispered.
His eyes opened to slits and he nodded. “Go get 'em, Super…” But then he was out again.
“Ah, Chancey!”
One of the guard's horses trotted by, wild-eyed, running from the battle. I grabbed his trailing reins and mounted him. With my head low over his shoulder, I raced to the perimeter of the mob. “Don't let them get through the portal,” I shouted. "Destroy the portal. The high window was still lit.
Two men dressed in leathers moved among the advancing slaves. Had Sarge decided to send in his soldiers? Then, with a start, I realized they were Mack's men, disguised as Big Sarge's warriors. One fired at the back of a slave and dropped him in his tracks where others didn't notice.
“You motherless slimeshit!” I muttered. I leaned around my horse's neck and fired my stingler from under it.
I felt a primal satisfaction as the renegade's body dropped, with blood spurting out of his headless neck. Kwaiis were fleeing torn bodies all around me. I threw up my shields at this inner onslaught of frenzied souls looking for an anchor in the void.
Perhaps thirty guards were left when they made it through the portal of the high tower. The cannon laser tilted down and aimed at the slaves, who were bunched together like turkeys.
“Spread out, damn you!” I shouted to them.
But there was no order to the slaves' rush to kill their torturers. The mob mentality had taken over.
Sarge's men fired at the base of the tower from outside the fence, but with so many slaves in the way, they had little chance of hitting the portal.
I heard a whoosh overhead. Our big gun! The missile slammed into the tower just below the roof. I felt sick at heart as I jumped off the horse. How many slaves, tied to the ramparts, were killed as the roof exploded? The rising dust was thick around the tower. It blocked out the morning sky with dirty gray clouds of crushed stone and bits of fibrin. Bodies of slaves and guards littered the ground as the slaves reached the tower. But Slade's office window was still lit. The croteshit must've had Satan on his side because the missile didn't shatter his office floor.
I ran behind the fallen cannon. “Spread out and take cover,” I shouted to the slaves, who were milling around the tower, looking for a way in.
I ducked low as hot blue flashes sprayed off the cannon and over it. The guards were definitely targeting my ass.
The portal was open, but death waited for anyone foolish enough to follow the guards through it. Others were burned with beams fired from tower grills. Both sides had taken heavy losses. The wounded were screaming and kicking where they lay in their own blood. A dead Cleocean and a Denebrian were sprawled about ten feet away, their skulls crushed flat by the rolling cannon.
I saw the second tag from Mack's renegades trying to get up with a shattered leg. A Kubraen tried to help him. He lifted his stingler and at point blank he shot the Kubraen in his face.
“You bastard!” I muttered. I aimed my rifle over the cannon and sent him into the forgiving arms of Great Mind. The slaves had finally taken cover wherever they could. I rolled to my back and stared at the gray clouds of dust drifting under a pink sky. If this wasn't Hell, I don't know what was.
We were at a standoff. We had no weapons left that could destroy the tower. The guards had none left except hand weapons to fight the slaves. There might be escape tunnels under the tower. Perhaps Boss Slade was already gone.
Chancey… I was targeted and couldn't get back to him. “I'm sorry, Chance.” The screams of the wounded were like whip lashes against my spirit. You couldn't tell the wounded guards from the slaves by their anguished cries, like animals in pain.
Big Sarge had opted to keep his soldiers out of the battle. Probably a good thing. Fourteen more on our side wouldn't have made a big difference.
But what now? How long can an Altairian hold out without food or water? They had evolved from reptilian forms on their homeworld and it was possible that they could go for long periods without both. If there were tunnels, that might be a moot point. I rubbed my eyes. Sarge wasn't stupid, though. He would spread his men throughout the woods to watch for guards that emerged from hidden tunnel exits.
A Mexican standoff, Chancey would call this situation, if he survived without medical aid. “Chance.” Would we be pinned down until night? He'd always been there for me. Even with all his bantering, I knew he'd lay down his life to save me. I studied the dead Cleocean.
My turn.
