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Chapter One
I scanned the encampment below from where I lay on a ledge moist with sticky mud and overgrown with spongy twines of alien plants. Their syrupy aroma clogged my throat as new buds sprang up overnight in the heat and humidity of the jungle floor.
Ground cars and hovairs were parked around the tents. Behind them, two starships, pointing skyward, gleamed in the light of the planet's ruddy moon.
“No sign of Joe,” I told Chancey over the chirps, grunts, whistles and snorts of creatures that were uncomfortably close in the thick night air. I wiped sweat from my forehead. “I'm going to try for a tel-link.”
“Gimme the graphs, Jules.” Chancey nudged my shoulder and pointed to a narrow river that held the camp in a left crook of its elbow. Dark slopes surrounded the sluggish water. “There's something big moving on the surface. I want to check it out.”
I stretched out my hand with the graphoculars, but Chancey is African American Harlem-tough, with skin so black it appears blue in highlights. My friend and teammate often sports a wicked grin and would challenge the devil himself. But he was not always easy to spot on a black night.
“Over here, man!” He snatched the graphs from my outstretched hand.
Bat, our laid-back Southern medic, with mild blue eyes and a ready smile dimpling his square face beneath the crumpled military cap that hid his bald head, lay sprawled next to Chancey. “It's a Cleocean,” he told Chancey. “I hear tell these rogue pirates come from all over the known worlds.” He lifted to his elbows. “Even Earth, I hear.”
Chancey peered through the graphs, set for night vision. “You got good eyes, Southern boy. Be easy enough to take him out. He's naked as a rat with mange.”
Huff, my loyal Vegan buddy from planet Kresthaven, who resembled a Polar bear with a marsupial pouch, crouched by my other side. Huff never wore clothes. His fur was all he needed, but he could've made the devil himself run for his life with his literal take on every word said. And if that didn't purge Satan of his sins, this powerful predator with teeth like ivory stakes could squeeze them out of him.
I probed the dark array of tents below, protected by camouflage spread like an invisible blanket floating over them, and projected my mind into the interiors for a visual. I quested for Joe Hatch's mental “fingerprints” among humans and aliens sleeping on air cots that hovered above the floor. Other tents held weapons and equipment.
There, in the largest tent, its flap folded back, I felt the patterns of Joe's mindset. He was awake; his hands tied behind his back. A weight of weariness and fear washed over me as I probed his thoughts and opened myself to his feelings.
I drew a breath at his depth of desolation. Three days ago our crusty team leader had watched helplessly as his wife Abby, beaten by space-lane pirates, was left bleeding on the floor, while Joe was dragged from his home in Denver, Colorado, to a waiting starship. Abby, one of my favorite people on all the worlds, was in a hospital with a broken jaw and a fractured skull.
Joe, we're coming for you, I mentally sent, though he wasn't a sensitive and could not receive.
Joe was the father I'd never known. My daughter's biological grandfather and my ex-wife Althea's Dad. We had been on five exo-missions together, some with the team, and there was no way any of us would leave this dirtball rock called Charis without our leader.
My lips twisted into a wry smile. Chara, the sun, Greek for joy, and Charis, the farthest out of its three habitable planets, also Greek, for one of the three Graces. It turned out that Charis was the stronghold of pirates who preyed on merchant ships that passed through the intra-galactic trade lanes and kidnapped high-ranking officers for the ransom loot.
The last member of our team, my beloved Sophia Rella, would've appreciated the Greek names, being Greek herself. But she wasn't in on this operation. The only way to keep her out of danger was simply not to tell her about Joe's kidnapping and our mission to free him. If she'd known that we'd left without her, my butt would've been toast.
“What're you getting?” Bat asked me as I lay silently probing our team leader.
“Nothing you're going to like, Bat.” I shook my head. “He seem…broken.”
Huff put his heavy forearm around my shoulders. The tips of his claws dug in. I grimaced, but didn't say a word.
“Can we put him back together?” he asked in his growly voice.
I glanced at Chancey. “I sure hope so.”
“I have Vegan quick-fur- growth in my pouch,” Huff offered. “I would gift him with it to heal the breaks.”
“I think it went to your brain, fur ball,” Chancey remarked.
“Cut it out, Chance,” I said. Usually Joe made him behave. Now the job fell to me.
A movement in the sky caught my attention. A moving mass that buzzed like a swarm of bees. “Uh oh.” There are no bee-like species indigenous to Charis. I got to my feet and crouched. “Uh oh.”
“Uh oh what, man?” Chancey jumped to his feet, along with Bat.
“Zenorgisms!” I said. “Let's get out of here before they spot us. Huff. Run!”
I leaped off the ledge and slid on my butt along dried vines and mud that clumped under my fingernails as I dug them in. Huff jumped off on all fours and careened into a tree. Chancey and Bat watched us, eased off the ledge and kept their feet.
We ran for the cover of twisted saplings that looked as though they'd been shaped into Bonsai trees.
“What the hell are we running from?” Chancey shouted between gasps of breaths in the thin air.
An alarm wailed inside the compound.
“That!” I said. “Zenorgisms aren't indigenous to this planet, Chancey. They're with the pirates. C'mon, we'd better make it back to our ship or we're fish food for the Cleocean.”
But making it to our ship was not in the cards.
Three hovairs whined into the night sky and headed our way, guided by the flock of Zenorgisms, or by infras. Either way…
“They've spotted us.” Bat pointed to Zenorgisms that plunked to the ground among the trees. Their oblong purple bodies, the size of foot-long plums, shone in moonlight. Their stalk eyes rotated to locate us. With wings folded and beaks thrust forward, they stalked toward us on spindly legs.
Chancey and Bat unholstered their weapons. Huff reared up and took his mouse stinglers from holsters around his hind legs.
“They're harmless,” I said, “and they've already ID'd us for the ships. Let's just go!”
But Huff's predatory instincts kicked in and he sprang at the closest Zenorgism with a throaty growl and bared teeth that flashed in moonlight. Black blood spurted from the plump body as Huff's teeth tore into flesh. The Zen shrieked and burst like a piñata. Huff must've pierced his hydrogen sac. Fire flared from the shredded body.
“Holy crotes,” I muttered.
The flock of Zens soared skyward, then turned and dived on us. I heard the buzz as fragile, transparent wings beat faster than a bee's. Something struck my side like a sharp knife. I screamed as it pierced my skin through the jacket and shirt. But the wound was no more than the jab of a sharp beak.
Then they were on us. Huff roared his challenge and swiped at the Zens as they descended on him, batting them back into the air to flutter and plunge to earth where they lay twitching out their lives.
Chancey and Bat swept their beam weapons in arcs that seared through the flock. I unholstered my stingler and fired at the Zens who landed close to us. Small explosions lit the night whenever we hit their hydrogen sacs.
Finally the remaining Zens retreated in erratic flight paths, avoiding descending hovairs.
I was breathing hard and sweating as I watched the three hovairs cruise just above the tree line and approach.
“I'd bet your creds,” Chancey told me, “that the mother crotefuckers have got infras onboard.”
“The river,” I said and headed that way. “Huff!”
He loped after me.
Chancey and Bat followed close behind.
“Hope there ain't no 'gators,” Bat said. “Slide in easy, boys. We don't want white water to give us away.”
Chancey and I holstered our weapons and slid in. But Huff did a belly flop. A frothing wave spread across the surface like white teeth. Dammit, Huff, I thought.
The cold water was refreshing as we swam toward a batch of reeds on the far side. We made it there and sank low in the water as the three hovairs soared overhead.
“Do you think they saw us?” Bat whispered.
Two hovairs circled the river with lights flashing across the rippled surface. The third broke away and landed in a small clearing near the river's bank.
“I'd bet Chancey's creds,” I said, “that they'll check out the water.” I rubbed my sore side. “Those mudlumping Zens have a kick to their beaks. I didn't know that.”
“Got me in the leg,” Bat said. “You, Chancey? Y'all OK?”
“Yeah, Doc. I'm too fast fer them. You white mice got to learn to move.”
That's because they couldn't see you, I thought but didn't say. “They've got a plan.” I pointed to the circling hovairs. If we leave the water…"
“The airborne craft will target us with infras,” Bat said. "If we stay in, the tags in the one that landed…
“Will have our asses fer dessert,” Chancey finished it.
“Huff,” I said, “how long can you hold your breath underwater?”
There are no clocks on Huff's homeworld.
“As long as it takes,” he said and paddled close to me, “for a strong human to run one mile on his back legs.”
I stroked his head.
“In the blackness above and below, my Terran cub,” Huff said, “I can snap their necks like the dire flappers of the frozen north seas.”
“It will be dangerous, buddy,” I told him. “You know that.”
He nuzzled me. “The Ten Gods of the Land and Ocean say that a day will come when you must enter The Pit, though you may go gently, or you may go biting.”
“Not tonight, Huff. We'll back you up with our weapons. They're waterproof, you know.”
“I know,” he said. “So are my teeth and claws.”
“Yeah, right.”
We heard voices and saw lights sweep the shore as the pirates emerged from the craft on the ground. Above, two circling hovairs still swept the river with lights.
I touched Huff's head with mine. “You be careful, Huff. I want you to come back.”
“Arrr,” he said.
“What?”
“The candy bars in my pouch are sogging.”
I had to smile. “Sorry. I'll buy you more when we get back to Earth.”
He licked my face with his broad pink tongue, took a huge breath of air and sank beneath the surface.
Chancey, Bat, and I stayed low in the water, aiming at the lights.
“They're in the river,” a gruff human voice called in stelspeak, the universal language of the known worlds.
“Then be careful of the river.” I caught the metallic ring of a BEM's voice, so-called for their giant eyes and their unpronounceable name for themselves. “They made meat crumbs out of the Zens.”
“I will bet you'd like to lick them up for supper!” a Denebrian said in his lilting tone, without humor. BEMs had invaded his homeworld, making slaves of Denebrians, who were a gentle, agricultural folk, and used them as food animals. I guess even among this rogue band, old hatreds died hard.
“Hey, Cleo,” the human called.
“I told you my name is alhagseirta Du' Finnrudda,” the Cleocean answered.
“Right,” the human said. “Get into the water and find those bottom scrabbling mother crotefuckers or your name's gonna be mud! And maybe you'll be mud too.”
Be careful, Huff, I sent. “Dammit!”
“What?” Bat whispered.
“I should've told him to get the Cleocean first. He's the only one who can locate Huff underwater.” I closed my eyes and spun a tel coil for a mind probe. In the past, Huff had exhibited a weak, latent ability to receive. I wanted to reach him now.
I spun the coil hotter and faster, then threw it with a message attached: Get the Cleocean first, Huff!
I felt a vague response. A mental nod of agreement. “I reached him,” I said. “He probably thinks it's his own thought.” We moved deeper into the thick reeds.
“If the fur ball does his job,” Chancey remarked, with water up to his chin, “I'll bet your creds we could board and steal that hovair.”
“It's a long shot,” I said, “but hold that thought.”
Our ship, Star Sojourner, was parked a mile or so away, hidden under a grove of trees in a gorge. But nothing could beat a hovair for planetary air and land travel.
I began to shiver in the cold river water. “I hope he does his job fast.”
“Must be fed by mountain runoff,” Bat commented through trembling lips. “Ain't got no cures in my bag fer hypothermia, 'specially when the doc's got it too.”
In the shadows of night, I counted six pirates moving along the river's bank. Then the Cleocean splashed into the water and dived.
Huff must have been waiting because I felt the vibrations of disturbed water against my submerged body. A silent battle had erupted beneath the agitated surface.
The Cleocean suddenly leaped into the air. No. He was thrown. His silver body crashed back down and floated in the languid current.
“What the hell is under there?” the human exclaimed as the pirates stumbled over each other in their haste to back away from the black water. Wavelets lapped the shore.
Huff burst through the surface and pounced on the closest pirate, the BEM, who was still up to his jointed tentacles in water. Before the BEM could scream, Huff clamped down on his throat and dragged him under.
“That evens the odds.” I rubbed my frozen arms.
The lights from circling hovairs had zeroed in on the water and the marshy reeds where we hid.
“The next time that mother fucker comes up,” the human shouted, “burn him!”
“It's a Vegan,” the Denebrian said in a shaky voice. “A Vegan. They are powerful sea creatures. They can stay under for a Zen's lifetime. This is not worth the price.”
I watched him turn and stride toward the lights of the waiting hovair.
“Get back here, you damn sod eater,” the human called, “or I'll throw your ass into the river.”
The Denebrian kept walking. “Deduct it from my pay, Terran scud.”
“We could take three of them,” I said, “if we can avoid the lights. Can you tags swim the width of this river underwater? It's only about forty feet across.”
“Won't know unless we try.” Bat took deep breaths and forced out air.
“What's he doing?” Chancey asked me.
“Hyperventilating, Chance. It gives you more time underwater.” I started to do it too. I didn't tell Chancey that you could also pass out from the technique. It had never happened to me, though, in all my years of free diving.
“OK.” Chancey scanned the circling hovairs and took deep breaths.
The human and his two companions backed away from the water's edge and waited with drawn stinglers that gleamed in moonlight.
“See you tags on the other side.” I drew in a deep breath and slid underwater. If I thought I was cold before, I didn't know what cold was. I clamped my teeth to avoid exhaling and swam across the slick bottom, my hands groping, and using plants to pull myself along.
I was shaking badly when the bottom finally sloped up and my head broke the surface. I quietly drew in a deep shuddering breath and crawled up the bank to dry land.
Bat was already there, on his knees and shivering as he caught his breath. Chancey broke the surface about halfway across the river and started swimming.
“C'mon, Chance,” I whispered and unholstered my weapon.
A light swept the water and Chancey dived. He surfaced near shore and crawled up the bank.
Stay under, Huff, I sent as we crouched low and ran to the shelter of trees.
“Bat,” I said, with cold slurring my words, “suppose you sneak over to the hovair and take out the Deneb while Chance and I take on the three by the river.”
“Y'all want me to kill him?” Bat's eyes widened in darkness.
“If you can catch him off guard,” I said, “order him into the ship and go in with him so the infras won't pick up either of you. But don't put yourself in danger to save him, Bat. Believe me, he wouldn't do it for you.”
Bat lowered his head and nodded. “OK.”
I patted his shoulder.
“Chance,” I said, “we've got to waste those three and throw two bodies into the river.”
“Yeah. Then we take their place for the infras. I got no quarrel with that.”
I finally stopped shaking in the hot, humid air.
“What scares me…” Chancey said.
“Is that these scuds murder their hostages when the ransom creds don't show up,” I finished his thought. The decapitated heads of hostages had been sent back to their families when the ransom wasn't paid. “These people are animals,” I said. “Suppose…” I wiped my face and some bugs on a sleeve and stared at the hovair. “Suppose…”
“C'mon,” Chancey said, “what're you thinking?”
“They might kill Joe before this night is over, Chance, unless…”
“Suppose. Unless … Chancey repeated.”Spit it out, tag."
“Change of plans,” I said. “Suppose we create a diversion?”
Chancey glanced at Bat. “We're listening, man.”
“Suppose we…” I started.
“There he is!” I heard the human call. Huff had emerged downriver from the three pirates and ducked back under as they fired at him.
“Chancey, Bat,” I said. “I've got an idea.”
“We're friggin' listening, man!” Chancey said. “Will ya friggin' tell us?”
“Suppose, after we get rid of these scuds,” I said, “you trot back to Sojourner, Chancey, while Bat and I wait inside the hovair, if all goes well.”
“And?” Chancey said.
“At my signal on the comlinks, you take off and buzz the camp.”
“Can do.”
“All hell's going to break loose, Chance,” I said. “That's when Bat, Huff, and I land the hovair near the big tent, grab Joe and go.”
Chancey grinned his lopsided grin. “Sounds like a plan, Superstar.”
“A dangerous one for you,” I said.
“For all of us,” Chancey added
“Remember, Chance, Joe's being held in the big tent.” I glanced at the grounded craft. “We could probably make it to the hovair under cover of trees, but that would mean abandoning Huff.”
“We don't leave nobody behind,” Chancey said. “Not even the fur ball.”
I patted his shoulder. “If things go wrong and we can't meet back at the gorge, we'll meet upriver, at the tributary. Agreed?”
They nodded.
“Bat? You up for this?”
Bat squeezed out his soaked cap, crammed it back on his head and smiled. “I signed on, didn't I?”
“I hope you don't live to regret it,” I told him.
“I hope none of us does.” He crossed himself, fished inside his wet shirt, pulled out a crucifix and kissed it. “I truly hope none of us does, bubba.”



Chapter Two
I guess the three pirates near the river felt pretty safe from us. They were covered by the circling hovairs. The land between them, and Bat and me, was stark and open, lit only by moonlight, with a few stands of spindly-trunked entwined Bonsai trees. Our stinglers are short-range beam weapons. The pirates must've figured we'd be fried by the ships' big guns before we got close to them. They were probably right. But what they didn't figure on was our bag of tricks.
Chancey trotted away, staying under the cover of a grove of entangled trees as he headed for the hovair. The Deneb had gone inside. Bat and I moved along the muddy slope behind the river until we came to a stand of trees that spread down to the water's edge.
By the ruddy light of the moon, we found what we wanted, a good-sized boulder. It was hard to pry it out of mud that sucked it back in. Finally, with our backs against it, our feet sliding, we got it rolling down to the river.
“Yes!” I said as it bounced faster. We unholstered our weapons. “Set it on stun,” I told Bat. We'll drag the crotes under trees where the infras can't detect them."
He let out a breath in relief and spun the ring to stun setting. I heard the splash as the boulder rolled into water.
“What was that?” the human pirate asked and swept his light across the water where the boulder jutted above the disturbed surface. “Did that crotefucker just surface and go back under? C'mon,” he told his two companions, also humans, I realized, “I want that slimeshittin' Vegan like a drowning man wants air!”
“Go easy,” one of the other humans said. “He already took out two of our people.”
“I'll go easy when his fuckin' head is on a platter. The man who takes that bottom feeder gets a thousand creds from my own 'count!”
Bat and I stayed low as the three pirates trotted to the water's edge, still under the trees where we hid.
“Dammit!” I muttered as one of the airborne craft hovered above the pirates.
“Do you figure,” Bat asked, “those infras can pick up warm bodies under trees?”
“It looks that way, Bat,” I whispered. “The ships have got ears too.”
“Guess we'd best be quiet.”
“Oh no!” Huff's head broke the surface near the pirates. The hovair was directly overhead. Not now, Huff! I sent the thought.
“What'll we do?” Bat asked in a throaty whisper.
“We're committed. Let's go.”
We slid down the muddy slope until we were in range of firing and stopped behind a slender trunk. The pirates fired at Huff and he went under again, but one of the hovairs dropped out of the sky, skimmed the water's surface and fired a missile into Huff's position.
“Oh, no,” I whispered as water erupted in a blaze of fiery light and spray. “Huff…”
“That oughta do the slimy fucker!” the human leader shouted. “Look for his body. I want his head. The fish can have the rest of him.”
I spun my stingler's ring to hot beam, lifted mental shields, and fired. The leader screamed and threw up his arms, then sank lifeless to the mud with his jacket smoldering. “That'll do you,” I said through clenched teeth.
Bat swept his weapon, still set for stun, and the other two pirates crashed to the ground before they could fire.
“Huff.” I stood up and scanned the water. If he was dead, his body would float, unless it were so torn…
The hovair banked and soared in our direction. I realized that Bat was pulling on my sleeve. “They've spotted us!” he cried. “Jules! We've got to make it to the hovair. It's our only chance.”
A missile exploded to our left.
“Duck!” Bat shouted as tree trunks exploded like shrapnel around us.
I threw a glance back at the empty surface with my stomach knotted and followed Bat as he ran to the grounded hovair under cover of trees.
Chancey sprang the hatch from inside and we threw ourselves into the deck while he snapped it shut. The Deneb lay dead in a corner. The craft's engines were idling with a keening sound like a bird of prey ready to spring into flight.
“Where the hell's Huff?” Chancey asked as I slid into the pilot's seat and strapped on the belts.
“We're not sure,” Bat told him, but…" I saw him shake his head. My throat went dry and tight. Tears burned my eyes. I wiped them on my sleeve and lifted the craft into the night sky. “Strap on!” I called as I flipped switches to shut off all our lights. “It's going to be a fast ride.”
They did.
My stomach caved against my backbone as the hovair streaked skyward in a shuddering climb that pinned me to the seat. I hung onto the controls and watched a viewport full of stars. Through the port window, I saw the pursuing craft rise to follow.
“Here we go!” I muttered, slowing, and threw on full reverse thrusters. The hovair lurched over its right wing in a sickening dive and we plummeted toward the ground. “And here we go again. I forced the craft into a pull-up that seemed to defy the laws of gravity.
Hemorrhoid time!
I leveled, forced out a breath and bored toward my pursuers. I fired at one, but missed. Lights parted from the two craft as they separated and left me a hole. Red flashes from their wing stingers went wide.
Then I was past them. They'd be a long time doubling back. Shit! The leader's craft rose to follow me in that wingover maneuver. You're cutting it too sharp! I thought. Watch out! His craft swung wide, slammed into the flank of the slope and exploded. I moaned as his silent scream ripped through me.
Terror!
Inside my chest. Terror. As the great void opened. Alone. I tried to shake the link and lift my shields as he drifted into geth, that state between lives. Alone through a black chasm. A scream without a voice. Jesus and Vishnu! I was locked with his spirit. I banked the hovair, circled above the blazing ruin of his ship, and projected soothing thoughts. Geth state is peaceful, I sent. Great Mind will embrace your kwaii, your spirit.
I kept an eye on the returning hovair.
“Terran!” A human voice came through the radio. I maintained silence as I climbed. “You've won the night. Join us. The pay is good. Our lives are free. We get the most beautiful women and the best toys creds can buy.”
I sat back in the cushioned seat and smiled. It was a poor advertising stunt. All he wanted was our heads on platters. “Eat shit and die, mother fucker.” I shut off the radio before he could come back with a retort, and headed for Star Sojourner.
Through the port window, the river appeared as a bent silver knife that cut the land. I rubbed my eyes. If I'd been alone, I would've headed back to search for Huff, but the last pirate hovair was somewhere in the night sky and had also gone dark, searching for our position. The glint of moonlight on our hull could give us away. I couldn't risk the lives of my two teammates for the sake of my Vegan buddy who might already be… I pushed aside that thought.
Chancey sprang the hatch, dragged the Deneb's body to it, and threw him out into the gorge.
We were silent as I landed the hovair near our starship. The only sounds were the squawks and grunts of night hunters and their frightened prey.
Chancey got out. Bat and I watched him make his way to Sojourner and climb inside. Was it possible that we would lose two of our teammates, Joe and Huff, on this dark night?
* * *
The pirate camp below scrambled into high gear as Chancey shut down Sojourner's lights and buzzed the tents. He strafed the ones I'd told him were ammo sheds. One of them exploded and sent a plume of fire and smoke swirling into the night sky.
The pirates snuffed out all lights and fired at Sojourner with beam rifles and a rocket launcher. I saw men board the two remaining hovairs as I held my craft rock steady above the tree line and waited for my chance to land and rescue Joe. Bat, in the co-pilot's seat, was tense and silent, staring through the forward viewport.
Chancey banked our starship and led the band of men and aliens away from the main tent where I'd felt Joe's mind patterns.
“He's given us our chance,” I told Bat as I dropped below the camouflage projection to ground level and taxied behind the main tent. “Keep her idling and ready, Bat.” I sprang the hatch and leaped to the spongy ground.
The night was drizzly and humid, with frightened squawks and growls of jungle creatures. I unholstered my stingler and trotted around the tent to the rolled-up flap. The grounds were empty.
It was dark and silent inside the tent, with a moldy smell. “Joe!” I whispered as I entered, my stingler drawn and set on hot beam.
“Sorry, no Joe,” a guttural human voice answered in Stelspeak.
I swung in his direction. The stingler was knocked spinning from my hand.
“No Joe here either.” I caught the raspy tone and bitterroot smell of an Altairian behind me. “Will you settle for Frak the Altair, and Dirk, the Terran?” he asked.
I moved away but was thrown against Frak by Dirk. A fist crashed into my face. I thought my skull had fractured as I slid to my knees. Pain blazed through my head and I felt dizzy, but I started to get up.
“Stay there.” Dirk shoved me to the ground with his boot.
“OK.” I squinted in the sudden glare of a light. I would've reached for the leg knife strapped under my right cuff, but both their guns were trained on me.
The tent was empty, except for stacked boxes against the walls, and the two pirates.
Frak squatted beside me. Altairians are not my favorite race in the world colonies with their crocodile looks, their cranky temperaments, and their bitterroot odor, except for Commander Ca Prez of the Alliance Star Fleet.
“Did you really think it would be that easy?” Frak lifted his thick green scaly tail and laid it across my hip. “You just walk in, say 'Hello Joe', and walk out with your leader?”
“It would've been nice,” I said through the fog in my throbbing head.
He chortled deep in his throat. “You must believe we're all fools.”
“Where's Joe?” I started to get up again.
“Stay there. Frak pointed his stingler at me and tapped the ring.”Hot beam."
Dirk walked back with twine from the boxes. “This one's the tel, Frak. Get down.” He pushed me to the floor and roughly tied my wrists behind my back.
“How do you know that?” Frak asked.
“I saw his picture on the vid screen from Alpha Colonies Broadcast. He's the one who led slave miners on planet New Lithnia to rebel. They killed their Altairian overlord and the guards.” He chuckled. “Your people, Frak.”
Thanks a lot, ACB, I thought. Anything to bring in an audience.
“So you're the scud who did that?” Frak lifted his tail and lashed me with it. “Nice job, slimesucker.”
I gritted my teeth. “Where's Joe?”
“You gonna crawl to him?” Dirk asked and tied my ankles.
I closed my eyes and tried to spin a coil of tel to influence them, but my mind was too unfocused from the blow.
Frak took a comlink from his blue sequined vest, his only clothing, and turned it on. “This is Captain Frak of the Guards Unit,” he said into it. “We just captured one of the invaders, Commander Tryst. The tag's name is Jules Rammis. He's the tel.”
“Good work,” a husky human female's voice came through. “We captured the other one inside the hovair.”
“Dammit!” I muttered. Bat.
“What about the slimetroll in the starship, Commander?” Frak asked.
“He managed to get away. For now. Our two remaining hovairs are giving chase. They'll bring him down, unless he attempts to go off-planet. Iglor is warming up one of the starships.”
“Ask her about the Vegan,” Dirk said. “He killed two of our people by the river!”
“I heard that, Dirk,” she said. “We haven't found his body.”
I let out a sigh of relief. Huff. I tried for a mind-link, but my head still throbbed too much to concentrate,
“As we say here,” Dirk told me, “don't count your Zens before they cluster for the Mating Flight. Your Vegan friend probably washed downriver as floating nuggets.” He chuckled and ran the tip of his stingler across my cheek. “I think our Commander has plans for you.” He stood up and holstered his weapon. “C'mon, Frak. He's not going anyplace.” Dirk shut off the light and they left.
I lowered my head to the grimy tent floor and stared at the rectangle of dim lights through the tent's doorway, and tried to ignore the smell and feel of caked mud laced with pebbles beneath my head. A patter of rain beat on the tent's roof, and the sounds of humans and aliens quietly talking and laughing drifted from outside.
Sweat trickled down my face and across my ribs, though I was still wet from my swim in the river. I ran my tongue over dry lips. I could've used a drink of water.
This night's rescue had turned into a disaster, and I feared what tomorrow held for us. Lisa, I thought. Would I ever see my young daughter again? And Sophia, my lovely, exotic Sophia, with a smile that could light the night and put stars to shame. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.



Chapter Three
She stood in the tent's doorway, highlighted by a hazy exterior ruddy glow. I lifted my head and blinked as she shined a light across my body. “Prime,” she said, shuffled inside, set the lantern on the floor and sat beside me. “Thoroughly prime.” Her heavy perfume drowned the smell of caked mud under my head, but I would've preferred the mud. She licked her finger and ran it across my cheek. “What do they call you, Blondie?”
I pulled my head away. “You know my name.” I suspected she was the commander whose voice I'd heard on the comlink.
In the harsh lantern light, brassy golden hair, compliments of a bottle, fell to her shoulders. Her heavily rouged cheeks appeared to be torched. Fire-red lips parted in a laugh. Her eyes, deeply shadowed in blue, lowered demurely under lashes so extravagantly long, they closed like filigreed gates to hide her expression. It was difficult to read the real face behind the paint job. But from the sag of her cheeks and neck, though her figure was hidden beneath the slinky black gown, resplendent with jewels that sparkled with every move, I guessed she was about fifty.
“Are you the commander?” I asked.
Her lips broadened to a red grin that reminded me of a carnivore who had just eaten. “And perceptive, too, Blondie,” she said.
Two armed Cleocean guards entered the tent and dropped the flap. They stood to either side of it, their silver bodies gleaming in lantern light.
“Don't mind them,” she whispered when I studied the two. She leaned over me, so that her breasts touched my chest. “They're my personal guards, for personal affairs. What humans do has no effect on them.” She brushed my lips with hers.
Spirit! I sent to my mentor, the director of evolution on his homeworld, Halcyon, and a formidable telepath who could span light years with a send.
I am here. What is it this time?
I'm in a mess.
A mess, you say? I felt the sarcasm in his send.
This time it's not my fault!
It never is, Terran. But you are in no danger. Not yet.
The woman pushed up my right pants leg in a seductive manner, and slipped the knife I kept strapped there from its sheath.
Maybe soon! I sent as she ran the knife lightly across my throat.
“What a shame it would be,” she shook her head, “to watch the light go out in those too, too blue eyes. She stroked my cheek with the tip of the knife.”And watch the color drain from that alabaster skin. She pressed my lip with the knife. I was afraid to move.
“To watch those perfect lips,” she whispered, “part not in a kiss, but in a surrender to death.”
Spirit! I cried in my mind. You were saying?
I have probed her mind on your behalf, Spirit sent, as you should have done. She has no intention of killing you.
Do you know if Joe's alive? My head still hurts too much for tel-links.
He lives, Jules, and so does Bat.
I exhaled a breath. And Huff?
I cannot read that Vegan mind. It is…too literal and trackless. Too close to animals to separate out. I might be reading some jungle creature instead.
Tell me about it!
OK. Thanks, Spirit.
You are on your own, Terran.
Aren't I always? But his tel-link was gone. “Uh, Commander? Your men made me an offer to join your band as a pilot. I'm willing.”
“Too late for that, Blondie.” She ran her palm down my chest and stopped at my waist."
“What're you going to do with us?” I asked.
“I know what I'd like to do with you.”
“If you're thinking about a ransom, forget it. I've got no family. No rich uncles.”
She kissed my neck. “I'd like to keep you for a souvenir,” she whispered and slid her hands under my shirt.
“Get your hands off me!”
“As you wish.” She sat back. Her face seemed to harden in the harsh lantern light. “I'm a business woman, and you're a commodity.” She laid a hand on my thigh. “You would bring a high price on the block.”
“What block?”
“Any of a number of auction blocks on backwater planets where they still use slaves for the dangerous work.”
“And my friends?”
“Not as high a price, but still worth the effort, except the old man.” She leaned over and nibbled my ear. “I'd like to spend the night, Blondie, but I already have a date.” She stood up. “The captain of the guards. Jealous sort. He hates it when I fuck somebody else.” She leaned down and patted my cheek. “But maybe tomorrow night you'll get lucky.”
I could have directed her mind to set me free, but I couldn't tackle three minds all at once. She walked to the entrance with a swish of silk and a flash of jewels. As the two guards rolled back the flap, she blew me a kiss. “See you tomorrow night.” She turned and left.
I laid my head back down. I was still wet from my swim in the river, but sweat dripped down my forehead and back. My shoulders ached from having my hands tied behind me. When had I last eaten? Oh, yeah. Breakfast. But more than food, I needed water. Commander Tryst's perfume still lingered in the air. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
I cannot remember a worse night, except when I was held prisoner and whipped in the lithium mine run by Boss Slade, and the infection from the cuts was killing me.
I slept fitfully, with nightmares spiraling down to hellish images.
I awoke with a start when I heard footsteps approaching. Dawn oozed through the membranous tent walls.
I lifted my head as the flap was thrown aside. Dirk and Frak entered. Frak held a knife. I couldn't read his reptilian expression but Dirk looked amused. “Sleep well?” he asked.
“I need water,” I told him.
“You need to learn to ask politely.” Frak cut the twine that bound my wrists and ankles.
I got stiffly to my feet and staggered before I gained my balance. Dirk nodded toward the loose flap. I rubbed my shoulder and went out into a gray, overcast morning. A light drizzle cooled my face.
“That way.” Dirk pointed to a small rock building. I waited while he unlocked the door and pushed it open. The interior was dark. “Inside.”
I hesitated.
“It ain't a gas chamber, tag. Inside!”
I walked into the room. It smelled of soap. Dirk flicked on a light. It was a bathroom with a shower stall.
“Now scrub behind your ears,” Dirk said. He closed the door and locked it.
I breathed a sigh of relief as I stripped down, threw my clothes and boots into the vib unit, and drank my fill of water in cupped hands from the sink. I thermiconed off my scruffy beard, brushed my teeth, and showered. Even my sense of exhaustion seemed to drop away as I scrubbed clean and towel dried. No hot-air luxury here. I got dressed in my fresh clothes, all black for the night rescue that had turned into a disaster, tied my jacket around my waist, and knocked on the door.
Frak opened it.
“Ah,” Dirk said, “don't he smell sweet, Frak? I could fuck him myself. The Queen will be all over him tonight like green on grass.”
“Unless I decide to leave your resort,” I said. “How about breakfast? Otherwise, no tip.”
“You're a real smartass, aren't you?” Frak said.
“Not so smart,” I muttered, closed my eyes and tel-scanned the array of tents, searching for Joe.
“Forget it,” Dirk said. “I know what you're doing. We're not letting the three of you bunk together.”
“Three?” I asked. “Then I guess you let Sojourner get away. Sorry about that.”
He pushed me toward a patio with tables and chairs under a fibrin canopy of woven leaves and flowers. A scruffy bunch of pirates were eating breakfast. I walked to an empty table through a gauntlet of stares and muttered words. A group of Zenorgisms lifted into the air and circled me with an angry buzz of wings.
Frak waved them off and they settled back to the ground.
“Hey, scud!” a burly Vermakt called to me from a table of his companions.
I paused.
He cupped his clawed hands around his drink, something tall and purple, and leaned forward in his chair. His tapered, gray-furred face, with beady eyes and rounded pink ears, showed front teeth that overlapped his lower lip. I had no quarrel with the race, but they always reminded me of rats. I'd gone head to head with their insane leader, General Rowdinth, back on their homeworld, planet Fartherland, and I guess this one still held a grudge.
“I hear you're a tel,” he said.
“So?” I asked.
He slid a look to his companions and chuckled. “So tell me something. Why do human scuds have flat faces and hair only on top of their round heads? Looks pretty dumb from where I'm sitting.”
“Watch out, troll,” I told him, "you might step on one of your relatives scurrying around looking for crumbs.
The pirates laughed, all but the Vermakt.
“Good one,” a Deneb called to me.
“You're a funny tag,” Dirk said. “Sit down!”
I did. “What's for breakfast?”
“For you, leftovers,” Frak commented.
“Yummy.” I tried again to tel-probe for Joe's mind. I jumped as I touched his brain-pattern, somewhere inside a tent. It was Joe, but his thoughts were disjointed and unfocused.
What had they done to him? Or what had he done to himself?
A female Cleocean, smelling of seaweed, brought me a plate of scrambled eggs, sausage, muffins, and a cup of steaming coffee. I sipped the coffee, real Earthbrew, and stared at the river where Huff was last seen.
Huff, I sent in that direction. No response. Suddenly, I lost my appetite.
* * *
I spent the long, hot, drizzly day helping to load crates of small arms and rocket launchers into the cargo bays of the pirates' two starships. Some crates were unmarked and stamped Handle With Care. I wondered what was inside them.
The workers were all captives, like me, from various races. The work was grueling. Sweat ran down my back; my arms ached worse as the day wore on. The rest periods were short.
I tried once for a tel-link with Joe, but his mind was so despondent it dragged me down until I couldn't physically function and had to withdraw. What the hell was wrong with our hard-nosed crusty leader? The team always managed to work through the worst of incidents, as long as Joe was leading us. But we tended to fall apart on those rare occasions when he gave in to depression.
I put my back against a large crate and pushed it up into the bay while two Denebs pulled from the front. I could only conclude that seeing his wife Abby beaten while he was helpless to stop it had driven Joe over the edge. “Helpless” was not in Joe's lexicon, a man who always opted for action to solve a problem. That had to be it.
“OK,” I said and caught my breath as we rolled a crate into place with the others and fastened the straps. “That'll hold it.” I trotted down the ramp and back out into the cooling rain.
When the lunch break came, sandwiches and coffee were handed out. I sat down heavily on a crate under cover of the cargo bay, wiped my face on my grimy sleeve, and opened the wrapping on a long sandwich of cold cuts and cheese stiff with age and green around the edges. I stripped off the green and ate, not caring if it were mock meat, or from a slaughtered animal. Normally, I only eat mock meat, cloned from farm animals and grown as separate parts, while the parent animals were left unharmed to graze in fields. Here, I didn't ask the source of the meat.
A Kubraen walked to the crate with his slab-footed gait squishing rainwater, and turned his silver, slitted eyes on me through strands of thick charcoal hair. He was probably over seven feet, tall even for his race.
“Honor me to sit down,” I said, respecting Kubraen protocol. “The crate is wide.” Lisa and I had spent about a month with these gentle people on planet Halcyon. I glanced at a Kubraen guard with a beam rifle slung over his shoulder. Well, most were gentle.
The Kubraen's twin slits for nostrils opened and closed from his blocky head in a gesture of friendship. He sat down and extended a thick, ivory-skinned arm with ridges and black creases. He had a pleasant, syrupy smell. “I am honored to share your crate,” he lisped.
I extended my hand and tapped his long straight fingers. “Jules,” I said wearily.
“.” He studied his sandwich, probing the cold cuts with a long, blunt fingernail. Kubraens are strict vegetarians, not by choice, but by nature.
“I can help,” I said and extended my hand. He gave me the sandwich. I scraped out the cold cuts, which left cheese and lettuce. “Is this OK?” I asked.
“Thrank you, Julesh. You are friends good with Great Briertrush, are you not?”
“I am. Word travels at lightspeed. How is he?”
“Our gentle leadre ish getting old.” He bit into the sandwich.
“I guess he is. You think he's preparing for geth state?”
“I thrink he ish communing with Strar Spreaker, and she ish making a place for him in the sphere between lives.”
“Oh.”
“He is at peace fror the high passage, Julesh.”
“Yeah, he would be.” My old friend was the most accepting person I'd ever known. Lisa had taken to him from our first meeting in a tunnel where we were being chased by some Terran baddies on Halcyon. He saved us both.
I took a bite of the sandwich and nodded at a stack of crates. “Do you know where all this stuff is going?”
“Yesh. To a new world, a world named Trerra Nover.”
“You mean New Terra?” I chewed. “I never heard of it.”
“Ish beyond the jurishtriction of government Alphra. The homeworld of thre LorHann people.” He rubbed his arm, where a dried ridge of skin was peeling off, and scraped off the rest of it.
“We're loading arms… Are the LorHanns at war?”
“Yesh. Against human rogue forces, hired by colonists to rid the world of LorHanns so threy can have the little good land for themselves.”
“But there are other worlds that are being colonized.”
He shook his horny head. “Threse are the preoples who would have colonized Equus.”
“Oh.” I ripped off another chunk of the dry sandwich and chewed.
Equus had been taken off the colonization program when the Vrorhs, a powerful telepathic people who could do harm to other races without meaning to, had occupied the planet as refugees from their own civil war.
I swallowed. “You think they're going to sell us as slaves to the invaders of New Terra?”
“New Trerra ish the Trerran name fror the planet,” he said thoughtfully. “Thre natives call it something else.” He laid down his sandwich. “I do not thrink, Julesh, that threy will sell us to the Trerran rogues.”
I breathed a sigh of relief.
“I know thris fror a fract. Threy will.”
“Shit!”
I heard the drone of a ground car behind us and stood up. A long, gold-colored vintage limousine with blacked-out windows purred to a stop. A rear window rolled down, displaying Commander Tryst, dressed in frilly black, framed by the door, for all the world like a portrait of a high-end Madam.
Dirk got out from the back door, a beam rifle over his shoulder, and approached me and .
“Uh oh,” I whispered.
“Does thrat expression mean trouble, Julesh?”
I nodded. “By the bagful, Trum.”
“You, Terran!” Dirk motioned me to the car. “Get in.”
As I approached the car, Tryst smiled at me. “You look good in sweat. Want to take the rest of the day off, Blondie?” She winked. “I can show you a better time than loading ships.”
“Thanks anyway, Commander,” I said. “I like my job. The pay is good, and the food,” I held up the remnants of the stiff sandwich with hanging cold cuts, “is a gourmet's delight.”
Her lips clamped down and deepened the wrinkles around her mouth. “This isn't a request, Rammis,” she said tightly, “it's a requisition.”
“Oh, yeah,” I kicked dirt, “I forgot I was a commodity.”
Dirk strode over and slapped the sandwich from my hand. “Get in the car!” He motioned me to the rear seat. I went around the car and got in next to Tryst. Dirk squeezed in beside me, pushing me into her shoulder and hip. Her perfume aroma was thick.
“You smell,” Tryst told me.
“So do you,” I said.
Dirk lifted a fist.
“It's all right, Sergeant,” Tryst told him, “I like my men brave, sweaty, and stupid.”
The Deneb driver took us through a narrow uphill road, past twisted trees, to a large, secluded red and golden Arabian tent, decorated with folds of fluttering white silk drapes over the entrance, and hanging braids of red satin.
Dirk got out and I followed. He motioned me toward the tent. “I don't know what the hell she sees in you,” he whispered. “You look like a fruitcake to me. Your hair is longer than the commander's. But it's none of my business. Move!” He pushed me toward the tent.
Tryst followed.
I stopped and ventured a look down at the camp below.
Oh my God. Huff! He was plodding between trees, making his way uphill. Who was that behind him? It looked like Bat. Huff must have freed him. But where was Joe?
“Move!” Dirk pulled the drapes aside, took my arm and shoved me into the tent.
“Keep your hands off me!” I said.
The interior resembled the inside of a feverish seashell, with glossy crimson carpets, ceiling and walls. A chandelier turned slowly and sent images of diamonds dancing across the walls. In the center of the room, an oversized four-poster bed sat on a platform, with diaphanous veils enclosing it and a gold-filigreed overhanging canopy. The image of high-end Madame strengthened in my mind.
Tryst slinked close to me and put a hand on my chest. “You're sticky,” she said.
“You want me to strip him down and hose him off, Commander?” Dirk asked.
Tryst sighed heavily and rubbed her eyes. “I'll take him as is, Sergeant. Wait outside with the vehicle, and don't let the ships take off without him.” She smiled at me. “It's almost a shame that you'll bring such a high price.” She folded an arm around my neck and drew me close. Her lips parted and she kissed me passionately, probing my closed lips with her tongue. “But I could never refuse a good deal. Come.” She took my hand and led me to the bed.
If Sophia ever found out what I was about to do, not only would my ass be toast, but so would the rest of me. I glanced at the entrance. I would try to keep Tryst happy until Huff and Bat showed up. Huff still had his mouse beamers strapped to his ankles, and Bat might be armed. But between the two of them, they couldn't devise a plan. Where the hell was Joe? And what was Chancey up to? Probably his ears.
Tryst untied my jacket from around my waist and let it drop. She lifted my shirt over my head, threw it on the floor and rubbed her hands across my back. “Not much meat,” she said demurely, “but all prime.” She laid her head on my chest. You're hard as nails, Blondie. Let's see if we can extend that below your waist."
Hurry up, Huff, Bat, I thought as she unzipped my pants and pushed them and my shorts to my ankles. She looked down at me. “I think we can work on that.”
I took a breath. If I stalled, she might get irritated and tell Dirk to take me to the ships. I pushed off my pants and shorts. I only hoped my friends wouldn't arrive when we were in the middle of it.
I enfolded her and her thick perfume smell in my arms and kissed her. She walked me backward until I fell onto the bed. I stayed there and watched as she went to a vis screen and turned it on. Sweet elevator music emanated from wall speakers. The vis displayed an orgy. Oh God, I thought, this will do it. Sophia, forgive me.
Tryst danced to the music in seductive swaying moves and peeled off her black gown, a veil at a time. She had the body of a younger woman. Probably lots of plastic work done on it.
She came to me, naked, laid herself down with her legs across my hips and rubbed against me. I drew in a breath as she achieved the results she wanted. I couldn't help myself.
She kissed me, probing past my lips, cupped a hand over my shaft and rubbed it. I forgot my aching back and arms, rolled her under me, and slid inside her.
“Oh, Blondie!” she cried and arched her back.
I began to move, deeper and deeper, pushing hard into her. She pushed back. Moans and cries from the vis announced that some of the couples had reached orgasm. I have never felt so much like a male prostitute. Oh, what the hell. I grabbed her ample backside in both hands. She knew the technique of relaxing and tightening the muscles of her vagina as I bored deeper. I felt her shiver.
“Do me from behind!” she cried and pushed me away. She got on her hands and knees, arched her back, and purred like a kitten.
I entered her again, from behind, holding her hips, and this time I pushed even deeper. She moaned and clamped down on me. I moaned too as the orgasm thrilled through my body. I slammed her hard and fast, not caring if I hurt her. She cried out, but not in pain.
An exquisite sensation swept through me, a tidal wave of bliss that nature endows when we perform the act of creation. I forgot about Bat, Huff, and even Sophia, lost in a moment of sheer pleasure.
Then it was over, and I fell, drained, across her back, still locked with her.
What was that shouting? Oh my God! My rescue team had arrived.
I slid out of her, made a grab for my shorts and pants, and shoved them on. I ran to the entrance with my boots in my hand and heard the rustle of satin behind me as Tryst slipped into her gown. I glanced back. She had a pocket stingler pointed at me and was spinning the ring to stun. I threw a boot at the gun and knocked it from her hand. We both made a dive for it but I got there first, swung and zapped her with it.
“They should call you the Black Widow,” I said as she sank to the floor. I carried her to the bed and dumped her on it. “Sweet dreams, bitch.”
I shoved on my boots, slipped on my shirt, then tied my jacket around my waist as I ran to the entrance.
Dirk and the Deneb driver were crouched behind the limousine, firing into a grove of trees. Trunks burst and shattered.
They must have contacted the camp because land vehicles were roaring up the road, splashing through puddles and firing into the trees. Two hovairs lifted into the sky. One banked above the tent.
“Jesus and Vishnu.” I circled the outside of the tent, hoping to get a clear shot at Dirk and the Deneb.
The hovair lowered. “Stay there, Terran,” a speaker from it blared. “Drop the gun.”
“OK.” I nodded, lifted my hands, then spun the ring to hot with my thumb and fired at one of the craft's two engines.
It flipped and dived into the ground.
“Sorry, tags.” I continued around the tent and crouched. Dirk and the Deneb had their backs to me. I spun the ring to stun and swept them both with a continuous beam.
I was picking up their guns when I saw Star Sojourner streak across the sky and dive behind trees.
“Chancey,” I whispered.
The pirates turned their fire on the ship. I heard Sojourner's whine lower to an idle. Chancey was risking his own life to give Huff and Bat, and hopefully Joe, too, a chance to board.
“Good goin', Chance,” I whispered and headed back around the tent, then made a break for the ship. I raced between trees, my breath burning in my lungs, but the land vehicles, the remaining hovair, were closing on it. The pirate's starship, armed to the teeth, rose above the camp and headed this way.
Go, Chancey! I turned and ran into deep jungle. I did not look back when I heard Sojourner's whine grow to a shriek as she lifted into the sky and soared above me, bound for space.
I ran until I couldn't run anymore in the thin air of the planet and fell to my knees, gasping for breath. With the pocket stingler tucked behind my waistband, I crawled to a boulder to hide. I tried for a mindlink with any of my teammates but they were already too far away. Our starship was blazing into the black night of space.
I sat behind the boulder and wiped tears. I could not remember ever feeling this alone.
Spirit.
I know, Jules. What would you have me do?
What can you do?
Offer comfort, my Terran friend. Nothing more.
Even if my team comes back for me, they'll never find me in this jungle. The infras will pick up too many animals …is Joe with them?
He is.
Thank Great Mind.
Your enemy is already forming patrols to search the jungle. Do you have your digestall pills?
No. Which meant I couldn't eat or drink anything on the planet. I'll have to sneak into the camp for food and water, and they'll be expecting me.
Your options are few, Jules. Surrender is one.
I have one other, Spirit. I turned the stingler in my hand. It was set on hot beam.
Great Mind does not condone suicide.
Then let Him find me a way out of this!
Lifebinds are a trial, Jules.
I've been tried too many times, Spirit. I think this time it's the end of the road.
Only if you make it so. There is a patrol approaching.
I rubbed my forehead, got to my feet and trotted deeper into the jungle. If it wasn't for Lisa and Sophia…
I know.
Which way should I go, Spirit?
There is a cave to your right, about a half mile. You could cover the entrance with brush.
And then what?
A stream runs close by. After the patrol passes, you could bathe in it and wash your clothes.
Just what I always wanted, a clean death!
Perhaps, Terran, but not by your own hands.
No. I'll have to let the pirates perform the coup de grâce.
I can do no more. The choice is yours.



