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Prologue

Jago stared at his two subordinates with utter contempt. They were beaten, battered and dripping
filth dl over histhrone room. If he had been angry when he summoned them, he was furious upon seeing
them. Especidly Kirk. She stood there with an infuriating air of arrogance on her face, asif she had done
nothing wrong and dared him to say otherwise.

"Y ou incompetent idiots" Jago screamed, his blubber shaking inrage. ™Y ou utter fools! How could
you let this happen?'

"Wethought . . . Wethought she was dead. We thought the rebellion had been utterly
obliterated. We couldn't have foreseen this. How could we have prepared for something no one could
have seen coming?' Governor General Right tried to explain their actions, or lack thereof. He had spent a
lifetime cultivating the fine art of appeasing those above him in rank, and considered himself quite good at
it. Good enough in fact to talk hisway out of even this most recent disaster. He had one problem,
however, and Jago was looking right at her.

"What about you, Kirk? Enlighten me. Thiswas your zone; ultimately you're responsible for what
has happened there. What do you haveto say for yoursaf? Anything? Anything at all!"

Jessica had been staring at a pot on the floor with the eye she had | eft after her encounter with RJ.
Shewas focusing intently on a place where the dried blood had flaked off her hand and formed asmall
pile at her feet. Sowly shelooked up at Jago with more contempt than even he could muster. She smiled,
not at al apleasant sght, and much to Right's dismay she began to spesk.

"You giant, ugly, maignant toad! Y ou asked usto accomplish the impossible, and wetried. Wedl
tried. We bent and broke laws; we did everything in our power. We went above and beyond. Do you
truly believe | would have let my guard down for even aminuteif | hadn't been sure she was dead? If |
had known RJwasdive| couldn't have dept; | couldn't have eaten. RJ, self righteous and indignant,
confounded usfor years;, an angry RJwill totaly annihilate us.

"Look at me! Dol look like |l didn't try? Y ou can't beat RJ! It can't be done!" Jessicas eye grew
large and wild looking. " She's like cockroaches. Y ou think that you've killed her, but she just comes back
mutated and does bigger and badder things. Hell, she robbed the bank at Satis and blew up Capita after
she was supposed to be dead.”

Jago Started to spesk, but Jessicafixed him with acold stare that seemed to literally suck dl theair
out of him. "No! Y ou shut up. Just shut the hell up! | know what you plan to do to us. Y ou'll do what you
aways do to cover up your own incompetence; you'l have us executed. Wdll, kill meif you want. Kill
me because | havefailed. | only cared about onething, and | can't do it! She'saways going towin.”
Jesscadtarted to laugh hystericaly, and the guards moved closer to her. She stopped laughing abruptly
and fixed Jago with agtare.

"On second thought, I'm not ready to die." Suddenly she legpt through the air landing with her feet
planted on Jago's lap. Without stopping she knelt down, grabbed his head in aheadlock and gaveit a
cruel twist. She jumped back to the floor as agurgling sound left Jago'slips. The guards watched in
horror as hefel from his chair facefirst onto the floor. Hisfat hadn't quite stopped rippling when Jessica
put a hand to her mouth in mock horror. "Oops!”

While the two rattled guards were trying to figure out what had just happened and how, Jessica



legpt a one delivering akilling kick to the bridge of his nose. Grabbing his wegpon she turned and fired
on the second guard as she ducked away from the laser bolt he had just fired at her. Then sheran over
and grabbed hisweapon aswell. As she stood to her full height she turned to look at Right.

"Areyou coming?' she asked.

Right looked from her to the fallen body of Sector Leader Jago. "My god, Jessy . . . Wha the
hell have you done?'

"I killed him. They were going to kill usanyway, Right. They can only kill me once, and I'm damned
if I'm going to makeit easy for them. The only question you should be asking yourself now isdo you
stand a better chance with me, or without me?'

She offered him one of the lasers, and he took it nodding. "I'm with you."

The two guards that had been stationed outs de the chamber door chose that moment to rush in and
die, but they had dready sounded the generd darm.

AsKirk and Right ran through the halls of the palace Right realized that thiswas what JessicaKirk
had been created for. She was a GSH, agenetically superior humanoid, created for battle. Putting her
behind a desk had been awaste. She sensed would-be ambushes before they appeared and killed
trained soldiers before they could fire asingle shot. Perhapsif Jessicahad been physicaly leading her
troopsingtead of just giving orders she might have besten RJ.

Maybe, but Right somehow doubted it. RJ and Jessica were made from the same genetic stuff, but
RJwas superior even to Jessica. And RJs troops were motivated by something the Reliance couldn't
hope to understand much less duplicate.

It wasrather late in the game to think about any of that now —way too late. In asplit second Jessica
had turned them into the enemies of not just the rebelion but of the very Reliance they had spent their
livesserving.

The Reliance was the sSingle strongest power in the universe. He'd been taught this since birth. He
didn't even know why they were running. Where the hell they were going? Wasthere any placein the
universe remote enough that one of their enemies couldn't root them out? What sort of life could they
possibly have? What sort of an existence could they hope to eke out when every hand was turned against
them? He'd probably be better off dead, yet he didn't lower hiswegpon, and he never stopped fighting.
There was something in him stronger than logic; something that wanted to live.

The helicopter port was adequately manned and guarded for anormd attack, but thiswas no
normal attack. Thiswas an attack by a crazed mad woman with the strength and armor of asmall tank.
In seconds the way to the copter had been cleared, and Right found himsalf being dragged aong behind
her. She practicaly dung himin the copter before getting in hersalf and punching the ignition. They took
off under ahalil of laser fire, and Jessicastarted laughing. In seconds they were out of range of even the
laser cannons, and she just kept laughing. For one horrible moment Right was sure she was never going
to stop.

"Weve logt everything, Jessica, everything! We have nowhere to go and no oneto turnto. We are
fugitiveswith no red options. What's so damn funny about that?"

"l just redized something. Something so awful | don't even want to think it, but | can't help mysdf.”
She quit laughing. "It came to me when | waslooking at fat, pompous, worthless Jago —just beforell
killed him —and | knew what people mean when they say My blood ran cold, becauseit did. Suddenly |
knew something so true and so horrible that | was consumed by it for amoment.” She started laughing
again. In fact she laughed harder than she had before.

"What! What do you know, Jessica?' Right demanded losing his patience.

"Wewere onthewrong side," Jessicasaid turning to look at him with no sign of laughter in her
voiceor in her features. "Y ou, me, Jack. All on thewrong sde. Worse dtill, | know this only now when |
have made an enemy of the only person in the universewho islikely to be ableto kill me, and | went after
her not because she killed theman | loved. | never redly loved Jack. | went after her with such a
vengeance because she broke something | wasn't done playing with yet, and because she was better



than | was. We're free, Right. Don't you get it? For thefirst timein our lives we have no one but
oursalvesto answer to."

"We probably won' liveaweek," Right mumbled.

"So? WEell live one week free. A whole week with no one to answer to and no ordersto follow,
and it will be the most wonderful week of our lives. Thisisit. Thisiswhat RJand her goonswerefighting
for." Much to hisdismay she sarted laughing again. "We were on the wrong Sde, Right. We were on the
wrong Sdeadl thetime"

Right cringed at the manic sound of her laughter asit echoed around the tiny cockpit. Hetook a
deep breath and released it dowly, fighting panic. There was no doubt that she was now completely mad,
s0 Right took no comfort in the knowledge that she was probably right.

Chapter 1

When Governor Generd Right and Senator Jessica Kirk assassinated Sector Leader Jago they left
Zone 2-A completely without leadership. The Reliance quickly filled the empty positionswith officers
who were even more incompetent. Officers who didn't know or understand the Zone, and personnel who
had no idea how the rebels worked.

Taking immediate advantage of thistotal lack of competent leadership, RJled her troopsin one
successtul attack after another. Like dominos Reliance indalationsinsde Zone 2-A fdl before them.
Within months the Reliance pulled out of zone 2-A dtogether.

The Reliance never cdled it adefeat. Officially they smply decided that Zone 2-A had become an
unprofitable venture, aliability. That it would cost more to make the zone functiond for the Reliance than
it was worth.

They offered the New Alliance atreaty that neither Side ever sgned. There was never asummit; the
two sides never met. Ingtead there was a silent agreement. The Reliance would stay out of Zone 2-A as
long asthe New Alliance didn't aitack Reliance ingtdlations outside the Zone. It was an agreement
neither group trusted the other side to keep, so there was at best a guarded truce with both sides just
waiting for the other to step even one foot over the border.

To make sure the work units outside the zone understood that the Reliance had actualy won, the
Reliance imposed harsh economic sanctions against the Zone. When it was obvious that the Zone didn't
need them to survive, the Reliance built a huge studio housing afake Zone 2-A and broadcast daily
reports about how badly the free state was faring. According to the Reliance, people in Zone 2-A were
gtarving, and disease was rampant.

The Reliance turned aliability into an asset. The unrest that had started to erupt throughout the work
units around the world came to an abrupt hat when they believed they would pay for their freedom with
starvation and disease. They put down their weapons and went back to work when they saw the horrible
"redlities’ of freedom.

Of course the Reliance reports were far from the truth. Life had never been any better in theland
the New Alliance called New Freedom. There was plenty of food, plenty of clean water, and the people
were free to do asthey wanted.

In fact that seemed to bether only real problem.

"l sad," RIrepeated through tightly clenched teeth. "1 aostain. AsinI'm not voting."

"Why not?' Mickey asked. "We are dl in agreement. If we do not set up a system of government
soon, New Freedom will fall without the help of the Reliance. In the beginning the people ran around like
they were crazy engaging in every form of debauchery and pleasure. Just when we were dl sure that they
would kill each other they got tired of playing, and now they just st dl day waiting to be told whét to do.
They are so used to being ordered around they don't know how to act. They need some guidance, some



rules and a purpose.”

"He'sright, RJ," Topaz started. " These people don't know what to do with their freedom. The zone
isin ruins, ingtitutions must be rebuilt. We need schools and hospitals, and we need people to be trained
asdoctors, nurses, and teachers. Even you must agree that we need amilitary of some kind to protect
what we have won, or we have no chance of kegping it."

"I know dal that, but | don't haveto likeit. Y ou don't need my votefor it to pass, and | don't want to
vote on this" She stood up. "In fact, | don't want to vote on anything. I'm not cut out for any of this
rule-making crap! You guysdoit, and cal mewhen we haveawar to fight."

Shewalked out. Both Levits and David started to follow her. When they came up even with each
other they stopped and glared at one another, each challenging the other's right to go after RJ.

It was apower struggle that Topaz wastired of and not in the mood to deal with.

"We don't havetimefor any chest pounding gentlemen. We have decisonsto make," Topaz said.
"RJhas made hers, and we dl know that no amount of coaxing isgoing to get her to change her mind.”

Both men nodded and sat down.

The meeting went on for hours. In the end they decided that since general voting wasimpossibleto
implement in alargdy illiterate, mostly non-technologica society, theinner circle would choose Six people
from each community to govern. Mickey was made President of New Freedom. He would solve
problemsthat couldn't be solved at acommunity level with the help of the rest of the members of the
inner circle and the super computer Marge.

Their firgt priority wascivil defense. All citizens over the age of sixteen would be enlisted and
armed. Once aweek they would meet in the town squares across the country and drill to make sure that
they were aways combat ready. The sSix governors of each community would double as drill sergeants.

Each citizen would be required to give three days amonth to community servicein an effort to
rebuild necessary military ingtalations and power plants destroyed in the war. They would aso build
hospitals and schoals. Thefirst order of businesswould be to repair the viewing screensin each town.
Then the viewing screens could be used to warn people of bad wegther and other troubles and teach
them necessary sKills. Everything from reading to surgica techniques could be taught thisway.

"Il gotell RJ," David said as the meeting ended.

"I'll tell her," Levits hissed. "Why don't you go do what you're best at, turning good thingsinto shit."

Topaz cleared histhroat. "I'll tell RJ." For whatever reason they didn't argue with him.

Topaz took adeep breath and let it out. He thought he knew where to find her. He walked out of
the ancient prison and out onto the wall that surrounded the old exercise yard. As expected RJwas
standing at the very end looking out across the water at the site that had once been agreat city.