I crawled to the body. I might throw up before I finished this work, but I took out my knife and skinned his white back until I had a piece of hide about the size of a small towel. I retched as I scraped the inner portion free of blood and tissue, then burned a hole through it, and tied the hide to a branch I burned off a small bush. With my grotesque white flag in hand, I crawled back to the safety of the cannon.
I was shaking and my knees felt weak as I lifted my “flag” over the cannon and waved it. Would the guards heed my petition to talk to their leader? Or drop me when I stood up? Well, at least they didn't beam my flag.
The firing ceased. Silence was an invisible shroud as the slaves and the guards realized what I was doing.
I didn't want to stand up. I wanted to dig a hole and cover myself with dirt. I grimaced as I realized that might be my future after all. My heart beat like a bird fluttering to be let out of my rib cage. My throat was so tight I didn't know if I could talk, even if given the chance. My hands shook as I got to my knees. My survival wiring said Stay down, you idiot!
I used the smooth black barrel of the cannon for support as I lifted myself to my feet and waved my grisly white flag. I unstrapped my holster and let it drop, then raised that hand too above my head. Well, I was still alive.
The tension was thick enough to slice with a butter knife as I slid over the cannon and approached the tower. I saw the high window lift up. A bulky figure peered out. Slade.
“Lord Jules!” a Denebrian shouted. “Where are you going, brother? You will be killed! Wait! I'll attend you.” He stood up.
“No. Don't!” I yelled as a blue flash from the tower cut him down.
“Stay under cover!” I ordered the slaves and walked on trembling legs, around two Vermakt bodies, and almost slipped on their blood as I made my way to the shadowy portal.
When I reached it, I stopped. My eyes hadn't adjusted yet to a dark hallway. “I'm here under a white flag,” I called through the door.
“What do you want?” someone called back in the metallic Altairian tone.
“I want to talk peace with your leader.”
I heard a whispered conversation, probably a comlink message to Slade. An Altairian came out of the gloom and patted me down for weapons. “Go to your left and climb the stairs. Hareg Slade awaits you, pritcull!”
I lowered my hands.
It was a long climb to Slade's office. Two armed guards were posted on either side of his door. One opened it as I approached. I took a deep breath, straightened, and walked inside. The guards followed and locked the door.
I paused, shocked. It looked like a business meeting, with Ja Darr, CEO of Lithium Love Mine, according to the plaque set before him, at the head of the long table, with six Altairian officers, I assumed, seated on either side of him. And there, at the foot, was Boss Slade.
The ceiling was cracked. One edge hung down precariously. The floor was littered with pieces of fibrin sheetrock. I had to smile. They must have been holding a conference when we attacked, and now they were stuck in the tower.
The odor of bitterroot was heavy in the small, crowded room. I wondered if Altairians sweat. I know I was feeling the drip of perspiration down my temples. I didn't wipe it.
“Sit down, Mister Rammis.” Ja Darr's voice quavered as he motioned me to an empty chair beside him, and showed pointy teeth in a tight smile. “You're perfectly safe here. We are all unarmed.” He spread his clawed green hands.
Except the guards, who were flanking me, I thought.
“Like you,” Darr said, “we also wish to negotiate a peace treaty.”
“Good.” I took the chair. “Let the slaves walk away from the mine. Then we can talk about closing down your other two slave camps on New Lithnia.” I leaned forward. “Have you ever considered paid employees?” My anger showed in my tone.
Darr looked around and leaned back. His flat green snout twitched. “You see,” he tapped his fingers on a folder, “that is exactly our problem. We don't perceive our employees as slaves. We refer to them as residents.”
“Refer to them any way you want,” I said. “Just let them walk out the gate, agree not to kidnap any more, in ink, close down your mines, or hire willing employees, and I'll tell my forces to withdraw.”
He chortled softly. “What we're trying to impress on you, is that they are free to come and go as they please.” He spread his hands. “That is why we fail to understand your unwarranted attack on a legal enterprise.” His hands curled into fists.
“You're wasting my time.” I started to get up. The two guards put their hands on their holstered weapons. I sat back down.