Chapter Four
I made my way toward the cave, following Spirit's directions in a world turned green with ground cover, bushes, and trees that formed a dark canopy. The afternoon air was stifling, and bitter with the smell of wet vegetation. My mouth felt dry, and I knew I was heading for dehydration.
I used the stingler to cut a path, but thorny bushes caught at my legs and boots as though the jungle itself wanted to hold me back. My black pants, shirt, and jacket tied around my waist, were good cover for night work, but not for the heat of a jungle.
Disturbed creatures of the trees howled their alarm and fled, shaking branches that rained down water and mixed with the sweat on my face and back. If not for Spirit's directions to guide me to the cave, I wouldn't have been certain that I was walking a straight path. Lost people often turn to their right without realizing it.
They have released robot hounds, Spirit sent.
I came up short. There was no way to outrun 'bots that rolled on tracks, burned through underbrush, and held down their prey. I heard men call to each other in the distance as the patrol approached.
The river!
Yes, Spirit sent. That will prevent the hounds from tracking you.
I moved faster, burning a swathe through the undergrowth.
"Oh shit!' Some of the brush had caught fire. It must've been sap that burned right through wet bark and leaves. Smoke drifted above the trees.
A clearing ahead.
I ran to it to escape the smoldering flames that crackled and raced through foliage.
My knees gave out in the clearing and I fell, unable to run further until I caught my breath.
The whine of a hovair!
I stumbled to my feet and staggered toward the trees.
Behind me the drone of hounds. Like miniature tanks, three 'bots crashed through brush and surrounded me.
I spun my stingler to hot beam. A 'bot released a pulse that felt as though fire burned through my hand. I yelled and dropped the gun. Two Terrans and a Kubraen trotted into the clearing, stopped, and aimed their rifles at me. The hovair landed and the hatch sprang open.
A jeep with four men burned through the growth with a beam cannon mounted on the hood, and screeched to a stop near me. Dirk jumped out and strode toward me with his fists clenched, his shoulders bunched, and his jaw set in an expression of sheer fury. “My friend Frak was in that hovair you brought down. He's dead!”
I backed a step. Spirit.
Use your tel power on him.
It's too late to form a coil.
Dirk lifted his fist to strike me.
I closed my eyes and covered my head.
“Sergeant.” Commander Tryst's voice was strident.
I opened my eyes and saw Dirk whirl to face her. She held up her gown as a Cleocean guard helped her down from the hovair. “Are you prepared to pay me the creds he will bring on the block?” she asked Dirk.
“Commander,” Dirk's tight voice was edged with anger and pleading, “him and his friends cost us five comrades today. Five, Commander, to say nothing of the slaughter of Zenorgisms.” He took a step toward her, his hand outstretched as she approached us. “Frak was my friend.”
“Collateral damage, Sergeant,” she said, “or call it the wages of war.”
She smiled at me and shook her head. “You've been a bad boy, Blondie.” She slapped my face gently. “Now behave yourself or I might have to turn you over to my war dog.” She nodded toward Dirk.
For some reason I didn't feel fear, only a deep, seething anger.
Dirk pushed me toward the jeep. “Get in there, you motherless crotemunger.”
“Keep your hands off me!” I walked toward the jeep.
His face turned red with rage. His mouth twisted. “I'll keep my hands off you!” He pushed me hard, and I fell. “Now get up and get into the jeep, scud!”
I got to my feet, wanting nothing more than to bash the arrogance out of that twisted mouth. “You mudlumping spawn…” I threw myself at him and we both went down. I was on top. I drew back a fist and smashed it into his temple with a satisfying smack that hurt my hand. It was a blow calculated to shut down his brain's electrical system. He went limp and his arms flopped down. I drew back a fist to hit him again, to take out my anger and frustration on this crote who was part of a pack that killed hostages and mailed their heads back to the families.
Cold.
I stiffened as it assaulted my body and brain here in the heat of the jungle. Numbness rose from my arms, my legs, to invade my inner core. I swayed and looked at Tryst. She held a beam rifle in her hand, set for stun, I knew, and I thought how incongruous she looked in her fluttering gown, her golden hair, holding a rifle, as I slumped across Dirk. Rain pattered my face. My vision blurred.
“It's almost a shame to give him up,” I heard Tryst say. I jumped as a hand brushed rainwater off my face. “Get him into the ship before I change my mind.”
Spirit…
I am…
I didn't receive the rest.



Chapter Five
The whine of star engines. The deck beneath me rumbled. I was plastered to it as the ship broke through the gravity well to reach the stars.
“Watrer?” someone asked.
I opened my eyes and turned my head. Trumbil sat beside me with a plastic cup in his hand.
“Yeah, thanks.”
He held my shoulders raised while I drank. “More?”
I nodded.
"Can you sit up?
I raised myself while he poured more water from a canteen.
I drank my fill and looked around. I was in the ship's cargo hold with two Denebs, another Kubraen, and a BEM. A hovjeep and some heavy equipment were tied down. “We're on our way, aren't we?”
Trumbil nodded solemnly and screwed the cap back on the canteen. “And only Great Mind knows what is the strore for us.”
“You mean what's in store for us?”
“Yesh. That is what I said.”
“If we could open a crate…help me up.” I got unsteadily to my feet and went to one marked Small Beam Weapons. “There are enough arms in here to start a war.”
“Threy are good sealed.”
“If it can be opened,” Wygrum, a Denebrian, told his companion, “a Terran will find the way.”
and the others watched as I searched for a way to pry open the crate. It was made of some sort of plastic. But it was old and dried. There were a few cracks near the bottom, probably from having sat so long on the marshy jungle floor. I reached instinctively for my knife in the leg sheath, then remembered that it was gone. “Does anybody have a knife?”
My companions looked at each other, but nobody spoke.
I glanced around the bare cargo hold. Nothing suitable for inserting into the cracks. except…struts!
Screwed into the floor to hold down the hovjeep and machinery with chains and hooks. If we could loosen on… I tried to, with no luck. They were securely screwed in. I doubted we could loosen it even with our combined strength. A wall-mounted fire extinguisher and shiplink were no help either.
I sprang the hood on the hovjeep. Damn! The fuel cell was missing. “Maybe they stored it,” I mumbled.
“Whrat?” Trumbil asked and came to my side.
“Trum, do you think you could pry open the trunk with some help?” The tall, broad-chested Kubraens were the strongest among us.
He nodded. “I wrill try. You have a plan, Julesh?”
“No plan, Trum. Just an idea. C'mon, let's see if we can break the lock on the trunk.”
The other Kubraen, Grothe, even taller than Trumbil at about eight feet, joined us. Their muscles bulged beneath fibrin smocks as they yanked on the metal door. I heard the others whisper in awe at the Kubraens' strength.
“Strand back, Julesh,” Grothe told me.
I did.
“Now, Trumbil,” Grothe said and they yanked on the trunk door together with their blunt nails rammed under it. The lock snapped and the trunk door flew open.
“Ish thris whrat you wanted, Julesh?” Trumbil asked me.
“Uh, yeah, Trum. That'll do.”
I rummaged around, found the box marked FUEL CELL, and opened it.
“What is that Trerran thring?” Trum asked.
“It's a hydrogen powered, electromagnetic, regenerative fuel…”
Trumbil and Grothe exchanged glances.
“Let's just say,” I said, “it's our ticket out of here. I've got one more job for you tags.”
They gathered around me, with their tough, ridged skin and Maple smell, like a couple of trees. “Think you can punch a hole in the wall next to that mounted shiplink?”
They looked at each other, went to the link and bashed holes in the mount. The link dangled and swung by wires.
“Is thris what you wanted?” Grothe asked me. “Wre do not make it a habrit to destroying privrate property.”
“Don't worry about it,” I told him. “If this works, we'll be destroying more than privrate property. I mean private.”
Trumbil tore out the copper wiring at my instructions, though he and Grothe shook their heads. I sent out a light tel-link and caught a thought: Crazy Trerrans.
I smiled as I hooked the two wires to the positive and negative poles of the fuel cell.
“Roll that crate here, tags,” I told the others. “The one marked Small Beam Weapons.”
They did and I used the two wires to burn though the plastic lid of the crate as current flowed between them.
“That's it!” I slid the detached lid off the crate and lifted out wrapped beam rifles and stinglers.
“I told you, Wygrum,” a Denebrian named Furro said to his companion, “if it can be opened, a Terran will find a way to do it.”
Wygrum nodded. “They are a technological species, Furro, but they are also the creators of the weapons.”
“You're welcome,” I said and shoved a rifle into Wygrum's floppy hands.
* * *
It took the warlike BEM, Zik, to show the two Denebs how to use the rifles. They were members of a placid agricultural people and even the attack of the aggressive BEMs on their planet had not hardened them to the ways of war. Zik briefed them in his haughty manner, but Wygrum and Furro would only agree to the stun setting. Not a bad idea. I opted for it too, and studied the fire extinguisher. I had another idea.
We didn't want to attack our captors. With the pilot locked in the cabin, he could take us back to planet Charis and the pirate's camp.
We replaced the weapons, fitted the lid back on the crate, and waited. I took the time to vib my clothes in the bathroom, brush my teeth, and shower.
“I feel almost human again,” I said when I emerged from the bathroom. My companions looked at each other. I remembered my good buddy Huff, when I told him I felt almost human and he asked what it felt like to be almost human. I rubbed my eyes and wondered if the team was following us to whatever planet we were headed for. And Joe? Was Joe OK now?
put a heavy arm around my shoulders. “You are concerned of your friends.”
“Yeah.” I nodded.
“All is in the hands of Great Mind, Julesh.”
“I intend to give him a hand, Trum.”
“You Trerrans.” He shook his head. “You thrink you can direct your frate.”
“Our…oh, fate. I think we have some say in the matter.”
“Prehaps we do.”
I sat down near the inner hatch with the fire extinguisher behind me. Trumbil and Grothe leaned against the broken hovjeep trunk. If one of the crew came in, we didn't want him to see our handiwork.
Zik paced on six of his eight jointed tentacles. The other two were wrapped tightly around his ungroomed sable mantle. His huge disc eyes went amber and he began to leak a slime trail, sure signs of stress.
Luckily, the journey wasn't long with the star drive, and no one entered the hold.
“Planetfall,” I said and got up as I felt the ship rumble down to a grav well. I looked around at my companions. “We're on.” I told the butterflies in my stomach to land as we prepared for battle, handed out beam rifles, strapped on a stingler, and slung a rifle over my shoulder. “Good luck, tags.”
“We're on what?” Trumbil asked me.
“Just a crazy Terran expression,” I told him and picked up the fire extinguisher.
He nodded. “You are exprecting a fire, Julesh?”
“I expect to start one.”
He shook his head.
I thought they'd open the inner hatch, but I heard them unlock the big bay door.
“C'mon!” I said. “Remember our plan.” Such as it was. We gathered on either side of the door as it cranked down to form a ramp. I heard Terran voices on the other side.
Suddenly I felt quiet inside, and focused, prepared for the job I had to do. The butterflies settled down and went to sleep.
Four Terrans, dressed in ragged military uniforms and armed with laser rifles, started up the ramp. I aimed the fire extinguisher at them and blasted a cloud of CO2 in their faces. “Let's go!” I shouted and sprayed the men and the metal ramp as I ran by. Three of them slipped and slid down the ramp. The fourth reached for his holstered gun.
“Here, catch!” I threw the extinguisher to him. He caught it in both hands, fell back, and slid down the ramp, piling into the others.
“You stupid slimetroll!” I heard one shout.
I sprayed them all with a continuous beam set on stun. Their complaints sank to whimpers. One mumbled “Mommy,” and then silence.
We were in a small airfield with a tower, low wooden structures, hangars, and a variety of air and ground vehicles. A second starship sat on a pad.
“This way,” I told my companions and trotted toward the ship's main hatch. If we could gain entrance to the cabin, we could launch and escape.
“Dammit!” I muttered. The hatch was locked. The pilot was probably still in there. “Rip it open, Trum! Grothe, help him.”
The two Kubraens put their muscles into trying to tear open the hatch. It didn't budge.
“Never mind!” I said. “Stand clear.” I spun my rifle's ring to hot and raked the hatch, then I realized that it had a mirror finish. The laser beam just bounced off.
Terrans were piling into a jeep near a hangar.
“Threy are croming,” Trumbil said.
“Take cover!” I ran toward a long low building. The others followed.
I twisted the doorknob and heard clicks, but it remained locked.
“It's a thumbprint goddamn lock,” I said. “Grothe!”
He gave the door a powerful kick and it crashed inward. We leaped over smashed wood. I tripped on a shattered panel that caught my pants cuff, and rolled into the room.
I got to my feet and faced perhaps forty mercenaries who sat at long tables, eating. “Shit, the mess hall.”
The cook behind the counter froze with a ladle raised over one man's extended soup bowl. His mouth opened into a silent circle and he spilled soup on the man's arm.
The man howled and dropped his bowl. “You dumb scudsucker!” he told the cook.
“Sorry, tags,” I said, and backed toward the doorway, “we're, uh, running from an Alpha Alliance Star Scout.” I glanced back at the door. “Little problem with the law, you know?” I shrugged. “We, uh, want to join your military force but…” I brushed myself off to gain a moment to think. “We hear the pay's good.” I glanced back through the doorway again as though I were searching for pursuers. Which I was. The jeep sprayed dirt as it raced toward the building. “They're pretty close on our tail. We don't want to get you tags into trouble with the Alliance, so we'll just–”
I heard the ring on a beam weapon spin behind me. I stiffened and turned slowly.
“Hello, Jules,” Big Mack said and grinned. “Long time.” He leaned his broad frame against the doorway. An older man, with a speckled beard, a low brow, and a mass of tangled black hair, we had crossed paths on New Lithnia where he and his mercenaries once worked for Boss Slade.
“Not long enough.” I watched the jeep screech to a stop in a blanket of raised dust. Five Terrans, wearing ragged military uniforms, with bandannas around their necks and heads, and assorted medals they had never earned, jumped out of the jeep and strode toward the doorway. Big Mack waved them off and they came to a stop.
My companions remained silent, except Zik the BEM. He extended a tentacle toward Mack. “I am a warrior, Lieutenant Mack. I have many martial skills. I could serve you well.”
Mack ignored him and slid me a look. “Commander Tryst almost kept you for herself.” He grinned. “I paid top dollar for your ass on the block.”
“I don't remember a block,” I said.
He shrugged. “It's a virtual block. The rifle?”
I unslung it reluctantly and slapped it into his extended hand.
“The stingler?”
I unholstered that too and gave it to him.
The five men from the jeep came in and disarmed my companions. “What do you want with us?” I asked Mack.
“Us? No.” He shifted his weight. “You. We're fighting an enemy that is sneaky as sand scrabblers.”
“Sneaky as in they're winning?” I raised my brows. “Maybe you and your tags should just give it up and go home. You can't win them all, you know.”
He patted my cheek. “I think I just tipped the scales a bit in our favor.”
I lowered my head. I knew all too well what was coming next. “Did Tryst tell you that I had an accident and I seem to have lost my tel abilities? I'll bet she didn't tell you.”
He chuckled. “You can do better than that. Last time we met, you had learned to kill with your power. Nice trick, that. Have you added any more skills to your bag?”
I straightened. “If I did, you'd be the last to know.”
He turned to the five men and motioned toward my companions. “Take these scuds to the cells, and don't feed them or give them water until I say so.”
I looked at Trumbil and bit my lip.
“If we must accomprany Briertrush into geth,” he raised his chin, “it wrill be fror the good. Do not barter your kwaii on our behalf, Julesh.”
I nodded. He meant my soul.
Zik's tentacles hung, with only two supporting his weight. Slime trickled down one of them. “My death will be your loss, Lieutenant.”
“By the way, BEM,” Mack said, “That's Lieutenant Colonel.”
“Whatever,” Zik responded as he was prodded toward the jeep by a Terran.
“Have some lunch,” Big Mack told me. “C'mon.”
Spirit, I sent as he led me to a private table set for two, Spirit! Are you there?
Where else would I be but at your peck and ball?
That's beck and– Never mind. Are my friends on this planet?
What?
Are my friends on New Terra? The team, Spirit!
Yes…but I don't know exactly where. I have an egg–
Can you do a search?
Later, Jules. Later! I have an egg I've been nurturing for decades and now the entity within is breaking through her shell. If you're in another mess, use your skills to get out of it.
What is it?
Your skills, Terran!
What's in the shell?
I cannot be certain, but it may very well be a female of my own species. I believe I have combined the correct mix of DNA and–Oh. She is breaking through!
Spirit…
He'd cut the link.
I sat back and took a deep breath. It occurred to me, in this small interlude, that the air seemed very Earthlike, besides the smells of cooking, with none of the tainted odors of other planets I'd been on. The gravity, too, seemed just right. I had run to this building and now I realized I hadn't been out of breath.
I gazed out a window. Beyond the dirt field and the wire fence, a thick forest laced rolling hills. The trees were also Earth-like, green, lush, and towering, with needles like Earth's conifers. A thick carpet of grass stretched uphill until it was lost in the darkness of woods. I looked up at silver-rimmed cumuli clouds, creamy puffs that seemed to be lit from within as they drifted lazily in an emerald sky. If I didn't know better, I'd think I was in my home state of Colorado.
Big Mack tapped the table to get my attention. “That's why we call it New Terra,” he said, “Goldilocks for short. It's just right, isn't it? Always within the life zone for its entire orbit.”
And why, I thought, the islands that made up this sea world were so coveted by Terran colonists that they could find excuses to annihilate the civilized natives of the planet.
The cook brought a tray to our table and set dishes before Mack and me.
Mack nodded at my meal. Steak, mashed potatoes, a green salad, a slice of mud pie and coffee.
“Yum,” he said. “Your favorite, and it's mock. There are no cattle-like animals on New Terra. I suspect the colonists will bring them along once we announce the Day of Land Grab.”
“When the last of the natives are gone?” I asked.
“That's right! When the last Orang is dead and buried. Is that what you wanted to hear? We offered them relocation on one of the Northern islands, but they refused to go.”
“Imagine that,” I said. “Stubborn bastards.”
“You're a wise ass, Rammis.”
I was hungry and the smells made me drool. “I'll eat when my friends are fed,” I said.
Mack leaned forward and folded his arms on the table. “Give me your word that you'll cooperate and aid us in our mission, and your friends will feast on foods to suit their alien palettes.”
“You should know I can't do that.” I glanced around. Many of the men had stopped eating and were watching us.
“How would you like to be fed intravenously?” Mack asked.
“I guess I couldn't stop you,” though the thought of a needle made me shiver, “but that doesn't mean I'd cooperate.”
His eye twitched. I'd seen it before in him, a sign of stress. “Then what will it take?”
“Nothing you can offer. I think you wasted good creds buying me on the block. Suppose you sell me to some other planet that can use a tel's abilities for a purpose other than exterminating a race of people?”
He sat back and stroked his scruffy beard. “They're not people. They're Orangs, nothin' but a bunch o' tree-swinging monkeys!”
“Is that why you can't beat them? Maybe they're more guerrillas than monkeys?”
He grabbed my shirt in a swift motion and pulled me closer. The room grew quiet. I smelled tobacco on his breath. His clamped teeth were yellow. “I can fill your days with so much pain you'll beg me to let you cooperate. You'd turn over your own mother and pray for death.”
I gripped his hands, but he held on tight. “What you said about the tel death blow…”
His eyes narrowed.
“I can use it on myself, too.” As I thought about it, I realized that I probably could do just that.
He let go and pushed me back in the chair. “Salo!” he called. “C'mere.”
The cook stopped slicing a brisket and came around the counter, wiping his hands on a dishtowel. “Yeah, boss?” His pale eyes were wide. His soft jowls shook as he talked. His hands trembled on the towel.
“Bring the prisoners some food. Two Denebs. Two Kubs, and a BEM. Can you suit them with the sous chef?”
Salo nodded. “Right away, boss.” He hurried back around the counter as though it were a protective barrier, hit his broad hip on the jutting corner, yelped, and turned on the sous chef.
Big Mack folded his arms across his chest and nodded at my dishes.
I cut a piece of steak and ate it. “Yum. My compliments to the chef. He wouldn't happen to have cannoli?”
“What the hell's cannoli?”
“Never mind.”
I couldn't help a slight smile as I ate. I had turned this meal from defeat into a small success and my companions would be taken care of.



Chapter Six
It was night. I was asleep on a bunk, alone in a locked cell, when four guards came to the barred door. I got up quickly as one unlocked it and turned on the light. I squinted at them. Big Mack was being careful not to leave me alone with fewer than four. I was ready to try my tel power on three minds at once, though that was always a stretch. Four was beyond me.
“C'mon,” a lanky guard said as the door creaked open.
I hesitated. “Where are we going?”
“You'll find out when we get there.”
“Take your jacket,” another guard said softly. “The nights are cold.”
I put it on and let them escort me into the hall. I paused by the next cell, where my five alien companions were being held. They came to the bars.
“Have they fed you tags?” I asked.
They nodded, all but Zik, who made a circle with a clawed tentacle. I took it for a “yes.”
Furro, one of the two Denebs, tall, light-boned and flat-chested, with a high, plated forehead, grasped the bars with reedy, brown-skinned hands. “Are they caring for you, cousin?” he asked me in a lilting tone.
“So far, cous',” I said.
“Let's go,” a stocky guard told me.
I heard the whine and growl of engines before they opened the outer door. Frosty air struck my face. I zipped my jacket.
In the blackness of night, I watched vague shapes of military vehicles that moved across the grounds. Their headlights raked dirt as they formed a column. The familiar smell of electrical equipment whirring within the engines drifted on winds generated by attack hovairs that circled above us.
I was led to a large jeep where two stiff, glowing flags sporting the pirates' Jolly Roger jutting from front fenders.
“The flag jeep?” I asked.
“Just get in the back,” the stocky guard ordered.
“What?” I said. “No gun?”
“Just get in!” He slapped my shoulder.
I swung into the rear seat.
The driver, his face hidden by night, with two tags seated beside him, turned his head. “Strap in,” he said. "It's going to be a rough ride.
I did.
Would they trust me with just three tags? I could only hope so.
I formed a tel coil as the driver headed for a tall building, and threw the probe in a wide radius as I searched for my team. My limit was about fifteen miles, but all I picked up were the minds of animals as they stirred and trotted off into deep woods for the night's hunt.
Once we were past the outer gate, I would try for a tel-link on the three tags and direct them to stop the jeep, leave their weapons behind and get out.
It was a nice plan, until the jeep pulled up at the entrance of the tall building and Big Mack emerged and slid into the jeep beside me.
He was silent and grim as the driver took us to the head of the column and drove through the open gate and onto a dirt road between trees. The column followed.
“Do your job tonight,” Mack told me, “and you'll be rewarded for it.”
“What might the job be?” I asked.
He put on leather gloves, unholstered his stingler and checked it. The charge light was green. “You'll find out on a need to know basis.”
“Is this a night foray or will we meet up with other companies?” I fingered the seat belt.
“Going someplace?” he asked, strapped himself in, leaned back, and closed his eyes. “You're a real pain in the ass, Rammis.”
I sat back. “I didn't ask for this gig.”
* * *
“Where the hell's the village?” Mack said as we topped a hill about an hour later.
Glowing ashes of dying campfires, perhaps cook fires, dotted a flat plain below.
We drove down, past stacks of wood and a few smashed earthen pots. Red nutshells, larger than any I'd seen on Terra, lay cracked open and empty in small heaps beside bare branches with a few leaves still attached. I got out of the jeep and studied a stack of animal bones. A strange skull, about the size of an elk's, bore a single horn protruding between the eye sockets. The whitened bone was smashed on both sides of the brain cavity. I looked around in the dark campsite. A powerful weapon had done this work. I caught my breath at the shake of a high branch. Leaves fluttered down. Something large had leaped from that sturdy tree. A lookout?
I closed my eyes and formed a tel coil, then threw it toward the tree and probed.
My mind dipped into a black well of fear and anger. Glowick, I caught, they are right below us! Many of them.
I see them, Sonrai, like a horde of festers spreading into our home with murder in their vile minds! Are our people in position around the camp with their weapons, Sonrai?
They are, Glowick, and prepared to attack the festers from all sides.
“Uh, oh.” I backed toward the jeep, my heart drumming. “Uh oh.”
“What?” Big Mack asked. “What are you catching?”
“We're surrounded,” I said, suddenly out of breath. “They're going to attack! Let's get back to the trees.” I ran for the jeep, took the driver's seat and turned on the engine. “This is a trap to catch us out in the open.”
“Mount up!” Mack shouted and jumped into the back of the jeep. “It's a trap!”
“Mount up! It's a trap,” echoed through the camp.
I slowed for men who ran and jumped into the jeep, then headed for the trees, afraid that I might be driving right under a nest of the tree fighters.
I heard a scream from the field. Then another.
“They're hitting your men!” I shouted.
Screams trailed us as I plowed between trees. I ventured a quick look back and saw men sprawled on the ground, lit by glowing balls of light thrown from treetops all around us to roll and light the battlefield.
Something fast and heavy pinged off the driver's side of the jeep, right below me. The jeep lifted and bounced back on its wheels.
“What the hell was that?” I asked.
“Slingshot cannons,” Mack replied.
Then we were deep in the woods, past the battle. Flashes of hot light from stinglers and rifles seared the night, setting branches on fire.
I came to a screeching halt. “Get out!” I called. “I'm going back for more men. They're sitting ducks out there.”
No one argued as they piled out of the jeep. Mack stayed put. “I'm coming too,” he said calmly. “You'll need help.”
I swung the jeep around and tore grass and leaves as I headed back to the field. Mack's men were racing for the woods. I heard screams as the tree fighters hit them. One grove of towering pines blazed from beamer blasts and lit the field, making it easy for the tree fighters to target their enemies.
I slammed on the brakes near a fallen soldier. Mack jumped out and dragged him into the jeep without stopping to see if he was still alive. I ducked as a slingshot cannon dug a narrow trench in front of the jeep.
“Go!” Mack called.
The jeep bounced through the trench and I came to a stop near another tag who lay sprawled and unmoving in the dirt.
Mack dragged him into the jeep and we went for a third man who was down.
With him in the jeep, the field was empty and suddenly uncannily quiet. I tore back to the trees where I had emerged. The fighters must've anticipated that and grouped in those branches.
I yelled as a cannon ball pinged off the hood and smashed the windshield to my right.
A flash of light. A burn across my hand on the wheel. I swallowed a scream and plunged the jeep deep into the woods. They must've picked up beam weapons from the fallen soldiers.
Then we were clear of the aliens and heading back to our base.
“You all right?” Mack called from the back.
“Yeah, just creased my hand. You?”
“Fine. But two of these three tags are out the airlock.”
“Dead?”
“That's what I said.”
My right leg began to shake and I couldn't stop it. I grabbed my knee and tried to hold it down. It continued to shake under my hand.
* * *
“We lost five good men tonight,” Big Mack said from where he leaned against a table and surveyed the war room back on base.
I scratched at the bandage on my hand. The nurse had applied a pain deadener to the burn, but it was itchy.
The men were quiet. They looked as bone-weary as I felt. Some had bandages covering wounds.
“Tonight's raid was a disaster,” Big Mack said. “They caught us good with our drawers down.” He nodded toward me. “If it wasn't for Rammis reading their intentions, we would've lost more people.”
The men turned to stare at me. Some clapped. I bit my lip.
“I promised you a reward, Rammis.” Big Mack shifted his weight. “What'll it be?”
“Send my friends back to their homeworlds,” I said.
He scratched his scruffy beard. “Now that's a tall order, considering. I'll make you a deal. They get to live free in the compound, and when my mission is completed and we leave New Terra, I'll see to it that they're taken to their homeworlds. Fair enough?”
I nodded. “One thing. Tonight I helped save lives. Don't ask me to target your enemies so you can exterminate them.”
His jaw tightened. “Suppose,” he said, “we take it one raid at a time and see how things work out?”
“Not good enough, Mack.”
He stared at me. “We'll see. This meeting is adjourned. Rammis, you bunk with the men. Quirrel will show you where.”
Some of the tags who strolled past me put out hands to shake mine and thank me for alerting them of the trap in the enemies' camp. A tall young tag, with a mop of curly dark hair and a chin that receded into his neck, came up to me and extended his hand with a toothy grin. He held a bag in his other hand. “I'm Quirrel. Come with me.”
I followed him to one of the low, long wooden structures.
“A bunkhouse,” he announced and led me inside where nine men were already undressing and crawling under covers on the bunks. I went to an empty one and wearily pulled off my boots and got out of my pants.
“Wait,” Quirrel said as I was about to lie down. He held the bag open for me. “Is this what you requested from the cook?”
“What?” I reached inside and pulled out a cannoli. “Quirrel,” I said and took a bite, “you just made my day. Now how about a stingler? Can you swing that?”
He chuckled. “Only if it's a pastry shaped like a stingler.”
“Yeah. Thanks anyway.”
“Goodnight.” He turned on a heel and went to another empty bunk.
I ate the three cannoli and lay back on the bunk. Spirit? Spirit!
Do not disturb, as you Terrans say.
Was it a female of your species?
Oh, yes. I named her Silva.
I'm glad for you. For both of you. I just want to know–
Thank you. Now may we have some privacy?
Sure. Just want to know where my team is on the planet. That's all. My tel power doesn't extend far enough to locate them. C'mon, Spirit, just a short time out. If she loves you, she'll wait. You waited for her for decades, right? So where's my team?
You're not going to like it.
Try me.
They're with the Orghes.
Is that the alien race? The one Mack calls the orangutans?
It is…yes, Silva, I'm coming, my lovely.
Where are they?
Who?
My team, Spirit!
Oh. Do you have a compass?
I think I can get one.
Due south, perhaps fifty miles. I will teach you all that you require to know, my lovely.
What? I asked.
Not you, Terran!
Can you send me an image of their camp?
It is a village, well-guarded. The only reason they took in your Terran friends was because they had a starship.
I'll bring them a hovair, if I can.
Wear a wreath of sumbra leaves upon your brain cage.
What for?
Can you not make these leaps yourself, Jules? It means you come in peace. No, dear, I was not raising my thoughts at you.
What do sumbra leaves look like? I asked.
Oh, anything green!
Is that a conifer or a deciduous tree… or is it a plant?
Bear thee bells! He broke the link.
That's fair thee well, doofus, I sent into the void.
* * *
The next morning, under a drizzly sky, I attended the burial held for the five fallen comrades in a small cemetery outside the fence.
Mack looked genuinely distraught by the loss of his mercenaries. More than once I saw him brush tears from his eyes as their minister gave the eulogy. I wondered if Mac expected to take part in the extermination of an entire race of people without losing some of his own men. I shook my head sadly. For the lives lost, but more for the mindset that could cry for friends but could see no moral issue with genocide. How closely did Mac operate, I wondered, with other mercenary forces spread out on the other islands?
With the funeral over, we filed into the mess hall for breakfast. The men were silent and grim. I sipped a cup of coffee, then got up and left. I had other plans than letting Mack lead me around by a ring in my nose.
The field was empty, with everyone at breakfast. I strolled toward the two hovairs, housed in an open hangar, then moved quickly inside the hangar and tried the main hatch of one hovair. Locked, dammit! With my eye on the hangar entrance, I tried the other hovair. Also locked.
A mechanic, his belly bulging inside greasy coveralls, ducked under the vehicle and approached me, wiping his hands on a dirty cloth. A short tag with a square face, he flipped back straight brown hair and stared up at me. “Looking for anything in particular?” He took a comlink from his pocket.
“Just checking out the vehicles. Think I can borrow a jeep? I'd like to, uh, do some fishing.”
“Fishing?” His lip curled in a smirk and he turned on the comlink. “The only water around here, tag, is what we haul in from a small pond in the mountains.”
“Oh, I didn't know that.” I leaned against the hovair in a passive stance, my thumbs hooked in my pants pockets, formed a red coil in my mind and spun it faster. My head grew hot. I smiled at the mechanic and threw the message: Give me the comlink. Now! You are weary from your work. You need sleep.
His hand wavered over the link, prepared to punch in a code.
I strengthened the probe, and targeted his cortex, that wrinkled gray matter that makes decisions, besides its other duties. You don't need the comlink, I sent. Give it to me.
He hesitated. His eyes glazed over and he swayed.
Give me the comlink!
He plunked the comlink into my outstretched hand. “I don't need this,” he mumbled.
Where is the key to access the hovair?
“The key…locked away. Locked away safe. In a safe.”
What safe? Where?
“In Big Mack's private safe. In his office.” His eyelids fluttered. His mouth went slack. His head tilted to one side. “I have to get back to work,” he slurred. “But I'm so tired.”
The keys to the jeeps. Where are they?
He rubbed his eyes and yawned. “You want to requisition a jeep?”
Yeah. Where are they?
He waved sleepily to a wall board with keys on hooks.
I went there, grabbed a key marked J, and slipped into a jeep. You're so tired, I sent to the mechanic as I turned on the engine. Sleep now. You need sleep.
He slid to the floor and began to snore.
“Sweet dreams.” I started the jeep. The green light flashed on. Fully charged.
“Now where are you headed, Rammis?” Big Mack came around the hovair, followed by two of his men. “You just can't stay put, can you?” He came up to the jeep and gripped the door.
“Where would I go?” I asked. “I just…just wanted to see the sights. These mountains, you know, they remind me of my home state, Colorado.”
“Colorado.” Mack smiled. “Shut it off and get out,” he said amiably. “I just can't trust you.” He glanced at the sleeping mechanic and raised his bushy brows. “You have a dangerous mind. It's back to the cell, compadre.”
“Now wait a minute, Mac.”
He grabbed my jacket. “Get out!”
“OK! I'm coming.” I turned the door handle and slammed him hard with the open door.
He fell back, howling, and curled into a fetal position on the grimy floor with both hands on his crotch.
One of the tags jumped over the passenger door and made a grab for me. I yanked his stingler from its holster and slammed his head with it. He whimpered and I felt his body go limp. I threw him back out. The other tag stood, spread-eagled, in front of the jeep, aiming his stingler.
“Stop!” he yelled, “or I'll fire!”
I hit the gas and he jumped aside.
“Get that son of a bitch!” Big Mac grated. “I want his ass!”
I stayed low in the seat as I tore out of the hangar, and threw the comlink on the ground. Even when turned off, they could track me by it. My scalp tingled with the dispersed beam from the stingler. I raced across the field, headed for the gate, staying low, and closed my eyes as I smashed through it. Splintered wood and ripped wire sailed through the air. Alarm sirens wailed behind me as I left the dirt road and took to the woods.
I have a lousy sense of direction, but I thought I was headed south. I reached over and rummaged through the console compartment. My hand closed on a round instrument. Please, Great Mind,
let it be a compass.
I opened my hand as I bounced between trees. “Thank you, Lord!” I said when I saw the compass I held. Uh oh. I'd been heading east. I turned south.
I stayed to the cover of trees and drove a circuitous route. It wasn't long before I heard the whine of hovairs behind me and the growl of land vehicles.
The forest was thick with towering conifers that formed a canopy overhead. I glanced up when I heard a hovair fly by and skinned a tree trunk with the jeep. It lifted to two wheels, then bounced back on all four.
Sooner or later they would track me down, either by air or land. I needed a hideout until dark.
A large brown animal, elk-like, with a unicorn horn, leaped out of the brush, panicked, his eyes showing whites, and ran into my path. I swerved to miss him, slammed into a sapling and careened over it. The jeep was hung up on the split trunk and entangled branches. Its rear tires smoked. I threw it into reverse and tore ruts in the ground as I tried to back it out. I was losing precious time.
“C'mon, dammit!” I muttered and rammed the jeep into full forward. Tires ripped the torn sapling. The jeep's whine lowered to a growl as it forced a path through splintered trunk and branches.
I was free, but my pursuers were close behind. I cut west, for deeper woods. They must have spread out because I heard a jeep behind me.
I gritted my teeth and purposely drove into a shallow gorge that was thick with bushes. I jumped out, stuffed the compass into my pocket, lasered some bushes at their base with my stingler, and threw them over the jeep. My pursuers were too close to run. I crawled under the warm vehicle and lay panting, my head on mulchy leaves that smelled like home.
When the woods were quiet, I crawled out, brushed myself off, and climbed the side of the gorge. The jeep might well be chipped for location. It would take them awhile to find it without a global positioning system orbiting the planet, but they could triangulate and eventually locate it.
I trotted about a quarter of a mile away from the gorge, found a tree that I could climb from branch to branch, and hid within its crown.
Below me the forest floor was rich with tall grass and wildflowers. A small furry mammal darted to a tree and climbed it. The air smelled bittersweet with the tangy scent of wet foliage. Somewhere, a birdlike creature chirped out a song that probably told other creatures to stay out of his territory. Above my head, silver-rimmed clouds sailed a sapphire sky, riding the wings of a gentle breeze.
I leaned my head back and sighed. Beauty above me, Native American people had said of their lands on Earth, beauty around me. Beauty beneath me. But they had been decimated by the European colonists and their military force, their homes ripped away from them, their land given to settlers, and a conscious effort made to exterminate them. I sighed as I looked around.
Now it was happening again, here.