Topaz often thought of RJ as aghost that haunted this place. Right now as she sood staring a
something he knew was gone, her expression unreadable and her white hair blowing in the dight breeze,
she looked the part.

Hewalked up to her, and without waiting for her to acknowledge his presence he told her dl that
had been decided in the mesting.

"It soundsfeasible" RJsaid in anoncommitta tone.

"Y ou want to tell mewhat'swrong?' Topaz asked, gently putting ahand on her shoulder.

"Everythingisfutile" Shesghed. "I havejudt redized that in civilization thereis no true freedom,
only degrees of endavement. That eventudly, try asyou might to set it up so that it can't happen,
governmentstake avay mogt, if not dl, rights. It isanatura progression over which the masses have very
little control because you have taken control away from them for their own good. Anarchy doesn't work,
therefore you have to build a government. People run agovernment. People in power become aware of
their power, and if they don't it's asure bet that the ones who take over from them will.

"People have different likes and didikes and different things that annoy them. They start out with
obvious rules about not killing one another or stealing from each other, but before you know what has
happened there will be rules about how fast people can drive, who they can drive with, what they can



wear, eat, drink, watch. Who they can have sex with, who can reproduceand who can't . . . It'sdl
just amatter of time. Governments start out doing just what's right, but "right" is subjective, and
humanoids are easily swayed. Eventualy, the New Alliance will turn into the Reliance, for no other
reason than that each new group that comes to power would be annoyed by different things.

"Most type E planets develop many different races through natural selection, and those races
develop even more diverse cultures, religions and governments. But sooner or later the more plentiful or
more progressive races take over the planet. One by onethey kill off the less powerful races until the
planet is one race, one government. It happened on Argy, it happened here, and because of the Reliance
and the Argy it is currently happening at an accelerated rate on dozens of worlds. They are killing off
entire races and cultures, just aswe killed off the different races and cultures on our own planet. We can
dow them down, but we won't stop them because eventually our own people —the government that we
are garting today — will finish the Reliance cause. They will, that is, if the Argy'sdon't win. In the end not
even the entire universeis big enough for more than onerace.

"Knowing theinevitability of history repeating itsdf. Knowing that ultimately nothing | do will change
anything in the long scheme of things—how can | go on doing, anything?"

Topaz sghed, mostly because having lived aslong as he had, he knew that dl she said wastrue.
"Because we haveto try, RJ. That'swhat intelligent beings do. They try to make things better, make them
different. They try to change the ultimate outcome.”

"But they won't. Noonecan . . ."

"Y ou can't know that, RJ. Perhaps no corrupt man will ever come to power inthe New Alliance,
we will utterly defeat the Reliance, and we will change the course of history,” Topaz sad.

RJlaughed then, though obvioudy not amused. "Y ou forget what | am, old man. | know you don't
believe what you just said any morethan | do.”

"True enough. But | do bdlieveit's our duty to confound destiny, and if you and | can't do that, RJ,
who the hdll can?' Topaz challenged with very red determination. "Governments get huge, the people
rebel and knock them down and the process sarts al over again. We are doing our part by knocking
down the Reliance. It's our part in history to be the ones to temporarily knock down the oppressors so
that our descendents can become the oppressors. We are important, and what we're doing isimportant.
We have to think about the here and now; we can't think about the distant future.”

"How can you and | not think about the distant future? In al likelihood, barring some unbelievable
disaster, we will ill be around,” RJsaid looking at him for thefirgt time.

Topaz smiled at her and had no problem at dl holding her gaze, dthough most people quickly
looked away. He rested his hands on her shoulders. “Then you and | may be able to make sure that it
doesn't dl go to hell in ahand basket. So what are you brooding about?’

RJ shrugged as Topaz removed his hands from her shoulders. "l . . . | don't know what'swrong
with me, Topaz. | don't feel theway | used to fed about anything. | get confused; | never used to get
confused. | find myself asking mysdf questions with no real answers. Some morningswhen | wake up |
don't want to get out of bed; | just want to lie there. | want time to stop and for me to be nowhere. | have
no ambition to do anything. I've even gotten tired of looking for J-6. There was atime when | was
consumed with revenge. When | wanted to see Jessica dead more than | wanted to live. Now, | think
she'smade a better hell for herself than | could ever make for her, and even if she hasn't | just don't care
anymore. | know she's|eft the planet, and there is agood chance she and Right are on somethird class
planet right now drinking tea, ecstatically happy. And | just don't care. | want to. | want to be mad as
hell. But I'm just not. Does any of that make any sense?"

Topaz took adeep breath and held it amoment before helet it out. It made perfect senseto him,
but how did you explain to ageneticaly superior humanoid who was capable of not only grest fegts of
physica strength but was aso an empath with an |Q that was so far off the chartsit wasn't measurable,
that she had suffered a nervous breakdown? That she was probably never going to fed like her old saif
again. Hetook the easy way out. "1 think you'rejust still mourning your loss, RJ. It hasn't been that long



since Whitey and the others died. | think you finaly realized thet killing JessicaKirk isn't going to bring
them back, and like you said, she's made her own hdll.”

RJlooked back across the water at the bare land on the other side. "I hope you're right, Topaz. |
don't know how much longer | can go on feding nothing. Nothing &t al."

New Freedom had been free for two years, its government was firmly established and was well on
itsway to running like awell-oiled machine. A machine that didn't need their constant attention and
pampering.

Theinner circle was quickly becoming unnecessary.

New Freedom had new |leaders now, leadersthat ran the country in as democratic afashion as
possible. It didn't need generalsto run awar. They weren't at war. RJwas completely without direction
and at least part of the reason was because there was really nothing that needed her personad attention.
RJwas restless, and she was bored.

The others were perfectly happy to walow in their success and freedom. They relished the notion of
living out their lives herein the free zone, but then most of them weren't going to live aslong as shewas,
and therefore didn't become bored as eesily.

They dso didn't seem to be worried about a smple truth that RJwas dl too aware of. Aslong as
the Reliance existed anywhere, in any form, it was only amatter of timetill they cameto reclam zone
2-A. The Rdiance was the embodiment of greed. They would never be happy with some; they had to
have dl. It was the reason they were constantly locking horns with the Argys, they didn't want to share.

Of course neither did the Argys.

RJwalked thewadll of the ancient prison that now served as Capital for New Freedom. She looked
out at where the city had once stood. Crews had bulldozed, burned and buried the debris. Now it was
nothing but grasswith amemoria to their fallen comrades where the building she had called home once
stood. There were plansto start building businesses within the year, but for now there was nothing but
plants and ghosts.

It had once been one of the most flamboyant citiesin afree empire. It had once been the golden city
by the bay, San Francisco. RJhad never seen the city inits heyday; by thetime RJhad first seenit, it had
aready fdlen into decay and become known as Alsterase. It had become ahole for Reliance outcasts to
hidein. Everyone from the deformed and the discontented to the crimina had found ahomein Alsterace
—thelast freehold in arepressive society.

It was here that they had started to build their army, and here that so many of their people had been
killed. She/d dmogt died there, and her lover had. The scars on the outside of her body had heded, but
the scars on the insgde were Hill fresh and raw.

Looking at the place where she had once been happy made her heart ache. Thinking of her loss
made her hatred fester. It was a sdlf-inflicted torture that she endured on aregular basis because it
pleased her to feed her hate. Fedling the righteous anger burning inside her was sometimes the only way
that she knew shewas Hill dive. It seemed to be the only emotion she was capable of sustaining for more
than afew moments.

She could hear the roar coming from inside the building. No doubt yet another toast. Insde they
celebrated two years of New Freedom. Out here she grieved for al that she had lost and wondered if
shewould ever fed like cdebrating again.

It was hard to fed like cheering when your heart felt empty and cold. When you longed totalk to a
friend who wasn't there, or hold alover who was long dead.

She reached into her pocket and drew out asmall resin cube. Embedded in the cube was Jessica
Kirk's eye. The one RJ had knocked out with her chain when they had fought. She looked at the cube,
and it looked back, and she felt strangely comforted.

It was high time that she tried to get back to her old sdif, quit mopping around and |etting one day
follow the next. It wastimefor her to do something eveniif it waswrong



* * %

The party roared al around him, and it was pretty clear that it wasn't going to wrap up any timein
the near future. The"President” was stoned out of hisgourd.

He dapped David on the ass, which was as high as he could reach, and screamed, "Come on,
David, join the party!"

David just glared a him. Mickey shrugged asif to say that was as much effort ashe was going to
waste on David, and then he stumbled back into the middle of the party.

David wasn't in a party mood; of course he could scarcely remember the last time hewas. There
had been atime when he had been the life of the party, with anew girl every day.

Those timeswere long gone, and these days even smiling was an effort for him. His guilt wouldn't
alow him any happiness, and it didn't help that most of the people who surrounded him didn't think he
deserved any, either.

RJ had once told him that remembering everything was more a curse than ablessng. At thetime he
hadn't understood what she'd meant. Now he remembered things he couldn't forget no matter how hard
he tried. How could he forget that it was through no small effort of his own that so many of hisfriends
and comrades had died? He had trusted the wrong person and turned his back on RJ. They had dl paid
for hisacts of ignorance and didoyaty. His sin of saf-importance had been redeemed in the blood of the
brave and the innocent.

He had lived.

Lived to fed the sares of hisformer friends boring into him like daggersfilled with hate and loathing.
Lived to see Alsterase on fire and RJ broken, battered and barely aive. She had healed, but there was
something missing. The spark of humanity she had carefully cultivated had withered and died, and RJhad
returned to the cold, calculating military bitch she had been when hefirgt ran into her in the forest on the
day of their fateful meeting. All business, dl drive, with little patience or timefor things she consdered
frivolous

The only difference, in fact, seemed to be that RJno longer possessed any sense of
s f-preservation. She would jump into a Situation without being sure she could jump back out again. She
just didn't seem to care what happened to her, or anyone else for that matter. She had become
sef-destructive, and God pity the fool that got caught in the fallout.

How could he forget what he had done when seeing her and what she had become was a constant
reminder of the biggest mistake he had ever made? When he knew that she had neither forgotten nor
forgiven. RJnow tolerated him; he had no delusionsthat she now harbored any warm fedingsfor him
whatsoever. Levitswas now clearly her right hand man, and while they fought and argued congtantly, it
was clear that if it could be said that she actudly fdlt red affection for anyone living, it wasfor Levits.
Topaz had become her confidant; the only one she ever redly talked to, and they shared something the
rest of them couldn't really understand —immortality. Her "brother” Poley took care of whatever other
emotiona attachments she needed.

There was no room for himin her life, and nowhere esefor himto go.

David noticed that RJ was congpicuoudy, but not surprisingly, absent from the fedtivities. He knew
whereto find her. Hetried to sneak out without being noticed. Unfortunately the drunken " President”
noticed him moving towards the door.

"Where you going, David?' he asked in adurred voice as David waked past him.

David looked down at him. "I'm not redly in a party mood, Mickey. | thought I'd go find RJ," David
explaned.

Mickey looked around. Apparently he hadn't noticed that RJwas missing till David pointed it out.

"Maybeit's better to leave deeping dogslie, David," Mickey said in amoment of sobriety.

"Maybe," David shrugged and kept going.

* * %

Mickey watched David go with afrown.



"Where's David off to?" Topaz asked. Mickey jumped alittle. "Sorry, Mr. President,” Topaz said, a
hint of laughter in hisvoice.

"It'sdl right; | wasjust thinking," Mickey said. "David went to find RJ. He said he wasn't in a party
mood. | guess shewasnt, either,” Mickey said sadly.

"They'll find their way back, Mickey," Topaz said in acomforting tone.

"How, Topaz? When? It's been years. RJtakes no joy in anything, and David can't forgive himsdlf
until RIs happy. | used to bdlieve that time healed al wounds, but I'm beginning to think that not even RJ
hasthat muchtime," Mickey said.

Topaz thought he was awfully ingghtful for adrunken midget. "Enough aready! No need for usdl
to be maudlin. It's a party, back to the celebration.” Topaz shoved Mickey in the direction of the party
and then went off in search of awoman who was easy. He didn't have to look very hard.

