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Chapter One

Bullets spat up dust al around him. Cobal's disembodied hand dapped the ground where it flopped
at the end of the chain which had, till afew moments before, bound the two prisonersto one another.

What the hell had he been thinking?Y ou couldn't escape from the Reliance. His own history should
havetold him that. Still, anything was better than dying with the rest of those spineess zombies. Degth
was al that waited back at the prison work camp. Better to die out here; better to diefighting for
freedom than to give the Reliance the satisfaction of working him to death. Better to cause them some
trouble, evenif only for afew moments.

Poor Cobd, al he had wanted to do was histime.

Hewasanidiot! Just likeal therest of them. Like the people from David's village who had worked
blindly for the Reliance. They didn't understand that there should be moreto life than the few meager
crumbs the Reliance tossed them. No one had listened to his father, and he had been afool to think they
would ligento him.

Helooked at the sword in his hand. He had stolen it from the guard, and used it to sever Coba's
hand from his body when Cobal died. The blade dripped with a mixture of Cobal's and the guard's
blood. He wouldn't think about it; he would just run. He would escape for dl of those who wouldn't. He
would escape for hisfather who hadn't, or hewould die trying.

David continued to run long after he had lost them. Heran till he couldn't fed hislegs anymore. He
rantill he could hardly breathe. He ran till the titch in his Sde was unbearable. He ran until heran into
something, and then hefell on hisass.

Stunned, he stared at the pair of boots straddling his caves. He knew the style dl too well. The
black lesther boots with the big brass buckles that went up amost to the knee. It was the style worn by
those Rdliance soldiers lucky enough to bein the Elite Forces. But the tattered black jeans which were
tucked into the boots didn't look anything like what an Elite would wear. There was alow-dung holster,
and in it was the biggest, ugliest plasma blaster he had ever seen. A weapon which, like the boots,
wouldn't be issued to anyone but an Elite. Where the thick black weapons belt should have been, athick
chain was wrapped around and around her waist and torso. Undernesth the chain she wore what was | eft
of ablack T-shirt.

Her skin was very tan, her hair was white, and she had possibly the bluest eyes he had ever seen.

Her hair was cut in aRdiance Elite style. A little ragged, but till medium length, till well within
regulation standard. Shewastall, well over six feet tal, yet hardly the mountain she had appeared at firs.

David couldn't decide whether she was an Elite or someone who had rolled one. Then she smiled
an dl-too-familiar smile: the " cat-that-caught-the-canary” smile that Reliance officers were famousfor.

Heraised his sword hand, only to redlize it was now empty. He hadn't even redlized he'd dropped
hiswegpon. Damn it. All this for nothing. His muscles bunched to spring away, even ashisbrain
acknowledged the futility of the gesture.

Her right hand moved towards her holster, and he froze. No phony baloney trid thistime; she was
just going to blow him away. David closed his eyestight and waited. When nothing happened, he opened
one eye carefully and saw an outstretched hand, no gun. He darted aquick look at her face. Shewas
amiling broadly a him



"l have acamp not far from here. Food, clothing, shelter.” Clearly she was not a person who
wasted words.

Hedidn't take her offered hand, so she withdrew it, dong with her smile.

"Fine, bethat way. But whilel don't need you, you most certainly need me."

David got shakily to his feet wishing he had taken her help when she had offered it. He dusted
himsdlf off, delaying the moment when he would have to meet those blue, blue eyes.

"What makes you think | need your help?'

Shelaughed. "We are sixty milesfrom the nearest town. Y ou are wearing nothing but a prison
tattoo on your head and what's left of your prison uniform. Like | said, | havefood, clothing, and shelter.
Not to mention that my camp is next to a stream where you could wash off that foul stench.” She smiled
again. "But, if you'd rather spend the night hungry and dirty in the cold forest with the bears, that's up to
you." Sheturned and started to walk away.

"How do | know that you're not Reliance?" he asked, till suspicious.

Shedidn't judtify his question with an answer.

"At thispoint, doesit redly matter?"' she asked looking over her shoulder briefly a him.

David laughed shakily, and shook his heed.

"l suppose not. Lead theway," he said, waving his hand in as flamboyant agesture as his condition
dlowed.

She obliged, confidently striding away asif on her way to afire.

He had difficulty keeping up. David got the impression that she only had just the one speed. By the
time he reached the mouth of the cave where he assumed her camp was, she wasjust stepping out with a
bar of soap and atowel. Without aword, David took them and stumbled to the stream that ran in front
of the cave.

By thetime he returned, skin raw with scrubbing and blue with cold, the fire just insde the cave
mouth was al he could see. When his brain thawed out enough to think again, he was huddled over the
fire, towe wrapped around hiswaig, clutching his grumbling ssomach with hisarms.

Ashiseyes adjusted to the light, he stared stupidly at the crates stacked al around and inside the
cave. Like achild excited about his birthday gifts, David greedily opened and |ooked into box after box.
The woman walked over to him and pressed abowl of soup into his hands without saying aword about
him rummaging through her things. She motioned to afolding stoal stting closeto thefire, and he sat
down. His hunger took over immediately, and he ate three bowls of the soup before he even tried to talk.

"Thank you."

She shrugged and nodded.

"Where did you get dl this,"—he motioned around with his hand—"stuff?"

She looked at him with al the tolerance of the wise for the very stupid, and replied broadly. "Why,
the Reliance gave it to me, of course. They aways give suppliesto subversives who want to overthrow
their power base." She dapped her forehead in obvious disgust, then asked, "Where do you think | got
it?'

David shrugged.

"| goleit, dumbass!"

"Well, that's obvious, but how?' David was feding defensive. In histown, being one of thefew
people who read, he was considered quite smart. He wasn't used to being talked to like he was an idiot.
Except of course by Reliance personnel.

"I hijack shipments. | used to be Elite, so | know how they operate their shipping routes. It'sredly
not very hard to do. Here on Earth they don't expect it. They aren't ready for it, and well . . . it'seasy,
that'sall." Shewas obvioudy trying to be patient, and she just wasn't very good &t it.

"My name's David. David Grant," he said, holding out his hand.

After amoment shetook it, and they shook.



"RJ," sheannounced camly.

David's jaw dropped. After amoment, he closed his mouth, and looked around. Well, that certainly
explained the supplies.

"You're RJ? Where are your followers? How many of you are there?' he asked eagerly.

She laughed, and held out her hands asif to ward off his excitement. "Hold on aminute, farm boy.
Thereare no followers. There'sjust me. A lone ex-Elite, doing my best to confound the system.”

"But you're only one person!" He seemed to have a positive knack for stating the obvious.

"Yes, well, | wasthelast timel looked,” RJsaid dryly. She got up from her campstool and went to
one of the crates. She came back with clothesfor him, afirst-class soldier's uniform.

He made aface, and she smiled.

"Beggars can't be choosers," she reminded him.

He turned his back to her and dressed. There were amillion questions he wanted to ask, but right
now his body was the enemy. Struggling with hisfly, he turned, "Isthere somewhere | can degp?I'm
exhaugted.”

"I'll get you acot." She dug around till she found one and a blanket, too.

It was the warmest, the cleanest, and the fullest he had been in weeks. David had barely lain down
before he was adeep.

RJwatched the degping man in the light of dawn. She liked the way he looked. He was dark, well
tanned, with black eyes and hair. Hewastal and well built, and his features were strong. In short, he was
the kind of man that made stupid women shit al over themselves. Y eah, sheliked the way he looked; she
likeditalot.

"R.J—What does that stand for?"'

Her focus shifted immediately to hisface. His eyes were open. Sheld been caught off guard, staring,
confident that he was deeping. How long had he been awake? Had he noticed her looking a him?

"Huh?" sheresponded intelligently.

"What's RJstand for?' David asked again, stretching.

Her eyes were drawn back to watch the play of his starved muscles. "It's not important.” She
almost spat the words as she got up and walked over to the fire, where she tried her best to look busy.

"Roxanne Jones," he suggested, hisvoice dill thick with deep.

"That's close enough,” she said on afind note.

David sat up and let out agroan. All that running was taking itstoll. He hurt everywhere. RJ stuck
something in hishands. A bowl of oatmeal. Now, he had never been too keen on oatmedl, but after that
gray shit they fed himin prison, oatmed seemed mighty fine. He atetill he was stuffed, then he sarted
with hisquestions.

"What do you plan to do with dl these supplies?’

"Keep them." She poured hersalf acup of coffee. "Why were you sent to prison?" she countered.

David grimaced. Vagueness and questions. Well, you could take the girl out of the Reliance, but . . .
Stll, it wasafar question.

"| tried to raise supportersto fight the Reliance, but everyone is either too scared, too stupid, or
both," he said bitterly. " Someone, or maybe al of them, turned mein. Probably al of them. Sdlf
preservation.”

"I'm not afraid of the Reliance," RJ stated quietly.

"No, | suppose not. But believe me, most are.” David paused, then plunged on. "Not to make light
of what you've done, but no one believes you're real. They believe you're astory the Reliance made up
to flush out people like myself. Ask yourself what good dl thisis," he gestured at the crates, "if you don't
have people to use them.”

"I don't pretend to have dl the answers, Mr. Grant."



"Jugt David," hesaid.

She smiled, shook her head and went on. "I'm asoldier. All | know how to do isfight. | don't know
how to win apeople'slove or loydty. | can give orders, but that won't work on rebelsvery well. All |
know about peopleisthat if you strike them correctly, with sufficient force, here, here, here, or
here,"—she pointed to his head, heart, solar plexus, and throat—"they will probably die. I'm not too
overly good with people, and | don't think anyone would want to follow someone who thinkslifeis o
cheap. | could lead an army, but | can't lead people. My wisdom isin thisblaster, my poetry in thischain.
Killing I know."

David looked into the fire thoughtfully then helooked a RJ. "What if we formed an dliance?
Worked together?"

"To do what? Y ou said yoursdlf, the people are too scared, or too stupid . . ."

"Attacking the Reliance on deserted stretches of road isal well and good, but it's not very visble. If
the people could see something, witnessit with their own eyes. . . if they could see that one person redly
can make adifference. . . | dmost had them convinced. If I'd had proof that you wereredl, | think that
would have made the difference. Y ou're alegend, RJ. Everyoneistaking about you. The Reliance hates
you, but the people love you, and they secretly hope that you redlly exist. But you're not very visible.
They can't seeyou.”

"Likel said, I'm not very good with people. | do OK with my own kind, but right now I'm number
oneonthe hit list with thearmy, so | can't very well get in and infiltrate. I'd have to be redly stupid to do
something visible, and I'm not stupid. Crazy, maybe. Stupid, no ... ."

"Not to be egotigtical, but | am good with people. | think | have away with words. If we could do
something visud, make the Reliance seejust how unhappy weare. . ."

RJinterrupted him with her laughter. "The Reliance doesn't give ashit if their work units, or even
their soldiers, for that matter, are unhappy. They have what they want, and they aren't going to give us
what we want because it would mean that they would have less.”

"Then well get an army and fight them. It's got to be worth atry,” David paused. "So what do you
say?We could giveit ashot. You and me againg the Rdiance.” Therewasaliltin hisvoice, and a
fanaticd gleam in hiseyes. He held hishand out to her.

RJ stared for asecond at his outstretched hand. "Ah, what the hell." She took his hand and shook it.
"I don't know what well do, but we might aswell do it together." She retrieved her hand, walked over
and rummaged through a box of K-rations. "Ah! Herewe go!" She pulled out two small glass bottles.

"A toadt," she said, tossing oneto David. They pulled off the tops and clinked the containers
together solemnly.

"TotheNew Alliance" she offered.

David nodded gpprovingly. "To the New Alliance.”

Chapter Two

In the weeks that followed, David started to fed more like hisold sdf. He was back to hisfighting
weight, and his hair was starting to cover his prison baldness. What wasn't going to change was the brand
burned on hisforehead. A circlewith an X through it served as a constant reminder of his hatred for the
Reliance and dll that it stood for. Heran his hand over it. Darkness had closed in, and the only light came
from thefire. RJplanned for them to leave in the morning, but she hadn't told David where she planned to
go or why.

"o, | think thefirst thing we should do is something redlly big. Something so big they won't be able
to cover it up," David was saying. "Like blowing up the Reliance bank in Satis. . ."

"Wed be killed before we could get out of town,” RJ said dispassionately. "I understand the need
to do something spectacular to grab the public's eye, and | would love to destroy the bank at Satis. | will



do anything to hurt the Reliance, but remember this, David Grant. | don't do suicide missions. | likeliving.
Thefactisthat | amintensdy inlove with mysdf, and fully believethat | am the most important person on
this planet, if not the entire fucking universe. So when you talk of suicide missonsto blow up banks, then
you had better drop the ‘we," because I, for one, have no intention of dying for the cause.”

"But Sdtisis. . "

"The kind of thing you need an army for. So until we have that army, | suggest you put al your
dreams of conquering Satis on hold." She paused.”In the mean time, | suggest we continueto raid supply
trans”

"Why?Why not get right to something that matters?' David asked, with angry disgppointment. He
had learned that when RJ made up her mind that was the end of the discussion asfar as she was
concerned. She proved it now by snoring loudly and feigning deep.

They loaded the supplies, including the carefully hidden, fully assembled rocket launcher, onto the
military-issue dirt bike they planned to ride. It was cold, so they dressed for it. The clothes David now
wore, like RJs, were not Reliance work-issue. Oh, the plain blue jeans and white T-shirts were, but the
black leather jackets definitely were not. They were military-issue. Hetied aleather headband around his
forehead to hide his brand. RJ had dready mounted the bike and was screaming at him to hurry up. He
looked back at the cave. It had been the first place he had ever lived where he hadn't had the Reliance
breathing down histhroat. Even though he was eager to get on with the fight, he was reluctant to leave
thisplace.

"Would you hurry it up?' RJ screamed.

Heran over and jumped on the bike behind her. He would have liked to drive, but he had no idea
how. The only thing he had ever driven was afarm tractor, and he hadn't been very good at that.

At firgt, David sat loosely on the back, but as RJ started dinging them down the rough trail at
break-neck speeds, he found himsdlf clinging to her for dear life. She seemed to be obliviousto such
obstacles asrocks and trees. He wondered if this was the same woman who had claimed to be alover of
her own life just the night before. David took comfort in the idea that the bike couldn't possibly go any
faster, and then they hit the pavement.

David was scared shitless. Up till right then, the fastest thing held ever been on was the town whore.
He was sure he couldn't have been any more petrified, and then he caught sight of a Reliance cop flashing
hislights behind them.

"Oh shit! What do we do now?' David said, his panic showing in hisvoice.

"We pull over and see what the gentleman wants," RJsaid. "Just keep cool, and everything will be
al right." She pulled the bike over, and they cameto astop.

The police car stopped right behind them.

RJ got off the bike, and David followed suit.

"Any problem, officer?' she asked.

David tried his best to ook unconcerned.

"Standard procedure,” the officer stated, proving that he had studied his handbook well. "I'll have to
seeyour military free-days pass.”

Of course he assumed they were military. They were wearing the jackets, and they had accessto a
motorbike. Civiliansdidn't have ether.

David swallowed hard, and started to go through his pockets. Very dowly at firgt, and then more
urgently. It was OK that he looked nervous. After al, everyone was nervous when dealing with Reliance
police.

David shrugged, raising his open handsin agesture of frugtration. "I don't seem to have them,” he
sad, sounding quite convincingly upst.

"Could you give me your pass numbersthen? I'll just run them through the machine," the officer



suggested with surprising patience.

"Oh, come on, officer," David whined, "who rememberstheir pass numbers?'

"l do," the officer said."I'm sorry—he didn't sound sorry; he sounded bored—"but you know the
rules. | must either see your passcards, or you must recite your numbers so that | may run them through
themachine"

David assumed an expression of intense concentration. " Seven, seven, two—no. Seven, seven,
four—no." Suddenly, he turned on RJ.

"I could have sworn | told you to get the passcards,” he said hotly. David, of course, had never
seen apass-card in hislife. RJ caught on quickly; she shrugged.

"I'm sorry,” she said, assuming an air of total indifference.

"You'resorry." He sounded asif he were barely controlling histemper. Then he exploded. " Sorry!
Why, you stupid bitch! Thisisthefirst free-days pass we've had since we got married. You did thison
purpose because you don't like sex.” All David's very genuineterror lent veracity to his assumed rage,
and the outlet in turn helped him regain contral.

RJ kept asmile from her face only with great effort, and managed to play along. "Oh, please.

Y ou're not going to sart dl that again are you?' she Sghed.

David looked at the officer, man appealing to man." The Reliance gave me three women to choose
from. | went for looks, and wouldn't you know it, | wind up with the one that doesn't like to screw.”

The officer started to speak, beginning to look uncomfortable, but RJjumped in first.

"How am | supposed to get turned on by aguy that likesto wear my underclothes? Would you tell
methat?'

"That'salie!" David screamed back, turning to face RJ.

"Go ahead, officer, ask him to drop hisdrawers, and welll just seewho'slying," RJ demanded, with
an air of wronged innocence.

"Oh, that's not fair!" David cried accusingly. "Y ou know | aways wear them when were on the
bike." He turned to the officer gppedingly. "They keep me from chaffing. Y ou understand, don't you?'

"Oh, redlly, Howard, you don't expect him to buy that, do you?' RJasked with disgust. "It'syou
who purposely forgot the passes so that you could go back to the house and go through my clothes!”

"Lying bitch!" David screamed. Thetwo faced off, totally ignoring the officer. RJ opened her mouth
to scream something back, but the officer had obvioudy had enough. He whistled to get their attention,
and threw up hishands asif to ward them off.

"Enough! It's obviousthat you two are only athrest to each other, so just go on about your free
days. | suggest that you teke the timeto try to work out your differences. Asyou know, the Reliance
hardly ever sanctions asecond marriage.”

"Thank you, officer,” David started pumping his hand. "Thank you very much!™

"Yes, well, just do me afavor, and try not to kill each other in my jurisdiction,” he said.

He shook his head as he watched them drive away. ™Y ou meet dl kinds on thisjob."

It was dusk when they reached the town. It was run-down, but still very much dive. The streets
teemed with activity, none of which was Reliance sanctioned. Barslined the roads, far outnumbering
restaurants. They stopped at what seemed to be the busiest bar in town. It had golden arches outside,
obvioudy ardic from antiquity, the plastic coating was beginning to flake. Even so, one could clearly see
"Billions and Billions served" written below the arches. In answer to David's question, RJ said that no one
knew what the "Billions served” were. Some speculated that they were drinks. Some of the hookers
claimed it referred to satisfied Johns, but no one really knew—or cared.

David listened with afeding of relief asthe enginedied. They got off the bike. David tried to stretch
out hisweary muscles, but that only aggravated his saddle sores. RJlooked as sharp as she had that
morning, and David fought the urge to smack her. He followed RJinsde, where they sat on stools at the



bar. The bar was low, and the stools were wooden and crudely made. David would have preferred to
stand, but he supposed that would have been too conspicuous.

"What's yer poison?' the bartender asked.

"Whiskey, beer chaser,” RJ said, without noticing the strange ook David gave her.

In David's experience, you could have awhiskey, or you could have abeer, but you couldn't have
both at onetime. That was against Reliance Law. But then so was most of what he had seen since they
droveinto town.

"And what can | get for you?' the bartender asked David.

"Ah, just abeer," he said. He was given a beer, and one sip told him that thiswas not
Reliance-approved beer. It wastoo strong for that. Thiswas more like the "whiskey" they had back
home. David took alook around the bar. The other customers, like he and RJ, were wearing
non-regulation clothing. There wasn't aproper uniform in sight. Y ou couldn't tell whether these people
were farmers, ranchers, cloth makers or military. Where the hell had RJ brought him? Asif reading his
mind, RJ started talking in alow whisper that was barely audible above the congtant din.

"Welcometo Algterase, David. Nothing in this city isup to Reliance code. Thisis where escaped
prisoners, tax evaders, politicos, and riffraff of virtualy every type come to escape the Rdliance,” she
explaned.

"I've never heard of it," David said. "Why doesn't the Reliance just come wipethem al out in one
fdll swoop?'

RJ smiled, then ordered another drink. When it came, she explained. "Like you said, you've never
heard of it. To attack the town would be to admit that such a place exists at draw attention to these
rebels. Besides, Alsterase plays avery important role in Reliance politics.”

"What'sthat?' David asked. By now, he was thoroughly confused, and looked it.

"If arebellion ever starts, it'safair bet that it will sart herein Alsterase, the home of the
mal contents. If you know where your enemy is, you know where to go to crush them quickly and
completely.”

David nodded his understanding.

"Aslong asthere's a place for the mal contents to go, they'll go there. Aslong asthey're here, they
can't bein thetowns stirring othersinto arabble. Aslong asthey're not stirring up any trouble, it'sin the
Rdiance's best interest to leave them here to attract those rebellious souls who dip through the system.”
AsRJfinished, she picked up the whiskey and downed it, then started on the beer.

David dlowed hisbrain afew minutesto soak up what he'd just heard."OK, | think | get it. But if dl
that istrue, what are we doing here? This place is no doubt crawling with Reliance spies." David glanced
nervoudy around the bar as he spoke.

"Oh, no doubt about that at dl. Which means that nobody asks any questions or gives out any
information. See, everyone's either afraid that you're aspy, or afraid you'll think they're one. Spiesin
Algterase are more or lessusdess.”

David nodded dowly. "Buit that still doesn't answer my question. Why are we here?”

"A littlereverselogic. Y ou see, the Reliance knowsthat Alsterase is the festering place for a
rebellion, but then so does anyone with half abrain. So, they don't redlly expect anyoneto try. Oh,
theréstak—theres dwaystak, but nothing ever comes of it. Therefore, thisisthe perfect place to start
arebdlion. A town full of peoplewho al hate the Reliance isthe perfect cover, because only anidiot
would serioudy try anything here. Therefore, aredlly intelligent person who plays her cardsright can
march right into aready-made army. Or at least aunit,” she gulped her beer down.

It took several secondsfor dl of that to soak in. When it did, David still didn't understand, and he
didn't like not understanding. He didn't like her drinking, either. While he sat spping on his single beer
(which was making him giddy aready), RJput away sx of the combination drinks. Her speech wasn't
durred; her movementsweren't clumsy. In fact, the only indication that she'd had anything to drink at al
wasthat her right arm was flopping around like afish on apier.



Hed noticed the arm thing before. She seemed to have ahabit of jerking it at odd moments; it could
be alittle digtracting. Right now, the damned arm thing was enough to drive him crazy. When she started
to order another round of drinks, he decided sheld redlly lost it.

"Don't you think you've had enough?' David asked quietly.

RJlaughed and patted him on the back, none too gently.

"Morethan, probably. Bartender! Do it again!" sheydlled.

Just as the bartender set her drinks on the table, shefelt ahand on her shoulder, and hot breath in
her ear.

"Hey, baby, why don't you and me blow thisdump?' The man was huge, six-foot-eight if hewasan
inch. He was gigantic, humongous, fantastically enormous, and damn near as blond as the woman he was
coming on to.

"Well," RJdrawled dowly, not even looking at the man. "For one thing, I'm not your baby."

David gulped, and decided to give RJ charm lessons as soon as he got the chance.

"You could be" the big man said.

"Y ou could be well-mannered, too. But you're not," RJsaid coolly. "Any man can seethat | am
with thisgentleman.”

David looked around for severd seconds before he redized that RJ meant him. The smile he gave
the big man was sickly at best.

"Oh, I'm sure he wouldn't mind," the big man said, and added menacingly. "Would you, buddy?'

David gulped again. RJ had strapped a gun under his arm before he put his jacket on, but he didn't
know if he could get to it—or if he should even try. He wasn't ready for this Situation; he wasn't exactly
sure how he should react, or if he should & al. Goddamn RJ! She wasjust Sitting there, grinning at him,
asif waiting for him to do the right thing. Whatever the hell that was.

"Actudly, | do mind," David tried to sound cocky, but somehow, just didn't quite make it. He went
for the gun, which turned out to be the wrong thing to do. Someone—he never knew who—hit himin the
head with a beer bottle before he could clear leather. His head spun, hisvison blurred, and he hit the
floor just seconds after hisgun.

RJ came off the stool, bringing aknee up into the big man's groin. Helet out ahowl and bent
double. RJ brought her cupped hands down on the base of his skull, and he hit the floor shortly after
David.

Some guy took exception to hisfriend's nose-dive and dung hisfist into RJsgut. It hit the
chain-now hidden under her jacket, and he jerked his hand back, screaming. She ddlivered awell-placed
kick to hishead, and the second man fell beside hisfriend.

David kept trying to get up, but couldn't figure out which way that was. He didn't even know where
he was, or what had happened. He didn't fed the blood running down hisface. The noise around him
registered, but it was just that—noise—no words, no sense.

RJturned just in time to ddliver aroundhouse kick into the ribs of yet another attacker. WWhen the
girl fell to thefloor holding her ribs, sheyelled out, "Elitel She'safucking ELITE!"

"No doubt she remembersthe boots," RJ said in the sudden stillness. She announced, "I used to be
an Elite. | have been wdl trained, and | don't have any qualms about killing anyone. So if you'refeding
froggy, go ahead and jump.”

With this said, she proceeded to kick every willing assin the bar. She threw one poor man out the
window, and another down the bar. In ten minutes, anyone who had thought it was agood ideato kick
this stranger's ass had either rapidly changed his mind and left, or was suffering from some degree of
bodily disrepair.

RJ stood up straight and took a deep, cleansing breath. Then she walked over to the bar where, by
some miracle, her drinks till stood, and dung them down. Turning to David, who lay practicaly



comatose on the floor, she picked him up, threw him over her shoulder, and started for the door.

Pausing in the doorway, RJturned, "I'm not paying my bill. I didn't have agood time, and | don't
think my date had a very good time either. What's more, the atmosphere in this place inks." Having said
her piece, she somped out the door, damming it behind her so hard that the rest of the glassfell out of
the broken window.

When they reached the bike, RJtried to set David's limp body on it. She put her handsin his
armpits and sat him up, but as soon as shelet go, heamost fell.

"Oh, come on, David," she said in exasperation. "It's been along damn day."

After severa unsuccessful tries, shefindly got David to hold himself up long enough that she could
get on the bike. At which point he promptly collapsed against her back.

"Canyou hang on?" A gurgling sound was her only answer."Oh, | can tell that thisisgoing to bea
fun evening." Shejammed David'slimp body against the Sissy bar with her back, and somehow managed
to drive to the motel acrossthe street. Not being in the mood for formdlities, she drove the bike right
indde and turned it off.

"Hey! Hey!" Thefat, greasy, chrome-dome of amanager popped up from his seat behind the desk
and waved his black-market nudie magazine in an gpparent attempt to shoo them out. Clamping hishuge,
smelly cigar firmly in histeeth, he screamed, "No pets and no motorbikesin the lobby. That therésthe
rules. I'm trying to run aclassy joint here.”

RJ got off the bike and headed for the desk. David fell unceremonioudly to the floor. She opened
her jacket so that both chain and plasmablaster were visible.

"Lady, | don't careif you have afucking rocket launcher, you can't bring your filthy motorbikein my
lobby." Gun-toting customers were nothing new to him. The sight of aplasma blaster, not even abig one,
didn't impresshim.

RJdidn't fed like dedling with points of etiquette at the moment. She reached across the counter,
grabbed the man by his collar, and lifted him off the floor with one hand. Then she drew her blaster and
stuck it up one of hisnostrils. Now he was impressed. She didn't even have to mention the fact that she
did just happen to have arocket launcher.

"Me, thispistol, and my incredibly bad attitude al say that | can park this bike up your assif | like.
Do you have a problem with that?"

"All right, al right," the manager huffed. RJ sat him down dowly and removed the blaster. He
sraightened hisdirty collar and tried to Straighten hisnow bent cigar. "I swear, you girlsare dl dike. Give
you agun, and you turn into thugs."

"I need aroom for tonight,” RJsaid.

"Jugt for tonight?"

"If the room is suitable, well be staying longer.”

"Oh! How lucky for us" Thefact that the blaster was back in the holster seemed to restore some of
his salf-confidence, not to mention sarcasm. "Isyour friend deed or dive?’

"l don't know. Why?' RJ asked, glancing &t the pile of David on thefloor.

"Charge morefor giffs. Peopleleave them in the rooms. It makes an awful mess," hesad.

RJ nodded. She could relate to that. So she yelled across the room, "David, are you dead?”

The pile of David made that gurgling sound again.

"See, he'snot dead.”

"He's pretty bad. May dietonight,” the manager speculated.

"If he does, I'll take the body out mysdlf." RJshoved some credits at the man, poured David back
on the bike, climbed aboard herself, started the engine and headed for the stairs.

"Hey, you crazy bitch. .. !" Therest of the man's obscenitieswerelost in theroar of the bike.

They reached the sixth floor in afew minutes. The top two floors of the old eight-story building
were in such bad repair that even a"classy joint" like this had them closed off. A few people stepped out



into the hall to seewhat dl the noisewas, but quickly lost interest. Just another crazy assholeriding abike
inthe hal. Nothing very unusua about that. Not in Alsterase.

Outside theroom, RJ stopped and shut the bike off. When she got off, David hit the floor again. He
had thisfalling bit down pat. Thistime, however, he gurgled and stirred and seemed to want to get up.
That he didn't do quite so well—not at dll, in fact.

RJ opened the door and pushed the bike into the room. After she was sure it was OK, she went
back for David. After dl, first thingsfirst: men were adime adozen, but a good bike was hard to come
by. She kicked the door shut and tossed David over onto the bed.

RJ bent over David, looking at the cut in his scalp. It was degp, and about four inches long, but the
skull seemed intact."Y ou stupid jackass. Anyone with half abrain knows better than to pull agunin
Algterase unless you have adegth wish, or full body armor.”

She cleaned and gtitched the wound, berating David the entire time. "And another thing, never sart
anything unless you know what's behind you, you stupid prick." She covered him up after stripping him
down to hisshorts. "You'l live. Y ou won't enjoy it for awhile. Not with the headache you're going to
have come morning, but you'l live."

Finished, she sat down on the edge of the bed and unwound the chain. Taking acoin from her
pocket, she bent it double around alink, adding it to the small collection of change dready bent into its
folds. She amiled and let the chain fall to thefloor.

Hefdt asif the sun weretrying to drill itsway through his eyelids. His head was pounding, but the
soft, warm, and undeniably fema e contents of hisarmstemporarily distracted him from hispain. He
gmiled. It had been adream. Prison, RJ, the brawl, dl adream. He was home after dl, safein hisown
bed with some del ectable hometown girl. Jane? Or maybe Susan. He wanted to go back to deep, but
the pounding in his head became more insstent. Why did his head hurt? He put his hand to his head, and
found the titches.

OK, so it wasn't adream. He couldn't decide if hewasrelieved or sorry. Without thinking, he
pulled himsdf closer to the woman, and felt himsalf drifting off into unconsciousness again. Theniit hit him.
Hewasin bed with awoman! But who? He opened his eyesdowly. RJ sat in bed, wearing only her
pants. She was cleaning her blaster asif it were the norma thing for a haf-dressed woman to do while
gtting in bed with a man wrapped around her waist.