Chapter Seven
I jumped, and realized I'd fallen asleep. The day was waning. A molten sun burned clouds with rays of fire to the west. I felt stiff from my cramped position as I climbed down the branches and walked slowly back to the gorge, waiting for night to sheath me in its black fold. The forest was coming alive with hunters and prey, chirping and grunting.
If the mercs found the jeep, chances were good the area would be staked out, waiting for me to return.
I took the stingler from my waistband, lifted the jacket hood over my light hair, crouched, and moved stealthily across the leafy floor, avoiding branches and even twigs.
Gone! The jeep was gone. The woods were silent, but I had no doubt that men were positioned around the gorge.
I retraced my steps, then turned south. Spirit had said it was fifty miles to the Orghes' Village. I had covered about twenty with the jeep. It would be a long hike, but I had my trusty compass to keep me on course, until…
* * *
Until I came to the top of a cliff about ten miles into my trek. Below, rolling waves broke against the jutting boulders.
“What the hell…” I checked my compass again. It pointed due south, into the mouth of the sea.
Spirit! What were you thinking? Spirit.
I was thinking, Terran, how pleasant it would be if you would grant Silva and I the privacy we crave.
Well, your compass points are screwed. I walked due south and–
Oh. I see. You came to the sea.
Nice that you noticed.
I might have been a trifle off…yes, it's southwest. Just continue west along the coast.
Are you sure this time?
What did you say, dear?
I asked if you were sure.
Not you. Silva, my luscious, just a short interlude. Terrans are a demanding lot, especially this one. West, Jules! As in your Westward go the dragons!
That's–
He broke the link before I could muster a retort.
I walked across a high plains desert through the night and came to an escarpment at daybreak overlooking the Orghes' Village below. I was tired, hungry, but mostly thirsty. My legs burned and I was staggering.
I laid down and studied the village. Simple wooden houses were scattered throughout a flat plain, with mountains looming above eastern woods, and fields of grain to the south. I wondered if it was native or grown from imported seed.
Drying meat and fish hung on racks. Animal skins were stretched out on frames next to stacked dugouts.
It was difficult to make out the individual people, and Chancey had my graphoculars, but as day brightened, the scene below sharpened like a developing photograph of centuries past.
The Orghes were furred beings, ranging from black, to brown, tan, golden, and ivory. They moved with a hunched, swaying gait. I got the impression that they could run on their broad hands and feet, if need be. They wore loin cloths and animal-skin capes that reached to the backs of their knees.
Children with short, uniformly silver coats, ran, shouted, and swung easily into trees and from branch to branch. One hung by a hand and kicked a child passing beneath him. The child sat in the dirt and wailed. I watched an adult go down on all fours and chase the fleeing kicker into the woods. Not too different from human kids, I thought.
Cook fires flared within rounds of rocks that dotted the village center, with strips of meat on spits. A bare-breasted woman slid a loaf of baked bread from out a rock oven that reminded me of outdoor Hispanic homos back home.
People called to each other in their native tongue and laughed as they performed their morning chores. Smells of the baked bread and meat rose on a breeze.
I sighed. Next to water, a cup of hot brew and some slices of fried bread would've been heaven, even without the book of verse, the wine, and Sophia by my side. Sophia. I missed my beautiful lady. But it was enough to know that she was safe back on Earth.
I closed my eyes. It had been a hard night's trek. I would rest for a while here before going down to the village and finding my friends.
Joe. I wanted to probe for him and form a tel-link. Now that he was back with the team, maybe his mental state had improved.
In a few minutes, I thought wearily and closed my eyes. I fell asleep.
Something sharp prodded my back. “What?” I jumped to a sitting position.
Five Orghes, about my six-foot height, surrounded me. They were blunt-faced, with slanting yellow eyes, wide nostrils, and muscular arms and legs. Their long-toed bare feet were braced, with curved claws that dug into dirt. But my gaze went past all that, and locked onto the bows and arrows that were drawn taut and pointed at me.
“Uh, tags,” I said, and stood up carefully, my hands raised away from the stingler in my waistband, “I can explain who I am. Could you lower those weapons? I come in peace.”
They studied me silently.
I bit my lip. “No, I guess not.”
“This Terran,” a golden-coated Orghe said in stelspeak, with a lisping tone, “was with the butchers on their raid last night.” He jabbed his bow at me. “I saw him, Oldore,” he told a tan-furred tag whose face and head were white.
“I was their prisoner,” I said. “I escaped and came here to find my friends.”
“Then why did you help them?” golden-coat shouted. His muscles were bunched beneath his pelt. “You warned them that it was a trap!” He narrowed his eyes. “How did you know that?”
“That's kind of complicated,” I said, “but I didn't want to see anybody get killed. Not them, and not any of your people.” I glanced around. “We Terrans…we're not all butchers. Ask my friends about me. They're here in your village, right?” I looked around. “Three Terrans and a Vegan?”
Their wooden bows remained taut.
“Well, aren't they?”
“They are out,” Oldore said in a raspy tone, “searching for their Terran friend, Jules.”
“That's me! I'm Jules.”
“So you say.” The golden-furred one snarled and moved closer. His strung arrow was inches from my chest. “I say you are a spy for the butchers and should be executed.”
I caught my breath and took a step back.
He glanced at Oldore. “I would do it myself, Senior-breth. Right now!”
“Wait a minute!” I felt the blood drain from my face. “I'm not–”
“If you came in peace,” Oldore said quietly, "where is your sumbra wreath?'
“You know, I forgot about that. But I'll make one.” I looked around for a green bush. "Just give me a little time…
OK?"
Oldore's thick lips thinned as they spread into a grin, displaying teeth as yellow as his eyes. He chuckled. “Sunrai,” he addressed the golden one, and his shoulders relaxed, “take that weapon from the Terran's waist. Put away your slings, my breths, I think he is who he says he is.”
I let out a breath. “Do you have some water?” I asked Oldore as Sunrai yanked the stingler from my pants. “I'm as parched as that desert I came through.”
He pointed toward the village.
The five of them surrounded me as we walked down a rocky path and into the community. I was so tired I stumbled a few times. Oldore took my arm as we walked.
The laughter died. The people paused to stare at me. Some grunted and wiped hands across their eyes. A female lifted a loaf of roasted bread from out an oven. I breathed in the warm aroma and my mouth watered.
As we passed a young boy, his silver coat laced with golden strands of adult fur, he scooped up a rock and threw it at me. It missed and hit the ivory-coated tag next to me.
He grunted. “Spawn of your mother's diseased afterbirth!” He picked up the rock and drew back his hand to throw it at the boy.
“Run!” I told the boy.
He stood straighter and jutted his chin.
Oldore lifted his bow against the ivory tag's raised arm to stay the throw.
The tag lowered his arm and dropped the rock. “Excuse me, Senior-breth. I forget myself.” He wiped a hand across his eyes. “Pain makes me irate.”
“True words.” Oldore wiped his eyes with a hand.
“Isn't he exotic?” I heard a young girl, her breasts mere bumps on her chest, tell her friend as we walked by.
The other girl nodded. “Too bad he's the enemy of LorHanns.” She scratched her furry cheek and hooted softly. “He'd make a fine pet.”
“Are you certain,” the other girl said and nudged her friend, “that you only want him as a pet?”
I looked at Oldore.
He chuckled. “Come, Jules of Terra breth. This way.”
He led me to a wooden barrel. I was so tired, I was swaying. Sunrai took off the lid. The barrel was half full of water. Oldore filled a ladle and extended it to me. “This is good water. Drink.”
I stared at the ladle and sighed. “It could be fatal for a Terran.”
“It was not fatal to your friends. They dropped in small white pellets and they drank.”
“Digestall!” I said with relief, took the offered ladle and drank my fill.
“Senior Breth,” the ivory-furred tag said to Oldore, “we would like to break our fast now.”
Oldore nodded and the four tags strolled to different cook fires.
“This way.” Oldore led me alongside a corral of strange green-scaled creatures with slanted ridged backs and heavy reptilian tails. They towered at about seven feet at the tips of their tufted ears.
Some crouched around the remains of a unicorn elk. I heard powerful jaws snap bones and crunch them. Others followed us along the fence. One raised his snake-like neck over the top rail and sniffed my hair. His smoky breath smelled like brimstone as he breathed into my ear.
“Friendly,” I said as I stared into his round red eyes.
“These are draks,” Oldore said. “He's deciding if he should eat you.”
“What?” I moved away.
The creature laid back lips to expose blades for teeth, and hissed.
“When they see that you are an intergrate, they will obey your commands…probably.”
“What commands?”
“If you should have reason to ride one.”
“These are your mounts?”
He scratched under his loin cloth. “On a good day. The decision is theirs.”
I thought of Gretch, a recalcitrant mount I had half tamed on planet Syl' Terra. She allowed me to ride her when the mood struck. Still, I missed ole Gretch.
“Your friends were lucky,” Oldore said, “today was a good day for a ride.”
“A ride where?”
“They thought you were still a prisoner of the Big Mack and went to rescue you.”
“Oh, great. Did they leave one of our comlinks?”
“They took them so they could have ears in the butchers' camp and find you.”
“So where's our ship?”
“Hidden well in deep forest.” He lifted his long-fingered hand in a waving motion.
I shook my head. “What?”
“They said it would be too easy to see in the sky.”
I stared at the bony-plated drak with its slanted back. “You mean Chancey is riding one of these… Beasts, I thought but didn't say.”One of these draks?"
Oldore smiled. “We gave him the gentlest one, a pregnant female.”
I pictured Chancey onboard a drak and shook my head. “Oh, man.”



Chapter Eight
“Oh, man!” I said to Bat. “I thought horses were a pain in the butt. I'll be lucky if this son of a lizard doesn't castrate me.”
“Hang your oysters, Chancey. Got nothing in my medkit to heal that kinda wound.”
I glanced at Huff, who was galumping between us. “I'd rather be riding the fur ball.” Ahead lay flat desert. A few scraggly trees huddled around a pool of water. “Are you sure you know the direction, Southern boy, without a compass?”
“Don't need one.” He pointed ahead. “That's northeast. Big Mack's camp.”
I wiped sweat from my forehead. The day was warming. “What are you, man, a homing pigeon?”
Huff stopped, lifted to hind legs, and sniffed the air. I reined in as he pointed ahead. “That is the true way to Big Smack and my Terran cub.”
“That's Mack, Huff,” Bat told him.
I tapped the drak's sides and she leaped into a gallop.
“Go easy,” Bat called as he galloped after me. “She's pregnant.”
“Whoa,” I yelled and tried to slow her, but she stiffened her neck, clamped down on the bit, and set her own pace. “Tell her that!” I stood up in the stirrups as she bounded across sand. The back of the wooden saddle, the high cantle, kept kicking me in the butt. “The shit I do fer superstar!”
* * *
“Bat.” I pointed to the northeastern sky. It was coming onto dusk when one of Mack's hovair's cruised the sky.
“Take cover,” I shouted and headed the drak to a big tree, followed by Bat and Huff.
“Recon,” Bat said as we dismounted under it. Huff trotted to Bat's side. “Give you five to one,” Bat said, “they're searching for the Orghes' Village.”
“Five to one what?” the fur ball asked, fished around in his belly pouch and took out a candy bar. He opened the wrapper and munched as we watched the hovair swing northwest.
“Man,” I said, “I'd give superstar's credcount fer a hovair.”
“I'm afraid,” Bat watched the hovair disappear over the horizon, “that sooner or later they're going to locate the village.”
“Those Orghes got a few aces up their sleeves,” I told him. “By the time Mack and his people get to the village, they'll have packed their tents and faded into the woods.”
“I don't know.” Bat kicked a rock. “Sooner or later…”
“You gettin' ideas o' staying on this godforsaken rock an' helping the Orghes? You're starting to sound like superstar.” I brushed off my pants. “Listen up, tag. We find Jules. We pick up Joe, an' we're outa here. I didn't sign up to fight no mercs with nothin' but two tags an' a fur ball.”
Bat took off his cap, scratched his bald head and rammed it back on.
“Well?” I said.
“Chance, ya'll know the Alliance can't get involved in this affair. It's outa their jurisdiction.”
“Damn!” I shouted and squashed a big black bug with wings that bit my arm. Green bug juice splattered my arm and hand. “Shit!” I reached for my canteen.
“No, Chance.” Bat grabbed the canteen. “You're gonna need that water.”
“Another flying fucking roach!” I rubbed sand on my arm and hand until they were clean. “No matter where we go in this motherless universe, these crotefuckers find us!”
“It's not a roach,” Bat said wearily.
“If it looks like a roach,” I told him, “an' it flies like a roach, an' it bites like a roach–”
Huff sniffed the squashed bug, then licked it up. “And it tastes like a roach…”
“Oh, give me a fucking break!” I said.
“Then it's a roach.” Huff swallowed.
“Pearls of wisdom,” I told the fur ball.
He looked around. “Where? I see only sand and rocks…and a few twigs from this tree. I see no pearls.”
Bat rubbed a hand over his eyes and sighed.
“What's the use?” I scanned the northeastern sky. “That fine sense o' direction, Southern boy, does it tell you how big this island is?”
“I surveyed the island when we were flying Sojourner,” Bat said. “I'd guesstimate about two hundred miles from north to south. Mebbe three hundred across.”
“Big Mack's got a lot o' land to cover to find the village,” I said. “A lot of it's forested, too.”
“That's good,” Huff said.
“Glad you agree,” I told him.
“The candy bar.” Huff extended the last piece. “It was a ThatsGoodBar.”
I smiled tightly. “Was it good fer you, fur ball?”
He nodded. “That is why I ate it.”
“We should get movin' on.” Bat stood up and brushed off his pants. He mounted. So did I. Huff got up on four feet and shook himself off.
“I wish I had Jules' tel power,” Bat said.
“Ain't that the truth.” I turned the drak northeast, was about to kick her sides and thought better of it. “Don't know how else we're gonna find him in that camp.”
* * *
We waited till dark on a hill just south of Big Mack's camp. I watched men hurrying into sheds and coming out with rifles, rocket launchers, mechanical beetles, and ground sensors.
“They sure got the hardware,” I said.
“You think they located the village?” Bat asked.
“I'd bet superstar's credcount they did.”
“We've got to warn the Orghes.”
Huff crawled between us.
I reached over his shoulder. “How do you suppose we do that?”
“I guess we try to steal a hovair an' beat them to the village.”
“An' Jules?” I spat out a strand of Huff's fur. “Will you move over,” I told him.
He squeezed closer to me. “Is this better?”
I got to my knees. “What about Jules?”
Bat got to his knees, too. “I vote,” he said over Huff, “That warning the Orghes is priority one.” He leaned on Huff. “Then we come back for Jules, the gods willin'.”
“Yeah,” I leaned on Huff's back. “If the Good Lord's willin', an' the creek don't rise.”
“I vote,” Huff stood up on all fours and I fell back, “to find my Terran cub first.” He hung his head. “My liver aches for him.”
Huff," Bat patted his shoulder, “we have to consider Joe. He's back at the village, you know? He'll be in some real danger during a surprise attack…especially in his condition right now. These trolls are out to kill as many Orghes as they can.”
“Yeah,” I said, “that's how they earn their paychecks. You got any ideas?” I asked Bat, “on just how to go about stealing a hovair an' beating them to the village?”
“I'm trying to think how Jules would do it,” Bat said.
“He'd probably walk into camp as a used hovair salesman an' talk them into lettin' him board a hovair to explain why his vehicles are better than theirs.”
“I have seen my Terran cub,” Huff said, “take the clothes from a man he put to sleep with his weapon, and put the clothes on himself. Then he walked among the enemy.”
Bat and I exchanged glances.
* * *
I stretched the tight camouflage shirt I'd stripped off one of the two unconscious, tied guards, and buttoned it. A button popped off. “Damn!” I muttered.
“These pants are too loose,” Bat complained, and they're too long."
“So roll the cuffs, man. What is this, a friggin' army surplus store?”
We were outside the fence of Big Mack's base camp, shadowed by night. Bat's medkit was at his feet. Huff waited under cover with the two draks. If our plan to steal a hovair didn't work out, we'd need those miserable mounts. If it did, we'd turn them loose.
“You ready, Chance?” Bat belted his bunched-up pants and grabbed his medkit.
“Always, Southern boy.”
We slung the guards' rifles over our shoulders, strolled through the smashed front gate, and toward the two hovairs. Lights blazed throughout the busy field. Men trotted to waiting jeeps and halftracks. Orders were shouted through outdoor speakers: “Board your vehicles and hovair number one.”
Men were lined up and boarding one hovair.
“C'mon, Bat,” I trotted toward the other one, “make it look like you got important places to go.”
The second hovair hatch was open. I pulled my cap down to hide my face as we went through it and into the empty main deck. I closed the hatch and locked it.
“The cabin,” Bat said.
We unslung our rifles, set them on stun, and opened the cabin door.
Two tags were seated at the controls. The pilot glanced back. “Didn't get orders to let you board yet, tags.”
“Yeah,” I said, “but we ain't waitin' on orders.”
“Wait a minute. Who are– I zapped him on stun setting. Bat zapped the co-pilot and they went limp in their harnesses. I grinned.”Man, this is too easy."
We dragged them to the hatch, unlocked and sprang it, and dumped them outside. “Sleep tight, mercs,” I said.
Bat took the controls. I slid into the co-pilot's seat as he lifted the craft and turned toward Huff's hideout behind a shed outside the fence.
Bat blinked the lights as a signal to Huff that it was us.
Huff waved and unsaddled the two draks.
I sprang the hatch and he climbed aboard with a saddle and a bridle under each arm.
“Good thinking, Huff,” I said as I took them, “saving the saddles.”
He nodded his snout. “I thought the draks no longer needed them.”
“Right. This is so damn easy,” I called to Bat as I closed the hatch, “it worries me.”
Bat lifted the craft and turned southwest. “Stop worrying!” he yelled. “Hang on!”
I did as he floored it. Huff slid and crashed into the wall. I crawled to him as he lay whining.
“Huff? Man, you OK?”
“I will be, in my liver,” he cried between whines, “when this pain goes away.”
“Take it easy, tag. Hold onto something, will ya?”
I made my way to the cabin and studied the heads-up holo display. Company. The lights of the second hovair were closing behind us. “I knew it was too good.” I instinctively ducked as a rocket screamed past our portside.
“Son of a crote!” I slid into the co-pilot's seat and harnessed up. “Give me the controls, Bat. Hang on, Huff! We're going for a ride.”
He whined louder.
I'm a good pilot, but the superstar is better. I'd watched him do a wingover maneuver that got a following craft off our tail. “I can do that,” I muttered.
Bat looked at me but stayed quiet.
I bored a hole in the sky, straight up into starry night. When the hovair followed, I turned the craft over its right wing and plummeted back toward earth. Huff's whines grew into wails. Bat's eyes were wide as he grasped the armrests. I pulled the craft up just above the tree line and felt blood drain from my face. “Lost them.” I grinned at Bat.
He remained stiff, staring at the viewport. “I thought you lost me and Huff too.”
I turned the hovair southwest. “How 'bout you go tend to the fur ball? I think he needs some Southern comfort.”
Bat unharnessed and got up unsteadily, holding onto the seat. “That makes two of us, bubba.”



Chapter Nine
“Why didn't you tell me Joe is here?” I asked Oldore and got up from the bedding inside a home.
“You needed food, Jules breth, and you needed sleep. I provided both. Do you remember when you took a pill–”
“A digestall,” I explained.
“Yes, and then you ate, and then I led you here to my home to sleep?”
I had vague memories. “I guess I was kind of out of it.”
“Yes! Now you are ready to meet your friend. Come.”
I stared out the door.
“Come,” he repeated.
“What kind of a mood is he in?”
Oldore smiled sadly. “He is as withdrawn as the evening woods that retreat into night.”
“Still, huh?” I followed Oldore outside and toward another home. It was night.
“Is Joe breth your father?” he asked.
“No. Well…he's the only father I ever knew. But he doesn't always approve of the way I do things, you know?”
Oldore put a broad hand on my shoulder as we walked. Children followed us and giggled. “Disapproval of the young is the thorns on our plant of love.” He wiped a hand across his eyes. “When they think as adults, and act as adults… He paused. I did too.”That is the flower of our love."
“Those are wise words, Oldore.” I wiped a hand across my eyes.
He chuckled and led me to the entrance of a dark hut, then turned and walked away.
I stepped inside. “Joe?”
“I'm here.” His voice was raspy and weak.
“It's Jules.”
He was lying on the bedding. I sat beside him. He turned his head to look at me. “You shouldn't have come after me. It's dangerous, and Lisa needs you.”
I bit my lip. “She needs her grandpa too.”
“Sooner or later, old people die. She'll survive my death.”
“Joe. Will she survive your legacy if you don't fight for your life?” I rubbed my eyes. “Dammit, I need you too!”
“For what?”
“Just to be here,” I said softly, “for me.”
He rolled his head to face the wall. “You don't need anybody. You never did.”
“That's not true, Joe!” I reached out and took his hand. “Whenever I was scared, or things went wrong, it's you I turned to.”
“And did it your own way anyhow.”
I lowered my head. “It's my nature.” I thought of Oldore's words about the thorns and the flower of love. “You and Lisa and Sophia are the only family I have. I couldn't stand to lose any of you.” I squeezed his hand. “Come on, Joe. I'll try to do better in the future. But don't leave me. Don't leave Abby.”
He sighed. “Is she out of the hospital?”
“I don't know. Maybe Chancey and Bat know. I haven't had access to a star positioning system.”
“They went to rescue you. Did you escape?”
I nodded. “I don't have a comlink or I'd contact them. Joe, I'm afraid that Big Mack will locate this village and attack.”
“I think these people are doomed. They intend to fight with wooden weapons.”
“I was thinking…”
He turned his head to look at me.
“Well,” I said, “what if you contacted the Alliance as a retired Worlds Central Intelligence officer and cashed in some of those WOJs they still haven't paid up.”
“WOJs?”
“Yeah. We owe Joe.”
He actually chuckled. “You mean like extending their jurisdiction to include New Terra and sending forces against the mercs?”
I smiled. “It's a start.”
“The colonists have a strong lobby in the Central Congress on Alpha.”
“We could go there, Joe, and present the Orghes' case. Maybe…maybe Oldore would come with us.”
“I'm too tired,” he said wearily. “Tired of the battles. Tired of fighting for what's right against enemies of the Alliance. And against lobbyists and big business campaign money. There are forces on Alpha that want the Orghes exterminated and the human colonists given the planet.”
“Why?”
“This world is rich in resources that haven't been tapped. Yet.” He put his arm over his eyes. “Leave me alone. I want to sleep.”
I gripped his hand harder and pulled him to a sitting position. “You've slept enough, Dad. It's time to wake up. I need you. Abby needs you. The team needs you. But most of all, dammit, right now these people need you. I'm sorry that you'd rather wallow in self-pity, but the stakes are too high!”
“You're a pain in the ass. You always were.”
“That's right, Dad. And I probably always will be.” I grinned. “It's my nature.”
Shouts from outside.
Joe got up and we ran through the entrance. The Orghes were pointing at approaching lights in the sky.
“Hovair,” Joe said.
The people scooped up children and ran for the woods, some on all fours, hooting and shrieking.
“Could be a scout from Mack's base camp,” I said. “We'd better head for the woods too. C'mon.” I took his arm.
“Wait! The lights are flashing.”
I studied them. " … Morse code!"
“C,” Joe said. “Ch…”
“Cha…n…ch…” I added. “My God, it's Chancey! Mack and his men never met Chancey. Did you ever tell them his name when you were a captive of the pirates?”
He shook his head and a grin broke his stern countenance.
The hovair circled. When the lights touched us, we both waved.
“Chancey,” I whispered as the craft lowered to the ground. Burning embers from cook fires swirled into the night air. Wind blew my hair.
I hugged Joe and laughed.
“It's OK!” I called to Oldore, who had paused at the edge of the woods. “It's our team! You can call your people back out.”
Joe and I trotted toward the hovair. The hatch sprang open. Huff leaped out on all fours and ran to meet me.
“Huff!” I shouted. “Oh, Huff.”
He skidded to a stop, raised up on hind legs, spread out his arms, and howled as I ran to him.
“Huff!” I threw myself at him. He wrapped his arms around my back and lifted me off the ground.
“My Terran cub,” he cried in his growly voice, laced with sobs. “My liver is in joy!” He licked me with his broad tongue. It smelled of chocolate. “The Ten Gods bless me this night.”
“Me too,” I said.
“Hey, Superstar,” Chancey called, “what're we, chopped liver?”
“Chancey.” I tried to break free of Huff's hold, but he clung to me. “Bat!” I shouted as he jumped down from the hatch, dropped his medkit as he tripped over long cuffs on his pants, got up, grabbed the kit and shuffled over to us. Huff licked me again and I had to blink to see. I couldn't wipe my eyes with his hold on me.
“C'mon, Huff,” I pleaded, “let go!”
He finally did. I gripped Chancey and buried my head in his shoulder, wiping tears on his shirt.
“Hey, man,” he exclaimed and I heard the catch in his voice, “you're giving me my Saturday night bath.” He held me at arm's length. "You OK?'
I nodded. “You?”
“Couldn't touch me, except fer these damn tight clothes. Hey, Bat, we shoulda known the superstar would escape and beat us back to the ranch.”
Bat came up to us with still gripping his medkit. I hugged him and wiped my eyes. “Don't you ever go anyplace without your black bag?”
“Never leave the house without it.”
I looked around at my team. “I can't believe we're all together.” I put a hand on Joe's shoulder.
He looked from Chancey to Bat and I saw his jaw tighten. “Did you tags hear about Abby's condition on the SPS aboard Sojourner?”
“She's fine, Joe,” Bat said.
“Left the hospital yesterday,” Chancey added. “She's back home, boss.” He grinned his lopsided grin. “Your daughter and granddaughter are staying with her.”
Joe's shoulders slumped with relief. He nodded. “Thanks for checking.”
“Hey, man,” Chancey said, “we were as worried as you were.” He went back to the hovair, dumped out the saddles and took two rifles. He gave Bat one and slung the other one over his shoulder. “Compliments of Big Mack.” He winked.
“Bat,” I said, “are you willing to give me your stingler? Oldore's men took mine. I feel kinda naked.”
“Sure, bubba.” He unstrapped the holster and handed it to me with a smile. “Hate to see a grown man naked. A rifle's plenty o' weapon for a medic.”
Thanks." I strapped it on. The Orghes were coming out from the dark woods.
“Listen, boss,” Chancey said to Joe and glanced at the northeastern sky, “the mercs aren't far behind us. I think they located this village.”
We all looked at Joe.
He rubbed his white bristly beard. “Oldore!” he called. “Get your people back into the woods. We're under attack!”
Oldore shouted out names and Sunrai and a team of mature males with bows and arrows hurried to his side. After a quick conversation, they spread out to turn the people back into the woods.
“Here they come.” I drew in a breath as lights swarmed across the northeastern ridge and spread out like a necklace at night's throat. Their hovair cruised above them. And then the glaring lights of a starship appeared, its massive body rising above the ridge, blocking out the ruddy moon. Throbbing growls of its star engines vibrated the ground I stood on.
I looked at Joe as the second starship lifted above the ridge and headed east, toward the woods.
“Let's go,” he said quietly and trotted toward our hovair as the ground vehicles' lights bounced down the hill. “Chancey!” he said, “You drive us to our starship, on the ground, under cover of trees. Bat, you stay with Chance when we get there.” Joe went through the hatch and we followed. “Jules, Huff, you two will come with me on Sojourner. We'll stay in touch by the ships' comlinks. Scramble the messages.”
Chancey trotted into the cabin with Bat behind him, started the engines, left the lights out, and taxied the hovair into the woods.
When we reached Sojourner, Joe, Huff, and I jumped down from the hovair's hatch.
Oldore approached us. “Take the children with you to safety,” he pleaded, his hand extended as a suppliant.
“We're not leaving you.” Joe strode to our starship. Huff and I were right behind him. “Get the kids under cover of overhangs or whatever you can find,” he told Oldore. “Hurry up! They'll blast you from the air and the land.”
Joe boarded Sojourner. Huff and I followed. “Take the controls, Jules. I'll act as co-pilot. Huff, you just hang on to something.”
“Yes, sir.” I smiled as I took the pilot's seat and turned on the engines. Whatever awaited us, the team was together again, functional, and had its leader back.
I usually love the purr of Sojourner's engines that rise to the keening cry of a bird of prey as it gains altitude. Then the deep throbbing of massive engines that sends it into space. But this time I had other things on my mind. I harnessed myself in. “What's the plan, boss?”
He turned on the comlink so that Chancey and Bat could hear us. “The way I see it, our hovair stays on the ground, dark, and fires from different positions as the enemy advances into the woods. Let them think there's more than one hovair. Chancey and Bat, you two use guerrilla tactics, hit and run. Keep them away from the Orghes. You reading this, Chancey?”
“We are, Joe,” Bat answered.
“Sounds good to me,” I said. “What's our mission?”
“Find an open field and take off, son. We circle around the crotes and attack from the air. I don't have to tell you to stay dark.”
“No, I figured that one out by myself.” I stared at him, this compact, white-haired, tough-as-nails experienced team leader, and felt a welling of love. This is what it must be like to have a real father.
I located a field of ground cover where trees couldn't grow, taxied and brought Sojourner up into the night sky.
“Stay low,” Joe said, “below their radar.”
“And stay dark.” I smiled at him and watched the radar screen.
Star Sojourner was a third generation recon ship that could accommodate a crew of six. We had lost two other ships during past missions. She's not armed for battle, but carries light weaponry for defense. This time we'd be stretching her capabilities.
“When they're all in the clearing,” Joe said, “we hit them with everything we've got.”
I bit my lip.
“You just fly the boat, Jules. I'll man the weapons.”
I nodded.
“War is nothing more than organized murder,” the last living soldier of World War I back in the 20th had said. I agreed. But here we were. Could I justify killing if it meant saving an innocent, vulnerable people? It was a hell of a choice. Yesterday Mack's men had shaken my hand and thanked me for alerting them of the Orghe trap they had blundered into. I rubbed my eyes. I was grateful that Joe made the decision for both of us.
“This boat was never meant for combat.” He studied the instrument panel and pushed a button. The woods below were lit on a screen as though it were daylight. “She'll have to do.”
The lights from the console reflected off his stern features. I sensed the courage and experience of a Worlds Central Intelligence officer behind that set jaw, the forward thrust of his head. This was the man I knew and trusted, and loved like a father. This was our team leader. I let out a slow breath. We finally had him back.
I banked the craft behind Mack's advancing mercenaries and held it rock steady and dark above the tree line.
Below us, jeeps and halftracks, seen clearly on the screen, threw mud from caked tires as they tore into the empty village, purposely plowing over drying racks of meat and animal skins and crashing through the fragile wooden homes. A halftrack rolled over the stacked dugouts, splintering them beneath its wheels.
“The crotefuckers,” I muttered.
“They intend to wipe these people off the face of the planet,” Joe said and brightened the screen. “It's probably happening on the other islands too. You still have reservations about engaging the mercs in battle?”
“We don't have a choice,” I said tightly.
Joe nodded. “Sometimes you don't.”
An ambulance, complete with a red cross, rolled into the village, then swung east and disappeared beneath trees. Their hovair circled the grounds, landed and plunged east.
I shook my head. “They know which way the Orghes went.”
The two starships banked over the woods and lowered, close to brushing tree crowns on an eastern path.
Flames shot from the bellies of the ships in crimson streams that blazed a swath across trees and left bursting trunks and roiling infernos behind.
“They're not about to get caught in another trap,” I said.
“It's more than that,” Joe replied. “It's a scorched earth policy. Swing around behind the closer ship. Stay in their trail of smoke.”
I nodded. "They won't see us, or hear our engines with all their vehicles crashing through the village, right?'
“That's the idea. We come in on their tail.”
“What about the other ship when they see that we hit this one?”
“We head for the clearing where you took off, land this baby, and taxi under trees.”
“Hope it works, Dad. Huff! Come forward and strap in.” I knew the straps would be tight for him, but this was his safest place.
He shuffled into the cabin. “It hurts my liver to wear the bands,” he said, “and the rest of me, too.”
“I know,” I said, “but it's safer. C'mon, bud, strap in!”
“I am hurrying my rear side into this seat behind you, cub, but these bands are crushing my candy bars.”
“I'll buy you more!” I closed on the starship's tail.
Joe took the gunner's controls. “No beam weapons,” he muttered. “That ship's mirror- coated.”
I heard the turbine kick in. A flash of ion particles from our forward-mounted cannons struck the starship's stern though roiling smoke, hopefully disabling its electronics and computer systems. If any of the crew knew how to repair the damage, they wouldn't have time here in a planet's grav well.
I banked Sojourner away from the ship and tore a hole in the sky. The merc starship's lights shut down and it began to drift.
Poor bastards, I thought as I watched its bow pitch on the screen. The ship rolled to starboard and plunged into thick trees. We saw the explosion, but were well away from hurtling metal.
I smiled at Joe. “Nice work, boss.”
Sojourner was slammed to port by a hit. The deafening blast roared through the ship and rattled the controls. Damage lights flashed red. Alarms wailed, mixed with Huff's howls. I gripped the controls and tried to hold her on course. “The second starship!” I shouted.
“Head for space,” Joe ordered. “If you can.”
I pointed the ship's bow into the night sky and engaged the star engines. The whine rose to the keen of a bird of prey.
“They're right on our tail,” Joe said too softly.
“Christ and Buddha,” I mumbled.
Planet New Terra dropped away in our viewport. But the merc starship grew to fill the screen. I saw its name: Sword of Terror.
“Holy shit!” I exclaimed as the controls went dead. “They hit us with a particle beam.” I turned on our auxiliary power. No response. “Dad, we're dead in space.”
“The lifeboat.” He unclamped his harness. “It's got its own power source.”
“Huff,” I shouted, “We're abandoning ship.”
Sojourner listed to port. The grav adjusters suddenly disengaged and we were floating.
“If the ship starts to spin,” I said, my breath rasping in my throat, “we'll never get the lifeboat launched.”
We pulled ourselves along by handholds, through the damaged main deck and to the airlock. I opened the hatch manually and we entered the bay where our lifeboat was tied down.
“Take the controls, Joe,” I yelled and closed the inner hatch. “I'll suit up and open the outer hatch manually.”
“Right,” he answered, “I'll purge the air in the lock.”
That was the only way I would be able to open the outer hatch. “Huff, throw me the BioSuit.”
He did and I pulled it on as Joe started the lifeboat's engines.
“Pick me up,” I told him, “if I get blown out into space.”
“I'll be right behind you.”
Huff fastened my helmet and touched it with his forehead. “My eyes are leaking for you, my Terran cub.”
“I'll be all right, buddy,” I said. “Get in the boat. Joe's going to purge the air.”
He nodded his snout and climbed inside.
I heard the hiss of escaping air and pulled myself along the wall to the outer hatch. I was breathing hard, using up too much precious air from my suit's tank as I tried to turn the airlock's wheel. “It's still tight,” I said into my helmet mic. “Uh oh.” I heard the clang as the merc starship Sword clamped onto Sojourner. “They've got us, Joe.”
“I know. Turn the wheel. I'm unclamping the lifeboat's tie downs.”
I yanked hard on the hatch wheel. It didn't budge. “There's still too much air pressure in the bay.”
“Working on it, kid.”
The pressure finally lessened enough for me to slowly crank the wheel. The hatch suddenly flew outward, taking me with it. I clung to the wheel but my gloved hands were slipping.
“I can't hold on, Joe!”
“Then let go,” he called through my helmet mic. “I'll pick you up.”
I looked out at the eerie blackness of space, spattered with the cold fire of stars, and I panicked. I was too alone in this vast silence. I stared at my hands clutching the wheel.
“Let go!” Joe shouted. “I can't get the boat past you.”
“I'm…I'm trying.” I've always been afraid of heights, and space was heights on steroids.
Joe steered the boat to the open hatch. “Grab on!”
I drew in deep, shuddering breaths and tried to release the wheel, but my hands were frozen to it by fear. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I saw the bow of Sword as it cruised around Sojourner's stern.
Spirit. Great Mind!
What would you have me do? Spirit sent. Just let go.
Can you cloak the lifeboat so they don't see us?
Cloak? How? Telepathically? Terran, you've been watching too many of your planet's sci-fi films. Just let go. Joseph of Earth will pick you up.
“I'm…I'm trying to,” I lied.
“It's all right, son,” Joe said soothingly in my helmet mic. “I'm right here. Don't look out. Just open your hands so I can get the lifeboat past you. That's all you have to do.”
But I couldn't. Sweat dripped down my temples. I studied my hands and willed them to open. They remained closed. I wondered if this was how my sister Ginny had felt as she clung to a boulder a hundred feet above the canyon floor, and felt her fingers slipping.
Don't think about that now, Spirit sent. Just let go.
OK! I sent, but held on. In a minute.
I felt Spirit probe deep into my mind. Don't do it! I mentally shouted. Get out!
Just a short-term muscle relaxant, a different entity sent. It had a gentle tone, comforting and reassuring.
Who are you? I sent.
I am Silva, Spirit's cherished. Just relax, Jules. This won't hurt. We want you to sustain this lifebind.
OK. I felt her deep probe into my mind. No, wait, I sent as my fingers began to loosen of their own accord. Give me a minute, I–
My hands opened. “No!” I drifted out into space. I shut my eyes and wrapped my arms around myself. “Help,” I whispered.
Something nudged my leg.
“Grab on!” Joe called through the mic. “Dammit! Open your eyes and grab on.”
I snapped my eyes open and grabbed a vent on the lifeboat's wing. Joe had matched my speed as we cruised along Sojourner's starboard side.
The Sword of Terror, ponderous and slow as it swung around Sojourner, fired a burst from its beam ports that went wide.
I clung to the lifeboat and felt my magnetic belt clamp me to the hull.
Joe swung the boat down and around to Sojourner's port side and picked up speed slowly, so I wouldn't be wiped off the hull.
I inched my way to the boat's outer airlock, sprang the hatch, went through and locked it with trembling hands. Joe engaged the boat's Earth-class grav for the lock and I fell. I got unsteadily to my feet and waited for a full one atmosphere of class E air to fill the lock.
When the gauge showed that it had, Huff opened the inner hatch and shuffled to me. “Huff.” I fell into his arms.
“I have you, my Terran cub. I will not let go.” He guided me through the inner lock and to a back seat of the boat, behind Joe.
“They're coming around to port,” Joe said. “Hang on.”
“Huff, give me a hand with this suit.”
“I have paws. I will give you two paws.”
“Good enough.” When I was out of the suit, I slid into the co-pilot's seat. Sword had dropped below Sojourner to follow us around to port. We were a cheetah being chased by an elephant.
I wiped sweat from my face and gulped in deep breaths. Except this cheetah had a limited supply of air and was never meant for star battles.
“Joe,” I said, and strapped in, “give me the controls.”
He winked at me. “I was hoping you'd say that.”
I guided the lifeboat under Sword's belly and followed her as she searched for us around Sojourner.
“Uh oh,” Joe said.
“Uh oh? What uh oh?”
He pointed to a viewscreen that showed Sword's lifeboat Dagger being launched.
“On the other hand,” I said, “I'll bet they want Sojourner more than they want us or our lifeboat.”
Joe nodded. “The hull damage can be repaired. So can the electronics systems.”
“And Big Mack,” I added, “will have a replacement starship for the one we brought down.”
Huff leaned forward in his back seat with his snout between Joe and me. “It would be a better thing to keep Sojourner so some day in the time, we can all go home again.” He looked from me to Joe. “I pray to the Ten Gods that we all go home again.”
“Hope your prayers are answered, Huff,” I said, “but the mercs have all the blue checkers.”
“Blue chips?” Joe asked.
“Checkers,” I said. “It's Kresthaven's national pastime and sport, Joe. But they equate red with rage, murder, and death.” I winked at him. “Blue is the color of their ocean, and of life. Right, Huff?”
“Blue is true, my Terran cub.” He tousled my hair.
“Whatever.” Joe grinned. “How does it feel to be somebody's baby again?”
“Not too bad,” I said, “when you've got a good friend and a bodyguard all wrapped in fur.”
Joe shook his head. “Whatever.”
“Huff,” I said, “you're not strapped in, are you?”
“O and K. I am strapping now.” He grunted.
“Let's make these crotefuckers go fetch,” I told Joe and banked toward Sword's umbilical that towed Sojourner. “You want to man the beam gun, Joe, while I steer this boat?”
“Can do, kid.”
I checked the screens and a forward viewport. “Where the hell's Dagger?”
“Dammit!” Joe muttered. “Hiding. Could be between the two ships.”
“Could be. Let's cut the cord and get our tails out of here. I don't like the odds.”
“Get closer to the tow line, kid. The beam disperses pretty quickly.”
I did, and watched as Joe sliced through the tow line with a sweep of our mounted laser gun. “Let's go!” He said.
I raced along Sword's belly, away from her guns and ion cannons. “You don't have to tell me twice. We're out of here.”
Or so we thought.
Joe pointed to a rear-view screen. “Bogie on our tail.”
“What? What bogie?”
“The merc lifeboat. She must've been hiding in Sojourner's open bay.”
“Son of a crotefucking Hang on!”
“If you know any tricks on losing a tail,” Joe said, “now's the time to show them off. She's closing.”
I banked and headed back between the two ships. Dagger followed. “I know a few,” I said.
Sword sent out a second tow line, with a motorized clamp that guided it toward Sojourner. I turned our lifeboat ninety degrees as Sword got closer to Sojourner and extended the clamp. Dagger was right on our tail. I knew they wouldn't fire here, in fear of hitting their own ship or Sojourner.
“Now,” I said to myself and headed between the advancing clamp and Sojourner with our stubby wings in a vertical position.
“Put the pedal to the metal, as they used to say.” Joe's voice was tight as the clamp drew closer to Sojourner and narrowed our path.
“Ten Gods of Kresthaven,” I heard Huff murmur, “deliver us from the crunching I see ahead. If we live beyond the clamp, I will do grateful things in your names.”
I gritted my teeth and raced for the closing space. “Christ and Buddha,” I mumbled as the clamp approached. “Christ and– You're cutting it a bit close.” Joe's voice was strained. “Aren't you, Jules?”
I concentrated on our diminishing path. “That's the idea.”
We tore between the clamp and Sojourner. I heard a screech of metal as the clamp grazed our belly. But we were through and racing into deep space.
“I will sacrifice two dire flappers in your names,” Huff said and sobbed.
An explosion behind us registered on our screens. “Poor bastards,” I said as Dagger hit the clamp, spun out of control and smashed into Sojourner. I banked and returned to the two starships.
“Nice driving, son…where the hell are we going now?”
“They've only got two clamps, right?”
He nodded. “And?”
“And I don't think we should give them Sojourner.”
“You're out of your fucking mind.” He took the beam gun controls. “Maybe I am too. Go for it.”
I flew below the two ships. Flying metal from Dagger pinged off our hull.
“You only get one chance at that tow line, Joe,” I said.
“That's all I need.”
I flew below the tow line and their guns and cannons while Joe aimed. He fired. The towline split in half.
“Good shot, Dad!”
“Can we get the fuck out of here now, or do you want to take on the Sword of Terror?”
“No. That's OK. We've had enough fun for one day.”
I threw up my mental shields as Dagger's crew departed into geth state, between lives. Their silent screams flooded my mind. I groaned.
“What's wrong?” Joe asked.
“Their kwaiis…their souls are…”
“Break the link with their kwaiis. Now! Before they take you with them!”
I nodded. I could have comforted them in their passage, but I knew from past experience that I could also be taken with them. It had happened on planet New Lithnia with my dying friend Priest. He was so terrified of geth he tried to drag me along. If it wasn't for Great Mind's touch, Priest might've succeeded.
The tel-link faded as they drifted into geth. “They're gone,” I told Joe.
He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Thank God for that.”
Then we were past the ships and into the boundless silence of space. I programmed the boat for a landing back on New Terra.
It wasn't long before the planet's green islands materialized in our forward viewscreen, like patches in blue velvet. I wondered if the Orghes had survived Big Mack's attack. Chancey and Bat were down there too.
From space, the world looked tranquil and serene. But I knew better. “The islands of New Terra,” I murmured.
As we made planetfall on the dark side, in the clearing where we'd taken off in Sojourner, I saw the flaming ruins of the Orghe Village.
“Scorched earth policy.” Joe shook his head.