“We hope not, Mister Rammis, and we hope that you're not wasting our time, either. This has been a rather, uh, traumatic visit for us.” The officers nodded and stared at me. I never could read an Altairian's face for expression, but I doubted that theirs showed any semblance of friendship.
“Uh, a cup of liquid?” Darr asked shakily. “We have Earthbrew.”
I smiled. “Sounds good.” I could play this game of let's defuse the opponent's defenses. Make friends.
Become buddies with the devil. I glanced at Slade. His back was to the open window. No use attempting a tel-link to force the bastard to jump out the window. I could make it look like suicide, but he was a sensitive and would be aware of my link. He couldn't stop me on a psychic level, but the two guards beside me could cut short my send.
An officer went to a sous unit, poured a cup of brew and set it before me. He retreated quickly back to his chair.
I relaxed and sipped the brew. Given an opportunity to reach him, could I manage to shove Slade out the window? What if he grabbed me and I had to go with him? Was I capable of doing that? I stared into the cup. I have hated few beings with the intense disgust I felt for Slade. There had been Sye Kor, the Loranth driven insane by his obsessive desire for revenge on Terrans; the Dream Czar, who would rape Halcyon itself to satisfy his greed; General Rowdinth, the crazed Vermakt leader of planet Fartherland, in love with power and glory, and the overpopulated BEMs with their sick willingness to use others as a food source.
I smiled. “Good brew.”
“Why, thank you.” Darr returned a broad grin that crinkled the plates of his lips. “It's premium.”
“By the way.” I sipped it. “I'm here under a white flag.”
“Ah, yes.” He glanced at his colleagues and chortled nervously. “Quite a flag! But the reality, Mister Rammis, is that you are a criminal who has willfully attacked a legal enterprise. It tends to negate all rights.” He tapped the folder with a claw.
“Who establishes laws, Ja Darr,” I asked, “that allow people of the Alliance worlds to be kidnapped, tortured, and worked to death?”
“He's wasting our time!” Slade hit the table with a fist.
“Hareg,” Darr said without looking up, “I'll inform you when this conference is at an end.”
Slade lowered his head and clacked respectfully.
“All right, Mister Rammis,” Ja Darr said and sighed. I sensed his weariness. “We are willing to extend ourselves for the sake of peace and commerce.” He laid his hands over the folder. “I'll be forthright with you. We're prepared to offer you shares in our highly successful production.” He waved toward the window. “I'm talking profitability. The results being that you would never need to work again, and all things a Terran could desire would be yours for the taking, so to speak. Your life would be an endless vacation. It's a state sought after by multitudes.” He opened the folder, lifted out a paper, unclipped an old-fashioned pen and extended the paper to me. His teeth showed their edges as he drew back lips. “Mister Rammis? If you would?”
Sign my name, I thought, and sell my soul. How easy the descent to Satan's forge.
Darr wiggled the pen when I hesitated.
“I always wanted a yacht.” I took the pen.
“Then a yacht it shall be, my colleague and friend!” He wiped an unsteady hand across his forehead.
“With dancing girls?” I asked.
He looked around and chortled. His shoulders lowered as he relaxed. “If that is your desire.”
The paper was a contract. I wrote along the client signature line and handed it back to him.
He looked at my words and his smile faded, His teeth clacked. “Is this some sort of a joke?”
“A joke?” I asked. “Here, let me see that.”
He shoved the contract at me.
I picked it up. “Let's see…” I read my words aloud: “When Boss Slade and the rest of you pritculls are in your cold graves.” I slid it back to him. “No joke. That sounds about right.” I sat back. “If I don't walk out of here unharmed, Ja Darr, your former slaves will make a suicide assault on the tower. I can promise you that.” Actually, I thought it was a bluff at the time.
Some of the officers were trembling.
That gave me confidence and I played my ace. “I doubt if they'll draw a distinction,” I said casually, “between guards and the officers of your detested Lithium Love Mine.”
Shouts and screams suddenly echoed from the stairs. The slaves really had breached the portal in a suicide charge. Lone footsteps tramped up the steps, louder as they got close.