David couldn't help redlizing just how redlly built RJwas. Not that he hadn't noticed before now,
but clothes did tend to screw up the view.

She blew some debris out of her gun, and it hit himin the face.

"Hey!" Hewiped at hisface.

"Well, I'm glad to see youre dtill dive. They charge extrafor siffsaround here. Redl classy place,”
shesadwithagamile.

David let go of her and rolled onto his back. It was the wrong thing to do. The room wouldn't quit
moving, and hefdt ingant nausea.

"Youredl heart, RJ" He held hishead in an effort to keep it from splitting open. "God, | fed like
I've been hit by atractor.”

"Actudly, | believeit was abeer bottle," RJ offered. She stood up and grabbed her shirt off the
chair where she had put it. She pulled it on and started wrapping the chain around her.

"Do you aways have to wear that thing?' David asked making aface.

"Yes" RJsaid smply, as she continued wrapping. She strapped the blaster, now in its hol ster,
around her waist, and tied it down to her leg.

"Why? 1 mean, it must be heavy. And it lookskind of stupid.”

"Because| likeit," RIreplied dismissvely.

David didn't take the hint. "There has to be agood reason for it. | mean, you don't do anything



without agood reason.” It was obvious that she had no intention of answering his question.”Y ou know |
was damned near killed, and thewhy of it completely eludes me. Y ou'd think you could answer one
amplequestion.”

"Wadl, you should bejust thrilled because there redly isn't agood reason for meto wear it," RJ
drew in along impatient bresth and then blew it out." This chain hel ped me to escape from the Reliance.
Wewere sent on amission to cleansethisvillage. . . Do you have any ideawhat that means?"

David shook hishead no. He was so ignorant that it was ared painintheassto havetotdl him
anything.

"It is Reliance policy that when an area becomes over-popul ated, when there are more people than
necessary—you know, when they're using more than they're producing—then the Reliance sendsin
troopsto ‘cleanse’ avillage or two. They say they are just weeding out spies. At least, that's the official
story that goes out over the viewscreen. But they kill everyone, David. Every man, woman, and child. |
wasamgor in the Elite Guard. | wastrained to fight armed soldiers. men, women, or alienswho were
trying to kill me. | had crossed galaxiesto battle aliens on distant planets, and now they wanted meto
daughter children. To cut down unarmed civilians and leave them to rot in the streets. To makealong
story short, | refused. And | wasn't going to stand there and let them do it, ether.”

Her smile wasn't quite human as she continued.” So, | put ablaster bolt right through my CO's head.
The troops stopped shooting at the civilians and started after me. | evaded them easly at firgt, but then |
lost my blaster and took a plasma hit, and things started going downhill fast. Just when it looked asif my
chances of surviva werenil, | saw thischain. | picked it up, and with it | made aholein thewall of
soldiersthat surrounded me. And so, | escaped.”

Shefingered the chain absently. "I have dwayslooked at everything with avery andytica eye, but
thischain. .. It'spart of me. You see, | havethisfeding that aslong as| hold thischain, | will win against
the Reliance. It'sa stupid, romantic idea, and how it got into my purely logica and unromantic brainisa
mystery to me. Still, it'swhat | believe."

David nodded. Now it made sense. Maybe not to her, but it did to him. "So, aslongasI'mona
roll, what doesRJstand for?"

RJ shook her head and haf grinned.

"Ruby Jean," David suggested.

RJlaughed, then sobered and looked right at David. "Why do you feel compelled to have dl your
questions answered? Some questions have no answers. Others are best left unanswered. Ignoranceis not
adwaysabad thing."

"Aw, geesh! It'sjust aname. How bad . . ."

"I'm going to check things out. I'll bring you something to eat." She walked to the door and was
gone.

David held his hands to his head. The throbbing seemed even worse now. Hetried to stay awake
because he had heard somewhere that it was bad to deep if you had a concussion. What he hadn't been
told wasthat it was all but impossible to stay awake.

RJkicked arock down the Street as she walked in her Elite boots, carrying her Reliance-issue
blaster—so blatantly Reliance that everyone knew ingtinctively that she wasn't. She kept her handsin her
pants pockets and had the air of one who wastotdly unafraid.

Newstraveled fast in Alsterase. After dl, it didn't have the Reliance to dow it down. Most had
heard of the platinum blonde goddess who had whipped Whitey Bador and half the clientele of the
Golden Arches. People stood clear as she walked by. She smiled and nodded her head in afriendly way
that served only to further terrify them.

Derdlicts, merchants, Reliance spies, rebels, prison escapees and hookers. Alsterase had its share
of al of these, and none of them passed RJs eyes unnoticed.

The roads were narrow and steep and in astate of total disrepair. Therailsthat once flowed down



the center of the street had been removed long ago for the metal. This had once been agreat and
beautiful city. The city by the bay was now the city of the discontented and outcast. Its golden gates were
long falen into the sea. It was Alsterase now. Alsterase, where you went when you had nowhere elseto
go.

It would take a great deal to makethislot into an army. The very thingsthat had driven themto
Alsterase and made them the sworn enemies of the Reliance would make them hard to train and harder
gl to lead. They were arebdllious, undisciplined lot, who had grown out of the habit of taking orders.
Stll, they had the fighting spirit that RJwas looking for.

She waked down to the wharf area. It wasfull of cheap thrillslike whorehouses, dirty movie
parlors and bars, but RJs attention was immediately drawn to asmall idand in the bay. It seemed to be
amogt entirely covered by structures. Structures obvioudy dating from antiquity and yet, from what she
could see of them, they seemed to bein good repair.

She walked over to the edge of the pier, totaly ignoring the rotting timbers, to seeif she could get a
better look. The architecture was at least as old as some of the buildings now laying in hegps around
town, yet she could see no signs of wear. She pulled a small telescope from her pocket to help her get a
better ook, and still she could see no sign of decay. "Curioser and curiouser,” she mumbled.

"They say ishaunted,” avoice said behind her.

RJ spun around, but she saw no one. Then there was ajerking on her pantsleg.

"Down herel"

It was alittle man, about three-foot-three. RJ smiled broadly at him. "Ah, but | don't believein
ghodts.”

"Don't, ether. Said they say, not | say." He craned his head back so he could ook at her. His
glancetook in both chain and laser, but he didn't seem bothered. In fact, he looked relieved. "What
interest inidand?’

"So, who says I'm interested in theidand?' RJ asked.

"l do," hereplied with an impudent grin.

RJlaughed."Wdll, | am alittle interested. Do you know anything about it?"

"Only what hear." He walked away, and RJfollowed.

"And what do you hear?' she asked, somewhat impatiently.

"Man said been there once. Said evil things chased away. Lightning struck brother down before
could get to building." The little man looked sideways at RJand said, "' Of course, know for what
is—fishermen's sories. Have seen lights though, sometimes at night. Reason, don't know."

He had a strange habit of omitting words from sentences that RJ found mildly annoying.

"Sometime on very foggy nights lighthouse will come on. Fisher folk say iskindly spirit on some day,
and on other say it demon.”

"So, to whom am | spesking?' she asked.

"NamesWillie, but they call Mickey," he announced.

RJnodded serioudly, asif there were perceptible logic in his statement. She'd noticed for sometime
that the little man's eyes kept darting around. He seemed unusualy worried, even for Alsterase. Had he
sought her out as protection? Even in Alsterase there was safety in numbers. Especidly when one of the
numbers carried ablaster.

"OK, shorty. What kind of trouble are you in?" she asked.

"Bad," he said with asmile. "See, am bit light-fingered. Lifted man'swallet today. Reliance. Badge
inwallet. Now know spy. Soon dl Alsterase will know. Unlesskill first. This man and another have been
chasng dl over. Amtired, running out of hiding places" he explained. "Won' dare attack whilein such
company.” Thewords had no sooner |eft his mouth, than blaster fire tore up the pier beside her.” Of
course, could bewrong."

RJ glanced back quickly. There were two men, one holding the blaster, another with amore



primitive projectile weapon. The man with the blaster would be an Elite, the other a secondary. Both
were of course Reliance spies. It wasn't incredible intuition that told her this—athough she possessed
incredible intuition. 1t was common knowledge. Elites got lasers, secondaries got projectile weapons, and
firgt-class soldiers made do with swords. At least, that was the way it was here on Earth.

RJdidn't wait around to give them time to aim. She picked up thelittle man, stuck him under her
arm, ran for the nearest pile of rubble, and jumped behind it.

"Oh, come on, little man, we don't want any trouble. | just want my wallet back. Why involve your
friend?" The Elite's attempt at persuasion was ruined by the obvious threatening tonein hisvoice. He was
enjoying this. If he had to shoot her, too—even in front of the half-dozen witnesses that were scattered
around, it didn't bother him. ™Y ou might aswell come out. We're going to find you, anyway."

Mickey looked a RJ. "Better go. No sense getting hurt.”

"Honey, the day | let some dick with ahand blaster intimidate me, that'sthe day | hang up my
chain." RJ pulled her own hand blaster, and handed it to the midget. "Here, hold thisfor me." She stood
up infull view of the Rdiance men.

Mickey pulled a her pantsleg urgently. "What doing, trying get killed?"

"Just shut up and stay down." RJmoved away from the pile of rubble unwinding the chain as she
walked.

"I don't have any quarrel with you, lady, just tell me where the midget is," the Elite said.

TheElite, hewasthe red threat. Shefinished unwinding the chain with ajerk and aflip of her wrist.
It snaked out hitting the Elite in the head. Fawapp! Thunk! He hit the ground—dead. His blaster
skidded across the ground to rest against adead fish.

The secondary was in deep shit, and he knew it. He could think of only one possible explanation for
what had just happened, and he didn't like it one bit.

RJdowly and ddliberately rolled up the chain.

Seeaing her take no defensive action, the soldier amed.

Mickey fired, missng the soldier completely. But the force from the plasmablaster sent him flying
into awall which he skidded down to land with his butt in a bucket.

"Freak!" The secondary hoped he was wrong about that. The midget had distracted him, but he
was ready now. Unfortunately for him, the moment of hesitation was more than sheld redlly needed. He
fired, but helogt al interest in the result of his shot. Out of the corner of his eye, he could seethe chain
coming at him—almost in dow motion, like anightmare. He even seemed to scream in dow motion,
"B-i-i-t-c-h-h-h-f-f-f-r-r-r-e-a-k!"

The chain caught the soldier in the left Sde with such force that he was pitched sideways and
dammed face-first into the pavement, his nose shoved into his brain. His death was, if not painless, at
least mercifully swift.

"Men redly just don't know how to talk to alady anymore,” RJmumbled to hersdf. "It'sacrying
shame what thisworld is coming to." She picked up the weapons of the two dead men, and then
retrieved her own blaster from where Mickey had dropped it. She took afew momentsto wrap the still
bloody chain around her waist, then went to pull the little man out of the bucket. This proved more
difficult than diminating the Reliance pies.

"Thank you. Thank you very much,” Mickey said.

"Tel me something. When you kill people around here, are you expected to clean up your own
mess?" asked RJ, ruefully surveying the destruction she had wreaked.

"Killing Reliance spies considered community service work. Someone else will clean mess. You
saved life"" Clearly, thismeant agreat ded to thelittle man.

"Well, | do expect something in return,” RJ admitted.

"Anything," Mickey promised earnestly.

"Fird, | think it might be agood ideaiif we put alittle distance between oursalves and these



corpses,” shesad.

Mickey nodded his agreement, and they went on their way.

Strapped to the wrist of the former Elite, and hidden by his cooling corpse, his comlink glowed and
pulsed.

Chapter Three

RJwalked in and threw abag of food on David's chest. He started awake and was instantly in a
bad mood. He looked in the sack and made aface.

"Y ou were expecting maybe ved 7' RJ asked sarcasticaly.

"What'sthat?' David looked around him. It was dmost dark. He'd been adeep for hours, and
gpparently RJ had been gone dl thistime. "Where were you? What were you doing?' Hewasalittle
angry. He could have been lying here dead for dl she cared.

She sat on the end of the bed and smiled a him. "Alwayswith you it's questions.” She shrugged. "'l
believe| have found agood aly, among other things."

David stiffened. "Y ou can't just go about the streets stopping people and asking them if they'd like
to help us destroy the grestest power in the universe!” he said hotly. " Some people might not like that.
Not to name names, but the Reliance, for one."

RJ shrugged, asif the Rdiance bothered her only alittle. "If they were the strongest power in the
universe—and please try to remember that the universeisavery big place—they wouldn't till be fighting
with the Aliens, now, would they?'

"Uh, | redly hateit when you do that, RJ." David got out of bed and stormed to the bathroom.
Onceingde, he held hishead in the hope that it would stop that rocking motion. He closed the door and
screamed at her. "I hate it when you get technica about shit likethat!" A few minutes|ater, he walked out
of the bathroom looking fairly relieved. "Onething's for damn sure, the Reliance can sure as hell tromp
our butts. And if you're going to run around telling them right wheretofind us. . ."

"Relax dready, David," RJsad lightly. "The man wasamidget.”

"S0?" David obvioudy saw no significancein this"What'samij-jet?' He fumbled over the unfamiliar
word.

RJlooked a himin disbelief. "Areadl civilians so ignorant? A midget isalittle person.”

"So. It'salittle person,” he shrugged. He didn't believein fairy stories.

"Why do you think you don't know what a midget is? Can't you ever just put two and two
together?

"A work unit's ability to think is not overly important to aReliance overlord. | think | do pretty well
consdering that | didn't have anywhere near the education that you had. | didn't get the breaks that you
did..."

"Excuse me, ass-bite, butinmy job | got shot at . . ."

"Judt tell methe sgnificance of thisman being amidget.”

RJnodded. Hewasright. The key to the Reliance's power wasignorance. They gave the people
just enough knowledge to do the jobs the Reliance wanted them to do—no more and no less.

"All people with what the Reliance has classified as'defects are hunted out and killed. Being a
midget isabirth defect. Usudly such 'defective’ persons are convicted of rape, theft, or murder, and then
executed. If they are dlowed to reach adulthood at dl, that is. Obvioudly, defective babies are usualy
dtillborn. The peoplejust stand back and et them do it, because they don't trust anyone that's different.
That's human nature.”

David nodded dowly in reluctant agreement. He remembered how the villagers had reacted to his
new idess.



"This Reliance policy will help us out quite abit herein Alsterase,” RJannounced. Clearly, David
was lost again. RJsghed. For an intdligent man, he could sure be dense at times. "'If the Reliance is out
to exterminate anyone who's different, then those who are different aren't going to fed very charitable
towards the Reliance, now are they?' She sighed.

Light dawned, and David nodded. "So they'll be more likely to join us.”

"Well, at least we can trust them not to hurt us." Suddenly, RJs head jerked towards the door. She
tensed. David noticed that the arm started to jerk more, and suddenly she was on her fest.

"What'swrong?"' he asked, puzzled.

RJpulled her blagter.

"What'swrong?' Alarmed, David climbed out of the bed.

"Quick!" RJordered. The door flew into splinters, and the biggest man David had ever seen
stepped into the room. He dwarfed the man they had encountered in the bar last night. The giant threw a
piece of the door at RJ, and her blaster went flying.

David had never seen aGSH, but he knew ingtinctively that this was one. HE'd heard stories about
them mogt of hislife, but he hadn't redlly believed them. The stories were of manufactured beings capable
of great feats of strength. Stories told by the same people who talked about gnomes and fairies. Y et here
it was, the monster behind the stories. David wasterrified. He knew hislifewas over. Then heredlized
that the man wasn't paying the dightest attention to him; he was after RJ.

RJwent for the second blaster, but before she could free it from the loops of chain, the giant was
upon her. He bashed her head with hisfist, the blood flew, and RIfell to the floor. He lifted the still dazed
woman up by aloop in her chain, and threw her againgt the wall, and till he paid no attention to David.

David saw only one hope for them. He started across the room for the bike. The GSH pounced on
RJ once again. David had no ideahow much punishment RJ could take, but it couldn't be this much. She
had to be unconscious, maybe even dead. He was, therefore, stunned to see the GSH fly acrossthe
room and land at hisfeet, effectively blocking the way to the bike.

RJran at the man.

"Areyou nutd" David ydled, jumping smartly out of her way. "He's going to kill you!"

RJwasnt ligening. She hurled hersdf headlong into the monster's somach.

"He's going to kill you, and then he's going to kill me," David mumbled as he resumed histrek
towards the bike.

All mumbling stopped as David was thrown to the ground by the impact of an incredible weight. He
lay where held landed, and dazedly watched as RJ jumped up off him, quickly disengaging the chain from
her body. Shewhipped it out a the GSH. It hit the monster's head with athud. David heard the thing fall,
athough hedidn't really seeit, and he was sure it wouldn't be down long.

David crawled the short distance remaining to the bike, where he fumbled to free the rocket
launcher. Apparently, RJ had been more worried about losing the damn thing than about having to
actualy useit. He wasn't having much luck getting it off. She had the chain around the mongter's neck,
pulling onit for al she wasworth. David fumbled with the strings hol ding the wegpon, and the next time
he looked, RJwas being choked with her own chain. David pulled frantically at the launcher, and it came
loose with ajerk that set him on hisbutt. He aimed, but RJwasin the way. Then the giant made afata
mistake; he threw RJ across the room. David fired. The kick sent him crashing into the front wall of the
gpartment. He saw the rocket hit the monster square in the chest and propel him through the exterior wall
beforeit detonated. When the smoke cleared, there was a gaping hole in thewall, and no GSH.

David tossed aside the launcher and crawled to where RJ lay, the chain till around her throat and
blood running from her nose and mouth.

"Don't be dead,” David prayed. He poked at her to see if she would move."Areyou OK?' he
asked.

RJ opened her eyes and stared at him in disbelief as he unwrapped the chain from her neck. "Oh,
yes, I'mfine," she croaked out."Never felt better. In fact, think I'll go dancing!” By the end of her speech,



shewas screaming at him.

David sighed with relief. She'd be fine. David got unsteadily to hisfeet and reached down to RJ.
After amoment, shelet him help her up and tilted her head back to dow the nosebleed.

Thefat manager finaly managed to shove hisway through the small crowd that had gathered at the
now door-less doorway. Shaking his head and clicking histongue in obvious disapproval, he surveyed
the room.

"The use of rocket launchersin theroomsis grictly againgt the rules—ten unit pendty.” He crossed
to the holeinthewall, and looked out. "Asfor that," gpparently indicating the remains of the GSH which
were on the street below, "it will cost you fifteen unitsto be paid immediately. After dl, we can't havea
corpse plastered all over our doorstep. I'm trying to run aclassy place here, you know."

"Why you . . ." David raised hisfig threateningly.

"Get the man hismoney, David," RJ ordered.

David lowered hisfist reluctantly, and dug the money out of the pack on the back of the bike. He
walked over and counted out the coins.

"And two unitsfor dripping blood dl over the room," the fat man said, his hand sill extended.

"l oughtto. . ." David started to raise hisfist again.

"Take your money, and these people, and get out,” RJ said as she took the two units out of David's
hand and handed them to the manager.

Satisfied, the manager scurried out, herding the crowd out as he went.

"Come on, people! Party's over for now," he urged.

"We're going to haveto leave Alsterase for awhile" RJsaid dmost conversationally as she
disappeared into the bathroom.

"Why not leaveit for good?' David asked. "Last night | amost got killed; today you dmost got
killed. I think we should take the hint and get the hell out while we till can.” He followed RJ as he spoke,
but she shut the door in his face, and thelock clicked. "RJ, you need help.”

RJIsvoicefloated out the door. "Thelast thing | need, my friend, isan amateur trying to help me."

David looked around the room helplesdy. The devastation was complete. The bed, dresser, and
footstool were broken, the door was gone, the walls were busted at irregular intervals, and abig chunk
of the back wall was missing. They, especidly RJ, were damned lucky to be dive.

RJdidn't fed very lucky. Shelooked in the mirror. Her nose was set to one side, and the angle was
all wrong. She checked to be sure that the door was locked because she would never be able to explain
thisto David. She grabbed her nose between her thumb and forefingers, and with atwist, re-brokeit.
Ignoring the fresh gush of blood, she forced it into place and held it several seconds.

The bleeding stopped, and when she removed her hand a moment later, her nose was as good as
new. Grimly ignoring the pain, she moved on to her other injuries. She took the two teeth she held
clenched in her l€ft fist and forced the roots back into the already-healed gum. When the bleeding
stopped and the teeth were firmly rooted, she moved to the cracked ribs—six at least by the fed of it.
Fortunately, they seemed to bein place, or close enough, and were already hedling, so sheleft them
alone. Her injuries cared for, she started to wash off the blood, but thought better of it. It was going to be
tough enough to explain her miraculous recovery. Sheleft most of the blood.

Satisfied, RJ pulled ablack wallet out of her hip pocket and opened it. Insde were three tubes,
each four incheslong and filled with small white pills. On the other sde wereasmadl knife and asyringe.
She took one of the tubes out and dumped a pill into the pam of her hand, then threw it down her throat.
She took meticulous care to return the wallet to her pocket precisely as she had found it.

She hurt more than she would ever admit, and her damn arm felt like it was about to jerk out of its
socket. By morning, though, she would befine; al thanksto thet little white pill.

When RJ came out of the bathroom, she flopped straight down onto the broken bed.

David gave her aworried look.



"Ask meif I'm OK again, and I'll split you," she said. She covered her face with her hands, asif Hill
warding off blows.

Silently, David pulled her boots off and covered her with ablanket. It was dark now, and the
temperature was dropping. It was going to be a cold night, especidly since they were practicaly deeping
outside.

"RJ, that was. . . wasthat a GSH?' David asked hesitantly.

RJ started to make aflip remark, but decided it would take too much energy. "Y es, David, that was
aGeneticaly Superior Humanoid—a GSH."

David sat heavily on the end of the fallen bed. "1 dways thought they were made up. Y ou know, old
wives taes. Likethelittle people, but you said there are little people, too."

"Take my word for it, they're real enough.” She spoke through her hands, the warmth felt good on
the new tissue.

"They say that they don't fedl heat or cold aswe do,” David said.

"They don't,” RJagreed.

"They say their bones are as strong as sted, their skin imperviousto dmost anything.”

"Except rockets" Her smal attempt a humor fel flat."True."

"They say that they never get sck, that they don't age.”

"They don't."

"Why arethey after us?' David asked in afrightened whisper.

RJthought that was a very good question. Why had the GSH come after them? It was asure bet
that it hadn't just happened to single them out for abusive treatment. They didn't have the emotions
necessary to carry out free thought. Then she redlized her error. The dead Elite. Elites had wrist coms.
All Redliance enforcement personnel did. He wasin pursuit, so hiswould have been on—SOP. Naturdly,
he would have been linked to someonein Alsterase. Of course, that other person would be another Elite.
GSHswere classed as Elites, and while they very rarely wasted a GSHs talents on Earth assgnments, it
would probably seem necessary in Alsterase to have a backup that could handle dmost every situation.
The dead Elite would have given his backup a complete description of her. The com would have
provided a complete blow-by-blow of the action, and RJ knew the conclusion the GSH would have
drawn. Even the Secondary had known, just before he died. That's why the GSH had ignored David; RJ
was the target, the problem. And she wouldn't have been hard to find.

Impatient, David asked again, "RJ, why did that thing come after us?'

"I ...l madeamistake. | was careless. | should have known hed belinked. | ... was...
careless. | ... made...a.... mistake." Sherepesated herself in atone of total amazement. It was asif
she had made an impossible discovery.

"Y ou sound surprised,” David laughed. "Y ou arent infalible. No oneis.”

"I have to be." RJtook her hands from her face. Her expresson wasgrim. "l just don't make that
kind of stupid misteke.”

David could have understood it if shewas mad at hersalf. She wasn't. She seemed confused, asif
shejust really couldn't accept that she could have made amistake at al, much lessastupid one.

"Oh, comeon, RJ," David laughed in disbdlief. "I don't know what this mistake was, but I'm sure
you've made mistakes before, and I'm sure you'll make them again.”

Thisenraged RJ. "What makes you so damned sure of that?" She demanded hotly. "Peoplelike you
make mistakes, not me!”

"You know, | haven't said this before, RJ, but you are, without a doubt, the most pompous,
egotigtical jackass | have ever known." David stood up from the bed.

"I loveyou, too,” RJsaid, and blew him akiss.

David ignored her and started to pace. ™Y ou made a mistake anyone could have made. . ."

"Well, | don't think just anyone could have madeit,” RJsaid with agrin.



"That's exactly thekind of shit I'm talking about!" David steamed. "God, don't you ever listen to
yoursdalf? Have you aways been this arrogant, or did you havetowork at it? That . . . thing . . . dmost
killed you tonight." He stopped pacing suddenly, obvioudy struck by inspiration. After amoment, he
continued, "1 saved your life tonight!™

"You saved yoursdf," RJsad flatly.

"Yes, dl right. But, by saving mysdlf, | dso saved you," he repeated smugly.

"OK," RJconceded. "I admit that things looked pretty bad.” She shrugged and rolled on her side,
trying unsuccessfully to get comfortable.

"Bad!" David repeated in disbelief.

"l till had atrick or two up my deeve," RJstated camly.

"| can't believe you! Thething was strangling you with your own chain. Y ou were bleeding out of
every opening in your skull. How were you going to get out of that? This| want to hear!"

She didn't answer. She was adeep, or at least pretending to be. "Bitch," David swore. He dug
through the rubbletill he found the sack of food RJ had brought him. In spite of the way it looked and
smelled, it tasted pretty good. After eating, he threw the sack across the room, shut off the light, and did
into the bed beside RJ.

"Thanksfor maybe saving my life," RIJmumbled.

"Bitch," David swore again.

She just laughed and went back to deep.

He wondered just how badly she was hurt. RJ tossed and turned and moaned in her deep, and
David fdt helpless. He didn't know what to do for her, and wasn't sure shewould let him doiit if he did.
Shewas such an insufferable hardhead.

In her tossing, RJrolled againgt David, reminding him again that she wasfemade. Still, David felt
nothing even closeto desire. It wasn't that he was a gentleman, or at least no more than any other
red-blooded man of his age and hedlth. If she were any other woman, he would have done everything in
his power to seduce her. But she was RJ, and he had no urge to possess her. To him, RJwasjust aguy
with an extremely attractive body and agreat set of tits. For David, deeping with RJwaslike deeping
with your dog. It was warmer than deeping by yoursdlf, and gave you someoneto turnto if you had a
nightmare.

What they had was far more important to David than sex, even more important than love. He made
adlent vow to whatever powers might be listening that he would never let anything come between them.
That he would not |et friend or foe, man or woman, or even their cause, separate them.

When David woke up he heard the shower going. He was freezing cold, and that damned woman
was taking a shower! He knew from experience that there was no hot water.

"Youreinsane!" David screamed &t her.
The man in the gpartment next to theirs apparently didn't appreciate the noise.
"Keep it down, you assholed" he yelled, throwing something solid againgt thewall.

"Biteme!l" RJ screamed back. She walked out of the bathroom drying herself. Modesty was not
one of RJs strong suits. But then, having been in the military dl of her life, she was used to showering in
communal, coed showers.

David took agood look at RJ. She looked to bein the peak of health, not a scratch, not abruise,
not so much as askinned elbow. Even the sparkle in her eyes seemed genuine. She wasn't hurt, not even
alittle. That just wasn't possible. Wasit?

"You'd think you'd never seen awoman before,” RJmumbled.

"I've never seen anyone hed so quickly," David said defensively.

"Oh. Wél, now don't you fed like an ass?' she mumbled to herslf.

David smiled. It wasn't very often that he got the better of RJ. He enjoyed it when he did.



"Part of my training included learning how to take a hit, to roll with ablow, how to pull out of a
punch so that it does the least damage.”" She watched David from the corner of her eye. Was he going to
buy that?

At firgt hefrowned. Clearly, he wasfinding that hard to swallow.

"Therewasalot of blood coming from my nose and inside my mouth where he loosened a couple
of teeth. But besides being alittle sore'—which was alie; her only symptom this morning was adryness
in her eyeswhich was caused by the drug—"1 fedl fine. | have taken worse beatings." That was alie, too.

Thistime David smiled; he believed her.

RJsighed with rdlief. She dressed quickly, topping her ensemble off—as usua—with the chain,
obliviousto the dried blood which now covered it, and was coming off in flakes as she wrapped it in her
usual fashion. Shetook the bag off the back of the bike and went through it, checking the armaments
insde. Satisfied, she added the pistol gleaned from the dead secondary to the assortment of weapons
and explosives.

David helped her, and they dug through the wreckage till they found both blasters. RJput hersin
her holster, then helped David to customize the shoulder harness he'd used for the gun heéd lost in the
bar, making it fit the blaster. They grabbed their jackets and bag and | eft. They were hafway down the
stairswhen David redized they had forgotten something.

"What about the bike?' David said, sopping in histracks.

"What about it?"

"Y ou don't plan to walk, do you?'

"I'vegot atruck.” RJ started walking again, and David followed.

"Where did you get that?' David asked.

"WEell find one" RJsaid with ashrug.

"Youmean STEAL one!" David shrieked.

"Shush," RJhissed. "Only Reliance bigshots get to own cars. The rest are used by the military or in
farm work. Not even an Elite can buy acar or truck. They'retoo rare, and too expensive. There are
severd vehiclesin Alsterase. Now, use your head, where did they come fromin thefirst place?!

"They must be stolen," David answered.

RJ clapped.

"Well, it'sdifferent stedling from the Rdiance," David said in aharsh whisper. "Y ou're going to stedl
from someone who stole from the Reliance, and that is dtogether different.”

"Then congder it borrowing,” RJsaid in dishdlief.

"It'sonly borrowing if you ask," David pronounced sdf-righteoudy.

RJdecided to ignore him.

But David didn't want to beignored."It'swrong. That'sal. Anyone who steals from the Relianceis
on our sSide, and we shouldn't take from them . . ."

"If thisistoo bigamora dilemmafor you, perhaps you would prefer to walk!" RJ screamed, fed
up.

"Shush, shh!" David dapped a hand over her mouth. He nodded his head. "All right, well do it your
way, but | don't likeit."

"No one saysyou haveto," she said with ashrug.

They walked up and down the streets for what seemed like hoursto David. By the time RJfound
what she was looking for, the streets were dready filled with people. She waked around the red
Reliance farm-issue truck, kicking the tires and checking out the paint job, then she popped the hood and
checked the engine.

"Damnit, R} Y ou're seding the damned thing, not buying it,” David whispered nervoudy.

RJ dammed the hood. She gave David awicked grin. "I like to know what I'm stedling.” She took
hold of the driver's door handle and gave it a heave. The door opened. She jumped in and opened the



passenger door, setting the bag and rocket launcher on the seat as David crawled in. He closed the door
and looked around in awe. He had never seen such amachine from theinside.

RJwas under the dash, taking her time hotwiring the vehicle.

"Could you please hurry up and do whatever it isyou're doing?' David said anxioudy. "We're going
to get caught.”