Chapter Ten
“You lost Sojourner?” Chancey asked. “Man! How we gonna get home without a ship?”
“Thumb a ride?” I said.
Chancey threw me a look that held a challenge.
I had landed the lifeboat in the clearing east of the Orghe Village and Joe had contacted Chancey and Bat by comlink to meet us under the cover of trees.
“Chancey,” Joe said as we stood together outside the crafts, “we didn't exactly hand her over to the mercs. It was abandon ship or be captured, or the alternative, go down with the ship.”
“We thought it would be better,” Huff said, “to go up with the lifeboat, than to go down with the ship.” He sat down beside me in the dirt and I scratched his ear.
“Big Mack still has one starship.” Bat rubbed under his cap.
“You thinking about stealing it, bubba?” Chancey asked.
“What I'm thinking,” Bat said, “is that we sneak into their ship and contact Alpha on their SPS. The government might not have jurisdiction over New Terra, but if Joe tells his buddies in WCIA that we're in deep doo doo, they just might send help.”
“If I know you, Bat,” I said, “you're hoping the help they send will also include the Orghes.”
Bat's expression turned painful. “These people don't stand a chance against Big Mack's guns.”
I put a hand on his shoulder. “Weren't you the one who told me back on New Lithnia that we couldn't save the whole galaxy?”
“An' weren't you the one,” Bat smiled, “who said 'What would you do, leave them without hope?'” He shrugged. “So we all got involved and freed the slaves from the lithium mine.”
“You tags,” Joe looked from Bat to me, “better not figure on telling your grandkids about your escapades. You'll never make it to old age.”
“How do Terrans stay young?” Huff asked.
“By dying first, buddy,” I told him.
“This here's my last gig!” Chancey kicked a rock.
“C'mon, Chance,” I said, “what would you do for fun?”
“I can think of a few things, superstar, like tryin' to outrun fast-moving trains. Probably a lot safer than chasing after you from planet to planet.”
“Where are the Orghes holed up?” Joe asked.
Bat gestured toward the eastern woods. “They're scattered in hideouts.”
“And the mercs?” Joe asked.
“Searching for them.” Bat stared at the dark woods. “The Orghes took only what they could carry and pack on their draks. They won't be able to hold out for long.”
“Are you sure,” I asked Bat, “that their hideouts aren't stocked for just such an emergency?”
Bat shrugged. “They didn't say. But I hope so.”
I heard the deep throb of star engines as the mercs' remaining ship and hovair flew overhead in a northeasterly direction.
“Looks like they're heading back to base,” I said. The whine of ground vehicles followed their path. “We'd better get deeper into the woods.”
“Chancey,” Joe said, “drive the hovair to the Orghes' Village. Go with him, Bat. Jules, you pilot the lifeboat. Keep her on the ground. We'll meet there and search for survivors.”
Huff and I strode on either side of our team leader. “The village,” he said, “is one place the mercs won't bother returning to.”
I smelled burned timber as we disembarked in the village, and heard the snap of heated wood bursting. There is a silence to death, even without bodies, in the stillness of blackened ruins where people once lived.
Dangling wood creaked as it swayed in wind. The remains of children's toys lay broken and black on the scorched ground. I picked up a burned doll, its legs gone, and tried to brush it off, but it crumbled in my hands. I could almost hear the echo in the wind of children's laughter at play as I walked through the village.
Ashes from cook fires still smoldered and stone ovens that once held baking bread now oozed the bitter smell of charred food.
We were quiet as we searched for living Orghes, as though too awed by the silence to speak.
“Anybody here?” Joe finally called. “Hello. We're friends!”
I gasped as we reached two dead Orghe women, one just a teenager, who lay huddled together beneath the blasted rocks of a destroyed oven.
“God!” I rubbed my eyes.
Huff murmured some words over them in Vegan.
“These mercs are animals, Joe!” I said.
He patted my shoulder.
“Animals,” Huff said sadly, “do not make war. They only kill to eat and for a place to hunt and mate. This hurts my liver.”
I closed my eyes and formed a red coil in my mind, a gentle probe designed not to frighten a sensitive who would be aware of the intrusion.
“There!” I said as a feeling of terror and pain invaded my mind, and pointed to the collapsed remains of a smoldering wooden home. “We're coming!” I ran to the structure and flung scorched boards aside. “Help me!” I called to my team. “Help me. There's somebody trapped in here.”
Bat and Chancey came running and we threw aside boards, some still sparking, and uncovered a young silver-coated male Orghe whose fur was laced with adult golden tufts. The same one, I thought, who had thrown a rock at me and hit the Orghe beside me.
“We've got you.” I grabbed one of his wrists. Chancey took the other one and we dragged the heavy youngster out from under the pile of wood.
Bat ran to the hovair for his medkit. Huff crouched beside the dazed boy, stroked his forehead and chanted in his native tongue.
I gently pushed aside singed fur on the boy's ribs and uncovered burned areas. His breathing was shallow. He made no attempt to sit up.
“Shock,” I whispered to Joe.
He nodded, took off his jacket, rolled it, and tucked it under the boy's ankles to keep blood flowing into his trunk. “Chancey,” he said quietly, “get a blanket. There's a couple of them in the lifeboat.”
Chancey nodded and trotted to the craft, passing Bat as he hurried back with his medkit.
I was pretty shaken by the boy's condition, the terrified tel-link, but mostly by the two dead women. I walked to the edge of the village and stamped out a small fire that had flared up near the tree line, and wiped tears from my eyes.
Joe came up and put his hand on my shoulder. “Bat says the kid's going to be all right.”
I turned. “You think so, Joe, after what he's been through?”
“We've done all we can for him. C'mon. We want to return him to his people, if we can find them.”
I stared at the ground.
“What're you thinking, son?”
“I'm thinking Bat is right! We have to contact Alpha, and get these people help. Not just on this island, Joe, but all the islands. I wonder if the colonists know what they've done by hiring these mercs?”
“They do. As long as they don't have to see the results.” He rubbed his bristly chin. “OK, we sneak into their starship, God help us, and I contact some friends at the WCIA on their SPS. We'll be cutting through a maze of red tape to get a ship and troops out here. I don't know if it can be done.” He turned and peered at the village. “All we can do is try.”
“I was hoping you'd say that, Dad.”
I watched Chancey carefully wrap a blanket around something about two feet long. “What…?” I started toward him.
Joe got in front of me and put a hand on my chest. “Don't go there.”
“I can't take this, Joe!”
“That's the reason you shouldn't go there.”
I walked around him and strode toward Chancey. “I have to.”
“Jules!” Joe called and followed me.
I knelt beside Chancey and saw tears slide down his cheeks. I had never seen him cry.
“Boss,” he said to Joe in a choked voice, “do we have a shovel in one of the crafts?”
“No,” Joe answered, “but I saw a wooden one near a shed. I'll get it.” He turned and walked away.
“Give him to me, Chancey.” I stretched out my arms.
“It's a girl. A toddler. You sure you can handle this?”
I didn't trust my voice for an answer. I just nodded instead.
He placed the heavy bundle in my arms.
I touched my forehead to the blanket. Don't be afraid, my little girl, I sent. You will be in the arms of Great Mind who loves you and will take care of you. We were not communicating in language, but in images.
Mommy! Where's Mommy? her spirit sent.
I glanced back at the two dead women. One of them was probably her mother.
Hold onto me tight and I'll take you to your mommy.
I want my mommy!
OK. I closed my eyes and allowed my kwaii to bond with the little girl's spirit as it drifted into geth. It was a dangerous act and I might not make it back to this lifebind, but the child's need was greater than my fear of death.
Hold tight, I sent and launched us into that transcendent dimension between lifebinds. I tried not to transmit my fear as the great starless void engulfed us.
I'm scared! the child sent.
Don't be, baby. I'll stay with you.
Alone.
We were more alone than the space between galaxies. I felt my kwaii begin to slip away from my body. Joe's presence was somewhere. I reached out to him. It was like trying to grasp a dream.
You said Mommy is waiting, the child sent. Did you lie?
I'm searching for her, baby.
We fell into a vortex. A spiraling whirlpool of space.
Great Mind! I sent. Help us.
A nebulae coalesced into the shape of a colossal hand, reached out, a finger extended to touch us. The child is mine. Her mother waits.
The finger touched my kwaii. I cried out as an electrical bolt that did not burn raced through me.
The child was gone.
I was swept down, drowning in nothingness, the vortex swirling, with no path back to my body. To my life.
Spirit! I screamed in my mind.
A tunnel of brilliant light opened like a fan.
Follow it, Terran.
I willed my kwaii to move into the light. Is it you, Spirit?
And Silva.
I'm lost, I sent.
No. You are not. That was Silva. We are taking you home, Jules of Terra. Just follow the light. Soon now…
The little girl?
She will be brought to her mother. They will reincarnate together. I think my darling Spirit is mistaken when he calls you brash. I respect your dedication to the child.
He is reckless, Spirit sent.
Just get me home. I'm scared too.
A ringing in my ears. A taste like metal. A sense of hard ground beneath my back and an odor of burned wood. I took a shuddering breath.
Open your eyes, Silva sent.
I have eyes?
Open them. That was Spirit. When will you ever listen!
I tried to open my eyes and found that I could.
“Jules!” Joe cried.
I was lying on the ground with my friends around me.
Bat looked pale. “You stopped breathing.”
Huff was on his back with his paws dangling.
“What's wrong with Huff?” I asked.
“He fainted when you stopped breathing,” Bat said.
“I swear by the Sacred Shrines of Denebria,” Chancey said, “you're going to kill me, one way or the other!”
“What happened to the child?” Joe asked.
I smiled. “I think she's already with her mother.”
“You brought her there, son?”
“I helped.”
The Orghe boy was sitting up. He gestured toward the wrapped blanket. “Is that my sister Aura's body?”
Bat nodded. “It's OK, Galrin. She's with your mother now.”
Galrin looked from Bat to me. “How can you be so sure of that?”
Bat extended a hand to me and pulled me to a sitting position. “Because bubba here knows his stuff.”
“Why did you help my sister?” Galrin asked me. “What do you want in return?”
“I…nothing,” I said.
“How can I believe you? You swear on your Terran gods, and then you kill!”
“I'm sorry for your loss, Galrin,” I said softly, “but it wasn't us.”
“You Terrans are all brothers to the destroyers! Why should I lead you to my people? My mother, and now my small sister Aura.” He put his hands over his eyes and sobbed. “You think we are a subspecies, no better than animals!” He lifted his head. His cheeks were wet. “But I tell you, we love our families.”
“Would we have saved your life,” Joe said, “if we thought you were just an animal? Would we have come back to search for survivors?”
Galrin pointed to Aura's blanket-wrapped body. “She was my sister, and Terrans killed her as though she were an animal to hunt and bring down!” He stood up on unsteady feet and made a fist. “How can I believe you? You saved me only to lead you to my people, so you could betray us to your brothers at the Terran base.”
“Hey, kid!” Chancey strolled up to him. “We're all sorry for your loss. We've all lost people we love. But I know tags in my own world who look down on me because of my color. There was a time my people were slaves.” He waved toward us. “But this here's my team, man! This is my family.”
“What color?” Galrin asked him. "Your only fur is on the top of your heads.
“The color of my skin is enough,” Chancey told him. “Hey, superstar, c'mere a minute.”
I glanced at Joe, got up, and went to Chancey. He grabbed my wrist, pushed up my jacket sleeve and laid his bare arm against mine. “See, man,” he told Galrin. “See the difference?”
Galrin studied our arms. “That's stupid. That's just different shades of skin.”
“It's enough.” Chancey let go of my arm. “But none of us here looks down on your people. You got that straight?”
Joe stood up stiffly and rubbed his right knee. “Galrin, it's not a matter of race with the mercs. It's strictly business. There are Terran colonists who paid the mercs to take your lands when…if they managed to exterminate your people.”
Galrin took a step toward Joe, his jaw thrust forward. “Would they exterminate my people if we were Terrans?”
“It's happened on our world,” Joe said. “Understand this, kid. I can't promise anything, but we intend to contact our government and ask for troops to help your people fight the mercenaries.”
“Galrin,” I said, “we're willing to risk our own lives to get the message through from the mercs' starship. Doesn't that say something to you?”
Galrin looked at each of us and wiped a hand across his eyes. “Do you swear by the gods of Terra that you are not lying to me?”
I wiped a hand across my eyes. “I swear, and I speak for all of us.”
“Even the furred one?” He swung a hand toward Huff, who was still unconscious.
I nodded. “He's our brother, too.”
“Then…” Galrin straightened and spread the fingers of his right hand across his groin. “Then I am honor-bound to accompany you and risk my life too. Do you all take the oath?”
“Uh oh,” I muttered. “Suppose we release you from that bond, Galrin? You see, we're soldiers, trained in taking orders and working as a unit.”
Joe slid me a look, and Chancey chuckled. Bat studied the sky.
“That is not possible,” Galrin said. “I swear the oath. Do you all swear it?”
I sighed and put my hand over my crotch. “I swear the oath.”
So did the others.
Huff stirred and opened his eyes. “Did you all catch a groin bug?”
“Yeah, fur ball,” Chancey said, “and now we're going to give it to you.”
Huff sat up and rubbed his eyes. “That is not in the right. I do not request it.” He stared into the distance. “I dreamed of strange whirlpools and tunnels of light, like rising up to sunshine from the cold depths of Kresthaven.” He saw me. “Jules! My Terran cub. You are right in the liver?” He got to his feet.
“I'm right in the liver, my friend.”
Joe shook his head. “Let's get this kid back to his people. I've had enough fun for one day!”
* * *
We buried the two women with the child between them in a common grave and Bat said some words over them.
When he was finished, we stood around, not knowing what to do next.
“C'mon,” Joe said, “we all need some sleep before morning.”
We followed him to the hovair.
I didn't realize how tired I was until I lay down and closed my eyes.
We slept until dawn and ate breakfast from the sous chef, while Galrin went out to gather blue tubers that dripped to his chin as he ate them.
“You finished in there, superstar?” Chancey rapped on the bathroom door.
I had shaved and showered, vibed my clothes, and brushed my teeth, not knowing when I'd get another chance.
I opened the door with my boots in my hands. “All yours, Chance.”
“Man, you jus' Mister Squeaky Clean.” He wagged his head. “No wonder you such white bread. You done scrubbed off all the color.”
“Don't go homeboy on me, Chance. I know about your degrees.”
But things turned serious when we started the hovair's engines.
“Chancey,” Joe said, “you pilot the lifeboat. Bat and I will accompany you. Jules, you and Galrin lead the way in the hovair. Stay on the ground if you can. Use whatever cover is available. We don't know if the mercs are scouting this area.” He walked to the main hatch.
“I would like to lead, also,” Huff said and crowded me, “with my cub.”
Joe snapped open the hatch. “I wouldn't think of separating you two short of death. C'mon, Bat, Chancey. Let's go.”
When the lifeboat's engines hummed to life, I turned east, according to Galrin's directions, and watched sun-singed clouds ride a violet sky.
Huff sat on the deck beside my pilot's seat. Galrin was in the co-pilot's seat.
We rolled through woods and meadows and climbed to mountainous terrain where branded clouds folded over ragged peaks like slow tidal waves below us, and rock cathedrals scraped the sky. It could have been my home state of Colorado. It could have been the mighty San Juan Mountains. I smiled at Galrin. “Fantastic country.”
He nodded, but his thoughts were turned inward, probably on his sister and mother. Respectfully, I remained silent.
The land became torturous as we climbed, with soaring cliffs and crevasses that plunged without warning. Deep shadows spread like black streams that followed ragged paths as the sun rose.
I tried to drive the hovair along a narrow ridge but the tires slipped on loose shale. We began to slide.
“Dammit!”
Galrin stiffened and gripped the armrests. I engaged the thrusters. The hovair slid into the air and steadied.
“Chancey!” I called into the ship's link, “get airborne. You'll slide on this loose stuff.”
“I'm already there,” Chancey said. “Joe wants us to stay low. How much further?”
“Galrin?” I asked.
“An hour by drak.”
“Not much further, Chance.”
The violet sky deepened to indigo as we continued to climb and I wondered about the oxygen at this altitude.
Galrin suddenly pointed to a sandstone cliff pockmarked with large eroded caves. “There!” he said.
“Chance,” I called through the link, “this is it.” I punched in desert colors for the hovair's camouflage skin, to match the tan and gray ledge beneath us and brought the hovair down. The lifeboat didn't have that feature. Its silver hull, designed to be seen in space, was starkly visible against the soil and vegetation of the ledge.
The caves seemed deserted, but I guessed that was the idea. To the west, a pond sparkled with diamonds of sunlight.
Huff, Galrin and I disembarked and met Joe, Chancey and Bat on the ledge. Bat picked up a wooden bowl. “I guess somebody dropped this.”
“Give it to me.” Galrin reached out and Bat handed it to him.
“Jules,” Joe said, “Chancey's going to fly the lifeboat under the cover of that ridge.” He pointed to a granite overhang. “Galrin, you'll take us to your people. We're too exposed out here.”
Galrin started toward a large cave at the top of a slope.
“We'll wait for you there,” Joe told me and Chancey.
Huff and I got into the hovair and followed the lifeboat to the shadowed ground beneath the ridge.
We waited while Chancey jumped down from the boat and trotted toward us.
Suddenly he skidded to a stop and jabbed a finger at the sky.
Out of the blazing sun, the Sword of Terror and the mercs' hovair swooped down at us.
“Get out, Huff!” I threw off the straps, ran to the hatch and sprang it. I dived out with Huff right behind me.
We ran to the rim of the ledge as the whine of ships grew to screams. I didn't think they would destroy the hovair. It was us they wanted. Had they seen the lifeboat land?
I was gasping for breath in the thin air when we reached a slope. I ran and slid down among loose rocks and slippery vegetation with Chancey and Huff right behind me.
We headed for the sandstone caves, our only sanctuary, when the agile hovair settled in a swirl of dust ahead of us.
“This way!” Chancey raced for a grove of stunted trees. We took out our stinglers as we ran.
Huff howled as the hovair's beam gun set the trees on fire. We skirted the line of flames, but the Sword hovered above and kept us in its shadow.
“The lifeboat!” I shouted. We ran toward the ridge. “I don't think they saw you land,” I told Chancey.
“Don't bet on it,” he said between hard breaths.
The hovair lifted and banked toward us. The Sword lowered, but was too bulky to land and cut off our escape route. Instead, she raised a curtain of dust that had Chancey and me choking. Huff was on all fours, way ahead of us.
“Keep running, Huff,” I shouted. “Don't stop at the boat.” I heard the hovair taxi behind us.
“We're not going to make it,” Chancey wheezed. “Let's make our stand here.” He slid to the ground behind a broken boulder that afforded little protection. I fell next to him and watched mercs jump down from the hovair and from Swords rope ladder.
“If they take us,” Chancey said, “they'll find a way to make us talk.” He checked his stingler for hot beam.
I nodded. My throat felt tight. My heart was slamming. My hand trembled as I checked my stingler.
“And the Orghes,” Chancey said between teeth, “are dead meat.” He stared at me.
My stomach felt queasy.
“Man,” he said, as though surprised at his own thought, “we can't be taken alive! Are you up for it, superstar?”
I couldn't swallow. I just nodded.
Sweat dripped down Chancey's cheeks as he scanned the land.
I gripped his wrist. “Chancey, death isn't the end.”
“I believe you, but I'm too damn young and good looking!”
I thought of Lisa. “Me too.”
“What about the fur ball? What if they catch him?”
“He's probably at the bottom of that pond. He can stay there for hours. They'll never find him.”
The mercs were approaching, using the cover of boulders and the fire line of trees. I tried to aim over the boulder, but the hovair's gun zapped it, splintering the other side.
“They're forcing us to keep our heads down,” I said. “It's no use, Chance.”
He took a deep breath and looked at the sky. “I'll see you in the next lifebind.”
“I hope so.”
“Throw out your weapons,” a merc called, “and come out. We won't harm you.”
“Eat shit,” Chancey yelled, “and die, mother fucker!”
If there weren't so many of them, I could've tried a tel probe. But I guess they knew that, and that's why there were so many of them.
Chancey pointed his stingler at me. “C'mon, man,” his voice shook, “on the count of three. I'll do you…and you do me.”
I raised my weapon. I was shaking so badly, I was afraid I'd drop it.
Chancey smiled his crooked smile. “Don't miss.”
I forced a smile. “OK.”
“One,” Chancey said.
I heard the high whine of the lifeboat as it rolled out from under the ridge and approached us.
“Huff!” I cried. “I didn't know he could drive it.”
The boat ran an erratic path, bouncing off rocks and skinning trees.
“C'mon, Chance.” I got up and ran for the boat, staying low.
The hatch swung open, the boat stayed between me and the hovair.
“Wait, Jules!” Chancey called.
I grabbed the hatch, swung inside and rolled onto the deck. “Huff!” I cried.
“Not exactly, Rammis.” Big Mack kicked the stingler from my hand. “You bastard!”
I tried to cover my head as he swung his stingler at me. But not in time. My head exploded with pain. I heard myself moan as I rolled and tried to get up.
“We got the crotefucker,” Mack said as I fell back, into a void that was a small death



Chapter Eleven
“The way I see it,” Big Mack chewed a wet cigar, “you've got two choices, Rammis. Behind door one, join my band of merry men, tell us where those filthy orangutans are holed up and convince them that we got disgusted and left, and they can come out of hiding.” He inhaled and blew smoke. His black speckled beard was encrusted with tobacco juice. “We all walk away with our pockets jingling, so to speak.” He tapped ashes on the bunk I lay on in the Sword
of Terror starship.
I glanced around and was relieved. Six mercs lounged in the main deck with us, but Chancey and Huff weren't among them.
I touched my left temple. It was swollen and sticky with blood. A knife of pain kept slicing through my head. I didn't know if I could sit up without falling over.
“Or,” Big Mack said and wiped a hand through his mass of tangled black hair, “you could choose door two.” He shrugged. “Refuse to help your fellow Terrans and side with that pack of smelly animals.” He glanced at his scruffy men. “We've got a job to do, right, tags?”
They nodded and grunted.
Speaking of animals, I thought.
Mack leaned over the bunk. “And we know how to deal with traitors.”
I held my breath as the full strength of tobacco assaulted my nostrils. He flicked hot ashes on my jacket. I quickly brushed them off.
“Quirrel,” he called to the tall, curly-haired tag I had met in the cafeteria, “a cup of earthbrew.”
“Yes, boss.” Quirrel hurried to the sous chef and pressed a heating button. Soon, the aroma of freshly-brewed coffee filled the room.
“You see, Rammis,” Mack said, “if you were with us, you'd join us in a cup of brew, or something stronger, if you preferred.”
Quirrel smiled at me and nodded encouragingly. His chin receded into his neck.
I looked around. There, on one wall, was the SPS unit. Its red light was on. It was functional and ready to receive and send.
I felt the ship lower and touch down. It taxied, stopped, and the engines died.
“Think about it, Rammis.” Mack extended the cup to me.
I pulled myself to a sitting position and took it. He grabbed my wrist and crushed out his cigar in the coffee.
“But not for too long,” he said. “Thing is, I'm just a little pissed at the creds I paid Tryst for your tel services.” He sat on the edge of the bunk, so close I had to move over. “I almost wish you'd choose door two so I could personally squeeze the information out of you. I told you once before, we could have you screaming for death.”
“I told you,” I said, “I could use the death probe on you, and then myself, before your scuds could take a step. We'd hold hands, big guy, on our way to Hell.”
He leaned away from me. “You figure you're holding a strong hand? I'll see your bet, and raise you. Tempest!” he called to one of his crew, “bring in those two blue chips.”
“You got it, boss.” A beefy bald tag with tattoos and a torn left earlobe went into the pilot's cabin.
“Oh no,” I whispered as he returned gripping Chancey's arm in one hand and a leash from a collar around Huff's neck in the other. Chancey's left eye was swollen shut and his lip was cut. His hands were tied behind him and he staggered as he walked. Huff's snout was muzzled, his legs shackled, forcing him to walk on all fours.
Mack leaned against the wall. “I'd call this a full house. Can you beat my hand, Rammis?”
A deep anger began in me as I stared at Chancey and Huff.
“About that death probe.” Mack lit another cigar and puffed it to life. “If we cash in our chips, I'm afraid they do too. Get up, Rammis,” Mack ordered as one of the crew sprang the main hatch. “We're back at the base.” He stood up. “I'll give you some time to consider your hand. Let me know which cards you decide to play.” He strolled to the hatch. “But don't take too long, or your house of cards might fall on your head.” He waved his cigar and chuckled. “I like that.”
His men glanced at each other and smiled tightly.
* * *
We were taken to a cell. Chancey and Huff were unshackled, and we were left alone.
I gingerly washed my face in the small bathroom and used a wet towel to wipe the blood off Chancey's forehead. “How you feeling, Chance?”
“Like shit. You?”
I nodded.
“Huff.” I sat on the lower bunk and extended my hand.
He shuffled over and sat beside me.
I stroked his shoulder. “They got you, too, buddy.”
“I swam to the surface,” he said, “to help you if I could. There they were, waiting for me.”
“I'm sorry,” I said.
He laid his head on my knee. “We stand on the brink of The Pit, my Terran cub. I have prayed to the Ten Gods of Land and Sea to take our paws in their love and hold us. But the souls in the Nether call to us, and even the gods have no power over the Death Call.” He whined, lifted his head and howled a long sad peal.
“Huff,” I said, “this cell is bugged. There might be cameras, too. Don't say anything about the Orghe people, OK?”
“My snout is muzzled.”
Chancey and I dared not talk about possible escape plans, and there was nothing to write with, short of opening a vein.
I heard footsteps approach from down the hall and glanced at Chancey and Huff. “Maybe they're bringing supper.”
Chancey nodded. “Maybe.”
We stood up as six mercs stopped at the barred door of our cell.
“Big Mack wants to see you,” Tempest said to me and unlocked the door. It creaked open.
Huff reared up to his full seven feet. “I am also coming too with my cub,” he told Tempest.
I patted his arm. “No, Huff. Stay here.”
“Take this.” Chancey handed me my jacket and I put it on. We stared at each other for a moment. Then I turned and walked out, surrounded by the mercs. I tried to put on a good act, but the butterflies in my stomach grew steel wings and battered at my heart.
Big Mack lounged behind a desk on a platform, with a halo of cigar smoke around his head. The bare window behind him streamed rays of light where dust particles danced, and kept his face in shadow. An odor of wet cement permeated the stark, cinder-block walls of a room so tomb-like, it felt as though all warmth had been sucked out. Boots echoed on the concrete floor as the mercs led me inside.
Tempest nodded to a chair set in the middle of the room. I zipped my jacket and went to it. The mercs lined up so close behind me I could smell their sweaty uniforms.
It was a scene calculated to scare the living hell out of me. And it was succeeding nicely.
“Have you thought about the hand you want to play?” Mack asked me.
“I need more time.”
“You haven't got it.” He blew smoke. “Now it's time to lay down your cards.”
“This is a big decision. I need time to think.” I lowered my head, closed my eyes and formed a red coil in my mind. Perhaps I could influence just his mind to comply and give me more time. Time to come up with an escape plan. Time for the Orghes to find another hideout.
Something jabbed my back and a bolt of electricity burned through me. I screamed and would have fallen but someone gripped my arms.
“Enough time to use your tel power, Rammis?” Mack said.
I was held in the chair, trembling and feeling weak. I closed my eyes and pictured the community of Orghes. If they were smart, and heeded Joe's advice, they would leave those sandstone cliffs and take refuge far from there. But could I be certain? It had only been a few hours since our capture. They might still be on the road, traveling to a distant sanctuary.
“Please don't do that again,” I whispered.
“Why not?” Mack said.
“I'll help you…but I, I feel sick. I need a day.”
He leaned forward on the desk. “Do you take me for a fool? What you want,” he jabbed his cigar toward me, “is to give your furry friends time to escape to somewhere else on the island.”
“The island isn't that big,” I said. “Where would they go?”
“Someplace where me and my tags would have to pry them loose.” He sat back. “I'm being paid a fixed amount by the colonists. Time is creds, Rammis. Goddammit! I already spent too much of it on you.” He kicked back his chair, came around the desk and stood close to me. He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. “I'm getting tired of your fucking games.” He flicked ashes off his cigar till it glowed red hot. “Hold him.”
“No, wait!” I gasped as I was pinned to the chair.
“Wait for what?” Mack unzipped my jacket and tore buttons off the top of my shirt. “We know where they are, somewhere inside the caves. But the bastards have spears, and they're probably just waiting for us to go in after them.”
He held the cigar close to my chest. I pressed back against the chair and dragged in breaths. My stomach was in such knots I was afraid I'd throw up.
“Only you can persuade them that it's safe to come out into the open.” He held the cigar near my skin. I could feel the heat.
“Please don't,” I squeezed out.
“You will persuade them to come out, you bastard!” He ground the cigar into my chest and held it there.
I screamed as pain burst through my body, and fought to break free. “Oh, God,” I moaned and let my head hang. Great mind. Help me.
We felt your pain, Spirit sent, Silva and I. We are sorry, Jules.
Big Mack took another cigar from a pack in his pocket, lit it, and puffed it to life.
I began to tremble again and couldn't stop. I formed a coil, spun it faster, threw my remaining strength into the power of a death probe, though it tore at my brain with heat, and clenched my teeth as I prepared to throw it at Big Mack, to slice his brainstem like cutting through butter. Then the chips could fall where they may.
Not yet, Jules! Spirit sent.
I'm going to kill the bastard!
We can force him to give you the time you need.
I watched the cigar glow red. OK … how? Quick!
I felt Spirit probe inside my head and opened myself to his link. He blocked the nerves to my brain and suddenly there was no pain. I sighed with relief. He went deeper and drained energy from my body. If they hadn't been holding me, I would have fallen.
Now they must give you time, Jules. That was Silva. By tomorrow, your strength will return. Use this gift of time wisely.
I will. Thank you. I will.
“Stand him up,” Mack said.
The mercs lifted me to my feet, but I couldn't stand by myself.
“Let him go,” Big Mack said disgustedly. “He's bullshitting us!”
They let me go and I fell. My arms, my legs, were lead. There was no use trying to get up.
Someone drew back my eyelid. I tried to brush his hand away.
“He's not fooling,” I heard. “Shock.”
“Son of a bitch!” Big Mack kicked my thigh.
I was lifted and slung over somebody's shoulder. There was pressure on my stomach as I was carried back to the cell. I heard the metal door creak open.
Huff howled.
“Stay there, Huff!” Chancey said.
I was dumped onto a bunk. The door clanged shut.
“Jesus and Vishnu,” Chancey murmured and pulled aside my shirt, “what the hell did they do to you?”
“Don't touch it,” I whispered. “I'm OK.”
“Oh, sure you are, man.”
Huff whimpered and laid his head across my legs.
“I need to sleep.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “I just need to sleep.”



Chapter Twelve
Night.
“I wonder where they're holding our guys, Joe?” Bat asked me as we crouched behind the mercs' base fence. “You got any ideas, boss?”
“Let's hope they're still being held,” I told him.
We waited for Oldore to shake a high branch as a signal that his fighters had climbed to their positions in trees and were all in place. Female Orghes and children held the draks beyond the perimeters. The Sword of Terror sat on her pad, lit only by the ruddy moon.
“Our primary mission, Bat, is still to get a message out to my contacts at WCIA and ask for help. The Orghes' mission is to confiscate as many weapons as possible. If we both succeed,” I scratched my bristly beard, “we go looking for the rest of our team.”
I stared at the lit tents on the other side of the fence. Jules was my granddaughter's biological father. Every time I looked at him, I saw Lisa's face. He was like a son to me, but too damn reckless for his own good.
Bat and I had watched from a sandstone cave with the Orghes as Jules jumped into the taxiing lifeboat. Did he think Huff was driving? Did he ever think?
Then Chancey was taken by mercs and brought to Sword, and Jules was carried there.
I shifted position as my right knee began to ache. Huff was dragged, wet, thrashing, and whining, from the pond. They could all be dead by now. I rubbed my eyes. My back ached and I was already weary from the day. I pictured my wife Abby's smiling face, and wished I were home with her, sitting in our den before a warm fire, sipping hot toddies, though I preferred gin and tonic.
Dammit! I should have been there when she was recovering in the hospital. I made a fist, then let it open. But I'd been a prisoner of the pirates on planet Charis. I hated them almost as much as I hated these ruthless scuds, hired to wipe out an entire race of aliens. I shouldn't have been taken so easily from my own home, and dragged off into a spaceship, while Abby was beaten down to the floor! Twenty years ago I would've put up a better fight. “We'll give these bastards a run for their money!” I whispered.
“What, Joe?” Bat asked.
I shook my head.
“Look!” he whispered.
A tall branch of a towering conifer was shaking.
“That's the signal,” I said and felt my right knee creak as I stood up. "Let's go.



Chapter Thirteen
“Jules!” Chancey pulled on my arm. “Wake up.”
“Is it morning?” My stomach was growling. “I think I missed supper.”
The barred window showed night.
“C'mon, get up. Joe and Bat are here.”
“They were captured too?”
“They've come to rescue us.”
“OK. But later, Chance. I'm too tired.”
He put his hand behind my neck, pulled me up and dragged me to my feet. “Get up, damn you.”
I slid into a chair by the small table and rested my head on my arms.
Huff put a forearm around my chest and pulled me to the barred door. “You must wait here. We are not safe under the roof.”
“What's wrong with the roof?” I watched Chancey run a heavy cable through the window bars and back out again.
“Got it, Joe?” he asked.
Huff propped me against the door bars. “It might fall when we are rescued.”
“I'm so tired, Huff.” I leaned against him. “Can't we let the roof fall later?”
“I have prayed for rescue, my Terran cub. You should not resist a gift of the gods.”
“OK.” I started to slump. Huff held me up.
Terran Jules.
That you, Spirit?
It is I, and Silva.
You know, I like her. You made a nice wife for yourself. I felt his probe in my mind. What're you looking for? Maybe I can help.
The switch, in your high-tech terms.
Oh… Don't shut off my brain! I need it.
Sometimes I wonder for what.
I felt a rush of energy wash through me. My muscles strengthened. My back straightened. Suddenly, I could focus, and my hearing sharpened.
There were shouts and flashes of blue light from outside.
“Get back!” That was Joe's voice.
“Cover your heads!” Chancey ran to the barred wall. “Go, boss!”
The whine of a land vehicle. The window bars creaked, then burst outward. I covered my head as the roof crashed down with a roar that left my ears ringing. Huff threw me to the floor and covered my body with his. He moaned as chunks of concrete bounced off his back.
I squinted up through rising dust. Where there had been the glare of a bare bulb on a dark ceiling, now there was a pale moon and stars. That's an improvement, I thought.
I stood up. So did Huff and Chancey. Beyond a pile of rubble, two dark figures waited in a jeep. I recognized Joe and Bat. “C'mon, Huff,” I said, “we're being rescued.”
He followed me and Chancey, slipping and sliding on all fours through the rubble. “That is what I tried to say, but you do not always listen. You make my liver ache!”
Outside, mercs were setting trees on fire with beam rifles. Jeeps bounced through the compound, targeting Orghes who ran behind stacks of ammunition. From outside speakers, Big Mack's voice boomed as he shouted orders to his men.
“Move over, Joe,” I said. He did and I slid into the driver's seat. Bat and Chancey threw themselves into the back seats with Huff.
“Hey, tags,” Bat said, “good to see y'all.”
A silent spear struck a running merc in his back. He cried out, threw up his arms, and dropped his rifle as he fell.
I tore rubber off squealing tires as I sped to the dead merc, screeched to a stop and scooped up the rifle. I threw it over my shoulder to Chancey and raced to the side of a wounded Orghe who sat, dazed, in the dirt. Huff leaped out, picked up the Orghe and dumped him into the back seat, then jumped in after him.
Four mercs in a halftrack raised dust as they rushed toward us. I skidded the jeep around and floored it. A hot beam seared through our trunk, but missed us.
“Hang on!” I shouted, and plowed a path through billowing smoke from ground fires and raised dust, to the back of an ammo tent. I took a chance and shut off the engine.
“Where'd they go?” a merc in the halftrack shouted.
“That way!” another answered and the halftract roared toward the main gate.
Chancey jumped out and burned a slit in the back of the tent. We followed, except for the Orghe, who had fallen onto the seat, and dragged out crates marked “Class B Rifles” and “Class B Batteries,” and threw them into the trunk.
“C'mon!” Joe shouted, “the Orghes are leaving. Time to go.”
We piled into the jeep and I took the driver's seat again. “Joe, did you get the message through to your buddies?”
He nodded. “We would've taken the starship, too, but we came back for you tags.”
“Appreciate that, Dad.”
Two merc jeeps converged on the main gate to cut off our escape route.
“Uh oh,” I said. “Company.”
I skidded the jeep around and headed for a side gate. We passed a dead Orghe and two dead mercs on our way. “Keep your heads down!” I lowered my head and closed my eyes as the jeep hit the gate with an explosive scream of metal that sent pieces spinning into the air. “Which way?” I shouted.
“Northeast,” Joe said.
I turned left and floored it.
“Dammit, Jules!” He pointed to the right. “That way!”
Huff stuck his snout between us. “The gentle Gods have taken this Orghe to the The Pit.”
“That's too bad, Huff. We'll take him to his people.”
“May the Ten Gods of Land and Sea forgive the slaughter of this night.”
I glanced at Joe. “Amen.”
* * *
Two days after the raid on the mercs' base, and Joe's message to his WCIA buddies, I watched a star ship cruise into view above the thick conifer forest that sloped down to crashing waves and a quiet cove of the sea.
Alerted by flashes of beam weapons from Orghe guards posted in trees among the new community, the WCIA ship banked toward a clearing. The whine of engines lowered and died as it landed.
Chancey was instructing young Orghe boys in the finer points of using beam weapons and driving the stolen jeep. Bat taught a group of older females about first aid. Huff was off with the fishermen. Joe had put up a virtual “Do Not Disturb” sign in the silent set of his jaw, his cold stares, and retreated to a sandstone cave in the cliff that bordered the new village.
I trotted toward the clearing with people who left their work of scraping animal skins and building racks to stretch them on. Young boys left unfinished stone ovens and scraped-out tree trunks for new dugouts. Girls, chortling in a circle as they wove straw mats, and scratched out large nut shells for bowls, looked up at the lowering ship. Mothers scooped up babies and we all ran to the clearing, some on two feet, some on four, hooting and screeching as they ran.
I stopped at the edge of the clearing and waited for Joe and Oldore to stride by and go to the main hatch, which snapped open. It was protocol.
Bat and Chancey came up to me.
“It's like Christmas morning,” I said.
“Build a village,” Chancey said, “and they will come.”
Bat scratched under his cap. “I hope they brought the medical supplies I asked for. You could use some new skin on that burn, Jules.”
I nodded and watched three men climb down from the main hatch. The bay door swung open and a woman rode out on a motorcycle.
“The vanguard?” Chancey asked.
I bit my lip. “I sure hope so.”
“Maybe the party's in the bay,” Bat offered.
Joe and the three WCIA officers went into the bay. Minutes later they drove out in three jeeps towing trailers with crates, and a hovair. The bay door cranked closed.
“Or not!” I said.
The three officers left the jeeps, shook hands with Joe, climbed through the ship's hatch and closed it. The engines purred to life.
I strode back to the village, feeling angry and betrayed. The people spread out, murmuring and hooting as they returned to their work.
Joe drove up in a jeep and stopped. “Get in.”
“I don't want to hear it, Joe! They threw us to the wolves!”
“Get in.”
I did.
He drove to the village. “It was an unscheduled stop. The equipment and supplies are destined for planet Fartherland.”
“What the hell's happening on Fartherland?” I had helped to dethrone the crazed Vermakt leader, General Rowdinth, when he threatened Earth with a solar-destroying weapon. “Rowdinth's dead!”
“Some of his followers have taken up his cause. Civil war. These three WCIA officers are going in as Worlds Alliance negotiators.” He glanced at me. “They could make all the difference, son.”
“And these people?” I swung an arm as we entered the village. They were already back at work, building a new settlement. A new life.
“The Worlds Alliance is stretched to their limits, Jules. They have to take care of their own people first, and New Terra is out of Alpha's jurisdiction.” Joe stopped the jeep. I watched the star ship disappear into the brilliant sky.
“They'll pick us up when their mission is completed,” Joe said.
“How long?”
“About an Earth week.”
“No, goddammit, Joe. I'm not going back to Earth and abandon these people.”
He rubbed his chin and slid me a look. “You want to bet?”
“You'd have to find me first.”
“You saw what happened in the raid. We didn't make a dent!”
“Yeah, well, a dent here and a dent there, and pretty soon the whole fucking structure collapses.” I got out of the jeep and slammed the door.
“We can't win them all, son,” Joe said.
“But you can't help trying.”
Huff and the Orghe fishermen returned to the village with a string of large fish swinging from a pole carried by two of them. Laughing Orghes ran to welcome them and inspect the fish.
When Huff saw me, he went down to all fours, trotted up, then rose to his full height. “The Ten Gods have smiled on us this day, my cub.” He threw a forearm around my shoulders. I grabbed the jeep door to maintain my balance.
“The people want to build a statue of teeth to the Great Fisherman Huff,” he said.
“That's good, Huff. You deserve it.”
“Tonight,” he said, “with digestall for our bellies safe, we will feast on fish.” He looked around. “We saw the star ship. Where did it go?”
“Actually, Fartherland,” I said. “Joe can explain it to you. I want to talk to Oldore.”
“And I must show the fisher people how to sacrifice the liver to the gods.” He patted my head, snuffled against my cheek, and strolled back to the fishermen.
I nodded. “We'll be sacrificing more than fish liver!” I told Joe when Huff was gone.
Bat walked over with a first-aid kit. “At least they delivered the medical supplies I requested,” he said. “Jules, I'd like to cover that burn on your chest with new skin to prevent infection.”
“Later, Bat. I want to talk to Oldore.”
“Boss,” he said to Joe, “what's going to happen to these people?”
“And the Orghes on other islands!” I strode away before he could answer.
The day was darkening as I walked toward Oldore's cave. The motorcycle from the ship pulled up in front of me, stopped, and blocked my path.
“Hey there, good-looking,” the woman rider said in a high, squeaky voice. Blonde hair fell to her shoulders beneath the full-face helmet. Her soft pink leathers were molded around full breasts. “Hop on. I'll take you wherever you want to go.” She arched her back, pushing her breasts tautly against the jacket. “Free ride, handsome.”
“No thanks.” I walked around the bike. “It's not far.”
She drove in front of me again and stopped. “Any kind of ride you want.” She nodded toward the hovair. “I've got a private berth.”
I walked around the bike. “Not interested.”
She drove in front of me again and stopped. “What's your problem, tag?” Her voice rose to an annoying squeal. “Don't you like women?”
“Only on my terms, lady. You've got the wrong guy, now–”
“Are you a queercake? I think so with that mop of hair.”
“Think whatever you want to.” I reached over and shut off the bike. “Just stay out of my way.”
She started the bike and paced me as I strode ahead. “I'll bet you haven't had a haircut, blondie,” her voice lowered to a melodious tone, “since we hogtied you on New Lithnia and gave you one.”
I stopped and stared at her. “How'd you know about that?”
She unstrapped her helmet and took it off. The blonde hair remained attached to it. She shook out long, curly raven hair.
“Oh my God!” I said. “Sophia!”
She swung off the bike and I tried to hug her. “Sophia!”
She pulled back and slapped me. “That's for leaving me behind and not telling me where you were going.”
“Soph, I…I wanted you to be safe.” I put a hand to my stinging cheek. “This is a dangerous mission. My God, it's really you.”
“I swear, Jules,” her dark slanted eyes narrowed, “if you ever do that to me again, I'll come after you with a shotgun.”
I wrapped my arms around her and smiled. “A shotgun? Where would you find a shotgun?” Before she could answer, I kissed her. “God, I've missed you,” I whispered and ran fingers across her bladed cheekbones, her full mouth. I kissed her again. “I wish you hadn't come, but damn, it's good to see you.”
She put her hands under my jacket and pulled me closer. A fire started within my loins.
“You don't deserve me.” She stared into my eyes. “But I love you, you bastard, and I can't help myself.” She held my head between her hands and kissed me gently. “You're so damn beautiful. I've prayed to have you hold me like this again.”
I kissed her neck and felt her tremble against me. “Not as beautiful as you.”
“At night,” she sighed, “I would hug my pillow and fantasize that it was you and we were making love. How could you leave me behind?” She raised her hand. “I should slap you again.”
I grabbed her wrist. “Soph, I wanted to be with you, but even more, I wanted you to be safe.” I clutched two handfuls of her hair and pressed her head against my chest. “God, I want you! That berth…” The fire flared up until the whole world narrowed to my need for her. I stroked her wide hips, the curve of her buttocks. I would have taken her right here on the damp ground with night our only blanket, but she pulled away. Her breath came fast in her throat.
“Not here,” she whispered. “You drive.” She pulled me toward the bike.
“How about in those bushes?”
She shook her head. “Bugs.”
It was not easy getting my leg over the motorcycle with my pants pressed tight around my crotch, but where there's a will…
* * *
We pulled off each other's clothes in the tight quarters of Sophia's private berth aboard the hovair. She lay back on the narrow bed and smiled. I lowered myself on top of her and the voices and laughter, the footsteps outside the narrow confines of our curtained berth as Orghes inspected the craft, faded to nothingness.
She touched the cigar burn on my chest. “What's this?”
I smiled. “An old war wound. It's healing. Don't touch it, OK?”
“You're full of old war wounds.”
“They all heal. And if they don't, Bat takes care of them.”
She ran her hand through my hair. “How many of your nine lives have you used up?”
“Who's counting?”
“I'm afraid to.” She lifted her knees against my hips and pulled me down. She cried out as I entered her.
Our lovemaking was wanton and as passionate as two cats fighting, driven by our need that had gone too long unfulfilled. She cried out as we both reached orgasm. Here, on this tight bed, we touched heaven for one explosive moment.
When it was over, we remained locked, panting, sweaty, and I realized that the voices and the footsteps had stopped and been replaced by giggles. I slid out of her and lay beside her on the bed. “I wish there was a back door.” I took her hand.
“Are you ready to leave?” She lifted to her elbows and looked down at me. “I'm not. To hell with the worlds, Jules, Earth and New Terra. Fuck them both! Let's just stay aboard ship and for once, let others handle the problem.”
I brushed wet strands of hair off her forehead. “I wish I could, Soph, but it's my problem too.”
“Babe, you've done more than your share. I'm afraid you already used up most of your nine lives.” She kissed my cheek. “Save one for me, my love.”
“Could you love me if I walked out on my team? They're only going to be here another week.”
“I will always love you, Jules, more than I love my own life. Don't you know that you're the soul within my body?”
I kissed the tip of her nose. “Do you remember what I said on New Lithnia before I went back to the slave mine?”
“No! You said a lot of things.”
I ran my fingers over her cheek, her lips. She was so beautiful. “Yes you do. 'I could not love thee, dear, so much…' ”
She lowered her forehead to touch mine and sighed. “ 'Loved I not honor more'.”