Only one being was heavy enough to make the glass droplets on the chandelier jiggle as he walked on hind legs.
The officers stood up and backed away from the door.
“What is that?” one asked another breathlessly.
“Guards!” Slade threw aside his chair.
The two guards unholstered their weapons and moved closer to the door. Ja Darr's brow knitted as he stared at the swaying chandelier. His mouth was fixed open. He seemed frozen to the chair, his shoulders hunched, his hands clasped in his lap. He looked more like a trapped animal than a confident CEO as foam dripped from the edges of his eyes.
I slid my chair back and gripped the table as a thunderous crash cracked the fibrin door. It slammed open and swayed from broken hinges.
“Watch out!” Slade called as I flung myself at the guards and dragged them to the floor with me.
A great roar filled the room as Huff leaped in on all fours, looked around, and threw himself at a guard who was lifting his stingler. I heard bones snap as Huff gripped the guard's neck with predatory teeth and shook him like prey. The guard went limp.
I yanked the stingler from the other guard's hand, spun it to stun setting, zapped him and rolled, the gun pointed at Slade's chair. But Slade was gone, not with the rest of them as they clawed each other to squeeze out the door, all but Ja Darr. From where he had sat, Slade couldn't have made it to the door that fast.
Ja Darr swayed in his chair. His eyes rolled up and he collapsed to the floor in a faint.
I took his comlink from his vest pocket, crawled under the table and felt around on the fibrin floor. There it was! The edges of a trap door. I slid my fingers into a depression under the door and lifted.
Darkness there.
With my stingler set on wide beam, I flashed it through the black opening. A spiral metal staircase and the echoing clang of fading footsteps.
I spun the ring to hot, slid through the opening and padded softly down the steps, gripping the handrails and feeling my way in darkness. If this led to Slade's safehouse, it probably contained arms. Then so be it. I'll follow you to the Gates of Perdition, I sent, though I knew he couldn't answer my send.
I paused as I turned on the comlink. “Sarge?” I whispered into it. “It's Jules. Are you there?”
“Jules! For Christ's – This is Joe! Are you all right?”
“I'm OK, Joe. I'm going after Slade, but –”
“Where are you?”
“Listen! Chancey's hurt. He needs help.”
“Is he with you?”
“No. He's behind the broken water barrels near the stream. I think he's in bad shape, Joe. Can you get a medic to him?”
“Hold on.”
I heard him talk to someone near him. “Jules. Bat and Ty volunteered to go in with a couple of Sarge's men in a vehicle to pick him up.”
“That's great, Joe.” A sense of relief washed over me. “That's great. What's happening in the tower?”
“A firefight between the slaves and the guards. That's all we know.”
“Joe. Mack sent in some renegades dressed in leathers, posing as Sarge's warriors. I killed two of them. If you spot any more, take them out. They're killing slaves. Gotta go.”
“Jules! Where the hell are you going?”
“To Perdition's Gates, Dad.” I broke the link.
It was a long climb down to a narrow, dark tunnel. I was below ground level and the air felt damp, and stuffy with the smell of clay. I kept my stingler drawn and swept the twists in the tunnel with the pale comlink light, while I listened for footsteps ahead. But they would be silent, I realized, like my own on this earthen ground. If Slade were close, though, I would have smelled his foul bitterroot odor. I didn't.
I lowered my shields, probed for his enraged thoughts, and probably his seething desire to kill me.
Pritcull, I sent, to see if I could locate him with a tel-link, one of us isn't coming out of here alive.
Instead of the malicious thoughts I expected, I encountered a soft, gentle mind.
Jules. Do you read my thoughts? I feel your presence within my mind. Where are you, my love?
Oh no! I focused my probe back toward the staircase. Sophia! She was not a sensitive, but she must have intuited my presence, the way we know when someone is near.
I trotted back toward the staircase, my weapon still drawn. My light picked her up in the pale gloom. She was holding a stingler by her side. She raised it hesitantly. “Jules?”