"S0?"' RJ sneered. She had never hotwired avehicle before, and while she understood the principle,
shewas having alittle trouble putting it into practice. It was made more difficult by the fact that the new
"owner" had attached severd safeguardsto stop people from doing just what she wastrying to do. "If
someone comes, I'll just kill them." She might have been ordering lunch by the tone of her voice.

"I'd rather not have to kill someone over acar, if you don't mind, RJ. Did anyone ever tdll you that
you can't just kill every onethat pissesyou off?"

"Yes" She had finaly succeeded. She touched the two wires together and the engine roared. "l
killed them." Shelaughed a her own joke.

"Very funny, RJ. Now, could we just go?'

"OK, OK, don't get your shortsin aknot." She got into the seat, closed the door, and they were on
their way. Asthey pulled out, RJ saw the owner come running out of one of the buildings. She waved
wildly at him and roared off.

Whitey Baldor chased after them, screaming till he ran out of breeth. He finally gave up. Handson
knees, he watched till they were out of Sght. He recognized that pair. Two nights ago that woman had
kneed himin the balls so hard that he still hurt. Then sheld knocked him cold. He'd been out for
something close to three hours. Whitey laughed, shaking his head he turned back toward his apartment.
He laughed again and looked back in the direction she had gone. " God-damned gutsy bitch.”

"I've dways wondered how they could see out of these things," David ran hishand over theglass. "l
gill don't have any idea."

"Keep your hands off it; you're smearing it up. It's one-way glass. Because of the way it's made, the
driver can see out, but from outside you can't seein.”

"When | wasakid | used to think they drove through some form of magic. Later, when | stopped
believing in magic, | thought they used something like aview screen,” David said. "It'skind of aletdown
to seeit'ssomething so smple.”

RJ nodded. It was funny what people would make up to explain things they didn't understand. The
Reiance didn't tell them anything, so they had to make up their own answers. In away it wasingenious,
evenif they were mostly wrong.

"| il don't understand why they do it thisway," David said. "1 mean . . . what's the purpose?”’

"Ah, my friend, that is because you have yet to understand the Rdliance. The glassin Reliance
vehiclesisone-way for the same reason that Reliance police wear masks over their faces. Intimidation.
People fear the unknown, the unseen. From outside how do you know whether thereisone man in this
vehicle or five? Y ou don't. When a man covers his face with amask, how do you know whether heisin
agood mood or a murderous one? Y ou don't. How do you even know he's human? Y ou don't. The
point isthat people expect the worst. Therefore, there are dwaysfive men in the truck, the men isaways
in amurderous mood, and you're never sure that they're quite human. They scare us, so we imprison
oursalves”

"Savesto our fear." David's voice sounded far awvay. He himsalf was scared. He crossed hisarms
and put hisfigtsin hisarmpitsto hide his nervousness. He didn't know exactly what RJ had planned, and
as she sad, you tended to fear the unknown. Saves to our fear, hereminded himsdf. | won't be afraid.
It wasn't as easy asit sounded.

Heimagined awhole patrol could swarm down on them a any moment. His pams were swegty,
and hismouth was dry. RJ sat there asthey traveled adong through the maze of David'simaginary



policemen and hummed atone-deaf tune which seemed to bein timewith the jerking of her right arm.
Humming and jerking, jerking and humming. After an hour, David could sand it no more.

"Would you please stop it!" he screamed.

"What?" she asked, obvioudy not understanding what he meant.

"All that humming and arm+jerking,” he said.

RJwas momentarily taken aback; then she was mad.”l can stop the humming, but | can't stop the
armjerking. | wish | could. It'saside effect of battle fatigue. Unless| concentrate on it, it jerks. Not
enough to be debilitating, just enough to be annoying.”

Now Davidfetlikeared ass. "l ... I'msorry," he sammered. "It'sjust that . . . well, do you have
to be so damned . . . happy?"

"I'm sorry, David; infuture, | will try to be more morose." With that said, she started right back
humming again.

It wouldn't have been so bad if she could carry atune, but she couldn't have carried atuneina
bucket.

"Hum hum hum hum huuum huum hum hummm.”

He couldn't take it any longer. Two hours of RJs offensive humming was enough to drive aman to
suicide.

"Shut up!" David screamed at the top of hislungs.

RJclicked her tongue. "My, my. Arewe feding abit testy today? Humm?' She smiled plessantly.
Shewasinfuriating.

"Y ou are without a doubt the worst hummer I've ever heard in my life. Infact, I've blown farts that
were better,” David said truthfully. To his surprise, RJ seemed upset by hiscriticism.

"Y es, well, there's not much chance to hear music standing in mud up to your neck or crawling
through ajungle on your belly on some plague-infested outer world,” she hissed.

David wasintrigued. It suddenly dawned on him just how much RJ must know. She had the answer
to every question he had ever asked about the Reliance. She had told him that she had fought on the
outer worlds, but he had never redized just what the meant till now. RJhad traveled through spacein a
gpaceship. Sheldd walked on other worlds, come face-to-face with aiens.

"Tell me about the outer worlds." His voice was as eager asachild's.

RJ hesitated only for amoment. No one had ever redlly been interested in where sheld been or all
that she had seen, and she found herself willingly spouting al she remembered of the outer worlds. She
told him of Trinidad, the planet with five inhabitable moons. Of Ufora, the jungle world wheretherivers
could change daily, and where new plants could spring up in asingle day, making it impossible to follow
the sametrall twice or to locate amissing man. Shetold him of Urta, Deagka and Sheows and the
ultrasmodern cities Earth-descended humans had built there. She did her best to explain about their
seasons and their different plant and animdl life. She even explained the customs and fashions of the
native intelligent life forms which had been encountered on two of Trinidad's moons.

"They believe that these moons were once one planet, and that it was split in two. That's how they
explain that the same primitive being wound up on two different worlds. Their culturesareidentica. Their
language is even amost the same. From what the archaeol ogists can dig up, both cultures are the same
age. S0, it'sasure bet that no one trangplanted them from one moon to the other. The experts maintain
that the two moons were once one planet that split somehow. | find that difficult to believe, however. The
likelihood of anyone's surviving such acataclysmic event is pretty dim.”

"S0, how do you explainit?' David asked curioudy.

"l don't," RJsaid with abroad smile. "What's the point? They exist asthey are. The Ingits don't ask
why, so why should we?"

She spoke on, telling him about Degkard, the planet of their aien enemies. The Alienscdled
themsalves Argys, meaning "Peoples of the Red Star." They held four planetscdlled Arg, Varg, Garg,



and Farg. She explained to him that the Reliance didn't want Deakard, and that the Argys didn't want
Earth.

"See, they'rein the same spot werein. They've used up al their home planet's resources. Deakard
isn't even fit to farm. We don't have any meta ore left, no petroleum products, nothing of red vaue asfar
the Relianceis concerned, but we still have soil and air. Deskard doesn't even have that. They
manufacture their own air, and grow al their produce on another planet, importing al their food. On
Earth, we may import metas and plastics, but we export wool, cotton and wood products. Not to
mention the occasional shipment of meats and vegetables that can't be grown on the outer worlds.
Deakard sucksitsworldsdry."

"So why do they stay there, why don't they moveto their other worlds?' David asked.

"For the same reason a good share of the Reliance bigshots stay on Earth. They're safe on
Deakard, just like we're safe on Earth. Because they've got nothing there that we want, and we've got
nothing here that they want, the home worlds are safe worlds. Thefight is over the colony planetsthat are
dill richin minera content. Mogtly, they fight over aplanet caled Stashes, because both planetsclamit.”

"What's so specia about Sa. . . ashes?' David asked, stumbling over the name.

"It'sgot the highest mineral content of any of the planets, and that's about it." RJ sounded far away.
"It'sabig, hot rock of aplanet. Very little water, and haf of that's poison. Theanimd lifeis
aggressve—so ismogt of the plant life. Theair isbardly breathable. Breathing it for aperiod of three
months cuts your life expectancy by ten years. Some can't breatheit at al. | saw one man die after being
exposed to the atmosphere for less than ten minutes. On Stashesthey say that if the enemy doesn't get
you, it'sasure bet that the planet will."

She saw she wasn't boring David, so she kept talking.

Stories unwound of battles fought on worlds so distant it was hard for David to fathom. Shetold
him of technology he had no idea existed. She opened his mind to anew and wondrous universefilled
with fantastic machines, horrid aien beasts, and beautiful and dangerous places. Battlefield after
battlefield was spread before him. Battle after battle. RJhad seeniit al, up close and personal, and he
began to understand why human life was so chegp to her. Sometimes he could see apicture of it so
vividly in hismind that he was almost sick. Other times he seemed to be drawn into the fever of the
battle, to fed the adrendine of those who fought.

She had been so many places and done so many things that he found himself wondering just how
she had squeezed dl of it into her short life. Evenif he stretched hisimagination to itsfullest he couldn't
believethat RJwas any more than twenty-five.

RJwas agood and articulate storytdler. There was, however, one thing she hadn't talked about that
David wasintensaly curious aboLt.

"Just what isaGSH?!

"Asyou dready know, GSH stands for Geneticaly Superior Humanoid."

Clearly, while David knew what GSH stood for, he had no ideawhat a Genetically Superior
Humanoid was.

RJsgghed. "Well, they take ahuman embryo . . . Do you know what an embryo is?'

David shook hishead no.

RJsighed again and went on indulgently.”It's ababy beforeit's bornr—when it'sjust first made.”

David nodded, but made aface that said that this was the most gruesome thing he had ever heard
of.

"Anyway, they takethisembryo . . . by ‘take do you think I'm saying that they take it out of the
mother?'

David nodded his head.

"Well, they don't. God! Y ou're hard to explain anything to! Y ou don't even know asimple word
like embryo. What the hell do you cdl them, little baby seeds?' RJsaid, her patience wearing thin.



"We don't talk about making people,”" David said with equa disgust. Didn't she understand that the
populace had been deprived of any but the most basic knowledge for centuries?

"OK. They takethe Mommy stuff, and the Daddy stuff and mix them together in apetri dish;
embryos result. Then they use a process caled gene splicing.” She wasn't even going to try to explain
gene splicing to David. "Through this process they take out qualities they don't want, and put in qualities
that they do want. They use chemicals, too. To put it smply, they shape this embryo into the person that
they want it to be. In the case of a GSH, they build the perfect soldier. They grow them in aspecia
solution in vats, and when they are old enough they're born. In other words, they take them out of the
vas. Then they feed them growth hormones and information till, within ayear, they are fully grown and
know al that they will ever need to know."

Something Hill puzzled David.

"How does the Rdliance control them? What's to keep them from doing whatever they like?"

"Good question. It would seem that such beings could easily take over and probably would, but
they can't. When they are till in an embryonic state, their minds are altered. Firg, al emotions except
loyaty are removed. They are then brainwashed so that their only loyalty isto the Reliance. They arent
capable of anything else. They est, deep, live, bresthe and kill for the Reliance. Obeying orders, and
completing their assgned task gives them a sense of accomplishment which isas close asthey get to
happiness.

"Then theré'sthe box planted in the base of their skulls. If they show any signsof rebellion at dl, this
control box can be detonated. It literdly blowstheir brains up insde their skulls. The box blows of its
own accord when the GSH reaches the age of fifty. The Relianceis afraid that after that, their
conditioning might wear off. They couldn't have that. Thereis no escape for them. They must servethe
Reliance. So you seethereisredly nothing superior about them at dl. They are davesjust like everyone
else. Worse, redlly, because they have no free will."

"Y ou sound like you're sorry for them!" David said in disbelief.

"l ...just think it'swrong, that'sdl. Hereisthisthing that could have everything and theway it isit
has nothing. Take for instance the GSH who tried to kill uslast night. He went after me exclusively,
because logicaly you posed no mgor threat. So heignored you and never redlized that you were the real
threat. If | werethe GSH, | would have killed you firgt, because it would have been easy. Then | could
have given al my attention to the Elite without having to worry about where you were. Sometimesthe
most logica thing to do issomething illogical. Emation causesyou to think illogicaly.” RIfinished with a
dhrug.

David laughed."Y ou're twisted.”

Shetook it as acompliment.

Towards nightfall, the fuel gauge cranked over to empty, and RJ pulled into a Reliance fud station.
David thought he would die, but RJ acted asif she belonged there. The attendant filled the truck while
shewent inside and got a couple of sandwiches and some bottled soft drinks. David didn't dare breathe
till they were three miles down the road.

"Areyou crazy?' David breathed at last.

"Where did you think we were going to get the dcohal to run thisthing, David? Squeezeit from a
tree maybe?' RJ asked sarcastically.

"| thought wed stedl it late at night when no one was around. | had no idea that you would be
blatant enough to pull into the damned Rdliance fuel station in broad daylight! Y ou even went ingdeto get
sandwiches, for God's sake!" David screamed.

RJjust grinned.

"It'snot funny, RJ."

"I guessyou'll never understand, will you? Those people who run that station are just classtwo
work units. Only authorized Reliance personnd drive vehicles. Therefore, if avehicle pullsin, it must be



Rdiance Right?'

"OK. But theway you'redressed. . . ."

"They wouldn't careif | were buck naked and had 'The Reliance Sucks painted in bright red letters
across my butt. Don't you see? They service the vehicle, not who'sdriving it. All they do isfill the cars
and trucks, and give you asack lunch if you need it. They're not expected to think, so they don't.”

"But what if another Reliance truck had pulled in while we were there?' David asked.

RJ started to say something.

"No, wait, don't tell me. Let me guess. Wekill them, right?"

"Y ou're getting better," RJ cooed.

"You'resick, you know that, RJ? Red sick."

"Hand me asandwich,” RJsaid, pointing at the sack.

Hedid.

"That'syour answer to everything, isntit? Just kill it!" David said hotly.

"Hand memy drink," she said, through amouth full of sandwich.

He handed it to her after opening it.

"What happens when you don' kill someone? What happens when they kill you?!

"Y ou quit worrying about it," RJgrinned crookedly.

David shook hishead in disbelief. Not adamned bit of sense arguing with her about it, she wasn't
about to change her mind.

They drove for another hour then pulled off the road and parked. RJ pushed a button on the dash
and amost gave David a heart attack when the seat flipped out of its own accord to make abed. He and
RJmarched in separate directionsto relieve themsalves, and returned dmost s multaneoudly.

RJtook off her chain and boots and lay them in the floorboards. Then camethe blaster.

David just st there.

"What'swith you?' RJasked, wondering if hewas till mad over the fud gtation thing.

"| thought I'd take first watch," he said with asmile." After dl, you did dl the driving."

"No one needsto take watch, David. No one's going to find us." Shetook off her shirt and hung it
on the steering whed!.

It was a strange thing to notice, made even stranger by the fact that he hadn't noticed till now. The
golden-brown color of her skin, which he had attributed to time spent in the sun, wasn't asuntan at all.
Therewere no tan lines on RIs body. Her color was natural, and he had never knowingly seen anyone
naturaly colored thisway.

"Isthat your natural color?' he asked, thinking perhapsit was aside effect of being exposed to
something on some dienworld.

"My hair?'

"No, your skin." To hissurprise, RJlooked nervous.

"Why?" There was asuspicioustoneto her voice.

"I've just never seen anyone colored likethat. | thought it was atan, but it's everywhere" He
blushed ashe sad it.

RJsghed with relief. Just farm boy curiosity, nothing more than that. "Where | comefrom alot of
people are colored thisway." She turned off the lights and lay down, covering herself up with her jacket.

David was satisfied with her answer. He just didn't understand why it had made her so uptight. She
must have thought he was coming on to her. Now he was really embarrassed. He took off his own boots,
wegpon and shirt, then lay down and covered up with hisjacket. He purposdly lay asfar away from her
aspossible. If she had thought he was coming on to her, she could stop thinking so now. David knew he
wouldn't be ableto deep. RJhad filled his head with too many things to think about. He looked out the
window &t the full moon.



"What?" It was obvious, from the tone of her voice, that she wasn't ready for more questions.

"Arethere peopleliving up there?' he asked.

"Up where?' RJ asked with an indulgent sigh.

"Onthemoon."

"There's a spaceport there. All spaceships dock and take off from there. Everything goes from here
to there through a matter transporter, and vice versa. It saves the ships having to use the energy and fuel
to break away from Earth's gravitational pull. Not to mention the stress of re-entry." Shewas glad she
had aready explained matter transportersto him, otherwise she would have, no doubt, had to explain it
now."The gation itsef isredly very impressve. It spreads across the surface of the moon like some grest
Spider, itstentacles occasionaly catching and holding aship so that it can be loaded or unloaded.” For
someone who had been reluctant to answer his question, she now seemed only too happy tofill himinon
al the details. "Y ou can see Earth from up there. It's quite asight. I've seen grown people weep when
seeing it for thefirg time. It islovely, but it's the space view of Deskard that | have imprinted on my
heart. It liesthere in the heavens cold and black and distant. At just the right angle, you can placeit so
that both of itsred sunsare behind it. The light catches on the silver of the buildings that cover its surface,
and makesfor aglittering effect which amogt, but not quite, overcomesthe sinister ook of the planet.
I've never been to the surface of the planet of course, but someday | hope. . . | would liketo seeit
agan."

When she spoke again, her voice waswistful." Thereis something in seeing it that | can't quite
explan. It sirsthe senses. Y ou seem to smdll things you have never smelled, see things you have never
seen, hear things you have never heard, and want things you have never wanted before. For me, it wasas
if I had never redly been dive before. Asif | had been adeep dl my life, and then | woke up and redlized
that | hadn't really done any of those things. It was asif anew day had dawned, and | could do anything |
wanted. | guessit was at that moment that the seeds of rebellion were planted in my heart, because |
knew | wanted more from life. And | knew the Rdliance wasn't going to let me haveit." RJ suddenly
seemed to redlize she was rambling. "Wed better get some deep.”

The next day, shortly after noon, they reached their destination. The road had been cut through the
mountain so that it ran between two cliffs. They made their camp at the very top of the cliff so that the
whole roadway could be seen. They hid the truck in aclump of bushes. RJ set the weapons out in a
pattern on top of the ridge. David helped her as shetied arope around a tree and went down the side of
the cliff to set explosive charges; this processtook the rest of the day.

Then they waited. One day passed, then two, then three. When, on the fourth day, David was
eating yet another burnt dead animal and crunching on some weed RJ said was wholesome, he'd had
enough.

"Areyou surethat thisisasupply route?' David asked for the five-hillionth timein four days.

"Yes, and don't ask meagain." If David was getting tired of waiting, RJwasjust astired of his
condant bitching.

"Weve been stting on this cold-ass mountain for four days, and not one truck has gone by. Not
even asmdl one” David said. He threw down the rest of the mest. "Just what the hell wasthat before
you burnt it to acrisp?’

"Some sort of bird," RJ picked the meat up off the ground and started eating it—bone and dll.

"| redly hate when you do that," David said, making aface.

"I know. That'swhy | doit,"” RJsad flippantly.

David stood up and started ssomping away. "That'sit! I've had it with waiting for nonexistent
convoysin the middle of nowhere. I've had it with trying to live on things that weren't even good before
you burned them, and | haveredlly had it with you!"

RJsad nothing; sheignored him.



David turned abruptly around. "Did you hear me?"

"No. | wastrying to listen to the convoy." She pointed down the road.

He could see them.

There were afew moments of pandemonium as they went to their respective positions.

The two topless four-whed-drive vehicles were positioned one before and one behind the huge
cargo truck. The vehicleshed afull company of soldiers.

"Must be some good shit," David said excitedly.

"Shush,” RJ ordered, and there was no doubt that it was an order. She held the detonatorsin her
hand, waited for just the right moment, then—BOOM! The first two charges sent rocks asbig asthe
vehiclesraining down into the road. Now they couldn't go forward. The mountain shook so hard that for
asecond David thought they were going to go down with it. BOOM! She blew the second set of charges.
Now the road behind the convoy was blocked aswell.

David saw RJ pick up the rocket launcher. That was his cue. From behind hisrock, he started
firing. Not a anybody, just firing. That'sall he had been told to do, and he soon found out why asthe
bullets and blasts started to bounce off hisrock. He tried to make himself as small as possible behind it as
shreds of rock rained down upon him. "Holy shit!"

While they were dl shooting at David, RJ made her move. She jumped out of hiding, aimed, and
fired. Therocket hit the uncovered vehiclein the front. There were no survivors. RJ hit the ground before
anyone had a chanceto fire at her and crawled on her elbows and her knees over to where David was.

"Y ou knew they were going to shoot at me," David accused.

RJ gave him one of her crooked grins.

"You did avery good job. Being atarget isn't aseasy asit sounds.” She jumped up and took off
running.

He wished that she would tell him what the hell she was doing. David didn't know what else to do,
50 he shot hisgun, dthough al he was hitting was the trees above him.

RJfired, but thistime al but one man jumped clear before the rocket could hit the uncovered car.
RJ discarded the rocket launcher, and pulled out her sidearm. She checked quickly to be sure that David
wasn't watching. In an gpparent suicide attempt, shetook arunning legp off the top of the cliff. Landing
with both feet on top of the truck, she shot three men before the truck stopped shaking, then jumped to
the ground. RJ calculated quickly that there were seven men |eft.

Thefirg three were easly dedlt with. They had taken cover from the "snipers' on theridge, but
hadn't counted on fire from behind. RJhad no qualms about shooting a man in the back. Dead was
dead—it didn't matter how they got that way. The fourth man ssumbled into her, and wound up with a
facefull of fist. Thefifth heard the fourth's cries and came to help. He got ablaster bolt in hisscalp for his
pans

David couldn't see RJ. Even up here the smoke was getting thick. No one was shooting at him
anymore, S0 he crept out of cover on hisknees and elbows. He traded his blaster for the rocket launcher
when he cameto it. In hisopinion, bigger was dways better.

The man had lost his wegpon after one of the blasts. He felt hel pless; the smoke stung hiseyes so
that he couldn't see. If he coughed, they'd find him. He wasn't sure, but he thought one of them was down
here with them. If he could just get his hands on agun! How many of them were there? How many of his
people were dead? He didn't know. He had a bad feeling that he was going to die today, that they were
al going to die today. When he saw the woman, he did what any good Reliance man would have done.
He pounded the metal bar—his only weapon—into her head. She went down to her knees. Then he put
astranglehold on her and waited for her to go limp, but she didn't. Instead, she stood up, with him
hanging on for deer life.

She plucked him off her back and pitched him againgt the truck asif he were atoy. The dazed man
looked up into the laughing eyes of his opponent. He was gripped by cold fear; the thing he fought wasn't



humen.

"Go ahead, fregk, kill me," he spat at her. "Someday they'll do away with al of you, and peoplelike
me...."
Shewent ahead and killed him.

David peered cautioudy over the edge. Through the smoke he saw RJ, then he saw the man
crouching behind what was left of one of the four-whed -drive vehicles, hiswegpon aimed at her. David
didn't think, he aimed the rocket launcher and fired. It's safe to say he didn't get the result he wanted. He
missed the man and hit one of the vehicles. The man fell back, temporarily stunned, and abig hunk of the
vehiclelanded on RJ pinning her underneath it. David dropped the launcher and ran down the mountain
asquickly aspossible.

"RJ RJ" he screamed, running towards her. He kndlt beside her. Only her head, shoulder and one
arm were sticking out. Her eyeslooked blank. David buried his head in hishands. "Oh, my God! What
have | done?' He wept.

"Y ou mean besides throwing a piece of car on top of me?" apained voice cracked. Her eyes
blinked.

David wasonly alittle relieved.

"RJ Youredivel" Clearly, from thetone of hisvoice hewas sure she couldn't remain that way for
long. Maybe the kindest thing would be to give her the blaster and let her end it.

"I'm not squashed, David, I'm just pinned,” she said, ignoring thelook of doubt on hisface. "Push
on that corner up there, maybe you can rock it enough so that | can pull mysdlf free”

David put hisweapon down. He put his shoulder to the chunk of twisted metal and pushed for dl he
wasworth. "It'snot budging,” David said franticaly.

"Keep trying. If you could just moveit alittle, | could get out,” RIwasingstent, so David kept
trying.

RJfelt him before she saw him.

"David." She pointed with her free hand.

David saw the wounded man trying to sneak away, but he didn't care. The important thing now was
tofree RJ.

The man started to run.

RJwasfrantic. "Leave me, I'll bedl right. Get after him."

"But, RJ, what could it matter? L et one get away."

"Y ou don't understand, he knowswhat | am. Hell tell the Reliance.. . ."

David didn't have to hear more. If RJthought it was important, it must be. He nodded and took off
after the man.

When David was well out of sight, RJ put her hand on the edge of the chunk of metal. She braced
herself, took a deep breath, and threw it off of her. She stood up dowly. "Ugh! That smarted.” She
rubbed at her ribs and back, took one of the pills, and sat down to give it afew momentsto catch. Ina
matter of seconds shefdt fine.

Shewastorn. If sheleft David to catch the man, he might lose him, and then the man would get
back to the Reliance and tell them what she was. If she got up and went after him herself, David would
become suspicious. There was no way around it; she'd have to take her chances that David could catch
the man. Besides, it wasn't redlly very likely that they would believe what the soldier had to say anyway.

The man had been hurt by the blast, and David easily overtook him. David legped, caught hold of
the man's hedl's, and the man fell to the ground with athud, facefirst into the dirt.

The man kicked out of David's grasp and jumped to hisfeet. David got up as quickly as he could.
He expected the man to flee again, but he didn't. David didn't see where he got it, but suddenly the man



had aknifein his hand. Helashed out at David and David barely stepped out of the way in time. David
slently thanked RJfor not listening to him when he said he knew how to fight. She had taught him some
basic martid-arts techniques, and one of the things she had taught him had just saved hislife. Another
trick she had taught him alowed him to use the soldier's failed attack to bring him down. Asthe man
passed, David brought his knee up, kicked out and landed hisfoot just below the guy's knee. The soldier
hit the ground hard.

"Why fight for the Rdliance?' David asked. "Why not put down your wegpon and join us?'

The man rolled quickly into asitting position. He looked at David. David had no wegpon, but he
did."Die, Rebdl." He jumped up and ran at David.

David wasn't ready. He managed to grab the hand that held the knife and keep himsalf from being
stabbed, but he wound up on the ground with the soldier on top of him.

The soldier smiled. He smelled blood—David's.

They wrestled with the knife, but David realized that the man was much stronger than hewas, and
better trained. In aminute his strength would give out, and the man would stab him. David knew he
wasn't going to get out of thisthrough strength or skill. Thet Ieft only onething.

"RJ RJ" he screamed, looking a an imaginary personage.” Go ahead! Shoot him!™

The man's head siwung around to look and his grip dackened just for asecond.

A second was dl David needed. He forced the knife back into its owner, and blood poured from
the wound like water from afaucet. Quite by accident, David had managed to sever the man's externa
carotid artery.

The soldier looked at David, alook of sheer terror on hisface. He knew he was dying, and it was
because he had falen for one of the oldest tricks in the book. Hislimp, lifeless body pitched forward,
landing on David like abag of wet sand.

David had to work at getting out from under the body. When he did, he couldn't hold what little
lunch he'd esten. He couldn't believe what he'd done. True, he had cut Cobal's dead hand free of the
manacle, and he had shot the GSH with arocket launcher sending him flying through the wall, but nothing
had prepared him for this. Nothing could have. The man had looked at him as he died. David had seen
hislife drain from him. He was covered in the man's blood. It smelled sickeningly sweet; held never forget
that smell. He watched where the blood pooled up in the dust at hisfeet asit dripped off his clothes, and
then he threw up some more.

He had hunted this man down, and he had killed him. Nothing could be the same now. The man had
run, and he had chased him down and killed him. Why? Because RJ had told him to, that was why.

RJ RJwas il trapped under the chunk of car.

He raced back asfast as he could, sighing with relief when he saw RJ sitting on arock, rubbing her
ribs, a pained expression on her face. Heran up to her.

"How did you get out?' he asked.

"Did you get him?" she asked, not looking up. If she had, the answer would have been obvious.

"Yes" David sad hotly.

"Good," RJreplied.

"Good," David repeated, sounding sick. "A man isdead.” Helooked around himin disgust. "A lot
of men are dead.”

RJs answer wasto get up and limp over to the truck.

"Don't you fed anything?'

"Hungry." RJsghed as sheturned to face him. "We are fighting awar, David. It'sus againgt the
Reiance. Thiswas partly your ideg, if | remember correctly. These men fought for the Reliance. That
made them our enemies. Y ou can't win awar unlessyou kill the enemy. That'sjust one of the rules of this
game.”

Logicd. David gave her an angry look. How could she be so damned cool about the whole thing?



People were dead, and the hard, cold fact was that his companion didn't give adamn aslong as she got
what she wanted. Sure, RJhad killed alot of people, but that didn't excuse her complete detachment
from the whole thing. David knew that no matter how many men he killed, hewould never get used to it.

RJ opened the doors to the truck, then smiled. She was gpparently very pleased. "A shipment of the
new Z-27 Laser Sdearms.”

Shelooked at David. " So, now what do you say, David?'

"I don't know if it wasworth it,” he said, looking at his blood-covered feet and the carnage all
around them.

RJ snorted angrily. "OK, Mr. Conscience. Why don't you jump on your high horse, ride up to the
top of the cliff and get our equipment and the truck. I'm sure your conscience wouldn't alow you to dig
through the pockets of these dead men and take dl their units.”

David nodded and left gladly. RJ placed some charges at the bottom of the rubble pile, got behind
the truck and detonated. She was good at this. A path was cleared wide enough to get their truck
through.

"God damnit, R} Tell mewhen you're going to do that!" David screamed from atop the cliff. "I
might have been in the blast areafor dl you know."

"Oh, bitch, bitch, bitch,” RJ grinned. She went about the tasks of picking pockets, making surethe
dead bodies stayed dead, and picking up the soldiers fallen weapons. She had just finished when David
arrived with the truck.

"Y ou sure you can load these crates?' David asked indicating her leg.

"I'll haveto, won't 17"

"I could do it mysdlf,” David offered.

"It would take too long. I'll be fine. When the convoy doesn't cdll in, the Reliance will send a
reconnaissance team, and they'll no doubt be Elite. May even have a GSH with them."”

David had never worked so fast in hislife. The truck bulged with itsload. They coveredit witha
tarp.

"Maybe we shouldn't take dl of them.”

"Ah, you worry too much,” RJtook a can of spray paint and started to paint her name on the
roadway.

"Do we havetimefor that?' David sounded worried and more than alittle irritated.

"Always," she said with asmile. Finished, she threw the spent can down, got in the truck and they
Sped off.

"| till say we shouldn't have taken them all. It looks like were carrying something we shouldn't be,"
David sad.

"Our first drop isclose. Well leave the top layer there. That should make us less conspicuous and
get some weight off theaxle." RJobvioudy wasn't worried. She started to hum.

David gave her ahard look, and she grinned.

"OK, OK, I'll stop."

"RJ, just how did you get free?' David asked curioudy.

"One of the acohoal tanks on one of the vehicles exploded. By astroke of luck, the explosion
pushed up the piece | was trapped under just enough so that | could get free." It was so absurd that he
bought it without further question.