Chapter Fourteen
“Oldore?” I said at the entrance to his dark cave home. “May I come in?”
Oldore looked up from carving a figure out of a block of wood about a foot wide and high. Streaks of green and gold swirled through it. The statue of an Orghe was taking shape under his hand. Oldore's tan fur, white on his head and neck, lifted in the heat of a small fire set in a ring of stones. He wiped a hand across his eyes. “Enter, Jules.”
“Thank you.” I ran a hand over my eyes.
He chortled and nodded toward a woven mat across the fire.
I unzipped my jacket in the warmth of the den and sat down. “That's beautiful. Is it a doll for a child?”
He turned the half-carved figure in his long-fingered, furred hand. “He is the manifestation of my people's deity, the special god who watches over the Sunspire Village.” He lifted the statue. “This is Orin.” The figure's arm and upturned hand were stretched out, as though welcoming people into the fold.
“Sunspire.” I smiled. “Nice name.”
He stared at me with small round eyes. “Your…shirt?” he asked.
“Yes.” I fingered the torn material. “We call this a shirt.”
“It is torn, and you have been burned. I think the ravagers have treated you badly. One of our women would be glad to sew it.”
“OK.” I took off my jacket and the shirt. “There are extra buttons on the cuffs. See?” I showed them to him. “They can replace the ones that were ripped off.”
He stared at my bare chest and smiled, showing square teeth.
I smiled back and put a hand to my chest. “My very distant ancestors had fur. We lost it somewhere along the way.”
“But you replaced it with clothing.”
I nodded and put on my jacket. “Sometimes it's a real pain.”
He picked up a piece of solidified volcanic ash called tuff, and began to smooth out the figure's arm. “But you did not come here to discuss clothing, or the gods.”
I lowered my head and ran a finger through crumbled sandstone. “The help we requested for your people … it's …” I shook my head. “In about seven days the star ship will return from its mission on another planet and pick up my team.”
He kept working the wood. “And you?”
“I'm staying. I can help your fighters set up a defensive line. Chancey's teaching them how to use beam weapons. And we have an armed hovair.” I huddled closer to the fire. “We can evacuate your women and children, your non-combatants, to another island.”
“The islands are taken.” He studied the wood. “Our people would be seen as intruders and enemies.”
“Don't you trade with the other islanders, maybe intermarry?”
“All that. And more.” He studied the figure's hand and carefully scraped between the fingers. “The women who marry stay on the islands of their husbands. Others are not welcome.”
“But your women and children. What about them if the mercenaries overrun this village?”
“There is a creature that plows the seas in families. They are not fish. We call them our brothers of the sea.”
I tapped the ground, waiting.
He flicked me a look. “When sickness runs through their members and some grow too weak to swim, the family leaves their home in the sea and comes ashore to die.”
“I've heard of this, Oldore, on my own world. But– Are you saying that if you lose the island to the mercenaries, the survivors will commit suicide? The children… Is that what you're saying?”
He stood the statue in the sand. “I am saying that we live as a family and we will die, if we must, as a family.”
An older woman, the tawny fur thin on her pale head and chest, emerged from deeper in the cave and paused.
“This is Anbria, my wife,” Oldore said.
I started to stand up. Anbria wiped a hand across her eyes and smiled, stretching thick lips. I sat back down, smiled, and wiped my eyes with a hand.
She threw Oldore a quizzical look. He chortled and held up my shirt with a few words in his native tongue.
Anbria hooted softly, took the shirt and scratched the top of her head. Her eyes crossed as she studied the rips closely in firelight. Then she wiped her eyes with a hand and disappeared back into the darkness of the cave.
“You'll have to forgive my lack of protocol,” I said, “but we're talking about life and death here.”
He turned the half-finished statue so that the extended hand faced me. “I think you should leave with your people… your team.”
I shook my head. “I'm the only one who can fly the hovair. I'm the only one who knows the tactics of those butchers!” I thought of Sophia. She would not want to leave. If I tried to force her aboard the star ship, Joe and my team would force me there too.
“Still, you are of their race,” Oldore was saying, “a child of Terra. This is not your struggle.”
“You know what, Oldore, I just made it my struggle.” I wiped a hand across my eyes. “I'm sorry if I did that wrong.” I stood up, zipped my jacket, and strode out of the cave.
* * *
That night we feasted on roasted fish, wild nuts and berries, and hot bread from the new ovens, with digestall tablets to keep us Terrans safe. The Orghes' fields had been burned when the mercs destroyed the village, but the Orghes had stored bags of grain and taken them to their new village. I wondered how long the grain would last. Our weapons and vehicles were reassuringly close at hand. The night air was crisp, but warmed by the friendliness of the Orghe people.
Sophia sat beside me, our crossed knees touching, while young girls and boys danced around a blazing fire that held off demon shadows conjured out of black woods.
Somewhere, most likely at the merc base, plans were being devised for an attack, once they discovered this new village. My tel range was about fifteen miles, and I felt no presence save for alien Orghe minds. I glanced around at smiling furred faces. The people had no idea that besides the guards stationed in tall trees that crowded the village, I was also on guard for encroaching mercs.
Galrin staggered between the sitting people and plopped down beside us with three bowls and an animal skin bag taut with liquid. His eyes were red and glazed, and he chortled deep in his throat as he struggled to pry the wooden cap off the skin. Finally he succeeded and the cap flew over his shoulder. He lifted the skin. “I think we will have to finish this now.”
I slid Sophia a glance as Galrin poured ruby red liquid more on the ground than into the bowls.
“Here,” I reached for the skin, “why don't you let me do that?”
“For sure, as a Terran would say.” He watched me pour some liquid into the bowls and waved his hand. “You must fill them or I will take offense.” His lips curled back in a grin and he hooted.
I looked at Sophia. She shrugged.
“No offense meant, Galrin.” I filled the bowls, then fished out two digestall tablets from my newly sewn shirt, gave Sophia one and swallowed the other one.
Galrin lifted his bowl in two hands. “To the bounty of the land and of the sea.” He drank.
So did we.
I thought I had swallowed fire.
Sophia's mouth was open, her eyes wide. “I think I'm exhaling smoke! Is my hair on fire?”
“You must drink again,” Galrin told us. “Quickly, and the fire will pass.”
“I don't think so,” I croaked. The heat in my throat slid down to my stomach, and continued its slide. I felt an instant erection. “Oh my God!”
“Drink more,” Galrin urged. “If you drink more you will feel better.” He handed me my bowl, then gave Sophia hers. “Drink, woman, and quench the fire in your loins.”
“Are you certain, Galrin?” she asked.
“You question me?” He leaned forward. His small eyes narrowed. “And you, Jules of Terra, do you question my Orghe honor?”
“Uh,” I said.
The dancing had stopped. The people silently watched us. “Of course not.” I shook my head and drank pure fire. So did Sophia.
“Oh no,” I mumbled as it began its slide to my genitals. “Oh no!” I felt an orgasm coming on.
Galrin chuckled. “Is that not better?”
“Sophia,” I whispered. My pants were so tight, it hurt to stand up. “Let's get out of here.”
Her eyes glazed over. She threw herself at me with a cry. “Oh! Take me!”
I fell. She landed on top of me and ripped the buttons off my shirt. “I'm yours!”
“No you're not!” I rolled her off. “Not here.” I jumped up and ran for the small cave Sophia and I had been given by Oldore, with Sophia snatching at my jacket from behind. The orgasm came on before I reached the cave. “I'm going to kill that little bastard!” I shouted.
“Galrin!” I heard Oldore call, “what have you done, young snip?”
“It was just a few drops from the Marriage Bowls, sire.”
I heard snickers and chortles from Orghes around the fire as I threw myself into the cave with Sophia close behind.
“I'm going to strangle that little bastard!” I said.
I cannot remember a night like that one. We made love until we could no longer move. I was drained. With nothing left to give each other, we slept away the day.
“May we enter?” a voice called softly from the entrance.
I lifted my head to look out the cave on a darkening day.
“It is I, Oldore, and Anbria. She has brought you food and drink.”
“What kind of drink?” I laid my head back down.
“Nothing more than water with squeezed berries for nourishment and taste.”
“Come in.” Sophia sat up and scratched her head. “I could eat a horse.”
Oldore and Anbria exchanged glances.
“Ou orsh?” She put a wooden tray on the floor between us with two dishes, a skin of liquid, and two bowls. She squatted, inspected my ripped shirt, and hooted something to Oldore.
“If you would remove the shirt again, Jules,” he sighed, “Anbria is willing to sew it again. She found the buttons you lost during your flight.”
“Galrin!” I said between teeth and sat up. “I swear I'll kill that little bastard.”
“Take it easy, Jules.” Sophia put a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Was it really so bad?”
Oldore chortled. “First you would save us at the risk of your own life, and now,” he hooted softly, “you swear to kill one of us.”
I stood up and helped Sophia to her feet. “No, Soph, I guess it could've been worse. He could've sold tickets!” I shrugged out of my jacket, took off my shirt, and handed it to Anbria. “Thank you.”
She wiped a hand across her eyes.
Yeah, right! I thought and put on my jacket. Whatever.
Sophia picked up the tray and we left the cave.
Joe and some Orghes had made a table of sorts with a metal panel unscrewed from inside the hovair. Tied cross-branches braced it, and tree stumps he'd burned out with a rifle served as chairs.
Sophia laid the tray on the table and we sat on wobbly stumps to swallow digestall tablets and eat a supper of red meat from a hunt, blue tubers that were spicy and stringy, and bread.
Sophia watched me as I carefully sipped the drink. It was just water flavored with berries. “The taster survived,” I said. “You can drink.”
She gave me a sly look and chewed a tuber. “Do you think it's possible, hon, to die from too much love-making?”
“It nearly killed me.” I watched her chew the tuber. “Soph, it's like an artichoke. Just strip off the soft part.”
“Oh.” She leaned forward. “Jules, I know how you feel about eating animals that have been hunted.”
“The fish have been hunted,” I said. “Sometimes you don't have a choice.”
We were finishing our meals when something nagged at my mind. I lowered my shields and tel-probed the darkening woods. Was it my imagination, deepened by the eerie blackness between trees, or the residual effect of Galrin's love potion?
Or something else?
Chancey was busy teaching a circle of young males about weapons. Joe was supervising guerrilla tactics with hidden pits in the road, and traps along the way. Bat was still teaching the women about first aid and the care of burn wounds from beam weapons. Huff was back at the fishing grounds with his new buddies.
“Soph, stay here in the village,” I said. "I'm going to take a jeep and check the outlying areas.
“Do you sense something?” She stood up.
I got up and walked to a jeep with her at my side. “It's nothing specific. Just an uneasy feeling, you know? A pressure on my mind, as though a storm's brewing.”
“I'll come with you.”
I stopped. “I'd prefer if you didn't.” I touched her cheek. “I don't know what I'm likely to meet out there.”
She gave me one of her harder looks. “You get the jeep. I'll get the rifles.”
We had already strapped on our stinglers and I had a new knife for my leg sheath from the hovair's cache of weapons. I saw her talk to Joe as I climbed into a jeep and started it. He watched me drive up to them. I bit my lip. “Joe, I–”
“I know. What do you think it is?”
I stared in the direction of the send, in those darkening woods, if it was a send. Something wicked this way comes, I mentally recited. “Whatever it is, I don't think it's friendly.”
“The mercs?” he asked.
I shook my head. “It's not Terran.” I tel-probed the woods again, as they slid into night. “It's…alien.”
“Chancey trotted up.”Where you heading, Superstar?"
“I'm not sure, Chance. You want to come?”
He rubbed his jaw and stared into the distance. “The woods at night, and armed mercs that want to kill us all. Why not?” He gave me one of his twisted grins. “It can't be as dangerous as my home turf.”
Sophia climbed in next to me. Chancey slid into the back seat. Joe looked around. “These tags know what they have to do.” He unslung his rifle and got into the back seat.
“Let's go,” Chancey tapped my backrest, “before the fur ball shows up smelling like fish and wants to take care of his Terran cub.” He gave my ear a shake. “You're so damn cute. He just can't resist you.”
“Screw off, Chance!”
I was driving under the canopy of boughs when I heard Huff call.
“Wait! For me. My tongue hangs! Wait for me!”
“Dammit,” Chancey said, “floor it!”
“He's part of our team, Chance.” I hit the brake.
The odor of fish preceded Huff to the jeep. Sophia put a hand over her nose. “Somebody hose him down.”
“C'mon, big guy,” I said to Huff.
He climbed into the open compartment behind the rear seats.
“What'd you do, fur ball,” Chancey asked, “roll in dead fish to hide your smell?”
“When are you going to grow up?” Joe asked Chancey.
I sighed with relief. It was good to have our leader back, and keeping a tight rein on Chancey.
I was pulling away again when Bat shouted and trotted up with his medkit.
“I think we're going to need a bigger jeep,” I told Joe.
“Where's the party, y'all?” Bat asked breathlessly.
I stopped and Bat squeezed into the back. I studied the woods and put the jeep in gear. “I wish I knew.”



Chapter Fifteen
“Oh my God,” I said as a winged creature flitted across the moon like a giant bat.
“What did you see, Jules?” Sophia asked.
“It's… I pointed to the bare moon.”I think it's– “It's what?” Joe demanded.
“What're they doing here?” I whispered, screeched the jeep to a stop, and peered into deep woods. Suddenly the night grew fangs and we were naked. “Shayls.”
Chancey drew in a breath. “It had to be Shayls!”
Huff whined and stared at the sky. He flexed his front paws, extending sharp, curved claws. “They are the spawn of The Pit.”
“What in blue balls,” Chancey exclaimed, “are Shayls doing on New Terra?”
Joe sat back and rubbed his eyes. “Why not? It adds spice to the brew.”
“Probably hired by the mercs,” I said. “Keep your rifles handy. They're ambush predators.”
“What's a Shayl?” Bat asked.
“Something to run from, bubba!” Chancey told him. “They don't eat often, but when they do, everybody runs for cover.”
“What kind of weapons do they have?” Sophia asked.
“They're a non-tech race of lone predators, Soph, I said,”without an ounce of humanity. Their real weapon is their ability to kill without mercy or hesitation, even one another, if the situation calls for it." I thought of Drackin, a Shayl who had helped capture me for that lunatic ruler of Fartherland, General Rowdinth. “They think no more of killing for creds than we think of swatting a fly.”
“They're most likely armed,” Joe said, “by the mercs.”
“Yeah.” I turned the jeep around on the narrow dirt road. “When they fight, it's to the death.” I thought of my battle against Drackin, and drove as fast as I dared back toward the village, praying the Shayls hadn't already attacked. “Kill them,” I said, “and they keep coming until the adrenalin runs out.” Great Mind, what were you thinking when you came up with this one?
The jeep bounced over a rock. “Their last act is to take their opponent with them,” I said. I had followed Drackin's kwaii into geth state after killing him, to offer some comfort. But he'd shrugged me off. He had given no quarter, and asked for none, not even in that disturbing state between lifebinds.
“Born assassins,” Chancey said. “And the bastards can fly.”
Sophia put a hand on my shoulder. “What do they look like?”
“Think ogre,” Chancey told her, “with bone-sharp tempers.”
“Watch out!” I shouted as the whoosh of great wings soared above us and created a wind. I swerved the jeep and took the bark off a tree.
“You forgot to tell us,” Sophia yelled and clung to the door, “that they're fast, too!”
Another Shayl swooped down in front of the jeep. I glimpsed his powerful tawny-coated body, his broad, leathery wings, his muscular arms and legs tucked as he flashed past the headlights. I swerved. The jeep lifted to two wheels and bounced back down, barely avoiding trees head-on. Joe and Chancey fired, but the Shayl was gone into the night.
“Next time,” Joe shouted at me, “hit him with the jeep!”
I raced back to the village. Were the Shayls trying to keep us out here while they attacked the Orghes?
Before we reached the village, I saw streams of blue- beam light crisscross the darkness.
“They're attacking!” Bat said.
“Dammit,” Joe exclaimed. All his meticulous guerrilla traps and pits were useless against flying creatures.
“The hovair!” Joe pointed to it, and I headed there. We would fight them in the sky.
It was a good plan, until the mercs' own hovair soared above treetops, swooped down and blasted our hovair with a series of missiles. Our craft exploded, lighting a scene of fallen Orghes and a Shayl in the dirt.
“Jesus and Vishnu,” Joe exclaimed, “we're grounded.”
Guards stationed in trees fired at wheeling Shayls who sometimes got too close and paid with their lives.
Were Shayls the advance guard, with mercs behind them, or was this a softening-up tactic? With hundreds of square miles to search, how the hell did they locate the village so fast?
Our backs were to the sea. We'd make our stand here or be driven into it.
I slammed on the brakes and we piled out of the jeep.
“C'mon, Huff!” I shouted as he struggled and flopped down from the rear compartment.
“Spread out and take cover,” Joe ordered. “Use your nightscopes. Don't waste batteries.”
I grabbed Sophia's hand and we ran for the cover of a half-built brick oven. Huff galloped alongside on four legs and we slid behind the oven together. Little protection, really, if it sustained a direct hit.
I swept the sky with the nightscope on my rifle, homing in on beam flashes.
“How did they find us so fast?” Sophia asked as she fired into the sky. Huff had both mouse stinglers out and was firing blindly without nightscopes.
“That's a fair question.” I tracked a flying Shayl that disappeared between trees. “I'd like some answers too.”
A Shayl crossed the moon with an Orghe struggling in his grasp.
“Oh no, don't,” I whispered. “Please don't.”
The Shayl released him and he plunged to earth with a scream.
“Oh my God,” Sophia cried. “You're right. They have no mercy. They're just animals.”
The merc hovair hovered out of rifle range and fired into the village.
“Land, you crotefuckers!” I muttered. “We'll give you a welcome you won't forget.”
As though to comply, a Shayl swooped down and landed. He had located the source of our fire and took cover behind a jeep.
“Hold your fire!” I told Sophia and Huff. “We can't afford to lose a jeep.”
The Shayl knew that too and fired at the oven. Top bricks burst.
“Stay here.” I rolled out from behind the oven. Unless these creatures had cat-like night vision, he wouldn't see me or expect me to leave cover.
“Jules!” Sophia called.
I heard Huff whine.
“Stay there!” I whispered and crawled along the ground, the smell of rich dirt in my nostrils as I scraped through pebbles and angled for a view of the hiding Shayl.
There!
Crouched behind the jeep, his wings folded in the green light of my nightscope. I turned the ring tight for a narrow, powerful beam.
Something raked my back through my jacket. I swallowed a scream as claws dug through material and I was rolled to my back. The rank odor of Shayl filled my throat. The creature hissed a foul breath and beat his wing against my chest and head.
I swung my rifle as his great body blocked stars, and cried out when a powerful forepaw slammed it from my hands.
“I would destroy you, Terran.” He pulled me close by my jacket. His voice was flint on stone. I almost expected fire to shoot from between his plated lips. “But my guarantor wants you alive.”
“That's OK with me,” I gasped. “I'm not going anywhere.” I felt him relax. I grabbed my stingler, but he grasped my hand and pulled it from my clutch. “OK, I give up,” I said as he got to his knees, I reached for my leg knife, pulled it from its sheath, and plunged it into his thigh.
He howled like a banshee and fell on top of me.
I yanked the knife, slitting through tough thigh muscle, and squeezed out from under him as his body spasmed and his voice lowered to anguished grunts.
I reached for my rifle, but he grabbed it first and swung toward me.
I lay frozen with terror, my spread fingers digging into dirt. A flash above my head heated my cheek like a sudden branding iron. I clutched it and thought he'd missed, but he convulsed and lay still. Smoke rose from his shattered skull.
Sophia and Huff were sprawled in shadows, their weapons aimed.
“Good job!” I said when I managed to draw in a breath.
Then I remembered the Shayl behind the jeep. But he was gone.
I rolled to my back and watched a flock of Shayls block stars and race across the moon toward the mercs' home base.
I laid my head back and gingerly touched the burn on my cheek. The skin was hot but unbroken.
I picked up my rifle, got to my feet and stood panting, my rifle hanging in one hand, staring at the dead Shayl. I lifted my mental shields against his agonized Kwaii as it plunged into geth, and doubted that Great Mind would make it an easy passage. The creature had sins to atone for before he could go on to his next lifebind. The residual guilt would follow him and, with luck, he would bind as a better entity on some distant planet.
Sophia and Huff ran to me. She threw her arms around my neck and stared anxiously into my eyes.
“I'm OK,” I said and reached out to Huff. He took my hand in both paws and squeezed, perhaps a bit too hard. “You will tear my liver in two pieces someday, my cub!”
I pulled him closer and hugged him.
Sophia stared at the dead Shayl and shook her head. “I think Chancey was wrong.”
“What?” I asked.
“It's not an ogre. It's a gargoyle.”
* * *
We counted eight among our dead, including a child. In the tradition of these people, their bodies were taken into the water by dugouts and given a sea burial. Huff paddled out with them and accompanied each weighted body as it sank to its resting place.
The people returned silently to the beach, except for Huff, who sat in the sand, lifted his snout and howled. I stood beside Sophia, Joe, and Chancey. Bat was tending the wounded with the help of Orghe women. I knew better than to go to Huff. This was part of the Vegan Ritual of Death. My friend and teammate was calling upon the Ten Gods of Kresthaven, his home world, to gently carry the kwaiis of his companions, and especially the child, to a better lifebind on a blue world.
I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer to Great Mind to please heed Huff's request.
Gentle waves lapped the shore, undisturbed by our burial.
“Go gently,” I whispered and stared at the sea, the sea that covers the dead even quicker than grass. Sophia put her arm around my waist and I hugged her close.
I looked back at the village where silent people were gathered. “We can't stay here, Joe.”
He nodded. “I think we all know that.”
“Somebody had to give the mercs our location!” I said between teeth.
“You got any thoughts on that?” Chancey asked me. “Any productive tel-probes, my man?”
I shook my head.
Oldore came up with Anbria by his side. “My wife wishes to know if you'd like her to sew your jacket. The back is badly torn.”
“My jacket?” At a time like this? I thought. “I don't know.” I shrugged. “I guess so, if she wants to.”
“You are strangers to our ways,” Oldore told my group. “We do not mention the names of the dead for fear that…what you Terrans call devils, will find them.”
“OK. They're gone.” I took off my jacket and handed it to Anbria with a smile. “Thank you. De ordo elmis,” I said. Thank you in the Orghe native tongue. I think.
She smiled discreetly, refraining from a grin, I thought, took the jacket and wiped a hand across her eyes.
I nodded, having given up on that particular gesture.
“Where to now, Oldore?” Joe gazed out to sea. “Another island?”
“There are no other islands for us,” Oldore explained. He stared at the black water. “When there is no place left for us to go, we will give our spirits to the sea.”
I felt a chill run up my spine that had nothing to do with the night air and my thin shirt.
* * *
We were on the road again, traveling for the rest of that night in the three jeeps and by draks, who towed dugouts and other belongings on poles.
Oldore led his people to a high plain, protected from overhead view by thick pines, and difficult to reach by vehicles, which had to slow to a crawl over a road so rocky and strewn with patches of snow and ice that little dirt showed through.
We settled in an area between tall trees. The people quietly unloaded their belongings, though I heard sad hoots and cries among them.
We were far from the ocean, but a lake caught moonbeams perhaps a quarter of a mile away. This was not good land for farming, except in tended gardens, and even those, in this cold clime, would have short growing seasons. The fishing and hunting might be good, though, and there should be berries and nuts for the picking. But I was thinking too far ahead. I'm sure the community's survival into the next day was priority one in everybody's mind.
We were all bone-tired. Oldore posted guards with an order to watch for any lone person leaving the community, and to let him know if one did.
It was early morning when we all finally settled down to sleep. My team had gathered under a broad deciduous tree, with leaves for bedding.
“Going to be a cold day.” Joe sighed.
“Cuddle with somebody, Joe.” I drew Sophia close to me.
Goldrin approached, carrying rolled blankets. I sat up.
“Oldore said I should bring these to you.” He laid them down, looked around, and hesitated.
“OK, you brought them.” I threw them to my group while Sophia untied one for us and rolled it out.
“He, uh,,” Galrin pulled at his long lower lip, “he also said that I should be your sim until the next turning of the moon.”
“Sim?” I asked.
“Oh. Servant in stelspeak.” He drew down lips tightly.
“Can I trust you?” I asked him.
“You cut me like a knife.” He lowered his head.
“That's only the first cut,” I said.
“Jules.” Sophia put a hand on my arm. “He's trying to make amends.”
I heard Chancey chuckle.
“Go to sleep, scud,” I said. “There's a lot more cuts where that came from,” I told Galrin.
He wiped a hand across his eyes. “I am to bear all your cuts, B'wen, for one turning.”
“B'wen?” I asked.
“B'wen. Master,” he whispered.
“And don't forget it!” I laid back on the spread blanket and Sophia covered me and herself.
“I will remember.” Galrin hooted sadly and laid beside Huff, who reached over in his sleep and threw a forearm across the kid's shoulder. “The dires are running,” he mumbled.
I gazed at broken patches of stars between trees and listened for the whine of engines. That's not the only thing that's running, I thought.
I slept fitfully, with images of the Orghe lifted aloft and dropped by the Shayl. I must have moaned in my sleep because Sophia shook me and called my name.
“What?” I sat up.
“You were having a nightmare.”
“Oh.” I stroked her cheek. Moonlight rimmed her hair and figure. “But I woke up to a dream. Is it night already? Man, I'm hungry.” I drew her close and kissed her.
“For what?” She smiled.
“I hate that you're here, Soph, in danger.” I stroked her curly mop of raven hair and breathed in her aroma. “But God, I love having you here. You smell like pine.”
She chuckled. “You like it? It's my new perfume.”
I laid down and drew her close. “Soph, in five days the WCIA ship will return.”
“I know.”
I took a breath. “I want you on it,” I said firmly.
“I know.”
“I'm afraid these Orghe people are doomed.”
“So am I.” She lifted onto elbows. “But you'll stay and fight to the death to save them.”
I looked over to where women chatted as they cooked on open fires. Children laughed and ran and swung from trees as though nothing had happened. “I have no choice, Soph.”
“No. Heroes never do,” she said evenly.
I stroked her shoulder. “If anything happens to me, will you go back to your home on New Lithnia? You had a good life there.” I laughed. “Chasing crusties all over the ocean bottom.”
She brushed hair off my forehead. “If anything happens to you, Hell is a good place for me, and it will be my home.”
“Don't talk that way.”
She rolled to her back. “You want lies? OK. I'll go home to New Lithnia and find a nice accountant and settle down to a nice secure life and have pretty babies with him.”
I took her hand. “It wouldn't be a bad idea.”
She pulled it away. “And every night, I'll walk to your lonely grav… Oh, I'd bring back your body, and I'll stand over it and curse you for leaving me alone in this world and all the others. And I'd pray that you found no peace, until I joined you.”
I rolled my head to look at her. She stared at the lightening sky. “I'm between a rock and a hard place, Soph.”
“That's where you live!” She threw off the blanket, got up and strode to a cook fire.
I sat up and watched her. Bat got to his feet and picked up his medkit. “Jules, suppose we put some new skin over that burn now.”
“OK.” I unzipped my jacket, unbuttoned my shirt, laid back down and sighed. “Got something in that black bag to mend a broken relationship?”
“I do, bubba, but you wouldn't like it any more than you like needles.”
I winced as he applied salve to the burn.
He smiled and took out a container from his bag marked New Skin. “You just don't like to be touched, do you?”
“It depends on who's doing the touching.”
He pulled on plastic gloves from a small dispenser and unrolled a square of new skin. I drew in a breath as he pressed it gently over the burn and smoothed the edges.
“I didn't want her to come here, Bat.”
“Y'all ever consider what she wanted?” He ripped open the paper covering on a gauze pad and pressed it over the new skin, then taped it on. “That'll do it.” He glanced at Sophia, who was helping a woman stir pots over a fire. “Wish I could mend the inner wounds this easy.”
“What am I going to do, Bat?” I sat up. “I can't leave these people to die.”
He closed his medkit. “You think they won't die if you stay?”
“I can use my tel powers to pinpoint advancing mercs.”
“Then what?” He stood up. “How many times can the Orghes run and hide on this island?”
I watched Sophia spoon food into two dishes. We'd lost our reserves of digestall with the destruction of the hovair, along with the sous chef and all our other equipment. But mostly we lost our ability to take to the sky to fight the merc ships and their hired Shayls.
“The people won't leave this island,” I said.
“No, they won't.”
“Bat, Joe has influence in Alpha's government. He has friends in high places.”
“He does.”
“When you get back there, urge him to contact those friends and get Alliance ships to fight the mercs. Not just here. On all the islands of New Terra.”
He shook his head. “It's out of their jurisdiction.”
I got to my feet. “Since when did that stop the WCIA?”
“We tried it, remember? They left us three jeeps and a hovair and took off.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Come with us, Jules. If anybody can convince Joe to cut through red tape and get these people help, it's y'all.”
“I figure I can do more good here, while I'm waiting.”
“And fight them with three jeeps, some draks, and people who just now learned which end of a rifle has the trigger, and which end has the fire?”
I shrugged.
“What're you going to do if Sophia refuses to leave?”
“Well, between you and Joe and Chancey, I figure you can get one woman aboard the WCIA ship without hurting her.”
Bat kicked a rock. “I figure we can do the same with you.” He turned and strolled toward the people.
I looked at Joe. He was awake and listening. So was Chancey. Huff and Galrin still slept.
“You wouldn't do that, would you, Joe?” I asked.
He threw off his blanket and sat up. “Try me.”
Chancey grinned.
“You'd have to find me first!” I strode toward Sophia as she turned and walked toward me with the two dishes. I stopped. So did she, and stared at me.
Suddenly I knew what I had to do. Big Mack was the paymaster. If I could catch him alone, I would spin a death probe and slice his brainstem. Instant death. I didn't like being the assassin, but with Mack gone, the flow of money to mercs and Shayls alike would dry up. These ravagers didn't ply their gruesome trade for ideals. With the creds cut off, they'd board their Starship faster than a horde of rats scrambling out of hot water. I bit my lip. One death could save a village of Orghes.
“What is it, Jules?” Sophia asked.
My gaze slid to a jeep. I'd wait for night before leaving the village. The guards would spot me, but by the time word got back to Joe and the team, I'd be gone. One thing…
“Jules?” Sophia said. “Dammit! I know something's wrong.”
“No. Nothing,” I said casually. Nothing except that with my lousy sense of direction, could I find the merc base again?
* * *
Joe turned and stared at me as I checked out a jeep with a fully charged battery. My rifle and stingler both showed green buttons. Our extra battery packs had been aboard the hovair.
I glanced at Joe and smiled ingenuously. He studied me, then turned back to supervise the placement of guerrilla traps and pits again. It seemed a futile endeavor, and I think we all knew it, but it gave the men work and a sense of accomplishment. Others dug out large square pits to be used as shelters until stone huts could be erected.
Women were solemn as they built outdoor ovens. Chancey worked with a group of boys that scraped out logs for dugouts. The girls repaired bedding and clothing torn or burned in the battle. Children gathered firewood. Sophia, Huff, and Bat had gone to the lake to help a group of men in the unfamiliar fishing grounds. It was almost reflex to build again, even in the face of stacked odds.
Joe walked over to Chancey, said something to him, and gestured toward me. Chancey gave me a twisted grin and nodded. Joe returned to his crew. Damn him! He was reading me like an open book. He knew that whatever plan I'd devised involved this jeep. I glanced at the draks, tied on long braided twines to trees while men built a corral. Well, maybe not!



Chapter Sixteen
Night.
Cold mountain air cut to my bones. Stars blinked their crystal eyes through branches. I shivered, rubbed my arms, and pulled the blanket tighter around me and Sophia as we sat by a fire. “Be nice to have gloves and scarves.” They had also been in the hovair.
She leaned against me and I felt her shiver. “We need a lot more amenities,” she said, “than gloves and scarves.” Her dark eyes caught flints of light from the fire, and blushed her cheeks warmly.
Huff, on my other side, moved closer to lend his fur for added warmth. “It was not a good thing to lose your fur, my Terran cub.”
“Happened a long time ago, Huff.” I chuckled. “I don't think we'll grow it back anytime soon.” I rubbed Sophia's hands and blew on them. “I wouldn't turn down a mock steak, mashed potatoes, a nice crisp salad, maybe a couple of cannoli.”
“Whatever happened to mudpie?” Bat asked from across the fire and jammed his cap lower to cover his ears.
I laughed. “OK, Bat, mudpie too.”
“When we run out of our digestall pills,” Chancey said, “we might be eating mudpie.”
“As long as we're not eating crow,” I said and laughed.
Joe flicked me a look.
I was purposely keeping the conversation light to disarm Joe and Chancey. Who, me? I'm not going anyplace. I'm just sitting here making dumb remarks.
But Joe just doesn't fool. His jaw was set as he stoked the fire, sending sparks to swirl in heated air.
I watched Oldore place his wooden statue of the Sunspire Village's protective god Orin on a fresh tree stump. One man had been meticulously carving a pedestal for it all day.
Night hunters were rousing, there in the dark arena surrounding us, snuffling, and yipping to each other. A vagabond wind whispered its song through tall pines and was gone. I drew in a smoky breath as its tail swept by.
I no more wanted to leave my circle of friends and these warm fires for dark, deep woods, than I wanted to jump naked into the lake.
“Something's bothering you,” Sophia whispered. “You want to talk about it?”
“No.” I kissed her cheek. “I just have to go pee.” I stared at her, perhaps too long.
She smiled. “Will you miss me? I'll come with you.”
I tried to smile and couldn't. “Some things you have to do alone.” I kissed her gently on the lips and hoped this wasn't goodbye. I stroked Huff's shoulder and he laid his head against mine.
When I stood up, so did Chancey.
“I'm going to take a leak, Chance,” I said. “Want to come?”
“Yeah.” He glanced at Joe. “We'll be right back.”
Joe nodded.
Damn them both!
I slung my rifle over my shoulder. “Never know what's out there at night.”
I strode into the woods with Chancey following me. Then I broke into a trot and used trees for cover as I circled back and hid among the draks. I thought of Oldore's warning that draks allowed you to ride them only when they wanted to. I grabbed a saddle with a canteen of water tied on, and a bridle.
“Nice drak,” I whispered to a mare who quietly chewed cracked bones, and tried to throw the saddle over her slanted, ridged, green-scaled back. She swung her long snake neck, fixed me with round, red eyes, hissed a brimstone breath, and nipped my butt.
“Bitch!” I said, and backed out of the way as she swung her thick, reptilian tail at me.
I retreated to a tall stallion and held the saddle and bridle in front of me as I approached. “Nice drak,” I said.
He extended his horny neck and I lifted the saddle for protection. He raised his head, sniffed me and gave me a hot, slimy lick on my cheek.
“I guess that's hello!” I wiped my cheek on a sleeve and gingerly swung the saddle over his back. He stood quietly as I cinched it. “Good drak.” I patted his neck. He twisted his head for an ear scratch and I obliged, scraping off parasites. Then I put on the bridle.
He stared behind me and snorted.
“What?” I turned.
Chancey gripped my arm. I hadn't seen him in the dark. “I'm not supposed to let you leave, Superstar. Joe wants you in the village.” His rifle was over his shoulder.
I threw off his hand and backed a step. “That's Joe's plan, not mine.”
“Maybe you ain't heard.” He grinned. “He be the boss.”
“And you be his lackey. I'm leaving, Chance. Don't try to stop me.”
“Yo jus' a one-man rumble, ain't you?”
“Cut out the bullshit accent. Just go back and tell Joe I already left.”
He strolled between me and the saddled drak. “You think you can take me?”
“You don't move away from that drak, we'll find out. I've got places to go!”
He unslung his rifle and laid it on the ground. “I could put out your lights with one hand tied behind me.”
“Now's the time to make good on that claim.”
“Maybe.” He hooked his thumbs in his pants pockets. “What's your plan?”
“Is this an academic question or are you really interested?”
"I'm always curious on how your mountain-goat brain works. What's the plan?
“OK. I'm going to sneak into Big Mack's base camp and kill him.”
He raised his brows. “Stingler or tel probe?”
“Either way.” I exhaled a breath. “Chance, with him dead, the mercs and the Shayls will pack their bags. They don't work without pay.”
“So why didn't you just say that first, man, 'stead of dancing around it?”
I shrugged. “You take orders from Joe.”
“Only when it suits me. Why don't we take a jeep?”
“We?” It would be good to have Chancey along for backup. “We'd be limited to roads in these thick woods, and we don't have extra batteries. And jeeps whine.”
He gestured toward the draks. “I hate those things! They're nasty, and they smell.”
I chuckled. “Maybe they feel the same way about us. Don't take the mare. She's a bitch.”
“Doesn't like a tag riding her, huh?” I think he winked. “I guess there ain't no geldings.”
“I wouldn't want to try to turn a stallion into one.”
“Couldn't blame him.” He saddled an even-tempered stallion and we walked them into the woods.
“Chance, can you find the merc base again?”
He chuckled. “You saying you can't?”
“I'm not sure. It's this way, right?” I pointed.
He shook his head. “You'll take us right back to the Orghe Village. Joe would like that.”
We mounted and he chuckled as I followed his lead. “Good thing you brought me along, Superstar.”
* * *
It was a cold night's ride. During rest stops for the draks, we used our stinglers to heat piles of rocks we'd gather and sit near as though they were fires.
It was after midnight. I was piling rocks when I heard a branch snap off to my left. I unholstered my stingler and swung.
“Hey, man,” Chancey said, “we've had our differences, but–”
“Dammit, Chance! Don't sneak up on me.”
“I wasn't sneakin' up!”
He dumped his rocks on the pile and I beamed them with the stingler.
We sat and held our hands over the hot rocks. Besides the warmth, the welcome glow held back a night filled with chortles, grunts, and other wild forms of communication.
“ 'I warm my hands,' ” I recited, “ 'over the fire of life.' ”
“ 'It dies,' ” Chancey said, “but I ain't ready to depart.”
“I didn't know you had the soul of a poet, Chance, even if you did get it wrong. 'And I am ready to depart',” I corrected.
“I didn't get it wrong, man. I ain't ready to depart no way.”
I peered into the black night and thought of my daughter Lisa and Sophia. “Nor am I, Chance,” I said softly.
A sudden bolt of electricity coursed through my body and tore open my mind. I cried out and clutched my head as images from my sister Ginny's death burst through and I was reaching again, braced on solid rock, as her small fingers touched mine, her face contorted in terror, and she slipped away and screamed as she plunged down to the valley below.
My limbs grew rigid and I gasped in a shaky breath.
Chancey jumped to his feet and swung his rifle, squinting into darkness. “What is it, man? Who's there?”
I tried to lift my mental shields, to block this brutal tel-send. My barriers shattered like waves on rocks. “A tel probe,” I groaned out. “A powerful…” I pictured the bee that is my imagined essence and plunged it down to the protection of the flower's roots, there in my mind, the way my Kubraen mentor, Star Speaker, had taught me.
I moaned as the sender dissected my images, past culture, past memory, past instincts, as though picking petals, down to a wet response to light and touch, and skewered the bee to the flower's roots.
My heart beat with a primal determination that spoke of early creatures crawling doggedly out of shrinking tidal pools, while the tel-probe burrowed like a mining laser. Whomever he was, the sender bored into that protected mind-womb where our deepest feelings abide in their true form.
I blocked with a vision of Shiva. Fear not, Shiva said, His arms and legs swayed in a cosmic dance. He held up a palm. All rests well in God. The hand reached out to me. Blood flowed from its pierced wrist. For your sins. Christ smiled, became Buddha, beneath his Bo Tree, pressing the ground with fingertips. His fingers curled into a fist that breached the walls I tried to erect.
“A tel probe from where?” Chancey was saying. “There ain't nothin' around here for thirty miles.”
“I think,” I squeezed out, “the merc base.”
This is your warning, the sender verbalized within my mind. Leave New Terra with the rest of your crew. I do not wish to kill.
Who are you? I sent. Besides Spirit, the only powerful tels I knew of was the race on planet Equus. Are you from Equus? Why are you doing this?
For the love of credits.
Then you're a rogue! Your people have no need of credits. They're beyond science and technology. They produce whatever they need with their minds.
We need when we are expelled from the community. When the All-Mind shuts us out. Return to the village, and wait peacefully for your starship.
I can't! Your boss intends to kill every Orghe on the island. You told him where we were, didn't you? If you don't want to kill, you're doing a poor job of it!
I gasped as I felt him touch my brainstem.
Yaywa! Will you and your cohort go back, or must you force me to kill?
I clenched my fists, squeezed my eyes shut, and threw every ounce of my concentration and energy into pushing him out of my mind. I felt his grip loosen.
You have improved since Equus, he sent and released his hold on my mind. The distance taxes my life force. If you come closer, Jules, Terran of Earth, I will exterminate you both like the rats of your homeworld. This I promise you.
Don't make promises you can't keep! I sent, but he was gone. I slid to the ground.
Chancey laid down his rifle. “Are you all right, man?”
I nodded. “I just need to rest.”
“Was it Spirit?”
“No. No, an alien from planet Equus.”
In the glow from the rocks, I saw the look of fear on Chancey's face. “The telepaths that killed Bristra with just their minds?”
“I forced him to let go of me, Chance.” I rubbed my temples. “I made him get out. Help me up.”
He grasped my hand. “You beat him?”
I sat up and stared at the rocks. The heat had died and they were a pile of cold rocks. “Just round one. But you've got to go back.”
“How come?”
“He threatened to kill us both if we continue to the merc base. He wants us to leave the planet when the starship arrives.”
Chancey sat back on his heels. “He's the traitor who told Mack where the new village was located. Right?”
I nodded. “He's a rogue…working for Mack. You've got to go back, Chance.”
“And you?”
I took a breath. “I've got to prepare for round two.”
Chancey got up, pulled me to my feet and brushed me off. “When the bell rings for round two, Superstar, I'll be waiting in your corner with the bandages.”
“You taking over Bat's job?”
“With you around, he needs an assistant.” He gestured toward the woods. “The draks are rested, even if we ain't.” He lifted his brows. “Shall we continue on our way now?”
I mounted my drak. “You're a stubborn bastard, Chancey, and you know they'll be waiting for us. But I'm honored to have you along.”
“Do tell.”