“Yes!” I came up to her. “What the hell are you doing here?” I whispered and shoved my stingler behind my waistband. “How did you get in? Are you crazy? Slade is somewhere in this tunnel!” I shut off the light, grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward the staircase. “Now climb back up. I can't protect us both!”
She turned to me. “I'm armed and I've come to help you find him, and execute him. Two of us have a better chance than one.”
“Dammit, Sophia, it's too dangerous!”
She touched my face. “For you too, my love.”
“How did Joe and Sarge let you do this?”
“They didn't know.”
“Goddamn it…how's Chancey?”
“He has a concussion, but Bat said he'll be all right. He's awake and talking.”
I let out a long breath of relief. “Yeah, takes more than a concussion to shut him up.”
I turned back to the dark tunnel and probed, in case Slade was sneaking up on us. But I didn't feel his presence. “How did you get down here?”
“The battle's over, Jules. The guards are all dead, the visiting officers too. It's horrible. There are bodies all over the place.”
I held her close. “And the slaves? How many did we lose?”
“I think maybe thirty… maybe more. I'm not sure. I couldn't look.” She rested her head on my chest. “It was a high price to pay for their freedom.”
“It usually is.”
“Huff wanted to follow you down here, but he couldn't get through the trap door. He tried to rip it apart, but it wouldn't rip. He's pretty distraught over it. Where does this tunnel lead?”
“To Slade. Other than that, I don't know.” I kissed her forehead. “Soph. Please go back. For me? I can't track him down and worry about you too.”
“You do what you have to, Babe, and I'll be behind you, there if you need me.”
“You're a damn stubborn woman!”
She reached up and kissed me lightly. “I know.”
“Promise me one thing.”
“If I can.”
“If things go bad and I…I mean if he…”
“Kills you?”
I nodded. “Will you just get to safety however you can, and not try to kill him? Promise me that.”
She nodded. “I promise,” she said softly.
I sighed, and hugged her again. “You're a ball and chain.”
“Yes, I am. You'll have to get used to it.”
“Then stay behind me.” I drew my weapon and started down the tunnel again, tel-probing.
Nothing.
Except the thick, bubbly Altairian sounds that passed for their music, emanating from a side tunnel. We turned into it and came to a chamber that had to be an Altairian's delight.
I'd seen holomentaries of their homeworld. This was a replica, with slick, stark gray and charcoal mud, dotted with slime. Green ponds rippled in a breeze from wall vents. Sculptures from different Alliance worlds lined alcoves like a museum. My enemy was an art connoisseur. The walls were painted with Altairian buildings, those bent crosses, leaking green light down grooves in the clay.
“It's surreal,” Sophia commented.
I nodded and watched a silver chandelier with lit pearl droplets rotate and cast splashes of shadows on the walls and rough ceiling. “All the comforts of the privileged Altairian class,” I whispered as we quietly padded through to another side tunnel.
She clasped my hand. “I suppose,” she said, “even fiends like Slade get homesick.”
We passed a bedroom, I think, with a large slime-covered pond. “Look at that!” I said. Two Altairian android females, by their bright green painted scales and glass, faceted eyes, stood motionless near the pond. “For when the Lord of Overseers gets lonely,” I said. “Everything a crocodile could ask for.”
“A monster's ménage à trois,” she whispered.
I scanned for Slade's thoughts, but only encountered Sophia's anxiety. Was she blocking me from reaching Slade just by being so close? Could be.
We went through his office. A bio- computer sat on a desk next to comlinks, and a star positioning system to reach his bosses on Alpha, I imagine.
Where the hell is he? I wondered. Was he watching us from hidden cameras with his thoughts reduced to subliminal?
The sound of claws on hard clay made me jump. I heard Sophia gasp. I put out a protective arm as I swept the light across the floor. An android lizard with a rhinestone necklace scurried up and bit my boot. I kicked it away. It landed on its back and went into off mode. “I don't like this,” I told Sophia. “The croc might be watching us from cameras.”
“These tunnels are a labyrinth.” She held my hand tighter.