RJtook acoin from her pocket and bent it over yet another link of chain. Coinson her chain, like
trophieson ashdf.

David shook his head and looked at the blood on his clothes.

The Z-27 Laser sdearm was smdler and, unlike the bulky plasmablasters, had no kick. It was



deadly accurate, and RJwas very pleased to have them to add to her hidden arsends.

David was surprised and impressed by the piles of supplies RJ had scattered acrossthe
countryside. In old mine shafts, under the floorboards of abandoned buildings and in holesin the ground
covered with plagtic tarps and tree limbs. Apparently she had planned to do more than raid supply trains
long before she met him.

By thetimethey returned to Alsterase, they had hidden al but one crate of the wegpons.

They struggled up the gairswith the crate.

"l fill say you'renuts" David whispered. "If we get caught with thiscrate of lasers. . "

"We're not going to get caught,” RJ said as they struggled around a corner.

"We're carting them around in broad daylight. Anyone could see us," David whispered back
urgertly.

"How will anyone know what'sin this box?'

"Oh, I don't know, RJ," David said sarcasticaly, "but they might read the side of the box right here
whereit says'Reliance Arsenal, Z-27 Laser sidearms.”

"No one pays attention to what's written on abox,” RJsaid, shrugging it off. Just then, they met the
manager. Hisimmense bulk madeit al but impossibleto get up the narrow stairway.

"Oh, how lucky for usl You're back!" he said flippantly."Y ou'll be happy to know your room'sjust
likeyou left it, no door, gaping holein the wall, etc. So, what'sin the box?

"Just what it says, Z-27 Laser Sdearms,” RJanswered.

David squirmed. If he could have reached her then, he would have punched her in the mouth.

"Y eah, sure, everybody'sawise guy.” The manager gave her apatronizing laugh. "I'm telling you
right now, if that'sadead body . . ."

"What if itis?' RJsaid, poking himin hisfat somach with afinger of her free hand.

"I'm not cleaning it up,” thefat man said heavily.

"Our room iswell enough ventilated that it shouldn't bother anyone.”

Turning to David, RJ continued in the same sarcadtic tone, "Come on, honey, let'stake Irving
home." They continued their trek up the Sairs.

The manager shrugged and started back down.

"Do you ddight in making me squirm?*' David pat.

"Well, you arekind of cutewhenyou doit,” RJanswvered with asmile.

Findly, they reached their room and gratefully set the crate down. They looked around. As
promised, their room was just asthey had left it. Gaping hole in the wall, everything totaled, door gone.
What David couldn't believe was that the bike was there, and seemed to be in one piece. He supposed
they had gotten their bluff in. David ran and threw himself on the broken bed.

"Guessthereredly isno placelike home."

Chapter Four

They took the bathroom door and hung it in the front doorway. It was about five inches short, but
beggars couldn't be choosers. Of course, this meant they had no bathroom door.

RJ had just taken a shower and now she was drying off. David found himsalf watching her. Just for
asecond, he got an uninvited picture of those long legs wrapped around him, those breasts pressed
tightly againgt his chest. He shook the thought from his mind, and made a conscious effort not to watch
her.

It had been an incredibly long time since held had awoman. Too damn long if he waslooking at RJ.
A woman should be soft, sweet, and gentle. Someone to be protected. Any woman who would bresk a



man's neck with her bare hands and then eat a sandwich was not the girl for David.

RJ started to dress. First she pulled on straight-legged black pants, then awhite tank top. She
pulled on her boots, strapped on her blaster, and then started wrapping the chain around hersdlf. This
time, shejust wrapped it around her waist. David preferred thisto the way she had been wearing it. She
threw on her jacket.

"Sure you won't change your mind and come with me?' she asked.

"No, | think not." David rubbed his head. He still remembered catching the beer bottle with his skull
and remembered stopping dongside the road so RJ could pull the stitches out.

"I'll stay here and guard the lasers. Bring me something to eat.”

"OK, but I can't promise I'll beright back.” RJ started for the door.

"Why not?' David wanted to know.

"Don't wait up." She grinned and went out the door.

First shetook the truck back to the exact spot where she had "requisitioned” it. Then shewalked
back the five blocksto the Golden Arches. It wasjust twilight, and the air was cool and filled with the
sméll of food being prepared. The smell from one restaurant was particularly sweet, and RJ decided to
come back thereto eat and get David's dinner.

Whitey Baldor sat at atable with abrunettein hislap. Hed just esten dinner, had afew drinks, and
was planning to take this girl and do what he wanted with her. He couldn't have been happier. He didn't
even notice the hush that fell acrossthe bar till some jackass had the utter gall to Sit at histable and flop
his boots right next to Whitey's drink. He quit kissing the girl and looked up to see who had dared to
interrupt his space.

"You!" hesadindisbelief.

"Me" RJgmiled broadly.

"Get up," Whitey ordered the girl in hislap.

"But, Whitey . . ." she dtarted to protest. Whitey dumped her on the floor.

"What do you want?' Whitey growled at RJ.

"Want?' RJ repeated innocently. She watched the dark-headed girl walk away in asnit. "I don't
want anything. I've brought your truck back with afull tank of alcohol.” RJfound the barrel of Whitey
Bador's gun pushed firmly against her head. "It pullsalittleto theleft, and it's not very good on fue, but
nothing that couldn't be repaired with afew minor adjustments.”

"I could blow your brains out right here Lady, crowd or no crowd. You'rein Alsterase now. No
onegivesashit. | could. . ." He cut his speech short. Something very cold, hard and sinister was nestled
againg hisbdls. Helooked at RJ, who just smiled.

"Y ou might blow my brains out, Mr. Bador, but not before your bals bounce off the far wall," she
sad, ill smiling. She moved the pistol againgt him. "'l don't see any reason that we can't talk civilly."

"Y ou got thisthing about my nuts, don't you, lady?* Whitey withdrew his pistol, wiping the sweat
from his brow as she took her weapon away from his privates.

"Could | get abeer!" sheyelled. Shewas quickly brought one. The usual bar noise started up again.
The moment of tension was over. She Sipped at the beer.

"What do you want from me?' Whitey asked again with venom.

"I think it'sfair to say that we got off on thewrong foot,” RJsaid.

"Your foot, my bals" Whitey said harshly.

"Kneg" RJ corrected with asmile.

"Your brainsfor my nutsislooking better and better,” Whitey hissed. Y ou made melook likea
fool in front of the whole bar."

"You did gart it," RIJreminded him gently.

"Y ou stole my truck," Whitey continued.



"I borrowed your truck. For which I am willing to pay you," she said with acrooked grin. Now she
had Whitey's full attention. "Is there somewhere we could go?'

Whitey was game. The owner, apersond friend (well, maybe not a persond friend, but someone
who believed that Whitey could shove him into a beer bottle, butt first) had an gpartment in the back of
the bar. Whitey wasted no time in dragging RJ}—under the watchful eyes of al the patrons of the Golden
Arches—into the back room and shutting and locking the door.

"OK, baby," hetook off his shoes and flopped down on the bed."I'm ready to be paid.”

"Fine" RJreached into her jacket pocket and pulled out alaser pistol. She tossed the pistol onto
the bed beside him.

"What'sthis shit?' He picked up the weapon. He wanted the woman, not adamned laser. Then he
noticed the design. He stood up. "Thisisthe new laser Z-2-11!"

"Z-27," RJ corrected.

"Wheredid you get it?" Whitey asked.

"l stoleit—God! Men ask stupid questions.”

"It'svery nice, but not exactly what | had inmind,” he smiled."Let'scall thislaser thefirst
ingtallment." He reached out and touched the side of her face. It felt good, but she pulled away before he
could get any further.

"Let'scdl it payment infull," she stated firmly.

"Doesit have any trade-in value?' he asked hopefully.

RJlaughed."Think of it thisway. Sex lasts only afew minutes, but agood laser sde arm isforever.”

"Y ou only say that because you haven't been with me," he bragged. He knew from the look on her
face that he wasn't going to talk her into anything. He didn't understand any of this. "Why?' Heheld up
thelaser. "1 mean, you had aready gotten away withit."

"My friend and | have decided to take on the Reliance. Having done this, the last thing we need are
more enemies.”

"Y ou know, we could do wonderful things for each other,” he said with asigh.

RJlaughed. "I'd better go."

"No! Wait aminute," he jumped in front of the door. "If you wak out now, they'll know we didn't
doit. I have areputation to protect.”

RJamiled.

"If you could maybe make alittle noise?"

She grinned and nodded.

"Thanks"

She groaned. "Like that?'

"A littlelouder. | don't think they can hear you." He went over and started bouncing on the bed.
"0, tddl me more about this suicide rebellion of yours.™

"Areyou interested?’ she asked.

"It depends on what the membership package includes,” he said with asmile.

She groaned again.

"Oh, that's much better; that does credit to our race.”

She gave him alook.

"Sorry, isit supposed to be a secret? It's obvious to anyone with half abrain, but hey, my lipsare
sedled. Y ou know, taking on the Reliance isn't like beating up a bunch of drunksin abar. No one can
best the Reliance." A statement of fact with undertones of bitterness.

"Y ou've done avery good job removing the mark,” RJsaid.

"Don't get any idess, lady. | wasn't apalitical prisoner,” Whitey informed her.

"AndI'mnolady,” RJsad.



"Then why arewefaking it?" Whitey asked with abroad smile.

Why indeed, RJ asked hersdlf, but she knew why. Want, need and desire, were old enemies of
hers, and the hardest to fight. Still, she managed an answer.

"Y ou don't have to be palitical to hate the Reliance. Y ou don't need to be politica to fight them.” As
shefinished shelet out another long moan.

"Say yes," Whitey prompted.

"What?' she asked in dishelief.

"Say 'yes. Scream it ecdtaticaly,” he begged.

"For thelife of me, | don't know why I'm doing this" she said, and then said "yes' just in theway he
had requested.

"Beautiful," Whitey said with ady smile. "Before you try to win me over to your cause, | think you
ought to know that | was sent to prison for killing my wife."

RJlooked at the way he jumped up and down on the bed. "No doubt you fucked her to death,” she
guessed.

Whitey laughed. "No, | just hated her guts. The damned Reliance demanded | marry her. | hated
that cunt. So, one day she burned dinner, or some damned thing, and | planted ahatchet in her brain." He
had hoped to shock her.

"Hey, aman can only be expected to take just o much,” she said. "Well, that's the last moan you're
going to get out of me."

"Too bad, | wasjust starting to enjoy this." He quit bouncing, and put on his boots. He picked up
the laser and stood up."Keep this hidden?' he questioned.

"That would be best, yes," she said.

He walked over to her and messed up her hair. When she started to protest, Whitey commented,
"Y ou haveto look authentic." He looked at the chain. On impulse he grabbed one of the loops and
dragged her against him. He kissed her on the mouth quickly, then released her. "Now you look like
you'vejust been kissed."

Her protest died unspoken. She groaned. "I likeyou. You'reincorrigible."

Whitey nodded and reluctantly opened the door. He held it for her as she walked out, then he
followed. When he caught up to her, he put an arm over her shoulders. She put her arm around hiswait,
and he walked with her out of the bar.

She stopped just in front of the door. "Whitey," she protested, "how far does this charade have to
go?"

"I was hoping it could go back to my place," he said with aroguish grin.

"| think we've gone far enough,” she said.

"Not for me."

"You're pushingit,” she hissed.

"Well, at |east kiss me goodnight. For them, not for me.”

"For them, not for me," she said.

Hetook her in hisarms and kissed her. He didn't find her al that unwilling. It was agood three
minutes before she even attempted to push him away.

"Whitey," she protested. "Whitey!" she said more urgently.

"What, what?' he asked angrily. "Youlikeit, I likeit. Let'sgo back to my place. . ."

"I hardly know you," she said quickly.

"So that never sopped anyone,” he said." At least not herein Alsterase.”

"l kicked youinthebdls," shereminded him.

"| forgiveyou," he said with ashrug.

"Then!'ll doit again,” shesad withady smile.



Hetook astep away from her.

"OK. All right."

She started to walk away.

"Wait aminute." He caught up to her.

Shelooked at him suspicioudy.

"l just want to know your name, then I'll leave you adone.”

"Why?"' she asked.

"Because I'm asengtiveguy. | like to know the names of women I'm going to have explicit sexud
fantasies about."

"RJ. My nameisRJ." Sheleft.

As promised, Whitey didn't follow. He watched her till he could see her no more, and it was only
then that he realized what she had said. RJ! She said she was RJ. He decided right then that if shewas
that RJ, he would follow her. Of course, at that point if she had been Dogaretha, the Death Whore of
Vagares, hewould havefollowed her.

RJ sat down in the restaurant, ordering for herself and something for David. She smiled when she
thought about Whitey Baldor. HEd beagood ally if he could ever get hishead out of his pantslong
enough. The food was good, and after her own cooking, she ate it with pure delight.

She saw the man walk in, and watched the waitresswalk over to him. The waitress made the
mistake of looking up a RJ, giving them away.

No doubt, the man had been looking for her.

She remembered seeing the waitress leave earlier. It had only been for afew seconds, so RJhadn't
though too much of it. Apparently she/d been gone long enough to contact this man. As RJwatched she
saw the man give the girl money. A ot more than held have to pay for the cup of coffee he bought. She
ate her dinner asif she didn't know she was being watched. When she finished, she paid, picked up the
sack for David, and left. As expected, the man followed. No doubt hoping shewould lead him to her
friend. Sheturned asharp corner, her shadow following quickly.

He saw nothing. The aley was a dead end. Then he heard something behind him.

The shape that separated itself from the shadows was obvioudy femae. She held awegpon.

He moved to draw hisown.

"Oh, I wouldn't," she said coolly. She walked over and took hisweapon from inside hisjacket. "So,
why follow me?’

"I don't know what you mean.” No doubt he thought that he could bluff hisway out.

"Then I'll tdl you." She pulled up his deeve and ripped the communicator off hisarm. Thistime she
checked to be sure it was off.

"It'sjust awatch,” the man said.

RJ crushed the communicator in her fist and let the piecesfall to the ground. "And I'm just agirl.
Come on, man. You can't kid akidder." She smiled at him, her white teeth shining in the darkness of the
dley.

"What are you going to do to me?' The man had gone from cocky to terrified in afew short
seconds.

"That depends on what you tell me." She rubbed his chin with her laser. "Why were you looking for
me?"

"Y ou and your friend killed a GSH. The Reliance wantsto know how," he answered.

"Nothing about the Elite and the secondary on the pier?’ she asked curioudly. The man's eyes got
big. "Oh, so you didn't know who did that. People in Alsterase are pretty tight lipped. Still, | guess
blowing aGSH through awall and making it go splat al over the ground isthe sort of thing people tend
to talk about." She paused to laugh at him. " So, did you find out what you needed to know?" She



laughed again.

"A bitch freak," the man mumbled it, but RItill heard him.

He shouldn't have said that. He shouldn't have said that at al. She grabbed the man by his collar
and lifted him off theground. "I can't hep what | am," she hissed. "Y ou chose to be a Rdliance spy." She
holstered her weapon and dug the wallet out of her pocket. She carefully replaced the wallet after
extracting one smdl pill. She held her pam flat and showed the pill to the man.

He pulled his head back.

"Do you know what thisis?'

Hedidn't answer.

"Doyou?" She hissed the words with venom, and shook him till histeeth rattled.

"It's Pronuses,” the man answered with agulp.

"Do you know what happensto anorma human when he takes Pronuses?!

He knew. Hetried to squirm free, kicking her in the process. It was afutile attempt, it didn't even
phase her.

"Interesting Statistic on Pronuses. Did you know that the suicide rate isincredibly high among
Reliance spies? Guess the job gets them down. Y ou'll never guess what they use amost exclusively.” She
held out the pill. "Pronuses.”

"They'll never believe | committed suicide,” the frantic man whined."I've got no reason to kill
mysdf.”

"Oh, that'slame, desperate and lame. The Reliance doesn't give adamn about you or anyone el se.
Do you redly believe that they know whether you're a candidate for suicide or not? Do you redlly believe
that they care?' She shoved the pill in hismouth, past his closed teeth, and down in histhroat. By thetime
shelet him go he was dead.

She picked up David's dinner from where she had set it on the ground and marched back to the
restaurant. The waitress was obvioudy surprised to see her back so soon, or at al for that matter.
Reliance spies usudly killed the people they were spying on as soon as they found out what they needed
to know. It wasjust tidier that way. RJ ordered a cup of coffee. When the waitress brought it, RJ
grabbed her aamin avicelike grip.

"A Reliance man followed mewhen | left here,” RJsaid accusingly.

"You're hurting my arm," the girl protested in awhisper.

"Good, good," RJ grinned wickedly. Sheforced the girl'shand to lie flat on the table, then dumped
cup of hot coffeeonit. The girl let out a scream.

The guy behind the counter sarted to cometo her aid. RJ pulled her blaster with her free hand and
amedit a him; he sopped in histracks.

"A amal accident,” RJexplained making it sound like athrest.

Shedidn' let the girl'sarm go. She gave the girl amenacing look.

"That's abad burn. Could have been worse; could have been your face.”

The girl started to whimper.

"I don't want anyone to know you talked to that man. | don't want anyone to know he was looking
for me. | don't ever want to turn around and see that anyone's following me, ever again. If 1 do ... do |
have to get vulgar, or do you get theidea?'

Thegirl nodded her understanding.

"Good, good,” RJsaid with ahappy smile"l hate to waste good coffee” Shefindly let go of the
girl. She stood up, and picked up David's dinner."Notice that | am not leaving atip.” She laughed
wickedly as sheleft the restaurant.

RJwoke him up to est. Having eaten, David now found he couldn't go back to deep. He looked at
RJwhere shelay. Evenin her degp thearm jerked. That must beirritating as hell. Heimagined shewas



probably used toiit.

For some reason, David couldn't quit thinking about hisfamily. When he had been ten, hisyounger
sster died of adisease which RJhad recently told him was easily cured. Two years later, his mother died
in childbirth. He now knew that this, too, was uncalled for. The Rdiance had the medicine and the
technology, but why waste it on work units? In the Reliance, people were an expendable commaodity.

Oneday, not long after David's mother died, the Reliance came and took hisfather away. He had
done something, but they never told David what. His father was sent off to a prison camp, and David
was moved into the home of another family. A family that couldn't afford him any more than they wanted
him. They made sure he knew he was an inconvenience for them and ddighted in tdling him that his
father's selfishnesswould ruin them dl. 1t was during thistimein hislifethat hefirst started to harbor the
ideaof overthrowing the Reliance.

Somewherein David's mind, he had long cherished the fantasy that hisfather was dive. That
someday they would be reunited. But after David's first week in prison, he had to admit that hisfather
was dead, that he was an orphan.

He wondered about RJ. Did RJ have afamily somewhere? Did she have parents who loved and
worried about her? He couldn't see RIJwith afamily, couldn't place her as sSister or adaughter. If she ill
had family living, she never talked about them. Perhapsthey had had afdling out. David got the
impresson that if you fell out with RJ, you fell dl theway out.

Suddenly, he was feding melancholy. He missed hisfamily. He wanted to wake RJ up and ask her
about her family, but if he did, she would no doubt rip hisarm off and beat him to death with the bloody
stump.

He could vividly remember playing with hissgter in the road in front of their cottage. His mother
would walk out every few minutes and tell them not to play in the road. Stupid advice; there was no
place eseto play, and the only traffic was the Reliance eva uation team which drove through once a
month.

There was never much timeto play. When their work shift came up, they would go asafamily to
the fields and work. Even thiswas afond memory for David, because &t |east they had been together.
When their last work shift ended, they would go home and et a quiet mea. Sometimes, after dinner,
they would walk down to the village viewscreen and watch the carefully regulated Reliance programs.
Most of them he redlized now were little more than Reliance propaganda, but at thetimeit had served as
their only form of entertainment, their only link to the world outside their village. Each day was pretty
much like the one that had gone before.

That was not the case in Alsterase, not the case anywhere where people were free.

Chapter Five

Heredly couldn't be bothered. As head of Reliance's Sector 11-N, he had more important things
to do than worry about such trifles asthis.

"S0, this RJ person has raided another shipment,” Jago said blandly. " So what?'

"She had help thistime, Excellency. We found one st of civilian footprints. There may have been
more. After dl, we know she wears Elite boots hersdlf," Generd Right explained.

"S0?" Jago sighed out.

"Welost an entire convoy, Sire. The shipment stolen was of the new Z-27 laser sdearms,” Right
said with urgency.

"S0?" Jago il didn't get it. What did any of this have to do with him? Didn't the military take care
of thissort of thing? He stretched out on his giant pillow, looked around the sheik-like elegance of his
surroundings and sighed yet again. "Can't you take care of thiswithout bothering me?'

"We need your guidance, Excdlency," the Generd said. Jago lay there like agreat beached whale.



Beautiful women hurried around working hard to fulfill his every obese desire. Right hated Jago, but Jago
had power, and Right was smart enough to know that he had better not wipe his own ass without written
ordersfrom Jago.

Jago was infamousfor blaming anything that went wrong on his underlings. He dso had a bad habit
of having the people he blamed executed. So Right, who was a perfectly capable individud, never did
anything without ordersin triplicate from this stupid, obnoxious blob.

Jago was busy playing with the right tit of one of hislovelies, and wastotaly ignoring
Right."Excdlency, | redly think you ought to take these rebels more serioudy. Thisisthe sixth convoy
that has been attacked, and the sixth shipment stolen in the last ten months."

Jago snorted in disgust, oozed to an upright position and picked up the report. Without so much as
glancing at it, he ground out, "OK, we've got six convoys lost to this RJ person. Now you say this rebel
has help, but you don't know how much. Whét the hell do you know?"

"We know she's femal e becauise she saw fit to write that out for us on her first raid. We have
deduced that she must have been an Elite at sometime. We don't know anything else. We haven't been
ableto pick up enough DNA to make any sort of test. She's not stupid, that's for damn sure.”

Jago moved hisimmense bulk to astanding position, and began to pace back and forth. Thiswas
very bothersome. Rebels used to be happy to hide during their work shifts, take more than their share of
food and chest on their taxes. Why did they suddenly find it necessary to pick up weapons and blow up
convoys? And why did they insst on stedling wegpons that Jago was completely unfamiliar with? They
wereruining hisday. He flopped into his throne with agreat dispatch of blubber, and tapped his chins
with hisfinger in avery discontented manner.

Life could be ared bitch. Thiswhole episode had done nothing for his heartburn. Rebelslooting
supply trains, asif it were perfectly norma and above-board, troops that couldn't stop an old lady from
jaywaking, and a Genera who wouldn't bal hiswife without ordersin triplicate. There were dayswhen
running al of Sector 11-N could be ared drag.

"OK Right, I'll bite. What do you want meto do about it?"

"If we could shift some of the GSHs off their regular assgnments and put them with dl the
important . . ."

"Get the papers, Right, and I'll signthem. I'mtired of dl this" Jago waved hishand dismissvely.

"Asyou desire, Excellency." Right clicked his hedls and went off to do the necessary paper work.
Putting GSHs with the supply trains might be alittle extravagant, but it would certainly be effective.

The young man stepped into the laboratory and was silent. He waited patiently at the old man's
shoulder.

Finally, the old man sighed and looked up from the sophisticated dectron-esca ating light-infused
microscope he was using. He didn't like to be disturbed."Y es, what isit, Poley? And makeit quick. I'm
very busy."

"Y ou wanted information on the random unit?' Poley asked.

Suddenly, the old man's eyes sparkled with interest. Professor Stewart clasped his hands together in
an excited manner. "So, what hasthelittle devil donethistime?' he asked with anticipation.

" She has destroyed another convoy,” Poley smiled asmall smile. "It was carrying some of the new
Z-27 laser pigals. All Reliance Personnel werekilled. All Reliance vehicles destroyed.”

Stewart broke into about of hysterica laughter. He patted Poley on the back. When he findly quit
laughing, afanatical gleam entered his sky-blue eyes" Do you redize what's happened, Poley?' He didn't
give Poley achanceto answer. "She hastaken it upon hersdlf to fight the Reliance. And, asif that's not
good enough, she'swinning!" He turned back to hiswork at the microscope."Despite dl her training, al
the years she fought for the Reliance, she'srebdlled. She's turned her hand againgt them," Stewart said
heppily.

"Y ou sound asif you hope shewill win," Poley said.



"Who cares oneway or the other?" Stewart said with ashrug. He looked up from the microscope.
"We're scientigts, Poley. Were not palitical. The important thing isthat the experiment is a success.”

"Of the twelve units, only thisone dill lives," Poley reminded him.

"Oneout of twelve isn't that bad,” Stewart said defensively.

"Those are not very good odds. | calculate that if this one does not stop her fight againgt the
Reliance, shewill not live beyond six more months,” Poley said. "Then the experiment will bea. . ."

Stewart pulled abox from his pocket and pressed a button on it. Poley became totally immobile.

"Damned cocky machine," Stewart humphed. "Give arobot a persondity, artificia intelligence, and
the best years of your life, and what do you get? Back talk. That'swhat." He looked at the deactivated
Poley for only amoment. "Uppity robot." He reactivated him. "What do you say?"

"I'm sorry, Dad," the robot looked down at hisfeet."I'm just worried about RJ, that's all.”

Stewart just Stared at him. He shook his head and laughed.”Redlly, Poley. Sometimes you surprise
even me. I'm sure RJwill bejust fine. After dl, you are only my second-greatest creation.”

Chapter Six

RJ heard someone pounding on the door, so she got up and pulled on her pants. The knock
became more urgent, so she picked up her blaster.

"Who the hell isit?" Shetried to sound dert, but the truth was that she didn't fed up to afight just
now.

"ItsWhitey Bador."

RJsghed with relief. "Comein," she lowered the wegpon only when she saw that hewasdone. "I'd
ask youtodit, but . . ." she shrugged around the room.

Whitey was not a man who closed his eyesto the obvious. Y es, he saw the holein thewall, but that
was not what caught his eye. There was only one bed. The man dept on one side, and the covers were
pulled back on the other. Obvioudy, RJand this man were lovers. He wondered for amoment what
someone like RJwas doing with awimp like that.

"So, Mr. Bador . . ." she dtarted.

"Whitey," he corrected with aamile.

"So, Whitey, what can | do for you?"

He smiled broadly.

"L et me rephrase that question.”

"Aslong asyour friend isadeep . . ." Whitey winked.

"Don't you ever give up?' she asked with agrin.

"Not till I get what | want," he said. "Right now, you're a the top of my ligt."

It was at thistime that David woke up, but he preferred, for the time being, to pretend to be adeep.
Hewasn't sure that he liked what he was hearing.

"Y ou may have aconsderable wait. Careto fight awar while you're waiting?'

"Ah, why the hdl not? If you'reredly RJ," Whitey sad.

"Don't | look like an RJ?" she asked.

"Asamatter of fact, yes." Helooked at David. "Y ou know it'sal over town that you and 1" he
coughed, and RJsmiled. ", of course, love the publicity, but aren't you going to get in trouble with him?”

By now, David was positive that he didn't like what he was hearing.

"I'm not afraid of David," RJsaid, dismissing the wholething.

"Oh, isthat hisname?* Whitey smiled. "That's cute. So, tell me, isit love, or just mutua lugt?*
"None of your business," RJreplied withady amile.



David could pretend no longer. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. When he opened them, he took a
doubletake. "Him!" he screamed angrily. "Y ou dept with him!™

RJdidnt like the tone of hisvoice. "I'll do as| damn well please.” She wrapped the chain around
her waist and over her shoulders.

"Do you think you could quit panting long enough to help me patch up thiswall?' she asked Whitey.

Whitey smiled broadly. "I could giveit ashot." He followed her out of the room, but paused before
closing the door to look back at David.

"Y ou might aswell accept it. I'm going to take her away from your scrawny ass." He svung the
door closed with an air of self-confidence that made David fume.

"Smug fucker," David cursed the door. The vison of RIwith thisgreeat hulking lummox drooling al
over her made David's blood bail. He felt very much the way afather feelstowards his daughter; he
didn't want RJhimsdlf, but he didn't want anyone else to have her, either. Especidly not thisgiant blond
jerk.

David got up walked to the hole in the wall and looked out. What wasthat? He saw it again.
Someone had moved down there. Behind the old dumpster. He couldn't see anyone now. Thefunny
thing was that David was sure that whoever it was had been watching, looking for sgns of activity. It
might just be paranoia, but he decided to tell RJwhen she returned, just to be on the safe side.

Willie Jones, who preferred to be called Mickey, ducked quickly behind the dumpster. He didn't
know whether it was a good ideato be seen or not.

It hadn't been difficult to find out where the platinum blonde goddess was staying. Not after she had
blasted the GSH through her wall. He had been watching, waiting for her return. Now she was back, and
he wanted very much to get in touch with her, but he would wait till she was alone. Mickey'd had no
cause to trust anyone save himsdlf, but now he trusted the woman. She had gone out of her way to save
him when shed no reason for doing so. All hislife, no one—not parent, grandparent, aunt or uncle—had
gone aninch out of their way for him. They had shoved him back and forth like a hot potato. When it
became obviousthat he wasn't going to grow, the Reliance had sent a message to hisfamily saying that
they would be coming for him. Even at twelve Mickey had known what that meant. He left home and
went into hiding.

It hadn't been too hard to pass himsdlf off asachild. What was hard was earning aliving. Since
Mickey couldn't risk Reliance involvement, he just sort of fell between the cracks. No one was going to
take on an extrakid unless the Reliance ordered them to. To Stay dive, he had learned to pick
pockets—a career at which he excdlled. Eventudly, like most who have fdlen out of grace with the
Rdiance, Mickey wound up in Alsterase.

He wanted very much to belong to something. Thiswoman'sinterest in him had given him hope that
he wouldn't have to spend the rest of hislife aone. If being with her meant going up against the Reliance,
S0 much the better.

RJand Whitey scavenged the Streets of Alsterase gleaning materids from structureslong ago
abandoned. When they came back to the gpartment with their haul, David looked at it Skeptically, but it
soon became apparent that RJ and Whitey knew what they were doing. In less than two hours, the hole
was patched.

Whileit couldn't be said that it was as good as hew, it would keep the cold out and the warmth in.
At least you couldn't see out of it.

David hadn't helped much. In fact, he hadn't helped at al. He was mad, and didn't even attempt to
hide thefact. He did offer to go get lunch.

"Good idea, I'm starved,” RJsaid.

"Fine," David huffed. "Money, RJ?' He hdd out hishand, and she gave him afistful of units. "Well,
I'll just be going then." He l&ft, being sure to dam the door good and hard on hisway out.



"What in hell iswrong with him?' RJsaid hotly. Whitey just shrugged. If she didn't know, hewas
damned if hewasgoing to tell her.

"So, RJ, want to make the walls go thump?' Whitey asked, flopping down on the bed.

RJlaughed and shook her head.

"No, huh? Wdll, then how about | jump up and down on the bed, and you can groan,” Whitey
smiled broadly.

RJlaughed louder.

"I'm serious.”

"What was your military speciaty?' RJ asked.