Chapter Seventeen
Dawn was breaking clouds apart, and dissolving them in a cauldron of hot fusion that peeked over an eastern ridge.
We dismounted and Chancey watered the draks by a swift-running stream that foamed white, while he refilled our two canteens. In the far west, blue mountains rose to glistening white peaks. Cloud shadows deepened their forested flanks in drifting mats. It was so much like the Colorado Rockies that I had to remind myself I wasn't home.
I sat cross-legged near a pile of rocks we'd gathered and beamed for warmth, while wind whistled over my head.
Spirit, I sent, I need your help. I don't think I can do this alone. I need–
Nor I, Terran.
I felt a pang of fear. You always call me Terran when you're pissed at me. What'd I do now?
If you wish me to add my tel powers to yours, in a word, no.
I suppose you have a reason, because I really need your assistance! Did you forget that Lisa and I helped rid your world of the Dream Czar who was destroying your very being?
I forget nothing.
Then how about some payback? This alien tel is too powerful for me to tackle alone, and if I'm forced to back off…or if I'm killed, the Orghe Village will be–
Destroyed.
Yes! Now do you get it?
You, above all the beings of your race, Terran, are familiar with the geth state and how the kwaii goes on to new lifebinds.
In good time, Spirit. But this village isn't ready to go down under merc guns!
I cannot help you, though I wish it were otherwise.
I mentally sighed. You always helped me in the past. I thought we were friends. I thought we could depend on each other. What changed?
I have been warned.
You, warned? By whom?
A messenger sent from Great Mind Himself. Sye Morth.
Sye Morth, the Loranth? I know Morth. We're friends! Is he back in geth state?
He was summoned by Great Mind to deliver the message.
What message?
Great Mind was not pleased that I forced you and your young offspring to Halcyon to destroy the Terran czar.
Morth told you that?
In no uncertain sends.
Why?
I do not question the Absolute Laws of the Creator and Designer of All Things. He decreed that I should no longer harm an alien race with His gifts to me of tel power. That we are all His children.
You'll be harming the Orghe people if you don't help me.
That is an indirect consequence of events and not the same as harming an Evgran to help others.
Is that what the alien calls himself, an Evgran?
She. It is the chosen name of her race for themselves. My orders from the Lord Creator are to keep hands off, in your language.
He's taking the wrong side, Spirit. And so are you.
You Terrans are a haughty race.
We've been called worse. So then I'm on my own?
Your future is in the convoluted twists and turns of your own mind.
Spirit, I couldn't look in a mirror if I sat back and let the mercenaries kill every Orghe on this island. The women. Children… And what about the other islands?
Have you ever considered that it might not be your task to save them?
No, I haven't. Not in this bind, or hopefully, the next! Have a nice day, Spirit. Say hello to Sylvia for me. I cut the tel-link, stood up, and stared at the ground.
Chancey came back with the draks. “What'd he say, man?”
“The cavalry's not coming to the rescue, Chance.”
“Are you shittin' me? We're on our own?”
“I told you to go back. You still can.”
“Well, what the fuck is his problem? You risked your life, man, an' you had to risk your kid's life too, to help that scud on his own planet!”
“He got his orders from higher up, Chance.” I mounted the drak. I felt weary from the night's ride and from what lay ahead. “I don't want to talk about it right now.”
Chancey followed me as I turned my drak toward the mercenaries' camp and tapped his sides. He moved forward eagerly, swinging his long scaly neck and snorting in the cold morning air, unaware, in his reptilian mind, of the danger I was guiding him into. He trusted me, as I had trusted Spirit. Not the best approach for survival.
Chancey rode up beside me. I got a poem for you, Superstar."
“Go for it.”
"Boldly they rode and well,
Into the jaws of Death,
Into the mouth of Hell,
Rode the two fools."
“Yeah,” I said, “that's a good one too.”



Chapter Eighteen
Evrill trilled anxiously below the sound level audible to humans as Big Mack left his desk and strode up to her in the cinderblock interrogation room. Early light filtered hazily through the window behind him, forcing Evrill to squint to see the Terran clearly. At least two feet taller than the short, squat Egruan woman, with two strips of thick hair above his narrow, forward-set eyes, and hanging in scraggly clumps from his head, the thick-lipped Terran appeared to hairless, tanned-skinned Evrill as a large predatory biped of her new homeworld, Equus. His smell of rotted fish had her holding her breath and calling on her reserve lung sac of oxygen. Her round amber eyes, placed on the sides of her smooth head, grew larger and moved forward to focus. Her stomach churned with fear and disgust as he approached. She spread her spindly legs for balance on wide hips beneath the brown smock, drew back thin lips in an attempt at a Terran smile, and took a step back.
Big Mack clenched his great white-knuckled fists as he towered over her. “You were supposed to stop the human tel,” he shouted. “To kill him, if need be.”
Her eardrums, vibrating above their normal range of waves, sent flashes of pain coursing through her skull. She maintained her composure against the onslaught, blinked her eyes, and wished she were back on Equus.
“I was not hired to kill,” she retorted in her tremulous voice, “only to threaten him into leaving New Terra.”
“Well, is he leaving New Terra, or is he continuing toward my base camp?”
Evrill probed, found the Jules mind and locked onto it. “He continues to approach with his cohort.”
“I didn't ask for a progress report. Why haven't you stopped him?”
She threw up mental images and chose one. “He is…determined to prevent you from exterminating the Orghes.”
“No fucking kidding, lady? An' the sun's gonna rise in the east tomorrow! I didn't need to pay you mucho creds to hear that.” He paced to a wall. “Goddammit!” He slammed his fist into it and turned back, rubbing his knuckles.
Evrill winced and tucked her eyes further back in her head for protection as Mack approached.
“That motherless fucker is coming here to kill me. You understand? He figures with me dead, my people will leave New Terra. He may be right!”
She nodded in Terran style. What was wrong with this human? She had told him that herself after reading the Jules Terran mind yesterday.
“I want to know,” Big Mack said too softly, “what you plan to do to stop him?” His bushy brows lifted further up on his forehead. She hadn't known that humans could do that.
“When he gets closer,” she said and trilled, “I will choose an image from my mental store, and confuse him into thinking he's someplace else.” She drew back lips in an imitation of a smile, and nodded.
Big Mack glanced at his two guards, stationed at the door.
“How about Hawaii, back on Earth, Evrill,” he said quietly. “He should like that.”
“Uh,” Evrill scratched flaking skin from around her left eye, “if you prefer, but… But I was considering a place that would confuse his mind, and while he was struggling to make sense of his surroundings…” She spread a dark, clawed hand. “I would attack.”
Mack straightened. “And kill the crotefucker?”
Only if he refuses to retreat, she thought but wouldn't say. “Yes, Sir Big Mack, and kill the crotefucker.”
Mack strode to the door and a guard opened it. He turned and pointed at her. “Don't fail me. If he breaks through your defenses and mine, and I'm forced to run, it will be over the burned remains of your body. And I won't grant you the benefit of a quick brand through the heart first. I don't even know where your heart is, you freak.”
And as I die, she thought, and conjured an image of Big Mack sprawled on the ground motionless, my last act will be to slice your brainstem in half like the sinew of a loathsome beast.
She lifted her head, nodded agreement, and allowed her eyes to focus sharply on the humans as they left. She waited for their pounding footsteps to stop echoing down the hall, then flowed through the cinderblock wall and took a deep draft of soothing morning sunlight.



Chapter Nineteen
I stood upon a hill carpeted with pine needles, the drak's reins looped over my arm, and peered through graphoculars Chancey had hidden inside his jacket when he followed me into the woods. The morning air held the forested land in its grip, not yet loosened by the early sun.
In the far distance, I could just barely make out Big Mack's base, tucked in the arm of the silver river.
I rubbed my eyes and kneaded my sore shoulders. My brain was sending me messages that it wanted sleep.
I stumbled as I walked the drak back to our camp at the foot of a limestone cliff.
Chancey glanced up from skinning a large, brown-furred, unicorned animal he'd killed. The boulder we'd beamed earlier gave off a welcome warmth, and no smoke to target our position.
I don't know whether my stomach ached with hunger, or was queasy from the odor of all that raw flesh and spilled innards. I'm a biologist, and dissecting animals is nothing new to me, especially when I ran an alien animal sanctuary on planet Syl 'Tyrria. But I'd never associated dissection for a diagnosis of disease with purposely killing an animal for food. This time it was necessary, to maintain our strength.
I dropped the drak's reins. He licked scaly lips and drooled at the sight of all that raw meat.
Chancey's drak was happily crouched over a haunch, tearing into the tender rear flesh.
Chancey smirked. “You look a little green around the gills.” He threw my drak a rack of ribs. The animal caught it between teeth and I heard bones crunch as he settled down for his meal. “Any more messages from the friendly alien?”
“Not yet.” I stood by the heated boulder and unzipped my jacket.
Chancey sliced off two large steaks and threw them on the boulder. I stepped back as they sizzled and spat juices. “Sorry,” he shrugged, “no thermostat.”
I picked up a tough twig and moved the steaks so they wouldn't stick. Just as I wished that Chancey had spilled the animal's innards away from our camp, his drak trotted to the carcass and slurped up the smelly guts.
I turned my head away as my stomach lurched. But in the end, he licked up shreds and only smears of blood remained on the bare ground.
The gory odor was replaced by the pungent smell of roasting steaks. I breathed it in and now my own mouth watered. How judgmental we are, I thought, placed on these scales by our culture and our physiology.
With the steaks done, and the rest of the unicorned animal eaten by the draks, cracked bones and all, Chancey and I swallowed digestall tablets and tore into the tender steaks, while juices ran down to our bare elbows. Fresh meat is always tastier than mock, which is cloned from the DNA of living animals. But considering the good life of clone animal herds, I still prefer mock.
After our meal, we washed with broad, fuzzy leaves of a ground plant dipped into the raging stream.
By the time we returned to camp, our draks were asleep. I brushed debris away from the boulder and beamed it again.
Chancey and I made mats of pine needles and settled down for much needed sleep. I stared at the brilliant indigo sky and rubbed my eyes. “When you come down to it, Chance, we don't need much more than this, if our families and friends were with us, and a good supply of digestall.”
“Always the dreamer, Superstar. Winter ain't set in yet.”
“I've got one for you, Chance. 'If winter comes, can spring be far behind?””
He sighed. “So far behind, we'd never make it.”
I curled up and closed my eyes. Good chance we won't make it anyway, buddy.
* * *
I drifted quickly into sleep, with the warm hand of a rising sun on my face, and slipped into a dream where Lisa, Sophia, and I cantered our horses across verdant fields of spring, with Lisa's dog Tikkie running through a bloom of flowers.
My black Arab stallion Asil sprang ahead and Lisa's horse Ginger followed, with Sophia's white Arab mare Stormy plowing through golden grass to catch up.
The sensation of joy was palatable, and within the dream I laughed. My forebodings sloughed off like a snake shedding an old skin.
Asil's ebony mane brushed my hands as a frozen wind suddenly howled, like winter's last breath, and lifted dead leaves to swirl into a rising whirlwind that loomed above, and chased us.
“Faster!” I shouted and kicked Asil's flanks. He leaped into a gallop, but as I looked back, I saw the growing tornado envelop Lisa and Sophia.
Each stiff leaf that struck my face bit like a viper. I tried to call to Lisa and Sophia, but the leaves scraped my lips and crawled into my mouth.
Ahead, the tents and vehicles of Big Mack's base materialized out of white fog.
Turn back, a voice whispered inside my head. Turn back or suffer the consequences.
I can't! I have a mission. Anyway, this is just a dream.
Are you certain of that?
Is this Evrill?
More than a dream, Jules, Terran of Earth. A warning. Turn your horse. He will obey.
When Big Mack is in his grave! I tried to push my mind out of this dream. This nightmare. Evrill held me there.
We are not finished, she sent.
Do your worst, scud. It's still only a dream.
Then dream this, for I will haunt you with this dream as long as you continue to the base camp.
Oh no! I saw Ginny sliding off the boulder again.
Julip, she screamed. It was the name she'd always called me. Save me. Please!
I'm coming, Ginny. I threw myself off the cliff and caught her as we fell. We dropped like stones, and I felt the impact past dream. Ginny! I cried. Oh my God.
Her skull was cracked open. The skin had been ripped from her face. One eye hung out of its socket. The other was a dark hole where brains oozed.
This, Jules Terran, is what your sister looked like at the bottom of the canyon.
I couldn't catch my breath. Couldn't think.
The small body stood up and jerked, as though drawn to its feet on puppet strings. The eyeball dangled from her broken skull. She turned to me, a limp hand outstretched. This is what you did to me, my brother.
In the dream, I turned and ran.
Run, Evrill whispered, back where you came from. Continue to the base, and you won't dare to shut your eyes.
I screamed as I sat up. Chancey leaped to his feet in one jump and grabbed his rifle. “What the hell is it, man?” he almost fell backward. “What happened?”
I wiped a sleeve across my sweaty forehead and stared at my trembling hands. “I just lost round two,” I grated.



Chapter Twenty
“He did it again!” Joe stormed through the drak corral, slid on drak feces, caught himself and strode out the makeshift wooden gate, followed by Bat, Sophia, Oldore and Galrin, while Huff stayed behind.
“An' he took Chancey with him.” Bat scratched under his cap.
“And he took Chancey with him!” Joe kicked a rock that was embedded deep in crusty ground. “Damn it!”
Sophia caught Bat's eye and discreetly shook her head.
“They took the two best stallions.” Oldore hooted softly. “If they encounter a willing female among the wild drak herds, Joseph Breth, they will need the prayers of suppliants to whatever gods they follow.”
“It would serve them right.” Joe limped toward the remaining jeep. “Bat, Sophia, get our weapons and our remaining supplies. That mule-headed–” He slammed his fist on the door. “I should've known he'd go wherever his thick skull told him to. If he lives through this, I swear to God I'll have his ass on a hot platter!”
Huff sat down in the dusty corral while draks sniffed his downy white fur and licked scaly lips. He lifted his snout and howled plaintively.
Oldore pointed a thick yellowed finger at Huff. “He is calling to his lost cub.”
“He should've drowned that cub at birth!” Joe climbed into the jeep's driver's seat.
Oldore and Galrin exchanged solemn glances and hooted softly to each other. The draks lifted snakelike necks and bayed.
“They sing of their losses,” Oldore said. “Three draks were slain in the assault on our new village, and some of our dearly beloved breths as well.”
Huff wiped his eyes, trotted to the fence and leaped over it while a drak snapped at his rear and missed. He trotted to the jeep. “I am grieved down to my liver.” He climbed into the open compartment behind the rear seats. “I have no more succulent bars of chocolate candy to offer the Ten Gods. I am bereft.” He hid his snout in his front paws and sobbed.
Joe let out a breath as Sophia began to cry too. Bat patted her shoulder.
“We'll find him,” Joe said. “We'll find the…if we have to search from here to Perdition's Gates. And when we do…” He gritted his teeth.
“When we do,” Huff howled at the sky, “I will thank the gods, and create a plan to honor their kingdom and glory with the intestines of many fat fish.”
“Yeah,” Joe muttered. “I've got some plans in mind for him too.” He started the jeep.
Oldore scratched his crotch. “We will wait no more days, and no more nights, while the ravagers decimate my people.” He turned abruptly, dropped to all fours and loped to the center of the village."
“What's he got in mind?” Joe asked Goldrin, who got into a rear seat.
“The Calling Time, my Terran breth. He will gather the warriors and take the matters of war to the mercenaries' inner sanctuary.”
“With spears, bows and arrows?” Joe asked.
“We have our ways, Joseph of Earth.”
“Would you care to explain those ways to me?”
“Our way is not the direct confrontation.” Goldrin lifted his chin and suddenly appeared older. “We will take what nature offers us and turn it against the ravagers.”
“They've got beam weapons, Goldrin,” Sophia said as she threw their supplies onto the rear floor.
“And we have our weapons, brethra.” Galrin strode into the village where the Orghe warriors were gathering around Oldore, called by a silent command.
Bat came back with his medkit and their rifles and stinglers. “Where's everybody going?”
Joe scratched his bristly chin. "Get in. David is about to bring down Goliath with a slingshot and a stone.



Chapter Twenty One
I was so sleepy. So sleepy I was hallucinating. I kept rubbing my eyes and blinking to keep them open. Twice more I had tried to sleep, and twice Evrill had attacked.
I stood up unsteadily, thought our draks were Asil and Stormy, and wondered how they'd come to New Terra? I walked into the woods to pee, and stumbled to avoid branches that looked like snakes.
“Hey, man,” Chancey called, “want me to come with you?”
“I think I can do this alone,” I mumbled.
“Well, don't get lost.”
“OK. I won't.”
But when I was finished, I took a wrong turn and heard the whine of ground motors. Was that a boulder or a tent? I rubbed my eyes and squinted. Were those trees, or spaceships on their pads? How had I wandered into Big Mack's base? I couldn't remember.
Two glowing eyes approached, bouncing low to the ground. A hunting animal, crouched as he ran, with a voice like the keen of a bird of prey.
I backed into afternoon shadows. It wouldn't see me here. Could it smell me? I unholstered my stingler. My rifle was back at the village. Was that a water buffalo approaching, with eyes like hot coals? I drew in a raspy breath and spun the stingler's ring to hot. It would take hot to stop a water buffalo. Something was pounding the ground close to my right. I swung the stingler and an Orangutan on a dragon knocked it spinning from my hand. I made a dive for it, but he leaped off his mount and got to it first.
“What are you doing?” the Orangutan asked. “What is wrong with you?”
“I had to pee.”
The water buffalo resolved itself into a jeep with humans inside. I leaned back on a spaceship to keep my feet.
“Jules!” a woman called. “Oh, Jules.” She ran and threw her arms around me. “We've been looking all over for you. Oh, babe.” She kissed my cheek.
“Sophia?” I held her at arm's length. “What're you doing in Africa?”
Was that Chancey in the driver's seat?
An older human with white stubble, gray hair, and a grim expression, approached stiffly. Beside him, a compact man with a military cap carried a black bag.
“Chancey told us you haven't been able to sleep, hon.” Sophia took my hand and led me to the water buffalo …turned jeep.
“It's a jeep,” I said.
She nodded and helped me inside. I laid my head back and closed my eyes.
She zipped my jacket. “Chancey said you haven't slept in over two days. He said you couldn't go on, and you were too weak to stay in the saddle and come back to the village.” She brushed hair off my forehead. He wanted to ride back for help, but he was afraid you'd wander off."
“Why would I wander off?”
“Why not?” the bristly-chinned man asked.
“Joe?” I lifted my head. “Is that you, Joe?”
“No, it's your guardian angel who just put in for retirement.”
Sophia stroked my cheek and I started to fall asleep.
Convince them to return to the village, or you are all dead!
“Go haunt somebody else,” I mumbled.
“Is it Evrill?” Sophia asked.
I nodded and opened my eyes. “She doesn't trust Big Mack either.”
The compact man turned in the front seat. Bat! The name suddenly came. “Does she only attack you while you're asleep?” he asked.
“Lately, she's been attacking when I'm awake, too. My defenses are weakened. My shields are down.”
“Jules,” Sophia said, “Oldore's warriors are preparing to attack Mack's base with nothing more than bows, arrows, and spears.”
“No!” I pressed my temples. “No, they'll be slaughtered. I have to kill Big Mack.”
“Ya'll in no condition to kill a swarm of fleas,” Bat said. “Not without a real good night's sleep.”
Chancey pulled up by the boulder and the limestone cliffs. It was the Orghe's camp now.
I draped an arm around Sophia's shoulders and she helped me out of the jeep. My knees almost buckled.
Chancey got out and slung my other arm over his shoulder. “C'mon. Bat says he's got something to help you sleep past the bitch's attacks.”
“OK.”
I let them lead me to the pine-needle mat I had made. A blanket was sprawled over it. I lay down and sighed. “Whatever Bat's got, I'll swallow it.”
Chancey glanced at Sophia and I felt a twinge of fear in my chest. “OK, I'll drink it?”
They didn't answer.
Bat approached with his black bag, kneeled beside me and opened it. “This is the latest drug, bubba. It was developed for traumatized people who couldn't sleep because of nightmares.”
“I'm the poster child.”
“Take off his jacket,” Bat said.
“Wait a minute.” I sat up.
Chancey unzipped my jacket and pulled it off.
“Oh no,” I said as Bat took a syringe from his bag and pulled the sheath off the tip. “I didn't consent to shots.”
“Here we go again!” Joe threw up his arms.
Chancey pushed up my right sleeve.
“Now c'mon, bubba,” Bat said soothingly. “It's just a small prick and then you'll sleep like a baby an' feel like your ole self again.”
“Yeah, bubba.” Chancey smirked. “You ain't afraid of a small prick?”
Bat hid the syringe behind his back. “Just lie down and close your eyes. We'll do the rest.”
“No you won't!” My heart was pounding as I scrambled to my feet.
Chancey grabbed my arms and pinned them. Joe took my right wrist and stretched out my arm while Bat swabbed it.
“I can't take this!” I yelled.
“Yeah,” Joe said, “we know. Don't throw up. And don't faint.”
Huff growled, deep in his throat, and crouched, muscles taut, ready to spring.
“No, Huff!” Sophia said. “We're helping him.”
“My Terran cub does not think this is help.”
“It's OK, Huff,” I gasped. “Don't attack.”
His taut muscles relaxed and he sat down.
Sophia held my head between her hands. A chuckle escaped her lips. “It's all right, babe. It's just a small prick. Nothing for you to worry about.”
“Yeah,” Chancey said, “Hey Bat, you got scissors in that little black bag?”
“Sure. Why?”
“I figure our boy's about due for another haircut.”
My knees sagged. I wanted sleep the way a baby wants his mother. “Chancey,” I mumbled, “when I wake up, I'm going to kick your ass all the way back to Harlem.”
“You an' what army?”
I felt dizzy as the needle slid into my arm. “Oh God.” I thought I'd fall, but Chancey held me up.
“There! That's all,” Bat said.
My eyes closed, my head fell forward. My knees gave out. Chancey helped me down onto the blanket and stuffed a pillow under my head.
Sleep embraced me like a gentle mother, past dreams, past tel-links, past Evrill's attacks, past all concerns. Sophia cuddled next to me and took my hand. Huff laid down on my other side and threw a forepaw across my chest.
“Aw,” Chancey said, “ain't that a picture? The mommy, the daddy, an' the fur ball.”
“I'll fucking get you, Chancey.” But sleep got to me first.
* * *
It was daylight when I awoke. But the sun was further back in the east than when I'd fallen asleep. I tried to make sense of that as I stretched and pulled off the blanket. I sat up and scratched my head. Wait! I felt the back of my head. No, they hadn't given me a haircut.
Sophia approached with a dish and a cup and that wide smile that always made me want to crawl inside her and make her part of me. Instead, I just smiled back.
She sat down beside me and laid the plate of nuts and dried fruit from our dwindling supply, a slab of fresh roasted meat, and the cup of berrybru between us. “Hungry?” she asked and kissed my cheek.
“I could eat a drak, but I'll settle for this.”
She picked up the digestall tablet from the plate. “Don't forget the entrée. The meat is native fare.”
I swallowed the tablet with a sip of berrybru. “What time is it?”
She grinned. “You mean what day is it? Feeling better?”
I chewed some raisins and nuts. “I slept right through?”
She nodded and stroked my cheek. “You did. How do you feel?”
I took stock of myself. “Great.”
“No, uh, nightmares?”
“None that I can recall.”
“You see, Bat was right.” She brushed hair back off my forehead.
“He always is.”
“Sometimes you're such a kid.”
I saw Bat glance at us from where he worked with a group of young Orghes to build an adobe hut. I waved to him. He waved back. Joe and Chancey had their heads under the jeep's hood. Huff sat with four fishermen and used his long hooked claws to help gut their catch. The warriors were busy sharpening spears and making arrows.
“Looks like they're gearing up for a fight,” I said.
“It's inevitable, Jules. Oldore refuses to sit back and let the mercenaries pick off his people one by one.”
I speared the slab of meat, bit into it and chewed “I can't blame him. Damn, this is good. But they'll be marching into the mouth of Hell.”
“And of course you'll be leading them.” I saw a tear escape her eye and wiped it with a thumb. “I'm so afraid I'll lose you,” she said.
“Soph, if I can execute Big Mack, there's a good chance his mercs will pack their bags and leave without further deaths.”
“Why does it always have to be you?”
I shrugged. “I guess because I've been blessed with this great gift of tel power.” I smiled.
She touched my lips. “When you smile, I want to crawl right inside you.”
“Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” I laid down, slid my hand behind her neck, under that bloom of raven hair, moved aside the plate, the cup, and drew her down beside me. I stroked the curve of her hips as she lay on her side and leaned over to kiss her.
“You know,” I said, “this is a big blanket.” Her closeness was enough to start a fire in my loins.
“So?”
“It could cover a multitude of sins.”
“You're a pervert. I swear, Jules, you'd make love in Times Square.”
“Never been there, but if we get the chance someday…”
She laughed.
“I love your laugh.” I kissed her full on her lips.
“I love you, Jules Rammis, Terran of Earth.”
I got my hand under her jacket, her shirt, and unhooked her bra. The fire flared up.
“Oh, you must be happy to see me,” she said as I pressed her against me.
I kissed her neck and cupped her breast in my hand under the blanket.
She nibbled my ear. “I could eat you like a candy bar.”
“Why don't you?”
She lifted a corner of the short blanket. “Because the wrapper isn't big enough.”
I pulled her on top of me. “I'd like to make you my sweet wrapper.”
She looked around. “Jules, people are staring at us.”
“They're probably jealous.”
She stood up suddenly, grabbed my wrist and yanked me to my feet. “I know a place.”
“Oh?”
“There's an opening in that limestone cliff.” She nodded toward it. “Not much more than a slit.”
“I'm up for a slit.”
“Pervert. C'mon.”
I let her lead me there.
Joe and Chancey looked up as we walked past the jeep.
Joe wiped his hands on a rag. “Going to the woods to pee again?”
“No, we'll be back,” Sophia told him.
Chancey gave me his lopsided grin.
I ignored him and we walked to the cliff.
“Oh no!” I said.
“What?”
I nodded toward Huff, who had left the fishermen and was trotting toward us on all fours. “C'mon!”
We squeezed into the narrow opening of the cliff. “He'll never fit in here,” Sophia said.
I held my crotch. “I might not either!”
But the slit widened. We brushed aside crumbled rock and the bones of small animals in the filtered light from outside.
“We should've brought the blanket,” Sophia said. “There could be bugspiders.”
I took off my jacket and spread it out on the dusty ground. “I'll be your wrapper.” The fire within me was fueled when I kissed her sweet lips, her neck, and gently sucked on her full right breast.
She took my head in her hands. “Oh, babe.” She arched her back and moaned. “You know how to get to a woman.”
We got our shoes and pants off and I laid down on my jacket with her straddling my hips.
“Sophia,” I whispered and drew her down to my chest. “How did I live before I met you?”
She ran her fingers through my hair and pulled up my head to kiss me hard. “You only existed, babe. Like me.”
The fire roared and I entered her. “My sweet Sophia,” I gasped. “My Greek Goddess.”
“My Terran cub!” Huff cried from the entrance to the slit.
“Go away, Huff!” Sophia yelled.
“I cannot. I am stuck between walls.”
“Goddamn him!” Sophia said. “Can't you keep him on a leash? Oh!”
I was deep inside her, moving faster. “Forget him,” I gasped. “He's stuck.”
I rolled Sophia under me. We both forgot about debris and spiders as the fire overwhelmed us.
We lay there locked, panting. I came again and brought her to another orgasm."
She held me against her. “I'm going to make sure you always get a good night's sleep!”
“Jules,” Huff cried pathetically. “I am like the dire flapper between two ice floes.”
“Jesus and Vishnu!” I stood up and got into my pants and shoes. “Let's get the poor bastard out of there before he goes into shock.”
“Someday I'm going to…” Sophia pulled up her pants and put on her shoes.
“Ah, you don't mean it. I'm coming, Huff.”
I pushed on Huff's shoulder and hip and popped him out of the slit.
“You know, Huff,” I said, “you don't have to follow me every place I go.”
He sat down and licked his scraped belly. “I did not want to lose you again the way I lost you when you left the village to pee.”
“I promise, Huff, next time I go into the woods to pee, I'll come back. OK?”
He nodded and followed Sophia and me to the blanket. “Now I could eat two draks.” I sat down to my meal.
Huff put a heavy forepaw on my shoulder. “I do not myself need draks to travel. I already have these four paws, my cub, but the people need…”
“Just kidding, Huff,” I said gently. “I promise, I won't eat any of the draks.”
“That is good to better.” He watched me finish my meal.
Sophia shook out the blanket. “You should teach him what a figure of speech means.”
“I doubt it would take.”
“I guess if I want the Terran cub,” she folded the blanket, “I'll have to tolerate his mother, too.” She leaned over and kissed my head.
“I am a male Vegan.” Huff pulled up his belly pouch. “Beneath my pouch I have a–”
“Never mind!” Sophia put up a hand to block her eyes. “I believe you.” She slid me an angry look, I guess because I was laughing so hard.
She picked up the empty dish and cup. “Someday, I swear –” “I'll wash my dishes,” I said.
“No! Let me. I need a change of scenery.” She stomped off toward the stream.
I waited an hour for her to return.
She didn't.



Chapter Twenty Two
“Joe,” I called. “Chancey!” I trotted to the jeep. They had closed the hood. Joe was wiping his hands on a rag. “Did either of you see Sophia? She went to the stream to wash some dishes.”
They glanced at each other.
“I saw her walking down there,” Chancey said and shrugged. “But that was–”
“You checked the stream?” Joe asked me.
“Sure. And the camp. She's not…I can't find her, Joe!”
He threw down the rag and slid into the driver's seat. “Get in.”
The claw of fear I had been feeling suddenly grew into a talon that dug beneath my rib cage. “You think–”I couldn't catch my breath. I sat next to Joe. Chancey got in beside me.
Huff saw us and left the fishermen to lope to the jeep and jump into the rear compartment. I turned to look at him. He must have read the expression on my face.
“I am here, Jules.” He put a forepaw on the rear seat. “I am here with you.”
I nodded and felt tears slide down my cheeks.
“Hey!” Bat called. “Wait for me.” He picked up his medkit, which was always by his side.
Joe started the jeep and swung it around to meet Bat as he strode toward us. He got into the rear seat.
“Did you see Sophia?” I asked him. “She went to the stream to… I can't find her, Bat!”
“I saw her this morning,” he said, “when she was sitting with y'all on the blanket.”
“There's Oldore,” Chancey pointed to him.
The Orghe leader was surrounded by his warriors, including Galrin, as he talked to his general, golden-furred Sunrai.
I stood up in the jeep and held onto the windshield. “Oldore!” I called as Joe approached him and stopped. My hand trembled on the rim. “Have you seen Sophia?”
“I saw her,” Oldore walked over, “when she brought you a meal earlier in this day.”
“Not since then?” I asked.
“No.” He looked at his group of warriors and hooted.
They shook their heads.
“Not since then,” Sunrai said.
“Perhaps she went for a stroll?” Oldore suggested.
“No!” I said. “She wouldn't do that!”
“Sit down, son.” Joe pulled on my sleeve and I sat down.
Oldore turned to his warriors. “Search for her, my breths, and if you find her, send out a calling to say that she is safe.”
The warriors hooted and dispersed. Galrin climbed into the rear seat of the jeep. “I am still duty-bound to be your sim, Terran Jules, to serve you in any way that you wish for a turning of the moon.”
“OK.” I sat back and tried to slow my breathing.
Chancey patted my shoulder. “We'll find her.”
But we didn't.
We called her name over and over through the thick woods, and scared winged creatures from their roosts in trees and small animals that skittered and hopped to safe dens. We ventured further than she could have walked from the time she went missing.
I clutched my jacket at my throat and stared straight ahead, sick in my heart as Joe maneuvered the jeep back to the stream to search there again. My breath shuddered in my throat. Chancey put his arm across my backrest.
“This is a nightmare,” I whispered.
“Take it easy, son,” Joe said softly, “the light plays tricks in these woods. It's easy to get lost.”
I spread my hands across my temples and probed again for her mind pattern, but all I received were the simple thoughts of animals. “She's gone, Joe!”
“We'll keep searching,” he said grimly.
“How many more days,” I asked, “until the ship comes to pick you up?”
“To pick us up.” He sucked his lip. “Two more.”
I laid my head back and stared at the sky…what was that creature wheeling overhead in the afternoon light? “Oh, no! A Shayl!”
Joe braked hard.
Another Shayl joined the first, and then more.
“Looks like reconnaissance,” Chancey said.
And then a Shayl joined the group carrying a limp Terran form in his arms.
I stood up in the jeep and clasped the windshield so hard in both hands, the metal dug into my palms.
The Shayls turned and flew toward Mack's base camp.
“They've got her!” I rasped. “Oh my God, they've got her, Dad!”
* * *
I felt numb during the ride back to our camp. The warriors had returned and were gathered around Oldore.
“Wait here,” Joe told me and went to talk to Oldore.
I started to get out of the jeep. Chancey grabbed my arm. “You heard what the boss said. He knows what he's doing.”
I sat back down, too drained to argue, and continued to scan the empty sky. “Do you think she's still alive? I didn't feel her kwaii leave this plane of existence.”
“Jules,” Bat put a hand on my shoulder, “they wouldn't be taking her back to their base if she was dead.”
“No. I guess not.”
“It's you they want,” Galrin said.
“We know that, kid.” Chancey threw him a hard look. “Now shut up about it.”
Galrin was right! I hadn't been thinking straight. It was me they wanted. Sophia was the bait. The Shayls had wanted us to see them, to see Sophia being carried back to their base camp.
Joe was still talking to Oldore while his warriors moved closer to listen. Let them talk. Let them plan all they wanted. I knew what I had to do.
“I don't like that look in your eyes,” Chancey told me. “What've you got in mind?”
“Just waiting for Joe,” I mumbled, and lowered my head.
“I don't think so.” Chancey's arm, around my backrest, suddenly tightened as he closed his hand on the shoulder of my jacket.
“Bubba,” Bat grabbed the collar of my jacket, “let's listen to what Joe has to say, OK?”
I unzipped my jacket in one motion, pulled out of it, and slid into the empty driver's seat. “You listen, Bat,” I said. “I'm beyond listening!”
I threw myself out of the jeep, rolled and got to my feet. Chancey followed and tackled me. I hit the ground hard, with the wind knocked out of me.
“Don't fight me.” Chancey tried to pin my arms to my sides. I pulled one free, made a tight fist, and hit him hard. He rolled off me with a grunt, but was quickly on his feet. He grabbed my shirt and drew back a fist. Before he could swing, Huff slammed into him and sent him sprawling. I scrambled to my feet, unholstered my stingler, spun it to stun and aimed at Chancey.
“Don't do it, man!” He thrust an open hand forward. “Mack's just lookin' to snuff you.”
“That's my decision.” I swung the gun to aim at Bat. “Get out!”
“Can't do it, bubba. You might need me.”
He was unarmed. I jumped into the jeep and Huff followed. “Get out, Galrin!”
He wiped a hand across his eyes. “I am duty-bound.”
“Whatever the hell!” I put the jeep in gear and floored it as Joe and Oldore trotted toward us.
Chancey ran full out and jumped into the back seat.
“Don't try to stop me,” I shouted to him. “I'll sic Huff on you.”
“Wouldn't think of it, man. I'm just along for the ride. Wait fer Joe an' Oldore.”
“Joe's sneaky,” I called and headed in the direction of Mack's base camp. “He'd lie, and find a way to stop me.”
“He's probably right,” Bat said.
“There's no right here, Bat, or wrong. There's only saving Sophia's life.”
“Will you die in order to save her?” Galrin asked me.
“I'll try not to, Galrin. I'll sure try not to.”
Huff howled a plaintive chant. Perhaps a requiem.
* * *
Leave the jeep and walk to the gate alone,
Jules of Terra, Evrill sent as we approached Big Mack's base camp. Anything less or more and the Terran woman will die by my employer's orders.
I stopped the jeep. Where is she? I sent. Is she all right? I'll do what you say. Just tell Big Mack not to hurt her!
“What's happening, man?” Chancey asked me.
“She…she's alive,” I said. “They've got her.” Is she all right? I sent.
Follow his orders. She is only anomalous in her thoughts and emotions. Scared and sad, you would call it. Her physical body is unharmed, as yet. She is watching you and prays that you will save her life.
I need assurance that if I surrender to Big Mack, he'll let her go, unharmed.
That is not to be. Give yourself up. She will be turned free after all the island Orghes are terminated.
“I have to surrender to Mack,” I told the group, “or he'll kill her. I don't have a choice.”
“He'll kill you,” Chancey said.
Why does Mack want me? I sent. You're a more powerful telepath than I am.
True. But I cannot infiltrate the Orghe warriors' camp by the white cliff and the running stream. Only you can do that. He has a vial of poison so deadly that one drop on their food will produce death within minutes.
Oh God. “He wants me alive,” I told Chancey.
“What for?” Chancey asked.
What if I don't agree, Evrill?
You know the consequences.
Turn your eyes to the sky if you do not believe the urgency of your woman's situation.
I hesitated, afraid of what I'd see. But finally I looked up. “Oh no,” I murmured. A Shayl was circling, high in the afternoon sky, grasping a figure beneath him. “Sophia…”
Must I describe her death to you? Evrill sent. I do not like this killing work! Must I send you an image of how her body will appear when she hits the land?
You don't like killing, I sent, but you'll do it for the credits!
I have been banished by my people. I have no other recourse.
We always have a choice, Evrill. You'll pay for yours. Either in this life or when you face Great Mind in geth state.
He will understand.
I wouldn't count on it. He punishes those guided by greed or the love of power in their lives. Between you and Big Mack, you have both going for you.
I am not in contact with you to discuss theology. There is no Heaven or Hell, but only what we make for ourselves. Now leave the jeep and walk to the main gate. You are taxing Big Mack's patience.
Will my companions be allowed to return to the Orghe camp?
That is not my decision to make.
Go to the gate now, or watch Haj the Shayl let go of the Terran woman. She will be free, only to die.
No! I'm coming. Tell Mack I'm coming.
“Jules,” Bat said, “why does he want you?”
“I don't know,” I lied, “but he wants me alive. Chancey, turn the jeep around and get out of here as fast as you can. I don't know what Mack plans for all of you. He might have lookouts watching us right now.”
Chancey grabbed my arm as I tried to get out. “He'll use you, and then he'll kill you, and Sophia. You can't save her, man. She knew the risks when she came to New Terra.”
“Chancey, listen to me. I couldn't live another day if I turned and ran, and they killed Sophia.”
“Then I'll make the choice for you.” He drew back his fist. I raised an arm and blocked the blow. Pain shot up my arm. “All right,” I said, and held my arm to gain time. “I can't fight all of you”
I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead as though I were distraught, which I was, and spun a red-hot coil behind my eyes. “I don't know what to do,” I said, and forced the coil to spin faster and stronger. I'd get a severe headache for pushing the power this fast and hard, but I'd made my decision to surrender to Mack. I threw the coil, directed at Chancey, but the impact and the message would spread wider.
You want me to leave the jeep. You want to drive back to your camp.
Huff moaned. He's a latent sensitive and was aware of the subliminal message. You want me to leave, I sent again, with all the force I could gather into the message. My head pounded as though drums beat inside me as I got out of the jeep.
Drive back to your camp, I sent, targeting Chancey. I unstrapped my holster and left it on the console. Now hurry!
Chancey looked like a sleep walker as he slid into the driver's seat, his mouth slack. Huff leaped out of the jeep and came to my side.
“No, Huff,” I told him. “Go back!”
I glanced at Galrin. If I did what Mack wanted, I'd be responsible for his death, and the death of all his people. A Judas goat. I glanced into the harsh, brilliant sky. The Shayl was still holding Sophia. I probed her mind.
Terror.
All-absorbing terror.
I'm coming, I sent to Evrill. I heard Chancey turn the jeep around as I started toward the gate with Huff at my side. My head ached as though a band were tightening around it, but I spun another coil and threw it at Huff. Catch up to the jeep and go back with them. Go!
He stopped as though he'd hit an invisible wall. For a moment he swayed, then stared at me with glazed eyes. Tears wet the fur on his face.
Go! I sent.
He turned with jerky movements, as though another being controlled his muscles, then he trotted back down the dirt road.
A tattooed, bald-headed merc unlocked the gate when I reached it and swung it open. At first I thought it was Tempest, but no, they were all obsessed with taboos.
Three more mercs accompanied me as I walked toward Big Mack, who stood in the center of the compound with a comlink in hand, and Evrill by his side. I recognized her as an Egruan woman from planet Equus as I walked up to them.
“I'm here!” I told Mack. “Now let Sophia down, or by God I'll burn your brain where you stand.”
I yelled and pressed my temples as a blister of pain seared across my forehead.
Evrill tilted her head and spread thin lips in an imitation of a human smile. I do not like the work, Terran, but I am committed.
I tried to raise my shields. She held them down as though they were putty.
I cannot allow that, she sent.
“I'm here,” I told Mack. “Now goddammit, let her down.”
He lifted the comlink and spoke into it.
I watched as Haj spiraled toward the ground, still clutching Sophia, and landed near Mack.
“Sophia!” I started toward her. “It's all right, baby. They won't harm you.”
A guard grabbed my arm. The other guards closed in around me.
Sophia went limp. Her eyes were open, her mouth worked, but she was silent.
Shock, I thought. I tried to shake off the guard's hand. Another one grabbed my other arm. “Let me go to her,” I told Mac.
The Shayl threw her over his shoulder and walked toward the prison building.
“Damn you!” I said to Mack, “let me comfort her.”
“That's something you'll have to earn.”
“How?”
He shrugged. “Easy. By helping me rid this island of all the fucking Orghes.”
He came close. I smelled whiskey and tobacco on his breath. His dirty, clumped hair, his body odor, were rank as ever. “Either they go, or the love of your life goes. Your choice.”
“The Orghe warriors?” Hatred tightened my throat, “or the women and children too?”
“Oh, especially the women an' children, so the freaks can't reproduce when I'm gone. It's bad business and bad for my reputation if they make a comeback like weeds.”
I bunched my fists in anger. “You're a slimy bastard, Mack. You don't have the moral fiber of a dead pig.”
He smirked.
I wanted nothing more than to wipe that twisted grin off his face. I shook loose of one guard and hit Mack as hard and fast as I could.
He staggered back, but he kept his feet, the friggin' bull. The guards grabbed me roughly.
“Let him go!” Mack ordered. “He's mine.”
“Then come and get me.” I motioned him toward me as the guards let go.
He approached and drew back a fist. I stiff-armed his blow. The jolt raced up my arm like cold fire, but I smashed my fist into his jaw. He reeled, and went to his knees. Blood dripped down his chin.
“C'mon, General,” I taunted, “what're you waiting for?” I could've killed him right there with a death-tel blow, before Evrill could stop me, but what would happen to Sophia if I did?
As I stepped toward Mac, a guard grabbed my arm.
“No!” Mac grunted. “Let the bastard go.”
The guard did, and I grabbed Mack by his shirt front and hefted him to his feet. I drew back a fist for a blow to his temple that would shut down his brain for a time. But a guard grabbed my wrist.
Mack slammed me across my cheek and the world jiggled. I tried to blink away the dizziness, but I couldn't make the pain fade.
Mack threw up his arms and howled like an animal. His victory call. He lifted his fist to strike me.
I kicked him in his groin. He howled again, but this time it was mixed with a cry of pain. I thought he'd go down, but the friggin' bull was now raging. He hit me so fast I didn't see it coming. The world seemed to fall apart like a dropped puzzle. I found myself on my knees with firecrackers exploding inside my head. I was struggling to my feet when he kicked me in my ribs.
Pain consumed me. I gritted my teeth, rolled, grabbed his leg and yanked. He went down like a felled tree.
I got to my feet though the ground shifted, and kicked him in the stomach. He groaned, but managed to get up again.
I backed away a few paces. “If I win this fight, will you let her go free?”
He held his stomach and grimaced. “If you win, she goes free.”
I spun a quick tel coil, designed to knock the stuffing out of his brain, and sent it before Evrill could react.
He threw up his arms and staggered back as though a truck had hit him.
Evrill's tel probe slammed into my brain. I fell and couldn't get up. My arms and legs felt tied to the ground.
That is not fair, Terran, she sent.
I lay on my back, pulling in rasping breaths, blood pooling in my mouth. She held me there.
Mack got up and extended a hand to help me up. I ignored it as Evrill loosened her mental grip, and I got to my feet.
“I'd call it a draw.” Mack grinned.
I wiped my mouth. “Will you let her go?”
“You're a fool, Rammis. I wouldn't let the bitch go even if you won. You just don't get it. I need her for collateral.” He motioned to the guards. “Take him to interrogation, and don't leave him with less than four of you! He's dangerous.”
“You're no better than an animal!” I threw at Mack.
“I've been called worse. When you've got the creds this job will bring me, you don't give a fuck what they call you.”
* * *
Sit down, Jules." Big Mack motioned to the wooden chair in the center of the bare interrogation room. Evrill stood by his side.
I bit my lip and hesitated. One of the four guards, Tempest, shoved me toward the chair.
“Don't look so worried,” Big Mack said from behind his massive desk on the platform. “Nobody's going to hurt you.”
The window behind him was dark with night, and only a bare bulb hung over my head for light.
“Where's Sophia?” I asked. “Is she all right?”
He sighed. “Still the same song. She's happy as a lark with the three squares and a roof over her head.”
“What do you want?”
He picked up a small tube. I could barely make it out in the dark. “This is possibly the most potent poison known to the worlds. It transcends most differences in species and kills quickly.” He turned it over in his hand. “And painlessly, you'll be happy to know. But that is neither here nor there.”
He threw it to me. I missed and it clattered to the floor and rolled. A guard retrieved it and handed it to me.
“I love planet New Lithnia,” Mack said. “Ever since you closed down the salt mines they've become the premier exporter of arms. Good work, Rammis. You should be rewarded for your efforts.”
I turned the vial in my hand. A clear liquid clung to the sides of it.
Mack lit a cigar and puffed it to life. “You'll tell your friends and the Orghes that you managed to escape. You're resourceful. They'll believe you.”
I felt like flicking off the metal cap and drinking the brew myself.
Evrill shook her head. He will kill Sophia if he no longer has your services. Or worse. He might make her his personal whore.
“Do I have your word,” I asked Mack, “that after I execute the Orghes, you'll let Sophia go free and unharmed?”
He sat back and chuckled. The idealist, who criticizes me for a lack of moral fiber. Now you're ready to kill two hundred Orangs, or however many there are, to save one piece of ass."
“One way or the other,” I said, “the Orghe people are doomed on this island, and they refuse to leave it for another one.” I put the vial in an inner jacket pocket and zipped it. “They've vowed to commit mass suicide first. I've done what I can do.” I looked at my folded hands. “I'm not Jesus or Buddha.”
“One drop on each plate of food or in a drink,” Mack said. “That's all it will take.”
I pictured the Orghes lying dead and bloated around Oldore, their dead leader and his wife, Anbria. I had seen photos of a mass suicide back in the twentieth century when a lunatic religious leader poisoned all his subjects in their compound, and then had himself executed. It would look like that. I held the image in my mind so that my real plan would remain subliminal, and not be revealed to Evrill.
“After I've fulfilled my mission, I'll wait outside your camp for Sophia to come to me. Is that agreed?”
He shrugged. “Agreed.”
“If you decide to kill her anyway, know that I will hunt down and kill Evrill, and then I will separate your brainstem from your body.” I stood up. “It will be a quick and painless death, General, like this vial of poison.” I put my hand on my chest and felt the vial through my jacket. “Even though my own death will be a certainty.”