The next side tunnel opened to a large, lit chamber, and there, in the center, was a pit filled with silver lithium. Nearby, two hovair trucks were parked with chutes extended into the pit.
“Damn!' I exclaimed.”Slade's private cache. He's got his own business." I gestured toward a wide tunnel with tire tracks. “Could be he already escaped.”
A whirring sound behind us.
I spun, and faced a three-foot high quadruped mirror-plated spider robot. “Uh, oh.” Hot beams would just bounce off that reflective surface.
Six eyes lit up atop a turret on its back. A door slid open and the barrel of a weapon protruded.
“Run, Sophia!” I shouted and got between the robot and her as the barrel aimed at me. “Run!”
Instead, she fired at it. The beam bounced off harmlessly.
I fully expected to be shot, but the barrel retracted. The slot closed. The spider moved toward me. “C'mon!” I grabbed Sophia's wrist and we ran toward the side tunnel. I heard a whir and glanced back. Wheels had protruded from under the spider's body and it rushed forward.
We would never outrun it. “The tunnel,” I shouted to her. “I'll distract it and follow. Go!”
She ran into the tunnel and I headed around the lithium pit, hoping the robot would go through to get at me, and sink in the soft alkali metal.
But it stopped at the edge of the pit, turned and started around it. I scooped up handfuls of lithium and coughed on the toxic substance as I threw it across the embankment between me and the advancing robot. Then I beamed it and it burst into flames in front of the spider. I didn't wait to see the result, but headed for the side tunnel at a full run.
I glanced back once and saw the spider spinning in circles in the flames. “Got you,” I muttered, turned back and fell over another robot spider emerging from the tunnel. I rolled and aimed for its eyes, but it lifted to its back legs and retracted the wheels, presenting a solid, mirrored belly.
It leaped.
I covered my head and yelled as it slammed into my chest. Air rushed from my lungs as its heavy weight hit full force. I tried to lift it off, couldn't. I attempted to slide out from under it, but it planted its four legs and I was trapped. I gritted my teeth as I waited for whatever form of death was at hand, but it just held me there.
I heard Sophia scream. Why was she still here? I twisted my head around and froze.
Boss Slade had a grip on Sophia's arm and was dragging her back into the cavern.
No! I screamed within my mind as he dragged her toward the lithium pit. I had no time for a deep tel-probe. “Slade! Let her go. Take me! If you have any honor, let her go and take me.” Tears of anguish slid down my cheeks as I drew in hard breaths and struggled to free myself from the spider.
It lowered itself and pressed against my chest until I was gasping for air.
“Hareg!” I squeezed out. “It's me you want. She never did anything to you…please!”
He pointed a clawed finger at me and slammed down his tail. “Ye have destroyed me, ye human garbage! Everything I owned, ye have taken away. I curse the day I sent for ye. Now will I take away what is precious to ye.”
“Jules!” Sophia shrieked as he dragged her close to the pit.
“Oh, God, no!” Spirit, I sent. Spirit, please.
I see your distress, Terran, Spirit sent, but I cannot influence your enemy without influencing much of the planet's human population. You know that.
“No, don't!” I squeezed out to Slade as he unholstered his weapon and beamed the pool of lithium.
The volatile substance burst into flames that raced to the edges of the pit, exploded, and breached the embankment. The curved cavern was bathed in flickering shadows that threw grotesque images across the walls. Flames licked up to the ceiling. Sophia and Slade took on a ruddy hue and I thought that only Satan himself was missing from this nightmare scenario.
I gripped one of the spider's legs and yanked. It never moved. “Hareg,” I called hoarsely, “I'll do whatever you ask, just don't kill her.”
“Oh, ye will, human. Ye will watch her burn. Ye will live to see her scalded eyeballs turn black before her screams die. Then ye will join her in death.”
Sophia fought him as he dragged her to the edge. Her screams cut into my soul like blades of fire.
“Sophia…” I gasped.
From a dark alcove, I saw a movement. Zora, Slade's secretary, huddled back in shadows and watched.