* * %

David waked out on the wal and joined RJin looking at the mainland. If she had been pacing it
wouldn't have been so bad. Pacing meant she was thinking. The fact that she was just standing and
garing meant shewaswallowing in her grief, and his guilt wasimmediately intensfied.

He had been standing there quite awhile when she said without looking a him, "I've made up my
mind about something.”

David held his bresth. He wasn't sure he wanted to hear. Finally he asked, " About what?"

"l can't stay here anymore. It'stime | make my next move."

"Y ou have searched the entire planet looking for Jessica . . . " David darted.

"I'vegivenupontha . . . Atlesast for themoment. | have another planin mind,” RJsad
thoughtfully, amost asif she wastaking to hersdf morethan him.

"What would that be?' David asked hardly daring to breathe.

"Wadll, first | haveto get up there," she said pointing upwards.

"The moon?' David asked following the direction her finger indicated.

"Yes" RJsaid nodding her head. "It'sredlly not dl that hard. All | haveto doisbresk into a
Reliance shipping base and hijack their trans-mat station for a couple of minutes." She had that look in
her eyesthat she got just before she went into battle. She was dmost happy, and this made David amile.
"It'sal so easy | don't know why I didn't think of it before.”

David was sure that there was nothing easy about it whatever it might be. He was just as sure that
she could do it. But shewasn't going to do it done. She wasn't the only one who wastired of Stting
around and doing nothing.

Chapter Two

Janad looked around the ship at her fellow passengers. Passengers, ha! They were prisoners, that's
what they were. Theseidiots may have bought the bill of goods the priests sold them, but Janad wasn't
about to. She might not be dl that bright, but she most certainly knew the difference between when she
wanted to do something and when she was forced to do it.

The priests crawled out of their temples and gave long speeches about civic duty and everyone
doing their part. A few dayslater armed diens marched into the village bearing gifts and started picking
and choosing dl the best warriors. They loaded them into a box from which they vanished, and when
they reappeared they were on a man-made space station where they were poked, prodded and injected
and herded into starships like common livestock. The diens explained that they were being transferred to
another planet to fight and die in another people's war —whether they liked it or not. It didn't take a
geniusto figure out that they weren't making an informed decision; they were daves.

The Reliance had traded goods with her planet for generations, and now they were trading for



daves. She hoped the priests had at |east traded them for something that would help the people of her
village and not just more baubles for them to horde in their temples

Janad didn't want to be adave. She didn't care that they caled it civic duty or promised financia
gain for her clan members back on her home planet; shed wanted no part of it. She wasa hunter, a
warrior, and she wasn't used to confined places. She wasn't even redlly used to walls.

They hadn't left themm much choice. The diens chose you, the priests blessed you, and you got into
the box or they shot you with aweapon that spit light and bored right through your body. There was no
escape, a least not redigtically.

They were the chosen, promised by the priests adestiny of greatness, and so they sat herein this
ship waiting to land on aworld they knew nothing about. About to be forced to fight a battle that wasn't
theirs. To die on astrange world for the glory of an aien power.

Look at the fools smiling and laughing. They're too stupid to realize the implications. So what
if our planet isn't the most happening place in the galaxy? Who caresif we're always fighting
amongst ourselves and we spend all the time we aren't fighting working? At least it's home. You
just don't leave home without a fight.

Of course her attitude had done nothing except get her shackled to the wall of the ship while the rest
of the "passengers' were |eft to roam fredly.

Here he came again — the man she had taken to calling Shit-Head. She wished now that her mother
hadn't forced her to learn the Reliance tongue in school. She was sure that it was one of the reasons she
had been chosen asadave. Besides, it meant that she could tell what the drooling bastard was saying.

Hewaked over smiling and showing amouth full of jagged teeth in hisyellow head.

"So, how'sit going my little firebrand?'

"I'm just fine, Shit-Head," she spat back.

Helaughed at her accent and the way she pronounced Reliance words. "Y ou're awild lot on Beta
4. Just what the Reliance needs to fight RJand her band of rabble-rousers. Put them back in their place.
Y ou should relax alittle. Don't you redize what you're being offered? Y ou'll be a Reliance soldier with all
the privilegesthat hasto offer, and you don't even have to go through the ranks. It's quite an honor."

"Go use your breath on some of thoseidiots. Don't waste your speech on me, Shit-Head. | know
what we areto you, and | know what our reward will be," Janad said. "If you get in my face again, I'll
bite your nose off."

He frowned and then laughed hatefully. He ran hisfinger carefully down her face asif daring her to
bite him. Shetried and he jerked his hand quickly away.

"If you don't start singing adifferent tune before we get to Earth, you will be terminated,” he
informed her. "And it would be aterrible shameif | didn't get to fuck you at |east once while you were
dill dive”

Hethrust his hipsin such amanner that she learned what "fuck” meant. It didn't take ageniusto
figure out what "terminated” meant, either.

"And if I'm not killed as soon asweland, I'll be sent to the front lines of your war zone, whereI'll be
killed. Werre expendable bodies. | am awarrior; | know what you will do with us. You will send usin
first to knock down their numbers before you send in your own people,” Janad said. He gave her a
dtartled look. "We're not all stupid. So save your liesfor those of my people who believe the priests lies,
and kill me now if it pleasesyou. If you don't kill me now, | shdl surely kill you first chance | get, and my
people . . . Youmay think wearedl just supid animals, but we are not stupid animals. Itisonly a
matter of timetill they figure out what | already know. We do not like to be tricked. Turn your backson
us, and you will find that you have two enemiesingtead of one.”

His superior caled for him, and he gave her an angry look and walked away.

Shefelt smug for afew seconds, but her triumphant fedling didn't last long. Shackled to the ship wall
with no prospects for escape, her words sounded hollow even to hersalf. She was doomed; they only
took the shackles off to let her go to the bathroom, and even then two armed guards accompanied her.



She knew she was being made an example of, and as such any attempt on her part to escape would be
met with immediate wegpon fire. Thelir treatment of her made the others sure that they wanted to behave
themselves, and if they killed her so much the better. She was nothing more than product to the Reliance,
and expendable product at that.

Suddenly Janad grew impatient with herself. She was giving up too easy. Shewas ahunter a
warrior of the clan of Nond, village of Ducont, and nothing wasimpossible. Except . . .

If she got away, where would she go? The ship was huge; surely she could find somewhereto hide.
She relaxed and started to form a plan.

She hollered till Shit-Head and another man came to take her to the bathroom. Asthe shackles
came off she hit Shit-Head in the face with her fist. Then she spun, hitting hisfriend with aroundhouse
kick in the kneejoint that took him down. She took off at adead run for the door. Aslaser fire struck all
around her she ducked under the two guards who had run into the doorway, rolled across the floor and
rose into acrouch. Quickly she checked the hall in both directions before she jumped to her feet and
gtarted running. A stray shot hit one of the guards who had run into the doorway, and they were al
screaming at each other over whose fault it was, giving her afew seconds when their attention was
everywhere but on her. She used the opportunity to run down the halway she had entered. She had no
ideawhere the hall went, but at least it was away from the angry guards who were now chasing her.

Somewhere someone turned on asren; she had never heard anything like it before, but she knew it
meant trouble for her. Knew that the sound was aerting more guards that she had escaped. She had to
find aplace to hide, and she had to find it quick. But the ship was not like the forest around her home,
and hiding places were few and far between. She saw an open door and ran into aroom filled with
bunks. The ceiling was made of tiles, and Janad redlized on examination that some of these opened. She
saw onethat looked loose, jumped up shoving it through easily. She hung onto the edge only a moment
before she pulled herself up into the space and closed thetile. Just in time—atroop of guards ran past
below her.

The space was small, only about two feet tall and four feet wide. The length of it wasfilled with
service cables and junction boxes, and was so long she couldn't make out the end. To make matter
worse, the tiles were made of some flimsy material that wouldn't support her weight, so she was forced
to sraddle the tiles and crouch on the thin metal braces thetiles set in to keep from faling through the
celling. It certainly wasn't the most comfortable hiding place she had ever found. It was smdl, and the
dust made her head hurt, but it would haveto do till she could find something bigger.

She amiled as she looked at her surroundings. It wasn't the forests she was used to, but it wasa
forest of sorts. Aslong as she kept her wits about her she could stay aive. Maybe she could even get
back to her planet and try to tell the others what was redly happening. Of course she wasn't sure how
they were going to stop the Reliance.

* * %

Within afew days she knew the guards patterns, and she could get around the ship with little or no
problem. She couldn't read their language, but there were pictures beside the words that were easily
read. Not too hard to figure out which areas were restricted or dangerous. No problem finding
bathrooms or the kitchen. She sneaked food, went to the bathroom whenever she needed, and shewas
only nearly caught once. Janad was actualy enjoying hersdf; in astrange way this was the most exciting
timeof her life.

Then one day therewas alot of noisefollowed by some jerking that almost knocked her off her
perchin the service area. Then the ship was till. She didn't know how she knew, but she knew they had
stopped.

She watched from a hole she had drilled in atile with a piece of wire asfirst her people and then the
Reliance personnd |eft the ship. Hours later, having heard no further sgnsof life, shewas sure that she
was aone. She came out of hiding dowly and carefully and started to check out the ship, fearing atrap.
With any luck they'd take this ship back to her planet with her stowed away on board. Sheld sneak off



the ship into the vanishing box, and once on the surface of her planet she would warn her people of the
Rediancesplan.

Of course the real problem wasthat her people aready knew about the Reliance's plans and were
more than willing to go dong with them because the priests had convinced them that they were
performing the will of their God. Which of course they were because thisiswhat he had said he wanted
them to do. Janad wasn't at al sure that their God was redly any sort of god at al. Of course she
couldn't tell her peoplethis, or they'd rise up and kill her as ablasphemer. Perhaps she was naive to think
she could save her people. Perhaps she had better worry only about getting off this damn ship and back
on her own planet. Perhaps she had better make saving her own assthe priority.

She found food and water, and had an entire ship to explore. It truly seemed that all she had to do
was play the waiting game, and then the metd rolling things appeared. She saw one coming from theend
of the hall and ducked into cover just in the nick of time.

She wasn't redlly sure what it was, but she gathered from its movementsthat it was, like hersdlf, a
hunter. 1t was box shaped and rolled on whedls. It dso had metd arms and hands that |ooked more like
claws. She had no doubt it could do some real damageif it got ahold of you.

Her village, in fact her whole planet, was primitive in many respects, but they'd al seen the space
ships, and they'd seen the Reliance equipment. She knew what a machine was. She didn't know how it
worked, but she knew what it was.

This onewas a hunter that didn't need to deep or eat. It was much harder to get around the metal
rolling things than it had been to sneak around the Reliance soldiers.

The soldiers had given up even looking for her after afew hours, apparently deciding that aslong as
shewasn't doing any harm, hunting for her was smply more trouble than it was worth.

Not so the meta rolling things. They were hateful and relentless. She became convinced thet they
somehow knew she was on the ship and looked for her constantly.

It had ceased to be fun.

Shelost track of time because she got very little deep. What deep she did get wasfilled with
horrible nightmares. She was fortunate that the clumsy metal boxes, like most machines, made noise
when they moved. It wasthe only warning she got. In her effortsto stay out of the claws of her meta
demons she went al over the ship. She even tried to get off, but the doors would not open, and when she
punched the buttons the meta thingsimmediately came to where she was, and she was running for her life
yet again.

She began to believe that she would never leave the ship. At least not dive.

Chapter Three

"Have you gone completely gpe shit!" Levits screamed at RJ. "We have everything we need right
here. We areliving in afree land. The country isjust now getting on itsfeet. Things have just started to
cam down, to be normal, relaxing. Now you want to go gdlivanting across the universe on some freaking
uicdemisson!”

"It'snot asuicide mission, and I'm not asking any of you to go with me," RJsaid asshecamly
looked at her immaculately groomed finger nailsfor any sign of dirt. She was apparently indifferent to
Levits screaming, of course Levitestalked in ascream most of the time so it made a certain sense that
she had become anesthetized to it. "In fact, it's an in-and-out sort of thing. After al, we have acommon

enamy.
"Going to the Argys and asking for their help in over-throwing the Reliance is complete and utter
lunacy. These dliens hate humans. They kill humanswith wanton abandon. Y ou can't trust the Argy.”