Chapter Twenty Three
“Jules!” Big Mack snapped as we walked to the main gate, surrounded by four mercs, with Evrill trailing.
I turned. “What?”
He hit me across my face.
I gasped and staggered back. “What the hell's wrong with you?”
He hit me again.
My knees buckled and I fell to my side.
He grabbed my jacket. I folded my arms over my head. “Don't hit!”
“That should do it.” He dragged me to my feet. “Got to make it look like you fought your way out of here.”
I clung to his wrists to stay on my feet. “Or crawled my way out!”
“Yeah, that too.” He brushed off my jacket. “When this work is over, I could use another good merc, especially a tel. What say, are you up for it? Life's an adventure, tag!” He hit my shoulder playfully. I reflexively lifted an arm to block. “You join us, and after this job, you'll be swimming in golden creds.”
“Take care of my woman,” I said brusquely, “and we'll talk.” Like hell we'll talk, I thought, then I remembered that Evrill was with us. “Yeah. We'll talk.”
“You join my team and you can have any broad you want. The best asses around.” He grinned. “With your looks, and a pocketful of creds, they'll be clawing each other's eyes out to get to you.”
A merc swung open the gate.
“Sounds like a sweet life, but I want this woman to live, and my five alien friends.”
“What's so special about this piece of ass?”
“She's pregnant with my son,” I lied. “Is it a deal?”
He hooked his thumbs in his holster and sucked a tooth. “Can't argue with that.” He extended his hand. “Deal.”
I looked him in the eyes and shook his hand. “Deal.”
“What about the tags you came here with?”
“In two days a WCIA starship will land on the island and take them back to Earth. I want my woman and my five alien friends you're holding on that flight.”
“You complete your mission, and I'll personally see to it.”
“Good enough.” I turned and strode through the gate.
“Hey!” Mack pointed to my left. “That way to your camp.”
“Oh.” I started in that direction.
“A dead cow,” I heard Mack exclaim to his men, “could find its way home faster than that tag. Back on New Lithnia, he had us going around in circles in the woods.”
“Fuck you too,” I muttered and kept walking.
It was about fifteen miles from here to the new Orghe camp by the limestone cliff.
I walked across craggy sandstone terrain and pockets of tall conifers in the dark, where whistles and grunts grew silent as I went by, with my boots crunching on pebbles. The air turned cold with night. I lifted my collar and hood as a patter of rain drummed on broad leaves and sent their pungent aroma into the air.
After a few miles, I came to a roaring stream that wound in the direction of our camp. Shayls cruised the sky, lit by a moon that played with rain clouds. Big Mack didn't trust me any more than I trusted him.
Two hours into the trek I stopped and rested in a grove of tall conifers where a rivulet from the stream pooled and splashed down rocks.
I took out the vial and poured the liquid into the ground. The green grass turned yellow within two minutes, then wilted and fell flat. I scraped up some sand and poured it into the empty vial, then wrapped my finger in a narrow leaf and used the sand to scrub the vial clean. The leaf yellowed and died. “Some fucking potent stuff!” I muttered and washed my hand and the vial in the rivulet, pouring each fill of water into the ground instead of the pool. Animals probably came here to drink. Finally, with the Shayls lowering in the sky, and the beat of their wings directly over the trees, I filled the vial with fresh water once more and did the acid test.
I drank it.
There was no taste and such a small amount didn't require a precious digestall tablet. If the vial still contained a residue of poison, I would keel over like the grass.
I waited. Two minutes later, I was still alive and I breathed again. I filled the vial with fresh water, capped it, shoved it into my jacket's inner pocket and zipped it.
One Shayl landed with a scratching of claws on rock and stared at me with those cold eyes.
“Time to go?” I stood up. “So soon?” I turned back to the stream and walked.
He leaped into the sky and his broad, powerful wings gained him height.
Later in the night, I really had to stop to rest. I was stumbling over rocks. I chose an overhang in the sandstone cliff and crawled under it. I wished I had a stingler to heat some rocks.
The Shayls, too, must've needed to roost for the night. They lighted on ledges along the cliff and folded their wings.
I fell asleep within minutes.
It was still night, but nearing a drizzly dawn in the east, when something licked my face. I jumped and reached for a stingler I no longer had as an animal rose up and towered over me.
“I have been searching the land and the water for you, my Terran cub. Why are you hiding under this roof?”
“Huff?” I got to my feet. “Huff! What're you doing here, buddy? How did you find me?”
“With much difficulty. I thought I had to return to the camp. I did not know why, but it seemed urgent as the swim from a falling glacier. Did you do that to me?”
“I did, Huff. I wanted to keep you safe.”
“Safe!” He sat down and pulled me beside him. “It was with difficulty to turn back and sniff out your scent.” He put a heavy paw on my shoulder.
I had to hold myself up.
“Jules of Earth! My friend and my cub. You keep everyone safe.”
“I try to.”
'Like cubs within their mothers' belly pouch, all, but not yourself! Why do you do that?" He raked his claws through the sand, leaving deep gouges. “You tax my liver with your recklessness, and Joseph's liver too. You tax all our livers! You will make us old before the star of Kresthaven rises and sets in its appointed times.” He wrinkled his brow. “What happened to your snout?”
I touched my left cheek gingerly. “Black and blue, huh?”
“Blue, and red, and here is some yellow.” His night vision is keen. “And there…purple.” He touched my face and I drew away. “But I see no black.”
“That's good.”
“Did you gallop into a tree in the dark?”
“More like a Mack truck.”
“Humans should not walk at night. Your eyesight is like the dire flapper who stirs the muddy bottom.”
“I know. I tried to free Sophia. You understand, Huff? She's my soul mate.”
“Then she is free? I do not smell her scent.”
I lowered my head and stroked his forepaw around my neck. “No, but I have a plan. I need your help. Will you help me, buddy?”
“Does your Earth sun not rise in the north?”
“In the east, but never mind, I know what you mean.”
It was not easy to explain to a visual being who had no word for lying in his vocabulary, nor its second cousin, pretending. After fifteen minutes, I gave up.
“OK, Huff, it boils down to this. You have to carry a message–”
“You never say truly what you mean. Are you certain that we must boil down?”
I rubbed my forehead. Literal, Jules, I thought. Think literal. “OK, never mind that. You have to carry a message to Joe in your pouch.” I stroked his head. “Huff, it could mean the difference between life and death for all the Orghe people on this island, and for my Sophia, too.”
“All in one message?”
“Yes. I want you to go back to the Orghe camp by the running water and the white cliff, before I get there, and give Joe the message. Will you do that, and not forget if…if you see a prey animal to hunt?”
He nodded. “I will go hungry first to bring your message, then I will hunt.”
“That's great, Huff.” I patted his shoulder. “If you do this, you might save us all.”
“That would bring joy to my liver. Then can we go home?” He whined softly. “Home to your Earth, and to my beloved Kresthaven?”
“The Ten Gods be with us, Huff, we'll all go home. What have you got in your pouch to write a message on?”
He reached into it and pulled out four candy wrappers, some digestall tablets, a bottle of Fast Fur Growth, a handful of blue checkers, and the polished bone of a dire flapper that I knew was his good luck charm."
“That's it?” I asked.
He spread his paws. “It is many things.”
“Can I have the candy wrappers?”
He pushed them toward me. “But you cannot eat them like the candy.”
“No.” I flattened them out on the ground, picked up a tough twig, and used my leg knife to sharpen one end to a point. Then I scraped out a small depression in a sandstone slab. “Now comes the fun part,” I said, and remembered that irony was right up there with lying and pretending to a Vegan. “Just kidding, Huff.”
I took off my jacket, rolled up my sleeve, and closed my eyes as I nicked my arm. “Ouch, ouch, dammit, ouch!” I let the trickle of blood pour into the depression. It soaked in and I had to cut a little deeper.
Huff gasped. “Do you make a blood offering to your god for good fortune? Give me the sacred knife. I will lend the blood of my body also.”
“No, Huff. It's just ink.” I wiped the knife and sleeved it into my leg sheath. “All you have to do is get the message to Joe.”
“Which wrapper?”
“All of them! Just bring Joe the message I give you. Will you do that?”
“I will do that, but first I must know what 'that' is.”
“Christ and Buddha,” I muttered and began writing. “I'll show you, OK?”
I numbered the four wrappers so Joe could follow the words in context.
Joe. Mission for Mack. Poison Orghes. Substituted water in vial.
Hold down the edges, would you, Huff?"
“I would.”
I pour on food/drinks, Orghes keel over 2 minutes. Pretend dead. Not team. Shayls watch/report. Mack leaves planet. Sets Sophia free.
“Huff, can I have one of your mouse stinglers?”
He unholstered it from a hind leg. “Is this part of the message?”
“No, it's for my own protection.”
“Then take both of them.” He took out the other stingler. “You have two hands.”
“No, buddy. You might need one.”
He slipped it back into the holster. “Thank you.”
“You're welcome.” My arm had stopped bleeding. I rolled down my sleeve and pulled on my jacket. “Now put your stuff back into your pouch, Huff, and go, before the Shayls get suspicious.”
“I would wipe them out of the sky like zenorgisms.”
“Don't do it unless you have to.” I folded the wrappers carefully and hoped the blood wouldn't run from Huff's body heat.
“Careful with these.” I handed them to him.
He put his stuff and the wrappers back into his pouch.
We both stood up and I hugged him. “Go with God, my friend.”
“Which god?”
“The god of your choice.”
I watched him lope along the side of the stream. “Oh, Jesus!” I hoped he wouldn't decide to jump in and ride it to our camp.
I sat down. I'd done what I could. I heated a slab with the mouse stingler, lay back and relished the warmth and the quiet. I don't know what tired me out more, the long trek, or Huff.
* * *
The sun was almost overhead, the clouds breaking apart, as I stood upon a crest and looked down at our camp, sheltered by the limestone cliff. The white stream, foaming and shattering on rocks, seemed desperate to find the sea against all obstacles.
How insignificant our endeavors and desires appear when we look no larger than insects.
I felt the vial through my jacket. This day could bring renewed hope for the Orghe people, or, if we failed, a devastating attack by the mercenaries.
I squinted into the sky. Shayls rode air currents, diving and wheeling above the cliff. Perhaps their cold, dispassionate attitude was a result of their lofty view of earthbound entities.
As I walked a path down into the camp, the Orghe people, and Joe and Oldore, came out to meet me. The women and children had arrived from the new village with their canoes, dried fish, racks of stretched animal skins, and bundles that must've been food. This was no longer a warrior camp, but the Orghes' new village.
The people gathered around us and cheered. Some reached out to touch me with their rough fingers. I smiled and nodded, but the smell of so many close Orghes was a little unpleasant, somewhat like a primate cage.
Joe shook my hand. “Are you OK?”
“I'm OK. Sophia's not.”
“Still good to have you back, kid.” He grinned. “We were just a little bit worried.”
“Nice to be welcomed,” I said, and looked around at the cheerful faces, “but isn't this a bit excessive?”
“Go along with it. It's part of our plan.” He peered at me. “What the hell happened to your face? Run into a Mac truck?”
“Close. You got Huff's message?”
He nodded and glanced up at the Shayls. “Nice entourage.”
“What's the plan?”
Chancey, Bat, and Huff squeezed through the crowd.
“Glad to see you back in one piece,” Chancey said. “So who knocked out your lights this time?”
“Don't push it, Chance.” I stroked Huff, who sat down beside me and leaned against my leg. “Bat.” I smiled. “Good to see you, Doc.”
He stared at my face, then shook his head. “Home is the warrior. Good to see y'all, too.”
Oldore raised his hand and said something in his native tongue. The people dispersed.
“What's the plan, Joe?” I asked as I walked into the camp with my team. Sadness deepened as I reflected that only Sophia was missing.
“You see that steaming cauldron on the platform,” Joe pointed to it, “next to the statue of their god, Orin?”
“Yeah.”
“It's sacred,” he said. “The people will fill their cups, and on a signal from Oldore, they'll all raise them and drink to commemorate your homecoming. As the honored guest, Oldore will escort you to the cauldron where you'll drink.”
“But don't really drink it,” Bat said. “We have our own water supply with digestall tablets dissolved in it.”
Joe nodded. “Then, you discreetly pour in the water from the vial, but make certain the Shayls see it from overhead.”
“And the Orghes will drop like flies?” I asked.
“Oldore will fall first. That'll be the signal for the others to follow.”
“It's very quick, Joe, and it's painless. Do they know that?”
“I read your note. The team will try to revive them, of course.”
“To no avail,” Chancey said. “I always wanted to play doctor.”
“I'm sure Mack will make a few sweeps of the camp,” I said, “either in his hovair or the starship, to get some vis-shots as proof for his employer. Oldore, you'd better station lookouts so the people will be on the ground when he arrives.”
“They are stationed,” he said.
I was led toward the cauldron along a path strewn with wildflowers. The Orghes lined both sides, cheering. My team followed, with Joe and Oldore on either side of me. I smiled and waved at the people. “When the colonists find out that the Orghes aren't really dead, Joe,” I said, “the only thing that'll stop Mack from returning with his hired guns to finish the job, is you. Even if he's already paid, he's obsessive about his reputation.”
“You think I have that kind of influence with Alpha?”
“I do. You've got some IOUs with your friends in high places. Those tags can pass a law that designates New Terra an autonomous world, and no trespassing by colonists. It's in your hands, Joe.”
“Maybe so. I've got some chips I could cash in.”
“That might not be so easy,” Chancey said. “They're running out of worlds to colonize.”
“There's always terra-forming,” Bat offered.
“There's that,” Joe said. “Or arming all the island Orghes with weapons the WCIA purchases from the merchants on New Lithnia. Jules, you know Mack best of any of us. Do you think he'll go against armed natives?”
“I'm not sure. If he loses men in a battle, he might not find others to join him for future missions.”
A child ran out of the crowd and tugged on my pants. I scooped her up and walked toward the cauldron with the girl in my arms. Her mother followed. I kissed the child and handed her to her mother. “Mack could get a reputation among the soldiers of fortune,” I said, “for being reckless with his men's lives. But let's hope it doesn't come to all-out war.”
We paused as Anbria, Oldore's wife, approached me, followed by a group of women dressed in white animal skins. She hung a necklace with a small wooden statue of Orin around my neck. “For your protection.” She wiped a hand across her eyes.
I bowed my head. “Thank you, my friend.”
She took my head between her hands and kissed my forehead. “Go now to the Sacred Cauldron, my son.”
I nodded and we continued on. “Joe, when this is over, I'm taking the jeep to Mack's camp. After he frees Sophia and my five alien friends, they'll drive back here. Make sure they all get on the WCIA ship tomorrow, OK?”
He stopped. “And you?”
“I agreed to join Mack's mercenaries as part of this deal. He wants a tel. In fact, he bought me from Commander Tryst before I got away. Now he figures I belong to him.”
“Man,” Chancey said, “you go back there and he owns your ass!”
“He's got Evrill,” Bat said. “Why does he want you?”
“He wants a Terran telepath,” I explained, “who can work with his men. He's prejudiced as hell against Evrill's race, and the Orghes. I'll get away as soon as I can. Mack will head back to Earth to collect his creds for this job. That's when I'll escape.”
Joe shook his head. “As usual, you've devised a plan that will have you walking a tightrope over a pit of fire.”
“What could go wrong?” I asked.
“He could find out, before you escape,” Joe said, "that you didn't poison the Orghes.
“There's that,” I admitted. “Have you got a better plan?”
“I do,” Joe responded, “but you won't go for it.”
“Try me.”
“You come back with us on the WCIA ship, and we offer to pay ransom for Sophia and the five aliens.”
“That's too much of a risk for Sophia!” I said. “For all of them.”
“I know how you feel about her, son,” Joe said, “but you didn't invite her on this dangerous mission. She knew the risks, like the rest of us.”
I stopped. So did Joe and the others. “Dad,” I put a hand on his shoulder, “if Sophia dies so I can survive, I couldn't live one more day. You know what happened with Ginny, and how it's affected me all these years.”
“I know, son.” He patted my hand on his shoulder, “and I'll honor your decision.” He turned to Chancey and Bat. “We'll honor it.”
Tears welled and I blinked them back. “Thanks, Dad.” I hugged him and felt his shoulders shake as a sob escaped him.
We reached the cauldron and a hush fell over the people.
Oldore stepped onto the platform, with the statue of Orin, and stacks of wooden cups. He turned to the crowd. As he gave a short speech in his native tongue, which was Orghian to me, I discreetly took the vial from my inner pocket and palmed it.
Oldore finished his speech and motioned for me to ascend the steps.
I did, and he handed me a beautiful carved bone ladle. As I thanked him, the people wiped hands across their eyes. Shayls wheeled above our heads.
Here we go, I thought, filled a cup, and pretended to drink. I handed it back to Oldore, popped the cap on the vial of water, and poured it into the cauldron. The people pretended not to notice. A Shayl swooped down and glided over my head.
Oldore motioned for the people to gather closer to the platform. Anbria led her group of women onto the platform and they began ladling the liquid into cups and handing them out.
When all the peoples' cups were filled, Oldore raised his and drank. The people lifted their cups.
“Here we go,” I whispered as they drank.
I gave it about a minute and told Oldore “Now!”
He clutched his chest and sank to his knees, then fell over. The people put on a good act of surprise and fear, with cries and wails, then they began to fall.
Joe, Chancey, and Bat ran among them, pretending to make efforts to revive them.
The Shayls swooped down for a closer look and I held up the empty vial.
They glided away, toward their base camp.
I turned to Joe and forced a smile. “See you back on the homeworld.”
He cleared his throat. “We'll drink a toast in my den.”
I walked past “dead” Orghes and climbed into the jeep. Huff jumped into the back. I closed my eyes, spun a coil, and threw it at him. You must get out of the jeep.
“No!” he cried. “I will not.”
I turned. “You can't come with me, buddy.”
“I can't stay while you go to The Pit alone.”
“All right! But you've got to get out before I reach Mack's camp.”
“I will make you no promises.”



Chapter Twenty Four
Big Mack paced at the gate of his base camp, slamming his fist into his open palm. “Do you see him yet?” he asked Tempest, who scanned the desert land beyond the camp with graphoculars.
“I see a dust trail, boss.”
“That's him! Gotta be.” He scratched his itchy scalp. "Bring the broad an' those five alien freaks out here.
“You got it, boss.” Tempest trotted toward the prison.
“Wait!” Mack called. “Give me the graphoculars.”
Tempest trotted back and handed them to Mack. He trotted toward the prison again.
Mack watched the dust cloud grow and move closer to his camp through the graphoculars. “Tempest!”
“Yeah, boss?” He stopped and waited.
“An' bring that freak tel out here, too.”
“Evrill?”
“Well how many tels do we have, yet?”
Tempest trotted toward the prison again.
The cloud began to blow away.
“Tempest!” Mack shouted. “He stopped. Why the fuck did he stop?”
“How should I know, boss? Maybe he had to take a piss!”
“An' maybe you need a swift kick in the ass. Get a jeep, an' get out there. Maybe he changed his mind. If he did, change it back.”
“You got it.” Tempest trotted toward a row of jeeps.
“Wait a minute,” Mack called.
Tempest turned and shrugged broadly.
“Take a couple of tags with you. Who knows what he's up to? He's devious.”
“Anybody in particular?”
“Make your own decision. What am I paying you for?”
“OK!” Tempest trotted toward the bunk tent.
“How about Quirrel?” Mack called. “Him an' Rammis were becoming friends.”
“Quirrel!” Tempest trotted toward the cafeteria.
Mack turned back to the gate and watched Jules drive to a crest in the dirt road and head toward the camp.
“Wait!” Mack called to Tempest. “He's coming.”
Tempest stopped, panting. “So what dya want me to do now?”
“I got to tell you everything? Use your head. That's what I'm paying you for!”
Tempest shrugged.
“Get the bitch, the freak tel, an' those five alien assholes, an' bring them to me.”
Tempest hesitated.
“What're you waiting for?” Mack called.
“Anything else?”
“What else could there be? Tempest in a teapot,” he muttered.



Chapter Twenty Five
I stopped the jeep below a crest on the hill, just out of sight of Big Mack's camp. “Time to get out, Huff.”
He jumped down and trotted up to me. “I will be here for your call in the mind if you need me.”
I stroked his silky shoulder. “Huff, when Sophia and the five aliens come back in the jeep, show yourself and go to the Orghe camp with them. But don't let the Shayls see you. Will you do that, buddy?”
He touched his head to mine. “I will remember all you say, and the soft, scratchy sound of your voice. I will remember how your yellow hair flutters when the wind rides through it. I will remember your eyes when the sea looks at the sky. I will remember your pale, furless skin, like the smooth inside of the bottom sheller.”
“Don't make it sound so final, buddy.”
“Each time we take different paths, I ache in my liver that I might not see your smile again, or hear your voice, or smell your pungent odor.” He licked my cheek.
I resisted a reflex to wipe it.
“I have no cub of my own, Jules of Earth. But if I ever do, I will implore the gods to grow my cub's liver as great, and wide, and as filled with honor as your own.”
“That's beautiful, Huff, thank you, my dearest and best friend.”
He touched the small wooden statue of Orin, its hand outstretched, hanging around my neck. “Will this god keep you safe in The Pit?”
“It can't hurt.”
He stared at the sky and I saw tears wet the fur on his cheeks. “While I wait,” he murmured, “I will entreat the Ten Gods. At least one among them, maybe two, will hold onto your paws tight in The Pit.”
“I'll take all the help I can get.” I put the jeep in gear. “Go with God, Huff.”
He nodded and watched me leave.
I crested the hill. Below, Big Mack's camp lay sprawled across the sand, held in the arm of the silver river.
The main gate swung open as I approached. Mack stood beside beefy, tattooed Tempest on his right, and lanky, curly-haired young Quirrel on his left. Two grim-looking, tattooed mercs flanked my five alien friends.
“You tags OK?” I asked Zik, the BEM. He stood straight and defiant on his eight jointed tentacles. His sable coat was ungroomed and beginning to curl at the edges. His huge disc eyes went amber and he leaked a slime trail, sure signs of stress.
“I speak for all of us,” he said. “Our bodies are well enough. Our minds are sorely in need of the freedom of autonomous beings!” He whipped a tentacle around his mantle. “We were never born to be slaves!”
“It won't be long now, Zik,” I told him.
“So you believe.” He moved aside and I saw diminutive Evrill, the tel Egruan. But where was Sophia? I tried to steady my breathing.
“Where's my woman?” I asked Mack.
“Nice job, Rammis,” he said. “According to the Shayls, you creamed all the Orangs.”
I got out of the jeep. “Where is she, Mack?”
He hooked his thumbs behind his holster. “I decided to keep her here. For you.”
“I should've known you wouldn't keep your word.” I tried to go around Tempest and get to Mack, but Tempest held me back.
“Call it collateral,” Mack said and scratched his oily hair.
“I want to see her. Now! Or the deal's off.”
Mack came forward and patted my cheek. I knocked his hand aside.
“You're devious, Rammis, and you have a dangerous mind. You know what I'm thinking, but I don't always know what you're thinking. You'll get a cut for your work, an' you'll be a part of my team. But I need a little insurance, an' the bitch is it.”
Your woman is well, Evrill sent and kept her head down. Unhappy but well.
I didn't look at her. Where is she being held?
I would be punished, possibly killed, now that my employer has you, if I told you the place of her confinement.
But she's OK?
Her heart grieves for you, but she is well.
Thank you.
I watched a hovair take off and turn toward the Orghe camp.
“Just some holos,” Mack said, “to send to my employer and confirm that I successfully completed my mission.” He winked at me. “Only lost one man. Bit of a putz anyway.”
“When can I see Sophia?” I asked.
“When we're in space.”
“Heading back to Earth?”
“Earth? Hell no. Our flight plan will take us first to New Lithnia to collect our pay, and see if there's another job in the offing.” He turned toward the cafeteria. “I'm hungry.”
The mercs guided the group in that direction, then separated out the five alien slaves and marched them to the prison tent. Trumbil, my Kubraen friend from planet Charis, turned his silver, slitted eyes on me from beneath thick, charcoal hair, and extended an ivory-skinned hand in a gesture of friendship. I nodded and extended my hand. A merc pushed him forward. Not good enough to sit at a table with us, in Mack's twisted mind.
Quirrel trotted up beside me and gave me his toothy grin that made his chin disappear into his neck. “I have a treat for you. I especially made you a steak a 'la unicorn rump, smothered in wild trullyburry nuts, and redberries.” He gestured toward the cafeteria as we approached it. “Orange gourds from the premier sand quarries, marinated in yellow sap du jour, and a crisp salad of green and black native plants. Uh, do you happen to have some digestalls? We're almost out.”
I nodded, but my stomach was tied in the proverbial knots. “Bring it to Sophia's cell. I'll eat it there.”
Quirrel stopped short. “Oh. I can't do that, tag.”
“Somehow,” I said, “I didn't think you could.”
I tel-probed the prison as we walked past it, and paused when I touched Sophia's mind.
A desert of the soul. Past tears. Past help. Past hope.
I sent comforting thoughts, though she was not a sensitive and couldn't receive. Still, I could transcend the loneliness that kept non-tels so isolated within their minds, and surround her with an aura of comfort and support on a subliminal level. “Sophia,” I whispered, “my Sophia,” and wrapped the send in an envelope of love.
I watched Mack talk casually to Tempest as we reached the cafeteria, and formed my plan.
* * *
Lunch looked good, but I couldn't eat. I picked at the salad to allay any suspicion of my feelings, which swung from sorrow over Sophia's condition, to an overwhelming hatred of Mack that bordered on an insane desire to see his head on a bloody stake, complete with smoking cigar.
Evrill glanced up at me from across the crowded table, where she was swamped by taller Terrans. Her large amber eyes moved forward to focus and she drew back thin lips in an imitation of a Terran smile.
I smiled back and cleared my mind of all thoughts, my heart of all feelings, and tried to ignore the smell of cigarette smoke that mixed with the aromas of cooking food and made for a sickening brew.
The forty or so mercs at the tables laughed and jostled each other playfully as they ate. I caught images of their starship, The Sword of Terror, homeward bound.
A muscular Asian merc, with hair as shiny black as my stallion, Asil, slapped me on the back as he walked by with an empty tray. “Nice job, Rammis! We owe you.”
The mercs tapped their plates with forks in acknowledgment of my part in the death of a community of Orghes.
I waved back but couldn't restrain the thought: “Slimeballs!”
Evrill glanced at me, lowered her head, and ate.
“Rammis!” Big Mack called from down the table. I almost choked on a lettuce leaf. “You're not eating. That's prime steak.”
“Had a big breakfast.” I got up and headed for the door.
The Asian merc, and a skinny teenager with ears like antennas and a twitch in his right eye, got up and followed me. Two more met me by the door, a red-bearded brawny stump of a man, and a tall bald African with a bushy beard. I couldn't help thinking that the African looked as though his head was on upside down.
Evrill, I sent on a hunch, will you help me evade them?
I felt her apprehension. To what end?
The chances are good that Big Mack will kill you instead of paying you, now that he has me. He hates your race. Your only chance might be to escape.
To where?
Earth, I hope, with my team when the WCIA starship picks us up tomorrow. From there, I'll buy you a ticket to Equus, if that's what you want.
Perhaps. And perhaps not.
Give it some thought. I walked toward the bunkhouse and stopped at the door. “I'm going to take a nap,” I told the four mercs. “You tags want to babysit?”
“I've got a better idea.” Red Beard pulled out a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket and nodded toward the door. “Let's go.”
“I thought I was one of you,” I said.
“Once we're off-planet,” the Asian moved toward me, “you'll get the rites of passage, so to speak.”
“I've got to pee.” I went inside and headed for the bathroom. “Anybody want to join me?”
I got no answer. I closed the bathroom door behind me. The tent had a low window. I quickly unzipped it.
“Dammit!” I muttered. There was a sealed metal screen behind it. My leg knife would never cut through that, but it might cut the tent material around the screen. I unsheathed it.
The bathroom door swung open. The Asian tag stood there, his stingler in his hand. He swung the ring to stun. “Having trouble finding the toilets? You'll take that nap right here on the bathroom floor.”
“No, that's all right.” I sheathed the knife and stood up.
“Give me that!”
“What?”
“The knife, smartass.”
I took it out and slapped the hilt into his outstretched hand. “Don't hurt yourself.”
He motioned me to the bunkroom and followed me there.
Four of them. I had influenced three on rare occasions, and that was a stretch. Four could be over the top. If they became aware of my probes, I might take that nap sooner than I wanted to, or worse. Then again, if I were caught at it, I could say that I just wanted to see my woman. Would that fly?
I let Red Beard handcuff my right wrist to the bunk's metal frame, and I lay down to get comfortable and to assume a non-threatening position. “How about a bedtime story?” I asked.
“Here's one,” Red Beard said. “Once upon a time there was a pain in the ass who was thrown out of the airlock in space. The End.”
“Nice,” I said. “That makes me sleepy. Good night.” I closed my eyes and formed a red coil behind my forehead. It would have to be fast and strong, and it would have to disperse to reach all of them.
I could almost hear the tel cell clusters, born in quantum, singing within my head, the song of the stars. The coil tightened to white-hot and spun with the force of a small tornado. My ears rang from the power being unleashed behind my eyes. This was more savage than I expected. It seemed another probe overlaid mine in a combined ferocity of power.
Spirit? I sent. Is that you?
From the depths of a storm raging within my brain, I felt a ruthless beast of the id rise up with blooded claws to the daylight of the conscious mind. A tsunami crested behind my eyes and broke.
I was transfixed, No more able to move than a moth pinned inside a glass case. No more able to open my eyes than the dead could see. I heard screams around me. The last frantic shrieks of tortured souls, lost, dragged down to Hell by demons of their own creation.
Spirit! I cried in a throat frozen into silence, and tried to see in eyes sewn shut.
The horrible shrieks collapsed to pitiful whimpers, and then to nothing. My breath shuddered in my chest. Sweat leaked down my cold forehead. My muscles convulsed in spasms I couldn't stop. With each breath, the smell of blood grew sharper. “Great Mind,” I muttered. “Help me.”
“Open your eyes, Jules,” I heard, or felt within my mind. I wasn't sure.
I did, and sat up, holding myself with a palm pressed against the cot. Four dead mercs lay at my feet. The dirt floor was grooved where they had raked furrows in their agony. Runnels of blood still ran from the ravaged bodies, torn like disemboweled carcasses of slaughtered cattle. Their mouths hung open, as though in death they still cried out their agony.
The handcuff was open. I slid my wrist out of it, picked up bloody stinglers from the dead, washed them off in the small bathroom sink, dried them, and stuffed them into my jacket and behind my waistband. I reeled out the door and gasped in breaths of cold fresh air. Spirit?
It is I, Evrill.
I saw her there, standing before the prison door, diminutive and unassuming, almost blending in with her tan skin and colorless clothes. Did you…? I sent.
Not me. We. Hurry, before we're discovered.
She opened the prison door. I trotted there and we ran inside. I closed and locked it. “How did you…we?”
“Go to your woman. Her door will be unlocked, so will the cell of your alien friends. Our time is short, before the bodies are discovered.”
Strange that in the middle of this disturbing experience, I felt as though time had slowed. Now I knew how Evrill's race could destroy the formidable Bristra, that devastating blackroot animal/plant that had been let loose on Equus. My own tel powers seemed like child's play compared to hers.
She glided to the aliens' cell. “Is this truly the time for contemplating the innate skills of my race? Yes, Terran! We possess the ability of Psychokinesis. What is your plan?”
“My plan? Oh, we steal their hovair and return to my team and the Orghe camp.”
“Why not steal their starship?”
“They intend to leave New Terra tomorrow on that ship. If they're forced to stay, they might find out that the Orghe people weren't poisoned. Mack will go after them with everything he's got. It'll be a slaughter.”
“Always provide your enemy with a way out?” Evrill asked.
“When you can.”
“That way.” She pointed down the hall of cells. “Your woman.”
As I ran to her cell, I shouted “Sophia!” and gripped the metal bars of the door. It swung open. “Sophia,” I whispered.
The cell was dark, except for a ray of sunlight that filtered through the small, high window and fingered her with warm light as she lay curled on the cot, her raven hair covering her face, her hands clasped together between her knees. She wore one shoe. The other was under a chair beside a bare wooden table.
I went to her and kneeled. “Sophia, it's me, Jules.” I gently brushed back her hair. “Babe, it's me.”
She lifted her head. Her eyes were dull, her lips, parted, as though she had just risen from a deep sleep. “Jules,” she murmured. “This is just another cruel dream.” Tears slid down her face.
“No, babe, I'm real. I've come to rescue you.” I lifted her hand to my face and smiled. “See? Real me.” I put her other shoe on her foot and lifted her to her feet. “We have to go, before we're discovered.”
“Oh, Jules, I didn't dare hope.” She wrapped her arms around me. “Hope would've killed me.”
A wail of alarms announced the discovery of the dead mercs.
“Come!” Evrill called from outside the cell. “There'll be time enough to get acquainted.”
Trumbril, and Grothe, the tall Kubraens, entered the cell. I handed them three guns. “Give one to Zik. You two keep the others.” I kept one for myself.
Wygrum and Furro, the two slender Denebrians, with long, brown fingers clutching their green coveralls in distress, pursed their round, furrowed mouths and wailed softly as they waited in the hall. Denebrians are a gentle race, so passive, I was afraid they'd hesitate to kill, even at the risk of their own lives.
I tried to help Sophia out of the cell. She tripped and we both fell.
“Grive her ta me!” Trumbril lifted her easily over his shoulders.
“This way!” Zik waved us toward a back door, glided there, and opened it.
About a hundred yards of flat nothing lay between us and the hovair, parked beside the Sword of Terror, on its pad. Mercs poured out of the cafeteria. Others, already inside the bunk tent, shouted and gestured for the rest to come there.
We crowded the doorway, hesitating. The mercs were spreading out. We were in range of their beamers.
“Threy know exactly where we are,” I said. “We've got to make a run for it.”
“We could surrender,” Wygrum offered.
“We could be executed,” Evrill said.
“Wygrum,” I said, “you didn't see what's back there. They'll want our heads. Literally.”
“We didn't do anything,” Furro, the other Deneb said as I went out the door.
“Do what suits you!” Zik leaped through the doorway, almost knocking me over, and stretched seven of his eight jointed tentacles in a wild gallop toward the hovair, the stingler held high, firing blindly around himself.
We'll be lucky, I thought, if he doesn't shoot one of us.
Trumbril ducked through the doorway with Sophia held tightly over his shoulders, his long ridged legs and slab feet pounded the ground as he raced for the hovair with his companion Grothe beside him.
I fired at the charging mercs and ran behind Trumbril to offer Sophia some protection.
“I hope the hatch is unlocked!” I shouted to Evrill, who caught up to me. “Where's Wygrum and Furro?” I called and glanced back. “Oh, no!”
They stood, their arms above their heads, and faced the approaching mercs.
“Those two idiots will be killed!” Evrill wheezed and ran past me. It seemed that we Terrans are among the slowest runners.
Grothe reached the hovair and yanked on the hatch's bolt. He turned, his slitted eyes wide. “Locked!”
A flash of blue light burned the hull. Smoke rose from it.
I reached the craft, panting, and tried to yank open the hatch. Another blue beam burned through the hull so close I felt its heat.
The mercs were closing. Big Mack stood in a jeep that raised a plume of dust as it roared toward us. “Take them alive,” he screamed into a mic that blasted his voice over speakers across the flats. “I want to kill the bastards myself.”
Evrill pushed me away with a strength I didn't know she possessed, and spread her hands over the hatch. Her disc eyes clouded. I felt the residual energy of her psychokinetic power as she called upon forces that made the air vibrate.
The hatch swung open.
I jumped inside and helped Trumbril get Sophia into the deck, then grabbed Evrill's outstretched hand.
Zik shoved her aside. She fell and he scrambled inside.
Grothe screamed in pain and clung to the open hatch.
“He's been hit!” I cried.
Trumbril picked up Evrill and I lifted her into the deck, then I helped him pull Grothe inside.
The high whine of the speeding jeep drowned out Big Mack's booming words, but I caught the tail end as he shouted“–drawn and quartered by four jeeps!”
Trumbril leaped inside.
“Don't damage the ship!” Mack called to his men through speakers as I slammed the hatch shut and locked it.
“Who knows how to fly this confounded thing?” Zik asked from the cabin door.
I pushed him aside and slid into the pilot's seat.
“Watch out!” he said.
I started the engine. “Trumbril,” I called, “is Sophia all right?”
“She ish right in all,” he answered, “but Grothe ish na so swell.”
“There's a first-aid kit in the upper compartment,” I told him and lifted the hovair into the sky.
Through the forward viewport I watched Mack and a handful of his men spring the main hatch of the Sword of Terror, and pile inside.
Huff! I thought. I had to pick up Huff. He would wait faithfully for me to return, no matter how long I took to get to him.
I watched the Sword lift off its pad. Starships are powerful, but ponderous on-planet. This was the proverbial cat and mouse game as I skimmed treetops and ducked between canyon walls while Sword was restricted to higher air spaces. I thought I lost her and banked east to the road where Huff hid as he waited for me. “Sophia,” I called back, “are you OK, babe?”
She came into the cabin holding onto rear seats and kissed my head. “My hero. A half hour ago I thought my life was over.”
“No way. Not while I'm alive. How's Grothe?”
She shook her head. “He was hurt pretty badly. The burn entered his lower back and exited through his side, but –”
“Let me guess. Evrill worked on him and he's doing better.”
“You know about her healing powers?”
I nodded. And her destructive powers, I thought but didn't say.
“Do you think Big Mack will kill the two Denebrians who surrendered?”
“Wygrum and Furro,” I told her. Quartered between four jeeps, Mack had said. “Naw, they're worth too much as slaves on the virtual block.”
“There are still colonies that use slaves?”
Sophia's homeworld, New Lithnia, now had illegal arms plants that must still need strong backs for the heavy work. “I've heard there are.” Dammit! In the open terrain around the road, the Sword had located us and was closing.
Sophia stared out the forward viewscreen. “They're coming after us.”
“Oh, yeah. But that doesn't mean they'll catch us.” I banked the craft west and lifted her into the afternoon sky, away from Sword. “Come into the cabin,” I called to the group, "and strap in. It's going to be a roller coaster ride. Soph, take the co-pilot's seat. Huff's hiding somewhere along that road. He's expecting us back in a jeep. It will take a Terran to handle the controls of this baby if Sword manages to…?
“Don't say it! Just don't say it.”
“OK, I won't.”
Zik, Evrill, and Trumbril holding up Grothe, took the rear seats. I heard grumbles as the four aliens tried to adjust harnesses designed for Terrans.
I headed down between the sheer walls of a narrow canyon with Sword close behind. It took all my concentration to hold the craft away from the walls. Too narrow, I thought, for the cautious Sword to follow. Perhaps a touch too narrow for us.
“Merciful Mother of Our Sweet Asses,” I heard Zik exclaim. “If Mack doesn't kill us, you will!”
“At least with me you've got a chance,” I told him, “now be quiet.” I ventured a quick glance at Sophia. She sat stiffly, her hands clasped to the armrests, her eyes wide as she stared at the viewscreen. “It's OK, babe,” I said. “Believe it or not, I know what I'm doing.”
“I choose to believe,” she gasped.
“Dammit!” They were waiting for us when we reached the end of the canyon and it closed up.
I lifted the hovair in a vertical ascent along the flank of a high white peak. As we climbed the air into those reckless heights, the sky turned midnight blue. Clouds swarmed over peaks below us. Herds of white unicorns and wild draks parted like a stream that forks at an island. They were running from us, but we were running from a real danger.
I lifted the craft in an upward surge that tore holes in the sky and vibrated the hull. The pressure tanks kicked in to afford us a more reasonable PSI.
Sword banked away. I could only pray that she had given up the chase and returned to their base camp to prepare for the voyage to New Lithnia tomorrow.
Below, trees thinned and disappeared. Here there were ragged places where the hovair could hide.
I brought her down to a ledge under a broad overhang of ice with crystal sheets that clung to the rim like folds of lace, affording us added protection from view, and cut the engines.
I smiled at Sophia. “We're not out of the meat grinder yet. If they find us, we'll have to take flight again.”
She smiled back. “I know.”
We sat quietly, waiting. Even Zik had no comments on our situation.
I prayed that Huff hadn't decided to return to the Orghe camp, now turned village, and lead the mercs there. If my instruments picked up the Sword heading toward the village, I'd have to engage the starship in a game of chase to lead them away.
I thought of mother birds back on Earth, feigning broken wings so that predators would follow them away from their chicks. I had over two hundred chicks, and my team, to protect.
I shook my head as I thought of Wygrum and Furro, and pictured their lanky bodies torn apart like the four mercs in the bunk tent, more like shredded straw men. Is that what we'd find after Mack and his mercs left the planet and we inspected their base camp? I didn't think I could bear to see that sort of carnage again.
I rubbed my forehead. I wished I were home on Earth, kicking back in Joe's den with a roaring fire in the fireplace, my daughter Lisa, and Sophia, by my side, drinking a cup of hot earthbrew against the winter that had invaded my soul.
How old was I? I suddenly wondered. Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight? Being an abandoned orphan, I wasn't sure. When would I be too old for these dangerous missions and could give age as an excuse?
“Are you OK, Jules?” Sophia asked.
I nodded. Just great! But I wished I could stop my knee from shaking. “You?” I reached out and touched her cheek. It was wet.
She took my hand and kissed it. “I'm all right,” she said softly.
“How's Grothe?” I asked.
“Much bretter,” Trumbril answered.
“That's great,” I turned to look at Grothe. He sat limply in the seat, his long legs sprawled out, his slitted silver eyes bloodshot around the pupils, a bandage wrapped around his ribs. Evrill sat beside him like a diminutive doll. “You look better, Grothe,” I lied.
He smiled, folding the skin of his cheeks, and put a shaky hand on Evrill's arm, covering it with broad fingers. “She ish my angrel.” He patted her shoulder.
“You had us worried,” I told him.
"I had mysrelf also worried too, Captrain Julesh.
“I guess so.” I unstrapped, told the others to do the same, and went into the main deck.
Now, if the Sword was off our tail for good, things might be looking bretter…I mean better.
* * *
The “mouse” stayed in hiding under the overhang all that long afternoon. Trumbril was on watch in the cabin, Zik squeezed into the tail and observed from a porthole. Grothe was asleep on a cot. His ivory, ridged skin looked even paler than usual. His breathing was heavy. His thick charcoal hair had streaks of dried blood where he'd pulled on it in his agony. At over seven feet, he was too tall for the cot. His legs were folded to one side.
The hovair had a sous chef, but it was designed only for humans. Sophia and I made two steaks, mashed potatoes, and her favorite veggie, broccoli. I hate the stuff. We sat at the small table and ate, while Evrill, also at the table, just watched.
“Sorry,” I told her, “even with a digestall, you couldn't eat this food.”
“No bother or guilt feelings,” she said. “I require no nourishment for ten more New Terra days.”
I glanced at Sophia. “Bet that cuts down on the food bill.” The smell of broccoli was getting to me. “You know, Soph, the wedding might be off if I have to spend the rest of my life breathing in that smelly stuff.”
She laughed and speared another floret. “I'm worth it, dear.”
“So, Evrill,” I sipped earthbrew, “if we get out of this mess with our skins still attached, do you want a ticket back to Equus?”
She clasped her hands on the table and her thin lips quivered.
I glanced at Sophia.
“Evrill,” Sophia said softly, “we know you were banished. That's not a secret.” She put her hand over Evrill's folded hands. "If you need someone to vouch for your good deeds…? She looked at me.
I nodded.
“Jules and I will both put in a good word for you.”
“It will take more than a good word,” Evrill said.
“What will it take?” Sophia asked.
“For both of you to come to Equus and plead my case.”
“What are you accused of?” Sophia leaned forward. “If it's all right to ask.”
Evrill slipped her hands out from under Sophia's. “A mortal crime.”
Sophia glanced at me. We waited.
“When I was of breeding age,” Evrill said, “and with a quicker temper than I have now, one of my mates…we formed a child together, a beautiful child with golden eyes and perfect features.”
“A girl?” Sophia asked.
“We hadn't decided on the sex yet. The child was only seven Equus years old when it happened.” She closed an eye and wiped at it.
“Oh,” Sophia murmured. “Can you tell us what happened?”
“I can. One tri-day, the father took my beloved child for a ride in his air-slider.” She shifted her weight and grimaced, as though uneasy within her own skin. “I told the father the craft was in need of repairs. The fusion assembly…it doesn't matter.”
“Did he see to the repairs?” Sophia asked.
“He was always absent-minded!”
I felt a twinge of fear. Evrill's great disc eyes seemed blurred, and I realized it was tears shimmering and running down her cheeks.
“They were sliding far above the tree line when the engine faltered.”
“Did they crash?” I asked, my throat tightening.
She shrugged her narrow shoulders. Her mouth worked, but she was silent.
“Was the child killed?” I asked.
Evrill swallowed. “My beloved child lay dead, while the father sustained only a broken shoulder.”
“Why were you banished and not the father?” Sophia asked in a hushed tone.
“He could not be banished, for I killed him.”
I felt my hands tremble and I stood up. “I'm going outside for a while. I need…it's getting stuffy in here.”
“Jules!” Sophia followed me as I put on my jacket. “You can't go out there. It's too cold. The air is too thin!”
I took a breath. “I can't breathe in here.”
Sophia opened an upper compartment and dug out two woolen hats, scarves, and gloves. “Then put these on.” I saw fear in her expression. “I'll come with you.”
I shook my head and hugged her. “I'll be all right. I just need–”
“Then here!” She shoved a red woolen hat into my hands. "Take this one. At least we'll be able to see you through the swirling snow.
I put on the hat and gloves. Sophia tied the scarf snugly around my neck. “I need to–” I started.
“You don't have to explain anything,” she said.
“Thanks.” I sprang the hatch. Cold air with swirls of crystals washed into the room.
I went out. Wind slammed the hatch shut. The air cut like shards of ice. The sun blazed down, and I had to squint. Cold ate away at my clothes and I began to shiver as I trudged to the edge of a sheer precipice and stared down.
“Ginny,” I whispered. Her face formed again in my mind, her eyes frantic, her mouth twisted in terror, her fingers clawing marks in the smooth boulder as she slipped away. “Oh, Ginny, I'm so sorry.” Tears fell to my cheeks and froze. I closed my eyes. A few more steps and I could end this pain forever. I swayed there. Just a few steps.
Jules! a voice said inside my head.
Evrill?
No! Spirit. What do you think you're doing?
I can't go on, Spirit.
Oh yes you can! Have you learned nothing from my lessons? Great Mind does not condone the suicide of his children. How many times must I tell you that?
There's just too much pain. I can't–You mean too much guilt. I have told you of the planet where your sister has morphed, and that she is content. Why do you never hear my words?
I'm tired, Spirit. Beyond tired.
Jules. A different voice, more lilting.
Sylvia? I sent.
My child, if you destroy this body, what will become of Sophia, whose life is so entwined with your own, and your faithful Huff? And what of Joe, your father, and Bat, your confidant, and Chancey, too, who only teases you because he knows no other way to show his affection?
But Ginny! I sent, I should have died. Not her.
That was not your decision, Sylvia replied. Leave it where it belongs, my child, in the hands of Great Mind.
Jules, Spirit sent, you may yet get your wish, but not before you do all in your power to save your friends.
What? I looked around.
The Sword of Terror was rising, huge and ponderous, along the mountain's flank.
“Oh, shit!” I plowed back toward the hovair.
Too late!
Like a great whale breaching, Sword rose above the snowy ledge. Too late. If I ran to the hovair, they would see me and know where we were hiding. I thought of the mother bird feigning a broken wing. I pulled off the red cap and stuffed it into my jacket pocket as I ran to a shallow crevasse and slid into it. I turned quickly to watch the Sword. Had they seen me? I drew in frozen breaths that stung my nose and made my teeth chatter. I buried my face in the scarf and watched Sword bank and circle the ledge like a predator who knew its prey was close. Probing lights blinked along the hull.
Then, of a sudden, it turned to face the overhang and taxied toward it.
“Oh no! Sophia. Get the ship out of there,” I whispered to myself.
As though she'd heard, the hovair smashed through sheets of overhanging ice, lifted, and sped across Sword's starboard side, where it had no weapons. I held my breath as it dropped below the ledge before the lumbering starship could rise, turn, and follow. The Sword never got off a shot.
“Good flying, Soph,” I said to no one. “Good flying, my love.”
The mouse had won this round.
The crevasse made a good shelter, as good as most up here, so close to the stars. I rammed the red hat over my ears, stood up and took deep, cold breaths through the scarf as I surveyed the ledge. This high up, the mountain was as desolate as an underwater landscape in winter.
Without climbing gear, and with the air so thin, I could walk downhill for about a mile, and then I'd face sheer cliffs. If I could find rocks buried beneath the snow, I could warm them with my stingler. But nature did not provide a foothold for life this high up.
I climbed out of the shallow crevasse and went to the overhang. There, I found what I'd hoped for. The hovair's engines had burned through ice. Melting snow still poured out of the sloping ledge in small waterfalls and rivulets. The remaining sheets of hanging ice provided a barrier from the wind. But even bretter, as Trumbril would say, the melting ice had exposed rocks. They were covered with a film of ice, but that was no problem with my trusty stingler. I torched the rocks. Water puddled and ran down the slope. I fired the rocks until they steamed, then sat down near the ledge wall, out of the wind and melting ice, and had my camp for the coming night.
Sophia and I had both salted the mashed potatoes. Too many cooks. Now I was thirsty. I pulled off a glove and scooped up handfuls of cold water. Ice on the rocks, not my favorite drink.
I settled down for the cold night. Even with the heated rocks warming the ledge, the air would turn frigid when the sun dropped. I turned on the stingler's charge button and laid the weapon out in the sunlight. This was no time for depleted batteries.
Short hours later, night rose from the east. I heated the rocks again and huddled as close as I dared. This would not be an easy night, but my friends knew where I was, and for me, it was a waiting game.
A howling wind came up and battered the overhanging sheets. A slab broke off, allowing the wind a doorway into my camp.
I shivered and torched the rocks again. I could only hope that the wait wouldn't be too long.