"Y ou're changing the subject. | wastaking about sex," Whitey told her.

"Humor me," RJsaid with her best crooked grin.

"I wasElite. | specidized in smdl amsand guerillawarfare. You?'

"I've been a colond—temporary battlefield promotion. Lieutenant mostly.” She played with alink of
her chain. "Also Elite"

"Most of usare. So why did you leave the Corps?' Whitey was more than alittle curious. Being
Elitewasaprivilege. Elitesrarely decided to just defect. There was no reason for them to rebe; they had
everything they could want. Except real freedom of course. He wondered what could have made her
leave her post and go after the Reliance with such a vengeance. He would have stayed right where he
was and probably never noticed what was wrong with the world if they hadn't made him marry that
fucking bitch.

"Simple enough. | don't like their tactics. | don't like the idea that some people are better than other
people just because they were born into ahigh-ranking Reliance family. | like to fight; | won't lie about
that. But | can't fed good about fighting if | don't think I'm on theright Side, and cleansing missions arentt
realy my ideaof sport. To make along story short, | shot the CO in charge of the daughter, ran like hell,
and herel am.”

Whitey nodded his head, satisfied with her answer.

They were laughing by the time David got back, and he practicaly threw their food at them.

"l ran into aman at the restaurant who was only too happy to tell methat you dept with him," David
sad hatly, pointing at Whitey.

"S0?7" RJshrugged.

Whitey turned away so that they couldn't see him fighting hislaughter.

"So?Isthat dl you haveto say for yourself? So?' David shouted.

"l didn't deep with him, but | don't seewhy it should matter to you if | did." RJdid not even do him
the courtesy of being defensive. Hell, she didn't even stop edting. "Redlly, David, why should you care
who | fuck?'

In spite of himsalf, Whitey let out alaugh. He couldn't help it. David gave him a hot ook, and
Whitey shrugged. "That's the problem with amilitary bitch, Mac. Very cold, very caculating, and not
very compassonate.”

David was slent. He started to egt, giving RJ dagger-filled looks the whole time.

Findly, she could stand it no more."Why are you looking at me like that?" she demanded.

"Likewhat?' David asked innocently.

"Ugh!" RJgrowled in anger. Shetried to ignore him, but he wouldn't be ignored.

"If you want to fuck everyonein Algterase.. . ." he started.

"I didn't fuck him, but evenif | had that would hardly be everyonein Alsterase,” RJ said through
gritted teeth.

".. .l don't care. | mean, it's certainly none of my business," David said haughtily.

"I'm glad you understand that. Now, will you just let it lie?* RJwent back to eating.



"Fine!" David said on what was supposed to be afina note. Of course, it wasn't. "It's bad enough
that you did it, but then to lie about it."

RJImurmured acurse. "Y ou're Sick, David," shesaid."Y ou're asick man, and you obviously need
hdp."

Whitey unceremonioudy kicked off his shoes and lay down on the bed asif he belonged. He was
for the most part, forgotten at this point.

"Everyone thinksyou're living with me and degping with him," David said indignantly.

"Oh, and you must uphold your reputetion,” RJ mocked.

"Fine," David started for the door.

"Where are you going?' RJ asked.

"Outto get lad," hesaid bluntly.

"Y ou better take some money with you,” RJsaid in ahateful tone. For some reason, the thought of
David's having awoman distressed her, but she hid it well.

"I don't need money, smartass,” David ssomped out of the room.

Whitey looked up a RJ. "Y ou know, aslong as he's going to condemn you, and he's gone, we
might aswdll .. ."

RJ shook her head.

"Areyou having trouble understanding 'no," Whitey? Hasiit got too many syllablesfor you? Thanks
for the help. Don't be astranger.”

He was being dismissed. She opened the door, Whitey got up, grabbed his boots, and walked out.
Heturned briefly."Y ou redly don't know what you're missing,” he said, winking.

"Yes, | think | do," shesmiled. "Take care, Whitey." She shut the door.

RJsghed, and leaned againgt it. "God, men are assholes.”

Her eyeswere dill dry from the Pronuses, and she was going to have to do something with her hair
and nails before the rapid growth was detected. She went to the bathroom and washed her eyeswith
water, then she dug the kit from her pocket. First she pulled out the knife and cut her nails. It was no
easy task. Thetoenallswere especidly hard. She dumped the clippingsinto the toilet and stood in front
of the mirror. She hated to cut her hair. She never seemed to be able to get both sidesto match. Asa
result, she usualy wound up cutting it shorter than she had origindly intended. Unfortunately, thistime
was no different, and she had her hair agood inch shorter than she wanted it. She dumped the hair into
the toilet with the nail clippings and pumped the handle. She had amoment's anxiety when it looked like
the toilet wasn't going to flush, but after afew curses and sometinkering, al was clear. She gave her hair
onelast disgruntled ook, and went into the other room.

For thefirst time sheredlly looked at the room. Shewasliving in apigsty. David was off fucking
some bimbo, and shewasliving in apiggy.

Without redly thinking about it, she started to clean up the mess. Origindly, she thought that shed
just remove the obvious junk, but before she knew it, she was searching the building for cleaning
supplies. Thejanitoria supplies were practicaly nonexistent, so she decided to bring it up the next time
she saw the fat man with the corpse fetish. Every time she thought about David, she scrubbed alittle
harder. By the time she admitted that she was mad—about what, exactly, was unclear—the whole place
was spotless, and the smell was gone. She sat down on the crate of lasers and surveyed her handiwork.

"It'still adump, but at least it's aclean dump,” she muttered to hersdlf. "No place like home," she
added on a sarcastic note.

Then it hit her like abrick. Home. Sheéld never really had aplaceto call home before. A degping
bag in abarracks full of people she had no desire to know. Alone with no privacy; theworst possible
scenario. Never any place she could call home.

Then her thoughts turned to David. He had been gone along time. She wondered what he was up
to, and if she was pretty. She stood up and started to pace. The longer she paced, the faster she went.



The faster she went, the madder she got. Why did she care if he had awoman? It was certainly none of
her business. Hdll, let him have adozen for dl she cared! Except that she did care, and that was, of
course, what made her the most angry. She knew that logically she should kick back and spend the rest
of the evening contempl ating anything except what David was doing, but al she redlly wanted to do was
track this whore down and rip her face off. When aknock came on the door, she snapped.

"Now who the fuck isit, and what the hell do you want?"

"IsMickey," asmall, unsure voice choked out.

It took only asecond for the name and voice to register. She mentaly chastised hersdlf.
"Wait a second, buddy," she took adeep breath, and then went and answered the door.
Mickey looked reluctant to enter.

"I'm sorry, Mickey, it's been arough afternoon.”

He gathered his courage and entered. "If abadtime. . ."

"Not at al, why don't you st down?' RJ said, waving towards the box of lasers.

Mickey waddled over and sat down.

"It'sgood to see you."

"I watchidand. Find out things. . . don't know name?"

"R

Hiseyeslit up with recognition, and he stared at her asif expecting the spectacular at any moment.
"So, what have you found out?" she asked as she sat down on the bed.

"About idand, not much. Fishermen swear is haunted. Say see ghosts and hear strange sounds. |
watch. Many times seelights.” If hed had atail, he would have wagged it.

She looked thoughtful for amoment. "If there are lights, then someoneis over there.”
"What | thought,” he said.

"What about recruits? Would any of these assholes fight? Would they join us?"
"Mog think fighting Reliance usdess™

"At least we know they're not stupid,” RJsaid with agrin.

"Not cowards, either. If prove can win, might beinclined to join." It sounded like he wastelling her
0 little, and he had worked so hard to find al this out. He hoped it would be enough to get him
accepted. He had no way of knowing that RJwould have recruited adog if she thought hewasloya.

"Stand up and look in that box you're ditting on,” RJsaid. He did so, and his eyes grew wide with
delight and awve. He was athief, and such atheft asthis obvioudy impressed the hell out of him.

"They're the Reliance's newest hand-held wegpon. | want you to take one."

Mickey was excited. He knew that the offering of the weapon meant he had been accepted,
but .

"Remember what happen last time?* Personally, he hadn't been happy with the results. He rubbed
his behind and grimaced.

RJsmiled a the memory of the midget with his butt jammed in a bucket.

"Thisisalaser, not ablaster. It has no kick. That'swhy it's the new, improved weapon. Take one,
youll needit.”

He picked it up reluctantly, but once it wasin his hands, he smiled.

"Kegpit hidden."

He nodded.

"Needless to say, I'm not supposed to have them." She showed him how it worked. "Come on, let's
go have alook at those lights."
Mickey held on for dear life as RJ drove the motorcycle down the sairs.

The fat man met them in the entrance hal. "Hey, how many timesdo | havetotell you? No riding
motorcyclesin the building. It'sin your lease. . ." He kept screaming as she roared out of the building.



RJsdriving didn't scare Mickey. He felt asif nothing could happen to him aslong as he was with
her. It was afeding of security thelikes of which he had never before experienced.

RJ parked the bike beside the rickety pier. She got off and, much to Mickey's amazement, picked
him up and put him on her shoulders. She walked onto the pier. The boards creaked under her feet. She
stopped. Sure as hell, there were lights on the idand. She clicked her tongue.

"I wonder who's out there, and, more to the point, why?"

"All the time watch. No boats come. No boats go. No helicopters,” Mickey informed her.

RJ nodded and looked thoughtful. "Could it be some Reliance thing?'

"Don't know."

Shelooked at the lights again. It was no trick of the water and the city lights. It wasn't areflection.
There werelights on out there.

"It'scertainly curious.”

"Want me keep watching?' Mickey asked eagerly.

"Yes, but quit asking questions. It wouldn't do for people to know that we're interested.” RJturned
and started down the boardwalk.

"Y ou hungry?' she asked.

"Always." Mickey liked the view from RJs shoulder. For once, he was|ooking down on people
instead of up. Life could be ared drag when all you ever saw was peopl€e's asses.

They went into the first restaurant they came to. Both RJ and Mickey ducked asthey came through
the door. RJtook Mickey from her shoulder, and they found atable.

"What yawant?' the waitress asked shortly.

RJlooked up a her and smiled a satanic amile. The waitress cringed. "A little respect, for one
thing," RJsaid through gritted teeth.

"Sorry, maam," the waitress said quickly. "It's been along day. What can | do for you?' It had
been along day, and the |ast thing she needed was to get her asskicked. This had to be her. Thishad to
be the woman who had kicked Whitey Baldor's assin the Golden Arches.

RJ ordered and the waitress placed the order promptly. She brought the beers at once. "Y our order
will beready shortly.”

"Thank you," RJsaid with equd politeness.

Mickey litacigar.

RJ shook her heed. "Didn't anyone ever tell you that smoking will stunt your growth?"

Mickey smiled and stuck the cigar in RJs outstretched hand.

Shetook along drag and handed it back.

"Hear you and Whitey Bador are having athing,” Mickey said conversationaly.

"Don't believe everything you hear," RJsaid with asmile.

"Whitey Baldor's anasty piece of work," Mickey told her.

"Soam |," RJtook another drink of her beer. "He hates the Reliance. That'sthe only credentia you
need to join my army. | don't give adamn about his manners.”

"So, are you and Whitey having athing?' Mickey asked with amischievous amile.

RJ shook her head and smiled. "Mickey, it would shock you to know just how virtuous | am.”

David experienced no trouble at all picking up awoman, getting her to take him back to her place,
or having hisway with her. He certainly felt ahell of alot camer than he had in weeks. HeEd needed a
woman's attentions, and this one had been good. But it was late, and he wanted to go home now. He sat
on the edge of the bed, getting dressed.

"Do you haveto go, lover?' the woman asked, as she rubbed against him in a provocative manner.

"I'm afraid s0," David stood up and finished pulling up his pants and zipped them. "It's been nice.”



"Can | seeyou again?' she asked.

David looked at her. She was a dark-haired beauty. He smiled and nodded.

"Yeah, sure. . . sometime.” He pulled on his boots, blew her akiss, and was gone.

When he returned to the apartment, it was obvious that RJ had been busy. It was even more
obvious that she wasn't home. No doubt she had gone off somewhere with that giant person. He went
into the bathroom, stripped and started the shower. He heard the front door open.

"Ax murderer,” RJanswered.

"Wher€'sthe bike?' he asked.

"| decided to make lard-ass happy and leaveit in the lobby,” RJ tarted to take the chain off.

"The gpartment looks nice," David told her.

"Thanks," shefinished taking off the chain and let it fal to the floor. She sat down on the bed.

David really had no ideawhat possessed him at that moment, but the words were out of his mouth
before he could stop them.

"Where were you?'

He heard the curses as he turned off the water. Damn it, he couldn't help it. HEd never redlly got to
be a big brother to his own sister. Now, he wanted to protect RJ, but damn her, she didn't want or really
need protecting.

Hewasjust stepping out of the shower when RJ stormed in, obvioudly ready to let him haveit. He
cringed in anticipation. He knew from past experience that RJwasn't likely to pull any punches. She'd call
him every choice word that came into her head.

RJwas prepared to let him haveit. Hypocrite cameto mind; so did dut and
mi ser able-mother -fucki ng-pencil-dicked-moron. Shetook onelook at him standing there buck-naked,
and didn't say aword. It didn't make any sense. How many men had she seen nude? A hundred, two
hundred, a thousand? She'd never fdt like this before. Her heart was pounding, her breath seemed to
comein gasps, and her palms were swegting. Must be some new reaction to the Pronuses. She should
have called him astream of profanities that would make awhore blush, but the words wouldn't come.

Findly shesad, "Everyonein Alsterase is getting fucked except me. If you don't believethat, | don't
giveashit." Sheleft him in the bathroom aone, but didn't quit looking at him. She wondered if hed had a
woman, then knew, ingtinctively, that he had.

"Fucking whore," she mumbled.

"What'sthat?' David was brushing his teeth, and hadn't heard what sheld said.

"Nothing," shetook off her pants, and hurled them againgt the wdll. It wasirrationd, but she felt
better. When he came out of the bathroom, she went in. The shower didn't make her fedl any better.

She could see David lying in bed, smiling supidly at the ceiling. He was nice and content. She
wasn't. She turned out the lights and got in bed beside David.

"RJ, I'm sorry that | made such ascene. If you want to deep with that fellow, that is your business,
and| hadnorightto..."

"Jump to conclusions. | told you | didn't degp with him. You and | aren't lovers. Why should | lieto
you about it, and why should you care what | do?' Sherolled over so that her back wasto him.

David put afriendly hand on her shoulder. "I'm sorry, RJ. | guess| got alittle overzealousin my role
asbig brother. Y ou forgive me?!

She made anoise that might or might not have meant yes.

David wasin too good a mood to assume that it was anything but agreement. He lay back to get
comfortable. "RJ, what were your parents like?"'

"l wasraised Elite" RJsaid quickly.

"Huh?'

"I was an orphan, or abastard, or something. | stood out from the other kids. So, instead of being



sent off to thework camps, or farmed out to some other family, | wasraised Elite. If you'reraised Elite,
you go right into service. Y ou never redly know anything else, and you can bet on going in as an officer."
"Do you ever wonder about them?' David asked.
"Who?'
"Y our parents.”
"No." Therewasafind notein RJsvoice.
For once, David let it lie.

Chapter Seven

The next week RJ stayed more or less at home. She wanted to give the side effects of two doses of
Pronuses so close together a chance to subside. Mickey took up residence with them, fegling very
privileged to have a moth-eaten twin-sized mattress on the floor.

David found away to occupy histime. Hetook to going out on anightly quest, the object of which
was to bed everything with hips and titsin the entire city. So far, things were right on schedule. He had
everything it took to impressthe local women; he wastal, good-looking, breathing, and had adick. The
girlsof Alsterase were neither too particular nor particularly mord. Anyone, anytime, and anyplace. If
they were attached you might have to give them a second to get rid of their current mates.

David was out, bent on yet another conquest, so RJ decided to go out as well. Whitey and Mickey
were only too glad to tag along.

They sat a the corner table after persuading ayoung man and his girlfriend that they didn't want to
gt there. The place wasn't packed with atmosphere nor was it particularly clean, but both Whitey and
Mickey assured RJ that the food was the best in Alsterase. The three of them were asight to see, so it
was no wonder that they were looked at with acertain amount of interest. Thislot stood out evenin
Algterase, which was quite an accomplishment.

After eating, they relaxed over their first round of drinks. RJwent so far asto plop her feet inthe
middle of the table. Whitey draped ahuge arm over her shoulders.

"| redlly don't see why you put up with it," Whitey said, playing with alock of her hair.

"What?Y ou dobber al over her?'" Mickey asked lightly. Whitey gave him an angry look, and he
shrugged.

Whitey returned his attention to RJ and repeated. "I don't know why you put up withit."

"OK, Whitey," RJsaid in an exasperated tone. No doubt he was going to hit on her. After all, it had
been amogt twenty minutes since hislast attempt. "What?'

"Davidsgdlivanting dl over town, poking anything that will stand till long enough,” Whitey said.

RJshrugged. "'l don't care what David does," she said with aflip of her head. Both Whitey and
Mickey laughed at the lack of conviction in her voice. "I'vetold you both before, and I'm telling you
again. David and | are not now, nor have we ever been, lovers. | redlly don't care what he does.”

"All right, RJ. Then, if everything between you and David iss0.. . ." Whitey paused in thought,
"what's that word?"

"Boobg!" Mickey said.

Whitey gave him a confused |ook.

"Look at boobs on waitress." He pointed.

RJhit hishand.

"Oh!" Mickey protested, and rubbed his hand.

"RJ, if everything between you and Davidiss0 . . . ARG, what isthat damned word?' Whitey
hissed.



RJhad no ideawhat compelled her to fill in the blank for him. She knew damn good and well what
hewas up to. "Platonic,” she said, helpfully.

"Exactly. If you and David are so platonic, why can't youand | . . ." he whispered something
particularly wicked in her ear.

"No." RJsad quickly.

"You'reacold bitch, RJ," Whitey whined in mock despair.

David staggered home. The woman had been a disgppointment. Her looks had promised so much,
and shed had solittle. It wasn't fair. It redly wasn't. Sometimes it seemed to him that the more beautiful a
woman was, the lousier shewasin bed.

Hed had far too much to drink. That, he admitted, hadn't helped. The combination of bad sex and
too much liquor had given him the granddaddy of al headaches. All thisfun waswearing him down. He
wished RJwere home, but she wasntt.

"Off with the boys again, you bitch." He laughed at his own joke, then held his head. RJs jacket
was lying on the bed. It was astroke of luck, because she usualy wore it. HEd seen RJ take pills out of
her pocket. No doubt they were pain pills. He rummaged through her pocketstill he found the leather
pouch, pulled it out and opened it. He saw the pills. Smiling with the anticipation of relief, hewaked into
the bathroom and filled a glass with water.

RJ had been about to suggest that they leave when the stranger walked in. "Y ou ever see him
before?’ she asked her companions.

They both said no.

"He doesn't ook like trouble to me," Whitey didn't understand her curiosity. He wondered whether
he should be jedlous or not.

"He dso doesn't look like your typica Alsteraseriffraff.”

Hewasatal, thin, good-looking man. No growth of beard, his clotheswere well cared for, and he
was dean. Militarily clean.

"You think he'saspy?' Mickey asked.

"If heis, he's being awfully blatant about it," RJsaid.

"Whitey and | will cregste adiverson. Y ou pick his pocket.”

Mickey nodded eagerly.

"Why, you two-timing dug!" RJ screamed, standing up and dinging the rest of her beer in Whitey's
face. Whitey didn't have to act shocked. He jumped up, dinging the beer off himsdlf. Asevery eyeinthe
place turned on them, Mickey dipped away.

"Y ou platinum blonde bitch," Whitey screamed back. "I ought to knock the crap out of you."

"Do it and dig, fuckface," RJsaid, poking himin the chest.

"Oh, I loveit when you tak dirty to me," Whitey said with abroad leer.

RJfought her smile. "Fuck you, Whitey Bador!" she screamed.

"I wish you would," he grabbed her and kissed her full on the mouth.

When helet her go, she whispered, "What the hell are you doing?'

"Creating adiverson,”" he grinned. He bent and kissed her throat.

She gave up and laughed. She kissed Whitey on the cheek, and they both sat down. Mickey
crawled out from under the table, asif he had been hiding theretill the fight was over.

"Getit?' RJasked him.

Helooked hurt.

"Would | not?' He took the billfold from a pocket, and handed it to her under the table. She
opened it and began to examine the contents.



"Wel?' Mickey asked eagerly. Whitey, on the other hand, was totally occupied with chewing on
RJs earlobe.

"Three hundred units, a picture of anaked woman. . ."

"Let me see" Mickey moved so that he could look over her shoulder. Apparently he wasn't
impressed, because he sat down again.

"Ahha" RJsaid in a pleased-with-hersdlf tone.

"Ahha, what?' Whitey came up for air long enough to ask. Without waiting for an answer, he
moved to her neck.

"Discharge papers, dishonorable discharge papers. Our stranger used to be an Elite Captain. It
gets better. He was a pilot—starship class," RJ said. Shelooked thoughtfully back at the man. "He could
be useful to us." She wastrying to decide whether she should gpproach him or not when three of the
local bully-boys decided to hasde him. "Shit!" RJsaid.

Whitey gave up on her temporarily.

"What?' he Sghed.

"Oh nothing. It'sjust that I've had such a pleasant evening, and now I'm going to haveto kill those
men," RJsaid coolly.

"What yawant here, stranger?" the lead bully-boy asked.

"Toliveaquiet life," the stranger was obvioudy scared, but trying not to show it.

They laughed a him.

"Liveaquiet life" thelead bully laughed. "In Alsterase?' He kicked at the man's stoal.

"Leave him be" RJordered.

"Keep your woman out of this, Baldor. We got no beef with you," he said, turning toward Whitey.
Hewasnt afraid. The three of them could take Bador, and he saw nothing to fear in either the woman or
the midget.

Whitey laughed. "Zero, no one ownsthiswoman. Y ou'll seewhy if you persst in sarting trouble.”

"ThenameisZant." Losing interest in the stranger, Zant motioned to his buddies, and they moved
toward the table where the three were sitting. "1 don't mind kicking your ass, Baldor, or screwing your
woman while you're unconscious. So why don't you just stay out of this?"

"It'sashame that aman who is such a prick doesn't have any balls," RJsaid coolly. She didn't
move. Not even so much asto take her boots off the table.

One of Zant'sboys got antsy waiting for the fight to start and pulled hisknife,

Mickey siwung hisarm out from indde hisjacket, and fired the laser he clutched in awhite knuckled
fid.

Theman fell dead.

RJmoved quickly. She jumped up, taking the midget with her.

Whitey overturned the table, throwing it with agrowl.

The other customers either fled, ducked into safe spots, or donned protective headgear.

RJ dumped Mickey on the floor, and he ran to hide behind the bar. Asfar as he was concerned, he
had done his part.

Zant and his pals were joined by two more who had stayed in the background until then.

RJlooked at Whitey, and smiled. "Wdll, & least it'safair fight now."

"Shdl we?' Whitey asked, bowing dightly and motioning RJforward.

"Youfird, dear," she offered with equal politeness.

"I'll use you, you smug bitch," Zant promised.

"Youll haveto getit up first,” RJchided.

The fight was on. Zant drew aknife and ran towards RJ. She smply grabbed the wrist that held the
knifeasit came at her. She pulled the arm out of its socket, then dung Zant into the floor, face-first



before he had time to scream. Then she ssomped on the back of his neck, successfully putting him—and
everyone el se—out of hismisery. One of the other men grabbed her around the throat with hisforearm.
She dung him over her shoulder and looked up in time to see another thug getting reedy to hit Whitey in
the head with atable.

Whitey was occupied at that moment with throttling aman againgt the far wall.

"Whitey!" She screamed the warning as the man sheld just thrown down got shakily to hisfeet.

Whitey let go of his man and turned, drawing his sword. He plunged it through the tabletop into the
man's chest, and pulled it out in lesstime than it takes to tdll it. The man with the table staggered and
paused, but didn't fall. Whitey immediately returned to hisinterrupted labors.

AsRJIsdightly dazed opponent pounced on her again, she hit himin the chest hard enough to stop
his heart. He gasped once and hit the floor at her feet.

The man with the table was till staggering. Whitey took afinger and pushed on the tabletop. Man
and table both went down.

"Whitey, grab them and let's go," she pointed to the pilot who was hiding with Mickey behind the
bar.

Whitey grabbed the man by the collar and unceremonioudy pulled him to hisfedt.

"Come on, Mickey," Whitey ordered.

Mickey ranto RJ, and she put him on her shoulder. They left the bar, Whitey pulling the discharged
captain dong by hiscollar.

"Ah, thanksalot," he sammered. "Sorry | didn't help, but I'm not really much of afighter."

"Pilotsusualy aren't, Captain Levits" RIsaid smply.

RJheld up hiswalet.

He dapped his pocket. "Why, you'.. . . " Hereached for it, and shejerked it out of hisreach. "Why
did you stop them from beating me up? So that you could take my wallet?’

"l don't want your money." RJtossed thewallet in hisgenera direction.

"What then?' Levits asked while deftly plucking the wallet from the air. Nothing wrong with his
coordination, at lesst.

"Youreapilot. You'reacoward, but you were an Elite. So, in spite of what you say, you know
how to fight. My friends and | are going to overthrow the Reliance, " RJ explained.

"Good luck," Levitslaughed in dishelief.

"Did | say something funny, Whitey?' she asked him in an ominoustone.

"Not at dl, dear,” Whitey said, tightening hisgrip on Levits collar just abit.

"l don't liketo belaughed at, Mr. Levits. Call it aweskness, aflaw. | have absolutely no sense of
humor where that is concerned.” She stopped and folded her hands behind her back.

Mickey quickly repositioned himself.

"Now, either you want to help us, or you dont. It'sthat smple."

Suddenly, the sght of the woman standing there calmly with amidget climbing al over her like she
wasatree didn't look funny. Not funny at dl.

"Andif | say no, you kill me," Levitssaid.

"That isthe Reliance's way, not ours. We don't want anyone with us who doesn't want to be here.
We arefighting tyranny, Mr. Levits. | won' fight it with more of the same.”

She motioned for Whitey to release him.

"Take sometime, Mr. Levits. Think about it. If you have cometo Algsterase, it's because you have
nowhere eseto go. Alsteraseisa hard place, especidly if oneis'not much of afighter.' It's not the sort
of placeto befriendless, and it's not easy to make friends here." She tapped his cheek sharply.

"Comeon, boys, let'sgo."



Levitswatched them leave. He shook his head and laughed—quietly. "Fight the Reliance! She must
be mad." Helaughed louder. "Crazy bitch."

Helooked down the long dark street. A cool breeze blew, and he pulled his jacket tighter around
him. He sat hismouth in afirm line. He didn't need anyone, and he certainly wasn't going to join her in her
suiciderebdlion.

David looked for some ingtructionsin the leather pouch. It would be nice to know something about
dosage, but severa minutes of search turned up nothing. He put oneinto hishand. If onewould do it,
another would be better. He popped another into his hand. He was about to take the pills when he heard
the door open.

"RJ?" he asked.

"Ax murderer," she answered. Mickey jumped down and retired to his mattress.

"That was only funny thefirg fifty timesyou did it, RJ," David replied testily. He wasin no mood to
dedl with her questionable sense of humor right then. He walked out of the bathroom and held out his
hand.

"How many of thesedo | take?'

RJlooked at them in panic. "Where did you get those?" she demanded.

For answer, he held up the leather pouch. Whitey saw the pouch. HE'd seen them before; he knew
what they were. Moreover, he knew what it meant.

RJwas across the room in a heartbest. She grabbed the pills from David's hand and flung them
down thetoilet.

"Wash your hands, wash your hands!" she ordered.

When he didn't move, she pulled him into the bathroom and forced him to the sink. She turned on
the faucet.

"Wash your hands." There was no denying her tone.

"What the hell isgoing on?' David asked, as he began washing.

"Those are poison, David. Letha poison,” she said.

"But | saw you take them," David said as he scrubbed even harder.

That confirmed it. Whitey had no doubts left. He didn't know how she cameto be, but she was,
and he knew what she was. Surprisingly, it didn't change the way he felt about her. One thing wasfor
sure. She hadn't lied. She wasn't David's lover. Somehow knowing what she was made him fed better.
Now at least he knew the reason she wouldn't deep with him.

"| saw you take them," David said again as he scrubbed at his hands.

Whitey laughed. "Now, she would have to have an amazing congtitution to do thet. That's
Pronuses.™

"What the hell is Pronuses?’ David demanded.

"It'salethd drug." Helooked at RJin admiration and shook his head. "Only you could get hold of a
fresk kit."

She looked at him expressionlesdy. He couldn't tell what she wasthinking. He prayed he could
block her as eadily as she seemed to block him.

"My God, my hand'sblistering!" David exclamed.

"It'sdl right," RJsaid, handing him atowd.

"Dont tdl meit'sfucking dl right! | damn near get mysdlf killed over agoddamned headache, and
you say it'sdl right?' David waan't feding overly understanding a the moment. "Why are you carrying
around lethd poison anyway?"

"It'sawegpon.” She shrugged. "Y ou never know when you might want to poison someone. It'salot
more subtle than shooting, clubbing or stabbing. If you work it right, you don't even haveto be there
whenthey die”



David was more persistent than Whitey deemed to be safe at this moment. But then, he had two
things up on David. Firgt, he was relatively sure he knew why she had them, and second, he hadn't nearly
eaten the damned things. For once, Whitey sympathized with David's reaction.

"l saw you take them,” David perssted.

Whitey just laughed, asif he thought David were the world's biggest fool and flopped down on the
bed.

RJsighed in exasperation. "1 had some pain pills; they're gone now. Want meto run out and get you
ome?'

"No thanks," David turned to the bed to lie down, but Whitey waslying in the big middle of it.

"Do you mind?" he asked sarcadtically.

"Well, actualy, | do, but . . ." Whitey got up. David lay down. "Y ou know, David, someday I'll be
gaying and you'll be going."

"Inyour wet dreams," RJsaid, not without asmile. "Good night, Whitey."

"Ah, but Mom, it'searly yet," Whitey whined, then ducked out the door. "Good night, my lovel” He
waved flamboyantly, and was gone.

RJ sighed and started to unwrap the chain. It had been along damn day.

"David, I'm redlly sorry about the Pronuses.”

"| fed very, very lucky. Another second, and | would have eaten the damn things. Next time you're
going to carry poison around, you might at least tell me." David was gill sore. He wasn't redly mad at RJ,
it was just this damn headache. "I think Whitey is serious about you," he said in the best bantering tone he
could muster.

"The only thing Whitey Baldor isinterested in is getting apiece of ass" she said, athough she knew
it wasn't quitetrue.

"If al wanted was piece of ass, wouldn't hang round.” This piece of wisdom from Mickey, whom
RJ had believed to be adeep.

"What's that supposed to mean?' RJ asked indignantly.