Levits punctuated hiswords by pounding hisfist into hispam.
RJ coughed loudly.



Levitsgave her acurious|ook and then blushed. "I wasn't talking about you, RJ. Y ou're not one of
them.”

"Technicdly, I'm asmuch one of them as| am one of you," RJsaid.

"Damnit, RJ, you know what | mean," Levitssaid hotly.

"Say whatever you like about the Argy, but they hate the Reliance as much if not more than we do.
That makesuslogica dlies" RJsad.

"What if they don't seeit that way?" Mickey asked.

"Then I'll persuade them,” RJ said with a crooked grin.

"Wait aminute!" Something she had just said dawned on Levits. "Y ou're planning to do thisaone?
Without us?'

"Wdl duh! | thought | madethat clear. However | won't be entirely done; I'm taking Poley," RJ
sad.

"No!" Levitsjumped to hisfeet and glared down & her. "Absolutely freaking NOT." Hethrew his
amsaround inwide arcs asif warding off her inconceivably stupid idea. "Y our plan hasjust gone from
stupid to bat-shit crazy.”

RJlooked a him with raised eyebrows. " Strange, | don't remember asking your permission,” she
sad coally.

"Becauseyoure ahitch!" Levitsexclamed.

"That's so mature. Isn't that mature?' RJ asked Topaz.

Topaz just shrugged. He certainly wasn't going to argue with her, but he for one had no intention of
daying hereif RJand Poley wereleaving.

Topaz knew it wasn't easy to be RJ. He also knew that at |east part of her reason for wanting to
take this particular course of action had very little to do with strategy and everything to do with getting
away from the place which harbored so many painful memoriesfor her. RJdidn't do anything small. A
norma person might have moved to the next town; RJwanted to go to another galaxy.

Levitswas the most vocd of the group, not that RJ listened to him any better. Because L evits knew
RJwas mostly ignoring him, he had reverted to screaming at the top of hislungs, aswas his habit.

"Damnit, RJ Would you listen to reason? Y ou can't leave the planet right now; it'stoo soon. You
can't do thiswith just tin pants, and none of the rest of uswant to go.”

"l want to go,” Topaz said. "1 think it'd be greet fun.”

Levitsglared at him. "Shut the fuck up, old man!" he snarled out. Then he turned back to RJ. "This
isjust freaking insane! Ever since Whitey died and you damn near did, you don't seem to give ashit
whether you live or die. Thisisjust freaking bullshit! God damnit, RJ! Areyou listening to me?' Hisface
was now as red as the shirt he was wesaring.

For answer RJlooked with gresat interest at the carving Poley had just handed her. Poley had taken
to finding pieces of driftwood aong the shore and carving them into geometric shapes. It wasn't very
artigtic, but consdering what he wasit was quite an accomplishment.

"Now that isan excellent job. Would you look at that, boys? A perfect cubel” RJsaid admiringly.

Poley grinned as broadly as his genetically engineered sister, at least as pleased with her as she was
with her robotic brother.

Levitsanger hit the boiling point. "God damn you, RJ, you bitch freak!"

The slencethat followed was dmost tangible with everyone holding their bresth waiting to see what
RJwould do. RJdidn't really mind being called a bitch, but everyone knew she didn't liketo be caled a
fresk, which was aderogatory term for aGSH. Thiswas of course exactly why Levitshad said it.
Although it was clear by thelook on hisface that he wished he hadn't said it now.

"Y ou know what | think you need?’ RJ asked.

"No, what?" Levits asked with alump in histhroat.

"l big wet kiss." RJ stood up and moved towards him.



He backed away from her. "Now damnit, RJ . . . Damnit, I'mtrying to have aserious
discussonwithyou,and . . . "

"Shut up and kissme," RJsaid.

"Leaving our base, going acrossthe universe on asuicide mission. . . | can't let you do that alone,
RY Itsjustcrazy . . ."

RJpinned him againgt the wall and kissed him. Hetried to push her away, which of course he
couldn't dotill she wanted him to. Everyone was laughing.

"Now damnit, RJ, thisisn't funny.”

"Everyone ese seemsto think it is. If you're going to cal me a bitch freak, you had better by God
givemeone hdl of akiss" RJordered.

Levitssmiled in spite of himsdlf. "Y ou redly areabitch," helaughed.

"And you'reredly abastard; so kissme," RJsaid. She moved her hips against him seductively.

He kissed her. They kissed long enough to make everyone else uncomfortable before they parted.

Topaz saw thelook in Levits eyesand the bulge in his pants, and knew at least one of them hadn't
been playing.

"So snceweredl in agreement, | see no need to postpone my littletrip. | say Poley and | leave a
week from tomorrow." She turned and | ft.

Levitsturned to look at the others. "Damnit dl. Do you redize what she wantsto do? She'stalking
about leaving Mickey in charge here, taking Poley and riding off to Argy to try to con the diensinto
hel ping uskick the Reliance's ass. She's not happy to rid the zone of the Reliance, she's not even happy
to kick them off the planet. She wantsto kick them out of theuniverseandthat . . . It'scrazy; it can't
be done."

"Well, she'snot leaving me here | cantell you that right now. But RJs never wrong. If shethinkswe
should try to get the Argy on our side, | say that'swhat we do," David said.

"David . . . if shetold uswe should launch torpedoes from our butts you'd agree with her. If she
just hasto fight, then let us pick the next zoneand takeit on,” Levitssaid. "Goingintospace . . . It's
just crazy."

"l'agree . . . | say no," Mickey said authoritatively. "RJ can't leave. Not now, not ever.”

"My sgter will do what shewants,” Poley said, not looking up from the new carving he was working
on. "None of you will be ableto stop her."

"He'sfresking right." Levits started pacing the room like acaged animd. "'If she wantsto go, then
she's going, and there's no stopping her. Shit!"

"I understand why Mickey isso againgt RJs plan,” Topaz said. "Because of Mickey's position here
he doesn't have the option of leaving. He doesn't want to lose hisfriends.” Topaz fixed Levitswith a
dare. "l don't understand you, Levits . . . What'sredly bothering you?'

Levits stared daggers back a Topaz. "Don't try your pop psychology shit on me, old man. She
wantsto go, | say let her go. I'm staying right here. Rest of you saps hell-bent on joining her on her
suicide mission go right ahead." Hiswords sounded every bit like the crap that they were. They al knew
that held swear he wasn't going right up till the last minute and then bitching dl the way bethefirst to
follow RIwhere ever RJwas going, and the fact that they al knew he was just blowing, pissed him off
roydly. He turned and stomped out of the room.

"Who shit in his cered ?* Poley asked. They al turned and stared at the robot. "What?' he asked
with ashrug.

* * %

Exhaustion was gtarting to takeitstoll on Janad. The metd rolling thing had been amost upon her
before she woke up, and she'd barely gotten away. She couldn't remember the last time she'd managed
more than afew minutes deep in arow, got to eat awhole protein bar at one sitting, or even goneto the
bathroom without having to jump up and run to stay ahead of the relentless metdl bastards.



Sheld learned the hard way what would happen if they caught her. She hadn't moved fast enough,
and one had shot abeam of light like the weapons sheld seen the Reliance soldiers use. It hit her arm
leaving abad burn. Left untreated, it caused an equally bad fever.

She didn't know how much longer she could hold up.

"Because | don't want them to go, that'swhy!" RJsaid insstently. "1 don't want them with me."

"You sad them. I'm assuming that meansyou're dl right with me going, then,” Topaz said.

"| understand your reasonsfor wantingtogo . . . "

"Y ou forget who the hdll you'retalking to!" Topaz said losing patience with her for thefirst time
during their conversation. "'l know exactly why you don't want them with you. Because they're going to
die. You, me, Poley, werenot likely to die. But David and Levitswill. Y ou think if you remove them
from your life now you won't haveto live through losing them. But the truth isyou'll just lose them sooner.
Norma peopledie, RJ, and people like you and | haveto learn to live with that. They want to go with
you . . ."
"They don't want to go. David ingsts on going because he thinks he hasto pay for his crime by
suffering asmuch as| do, and Levits. . ." she laughed. "He doesn't want anything to do with any part of
thismisson. Heisonly now inssting on going for what you and | know isthe most stupid of reasons. . ."

"Because he lovesyou," Topaz said with agentle smile, "that's not such astupid reason.”

"That's not what | was going to say," RJsaid nervoudly.

"But it'sthe truth. I'm not an empath, and | know it, so | know that you know," Topaz said gently.
RJsghed. "Themission has alot more chance of succeeding without them getting in the way."

"I disagree; | think it has a better chance of success with them," Topaz said.

"How s0? L evits hates David, and he never wantsto go into space again. David hates L evits, and
he knows nothing about space or spacetravd. In alot of ways he's il just agreen work unit.”

"Levitsisadashippilot . . . "

"Who'sterrified of spaceand flying . . . "

"But he knows what hesdoing, RJ. Y ou're aquick study, but you've never actualy flown a
garship; he has. David thinks on hisfeet when hisdick doesn't get in the way, and whether you want to
believeit or not, you need them. Look at what you have accomplished together. True, there were
setbacks. But together you freed a country,” Topaz said.

RJ seemed to accept what he was saying. She sat down and ran her fingers through her hair before
looking a himagan."But, Topaz . . . Don't you see?If they go with methereisavery good chance
that they will never see Earth again. That they will never have normal lives. They could have that here, but
only if | leave. | want them to be happy.”

"Levits has dready |ost one woman that he loved. Do you redlly think he could survive losing
another? Asfor David, | think he only livesfor the chance of redeeming himsdf in your eyes. If you can
look mein the eye and tell methat either of them will be happy if you leave them here, then I'll quit
arguing with you right now."

RJlooked at Mickey, and Mickey looked at her. "Y ou're leaving me here. Can't you see how that
makes mefed?Youredl going away, and I'm staying here.”

"I will missyou, too, Mickey, but it'sthe only way. Youretoo importanthere . . . Besdes, you
have alife here. None of therest of usredly do. Y ou have to stay here and have anorma lifefor dl of
us. You haveto stay and be our eyes and ears here on Earth. Someone hasto stay with Marge; someone
hasto maintain her."

"If you go. . ." he shook hishead and tried not to cry. "I'll never seeyou again. | know that, RJ. |
know when you leave that you'll never come back.”

She knew he was probably right. "I may come back."



"No you won't. | know youwon't." Histearsfell then. "I know | haveto stay, but | don't think you
have to go. | think you want to go. That even Levitswho is bitching and moaning wants to go. But you
can't run from your pain, RJ. It won't stay here; it will follow you."

She nodded. "What can | say? Y ou'reright. | know you'reright." She turned to look at the
mainland. "But there is nothing for me here but pain, Mickey. | don't want to leave you behind, but | do
want to go. | can't stay here. Something has happened to me, and | haveto try and fix it because | don't
liketheway | fed."

"Why . . . Why did you make me President?' Mickey asked. "Surely | was not the best choicel!
Topaz, or David, or Levits. . . you."

"Me!" Shelaughed. "No, not me, Mickey, and not David. Never David. No onetrusts David
anymore. Topaz? Wedl know Topaz isn't playing with afull deck. Besides he belongsto another time.
And Levits? Levits has been in aleadership position before. Something went wrong, and he never wants
to be in that position again. Don't you get it, Mickey? Were all craziesin one way or another. You'rethe
only one of theinner circlethat's sane—normd.”

Thelittle man laughed. "Me, norma! Look at me. I'm not even three feet tall."

"But your head isnormad, Mickey. Y our wants, needs and desires are normal. Y ou're not filled with
hate or fear of failure. Y ou aren't consumed by grief or looking for things you haven't lost yet. When the
chips were down, you came through. Under pressure you kept things going. The people know they can
trust you if thereisacrisis. They also know you're one of them; that they can trust you to do what's
right.”

Mickey dried hisface. "I've never had to do any of it alone before.”