“Zora!” I cried. “Help her! Please!”
But she was not here for us.
Sophia's screams were pierced by a guttural shriek. Slade jerked back and staggered. Sophia broke away and ran to me. She tried to lift the spider, but couldn't.
Slade slid to his knees, his arms waving, reaching for his smoking back, and sprawled to the ground beside the burning pit.
I looked around. “Who…?”
Azut came out of the wide tunnel, a stingler in his hand. He strode to Slade, who was convulsing, his blood pouring into the pit. “Know this, master,” he said to Slade. “I kill ye as ye got my brother killed in a rebellion caused by your brutality and greed. Never will ye see the green ponds of homeworld again. This pit of fire will be ye home!”
Slade tried to crawl away, but Azut kicked his body and he rolled down the embankment, clawing at clay and wailing as he went.
Azut followed and kicked him into the flaming pit.
“Don't look, Sophia!” I cried.
But I could not block out his unearthly shrieks as the flames consumed him, like the cries of the damned reaching up from the Inferno itself. His moans faded to a whimper. Then there was silence. Except for Zora, who emerged from the alcove dancing and slapping her tail against the clay ground. I guess it was payback for Slade's cruel treatment of her. I had seen the scars of whip lashes across her back, where the scales were ripped off.
And then she was gone, lumbering through a dark, narrow passage. Only her hollow laugh echoed and followed her.
I laid my head back and stared at the ceiling as Azut approached us. What was his intention? He reached out a hand to my chest and I didn't know if it were in friendship or rage.
“Don't hurt him,” Sophia begged. “Please!”
I flinched as Azut shoved his flattened hand between me and the spider. I heard the click of a switch. The spider rose to its feet. Its lit eyes blinked out, and it remained still.
I crawled out from under it and lay there, gasping in breaths. Azut extended a hand. I took it and he helped me to my unsteady feet. Sophia took my arm and I hugged her tight. “I'll never let you go!” I whispered, while tears slid down my cheeks. “Never.” I put out an arm to Azut and drew him close. “I'm sorry about your brother, my friend.”
He nodded, and I heard his teeth clack and the whimper in his throat. I held Sophia against me so she wouldn't see Slade's blackened bones drift in the flames.
* * *
We came out of the dark tunnel into morning woods like Orpheus with a rescued Eurydice from Hell, and a friend.
I pointed at our parked hovairs in a clearing and we made our way toward them. Huff, with his keen hearing, was the first to notice us as we came out of the trees. He howled, dropped to all fours and galloped toward us.
“Easy, Huff!” I yelled as he approached. He skidded to a stop on leaves, rose to his full height and embraced me.
“Never did I hope in my liver to see you again,” he cried. “Never did I hope to smell your bitter Terran aroma again.” My chest was still sore from the spider's weight, but I said nothing as he lifted me off the ground. “Never did I hope to see your smile that shows blunt teeth, or hear your squeaky human voice call my name. Oh, Huff. Huff! I am blessed by the Ten Gods of Kresthaven.” His eyes leaked tears that wet his cheek fur as he licked my face.
“Jules!” Joe cried from the clearing and trotted toward us, followed by Bat and Sarge.
“Dad,” I said as Joe hugged me. “Dad…I –” My knees trembled as the shock of what we'd just been through finally took hold. I sat down, scraped up a handful of leaves, and smelled the pungent aroma of living things. Sophia, Huff, Joe, Bat, and Azut sat down around me.
Sarge strode up, his hand on his holstered weapon, and glared at Azut.
“He's a friend!” I said quickly. “He saved both our lives.”
Sarge let his hand drop. “Where's Slade?”
“In Satan's forge by now. His bones are roasting in a fire pit of lithium.”How's Chancey?"
“He's on his feet,” Sarge said, "and bitching that he missed all the action.
“I can't keep the man quiet,” Bat said.
I cupped Sophia's tear-stained face in my hands. “Missed it? He doesn't know how lucky he is.”
She pulled me closer and kissed me gently, like a brush of love. “But I do,” she said.