"I think what he meansisthat if al the man wanted was a piece of ass, he could get that anywhere.
Bdieveme, it'seasy. If that'sal he wanted, why on earth would he continuoudly hit on the only womanin
al of Alsterase who actudly hasthe word 'no' in her vocabulary?"

"Because I'm achallenge, | guess,” RJsnorted and dismissed the subject. Shefinished undressing
and went to bed. After severa moments of trying to achieve acomfortable position, she decided it was
impossible and gave up. Shelooked at the ceiling. Then shelooked at David. Wonder where you were.
Idiot! You know where he was. Off with some slut making the beast with two backs. Anangry
scowl crossed her face, and she resumed looking at the ceiling. | don't care. | could have anyone |
wanted. She started counting cracksin the ceiling. | wonder if she was good-looking . . . Well of
course she was, David's too shallow to even ook at a woman for any other reason. Shefrowned. |
wonder if she was any good? Shelooked at David again. He couldn't deep either; he wasfrowning. RJ
smiled and looked back at the ceiling. I'm guessing that means no. Good. | would be amazing,
because, after all, I'mgood at everything . . . Provided of course that | didn't crush my lover
during orgasm. Damn, now look what I've done.. . . I'm depressed and horny.

She sighed and looked over to see that David was adeep. She had half amind to wake him up.
That's right, you bastard, sleep. God knows you get laid plenty. Hell, | don't even think you realize
that I'ma girl most of the time. All the guys | used to shower with in the service. . . they used to
get bonersin spite of all the saltpeter the Reliance put in everything.

David rolled over—so he wasn't adegp. What was more, from the ook on his face, the headache
was getting worse. Good! | don't careif | ambeing illogical and petty. When you'reasold as| am
and you still haven't gotten laid, you're allowed to beillogical and petty.

Shetried not to think about David with other women, because for some reason the thought was
very distressing to her. Of course, the more shetried not to think about it, the more she did. And the



more she thought about it, the madder she got.

Just then, David was unwise enough to spesk to her.

It took her several secondsto suppress the urge to scream interesting things at him, like, You
miserable whoremongering, womanizng little piece of shit!

"Ugh." That wasthe only sound RJ could make when she was hiting her tongue.

"Areyou awake?" he asked.

"Ugh," RJsaid again.

"Isthat ayesor ano?' David asked with alaugh.

"That'samaybe," RJsaid, trying to keep the angry tone from her voice.

"What's RJ stand for?" he asked.

RJmuttered afew choice curses.

"Ah, comeon, RJ."

"Letitlie, David. Evenif | told you, it wouldn't mean adamn thing to you. It doesn't mean anything.
It doesn't stand for anything. My nameisRJ. It'sjust something to cal meinstead of 'hey you!" Who
careswhat it means or what it standsfor? Y our questions will be the deeth of usall.”

Chapter Eight

It had been along and tiring drive across half of the country. Thetruck had suffered multiple
breakdowns, and they'd been stopped severd times by the Reliance cops. Sometimes they could bl uff
their way out. But when they couldn't, there was dways RJs specia way of dedling with people who
became annoying.

Now, it wasjust him and RJ. Getting ready to face God-only-knew what, armed only with blasters
and a cock-and-bull story. David didn't really understand why they were here or why what they were
doing was important. RJsaid do this, do that, she explained what to do and how to act, but what she had
never explained was why.

"I don't know. It doesn't seem right waiting for them.. . . tricking them like this" David said.

"Right shmight,” RJsaid, checking to make sure her uniform was straight. ™Y ou wanted to do
something that everyone would notice, and this can't go unnoticed, David. After today, they're going to
know we mean business. Don't get squeamish on me." She straightened her uniform yet again.

"I don't know why you're bothering so much with looking just right when you refuse to take that
damned chain off," David said, then added in an exasperated tone. "Reliance cops don't wear chains
around their waists.”

"I'm not acop. I'm afreedom fighter,” RJ said with mock fervor, hands on hips, chin up staring into
the distance.

"It'snot funny, RJ," David said in disgust.

"Chill out, will you?1 only haveto look like acop for afew minutes. It just so hgppensthat I'm not
worried about my disguise. | just want to look my very best when | assassinate agovernor. I've never
donethat before, you know."

"Youresick, RJ. | swear, sometimes| think you're really as warped as you make out to be." He
gave RJ a contemptuous |ook.

Shejudt grinned."What can | say, David?' She shrugged and the grin | eft her face. "1 am what the
Reiance made me, and | love my work."

Jack Brigtol wasthe governor in charge of military affairsfor the areathat was known by the



Reliance as Zone 2-A. As such, helived and traveled in luxury with an armed escort.

Four first-class soldiers armed with swords and riding motorbikes surrounded his armor-plated
limo. He shared the limo with four laser-carrying Elites. And the driver, who was a second-class soldier,
was carrying a projectile weapon. Because of this—and because Jack Bristol had never seen redl
combat in his life—the governor felt as safe asif he werein his mother's womb.

Jack wasthe firg to see the barricade. "What the hell isthat?' He didn't liketo be ddlayed. As
governor, he hardly ever was.

"It gppearsto be abarricade, gr," the driver informed him helpfully.

"| can seethat, you fool," the Governor blasted. "What'sit doing there?"

"I don't know, Y our Worship," the driver replied, and stopped himself from saying. No doubt it's
there to annoy asshole bureaucratsin armor-plated limos. He smiled at histhoughts and said over his
shoulder, "No reports have comein over theradio, Sir."

The entourage came to ahat. The only aternative would have been to turn around and go back the
other way. That would have served no purpose. There was no reason for them to think that they werein
any danger because there wasn't anything particularly strange about surprise road-blocksin the middle of
Rdianceterritory.

The woman—obvioudy the commanding officer—walked purposefully over to the lead motorcycle.

"See what's going on," Jack ordered one of the Elites. The man got out, making sure that the door
was closed securdly behind him. He walked over to the woman, they spoke, and he returned to the limo.

"Well?" Jack demanded.

"There was athreat made that someone would try to nate your person on the stretch of road
ahead," the Elite said. "They are checking the road for mines or ambush parties. It should only take them
afew minutes."

"Thisisridiculoust How could any rebel know our travel route?' the governor asked hotly.

"It was on the viewscreen that you would be arriving at Greenside base to do an ingpection. Thisis
the only routeto Greensde Base. . ."

"Stupid PR people. They redly don't understand the importance of security.” Jack pulled aface.
"Why didn't they contact us by radio?

"They said that their equipment isacting up.”

"Oh, that's par, isn't it? The viewscreen work, but our radiosdon't.” Jack pulled aface. "All thistalk
of rebels makes metired. Tell them to move. We can take care of any trouble we come up againgt.”

"Sir, thethrest camefrom RJ," the Elite warned.

"S0? She scares me no more than any other rebd. Tell them to movetheir supid barricade. I'mina
hurry. I've wasted enough time aready," Jack ordered.

The Elite nodded and got out of thelimo again.

Asthe Elite reached RJ, David joined her.

"The Governor saysto move the barricade,” the Elite informed them.

"Sorry," RJsaid, and added on afina note. "My orders came down from Jago. We weretold to
keep thisroad blocked till they've made their siweep. I'm keeping it blocked.”

"Between you and me, Jack Bristol isared prick, " the Eliteinformed her. "If you don't move that
barricade, your butt'sgoing to beinading.”

"If I moveit, and the Governor getskilled, | can put my head between my legs and kissmy ass
goodbye," RJsaid hotly."Y ou know Jago's policy. If it fucksup, kill it . . . I'll take my chanceswith
Brigtol any day."

"It will only be afew more minutes" David said camly." Surdly, it'sworth afew minutes of timeto
make sure that he arrives at Greenside Base in one piece.”

The man looked a David and smiled. "1 know that, and you know that. But the governor isin his
armor plated limo, hisgod isin his heaven, and you would be hard-pressed to proveto him that heis



anything but perfectly safe. Truthis, | doubt Ole Ironguts Bristol has ever seen open combat.”

RJand David both laughed.

"If you could just seefit to let usthrough . . ."

"Sorry," RJsad flatly.

The Elite mumbled a curse and returned to the limo.

"Well?" Jack demanded when the Elite returned.

"They refuse to move the barricade,” he reported. "They are under orders from Jago.”

"I can see I'm going to have to handle this mysdf. Oh, why must Jessy surround mewith idiots?”
Jack got out of the limo, ignoring the Elite's protests, and marched up to RJ.

"I want this barricade moved immediately!"

"Sorry, gr," RJsaid.

The governor stopped just inches from RJ. "Do you have any ideawhat kind of trouble you're going
tobein..."

"I don't think you are aware of just how dangerous these rebels can be." RJposed purposefully.
"Why, they could even pose as Reliance police officers and set up abarricade to stop impatient
governors."

Thelook on Jack Bristol'sface told her that he was only too aware of the laser pressed againgt his
somach.

"Keegp your hand away from your gun, and | might, might being the operative word, |et you keep
your mid-section.”

"Thisisan outrage,” the Governor sputtered in an angry whisper.

"I'm arebel. Outrages are my specidty.”

She nodded at David. He moved into position, pulled the pin on the gas canister and lobbed it into
the open door of thelimo. Then he ran and kicked the door closed to keep the gasin.

One of the first-class soldiers pulled a projectile weapon he shouldn't have had, and RJ blasted him.
A second went after David with his sword, and she bored him through the head. The other two fell
before they even knew what was happening.

Governor Bristol stood therein stunned silence.

RJsmiled, removed hislaser, tucked it into the folds of her chain, and put her own sidearm away.

"What isal this?' Bristol was scared. Thisbitch meant business.

"Thisisrebdlion, Governor," RJ announced.

Shelooked at David. "Get it."

David nodded and went to the stolen police car. He emerged with asilver briefcase. The governor
knew what they wanted now, and he shook with the magnitude of their crime,

"Y ou can't open it without my help, and | won't help you," the governor announced.

"Oh, | think you will." RJ pulled the laser and pressed it againgt his head.

"Youregoingto kill meanyway," he scoffed.

"Useyour brains. Aslong asyou have hostage vaue, youre safe,” she said. "Aslong asyou don't
give me any trouble, you're worth moreto me dive than dead.”

"The gas should have diss pated by now." She motioned towards the limo. "Of coursg, if you're not
going to be cooperative. . ."

The governor moved over to the limo. The door was geared to hisfinger prints, and those of his
entourage. No one else was going to be able to get in. He opened the door, and RJ smiled broadly.
"Very good."

She motioned David towards the open door.

David threw in the dummy case, and pulled out asimilar one. He coughed. "Damned shit! Damn
you, RJ" he coughed again.



"Don't be such awimp, David. A little degping gas never hurt anyone.” She took the case, smiled,
waked over to the hood of the limo and set the case down. Then she looked at the governor
expectantly.

"Openit.”

"Andif | won't?" he asked.

"Then | kill you and take my chances. And yes, | know that the wrong combination sets off acharge
that can blow up everything for aten-foot radius. Therefore, my friend and | are going to stand way back
here while you open it. Just in case I've read you wrong, and you are the hero type." She held the laser
onhim.

Jack hesitated. He looked at the combination buttons. He was aloya Reliance man. Pressthe
wrong buttons and he did them out of their trophy. Of course, he dso blew himsdf up. Damn it, if he
opened this case for them, he was putting a Pandora's box in their hands that would take the Reliance
monthsto close, and they might kill him anyway. He keyed the first sequence of numbers.

If he opened this box, he was betraying the Reliance. He did the second sequence of nhumbers.
Again he paused. He keyed in the third and final sequence and thelid flew open to reved his persond
computer. RJ smiled, walked over and closed the lid. The combination was now a permanent part of her
memory. She picked up the case and smiled at the Governor.

"| thank you and the people thank you," she said.

Shelooked at David, and he came over took the case, and started for the police car.

She grabbed Bristol and started pulling him aong.

He was surprised at the direction they were suddenly going in—not towards the stolen police car,
but back towards hislimo. She had no intention of using him as a hostage or for ransom purposes.
Brigtol's attention was captured by the body of one of the first-class soldiersthat had fallen acrossthe
hood, his sword till clutched in hishand. If he could just stal her, there was a chance.

"Why me? What have | doneto you? What have any of us doneto you?'

"It'snot what you've doneto me, Bristol," she spat, sopping and turning to face him. “It'swhat you
asked meto do to others. | was sent on a'cleansing’ mission. The order for the authorized daughter of
unarmed civilians came across your desk. Y ou ordered it.”

"The thinning of the populaionisnecessary . . ."

"Then you should understand everything | do." There was anoise in the brush; nothing dangerous,
probably arabbit, and she turned only for a second, but it was long enough for him to pick up the sword
and ding it into her sde. Apart from anasty tear in her shirt, nothing happened. She dung off theface
shield and helmet in anger, and when she did alook of total shock crossed Bristol's face.

"You...Butwhy?Why?' Totd confusion. He obvioudy knew too much, so she shot himin the
head before he could say anything else.

David came running up. He had seen the sword hit her. "RJ. . . !"

"And you didn't want meto wear the chain," she said lightly.

"Why'd you kill him?| thought you said hewasinsurance. . ."

"That'swhat | told him. | knew held consider himsdif to be too important to kill," RJsaid grinning
snugly.

"You planned tokill him al aong!" David shouted in disbelief.

"It'snot like| didn't tell you that | was going to assassinate him. If it makes you fed better, hedid
try tokill me" shesad. "Think of it asreflexive. When someonetriesto kill me, | kill them back.”

David threw up his hands and stomped back to the car as RJ dragged Bristol's body over and
loaded it into the limo.

Sheflung in agrenade and closed the door. She wasin the police car before the grenade detonated.
She looked back and grimaced.

"Y uck! What amess."



David refused to look back. Just the thought of blood and various body parts thrown against
unbreakable glass was enough to make him sick.

"Wasthat redlly necessary?' David protested.

"Dead people don't talk," RIsaid, by way of an explanation.

RJhit the sren, and they roared off. She patted the case and smiled.

"Now therewill be no stopping us. Wewill beinvincible Shelet out a stream of maniaca laughter
just to mock hismoral concern, but the fanatica gleam in her eyeswasrea enough.

"I don't know, RJ," David said in atroubled voice as he shoved the case into a backpack to
conced it from view. "I'm beginning to wonder if the end judtifiesthe means.”

"Alwayd Always, if theend isfreedom,” RJsaid sernly.

"What gives ustheright to kill?' David asked hotly. "What makes us any different from the
Reiance?’

"We areright, and they arewrong. That isall the difference | need.” RJwas beginning to lose
patience with him. David was the poop at every victory party.

David looked at the bag that held the case. "I just find it revolting that thislittle box isworth nine
lives"

"Ten, but who's counting? Sit there and condemn me, David. | redlly couldn't careless. Y ou talk
likeit'sagame, a which you believe I'm cheating. Thisisnot agame, David. It'sawar. In war, people
die. Whoever killsthe most people wins. That'sthe only rule that counts.”

She took the news of Governor Jack Bristol's desth very hard.

JessicaKirk was senator of Zone 2-A, but it wasn't because she had lost the head of her military
that she ordered Reliance flagsto be flown at half-mast. That wasn't why she had locked herself in her
room and refused al vigitors. Nor was it why she had flung herself across her bed and broken into tears.

Jack Bristol had been her lover, and she had loved him. She hadn't believed he wastruly dead till
she'd seen the body. Or, rather, what was | eft of the body. It had been dl she could do to keep her
composure intact till she got back to her room. Now she cried.

She cried for the empty fedling in the pit of her scomach, for wasted time and nights spent aone that
could have been spent with him, and she cried for al the things she should have said, and never quite got
around to. When she had finished crying, she decided to go after RJ.

She dried her eyes and went to her terminal. She punched up every bit of dataon RJ, and then she
caled her new temporary head of the military.

"Fools, you are looking for the out-of-the-ordinary. Look for the ordinary. Look for amilitary or
police vehicle. | want everyone checked out. If one of them doesn't belong, then you've found RJ. She
couldn't have gotten more than a hundred miles away by now. Don't fuck up thistime. | want her, and |
want her dead. If anyone spots her, they are to wait for backup. | don't want her to get away. Do you
understand, Perkins?'

"Yes, Senator," hesaid, "but . . . we have no ideawhat shelookslikeor . . ."

" She looks like someone tough enough to kick the asses of several Reliance soldiers at once. She
looks like someone smart enough to make el aborate plans and carry them out successfully!" Senator
Kirk yelled." Shelookslike an Elite. Find afemale Elite in that sector who isn't supposed to be there, and
you've found her. Now get your assesin gear. If she getsaway, headswill roll." she turned off her
termind.

She fought the tears.

"Fat, incompetent fool!" she screamed inrage. Thiswas all Jago'sfault. All her requests had been
denied or overlooked. She talked daily with Right, and he was trying to do hisbest for her, but getting
Jago to take any action more exerting then scratching his own ass was close to impossible. Now Jack
was dead. Wasit her fault? Was there anything that she could have done that she hadn't? She could think



of no stone she had left unturned.

Till now, JessicaKirk the senator had |et the chain of command dedl with this. In fact, Jack had
more to do with the RJ thing than she had. But now, JessicaKirk the lover wanted revenge. Suddenly it
had become persond.

"Oh, you are clever, RJ. Very clever. But thistime you have met your match. Y ou cannot fight me
and hopeto win," Jessicamuttered into the emptiness of her office.

Jago and his band of fools had more or lessignored RJ, hoping that she would go awvay. RJ hadn't
gone away, and now Jack was dead. Eventuadly, they would dl pay, even that malignant tumor they
called asector leader. Yes, even Jago. They'd al pay for her grief—for Jack's degth. But first she had to
dedl with the main perpetrator of the crime. First, she had to kill RJ.

She stood up. "I can be clever, too." She walked over to the mirror. "Let's see you match witswith
amader." She dared a theimage in the mirror. Her eyes were bluer than blue, and aready clear of any
signsthat she'd been crying. She ran acomb through her platinum blonde hair and checked the makeup
on her dark skin.

RJwas humming in her usud tuneless fashion. David was chewing his nails. He had quickly joined
that group of peoplewho firmly believed that people who couldn't carry atune shouldn't try to sing,
whidtle, or hum. Especially hum. He was about to lose his cool and scream rather loudly at her, when
she abruptly stopped. Heimmediately wished that she would start up again. Thelack of humming no
doubt meant that there was something alot worse about to take place. Hisfear was confirmed when he
saw RJlooking in the rear-view mirror.

"Don't look now, but we've picked up amilitary patrol,” RJannounced cheerfully.

David turned to ook, and alaser blast hit one of their tires,

RJ managed to put the vehicle into a controlled skid, and they stopped. "Damn! | told you not to
look." She grabbed the pack that held the case. "L et's move!”

David didn't wait around for further instructions. He got out of the car and rushed to catch up with
RJ.

"They'regoing to kill us™ David whined.

"They'renot going to kill us," RJsaid. "Just keep your head, and do what | tell you. Here, take this."
She handed him the pack, and he put it on his back. She started to unwind the chain.

The damned patrol was ddmost on them, and she was playing games. It wasn't asmal patrol, ether;
atopless vehicle, three motorbikes and athree-whedled ATV. The ATV wasin front, and that turned out
to be abad place. Asthe three-whedled contraption roared in for thekill, its driver met with the killing
end of RIschain. Thedriver fdl, but the vehicle kept going.

RJjumped on thetrike, and ordered it to stop. She quickly dung the chain around hersdlf as David
boarded, and she was off before the rest of the patrol realized what had happened. They recovered
quickly, however, and the chase was on.

Thetrike wallowed like a pregnant cow. It had never been designed for more than onerider. Their
pursuers were closing in, and the laser blasts they fired were getting closer and closer to their mark.

"They'regoing to kill us" David moaned, closeto hysteria" They're going to kill us. Y ou shouldn't
havekilled our hostage!™

"They'renot going to kill us" RJstated flatly, gunning the machine for dl it wasworth. She knew
there was only one place that this beast was going to be able to stay ahead of the patrol: off the road.
The problem being that there was no place to get off the road right here. RJtook a quick shot at their
pursuers. Surprisingly, it hit one of the motorcyclists square in the chest and sent him flying.

Fortunately, RJ had driven these things before. On some of the outer planets, three-whedled ATVs
were the most popular mode of trangportation. David had never been particularly happy with RJs
driving, and at thismoment it seemed to him that if the patrol didn't kill them, RJwould.

"They'regoing tokill ud They'regoingtokill ud" David'swhine was beginning to sound likea



chant.

"They'renot going to kill us" RJ shouted over her shoulder, as shefindly swung off the pavement
and onto adirt road. This gave her an edge. She till couldn't find a place to get into the woods. If she
could find asmdll trail they wouldn't be ableto follow. A laser blast clipped the trike's fender and
showered David with sparks. RJjerked the trike sdeways and swung it down an even more primitive
road.

One of the bikes skidded out in the gravel. Therider was thrown into atree, and the bike did on
down the road.

RJInearly lost it on asharp corner, and the patrol gained precious ground.

"They'regoingtokill us. .. they'regoingtokill us. . .they..."

"They're not going to kill us RJdidn't need hlspessmlsm. Just then, something tugged at her leg.
She glanced down quickly. Nothing serious. Still, even aglancing shot from alaser hurt like hell. Now
she was pissed.

The last bike made abad move, dipped just abit, and the car hit it. RJsghed with relief and
satisfaction. The ATV could easly outrun the car on thisterrain. No sooner had this happy thought
flashed by than the engine started to cough. A glance at the fud gauge showed why.

"They'regoingtokill us. . . they'regoingtokill us. .. theyrego..."

"David." RIsvoicewas dangeroudy cam. "If you don't shut up, you won't have to worry about
them, because I'm going to kill you. | AM GOING TOKILL YOuU!"

The ATV uttered afina splutter and died. RJjumped off the bike. " Someday you'll laugh about
this"" She gave his neck aquick, precise chop and caught him as he went limp. Asshelay his
unconscious form on the ground, the vehicle was amost on them.

"That'sright, come on." She fingered the chain and smiled smugly. "Come on, motherfuckers. Let's
get thisover with, once and for dl.”

The soldiers stopped firing. One of the rebel swas dead, and the other was obvioudly giving up.
Liverebelswere vauable. But suddenly, the woman wasn't standing gill anymore.

"What thehdll . . . openfirel" the captain screamed.

RJran at them full speed. Just asit seemed sure that she would make impact with the vehicle, she
jumped and landed in the vehicle with them. The chain lashed out. In seconds, dl five men were dead. RJ
stopped the car and unceremonioudy tossed the bodies out. Then she walked over to David.

"David."

No response.

She dgpped him lightly on the face." David. David, come on."

He gtirred. "Ugh, what happened?' He opened hiseyesdowly. "Was| hit?' Then he remembered.
Hejerked into astting postion. "l was hit. By you," he accused.

"You were hyserica," RJexplained.

"I mogt certainly was not!" David said indignantly.

RJraised her eyebrows.

"OK, s0 | wasalittle on edge. Couldn't you just dap me?'

"Not nearly as effective,” RJsaid with acrooked grin.

David gave her ahard look.

"I'm sorry, OK?1 lost my cool. It wasthefirst thing that popped into my head.”

"Knocking me out! That was the firgt thing that ‘popped into your heed?" David screeched.

RJwalked over and got into the car. "Are you coming?'

He hesitated, so she Sarted to leave without him. He ran to catch up.

"Why are we going back thisway?" he asked.

"To pick up one of those bikes. They must have been on the road looking for usalong time, and



this damn thing'samost out of fuel, too. We ought to be able to sphon out enough to get usafull tank on
abike"

"Why did they just start shooting at us? | mean, they didn't even pull us over and question us!”

"Well, like | said, they had been on patrol for awhile. They were probably hot to shoot at
something, and when we couldn't be reached over theradio . . . when we weren't on their frequency . . ."
she shrugged.

"But what if our radio was broken, or . . ."

"The Reliance dealsin statistics, David, not people. Odds were that we were their target. They
wereright."

"But what if they hadn't been?”
"| thought that was what the war was al about.”

"Lost them?' Jessica screamed. "Lost them?' Her eyes blazed fire. She checked the map. "They've
taken one of the bikes, but they Hill can't have gotten far.” She drew acircle on the map. "Concentrate
the search here.”

"Firg thing in the morning, Senator,” Perkins confirmed, saluting.

"Now, foal. Bring in fresh troops. They're running, but they'll try to rest. They'll haveto. Now isthe
timeto find them, and we're not going to stop till we do.”

"Asyou wish, Senator." He bowed and |eft her office, happy to escape her presence.

RJthrew David a carton of the K-rations she/d found on the bike.

"I'm not eating. Not this crap, anyway." He st it on the ground beside him and lay back on his bed
of leaves.

"It'sdl we have and could be dl we havefor awhile" RJsaid. She sat on apile of leaves shed
raked up and started to eat. "They weren't planning to be out long. No camp gear, no extraammo. They
didn't pack much food, either.”

David sat up and watched RJ egt in disbelief.

"You're eating adead man'sfood,” David said with anote of disgust in hisvoice.

"Well, then he can't bitch, can he?' she asked with asmile.

"If you hadn't killed that man, he'd be egting that food right now," David said in afaraway voice. A
shiver went up hisspine.

"God, | hateit when you're morbid. It'sjust food. Ped off thefoil top, pick up the fork on the left
and eat," RJsaid.

"l can't." David lay back down.

After afew minutes he sat up, picked up the tray, peeled off the top and started to eat.

RJsmiled smugly, but said nothing.

"I'm hungry,” David growled defengvely. " So, what's next? Satis?'

"God no!" She tapped the pack with the caseiniit. "This should tell us our next move." Sheld
finished eating and tossed her tray aside. She took the case out and started to hammer out the code.

"Careful, careful! David said, flinching.

RJjust grinned as she opened the case.

"Damnit, RJ, why don't you write the combination down somewhere? One wrong number and you
blow usboth into tiny, bite-sized David and RJ pieces.”

RJjust continued smiling as her fingersflew acrossthe keys. Y ou worry about the damnedest
things." She looked away from the screen just long enough to see that David was not at al happy with
her cavdier attitude. "David, do you know what 'totd recdl’ means?

"l don't know, and | don't givea. . ."



"It meansthat | remember everything | ever saw, everything I've ever heard." She went back to the
keyboard. "I don't forget anything. I'm certainly not likely to forget something assimple asthe
combination to this case.”

"That must be great!" David said, impressed in spite of himsdlf. "Hdll, | can't remember my name
half thetime."

"Most of thetimeit'smore a curse than ablessing.” RJs voice dragged. She didn't stop working
with the computer, but she wasn't smiling any more. "There are some things that are better off forgotten.
It can beredl hell being able to remember in detail something you would just as soon forget.” She smiled
then. "A wise man oncetold me, 'Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it."

David finished eating. His curiosity aroused, he moved to sit behind RJ. He looked in awe at the
print out screen. It waslike the viewscreen in hisvillage, except much smdler. Instead of pictures, there
was asteady stream of |etters and numbers. He understood that by hitting the keys, RJwas making the
numbers and | etters appear. Beyond that, he was|ost.

"What do al those letters and numbers mean? Are they important?' he asked.

"Yes" RIreplied shortly.

"Well, what do they mean?' he asked again.

RJ sghed, then said in the most patient voice she could muster. "It's computer lingo. This computer
istied into Zone 2-A's military computer. All the data on military operationsin the zone are stored there.
With this portable modd, | can access the main computer and extract any information | deem necessary.
Becauseit istied into the system, it won't show a bresgk-in. It can tell us about any shipment of armsor
anything elsein detail. How many troops are in the convoy, how many vehicles, what sort of materid they
aretransporting, et cetera,, et cetera”

David understood now why the box was so important, and why they had gone to so much trouble
to get it.

RJ stopped the scralling on the screen. "Hum."

"Hum, what?' David asked.

"That'svery interesting.”

"What is?' These letters and numbers didn't look any more interesting to David than the others had.

"Most of the more important shipments are being accompanied by GSHs. Still, with thiswe ought to
be able to avoid those. | wish | knew where we were. | could seeif there are any troops closeto us,” she
added thoughtfully.

"Y ou mean you don't know where we are?' David asked in disbdlief.

"Haven't the vaguest,” RJ answered, obvioudy unconcerned.

"| thought you said you had totd recdl,” he said.

"l do. | dso have alousy sense of direction. | can tell you this: we are somewhere north of the point
where the patrol started chasing us." She shrugged. "There are no road markers on these pig trailswe
took. | know wherewe arein relation to where we were, but | can't put it into anything that | can usein
the computer. I'm not too worried. They won't try anything till morning.” Suddenly, she looked up and
seemed to be listening. "Of course, | could bewrong.” She packed the computer back into the pack,
jumped up and ran for the bike.

David had learned to trust RIs ingtincts. He got on as she started the bike. "What isit?" he asked.

"I hear bikes." Sheroared off into the woods, choosing not to return to the road. She also didn't
bother to turn on the headlight. Thiswas none too safe considering that it was now pitch black.

"RJ, thelights" David reminded her, thinking that perhaps it had dipped her mind.

"No!" wasdl shesad.

David didn't argue. Actualy, considering the way RJ drove, held just as soon not be ableto see.

The Elite Captain got off hisbike. Theinfrared scan showed where the bike had |eft the road. He



got on hiscomlink. "Senator Kirk, thisis Captain Skes."

"Here, Captain,” she said, but made him look at the back of her head.

"Weve found where acycle left the road.”

Now he had her attention. She turned to face him. "Then don't stand there, imbecile. Get after them!
| want those rebels dead!" she almost screamed.

"Y es, Senator.”

"And Captain . . ." she added.

"Y es, Senator?'

"If youfail, I will not fed very charitable towardsyou.”

Her tone made Skes shiver."l won't fail, Senator.” He cut thelink. "Let'smove out." He started out
with hisfour men on thetrail of the bike. He had to kill these rebels or face the wrath of Senator Kirk.
For some reason he didn't fed confident. He shouldn't be fedling uneasy. He had the scan, and with that
he couldn't lose them. Surely, four secondaries armed with projectile weapons and an Elite with alaser
ought to be able to overpower two tired rebels who'd been on the run al afternoon with no food and no
rest. If nothing else, their bike should be running low on fuel.

They drove up on RJand David's rough camp. Gone—damn it! Sikes saw an empty food tray and
the piles of leaves. Damn! They'd eaten and probably rested—so much for that part of hisfairy tae. He
got off the bike, retrieved the food tray and looked around quickly. There was nothing to indicate that he
was dedling with any more than two rebels. Good, he didn't need any more surprises. He stuck the tray
in his pack and took off again, following the heat trail the rebels had I ft.

The bikelugged up the hill. It hadn't been designed for the kind of abuse it had endured since RJ
seized it. The patrol was closing in on them. She now not only heard them, but she could seetheir lights.
The bike reached the top of the hill, sputtered and died. RJs attemptsto start it were futile. She quickly
jerked the battery off the bike and stuck it in the pack.

David just sat there.
"Come on, get off and let'sgo.”
"What'sthe use, RJ?' David said. "Couldn't we just accept defest gracefully?”

"I am a six-foot-two-inch woman. | don't do anything gracefully.” Shetook atimed charge from
her pocket, set the timer and stuck it to the bike's fuel tank. "Coming?”’