"You'redoing it donenow, Mickey," RJsad. "When isthelast time theinner circlemadea
decision on policy? Besides, you won't be done. Y ou have awonderful mate in Diana, you have
surrounded yourself with capable people, and don't forget you'll have Marge. WEll be ableto
communicate over com-link most of thetime.”

Mickey nodded and swallowed hard. He couldn't make her fedl bad about leaving because he
redlized she had to go, and the others had to go with her or she would be done.

He mustered asmile. "At least say youll try to come back to visit.”

She nodded, her own tears spilling onto her cheeks. "I'll try." She hugged him tightly.

"Careful, RJ. You'l bregk me."

They both laughed and talked about something less serious — matters of Sate.

Topaz saw her walking on thewall and went to join her. She was brooding again.

"Y ou know leaving won't change things,” he said at her shoulder. She didn't jump; shed known he
was there. He wished just once he could sneak up on the bitch and scare her silly. "Y ou can leave dl that
behind, but you can't run from what'sinsde you.”

"So I've beentold. But | can sureashell giveit atry,” RJsaid.

"You havetolet go of your grief, RJ" he said quietly. "It's consuming you, stealing any happiness
you might have. They wouldn't have wanted that. Not Sandy, and certainly not Whitey."

"l can't hep theway | fed, Topaz. | can't just turnit off,” RJsaid.

"How do you know? Y ou haven't even tried. I'm not asking you to turn it off, just turn something
else on. Open yourself back up." Topaz drew adeep breath and released it dowly. "Listento me. |
know how you fed. Don't you think I've had grief? Heres asimple, inescapable fact —they're al mortd;
you and | and your meta brother are not. Unless ameteor drops on uswe will probably go on living
forever. I've been doing it longer than you have; | know what it's like to watch everyone you love die.
Redizethis, you would have lost him eventudly anyway. Best-case scenario you would have watched
him grow old and sick and die. Let them go. Start to live again. Y ou can't grieve forever.”

"Have you ever had your beating heart ripped from your chest?' RJturned to face him, her
expression amask of rage. "No, you haven't. So don't tell me you know how | fedl, because you don'.



No two peoplefed thingsin quite the same way, and as you have just o carefully reminded me, | am
very capable of grieving forever." Sheturned on her heal and ssomped towards the building.

"That doesn't mean you should!" Topaz yelled after her. He looked out a the mainland and
mumbled. "Damn hard-headed girl. Sometimes she reminds me of mysdlf.”

* * %

It was a Rdliance trans-mat station located deep within the bounds of Reliance-held territory, far
away from therebesin their starving, disease-riddled state. It was run by the military aswere most things
Reliance, but they were not amilitary ingtalation, and most of the personnd were common classtwo
[abor units.

They did avauable service for the Reliance. They transported items from the planet's surface to the
moon to be shipped to the outer worlds. They also received from the moon goods that had been
trangported from the outer planets.

Lately they'd mostly been shipping crates of cotton and wool fabrics, smple metal farm equipment,
and cooking utensils. They'd been receiving hundreds of brown colored humanoids from the planet Beta
4. These humanoids were to be trained briefly and used as shock troopsin the event of any new attacks
by the rebels.

The new free state was atota failure. All military personnel had been warned and placed on dert.
The Reiancefdt that it was only amatter of timetill the rebels, driven by hunger and out of hope, would
attack other Reliance held zones in the hope of securing much needed food and medical supplies.

But thisfar from the front Jake wasn't worried about the rebels. Jake wasn't worried about
anything. He watched asthe truck backed in and the forklift took the crate off the back and brought it
towards the trans-mat loading area. He knew what wasin the crate before he even looked at the
manifest the truck driver handed him. More cotton. All morning it had been cotton. He nodded his heed,
and the forklift put the box down in the trans-mat loading area. He pushed a button and watched asit
disappeared before his eyes. As many times as he did thisin aday you would have thought it would have
become routine, but he till marveled at the process. Something that big and that heavy just vanishing only
to regppear thousands of kilometers away on the moon! Severa people had tried to explain to him how it
worked, but he still didn't have aclue. So for him the moment when something disappeared, or appeared
was gtill magical. He signed the trucker's manifest and handed it back to him.

Just when Janad was sure she couldn't make it one more day the soldiers came back, and the metal
rolling things went away. Rdlieved, she found alocker she had used to hide in before and crawled in. Her
arm throbbed in pain, and her head pounded. She was fevered, so degp was along time coming. Findly
exhaugtion took over, and shefdl into afitful deep.

* * %

"Hey!" Thomas said. "L ook at this datafrom the robot.”

"Lookslike we have astow-away," Miche said rubbing hischin. Y ou suppose it'sthe same girl we
were chasng around on the way in?"

"If itis, shesahel of alot smarter and quicker than | would have thought these primitiveswould
be" Thomas said. "We better hunt her up before we go. Shoot to kill."

Janad didn't get much deep. She awoke to the sounds of the crew pounding on thewals and
screaming, and she didn't have to wonder what they were looking for — she knew. They had apparently
turned the meta things back on, because she could hear the dl too familiar clicking sound they made
when they moved. Resigned to the inevitable, she sunk down in the locker. Shewastoo tired to keep
fighting and in too much pain. She didn't have the energy she needed to escape them. Maybeif she
stayed put they wouldn't find her. 1t was unlikely, but if she came out now they'd find her for sure.

* * %



RJ stood on one side of the crate and Poley on the other. With one kick they sent the door flying
acrossthe cargo hold. Topaz, Levitsand David jumped out with lasers a the ready. They were sort of
disappointed when no one was there to greet them. Just crate after crate of cotton cloth.

Levitswaked up to RJand whispered in her ear, "All right it worked, but it till sucked.” Levits
hadn't appreciated being nailed into a crate and basically ddivered into the hands of the Reliance.

"It wasn't my ideg; it was Topaz's," RJwhispered back.

"Actudly, | goleit from some old Greek dudes,” Topaz said.

RJ nodded her head towards the door leading to the rest of the ship, and Poley walked over toiit.
He pried the cover off the control pand with his fingertips and shorted the wiring out so that the door
opened with a shower of sparks. He looked back at RJand smiled.

"Let'smove. The party isn't over yet, boys." RJtook point, and Poley brought up the rear. Asthey
rounded acorner they ran into atroop of armed soldiers following asecurity droid. RJ hit the droid with
her chain making it fly into ahundred pieces. With thelaser in her other hand she killed one of the
soldiers.

"Geee-0d, it'sRJ" One of the soldiers screamed. The troop turned and ran in the opposite
direction, firing over their shoulders.

The rebels gave chase.

* k%

Michael closed the door to the flight deck. He was out of breath, and hisleg was smoking. He
dapped at his pants putting out the fire there. He was so scared his limbs were trembling, and hefdlt like
he was going to vomit. He punched the buttons and opened a channd to the moon base.

"We are under attack! Repeat. We are under attack. The rebel RJis on our ship! Repeat. The rebel
RJison our ship, and we are under fire. Please open hatches and send reinforcementsimmediately!”
Michadl screamed into the receiver.

Laughter was hisanswer.

"I'm not fucking kidding!" Michael saidin disbelief.

"No, but you are fucking screwed,” avoice answered back.

"Who the hdll isthis?' Michad screamed.

"lt'sme."

The door behind him crashed in with ashower of sparks. The woman stepped up on thefalen
door, her wrist communicator held to her smiling mouth.

"Over and out," she said as she snapped the chain into his head.

* * %

Janad could hear them right outside the closet door. It wouldn't be long now. She could pretend to
be dead. Or maybeif shedidn't put up afight they would just chain her up again, and she could liveto
fight another day.

She heard someone's hand on the locker handle and froze still not sure of her course of action.

RJand Levits had headed for the flight deck. David, Topaz and Poley had headed for the mess hall
where Poley detected a second security droid and they presumed more men.

They weren't disgppointed.

David had assumed that the soldiers were looking for them, but it was pretty obvious by their
shocked looks that they had no idea that they had been boarded. There were six of them and the droid.
The combat ready rebelstook them down asfast asthey could firetheir lasers.

Topaz |ooked at the size of the mess hdll. It was huge, and that just didn't seem right for acargo
ship.

"Thiscan't beacargo ship,” Topaz sad. "Why would they need amess hall thisbig, and why are
there so many soldiers on board? A cargo ship only needs about six people to run the whole show, and



we've aready killed more than twelve ourselves."

"Thisisn't acargo ship," Poley said matter-of-factly. "It'samilitary troop carrier.”

"Wheat the fuck isgoing on?' David asked.

Topaz shrugged.

"Comeon. Let'sfind RJ," David said.

They left theroom at arun.

Janad poked her head out of the closet. The metd rolling thing was smoking, obvioudy broken, and
all of the soldierslay dead. Whoever those people had been they didn't like the Reliance any better than
she did. But she wasn't about to come out until she knew alot more than she did now. She closed the
door, curled up in abal and went back to deep. She knew instinctively that these people were not going
to be interested in hunting for her.

On the bridge RJ checked out the ship'slog. "Did we kill twenty-five men?' RJ asked.

"Yes," Poley answered.

"We're being hailed from the freaking base," Levitssaid. "We have to answer them. We are ill
tethered, and we have to have them un-tether us. If we say thewrongthing . . . wearesofresking
screwed.”

"Then talk to them, and don't screw up,” RJsaid.

Levits gave her an angry look. RJtook more chances these days. She didn't care what happened.
Shewasn't afraid of dying. Infact Levits got the idea that she would welcome degth. What she seemed
to forget on aregular basis wasthat they would die alot easier than she would, and he for one didn't
want to die. Not yet. Hell, he didn't fedl like he'd even had achanceto live.

It had been along time since held piloted a star ship. Thelast time hed done it everything had gone
horribly wrong. He wasn't as sure as RJwas that he even knew the right thing to say to moon base
control. He sure as hell wasn't as sure as she was that he was up to flying thisthing.

Levitslooked at Topaz who nodded his understanding and raised hiswrist-com to his mouth,
"Marge, clear the channd.”

"Done," the mock female voice squawked over histransmitter.

"What the hell's going on over there, Thomas?' the space traffic controller's voice screamed.

"Had some trouble with the communi cation system, but we've got it fixed now, and we're prepared
for tekeoff."

"l was beginning to think you guys had been attacked by rebes or something,” theguy saidina
joking tone.

"No, everything's fine here. We're prepared for un-tether.”

"Roger. Un-tether infive. . . four. . . three. . . two. . . one. . ."

They fdlt the ship jerk as the tube that tethered the ship to moon base and alowed the ship to be
loaded and unloaded was detached.

"Commence undocking," the space trafficker said.

"Powering up front thrustersand undocking . . . now," Levits began backing the ship out of the
dock. It wasn't easy; it wasn't a procedure the computer could do. Y ou had aread-out with a picture of
your ship between two lines, and you had to say in just the right spot. Jerk even one centimeter one way
or the other, and you could strike the docking bay tearing aholein your ship and ripping the bay apart.
Not exactly the stedth approach one wanted to take when you were steding a Rdliance ship. When they
had backed out of the dock without incident he bresthed asigh of relief.

"Moving toward the jump gates now."

"You'readl clear. Take off when ready. Safeflight,” the tower informed them.

"Thanks" Levitsanswered.

L evits powered the ship up and started to move dowly away from moon station and toward the



jump gate. When he got agood look &t the gate Levitsrelaxed alittle. The jump gate was big enough to
hold three battle ships at once. If he couldn't hit that hole then they al deserved to diein the cold vacuum
of gpace.

RJsat next to him ng the ship's database. " Twenty-five men to man afreighter; that makes
no freeking sense at dl,” shesad.

"Thisisnt afreighter. It'samilitary troop carrier,” Poley and Levitssaid in unison.

"Then why the hell arethey using it to haul cotton fabricsto athird class planet like Beta4? Hell,
Beta4 isaplanet that both the Reliance and the Argy's consider to be too usaless to conquer. What are
they getting from the planet that they find it necessary to use amilitary ship with full armaments and
manned by twenty-five armed soldiers?' RJ asked absently of no onein particular as she continued trying
to find the part of the manifest which would tell what the ship was picking up on Beta 4.

"Maybe the Argy have been trying to cut off supply routes,”" David suggested.