Chapter Eighteen
The team remained at Sophia's cabin, all except Huff. He was anxious to visit his friends and relatives on Kresthaven, then he would meet me back on Earth. He said he liked traveling the star systems better than playing blue checkers, and hunting the ice floes of his homeworld's northern seas.
Joe and delegates from Alpha's Central Government negotiated with New Lithnia's three state senators and six representatives on passing a bill to outlaw slavery. It was not put up for a vote to the human residents, for fear it might be knocked down. But the Executive Branch that ran the three states ratified the bill, and it became law. Lithium Love Mines was dissolved and a bid was put out for ethical mining companies to take over the three lithium sites.
Mack and his remaining men were allowed off-planet, with the stipulation that if they ever showed their faces again, they'd spend their lives in Wydemont Creek's small county jail.
With the last of my credcount, I paid Azut's fare to return to his homeworld, along with the former slaves to go back to their star systems. I checked the roster for the coming space flights, and there under Flight 309- Alpha, I saw her name. Danielle Foster. I thought back to my young friend's words and smiled: Mom and Dad like to call me Dannie.
Sarge and his men, also on the flight list, left to seek work elsewhere in the star systems.
It was morning when Sophia and I rode to the mine on Stormy and a borrowed Palomino to help unharness the ponies and the guards' horses. We drove them to an enclosed field where they would live out their lives without ever feeling the heavy weight of a cart, or the sting of a whip.
For awhile, the shaggy ponies stood and looked around, then they lowered their bushy heads and began to eat the good, rich, transplanted Earth grass.
I leaned over and took Sophia's hand. “What are your plans now, Soph?”
She smiled that broad smile that always lit up her face. “What do you think?”
“Well, there's a lab in a small town called Los Alamos, back on Earth. They hired me to study Blackroot.” I smiled. “It's about time I showed up for work. And I'm anxious to see my daughter again, in Denver.”
“I always wanted to see Earth, our real homeworld. Do they have crusties?”
“No, but there's a cousin called lobsters, and you don't need a digestall pill to eat them. They've got big claws and they'll give you a fight.”
She leaned over and kissed me. “No worse than the struggle of living with a maverick. Can I bring Stormy aboard the star ship?”
“I'm probably bankrupt by now, but I'll ask for a stipend from the lab and we'll bring her home, too. What say, my love?”
She clasped my hand and we watched the ponies group into a herd and trot, free, across the green fields. A brawny stallion took the lead and the others followed him.
“I say I love you, Jules Rammis.”
“I say back to you, Sophia, I…wait a minute. I don't know your last name!”
She threw back her head and laughed. “Sophia Rella. My parents were Greek. But I like Sophia Rammis better.”
“Oh.” That old feeling of being afraid to commit tightened my stomach and I bit my lip. “Give me a few months, Soph. I think I still have some growing up to do.”
“I love you just the way you are, Babe.” She leaned over to touch my cheek. “Don't ever change.”
“I'm afraid I can't.”
Chancey rode up. The kid from Harlem had really taken to horseback riding back on planet Denebria.
“Hey, Chance,” I said, “ready to go home?”
“Any time is soon enough, man.” He scratched under the bandage around his head. “But you got a problem.”
“Who, me?” I asked.
“You know that Blackroot you sent to the lab so you could study it?”
“What about it?” I asked suspiciously.
“It got loose.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Some fool maintenance man unlocked the lid of the tank to feed it and forgot to lock it again.”
“Oh my God,” Sophia said. “What does that mean, Jules?”
“I don't know. What happened?”
They're finding it as far south as Santa Fe," Chancey informed us, “and as far north as Pagosa Springs. Been pushing out the…what do you call those regular plants?”
“The indigenous plants?” I asked.
“Yeah. That's what they called them. The indigenous ones. Been having domestic animals for lunch, too. Seems to be spreading like wildfire. The director of the lab said this could be worse than the release of killer bees way back when.”
 
I let out a breath and looked at Sophia, my jaw hanging. “Uh oh.”
END
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