David jumped off the bike and ran after her. They heard the explosion, and turned just intimeto see
one of the Reliance bikers thrown through the air. A split second, later the newly damaged bike
exploded.

"One" RJsaid in asatisfied tone. She started to run again, and David followed, shaking his head.
RJs sense of timing never ceased to amaze him. Somehow, she had calculated to the second when the
patrol would come even with their abandoned bike.

Captain Sikes stopped just short of catching the blast. Now they were four. Sikes illogical sense of
doom mounted. He looked at the picture on his comlink—once again he was privileged to view the back
of Senator Kirk's head.

"Senator.”

Sheturned.

"Senator, | .. ."

"| takeit that you do not have good newsfor me, Skes," she said angrily.

"I'velost aman,” he said. "But the rebels are on foot now, and we should have them shortly."

"How did the man die?" she asked curioudly.

"An explosive device was set up on the bike. | see no tripwires, so | assumethat it was atimed
charge. They must have estimated how long it would take usto arrive at this point.”



"She must know that you're tracking her with infrared,” Jessicathought for asecond. "OK. Stay to
one sdeof their trail and be careful. Shelll no doubt set moretraps. You can't kill them if you're al dead.
ThisRJisno onesfool. From the datawe have on her, it ismore than likely that she used to be a
high-ranking Elite. So, Sikes, help ison theway. All you haveto do is keep abead on them. In afew
minutes, that whole areawill be so full of troopsthat afart couldn't get out. Just don't lose track of them.”

"l won't, Senator,” Sikes said. Communication ended.

He looked at his men. Two of them were busy with the body of their fallen comrade. "Leave him. If
we don't catch RJ, what happened to him will seem like child's play.”

They started off, but without their former enthusiasm, and using much more caution.

Sikes lower lip trembled. His handsinside his gloves were unnaturally sweaty. Hewas an Elite.
He'd seen combat before. Hell, the odds werein hisfavor, and more troops were on the way. The rebels
were on foot now. The oddsweredl in hisfavor. Still . ..

He wondered how well they were armed. Hell, they had to be pretty well armed. They had killed
the governor and his entire entourage, not to mention the patrol that had first spotted them. Another
charge went off on thetrail beside them. One of the men was startled and amost went down. This
explosion wasn't as spectacular asthefirst, because it didn't have the added attraction of the alcohol tank
exploding, but it still scared the shit out of them.

Skeshit hislip to stop the trembling. He knew now that he was fighting something the likes of
which he had never fought before. These two fanatics were fighting for a cause. How could men who
fought for a paycheck and the dubious glory of plastic medals match their spirit?

Sikeswas a Reliance man. He had a Reliance wife and two lovely Reliance children. All hisloyaty
belonged to the Reliance. After al, he had been raised Elite. He knew in his heart that the Reliance
protected and nurtured the people it served. But he couldn't hel p but respect the people he hunted. They
fought with afervor that he didn't have now, and probably never had possessed.

Thethought of arebe Eliteintrigued him. He knew he had never had theinclination. Heredlly
couldn't conceive of any Elite rebelling. Elites had it made in the Reliance. They got the best of everything.

He did know one thing. For whatever reason, she had to believe that she wasright. Just like Sikes
knew he wasright. After al, that was the way wars got started, and this was war .

"Damn! | missed!" RJ stopped, and David tried to catch his bregth. "They must have figured out
what | did, and started to follow thetrail to one side.” She thought about it for a second, then grinned.
"OK, assholes, try this." Shetook more charges out of her pocket and planted one on ether side of the
trail, taking care not to disturb the ground too much. After dl, she didn't want the infrared to detect that
they had done any more than walk by.

"l cant. .. believeit! Youreactudly . ..enjoying...dl of thisl" David gasped, exhausted. RJ
grabbed hishand and started to drag himalong. "I . . . dontknow . . .if | can. .. goon," David said
between gasps.

"Of courseyou can,” RJsaid. "Y ou haveto. That wasthe last of the charges.”

"Great! Nocycle...nocharges...Whatdo...wedo...now?" hepuffed. Thishad al ceased
to befun for him about two miles back.

"Now weimprovise, David," she said smply. "Now we use our heads.”

Sikes got on the comlink again. Thistime, Kirk wasfacing him, and he decided that thiswasworse.

"Wdl?'

"I've logt another man, and yet another needs medical attention. Two bikes were destroyed,” Sikes
informed her. He didn't know how he managed to sound so cool with his heart stuck somewherein his
throat. The wounded man was screaming in the background.

"What happened thistime?' Jess ca demanded.



"She must have figured out what we were doing. The second charge missed us—it wason thetrail,
we weren't. She set charges on both sSides of thetrall thistime."

"Imbecile! Y ou should have known that she would change her tactics to match yours. She's
obvioudy timing you. Change your pace. Set no patterns. Go back and forth, on and off thetrail. That
should throw her off. If she had mines, shed have used them by now. | will not tolerate failure, Skes."

"Yes, of course, Senator.” Thistime, it was Skesthat cut thelink. He looked at the smoldering
remains of the bikesand therider.

"You, ridewith him."

The man did as ordered, in spite of hisbarely functiond leg.

"What can you do to me, Senator?' Sikesmumbled. "If wefall, therewon't be any of usleft to
punish.”

Sikeswasfollowing the other bike, so it was that bike's driver who screamed out in pain. Not
Skes.

Thelead bike fell. Sikes stopped short and jumped off, laser in hand. He scanned the area, but saw
nothing. The man held his upper arm. It was anasty wound, and the blood flowed fredly. Skes helped
him to bind the wound then he looked at the trap.

Thelimb of asmall tree had been sharpened into a spear. The top of the tree had been tied down,
and arope wrapped half way around the base of another tree. The rope was then stretched across their
trail at chest height, and carefully placed on the small limb of another tree. Crude, but obvioudy effective.
The secondary was lucky. If held been any further away, the spear would have struck him in the head.
Any closer, and it would have hit him with enough force to penetrate alimb or hisbody cavity.

Sikes once again caled the Senator. Thistime, he wasin no mood for pleasantries. "I've got good
news and bad news." Wasthat hysteriain hisvoice? He couldn't be sure, and he didn't really care.

"What do you mean?" Kirk asked.

"The good newsisthat she'sout of charges. The bad newsisthat she doesn't need them." Sikes
moved hisarm in an arc, so that Jessica could seethetrap. " So, tell me how | plan for that. | don't have
enough mentogoon.”

This attitude did not please Jessica. "They are only two peopleonfoot inthedark . . ."

"And | am the only onein thistroop that isn't badly wounded. We can't go on. If you send uson,
you send usto our desths, Kirk."

"If you come back here without their heads, Sikes, | will kill you mysdf. Now quit wasting time.
Don't you redize that you are giving her time to set another trap?”

Skesmoved out. Thistime he took the lead. He moved cautioudy, dowly. He was resgned that he
wasriding to his desth. He had no doubt now. That waswhy he had felt strangely from thefirst. That
was the reason for hisdread. Hewas going to die. It's true, he thought, foresight isreal. Too bad I'll
be dead before | can tell anyone.

Sheld set another trap. This onetook even lesstime. They redly couldn't afford to rest, but David's
labored breathing told her that they must. She wastired, and she knew that this meant that David must be
on the brink of tota collgpse. The fact that he had held up thislong was a credit to his strength and his
force of will.

The Rdiance would be deploying more troops. At any moment, their running could shove them right
into another patrol. These men were just the dogs sent in to tire them out. To bark until the otherswerein
position, and then point the way.

Pansformed in her mind, and were discarded. She needed to know more about the Situation to
make any red plans. If she had had time to fiddle with the computer, she could figure out what they were
sending in. She would have been ableto call up maps and try to figure out where they werein relaion to



the troops, but that could take as much as thirty minutes. That was thirty minutesthey didn't have. She
was running out of tricks, and they were running out of time.

Skesbarely saw theropein timeto stop. If he hadn't been looking so carefully, he wouldn't have
seenit a dl. Thistime, the rope was just inches above the ground. Sikes got off the bike. He picked up a
rock, dung it at the rope and watched in horror as the area he would have occupied burst into flame. The
stench of battery acid bit his nogtrils, his eyesteared, and he retreated to a safer distance, coughing. It
was clear, now. Shewas adevil. Thistrap was the worst thing Sikes had encountered in all hisyearswith
the Reliance. Apparently, she had rigged atree as before. Instead of a spear, however, she'd attached
the opened battery in the improvised catapult. When the rope was tripped, the highly volatile acid was
dung over thetarget area.

Skeswas old enough to remember atime when batteries contained a much more stable acid, but
like everything el se, the Reliance had been forced to start using a cheaper and less stable dternative. This
stuff wasless efficient in someways, but much more lethal. Instant combustion—what a horrible death!

Sowly, it dawned on Sikesthat thistrap was even more subtle. The recent drought made the forest
atinderbox. Already thefireraged out of control. In afew hours, it would successfully block the
deployment of troops from the east, and that was where the roads were. He got on his bike quickly and
passed the flames before he, too, was blocked off. Sikes called Jessica on the move. " She's set the forest
onfire" he reported calmly.™Y ou'd better send in some extinguisher planes, or well be completely cut
off."

"Immediately. Just get after her," Jessicaordered.

Damn it, they were going to fart around and let her get away! She quickly checked her map.
She dready had troops deployed in the area. A quick check of wind direction and velocity told a story
shedidn't like.

"Damn!" She checked again to be sure. "They're heading right into the fire." She got on her
communicator. "Captain Fry, the rebels have sarted afire and it's headed your way."

"We seeit, Senator,” the Captain said. "'l think we can beet it and join Sikes."

"No, you don't havetime. If you don't retreat, you will be stuck in that box canyon. Y ou have to go
west," Jessicaordered urgently.

Captain Fry beat hiswrist communicator againgt atree. "What's that, Senator? Can't hear you." He
hit it again, "Weve got a bad link—must be thefire."

"Damnit,man..."

"You'refading, Senator,” Captain Fry hit hiswrist unit hard enough to bresk it. He looked up at the
secondary soldier who stood beside him.

"Oh, dear! My wrist com seemsto have broken." He nudged the man, and said jokingly, "Give a
woman atitle, and she right away thinks she knows everything. Come on, let'sgo give Skesahand.”

The extinguisher planes didn't arrive in time to save Captain Fry and histroop. Seventeen soldiers
burned to desth in the box canyon. Desath by fire wasterrible. Terribleto hear, terrible to see, but the
most terrible thing of al wasthe smell.

It was an even more terrible thing to live through.

Alexi pulled himsdf through the flames. How he had escaped with no more than the equivaent of a
bad sunburn was nothing short of amiracle. His deeve was on fire. He stopped, dropped and rolled,
then jumped up and ran again. He couldn't stop long. To stop wasto die.

The smoke made him cough, and his brain was a blur. Too much horror. Deed, al dead. Hed been
with some of those people since held made it to third class. They hadn't died like soldiers. They hadn't
died in battle. They had died screaming like terrified children as the flames engulfed them.



He'd worked hard to makeit to third class. Hed seen quite abit of action. But none of his
experience or training had prepared him for this.

Alexi was ambitious. He wanted to makeit to Elite, then on to governor—maybe even Senator. It
was awild dream, adream of power. He'd worked hard.

Then hédd dmost died in afire.

Till now, he had never seen how intangible his dream was. Now heredlized the absurdity of it. Hed
been third class for six years. Hed been passed over for promotion to Elite twelve times.

Who was he kidding? He was forty-five years old. At hisage, if he hadn't been promoted to Elite, it
wasn't likely that hewould be. Hell, they hadn't even offered him awife yet. Governor Alexi, Senator
Alexi, what afool held been.

Hed seen how the high-rankerslived. They had everything aman could dream of . He had nothing.
He had busted his hump for the Reliance, and they sent himto die. No reward in that. And if hedd died,
who would have cared? Who would even notice?

Well, 1-Z-2678-11 bit the big one today.

Anyone to claim his ashes?

No.

No? What a shame.

Yes, what a waste. Do you have any idea how much energy it takes to reduce a body to ash?

Oh, this one was mostly done when it got here.

No oneto claim the ashes?

That'sright.

Well, then put himwith the others on the public gardens.

"No!" Alexi screamed out loud and doubled his pace. He wasn't going to diein this damned fireand
become fertilizer. He wasn't going to die anobody.

RJand David cameto ariver. The water ran hard and fast. RJ stepped in and David followed. At
this point, he was too exhausted to do anything but follow dumbly. The current was strong, and the rocks
were dippery, but worst of dl, the water wasfrigid.

"The infrared won't be ableto track usin thewater,” RJtold David, though for once he didn't ask.

The water got deep, up to David's waist. The current was strong, and David no longer had the
grength to fight it. He collgpsed from sheer exhaustion.

David had been holding on to her for the past three hours, so shefelt hisgrip on to her chain loosen.
Sheturned just in timeto see David go under. She didn't think; she just dovein after him. It wasn't easy,
but she caught hold of him and pulled his head out of the water. Hewas OK, or &t least he was ill
breathing. She wrestled him out onto the bank, caught her breath, and pulled her laser. Shelooked at it in
adefeated sort of way, and poured the water out of it. It would be usdesstill it dried. She was sure she
didn't havetimeto strip, dry and reassemble it now. She quickly checked the case to make sure it hadn't
leaked. It would be the shitsto have gone through dl thisfor nothing. The case wastight, and the
computer wasdry.

She was exhausted; running on empty. No wonder David had collapsed. She couldn't afford the
luxury of rest right now, however. That meant only one thing. She reached into her pocket, pulled out the
leather pouch and extracted one of the pills. She swallowed it dry. Asaways, the effect was amost
immediate. She took a deep breath; she'd be good for hours now. She began to replace the pills, but
stopped. Smiling wickedly, she dumped oneinto her palm, replaced the cap and carefully stowed the
pillsin her kit. The shetook acup from the pack and filled it with water into which she crushed the pill.
Using the knife from her kit, she cut severd three-foot lengths of straight limbs from anearby tree.
Sharpening each stick, she dipped the sharpened end into the Pronuses solution and set them carefully
asdeto dry briefly. She poured the remaining solution over the sharpened spearheads for good measure,



then tossed the cup acrosstheriver. She packed up quickly, tossed the pack over one shoulder, David
over the other, picked up the spears and started off again.

"They went into theriver. Theinfrared won' . . ." Skesfound himsdf on the defensive again.

"I don't want your excuses, Sikes." Jessicahad lost any sign of patience hours ago. "All | asked was
that you not lose them, and now you tell me some story about the water. Find them. Now!"

"Yes, Senator," Sikes grated out. Transmission ended.

"Captain, look!" The man pointed to something on the trail ahead of them.

They stopped beside the cup. A quick scan showed that the rebels had crossed theriver at this
point. Somehow, Sikes didn't share the secondary's enthusiasm. The people they hunted didn't make
mistakes, sheld left the cup for areason. Still, they crossed theriver, leaving the man with the wounded
leg behind. There was only one set of footprints on the other side, but the depth showed that one was no
doubt carrying the other.

"One of them must be wounded," the secondary said.

"Or just exhausted. Remember that they have been onfoot al night," Sikessaid. "Come on, we
should be ableto catch them easily now."

They had traveled only aminute or two when the screaming started. They ran back, weapons
pulled. But when they arrived it was obvious that the wounded man hadn't died of any direct attack. Even
from across theriver, they could see that the man's face was bubbled and misshapen. Sikes saw the cup
in the man's hand. Only one thing could do that. Skes looked away.

"God damn her! Isthere nothing she can't get her hands on?" Sikes cursed.

"What happened to him?" the secondary asked, sickened.

"Pronuses poisoning. She must have laced the cup with it,” Sikes said.

"Pronuses But only freaks have Pronuses!” Obvioudy, the man was now terrified.

"Don't beafool, man. Only Elites wear Elite boots, but she'sgot apair of those, too. Come on.
Let'sgo beforethetrail getscold.”

RJfound aclump of brush and put David into it. She covered him with leaves, partly to kegp him
warm, and partly to hide him. It wastimeto get rid of the dogs. They were following her footprints. If
that told them whereto find her, it dso told her whereto find them. She walked back down her own
trail then crawled into atree with her spearsto wait.

Sikes stopped. He held up a hand, and the secondary stopped, too. He could fed it. Shewas
watching him. The spear hurled through the air to land with a pounding thud in the secondary's chest.
Desgth came so ingtantly that he didn't have achance to scream. He fell backwards, his body arched
once, and then hewas gtill. The boiling of hisflesh told Sikesthat such adirect hit was unnecessary.

"Go ahead! Kill me! | can't seeyou, | can't top you! Go ahead!" Sikes screamed. He spread his
armswide."Comeon, kill me! But at least have the guts to show your face."

RJwas never oneto deny aman hislast wish. She jumped down from the tree.

Sikes reaction to her appearance wasn't quite what she'd expected.

He stared at her in horror and confusion, mouthing words he couldn't get out. His reason, aready
stretched tightly, snapped.

RJraised the spesar.

"How?Why?" Sikes gasped.

"The answer to 'how' iseasy," she smiled broadly. "I'm afreak. 'Why? Because | want to topple
the Reliance. Isthat dl?May | kill you now?" Actudly, shedidn't wait for hisanswer.

Hefdll to the ground and rolled. The spear missed, but hisblast hit her square in the chest and sent
her regling. He took the opportunity to run, but he knew that a blast to the chest wasn't going to dow the
freak down for long. He turned on his comlink, and there was Kirk.



"Y ou'renat killing mel™ helaughed maniacaly.

"Sikes, what's going on?" Jessca demanded.

"They'redl dead. But not me. Y ou're not going to kill me, you freak!" He threw his comlink against
atree, where it shattered. Held lost her for the time being, but sheld heal. Then sheld cometo kill him. He
laughed hygtericdly. ™Y ouwon't kill me!"

RJ had taken the full blast in her chest. She stopped and leaned againgt atree. Shetried to catch her
breath, but ended up Sumping down to the ground. She had to catch him, but it would have to wait. Hell,
she could see her breastbone through the hole in her chest.

"Oh, bother." She took another Pronuses and waited for the effects. "Pride goeth before afal.
Father aways said that." She felt better. Glancing down, she saw the damage rapidly repairing itsdlf, so
she got up and continued the chase.

The hunter had become the hunted, and as was so often the case, the hunter couldn't handle therole
reversal. RJfound her quarry hanging limply in atree with arope around his snapped neck. She quickly
took hisjacket—he'd ruined hers, after all. Shetook his shirt and sidearm, too.

Addressing the corpse, RJcommented dryly, ™Y ou know, if you start killing yoursalves, you're
going to take dl thefun out of thislittlewar.”

On the way back to get David she stopped just long enough to take the dead secondary's clothes
and wespon. Then after she uncovered him, RJ traded David's wet clothes for the dry ones. Oh, the
pants were alittle wet from wading the river, but nothing compared to the wet, muddy messthat David
had been wearing. David groaned as she changed his clothes.

"Oh, just shut up and go back to deep. A lot of help you are.” She picked David up and started out
agan. Right now, her only plan wasto keep moving.

Jessicatried desperately to reach Sikes. She couldn't. She played back hislast communication. The
word "freek" echoed through Jessicas brain. She quickly erased the communication from the termind's
main memory.

Shewastired of playing. It wastimeto get serious. She put on her combat fatigues. If you wanted
killing doneright, you had to do it yourself. She wanted RJ dead, and if Skeswasn't dead adready, she
had to kill him, too.

It took al of RJIs skill to continue dodging the ever-increasing number of patrolsin the area. Now
there were hdlicopters, and that made it decidedly more difficult.

After two hours of carrying David, she sat down for arest. She dapped him abit. Till then, al the
bouncing and trouncing and tossing from one shoulder to the other like afeed sack hadn't made him so
much as stir and mutter. Therefore, RJwas surprised that the gentle dap had any effect at all.

David dtirred.

"Yes, it would be niceif you woke up now," RJcommented sarcastically. She rubbed her
Pronuses-dry eyes as David rubbed the deep from his.

He was awake, and he looked around in a disoriented way.

"Have anice ngp?'

"What happened?' David asked. He felt nauseous and hisribs and stomach hurt.

"Y ou passed out.” She got up and helped him to hisfeet. "Can you walk now? Weve got to keep
moving, and I'm tired of carrying you."

He nodded, dthough he held his head when he did so, and looked alittle green.

"Thewater," he mumbled. It waslike he was remembering some horrible nightmare. "Under the
water . . ." Heremembered hands grabbing him, pulling him out, agasp for air, and then al was dark. He
knew only that RJhad pulled him out of theriver. If she hadn't, héd have surely drowned. "Thanks, RJ."



"Don't thank me yet. Weve just been spotted.” It wasn't her imagination, either. The helicopter
flying just above the tree tops tossed out two brightly colored smoke bombs.

"What the hell did they do that for?' David coughed out. “"Now they can't see us."

"Now every troop in the area knows where we are. By the time the smoke clears, welll be
surrounded. Come on." Sheran, pulling him after her.

Alexi saw the colored smoke, but he went towardsit for adifferent reason than hisfdlows. If RJ

died, dmost everyone would know, and everyone who knew would care. Pro or con, no one would be
indifferent.

#

RJand David brokeinto the clearing. "Hit the ground and stay there.”

"Why?' David wanted to know. "What are you going to do? What can you do?"
"Just stay down." Shedidn't havetimeto explain.

Sheran into the clearing. As she had expected, the helicopter spotted her. 1t swooped down for the

kill. RJwaited till the runners were dangeroudy close. Then she jumped for dl she was worth and caught
hold of one of them.

"Whered she go?' the gunner asked the pilot.

The pilot shrugged.

"Wheredid who go?'

Both men turned to look at the woman standing on the runner. Their mouths hung open in disbelief.

"Oh, you meant me." She grabbed the gunner and jerked him out of the helicopter.

The pilot drew his gun and fired point-blank.

RJlooked from the holein her jacket to the stunned pilot and frowned. "Damniit, | just got this
jacket."

The man screamed as she grabbed the front of his shirt in one hand. His scream rose to a hrill
soprano as hewas hurled out of the chopper, and didn't stop till he hit the ground with awet thud.

RJfinished climbing in, took the controls, turned the chopper around and set it down closeto
David.

David didn't have to be told twice. He ran and jumped in, thinking that RJwould take off
immediately.

Shejust sat there.

"What areyou waiting . . ." then he saw the Elite with the rocket launcher.

"Turn the bird off, and get out—dowly."

There were three others with him, dl holding lasers pointed directly at them.

RJturned off the helicopter.

"OK, get out. Hands up!"

RJand David did asthey weretold. They stood before the group, arms held high.

"So, you'rethe great RJ. Y ou don't ook so tough to me." He raised the rocket launcher, and aimed
it a her.

"Indl fairness, you're not seeing me at my best," RJreplied dryly.

RJwas probably the only one there to notice the badly battered trooper sumble into the clearing.
One part of her mind processed his presence, and decided that he had comein for the kill.

"Dig, traitor!" The Elitesfinger tightened on thetrigger.

RJ prepared to throw herself to the ground. Her laser should be dry by now, and with it, she could
givethesefour arun for their money.

Then two unexpected things happened. First, David flung himsaf on her, knocking her to the
ground. Second, the soldier who had stumbled into the clearing shot the Elite before hisfinger could close



onthetrigger.

In the pandemonium that followed, two of the remaining Elitesfell to RIslaser, and thethirdto a
second bullet from the stranger's gun.

The three looked at each other for only a second. No word was spoken.

RJ grabbed the rocket launcher, dung it into the chopper, jumped in and started the engine.

David grabbed up RJs spears and got to the chopper only seconds after the stranger got into the
back and sat behind RJ.

They lifted off just astroops started pouring into the clearing.

David had never flown before. He found the fedling exhilarating.

"Wereflying, RJ Flying like afucking bird!" He jerked on her shoulder in an excited fashion.

"If you don't quit pulling on her, we're going to be dropping like afucking turd." Alexi had flown
before; held even had afew chopper lessons once upon atime, but he ill didn't likeit.

RJ saw the chopper coming up on their tail. "Bucklein.”

For once, David complied without question. Alexi fastened himsdlf into the gunner'sharness. RJ
swerved, but the blast came so close that it shook the chopper.

"That wasfucking close," Alexi said.

"Hang on." RJflipped the chopper upside down and came in behind the other bird.

"All right!" David said, likeakid on acarnival ride.

"Fire," RJordered.

Alexi hesitated. That was a Reliance chopper. The chopper opened fire on them. One bullet
shattered the windshield in front of RJ. She kicked the safety glass out al the way so that she could see.

"Firel Fire, or I'll kick your ass out of this chopper,” RJsaid with ahiss.

Alexi had no doubt that she meant it, nor did he doubt that she could do it. He took careful aim and
fired. Then he watched as the chopper exploded in flames, and knew that there was no going back now.

The next chopper to comein pursuit was newer and better equipped. Their first rocket missed. RJ
was asuperb pilot, but she couldn't outmaneuver the super-chopper indefinitely.

"Canyoufly?' RJasked Alexi.

He nodded reluctantly. "A little."

"Take over." Shedidn't give him much choice. She unsirapped hersdlf, grabbed the rocket launcher,
and stepped out on the runner.

"Areyou nuts?" Alexi asked, taking the controls.

"She's nuts, but she's OK," David assured him.

RJ braced hersalf and prepared to fire. The pursuit had the same idea, and the two rockets hit
smultaneoudy. RJIsrocket hit them squardly, and there was no more pursuit. Their rocket hit thetail of
the rebels chopper, and blew off apiece. It rocked and spun the chopper violently, and R fell.

"RJ" David shrieked. He unbuckled himself, and moved quickly to the door. RJwas hanging on the
runner. David hung on to his safety belt and with his other hand reached out and grabbed RJ. "No sense
hanging around down there." He pulled her back indgde as she cursed his sense of humor.

RJtook the control seet, throwing the rocket launcher off her arm.

"Out of rockets," shesaid asAlexi Sartedto grabit.

"So, now what? Here comes another one." Alexi pointed. He was beginning to wish hed stayed on
the other side.

"Hand me one of those spears, David. Be careful not to nick yoursdlf; I've poisoned thetips.” He
handed her one. Shetook firm hold, positioned the spear and dowed the chopper.

"Whet the hdll areyou doing!" Alexi screamed in disbelief and terror. "Weve got haf our tail shot
off. That meanstha we have damn little Sdeways motion. They've got afully operationa bird. Machine
guns, rockets. . ."



RJ dung the spear.

"Yes, but they don't have apilot." RJsaid smugly, asthe other chopper raced towards the ground.

Alexi just sat there with his mouth hanging open.

"lan't she neat?" David asked lightly.

RJfled as another chopper camein. She was beginning to lose her cool. Enough was fucking
enough. She was strung out on Pronuses. Her eyesfdt like her lids were made of sandpaper, and her
arm was jerking so much it was becoming increasingly hard to control. It had been ahard couple of days
on thefront, and she was starting to take this al very personally.

"l want abath," she said longingly.

"What?' David asked.

"Nothing," RJsaid with asmile. Shelooked a David. "Ever wish we'd gone into another line of
work?"

David smiled and put areassuring hand on her shoulder. "Know what you mean, partner. The hours
are abitch, and the pay sucks."

RJ patted his hand.

"We can't outrun them, can we?'

"No," shesad. "But were not going to give up, either.”

"Never crossed my mind." David looked at the rocket launcher, then he saw the smoke bombs. He
was so excited, he couldn't speak. He picked both up. "RJ?"

She amiled. "Find therest.”

"It could work," Alexi said.

"Of courseit will. You load and prepareto fire. Get it in the cockpit.”

Alexi nodded grimly.

David dumped eight smoke bombs on the floor between RJand Alexi.

"Freon my command,” RJ ordered.

Alexi nodded.

RJdowed and dropped so low that it looked like they would crash into the treetops. As she
maneuvered, shetook timeto be grateful that Earth had no War Birds. They would have been dead long
snce on one of the outer planets where the equipment was al-new and lethal.

The chopper swooped in for thekill.

"Hre"

Alexi'sam was right on the money. Thefirst smoke bomb landed in the cockpit of the attacker,
which immediately filled with smoke. The pilot wasflying blind, and wastoo closeto thetrees. It
crashed, and RJ pulled up.

"Reload."

The order was unnecessary, as Alexi was adready doing so. There was one chopper |eft that they
could see. They could run, but then they would be chased.

"Fuck you," RJswung around, heading straight for the last chopper.

"What thehdl .. ." Alexi was as shocked asthe pilot of the other chopper.

The chopper pilot couldn't believeit. Hell! Their tail was shot off, and they were coming after him.
He didn't know whether to attack or to run away. While he was wondering, a smoke bomb landed in his
gunner'slap. Suddenly he couldn't see.

"Getrid of it!" he screamed.

The gunner wastrying to do just that, but it rolled off hislap and got lost on the floor. The pilot
knew of only onething to do. He went up. There shouldn't be anything to hit up there. The smoke was
choking him and making him dizzy, sck. Something hit hisgunner. He never knew what. The gunner fell



from the craft screaming, Hill tied to the chopper by his half-fastened safety harness. The pilot's heed was
pounding. Who would have believed this shit could fuck you up so badly? No sense calling for help,
there wouldn't be any. The rebelswere getting away. Well, he thought, at least he wouldn't have to face
Senator Kirk'swrath. He passed out, and the chopper went down, making him just one more of the
casudties.

Chapter Nine

By the time Senator Kirk arrived, al she could do was assess the damage and try to figure out what
had happened. To do this, she decided to go to the beginning and follow the rebel'strail. She took
Generd Sackswith her, dthough at this moment she wasn't sure that she redlly wanted
company—especialy Sacks.

"I redly can't see what good following thistrail will do us™" Sacks grumbled.

They stopped their bikes at the spot where RJ and David had set up their rough camp. Jessicagot
off her bike and started to look around.

"We should be after them. We should be trying to find them.”

"And how would you suggest that we do that, Sacks?" Jessica asked hotly. " Should we ask them
nicely? Y oo-Hoo! Oh, Rebel Terrorist! Could you please set off asmoke bomb or something so that we
can find you?' She saw something on the ground, and moved towardsit. "We must seejust who we are
up against. Obvioudly, these two people are alot more capable than our soldiers, since alarge number of
them died out here trying to catch two Rebels. AH!" She reached down dowly and moved the leaves
asde. She carefully lifted the discarded food tray with two fingers." So, RJ, you do occasiondly make
mistakes." She put the tray into her backpack. Then she got on her bike and they started out again. The
next stop was the booby-trapped bike. Jessica seemed oblivious to the body of the man who had died
here.

From here, the rebels had gone on foot. She got off her bike again, thistime taking her pack and the
infrared scan with her.

"Let'sgo," she ordered.

"Onfoot!" the generd shrieked. Thethreefirst class soldierswith them didn't seem any too pleased
themsdves

"Youll join me, General. Y ou men will follow on the bikes." She was not in the mood to argue with
the arrogant jerk, and with her rank, she didn't have to.

"Whatever for?" Sackswhined.