RJnodded. "Y eah, that's a good answer. But it's too easy, and for some strange reason the older |
get themore | distrust easy answers." She scrolled back a page. "'Live stock.' The manifest says that they
just delivered a shipment of 'livestock.' We're supposed to pick up another shipment of 'livestock' this
timeround.”

"Well that explainsthe extramanpower anyway," Topaz said thoughtfully.

"But it doesn't explain why they're usng amilitary transport,” RJsaid. "And it doesn't say what sort
of 'livestock’ they are taking from Beta 4. Besides, we werein the ship'shold; it didn't smell like shit to
me"

Levitsdidn't want to deal with something astrivial as missang shit. He had enough to worry about
hitting the gate and dinging thisthing into hyperspace in less than five minutes. "They sterlllzeevery ship
that comesin as soon asit's unloaded. When a cleanup crew gets done on aship likethis .

"Therewould still be sometrace of shit,” RJsaid getting out of her seet. "Then there's the problem
of thelivestock itsdlf.”

"What do you mean?’ Topaz asked.

"Well, theway | understand it, the only animalsthat populate Beta4 arelizards and afew small
mammals. Nothing worth trangporting across the vastness of space,” RJ said thoughtfully. "Poley and |
are going to go down to the hold and see what we can find."

"RJ, I'm getting ready to make the jump to hyperspace in less than five minutes, and just between
you and me, I'm not at al surethat | remember how to do this" Levitssaid. "I thought | would be piloting
afreighter. | had Marge give me a crash course on freighters, and now I'm flying afreaking troop carrier.
They aren't the same.”

"I havefathinyou," RJsaid turning to smileat him. "If you can't hit ajump gate that big, we deserve
to diein the cold vacuum of space.”

Levits mumbled obscenities under his bresth as RJand Poley |eft the flight deck.

David and Topaz stood at aview port looking out at the planet Earth. Both men were transfixed,
momentarily forgetting everything except the fact that they had traveled through space and were now
looking down at the planet of their birth. It seemed surredl.

Topaz who had spent hundreds of years on the surface of the planet looked at Earth set in space
and thought about the beauty of it. To think that when he was a child few men had ever seen thisview
first hand, and interstellar travel was only adream. Asachild he had dreamt of going to the stars and
conquering new worlds, but by thetime interstellar travel had become afact hewas aready in hiding
from the Reliance. Now he wasfindly going on ared adventure. He wasfindly in the heavens, leaving
the Earth behind, seeing truly different things, and having completely different experiences. He couldn't
wait till the Earth disgppeared from view.

David on the other hand looked at the Earth with longing. Something told him he had better take a
good long look because he was never going to see Earth again. In afew minutes the ship would take off,
and the Earth would vanish from view. He was never going home. Heredlly didn't know where they were



going or why. He was leaving behind everything that was familiar, including the free country he had
dreamed of and fought for. He was going off into pace on amission that he didn't understand and that
was probably impossible to execute. There was nothing under hisfeet but saveral metal floors and empty
endless space. It fdt to him like he was standing on a string over a bottomless pit. Thinking about it left a
weird over-empty fedling in his ssomach. Of course that just might be the residud effects of the terror the
trans-mat had thrown him into.

David hadn't understood the way the trans-mat worked. He assumed that the box smply moved
through space somehow. He certainly hadn't been prepared at al to have his body completely
disassembled and its particles flung through space to be reassembled. It was over in amatter of seconds,
but he didn't think hewas ever going to get over thefilthy feding it left him with. It was as close to being
dead as he could imagine being. Levits and RJ seemed to take it in stride, and he hadn't expected the
robot to react. Topaz' reaction was one of pure adulation. In fact upon completion of the reconstruction
of hisbody's atoms, he had yelled Cool! so loud that RJ had immediately clamped ahand over his
mouth, and they had dl prayed that they hadn't been detected.

David didn't want to leave Earth. He knew he wasn't important to thismission that he didn't
understand, and he would have preferred staying on Earth. But he was damned if he was going to be left
behind, and he didn't want to stay in Alsterase done. Couldn't, in fact, have stayed there without the
othersif he had wanted to because someone would have killed him.

RJwasleaving, and he was sure RJ had no intention of returning to Earth. David could barely
remember hislife before RJ, and athough the closeness they had once shared had been shattered, he sill
couldn't imagine being separated from her now.

The ship jJumped into hyperspace with ajerk that amost knocked David down, and the Earth was
gone from view. He took a deep breath and quickly wiped the tearsfrom his eyes. It was way too late to
change hismind now even if he had wanted to.

David wondered if hewould ever get over this horrible feding that there was nothing substantial
under him. Hewondered if he was ever going to get used to the fact that he was basically nowhere,
Wondered what he was expected to use as a point of reference for his existence. Was he here? No, he
had moved and now he was here. No, moved again! The whole thing was weirding him out.

RJfingered one of four sets of manacles affixed to the walls of the hold. "Now what do you
supposethese arefor?| can't think of any 'livestock’ that has hands.”

Poley shrugged his shoulders. "Nor can |. Perhapsit is used as punishment for unruly soldiers.

"Every ship hasabrig for that,” RJsaid moving away from them. "Of course they might have
changed policy. Those are alot cheaper than acell, and alot moreirritating.”

RJtook a pocketknife and scraped the crevicesin the hold's floor. She handed what she found to
Poley who quickly examined thefindings.

"No animd waste," Poley informed her.

"Don't tell mewhat thereisn't, Tin pants,” RJsaid in an exasperated tone. "Tel me whét thereis”

"A few cotton and woal fibers. Dirt, I'm assuming from both planets, human skin fragments, DNA,
and what | have to assume are the skin fragments of a Beta4 humanoid. More of the later in fact than the
former.”

"Now . . . I'wonder why that is?" RJasked rubbing her chin.

"Maybeit fell off the crates that wereloaded in here from the planet, and maybe . . . "

"Maybewe have no idea. | don't likeit, Poley. | don't likeit at all.”

"Avonlea, Avonleal You're off course. Repeat you're off course.” The moon base operator was
screaming at him over the communications port.

Levitsdecided to havealittlefun. Helinked in. "Y eah, well, how's this? I'm stealing your freaking
ship, 0| don't give ashit!"



RJ skidded to a stop beside him. " Change course for Beta4."

"What?' Levits screamed at her.

"Change course; we're going to Beta4," RJsaid.

"For shitssake, RJ, | justtold moonbase . . . "

"Wheat the hell did you say?' the moon base operator asked.

Levitscleared histhroat. "Ah, we ah. . . Just alittle ship humor, ar." He shrugged silently in answer

to thelook that Topaz gave him. "1'm making that course correction now. Thanks | sure wouldn't want to
get lost out herein hyperspace.”

"You OK, Thomas?' The operator asked.

"Yeah, just alittle condtipation. Happens every time | spend any timein aspace sation. Over."
Levits cut the transmission and turned to face RJ.

"Y ou want to tell me what the hell's going on?" he asked.

RJsmiled a him and bent down to kiss his check. "Now if | knew that we wouldn't haveto go to
Beta4, would we?' She straightened, turned on her hedl and started out of the room.

"Damnit, RJ, would you give me a straight answer? What happened to your big win the Argys
over plan, and why in hdl'sname are we going to ahole like Beta 47"

She was gone and obvioudy wasn't going to answer him.

Levitsturned to Topaz. "OK then, answer this one for me. Why does she keep kissng mewhen I'm
screaming at her?' Levits asked.

Topaz and David both laughed.

"She doesit because you find it unsettling,” Topaz said.

"| think she doesit because shelikes him," Poley tossed out and then left obvioudly to go look for
hissger.

They dl laughed now. "Better take your vitamins, Levits" David teased. "Think you're up for it?"

"I'd certainly find that unsattling,” Levitslaughed.

Chapter Four

Taheed |ooked out the huge window at the bright red and gold striped sunset and smiled.
"Exquidite!" he exclaimed, waving hishandlessarms around in circles. "Don' you think so, son?"

"Oh, yeah, great," Taeed said with no enthusiasm. He sat staring not at the sunset, but at a spot on
thefloor.

"Can't you enjoy anything?' Taheed turned an annoyed face to his son. "Must you continue to walk
around the palace with your chin dragging on the ground? Haven't you punished me enough?”*

"I have aright to disagree with your palicies, Fether, and | very heartily disagree with thislatest
trend.”

"Oh, yes, how terrible! Thekingdom growsricher eechday . . . "

"It'sthe way we grow richer that bothers me. Father, you are sdling our peopleinto davery. | do
not trust the motives of thisReliance. | do not think they are dedling with usin good faith,” Tdeed said.
"For generations the priests warned us against trade with the Reliance. Sowly, reluctantly they agreed to
trade lizard skins, beads, other handmade itemsto the Reliance for farm implements, utensils, and light
bulbs. Now, however, they push usto trade our peoplefor this gold metal. How does this serve the
people? How doesit serve us? We are taught that The Ancestor wanted nothing to do with the Reliance.
There had to be areason for it, and areason for the priests to be reluctant to trade with them."

"And thereisareason for usto trade with them now," Taheed said in an exasperated voice.

"Father . . . They aretaking al our best warriors. What's to stop them from waiting till most of



our good fighters are gone and descending on usin droves? Conquering and endaving us al asthey have
done to countless other worlds," Taleed said.

"Son . . . Someday you will beKing.You must learn to make the tough decisions. | think you
arelosing sight of the big picture. We have an over-population problem. A problem so big that not even
constant war can keep the numbers of the peasants down. The Rdliance has gold meta. They have
fabricsthat we need and also meta and electrica utensilsthat will help our people. Perhapsthe priests
will have no need to order warsif there areless of usto feed. Surely it is much more profitable to our
people to make war on some other planet. The outcomeis ultimately the same —alower population.”

"Surely some form of birth control is preferable to endavement or war!" Taleed argued. "There are
severd waysto keep from reproducing. If we know when awoman isfertile, we aso know when sheis
not. A man could remove hismember before . . . "

"Blagphemy!" Taheed screamed holding his sumps over his ears. "We are here because we were
chosen by the gods to be gods. The priests know what is good and what istrue. They speak the will of
the gods. Birth control isan abomination . . . "

"Do you even ligten to yoursdlf, Father? Birth control isan abomination, but making our people fight
warsto keep from starving and selling them to the Reliance to die a dien hands, fighting a battle which
isntours . . . thesethingsare blessed in the eyes of the gods?”

"How dare you question me? | amagod!" hisfather screamed back.

"Y ou are no more agod than the things that belch smoke in the mountain. There are no gods. There
isno magic. These beliefs have stuck usin arut and kept us from progressing to a position which would
alow usto fight the Reliance on their own termsif they decided to try to take us over," he said with
passion. "The priests decided it was dl right to ded with the Reliance after generations of saying they
were evil. They made this decison for one reason and for one reason only — they were afraid not to.
Now they trade our people for gold metal, not because of what the gods have told them, but because
they like gold metd! They have forgotten the reasons why we did not trade with the Rdliance; they have
forgotten the reason that The Ancestor hated them. Thetruth . . . Thetruth that you dl hideisthat
there are no gods. Just the greed of priests and kings playing on the superstitious nature of a people they
have purpossfully kept ignorant of technology.”

TheKing il held the ends of his sumps over hlsears ‘Blagphemy! | will not hear it from one
whom the gods themsalves have chosentorule .

"Chosen, Father? Don't you mean maimed? Don't talk to me of being chosen, or tell me how
blessed | am to have servants who do everything from feeding me to wiping the dung from my bottom. |
grow tired of hearing thelies”

"Enough!™ the King screamed findly taking his sumpsfrom hisears. "Why must you grieve me s0?
Why do you hate your life? Y ou have everything aman could need. Everything aman could ask for

"l don't have hands!" Taleed screamed then turned on his hedl and headed for the door. The mute,
illiterate servant standing there opened the door for him, and when he went through closed it behind him.
Taeed ssomped al theway down the hal to hisroom. At his door another mute,

illiterate servant opened the door, followed him in, and closed it behind them. The mute stood &t the
door, slently awaiting his next order —either spoken or implied.