Chapter Twenty Six
“I did not presrume you could fry like that, Sophria,” Trumbil said from beside me in the co-pilot's seat.
“Neither did I, but I still can't fly the way Jules does.”
“Ah, Julesh fries like the zroomflit bug, without caution. What you Terrans call…by the sreat of your asshes.”
“The seat of…? Oh, the seat of our pants.” I sighed. “He does everything that way, Trumbril. He drives me crazy.”
“That is his way, Sophria.”
I thought of Jules, out there on the mountain, alone, in frigid weather. “We have to go back for him soon!” I checked the view screens and turned the ship toward the road where Huff was hiding. “I think we lost Sword for good, but we'd better pick up Huff before the mercs find him. They know we were searching for someone on that road.”
I tapped the power gauge. The indicator was in the red. That wasn't possible. We should have a full charge, it had to be a malfunctioning gauge.
“But Hruff ish in hiding,” Trumbril said.
“A starship has infras, Trumbril. Hiding does no good.”
He fixed me with those silver slitted eyes that I found exotic, yet disturbing. His natural body aroma of maple syrup was actually homey and comforting.
“As soon as we find Huff,” I said, “we go back for Jules.”
The engine stuttered.
“What? Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “It's not the gauge. The mercs must have hit the solar circuit. We're running on batteries, and they're low.”
Trumbril stiffened. “How much of thre brattery powrer have we lost?”
“Oh, God, Trumbril, too much to fly back to the mountain. We'll be lucky to reach the Orghe Village! Jules… He can't spend the night on the mountain. He'll freeze to death!”
Evrill and Zik came into the cabin.
“What the yellow-freakin' leak is wrong with the engine?” Zik lifted himself to a view screen with a tentacle. “Why are we landing?”
“We have no choice, Zrik,” Trumbril told him. “The mrecs broke our fruel line with their aprons.”
“What aprons?” Zik asked.
“Their weapons,” I told him. I drew in quick breaths as I concentrated on bringing the crippled hovair down to land on the road below.
“I can repair the circuit with my energies,” Evrill told me, “but I cannot conjure electrical power out of thin air.”
“Hang on, everybody!” I cried as we landed hard on the road and bounced to a stop.
Zik dropped to the deck. Trumbril and Evrill were already seated, but Grothe cried out from the cot in the main deck.
“Sorry, Grothe,” I called back and unbuckled. “I have to show Huff that it's me. He's expecting Jules to pick him up in a jeep.”
“You should have tried to make it to the Orghe Village!” Zik said. “At least you could have gotten closer.”
“If the merc ship saw Huff, my diminutive friend,” I said, and bent down to his level, “and he ran back to the new village, he would've led them there, and the mercs would know that the Orghes weren't poisoned. Did you ever consider that?”
Zik stood up to his full four-foot height on all tentacles. “I don't much care what happens to the Orghes, or to you, my gangly friend, for that matter. My only concern on this dirtball in space is to get off, and back to my homeworld.”
“I would have never guessed, Zik!” I went into the main deck and put on my jacket. The little lump of shit! I thought and sprang the hatch.
Evrill looked at me and her lips crinkled in a discreet smile.
I jumped down and walked out into the open. “Huff!” I called. “Huff, it's me, Sophia.” I looked around. The desert sands stretched far away, except for one large boulder. I strode toward it. “Huff?”
I walked around the boulder and saw his white rump as he walked around it to evade me. I turned and faced him as he came around. He stopped short and went up on his hind legs, towering over me.
“Huff! It's Sophia.”
“Are you certain you are not a dopeyganger?”
“A–a doppelganger? No, Huff, it's really me.”
“Then where is my Terran cub?”
“He's… Oh, Huff, he's stuck on the top of a mountain.”
He extended his claws, those hooked talons. “Who stuck him there?”
I studied the empty sky. “I'll explain inside the hovair. We can still taxi closer to the Orghe Village. C'mon, the mercenaries' ship might still be in this area.”
He dropped to all fours and followed me as I trotted back to the ship.
“I would rather taxi to the mountain and unstick my Terran friend and cub.”
I wish we could!" I climbed through the hatch and Huff leaped in after me. I went to the cabin and left introductions to Trumbril. There should be some interesting conversations between the five of them. “Evrill,” I called, “did you manage to repair the circuit?”
“I did, but there's is no charge yet.”
“We'll see how far we can taxi,” I said. "We have to get help to Jules. Oh, Jules, I thought. My love. My life. God, he'll never make it through the night.
* * *
“I dro not thrink the craft will roll any fruther, Sophia,” Trumbil said.
“No, Trumbril, from here on we have to walk.”
We were silent as we left the hovair behind and walked toward the Orghe Village. Grothe leaned on Trumbril. I think he was still in pain, but he didn't complain or cry out.
Night in the desert is arctic cold with dry, sharp winds that shape sand like hands into new dunes. We had taken lights and spare stinglers from the stolen craft, but we walked in darkness.
I rubbed my arms as I plowed through sand, and couldn't stop trembling. If I were this cold, what was it like for Jules?
Trumbril saw me wipe tears. “He ish resourcefrul, Sophria. If it is prossible to survive the high heights, Julesh wrill do it.”
“I feel so helpless!” I told him.
“That ish becrause there ish no wray to help him.”
Pearls of wisdom! I thought, and glanced back toward the mountain. What would I do if he died this night? Where would I go? Back to New Lithnia to catch crusties again for my living?
My life had been bleak, I realized now, until I met Jules. My beautiful blonde god with eyes so blue you could fall into them like the sea and happily drown there. With a smile that could make Lord Hades give up the dead to follow him back to the land of the living. My beautiful, reckless, brash, loving hero. I wished I had stayed with him on the mountain. Died with him if that were to be our fate. But I had a duty to get the others out of danger when the Sword discovered us. “I could not love thee, dear, so much,” I whispered.
“Loved I na honror more,” Trumbril finished it. “I have heard Julesh sray thris.”
“He lives by it, Trumbril.” And will die by it, I thought.
It was near midnight when we topped a hill. The Orghe Village lay below. Fires had been doused. Only the moon threw vagrant shadows across the land.
Huff loped down the hill and into the village. By the time we arrived, Joe, Chancey and Bat were running toward us, followed by Galrin, Sunrai, and Oldore.
“What the hell is Huff talking about?” Joe asked me. “What does he mean, Jules is stuck on a mountain top?”
I explained what had happened as we strode into the village. Most of the people were awake and on their feet, listening.
“Joe,” I grabbed his arm and sobbed.
“Take it easy,” he said soothingly and hugged me.
“We've got to get him help, Joe. He'll die up there in the snow.”
“Oldore,” Joe called, “can your people help us?”
Oldore turned to Sunrai. “Saddle the draks, my general, and tell the women to wrap up warm clothing, and blankets, and coiled ropes, too, for the climb, and tie them to the saddles. Hurry now, my good breth.” He wiped a hand across his eyes.
Sunrai bowed, hooted softly and went down on all fours to lope into the center of the village.
Twenty minutes later, nine of us rode out of the village, while Huff trotted beside me, tireless as the draks, determined to save his Terran cub.
The mountain loomed ahead, a giant that blocked stars and forced clouds to climb its heights. I'd been given warm pants, and a furred buckskin jacket and hat.
I almost felt guilty to be so warm when Jules was… We're coming, babe, I thought. Perhaps he could receive my message. We're coming. If only I could be certain that he was still alive. “Great Mind,” I prayed, “don't let them find him dead.”
Please hang in there, Jules. We're coming,



Chapter Twenty Seven
Please hang in there, Jules. We're coming.
“What?” I lifted my head from the cold ground, under the overhang. “Sophia? What did you say? Is that you, Sophia?” Or did I dream it?
The rocks were cool, a campfire burning down. The night was black as the devil's own heart. Clouds scudded past my camp, torn by the peak, shredding stars as they swept by. A wanton wind rampaged across the shelf and lifted snow to swirl into my camp, sizzling and bubbling, cooling the rocks further. Smoke got into my throat and I coughed. I looked at my hands. I was no longer shivering. Well, that's good, I thought.
I fumbled for the stingler, finally grasped it in two hands, torched the rocks until they glowed red-hot, and moved closer to them. Was I too hot? Maybe I should take off my jacket, but I couldn't find the zipper. The hell with it. What I really needed was sleep. I laid down on the ice and closed my eyes. Please hang in there, Jules, we're coming.
If winter comes… The wolves of winter howled outside my camp, chewing ice and hurling it at me.
“Jules!”
More dreams. I closed my eyes and sighed. “To sleep, perhaps to dream, on a mountaintop, where conscience has turned me into a coward.”
“Jules!”
I sat up. “What, dammit?”
“It's me, Bat. And Galrin and Sunrai are with me.”
“And this is a dream.” I lay back down.
“OK, bubba, it's a dream. I've got some nice warm clothes for you. Here, dream these on.” He took off my wet jacket and sleeved on a heavy warm jacket with fur inside, and closed the wooden clasps down the front.
“Is this real animal skin and fur?” I asked.
He nodded. “Wild drak.”
“I can't wear real animal skin and fur!”
“Oh yes you can. Stand up.”
“Why?” They pulled me to my feet and Bat took off my pants.
“I need those,” I objected. My legs are cold."
“I'll just bet. These pants are stiff with ice.” He put my feet into heavy furred pants, pulled them up and tied the clasps in front.
“Hey! Watch that,” I said.
“OK.”
Galrin slipped furry shoes on my feet and heavy gloves on my hands. Bat shoved a furred hat on my head and tied it under my chin.
Galrin picked up my stingler.
“That's mine,” I said.
“I will hold it for you.”
“Come.” Sunrai yanked on my arm. “Your mate is waiting at the bottom of the mountain.”
“What's she doing down there?” I asked.
Bat shook his head.
I staggered forward, with the ground shifting. “I think it's an earthquake.” They steadied me as we walked to the edge of the shelf. “Are we all going to jump off the cliff? Galrin! I forgive you.”
“Thank you,” he said.
“We have a better idea,” Sunrai told me.
During the climb down, with Sunrai and Galrin lowering Bat and me on ropes while they clung to holds I didn't even see, my body warmed and my memory and reason returned. The Orghes were primates, after all, and a mountain was no more difficult for them to climb than swinging from high tree branches.
“Jules!” I heard Sophia call before we reached the waiting group, just dark shadows hidden by swirling snow and night.
“Sophia,” I whispered.
“Slow down!” Bat called to her. “No sudden moves, Soph. He has hypothermia. It's not good to jolt–”
She threw herself at me and landed on top as we both went down. “I thought I lost you!” She hugged me. “Oh, baby. My love. My life. I thought I lost you.” She rested her head on my chest and I wrapped my arms around her.
Huff bounded over and circled us, as though seeking an opening. I reached out to him and he licked my gloved hand.
“My liver is in joy!” he said.
“Mine, too,” I told him.
“Don't ever do this to me again,” Sophia said. “I couldn't stand it again!”
I kissed her cold lips. Mine were colder, and she clung to me. “I can't either,” I said, and held her tightly against me.
“You two lovebirds better mount up,” Bat said. “We got to get y'all to a warm fire back in the village.”
I stood up as Joe and Chancey came to my side.
“Welcome back, son.” Joe hugged me. “Bat! I hope to hell you've got an extra heart in your black bag, 'cause I'm going to need it before this mission is over.”
Chancey grinned as he walked with me to a drak and helped me mount. “I shoulda known it'd take more than a night in subzero weather to grow you a couple o' horns and a tail.”
“I was counting on wings and a halo.”
He shoved my foot into a stirrup. “Never happen.”
Oldore reached up and shook my hand. “Is this the gesture for a warm greeting back to the living, my Terran breth?”
I smiled. “It is, Senior Breth Oldore.” I looked around. “It still feels like a dream.”
On the way to the village, Sophia explained about the damaged hovair. She refused to leave my side, even when I dismounted to pee behind a tree.
“People are going to talk.” I grinned.
She touched my cheek and ran her gloved fingers across my lips. “If it were warmer, I'd give them something to talk about.”
We had reached the top of the hill overlooking the dark village in the valley below when the attack came.
Jeep lights suddenly flashed on like a necklace encircling the village. Grotesque shadows flitted through the night as Orghes jumped up and raced for cover against hot blue beams that seared the darkness.
Screams of wounded Orghes mixed with war cries from the attacking mercs, designed to throw the people into mass confusion.
“Get behind the jeeps!” Joe shouted to our group. “They won't expect an attack from the rear.”
“Sophia! Take cover,” I yelled. “You too, Huff.” I raced my drak behind a jeep and fired into it, sweeping the hot beam in an arc across the open vehicle.
Men threw up their arms and shrieked. One leaped out and fired wildly as he crouched in front of the stalled jeep.
I jumped off the drak, flattened myself on the ground, and fired under the jeep.
The merc screamed and tried to crawl away with a bloody stump for a leg. I fired at his head for a coup de grâce. He jerked and lay still. Smoke rose from his scorched skull. Have a good trip, I sent.
I crawled to the side of the jeep, using weeds for cover. A wounded merc peered over the back as my frightened drak trotted away into darkness. The merc must've thought I was still mounted. He fired at the retreating animal and missed. The drak honked and galloped away.
I stood up quickly, my heart beating as though it had wings for flight, and raked the merc's chest. He gurgled out a cry and slid to the floorboard. Two others in the jeep were dead.
I still felt weak from my bout with the cold as I dragged the bloody bodies out of the jeep, tore off my jacket and hat, and donned the jacket and hat of a tall dead merc. No matter the jacket was bloodstained. It was hard to see that in the dark, and this was their uniform. Now I had to fear my own people shooting me as the enemy.
The jeeps drove into the village, targeting screaming mercs.
“The fucking slimetrolls!” I whispered through teeth as I watched a woman with a child clasped to her breast go down and lie still. The child wailed and crawled back to his mother.
I screeched to a stop beside them, scooped up the crying child, and put him in the passenger seat.
Sunrai, on his powerful war steed, charged a jeep in a wild ride, hooting as he closed with the vehicle. One of the mercs saw him and swung his rifle to aim. I held my breath as Sunrai leaped on the merc and bit into his neck. The man collapsed silently and pitched forward under Sunrai's weight, slamming into the driver. The jeep fishtailed. Sunrai leaped out before it rolled.
I drove toward them as three mercs scrambled out of the overturned vehicle
“Sunrai, it's me, Jules!” I fired at a merc who was lifting his rifle from the ground to target Sunrai. I hit his arm and he dropped the rifle. I would've let him live. He was pretty helpless without the jeep, but Sunrai threw himself on the man and bit his neck. A dark stream spurted from the torn throat and my stomach turned.
“C'mon, Sunrai,” I called.
He loped to the jeep and sprang into it. “Watch out,” I said as he almost landed on the child.
I turned the vehicle to engage another jeep when the Sword of Terror rose up over the tree line, a behemoth that blocked out the moon and darkened the land even further.
“Uh oh,” I said.
Sunrai picked up the child and hooted softly to him.
“You have to get out,” I told him, “with the child. As long as the mercs think I'm one of them, I can fight them from this jeep.”
He grunted, held the child against his chest and leaped out. I saw him head for the cliff face. The child would be safe in there, as safe as anywhere.
The dead and dying were all around me, Orghes and mercs. With Joe, Chancey, and Galrin attacking from behind with beam rifles, Mack must be losing more men than he thought possible.
I turned the jeep toward a merc vehicle that was chasing down a group of screaming Orghe women. Let's see if I can even the odds, scuds, I thought.
I found no joy in this killing, but when the merc vehicle hit a young girl and sent her flying over the windshield and rolling to the ground, where she lay still, something inside me more primal than the prefrontals took over. Something with bloody claws.
I swung the jeep and raced toward the merc vehicle. They saw me coming, but thought nothing of an approaching jeep, until I broadsided them at speed and smashed in the driver's door, and the driver. He was part of the vehicle now, but three others were crawling away. I skidded to a stop and raised my rifle. “Going someplace?” I screamed and raked them. I didn't stop until the rifle grew hot. “This is for the girl!” I shouted to the blood and gore on the ground.
The remaining jeeps suddenly turned toward the hill and bounced up it, with the flagship jeep sending out a repeated flashing signal that I assumed meant: RETREAT.
But then I realized what the mercs were up to. This was not a retreat, but a signal to get out of the danger zone. “Oh, no!” I whispered as the Sword banked and came in low. “Run,” I yelled to the villagers. “Missiles! Run!”
I tore into the center of the square, slowed and called to the people around me to jump into the jeep. I picked up more as I screeched to stops in front of the Sword's nose. Orghes were hanging onto the sides of the jeep as I raced to the cliff.
I heard the deadly whine of an incoming missile, then the explosion in the village. The Orghes holding onto my jeep jumped off and ran into caves in the cracked limestone.
I went back for more. The Sword's crew must've figured out that this jeep was driven by the enemy. A missile exploded so close to the front fender, the jeep lifted. But with the weight of the clinging Orghes, it bounced back down, though two dropped off, either wounded or dead.
I got my passengers to the cliff and jumped out with them as Sword landed and taxied. I ran inside a narrow cave with the others and heard the explosion. Flying metal pinged off the stone cliff.
“That was too close,” I muttered to an Orghe woman.
Her eyes were wide as she wiped a hand across her face. “Orin was with us.”
Somebody was, I thought. Or maybe not! My rifle's charge light turned red and went out. The Sword's ion cannon had shorted the rifle's electrical circuits. None of my friends' beam weapons would work now, but neither would the mercs'.
“This way!” an Orghe man called from the back of the cave. We splashed through a tapered tunnel. Some form of fungi lit the walls with a dull green light. I heard human voices behind us.
“Mercs!” I said.
“Yes,” someone answered.
“Where does this tunnel lead?” I asked the Orghe who guided us as we passed branching tunnels.
“To freedom or death,” he answered in their usual cryptic manner.
“Freedom for us, and death for them?” I gestured backward.
“If we are in Orin's Hands.”
“Yeah, I'll bet the mercs have a few gods, too!” I was getting a little tired of leaving everything in the hands of the gods. If they only knew how Great Mind kept hands off.
We came to a dead end.
“What's this?” I pressed the walls, probing for a stone doorway. Where's the exit?"
“I took the wrong turn,” the Orghe said.
“You what?”
“I took”
“I heard you!”
“There are five branching tunnels. I took one that led to this dead end.”
“We have to go back and find the right one!”
He grabbed my arm. “It's too late, breth Jules. The enemy is approaching.”
“There must be something we can do.”
The people were hooting and crying softly. “We must surrender,” an old woman said. “That is all.”
“I don't think they're taking prisoners, ma'am,” I told her.
The roof was dark and dank. “What's up there?” I asked the guide.
He shrugged.
“Give me a hand up,” I told him. “Hurry!”
He lifted me. I stood on his broad shoulders and felt along the dark crumbly cracks where the roof met the walls.
“Spaces!” I pulled myself onto a shelf. “Get the people up here. Now!”
The guide lifted them and I helped them up. They crawled along the shelf, making room for others. “Be very quiet,” I told them as they came up. Merc voices were getting closer. Footsteps splashed through water.
I yanked the leader up and dragged his feet over the shelf as the mercs emerged into the dead end.
“Goddamn them!” That was Big Mack's voice. “The Orangs must've taken another tunnel. Jules is probably leading them, that slimy slippery son of a diseased gratfulker– He was in the jeep, killing off my people while you morons watched from the ship. I want his ass!”
I breathed with my mouth open to draw in quiet breaths, but I wondered that he couldn't hear my heart begging those fickle gods to release it.
“Ah, let's go!” Mack ordered. I heard footsteps receding.
One of the children coughed.
The footsteps stopped. I held my breath.
“What was that?” Mack asked.
No answer.
“Did any of you think to see if there's a doorway in the rock?”
Again no answer.
“Well, fucking do it!” Mack bellowed. “What am I paying you for? Tempest!”
“Yeah, boss?”
“Check it out!”
I heard scraping as they probed the solid walls.
“Never mind!” Mack's tone sounded disgusted.
The splashing footsteps resumed. I dared not wipe the sweat that dripped into my eyes.
Then the child coughed again.
“Up there, you idiots!” Mack said.
“Attack!” I called. “It's our only chance. Their beam weapons aren't working! Go!”
But I was wrong. The rifles were working, only too well as the mercs fired at Orghes who leaped down and landed on the enemies' backs like the tree dwellers they were.
Screams on both sides.
Mack saw me and lowered his rifle. “Get back,” he told his men. “Come on, Rammis. I want you myself, and I don't figure to make it an easy death.”
Suddenly, I felt fear slide away as anger rose like mental bile. Suddenly, I didn't care if I died trying to kill this murdering monster.
I threw myself at him. He sidestepped and I landed in the water. The mercs and Orghes were fighting in hand to hand combat, and the Orghes were about four times stronger.
Mack slammed his foot on my chest to hold me underwater. I grabbed his ankle and twisted. He crashed down and landed on top of me. I tried to roll him off, but it was like rolling a bull. I saw him draw back a fist and I hit him in the groin with my knee. He howled but the fist came down anyway.
Pain flashed through my head. His face above me blurred. I gritted my teeth against the throbbing inside my skull, grasped a rock beneath me and swung it against his head.
He grimaced. Drool ran down his mouth, but he lifted me and slammed me back down. The tunnel jiggled and went dark. I blinked and forced myself to stay awake.
An Orghe hit Mack hard in the ribs and he rolled off me. I staggered to my feet and kicked him in the stomach. He groaned, but he got up, grabbed me and slammed me against the wall. My knees were weak. I leaned against the wall to stay on my feet. I would've fallen, but he picked me up over his shoulder and spun around with a war cry. I held onto his shirt. I knew he intended to throw me. I knew I couldn't stop him. He flung me. I landed hard in water and scraped myself on pebbles. I tried to get up, but I fell back down. Mack was a blur as he approached me with a knife. I couldn't raise my arms.
“I'm going to carve you up like a turkey,” he growled, grabbed my jacket and lifted me, “only slower.” He raised the knife.
Was that Galrin behind him?
Galrin grabbed Mack's neck in his thick, long-fingered hand and yanked him up.
“Stay out of this!” Mack called.
“Not for your life!” Galrin clutched Mack's wrist and slowly brought the knife up to Mack's face.
“Get him!” Mack called to his men, but the Orghes were keeping them busy.
“This,” Galrin said, and drew back his lips, “is for my sister Aura and my mother, murdered by your hand.” He ripped the knife from Big Mack's hands, clasped Mack's other wrist in a steel grip, and brought the knife close to Mack's face.
I shuddered and staggered to my feet. “Don't do it, Galrin,” I gasped.
“Oh, but I must, Terran breth. The souls of my sister and my mother cry out to me every night for revenge.”
I turned my head as he thrust the knife into Mack's eye and the brain behind it.
Mack's shriek vibrated down the tunnel. He collapsed and lay twitching. I couldn't look at him as I walked past his body, with the hilt of the knife rammed into his head.
“We're through!” Tempest put up his hands. “Goddammit, we're through!” Like androids turned off, the remaining mercs backed away from the Orghes.
Tempest walked to Mack's body and nudged him. “We're finished here.” He turned to the mercs. “We'll get no creds for this job. He should've just killed Rammis, the damn fool.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt and let out a breath. “All this work for nothing.” He kicked Mack's body. “Let's go, tags. I'll make a better boss than the Big Mack ever did.”
I leaned against the wall.
“We'll meet again someday, Rammis.” Tempest brushed by me.
I wiped my bloody face on a sleeve. “I'm looking forward to it.”
“Always the smartass.” He turned and walked down the tunnel. His remaining men followed.
I put out a hand to shake with Galrin. He looked at it. “What am I supposed to do with that, my Terran breth?”
I put the hand on his shoulder. “Probably just wipe your hand across your eyes.”



Chapter Twenty Eight
A group of Orghe warriors led by Sunrai inspected Mack's base camp after the Sword lifted off-planet. There wasn't much left behind, until they discovered Wygrum and Furro's heads rammed onto bloody stakes.
Oldore decided to designate the camp Forbidden Ground as a place of evil.
Trumbril and Grothe, who recuperated quickly with Bat's help and the natural healing power of the tough Kubraens, would head back to planet Halcyon and their Kubraish people. I asked Trumbril to say hello to my old friend, Briertrush.
I had grown attached to the gentle, noble Orghe people and it would not be easy to say goodbye when the WCIA starship landed to pick us up.
Joe intended to visit some old friends in Alpha's government and twist a few arms to have New Terra declared an Alliance world. Invasion of any island would be met with a swift reprisal by Alliance forces.
It was chilly, pre-dawn, when I walked to Zik's cell in a stone hut to ask if he wanted a message sent to someone on his homeworld.
He didn't.
“Why did you do it, Zik?” I asked him through the bars."
He lifted off his cot and came to face me.
“You were the one,” I said, “who contacted Big Mack and told him the Orghes weren't poisoned! He would've left New Terra without knowing that they still lived. Why did you turn on us?”
“I was never with you.”
I stepped back, out of tentacle reach as he clutched the bars. “I did it for the credits! What other reason is there? I was yellow-slimed sick of being a lackey on my own homeworld.” He pointed a tentacle at me. “Big Mack didn't capture me, like you fools who walked into his lair. He hired me to infiltrate the slaves, and those stupid tree primates!” A stream of yellow slime slid down his tentacles. “Listen!” He pressed his mantle against the bars. “Big Mack will reward you for freeing me. You're resourceful. You could get me out of here and collect the creds. Don't tell me you couldn't use the creds.”
“Forget it, BEM. Big Mack's history. One of the stupid, tree-climbing Orghe warriors executed him, Orghe style.”
“Come closer.” He extended a tentacle. “I want to tell you something.”
“I don't think so.”
He let the tentacle drop.
“A lot of Oldore's people were killed in that sneak attack,” I said. “Children too! Your fate is in Oldore's hands. If I were you, I'd be writing my will.” I turned and walked down the hall.
“Jules!” he called. “Then kill me yourself, quickly. Don't leave me to the mercy of these slimed-faced animals!”
“It's not my call.” I stopped at the door and turned. “You should have considered the consequences if you were caught as a spy.”
“Jules!” he shouted as I closed the door behind me and walked out into the clean air of a fresh morning.
The team was homeward bound, and I wanted to go with them. I wanted to see Lisa…my little girl, who was taller and prettier every time I made it back to Earth.
I looked at the tent that Sophia and I called home in the Orghe Village and realized that I yearned for a real home, one with a den and a fireplace, like Joe and Abbey's. But what did Sophia have in mind? After all, New Lithnia was her homeworld.
She was still asleep, wrapped in her bedroll, when I entered the tent and quietly lay down beside her.
She rolled toward me and opened her eyes. “Who are you, sir, to invade my boudoir?”
I pulled her closer. “Just a lonely pirate looking for a good time.”
She kissed my cheek. “You've come to the right place. But where's your parrot?” She laid a hand on my crotch. “Oh, he's a big boy, isn't he?”
“You're making him grow by the second.”
“There's room in my bedroll for a beautiful pirate.”
“I keep telling you, you're beautiful, not me.” I unzipped her bedroll. Damn! She was naked.
“For your next birthday,” she said, “I will buy you a mirror.” She kissed me full on the lips.
I stared into her dark, slanted, exotic eyes. “I love you, woman.”
She opened the buttons on my shirt. I raised up and she pulled it off.
“I've been waiting a lifetime to hear you say that,” she whispered as I got out of my pants and shorts.
“I've said it before.” I kissed her neck, her breast. “Many times.”
She drew in a breath. “But not enough times. I want to hear it every morning of my life, like an alarm clock.”
I rolled on top of her and she spread her legs. “How about,” I said, “I love you, now get your perfect ass out of bed and make me breakfast. Like that?”
She embraced me and arched her back. “You can do better.”
“How about, keep your sweet derriere in bed and let's go straight to dessert?” I entered her.
“That's better!” she gasped. “Wait a minute.” She raised her head and looked around. “Where's Huff?”
I chuckled. “I locked the door.”
“OK, but what about the windows?”
“I locked those too.” We began to move.
“The fireplace? Oh!” She drew in a breath. “You always wanted a fireplace.”
“I stuffed it with barbed wire.”
“Then concentrate on what you're doing, pirate.”
“I thought I was.”
When our lovemaking was over, she rolled on top of me. “I love you, Mister Rammis.”
I smiled.
She traced a finger over a scar on my arm, then touched another one on my shoulder. “My old warhorse. Why don't you have Bat cover those with new skin?”
“Oh, he'd probably want to give me a shot first.”
She giggled.
“What's so funny, woman?”
“Nothing, dear master.”
She rolled off me and sighed. “Can we go home with the team now?”
“Where's home? New Lithnia, Earth, or somewhere else?”
She laid an arm across my chest. “Home is where you are.”
I pressed her hand to my cheek and stared out the small, plastic tent window.
Dawn was blushing pink across the morning, giving form to crests of high conifers.
“I'd opt for Earth,” I said. “I'd like to see Lisa, and Joe's wife Abbey. She's home and Joe said she's doing great. The whole team, including Huff, is going back to Earth.”
“I thought Huff was anxious to return to his homeworld, Kresthaven?”
“He was, but then he remembered how bored he'd been hunting boney-shatts on the ice of the frozen north seas, and how tired he was of playing blue checkers, their national pastime.”
She laughed. “And they don't have chocolate candy on Kresthaven.”
I kissed her hand. “Actually, some enterprising entrepreneurs opened a fast-food candy store in the north sea.”
“What? On an ice floe?”
“More like a boat, I think.”
She pulled me closer and kissed my nose. “I like sweet things, my chocolate bunny. I'll opt for Earth.”
I embraced her. “I was hoping you'd say that. But first, a short trip to Evrill's homeworld, to plead her case.”
“Yes, we promised her that.”
“And then, home is the hunter,” I murmured, and ran my hands through her thick hair, “home from the hill.”
“And the sailor home from the sea.” She nibbled on my ear. “Want to go for another round?”
“You're killing me, woman.”
END
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