"Because | said s0," she spat with venom. She turned cool eyesto him. "And, in caseyou've
forgotten, I'm in command. If | tell you to shit, you had better drop aturd. Do you understand, Sacks?"
she screamed.

"Yes, of course, Senator. A thousand pardons.” He got off the bike and got his pack.

"Doubletime," Jessicatook off. She expected him to keep up, and he did—just. They followed the
path RJ had taken as well asthey could. Thefire had wiped out part of thetrail. She stopped and studied
the ground.

"Doubtless, you've noticed that one of our rebelsiswearing Elite boots," Jessicasaid to Sacks.

Actually, he hadn't, but he nodded anyway. He didn't have the breath to tal k.

Jessicalooked at Sacks and frowned. She didn't like the implications. Sacks was astrong, healthy
man at the peak of physica hedth and strength. As an Elite Generd, he couldn't have been anything else.
He was damn near donein, but the rebels had continued from here. Had, in fact gone on to wreak
devadtating havoc. How could they, if Sacks condition was any indication of what theirshad been . . .
Add to thisthat they probably hadn't dept for twenty-four hours, and that it had been night, and Jessica



started to form apicture of her adversariesthat she did not like at al.

They cameto theriver, and Jessicawaded in.

"You've got to bekidding," Sacks groaned.

"In," she ordered. Sacks complied.

Thirty minutes later, Sacks had had it. "I can't believe they walked in the water thislong. I'm
freezing.”

So should they have been. Jessica had asinking feding. Ten minutes later, they cameto Sikes
discarded bikes.

Sacks only had to take one look at the body to know what had happened to the man.

"Pronuses." He swallowed hard.

Jessicanodded, and picked up the cup. She sniffedit.

"Shelaced the cup with it. Thisfool must have used it." She put the cup in her pack. "Come on, this
iswherethey crossed over." On the other sSide, Jessicafound where RJhad pulled David out of the
water. From the amount of water still on the ground, Jessica deduced that they must have both been
drenched from head to toe. She looked fleetingly at Sacks. He was huffing and puffing, trying to catch his
breath. He was on the brink of exhaustion. Likewise, one of the rebels had been in worse shape than the
other. She scanned the footprints, and puzzled out the prints | eft by the rebels.

"One of them had to carry the other one from here. The one with the Elite boots.”

Sacks nodded silently. He didn't find that too hard to believe. Ten minutes later, he collapsed.
Jessicaleft one of the men with him, and took the other two with her.

She found the body with the spear sticking from its chest, the face twisted and distorted.

"Very clever. Pronuses-laced spears.” She put her foot on the man's chest and pulled the spear out,
obliviousto the gore that oozed out of the now-open wound. Both soldiers swallowed hard. Jessica
shook her head.

"A direct hit was unnecessary. Y ou were showing off, RJ." Shewastaking to hersdlf.

There were two sets of Elite boot-prints on the ground now, and they were going every which way.
It was obvious that RJhad lost the dead weight of her partner at this point. Jessicafollowed the clearest
st of prints. One set of Elite prints followed another. Sikes and RJwere apparently about the same size,
because she couldn't distinguish between the two. Still, Jessica had no doubt who was chasing whom.

Even 0, Jessicawas not prepared for what she found. She stopped short with agasp. Sikeswas
dancing thereinthe air like a puppet on astring. Thisexplained Sikes last hystericd outburst. He had
cracked. Sheredlly couldn't blame him. Histroop had been meticuloudy picked off. One by one, each
had falen. He had been aone, and he knew there was no escape. He hadn't given RJ the satisfaction of
killing him.

"Oh, Skes," she sighed adeep and heavy sgh. If he had lived, Jessicawould havekilled him
hersdlf, but she ill hated to think of him dying like this. Sikes had been abrave man, a strong man. But
he couldn't fight RJ. Jessica thought she knew why. She assessed the damage, and her worst fears were
only confirmed. There just couldn't be any other explanation for al that she saw.

At the end of thetrail, shetalked to athird-class soldier who had been on hand to witnessthe
daughter intheair.

"What did they look like?" Jessica asked.

"What?' The man wasin shock. Hed been hit in the arm by a piece of shrapnd. It wasn't abad
wound, but it hadn't been anything but field-dressed, and hewasin agreet dea of pain.

Jesscadidn't care. She was out of patience with the whole damn lot of them.

"The rebels, man. What did they look like?" She demanded.

"l wasn't very close. They were both over average height. The man was very dark, average build.
Thewomanwas. . . well, shewasblonde. . . asblonde as yoursalf, Senator, and her skin was about
your color."



"A hybrid," the third-class Captain—the soldier's commander—said.

Senator Kirk stiffened. She turned icy blue eyes on him, and his blood ran cold.

He shrugged. It wasn't like it was any secret that Kirk was a hybrid.

"They were joined by athird man,” the soldier said.

"He had to be one of ours" Jessica said thoughtfully. "He must have sympathized with her, and gone
over. God, if she buildsan army, there will be no stopping her." Again, the Senator wastalking to herself.

"| don't believe that for aminute,” the captain said. "He must have been one of her men.”

Jessicadammed the palm of her hand into her head. Partly because she couldn't believe that aman
with so little in the way of brains had made it to third-class captain, and partly because after dl that had
happened, hitting her head felt good.

"It'sno wonder they got away. Thereisnot awhole brain in the entire Earth-based Reliance army.
RJand her friend were aone, being chased dl night and most of the day. Y ou want meto believe that
thisfellow just happened to stumble upon them here at the exact moment that dl this'—she made a
flamboyant hand gesture—"happened? Do you have any ideawhat the odds of that happening are?' She
wasyeling in rage by the end of her peech.

The Captain stood there sllently. Obvioudy, he was trying to do the math in his head. "No, Senator.
| don't know," he said at length.

Jessicaripped his captain's patch from his shoulder. "Think about it, private. Think about it long and
hard. Save dl your money, and maybe someday you'll be able to buy abrain. They are doing wonders
with artificid intelligence these days. Wait around and maybe technology will catch up with you.”

Jessica stomped over to the chopper that was waiting for her and boarded. " Take me back to
Capital. Get methe hell away from dl these incompetent fools."

"At once, Senator.”

Chapter Ten

Genera Right walked into Jago's Throne Room and bowed as was required.

"Oh, what isit now?" Jago sighed. He popped a grape into his mouth, and then said around it,
"Wd|?'

"RJand therebds. . ."—Somehow, that sounded better than RJ and one other rebel—". . . have
nated Governor Bristol. Troops were deployed to exterminate them, but with no success. Senator
Kirk is reporting the destruction of numerous pieces of Reliance hardware, aswell as the deaths of more
than fifty soldiers, including Elite Captain Sikes, who apparently went mad and hanged himsdf." Right
tried to report it in the bland, emotionless tones he had been taught at the academy, but it was difficult.
Thiswas the most excitement they had seen on Earth in centuries.

"Oh, damn! And this started out to be such anice day." Jago rested hisfat chin on his
pudgy-fingered hand and looked at thewall with apout. "'l suppose you want me to do something about
it." Hesghed heavily. "I'm gtarting to didike thisRJ person immensdy. Sheisinterrupting my life. | want
her dead.”

"Weadl want her dead, Excellency. As Governor Genera of Sector 11-N, | fed it ismy duty to go
to Capitol 2-A and assst Senator Kirk in putting these rebels down,” Right said.

"Then why are you bothering me? Why don't you just do it?" Jago asked hotly.

Right cleared histhroat and handed a paper to Jago. Jago read it carefully.

"What isthis, Right?" Jago asked suspicioudy.

"Gy

"This gates that you will report directly to Senator Kirk—that you would take your ordersfrom



her, and not me. That | am to give you and that hybrid absolute control in matters concerning the rebel
RJ," Jago pargphrased: He didn't redly understand what it all meant, but he was sure that he shouldn't
likeit.

"For your protection, Excellency," Right said.

"How s0?" Jago asked with the lift of an eyebrow.

"Well, Sire, you couldn't possibly be blamed for any mistakes that we might make since we
wouldn't be consulting with you.”

Jago thought about that for amoment. He finally decided that he liked the sound of it.

"I wouldn't have to hear any more about who this horrid RJ person waskilling or maiming?" Jago
asked hopefully.

"Of course nat,” Right smiled ontheinsde.

"Or what she's stealing?" Jago asked, till suspicious of anything that sounded this good.

"That'sright."

"And | wouldn't haveto dedl with you until thisthing with the rebelswas dl cleared up?* Jago
asked, beginning to get excited.

"Regrettably, no, Sir. | will beleaving Genera Zaksin control here" Right said.

Jago laughed happily. Zaks was known for his meekness. He wasn't likely to be as brash about
interrupting him as Right was. Jago signed quickly and handed the paper back to the generd.

"Thereyou go, Right. | wish you luck in your endeavors." He motioned towards the door. "Have a
good trip. Give my loveto the hybrid bitch of Capitol.”

Right bowed quickly and left. When the door closed, Jago gave vent to hisjoy.

"No more RJ No more Right! No more Right bugging me about RJ, who's dways stedling
wesponsthat | have no knowledge of!" He shoved a nectarine in his mouth, and looked like a pig stuffed
for baking.

They'd ditched the chopper and were now hoofing it. RJ spotted an unguarded farm truck. She
decided that this meant that the owners wanted her to haveit.

"I think thisiswhere we part company,” RJsaid to Alexi."Y ou'll haveto find your own way from
here

"Now, wait aminute!" Alexi arted in disbdief. "I'm going with you!"

"l don't think 0," RJsaid plainly.

"| saved your wretched neck!" Alexi exclamed.

"Maybe" RJsad, shrugging it off.

"Maybel" Alexi wasincredulous. "Undoubtedly!"

RJsghed heavily. "Why do men dways assume that they have saved my life?Isit some maething?
Doesit make you fedl good to think that | am so helplessthat | must be saved?!

"He had arocket launcher pointed at your head,” Alexi reminded her harshly.

"And from that onelittle fact, you assumethat | was having trouble?" RJ just shook her head in
disbdief. "Thank you for maybe saving my life. Now, goodbye.”

"Ligen, lady .. ."

"Ladiesdon't carry guns,” RJinformed him shortly.

David listened to RJ. He had been watching her. She was having trouble walking straight, and her
armwas jerking ferocioudy. She obvioudy wasn't thinking straight, or she wouldn't be trying to get rid of
suchavauabledly.

"RJ, thisman can help us”

"What's your name?' David asked Alexi as RJsnorted her disapprovdl.

"Alexi. I'm athird-class soldier. | want to join the Rebdlion.”



"No," RJsaid decisvely. She was only too aware that she wasn't thinking clearly. But she didn't
think she waswrong about her ill fedings concerning Alexi.

"RJ, he'safighter, and hewantstojoin. . ."

"Ah, but why does hewant to join?' RJ rubbed her Pronuses-dry eyes. Shelooked at Alexi. Oh, he
had no intention of turning them over. He wasn't a plant. He meant what he said. But hewanted to join
them for al the wrong reasons.

"For God's sake, RJ, you recruit a pickpocket and an ax-wielding wife-murderer, but this men
makes you uncomfortable. Y ou're strung out, that's al. Y ou're not thinking straight." David was alittle
aggravated with her.

"I know what I'm doing,” RJsaid hatly.

"Do you? We are fighting the Reliance, and we need every man we can get." David tried to keep
the anger out of hisvoice. After dl that had happened, RJwas more than entitled to alittle paranoia.

"David,” RIJmotioned with her hand, and David followed her out of Alexi's hearing. "He's no good.
If hejoinsus, eventudly therewill betrouble.

"RJ, we're supposed to be partners, aren't we?"

RJ nodded.

"Then | want Alexi."

"Thenyou shdl have him, David," RJhissed. "But know this. If that man stays, hewill betrouble. If
he gays, eventudly | will haveto kill him. Hisblood will be on your hands, not mine."

David smiled reassuringly. "Y ou'rejust tired.”

They walked back to Alexi, who was looking at David hopefully.

"Yourein," Davidtold him.

The smug smile Alexi gave RJonly confirmed what she dready knew about him. Alexi wasa
weasdl, but she'd be sure that he was a useful weasdl for the time being.

Jesscamet Right as he stepped out of his plane. They embraced, then headed for Jessicascar. It
was ashort trip from the airstrip to the interior of Capitol.

They sat in the back together while an Elite drove. They were silent for along time, then Right
ventured condolences.

"I was sorry to hear about Jack's death. He was a good man, and agood friend."

Jessicaslip quivered alittle, but that was her only sign of emotion. Shewas il Slent.

"Thewhole of the Reliance grieves with you."

"Not that fat bastard." Her mask of calm crumbled to be replaced by rage. " Jack asked for help
months ago, and Jago did nothing. Y ou tried, Right. | don't blame you. | know how hard it isto get that
dug to do anything except bed some poor unfortunate wretch of agirl, or stuff hisface. Jagoisas
responsible for Jack's death as RJis." Sheturned to face him, and the rage he saw there was more than a
littlefrightening. "I tdll you, Right, when | am donewith RJ, | will dedl with Jago in the samefashion. |
mean to have their heads™

"Shh," Right warned, motioning towards the driver.

"I redlly don't care who hears. Jago would be a class-B worker if his brother weren't World
Commissioner, and even hethinks Jago'sanidiot.”

"| redizethat you're upset, Jessy. But threatening to kill Jago is dangerous.”

Jessicalaughed, then sobered. "Not nearly as dangerous as this RJwe face. | don't mind telling you
that | fear her much more than Jago, or anyone ese for that matter.” Sheran down, in detall, al that had
happened, excluding only what she was sure RJwas. "There's no body, Right." She choked alittle on her
words. "Just pieces smeared dl over theinside of the car.”

"Hisbox?' Right questioned.

"It wasthere." Shefought to control her tears. "The only thing keeping me going is the need to have



thisRJdead.”

"Where do you suppose she got the Pronuses?' Right asked curioudy. Trying to take her mind off
her loss.

"l imagine she could get anything. Do you know that she hasthe utter gall to wear Elite boots?' She
had calmed herself by sheer willpower. "We aren't up againgt a dissatisfied work unit; she's one of our
own. At onetime, she was probably a high-ranking Elite with combat experience on the outer worlds.
Her army grows daily. Today she gleaned athird-class soldie—aman with an otherwise flawless
record. If loya soldierswill leave theranksto join her, think what will happen to work units."

Right's eyes grew huge astheimplications hit him.

"And she could do it, Right. | have no doubt about it. We could have our first red rebellion snce
the Reliance seized control four hundred and ninety-four years ago."

While Right was busy getting himsdlf settled in to his new office, Jesscawas Stting donein hers,
tapping her fingers on her desk impatiently.

The man walked into her office.

"What took you so long?' she demanded.

"Sorry, Senator," he said, depositing the two small disks on her desk in front of her. "The DNA on
the items was sparse and contaminated by other organic materid. It took sometimeto sort it al out and
get atruereading.”

"Go away," shesaid ungracioudly.

Hewas only too happy to comply. Senator Kirk had never been the best person to work for, but
latdly shewasimpossible.

When she was sure he was gone she locked the door. Then she put thefirst disk into the terminal.
Thiswas the man. Not bad looking. David Grant, Class D work unit. Imprisoned for acts of treason
againg the Reliance. Died in alogging accident. The computer droned out dates and other unimportant
data. Jesscaremoved the disk.

"Someone was covering their ass." She hissed the words, her jaw tight with rage. It wasn't thefirst
time a prisoner had escaped and been marked dead. It was easier that way—I|ess paperwork. Jessica
picked up the second disk carefully. Shelooked at it for several long minutes. She had agut feding that
her worst fears were about to be confirmed.

"So, RJ, let's see what you look like." She put the disk in with trembling fingers, then sagged back in
her chair and closed her eyes against what she saw.

She might aswell have been looking inamirror.

"Senator JessicaKirk, Elite. . ." before the computer could say more, she ripped the disk from the
termina and crushed it in her fist.

Severd hours later, Jessicawoke with astart. The dream she'd been having hadn't been a pleasant
one. Seeping alone had never bothered her before. Perhaps because it had never seemed so permanent.
She got out of bed and put on her robe. She took a cigarette off the bedside table, lit it, and took along
drag. Then she started pacing.

The thought of RJ curled around her lover, safe and snug, ate at Jessicas soul. It wasn't fair. Jessca
felt lost and miserably done.

"OK, Stewart. Y ou've got some explaining to do." She put out her half-smoked cigarette, and got
dressed.

Poley ran into Stewart's [ab. He shut the door heavily.
"Oh, whatever isit now, Poley?' Stewart asked without looking up from the microscope.
"It'sthe random unit, Sir," an edge of excitement to his synthetic voice.



Dr. Stewart abandoned his microscope and started pacing in anticipation. " So, what's she done
now?" Stewart asked happily.

"She's nated Governor Brigtol . . ."

Stewart started laughing, and didn't stop until Poley had given him afull report on dl the damage.
Suddenly, he stopped pacing and aworried ook replaced the laughter.

"Damn," hesaid in aput out tone.

"Isthere something wrong, Doctor?' Poley asked.

" She used Pronuses to poison thetip of those spears.” Stewart was thoughtful.

"S0," Poley didn't understand the problem.

"0, tin head, how long can it take them to redlize what RJis, if they haven't dready? After that,
how long before they redlize that I'm the only one with the brainsto have created her?"

"Dr. Preston . . ." Poley dtarted.

"Oh, don't make me laugh.”" The professor looked far from laughing. "'Preston isasmug fool.”

"His endeavorsin both robotics and genetics equa yours." Poley wastrying to ease the professor's
mind, but Stewart didn't take it that way.

"Hal Preston! Equal to me! Never! Has Preston created anything to equal RJ? NO! Oh, no he
hasn't. And do you know why, Tim Pants?'

"Because he wasn't concerned with perpetuating his own genes," Poley answered excitedly. He
thought he'd done well, so he didn't understand the doctor's wrath.

"Because, you great meta fool, | have more brainsin my little finger than that idiot Preston hasin his
whole body!" Stewart screamed.

"Oh," Poley sad. "That was my next guess.”

"Preston could never duplicate one of my creations. Only acomplete and utter fool would mistake
RJfor one of Preston's abortions," Stewart hollered like alunatic. "Why, Preston has trouble making a
sandwich!”

"Of course, gr," Poley said, making it obvious by histone of voice that it was ahumbling experience
to be alowed to work in the company of anintellect asvast as Dr. Stewart's. "1 was Smply suggesting
that the Reliance may mistake RJfor one of Preston’s creations.”

"Areyou trying to paironize me, Poley?' Stewart asked suspicioudy. "Anyone with asingle ounce
of senseisgoing to know that only | have the necessary knowledge and intellect to have created RJ.
Anyone with even aspark of intelligence would know that. Preston doesn't have the good sense to dump
pissout of his shoe without being told. Preston, make RJ? Hal | have studied amoebas with more
intelligence." He sat down on his tool, folded his arms across his chest, and proceeded to pout. "Only a
complete and totd idiot would mistake one of my projects for one of Preston’s.”

"Of course, Sir. But, asyou have often told me," he cleared his synthetic throat. " The heads of the
Reliance are abunch of butt-brained buffoons who wouldn't know shit from computer chipswithout a
diagram.”

Stewart began to laugh again. He jumped off his stool, and hugged his meta friend. "Oh, quiteright,
Poley. Only acomplete idiot would mistake my work for Preston's. But that defines the Reliance
perfectly! They will probably assume that RJis Preston's work, and go bother him." He sat back down
at hismicroscope. 'l am quite safe.”

Not ten minutes later someone walked into the room. "Tell them to go away, Poley. | don't have
timefor people today."

Poley wasslent.

"Go away," Stewart said irritably. He didn't bother to look up. "Next time you ignore an order,
Poley . .. I'mgoing to fireyou."

"Dr. Stewart?' Stewart's head jerked up quickly. He hit his head on alight fixture, and fdll off his
sool, holding hischest.



Jessica jerked the old man up off the floor and shook him roughly. *Oh, come on, old man. Who do
you think you're kidding?'

"He's an old man. He has a spastic heart.”" Poley took Stewart from Jessica's rough grasp and
hel ped him back onto his stoal.

A quick look told Stewart that thiswas not the random unit. This had to be one of the others. The
random unit had a defect, and she would never have treated him disrespectfully.

"What right do you have to bother me when I'm working?' Stewart asked hotly.
"l am Senator of Zone 2-A." Jessicainformed him haughtily.

"And | suppose you think that gives you aright to be rude," Stewart said curtly. Then he sarted to
laugh. "Did you hear that, Poley? A Senator.”

"Do you find that amusing, old man?1 could have you arrested for what you've done.”

"And just what have | done, dear?' Stewart asked innocently.

"I think you know, old man," Jessca gpat. "One of your creationsis running amok. Destroying
anything thet getsin her way . . ."

"And one of my creationsisa Senator. I'm so proud.”

"Listento me, you crazy oldfool . . ."

"Isthat any way to talk to your father?" Stewart asked, aghast.

"If you don't cooperate withme. . ."

That sounded like the start of athreat. Stewart didn't like thregts. ™Y ou'll do what? Tell them that |
made RJ? That | dso made you? Do you redly want dl your hoity-toity friends to know what you are?"
Obvioudy, from the expression on her face, she did not. " So, let us dispense with the threats, shal we,
J67"

"Jessica," shegrated out. "My nameis JessicaKirk."

"So, without any unpleasantness. What has brought you back to the fold?"

Jessicacringed. She had never in her wildest dreams ever thought that she would have to dedl with
Stewart at any level. "How many?' she asked a length.

"How many what?' Stewart asked cagily.

"How many like mysdlf did you make?"

"Oh, that." He played with something on hiswork bench. “Twelve."

"Twelvel" Jessicaheld ahand to her head.

"If it makesyou fed any better, there are only two of you left."

"How can you be so sure?' Jessica asked.

"| placed atransmitter at the base of each of your skullsthat emitsonly aslong asthe unitisviable.

Of course, RIsisdysfunctiona." He scratched his head asif wondering how he could have made such
an error.

"What do you mean?" Jessica asked.

"W, till most recently, | thought you were the only one left. But when RJ started her little reign of
terror . . ." He shrugged extravagantly. "I knew that had to be one of my girls. Of course, | dready knew
where you were, and what you were doing, so it couldn't be you. | suppose RJs unit must have broken.”

He gave Poley—who had avery confused look on hisface—awarning look. "It must have been
onethat you assembled.”

"Arewe. . .aeweal the same?'

"Of course," Stewart answered.

Poley looked about ready to speak, and Stewart fingered the shut off box in his pocket. Poley
gtood silently.

"So, for dl practicd purposes, | am fighting mysdf." She seemed to ponder this.

"It should make for an interesting addition to my experiment,” Stewart said, rubbing his chin.



"Imagine, if you will, two great minds attached to two superior bodies. Together, you might well conquer
the Rdiance. Why fight her, J-6? Why not join her instead?"

"Join her against the Reliance! Have you gone mad? Y ou talk treason, old man!™ Jesscawas
enraged at the mere suggestion that shewould join RJ.

"Well, it'sasure bet that shewon't join you." Stewart answered her rage with careful cam. "Pitted
agang each other, neither canwin.”

"I shal win. I will track her down and utterly destroy her.” Jessicas eyes burned with al the hate
and rage she possessed.

Stewart clicked histongue. "My, my. Why such mdice?!

"Because she chose to kill and mutilate my lover asasign to the Reliance,” Jessica spat out.

Stewart looked shocked, then pleased. "Did you hear that, Poley? J-6 had alover. And you argued
that they could never lead normd lives" Stewart laughed heartily.

Jessica had enough. He was laughing at her. He was laughing at her heartache. She grabbed his
shoulder in avice-like grip, and he stopped laughing.

"J-6, you're hurting my arm,” Stewart said, angrily. "Let me go a once!”

Jessicasurprised hersdlf; shelet him go. "My nameis Jessica. . . Senator JessicaKirk!"

"Stalemate, Senator. Tell them that | made RJ, and you aso haveto tell them that | made you. Tl
themwhat RJis, and if they catch her, don't you think they are going to notice the uncanny resemblance?
Don't you think they are going to start to ask questions about you? A few smpletests, and any fool
would know . . ."

"l don't need you dive." Jessicainformed him in her most menacing tone.

Stewart just smiled. "Y ou gain nothing by killing me"

"Satisfaction." Jessca hissed.

Stewart laughed. " Satisfaction? In killing me? Why? What sort of chalengewould | be? 'manold
man whose days are numbered. The brain is still strong, but the body istired. Y ou could kill mewith the
poke of asnglefinger. | am old and tired of fighting death. So, if it would give you satisfaction to take
what littlelifeisleft tome. . ." He stopped spesking and opened hisarms asif inviting her blow.

Jessicagave him ablack ook, then turned and stomped off towards the door. She turned just as
her hand touched the knob." Thisisn't the end of it, old man. Not by along shot.”

"l didn't think it would be." Stewart watched her as she made her exit.

Stewart reached in his pocket and hit the activation button as he addressed Poley. "That girl isa
little high-strung.”

"Why did you lieto her?' Poley asked in confusion.

"Shush, tinfool." Stewart hissed. He waited till he was sure she was out of hearing. "'Perhaps|
shouldn't have dlowed them to keep their emotions.”

"Why did you lieto her?' Poley perssted.

" She was supposed to be dead.” Stewart was thoughtful. Her calling unit must havefailed. "So, |
havetwo left. A rebd and a Senator.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. "Pitted againgt each other, there
isagood chance they may both wind up dead. | will haveto intervene, or the entire experiment will be
jeopardized. If Jesscagoes after RJin grief-stricken vengeance . . . well, neither canwin." Stewart got
up and started to pace hislaboratory. "1 must decide which one has the best chance of survival, and then
work to help that one.”

"I have dways been partid to RJ, mysdlf,” Poley said.

"Y ou know, my metal-bodied friend, | sometimes wonder if | didn't make you too human!" He sat
down and put afinger to his mouth.” So, J-6 had alover." He moved hisfinger from his mouth. "And RJ
killed him to make a political statement. Allowing themirrationd thought; thet was my first mistake. |
could have dtered their minds, but at the timeit just seemed like too much bother. Now, I'm beginning to
think it would have been wdl worth the effort. RJ running around in her suicidd revolution. J-6 going after



RJ. It'sal madness. Madness, | tell you. | don't have the strength, the determination, or the bloody time
to run up another batch. I'm an old man, Poley. An old and very tired man. One of them must live.
Unfortunatdly, that means—I| hate to say it—that the other must die. Poley, | want you to find out
everything you can about both RJand J-6. | want to know which has the greater chance of surviva.”

Stewart knew his decision must be based on facts. He had never been political, and now was not
thetimeto start.

Jessicalooked over graphs and charts on her computer screen. Genera Right stood attentively at
her shoulder, athough she clicked through them too fast for him to actualy see anything.

"Thereisno apparent method to her madness.” He grabbed her hand, gently staling her rapid
progress on amap of the zone. He pointed to the red marks on the map to further explain his meaning.
"Shegedsaload of supplies. . . tents, K-rations, clothing, €tc. . . . here. Three weeks later, she stedlsa
shipment of projectile weapons here—clear acrossthe zone. A week later she stealsaload of medical
suppliesjust an hour's drive away. A month later, they're back across the country, stealing aload of our
new laser sdearms. Two weeks later, and hafway across the country, they sted yet another load of
supplies. Two days after that, they're two hundred miles away, stealing aload of plasmablasters. Then
yesterday they stedl—are you ready for this2—boots! That makesno sense at al. Obvioudy, theseraids
are made at random, and without any prior study of the contents. Y et they have not ssumbled upon a
sngle one of the convoys harboring a GSH. They must just have the most incredible luck.”

"It has very little to do with luck," Jessicasaid shortly. She had done everything in her power to
make RJs life difficult. She'd doubled the number of GSHs accompanying the convoys. Sheld set up
random roadblocks. She'd scrambled the shipments and changed shipping routes.

Nothing.

RJwas outwitting her. She didn't know how, but it was obvious that RJ had an edge. Jessicawas
not as blind to the obvious as Right seemed to be.

"Thereismost definitely a method to her 'madness asyou cdl it. An army doesn't just need
weapons. It needsfood, clothing and shelter. And yes, even boots. She's collecting the provisionsfor an
army." Shelooked carefully a the map. "These raids are anything but random. How can we prepare any
red defenseif we don't know when or where she will strike next? RJis preparing her army to march, and
so far our attemptsto stop her have been ludicrous.”

"Thereisno reason to believe that she is doing anymore than stedling the supplies. Thereisno sign
of any sort of arebelion, much less one on that scale. In fact except for RJ, thereisno sign of an
organized rabble anywhere."

"What about Alsterase?

"What about it? The entire population of Alsterase couldn't use one sixteenth of the pilfered
supplies. Besides, there is nothing to suggest that there has been any kind of uprising in Alsterase,” Right
explaned.

Jessicawas slent for amoment. Then she spoke her thoughts aloud.”RJs got an army. Somewhere.
At least, she knows where to get one. I've got to believe that, or nothing she has done makes any sense.”
She contemplated the ceiling for amoment. "And | believe that she never does anything that doesn't
make perfect sense. What | don't understand is how she's missing the GSHs."

"Well, she mugt just have the most incredible luck,” Right suggested a second time.

"Thereisno such thing asluck in matters of war," Jessica snapped back. " Somehow she knows."

"Impossible. Shewould have to have abox.” Right assured her.

Jessica's head snapped up. Her eyes had a carnivorous shine to them. "What did you say?' Her
quiet voice made Right's skin crawl.

"| said she would have to have abox." Right's voice was alittle more choked than he would have
liked, but at least he had been able to fight the impulse to cringe.

"Of course!" Jessicadammed her fist into her palm. "That'sit! That's the answer. She's been Sitting



with abox, carefully picking and choosing which cargoes she wants and which ones are safe.”

Right looked at her and shook his head sadly. The whole thing had finally gotten to her. Her cable
had snapped. " She couldn't have abox. All of the boxes are accounted for,” he said carefully.

"Not Jack's." She got up and started pacing, picturing the whole event as it must have happened.
"Shegot it from Jack." No longer ahunch, she now knew her statement wastrue.

"But they found Jack's box with him," Right reminded her.

"No! They found a box with him." Jessica sat down on the edge of her desk and looked a Right.
"Y ou can bet that no one checked to make sure that it was his box—areal box. RJthrew aplasma
bomb into the armor-plated limo and closed the door. Everything inside would have been covered with a
thick, bloody, pulpy coat of what had once been men.”

Right swallowed hard.

"Can you see anyone digging through that to make sure of anything? If they saw a part of what
could have been hisbox, that would have been al the confirmation they needed.” Jessica's features
turned into a mask of white-hot anger, cool, but deadly. "That'swhy she did it. So that no one would
notice, so that no onewould look. She didn't kill Jack to make any sort of grand point; she just wanted
the box. All along, she only wanted the box. It didn't matter who she got it from. She killed Jack to cover
up the theft of the box." Shelooked out her office window and smiled asadistic smile. "So, RJ, you're
using the box," Jessicalooked at Right. "Anything that can be pushed can be pulled. | think it'stime we
did some pulling, Right ."