Tadeed wasin arage; he kicked achair across the room then jumped around on one foot. Finally he
flopped onto his bed.

"Everything | want! Everything | want!" Taeed screamed at the ceiling his nogtrilsflaring. He held up
his handless arms and glared at them. Then he turned to talk to the servant. "Chosen! Chosen! What a
roya joke! Some sick priest comes on the day of the birth of the King's children. If the sacramenta knife
fedsheavy, then Chop! they cut off the child's hands to show that heis chosen and therefore never hasto
work. | was chosen to be handless just as you my friend were chosen to be mute. Some sick priest saw
adifferent sparkle in our eyesthan he had in the sblings that were born before us, and so whack! They



deform you and ruin you for anything but what they wanted you to do. Which, in essence, isto help them
make the people into puppets.”

"They cut out your tongue before you had a chance to know if you could sing, and they cut off my
hands before | knew what it was like to pick fruit from abush, hold afriend's hand or throw arock. They
say the procedure causeslittle pain, but what do they know of my pain? Thepain | fed when| seelovers
holding each other, gladiatorsin mock warfare, or even the smple act of achild throwing abal. All of
these things were stolen from me as your ability to speak was stolen from you.”

The man nodded his head and made hand signals that only the two of them could read. Haldeed
had been with him aslong as Taeed could remember; he was his personal servant and his best friend.
Haldeed was his hands, and he was Haldeed's voice. They'd had thistalk many times before because
both were unhappy with their lotsin life. Haldeed said what he often did. That someday Taeed would be
King, and when he wasin charge he could change dl therules.

"But my father isnot an old man, and heisin good health. | may be old and gray before | cometo
power, and then what lifeis|eft to either of us? No! We must leave here and go out on our own. Start
anew someplace far from the pal ace where no one knows us,” Tdeed said. "We must have an adventure.

Haldeed took a deep breath and tried to talk senseto hisold friend. He reminded him that they had
run away six times before and had been caught every singletimein no more than afew hours. It hardly
seemed worth the effort to him. He reminded Taeed how hard it wasto hide ahandlessman and a
mute.

"Ah, but lagt time we did hide longer than ever before, and | think we grow wiser with age. Let usat
least try again. If nothing elseit will give us abresk from palace boredom.”

* k%

Once again Hadeed found himself digging through his wardrobe and dressing himsalf and the Prince
in the smple deeve ess tunics made of rough linen that were worn by the peasants.

"Oh, and | need apair of gloves," Taleed sad.

Ha deed shot him astrange ook and then laughed making the one sound he could make that
sounded closeto normal.

"I'mnot kidding," Tdeed said. "I'vegot anidea."

Haldeed found apair of old gloves and held them out to Taleed with a questioning look on hisface.

"Stuff them full of cotton or something. Well glue them to the ends of my sumps, and then it will
look like | have hands,” Taleed said.

Hal deed nodded his head in excitement. They would probably only be caught again, but at the very
least they might have afew hours of adventure. While looking for some cotton and glue he found some
old wire. Herushed back to Taeed in excitement. He put a piece of wire into one to the fingers of the
glove and bent it. He looked at Taeed's face to see what he thought, and Taleed smiled.

"Gresat idea, Haldeed. We can pose my hands— make them look more red. We can even change
them every oncein awhile”

It took awhilefor Haldeed to construct the 'hands," but when he had glued them onto the Prince's
armsthey looked real enough.

Tadeed was slent for amoment as he looked down hisarms at the fake hands. He found himsalf
filledwithemotion.”l . . . | look likeawhole person.”

Ha deed made hand sgndls.

"Yes, wejust might makeit thistime. Comeon. Let'sgo.”

RJwal ked through the ship with Poley at her sde. "I should have known looking at the size of the
hold that thiswas no cargo ship," RJ said thoughtfully asthey looked into yet another long narrow bunk
hall.

"I knew," Poley said matter-of-factly.



"Then why didn't you say something, tin pants?' RJ asked harshly.

"Youdidn't ask," Poley said shrugging.

RJ sighed and popped hersdlf in the head with the palm of her hand.

"Why do you do that?' Poley asked curioudly.

"Becauseit fees so good when | quit,” RJexplained with agrin.

"Hum. . . disposable plastic wrapping on al the beds,” RJsaid under her breath. " Probably no
chance of getting any decent samplesin here"

"I can hardly hear you," Poley said. "Why are you whispering?'

"I'm not whispering, and I'm not talking to you," RJ snapped back. She usually had more patience
with Poley. She didn't know why she felt so edgy. It wastrue she didn't like to be surprised, and she sure
ashell didn't like changing her plans at the last minute, but it wasn't like she wasn't used to having odd
pieces thrown in where they didn't belong. On the contrary, if everything had gone perfectly according to
plans then she would have been really worried.

She started looking under mattresses to seeif perhaps something had been missed in the cleaning.

"Who are you talking to then?" Poley asked as he followed her looking under the bottom mattresses
as she looked under the top.

"Huh?' RJ asked.
"If you aren't talking to me, then who are you talking to?" Poley asked again.
RJ sighed knowing what her answer would do to hiscircuits. "'l wastaking to mysdf, Poley."

"That doesn't make any sense, RJ. Taking to your sdf isasign of menta ingtability," he said with as
much concern as he was able to convey.

"I never claimed to be mentaly stable, Poley. In fact I've taken being crazy to its highest possible
level!" RJshrieked coming to the end of her patience.

"Oh," Poley said smply.

"What isthat supposed to mean?' RJ snapped at him.

"Nothing," Poley said quickly.

"Don't you nothing me, metal head. What did you mean by, 'Oh?"

"You'reacting irrationdly, you're irritated and nervous, obvioudy you're cycling,” Poley said.

"Poley . . . " RJlaughed, stopped what she was doing and moved to put an arm across his
shoulders. "Poley | don't have periods, you know that."

"Y ou don't bleed from your sexua organsthat's true, but you do have hormona cycles. I've noted
them; would you like to see achart?' Poley asked hdpfully.

RJ pulled away from him stiffening. " So basicadly what you're saying isthat while Stewart made me
incapable of reproducing, he didn't do away with my PMS. Now isn't that just fucking beautiful? Doesn't
that just figurein?'

She stomped out of the bunkroom, and Poley followed. "Do you want to have babies, RJ?' Poley
asked curioudly.

"It doesn't really matter what | want,” RJhissed. "Just like everything ese, it was decided for me
before | was born, from theway | look to what 1'd do. There was never any chance that 1'd be anything
but a soldier; it was built into my biologica make up. I'd have PMS, but | wouldn't have any babies. I'd
be damn near indestructible. I'd out liveeveryone . . . "

"Except me," Poley said with asmile,

"Taking to mysdf or talking to arobot —what's the difference!" she screamed at him.

He stopped in histracks and looked down at hisfeet |looking genuindly rejected.

"“I'm . . . I'msorry, Poley. God, | don't know what's gotten into me today." She moved to hug
him.

"It'sjust the PMS," Poley said. He even patted her on the back.



"I think it hasalot to do with leaving Earth. It makesit dl seem sofind." She shrugged and moved
away fromhim.,

"Wewill missMickey," Poley sad.

"Yes" RJsad. "Wewill missMickey. And as stupid asit may sound | think | am going to miss
staring out at what used to be Alsterase and remembering al that | have log.”

"Maybe remembering what you have lost reminds you of what you had, and what you had was
good,” Poley said.

RJredlized that he wasright and felt doubly guilty for having screamed a him. In many ways he
often acted more human than she did.

Janad awoke to the sound of movement in the mess hall. She looked out the crack in the door and
saw awhite headed woman and a iff, dark headed man removing the bodies. They left and then came
back for another load. Janad took along look at the female; she was not like any being Janad had ever
seen before. Not like them and not like the Reliance people, and neither was the mae. She remembered
talk of the other aiens the ones the Reliance fought with and deduced that these must be those diens.
Except that they spoke the Reliance tongue, and that didn't seem to make any sense. Besides the others
had looked like Reliance. In fact thisman looked Redliance, it wasthe way he moved that was al wrong.
Hewas quick but tiff, and strong but his muscles didn't expand or contract with movement. She couldn't
quite put her finger on it, but there was something peculiar about him.

The woman turned then, and Janad was sure that the woman had found her. She was a beautiful
creature, tal and well muscled. Obvioudy she was no stranger to combat. She moved with the grace of
an anima gtaking prey. Her hair was as white as anything Janad had ever seen, her eyes asblue, and her
skin was a beautiful bronze. She wore a deeveless black jump suit and black boots. There wasachain
wrapped around her waist, and in the coils of the chain was awegpon smilar to what the Reliance men
carried —only much bigger.

The maewas gill moving, and the woman put ahand on his chest. "Listen,” she ordered, and he
stopped.

"Thereis someonein the roomwith us," he said matter-of-factly.

Janad froze. How could they know? She hadn't moved amuscle, hadn't made a sound except for
her breath and the beating of her heart. She held her breath and watched through the crack asthey
moved closer. They knew right where she was. She had to take action, and it had to be quick.

When they were dmost to the locker she kicked the door open and jumped, springing like a cat
from her perch on the locker floor. She started to jump at two feet above the deck and sailed through the
ar and over their heads. She landed clean and took off running. They followed.

"Boyswe've got company, and she's heading your way. Catch her dive," RJordered over her wrist
communicator.

"I'mtrying to pilot aship here, RI" Levitsreplied angrily.

"Then | wasn't talking to you, was1," RJ spat back. " She's heading for the hold. Y ou can cut her off
if you movenow."

Janad would have made ajump for the tiles and the relative safety of the service grid, but the
woman was right behind her and gaining ground fast. She rounded a corner, and an older man grabbed
her. She elbowed him in the ribs and escaped, but the second man was younger and stronger, and he
grabbed hold of her wounded arm. She dung her fist into hisface.

"Y ou fucking little bitch!" he screamed doubling over with pain asthe blood poured from hisnose.

The woman was almost upon her; she jumped up and through one of thetiles, heading for the safety
of the service grid. But before she had time to know what was happening the woman wasin the small
gpace with her. She jumped on Janad, and they both went crashing through the ceiling onto the floor. The



blond woman landed on the bottom, and Janad expected the woman's grip on her shouldersto at least
reax alittle, but it didn't. When she looked into the face of her opponent, the woman was amiling asif
she had won some great victory. If shewas hurt at dl in thefal shewasn't showing it. These two things
together really made Janad angry, and while she knew there was no escape she kicked the woman in the
shinshard anyway.

To Janad's added frustration and astonishment the woman just laughed at her, then in one mation,
shejumped to her feet hauling Janad with her.

Even this show of strength didn't stop Janad from fighting to get free. She kicked at her opponent
and squirmed in her arms.

* * %

"ItsaGSH!" David screamed pulling hisweapon.

"It'snot aGSH," RJlaughed. "Put your weapon away." Shelooked the girl over. Her hair was short
and curly. Shewaswell muscled, and her brown skin shone with the sweat from her exertion. Shewas
only five-six, obvioudy wounded and probably sick, yet shewas gtill stronger than any of the men RJ had
with her. She wore asimple loin-cloth made of red cotton fabric and a short vest made of reptile skin that
was laced up the front with a piece of leather thong. There were three strings of large glass beads around
her throat. Her hands were callused, her vision quick and challenging, and her stance that of a battle
veteran. RJ was sure that the girl had seen combat or had at the very least been combat trained.

"She's an attractive creature,” RJsaid conversationadly.

"What the hell isshe?' David asked wiping the blood from his nose and face.

"She'saBeta4 humanoid,” Poley said. He put one hand on David's forehead, grabbed his nose
with his other hand and gave a sharp tug putting David's nose back where it belonged.

"God damnit, Poley!" David hollered, taking the handkerchief Poley offered and holding it to his
nose.

"It was busted,” Poley defended.

"Y ou might have said something before you did it," David whined. Hisvison was Hill blurred, and
he felt like the bleeding would never stop. He leaned his head back. "She'san dlien then?'

"Yes" RJsad matter-of-factly.

Topaz was till doubled over trying to catch his breath. He glanced up at the girl and took adouble
take. "That'sno dien,” Topaz said forcing himsdlf to straighten. His cracked ribs were dready starting to
hed. "That, boysand girls, isablack woman."

"Well, duh," David said. "We can tell that she'sfemale and that she'sblack.”

"She'sbrown,” Poley corrected.

"I know what you mean,” RJsaid looking a Topaz curioudly. "Like those peoplein some of theold
picturesthat Marge showed us. Y ou said there used to be lots of them."

"That'sright,” Topaz said. "Among their many faults The Reliance are dso white supremacists. They
were white, and so they wanted an dl-white race. They gave fewer breeding permitsto the blacks,
Orientals, and Hispanics. Then they very carefully crossbred everyone so that we eventualy wound up
being basicdly the same color. If they have their way, in another hundred years everyone will basically be
the color of our good friend Levits."

"But Topaz . . . how would ablack human wind up on Beta4?' RJasked. Not even seeming to
noticethe squirming girl in her arms.

"I'm sure| don't know. Perhapslike you, RJ, sheisahybrid, taking al her external makeup from
the onerace." Topaz drew nearer and looked at the girl closdly. "I'mtelling you, RJ, I'm sure that this
creature isno more adien than you are. Maybe ahybrid, but at least part of her heritage is human.”

"Sheishurt," Poley said as he moved forward and touched the wound taking agood look. The girl
howledin pan.

"See? She doexn't like it any better than | did,” David said glaring at Poley.



"It'sinfected,” Poley informed.

Topaz looked at the wound and nodded. "We may have to sedate her happy assin order to take
careof it."

"Topaz, if sheisn't human —and you can't be sure that she is— something that might sedate us might
very well kill her," RJsad.

"That is correct,” Poley agreed.

"Likethe Pronuses you take," David said showing his understanding.

"l ran aquick scan on thetissue sample| found in the hold. Their DNA isdifferent than human
DNA," Poley said.

"Every living crestureés DNA is different, tin pants,” Topaz said. "A black human'sDNA isgoing to
be different than the homogenized DNA of Rdiance-bred humans, but we'redl still human. Except you."

Janad listened to them talk. She couldn't understand everything they said. They talked faster than
the Reliance people had, and they used what she assumed were dang words, but she did understand that
they wanted to take care of her wounded arm. Obvioudly at least for the moment they meant her no
harm. She quit squirming.

"Findly give up, huh?" thewoman said with alaugh.

"Yes. You arestronger than | am.”

They dl stared at her.

" She speaks Reliance," the older man said, sounding more than alittle shocked.

"If they've been trading with the Reliance it makes sense that some of them would," the woman said
thoughtfully. "So. girl, why did you run?'

"Why wouldn't I?" Janad answered. "1 no longer know who the enemy is."

The woman released her. "Aslong asyou don't try anything we aren't your enemy. Try anything
stupid, and well kill you on the spot. Topaz Poley, take our little friend down to the sickbay and see
what you can do to fix her arm, and .

"Run sometestswhilewereat it," the older man finished for her,

"Maybe David better go with you and at least get ashot for the pain. It wouldn't hurt him to get
cleaned up, ether,” thewoman said.

The gtiff man took hold of her good arm and started to guide her down the hal. The older man and
the man whose nose she'd broken followed them.

"S0," the older man started, "my nameis Topaz, this young man is Poley, and the man whose nose
you just fixed' is David. Who may | ask are you?"

"Janad,” she answered.

"That'sanice name," Topaz said. He smiled at her, and she redlized she had nothing to fear from
him. On the other hand the man who held her by her arm made her more uncomfortable by the minute.
Shetried to jerk out of hisgrip and found that she couldn't. What was more he seemed not to notice at
al. Every time she looked at the one they called David he shot daggers at her from his eyes. She couldn't
redly blame him; if someone had busted her nose she wouldn't have been too quick to get chummy with
them either.

"Poley, let the girl go," Topaz said. "She's not going to try to get away again." Helooked at her
then. "Y ou aren't going to try to get away, areyou?'

"No." Shewas glad when the strange man released her. She leaned close to Topaz and whispered,
"What'swrong with him?"

Topaz laughed. "There's nothing wrong with him. Much to the contrary everything isright with him.
In fact he just heard everything you said. HeE'sarobot.”

It must have been obvious by the look on her face that she didn't understand, because Topaz said,
"He's made of metd and plagtic and circuits. HE's amachine that can think."



Janad looked at Poley again. Now that was the most absurd thing she had ever heard. He couldn't
be a machine. Machines didn't look like people, and they most definitely did not think.

"Don' talk about him like he's not here," David said in ascolding tone.

"Thanks. David," Poley said looking &t hisfest.

"I'm sorry, Poley," Topaz said.

Janad looked at Poley; helooked sad. That was another thing machines didn't do; they didn't fed!.

In the sickbay Topaz helped her to sit on one of the examining tables as Poley started to clean up
and care for David's broken nose.

"Now thisisgoing to sting abit,” Topaz said. He held amachine to her arm. It wasthe same asthe
thing the Reliance had used on her before taking her from the planet. She steeled hersdlf for the pain, but
found that it didn't hurt as badly when you weren't putting up afight. Topaz looked at the datawith a
curious ook on hisface.

"Poley, could you come look at this?' Topaz asked.

Poley finished up what he was doing with David and walked over. David got up and wandered over
to look out the porthole at space.

Poley |ooked at the data Topaz handed him.

"Beta4 humanoid DNA," Poley sad.

"Doexn't it look awfully familiar?

"Yesbut . . "

"'Sometimes you can be such acomputer, Poley," Topaz said in an exasperated tone.

David let out a sound that was amost a scream and jumped back from the porthole. Janad saw
why as anaked body floated by. "What the hell!" he screamed.

"RJmust have opened the airlock to dump the dead bodies,” Poley said matter-of-factly.
David shuddered and walked quickly away from the porthole. "Why did she strip them?”
"Y ou know RJ. She hates to throw away anything she might need later," Topaz said.

"Why does she have to use that damn plasmablaster instead of alaser? It makes such amess”
David observed amost conversationdly.

"l imagine that would bewhy," Topaz said with alaugh. "Come here, David, | need ablood
sample”

"I think I've bled enough today. Couldn't you just take apiece of my hair if al you need isDNA?"
David protested.

"Come on, Dave, humor an old man," Topaz said.

David held out hisarm, and Topaz got the sample.

"See, Poley?' Topaz tapped on the screen as it showed a comparison of the two DNA samples.

"They aren't even close," Poley said.

Topaz sghed. "Oh, yes, they are. Thisgirl isat least haf human. Look more closely at the data. |
can't put my finger on it, but thereis something very familiar about her DNA.."

"Wow," David groaned. "That has got to be the worst come-on line | have ever heard! I'm out ah
here. Think I'll go lie down for awhile.”

Poley nodded. "I do see many similarities and would have to agree that, yes, the subject isat least
half human.”

"Then I'm going to assumethat it will be safeto treat her with the same medicine we would use on
humans," Topaz said.

Janad watched as they cleaned the wound. They applied asave, dressed it, and then Topaz put the
thing back on her arm and she felt adight sting. She trusted him. She didn't know why, but she did.

"I suggest you find abunk and get some rest. RJs going to have alot of questionsfor you," Topaz
sad.



Janad nodded.

"Poley, put Janad in a convenient spot,” Topaz ordered.

Poley nodded and started to walk away. Janad followed him reluctantly. She aready felt better. He
took her to aroom close to the flight deck. Obvioudly it had been some big shot's quarters, asit held only
one bed instead of sixty. She lay down. To her surprise Poley covered her up before he left. She closed
her eyes and was dmogt instantly adeep.

RJjoined Levitson theflight deck.

"Iseverything dright?' she asked as she sat beside him.

"Why don't you tell me?' Levitsasked. "Y ou've changed dicks right in the middle of ascrew, and |
redly have no ideawhy."

"The Reliance is up to something on Beta 4. They're hauling something back from there, and it sure
ashdl isn't any livestock we're familiar with. We just caught awounded Beta4 humanoid on this ship,
and it looks like she's been hiding here for awhile. Now heres agood question. Did she hideto ride on
the ship, or isshe hiding to go back?'

"That doesn't make any sense," Levits said. "What would a Beta 4 humanoid be doing on Earth?"

"I think they're the livestock’ the Reliance has been shipping in from Beta4,” RJsaid.

"But why?" Levitsasked. "Why would they do that? They have enough trouble feeding their own
people on Earth right now. Why bring in more mouths to feed?!

"Levits, sometimesyou think likeafarm unit,” RJsaid in exasperation.

Levits shrugged. There was so much crap swimming through his brain right now that he would have
gladly settled for haf the brain of acommon farm worker with which to work.

"How many Reliance troops did the New Alliancekill on Earth? Thousands? Hundreds of
thousands? A large part of the reason they surrendered Zone 2-A to us was because their war with the
Argys has escalated on two fronts and they can't afford to divert troops from space back to the home
front. If they want to keep us from running over the rest of the planet, or if they want to take back what
ground they have logt, they are going to have to have troops from somewhere," RJexplained. "There was
agirl out there about Sandras Size, five-six, maybe weighs one-forty soaking wet. In amatter of seconds
she had cracked Topaz' ribs and broken David's nose. | had to jump up in the service grid to catch her,
and shewasfar from easy to hold. And get this, Levits, the girl was wounded and fevered. Shed
probably been sick for awhile from the looks of the wound and the extent of the infection. Looked like
she'd been shot in the shoulder — probably by one of the security droids.”

"Damn!" Levits said asredlization dawned. "Wed better tell Mickey."

"Let'swait till we know for surewhat'sgoing on,” RJsaid. "No sensein causing panicif I'm
wrong."

Levitsnodded. "Well at least that explainsthe coursechange . . . Now, wasthat so hard?’

RJ smiled and stood up. She moved to rub his shoulders, and he stiffened instead of relaxing.
"Relax, Levits, you ought to know by now that you can trust me." He relaxed dowly under her hands,
and she continued to massage his neck and shoulders.

"It'shard to relax when | know you could snap my neck if you wanted to, and | have no ideawhere
your head isany more, RJ. | didn't dways want to go dong with al your schemes, but at least there was
some pattern to them. Somelogic, now . . . " Hepushed her hands gently away and swiveled his chair
tofaceher.". .. youroyaly pissmeoff."

"What!" RJexclamed. "What?'

"You heard me. Y ou pissme off! Look at you. Y our lifeisn't over, hell it hasn't even begun. But
you've got adegth wish, and you're hell-bent on taking the rest of uswith you."

"Excuseme! | didn't want you to come. | didn't want any of youto come, youindsted . . . "

"Give me abig freaking break. Y ou knew damn good and well that we were never going to let you



go off on this crazy-assed misson half cocked, done . . . Doyouthink | don't hurt? Do you think |
don't have pain?1, however, am growing older. | don't have timeto walow for forty yearsin my grief
because I'm just not going to live that long. In fact working with you I'll be lucky to live out the week. |
want to have alife; isthat some crime? But instead of finding some nice girl, settling down in the free zone
and maybe having a couple of kids. I'm out here in freaking space where | never wanted to go again. I'm
piloting acrappy ship, which is something | never wanted to do again. Why? | don't freaking know why!"
He had wanted to say these things for along time, so while he wastrying not to scream, he just wasn't
making it.

RJwas more than alittle taken aback, and she didn't really know what to say. "I'm sorry, Levits, |
didn't know you felt thisway."

"Y ou know what, RJ? Maybe that wouldn't sound like such bullshit if you weren't afreaking
empath! I'd ask if you remembered what happened between us six months ago because you've never
brought it up, except | know you havetota recdl, so | know damn good and well that you do.”

RJturned away from him to hide her anger. She couldn't believe hewas bringing it up at dl much
less now.

"We admost had sex, RJ. But we didn't, because you put the brakes on and ran off. | didn't
understand why you stopped it. It didn't make any senseto me at thetime. | went and took a cold
shower and tried to forget about it. But | know why you ran off now — because you might have enjoyed
it. God forbid that anything should get in theway of your grieving off into infinity. God forbid that you
might actudly feel something for me— or anyone elsefor that matter. If you want to suffer forever that's
finedoit, but quit making the rest of us suffer with you." Levitsgot out of hischair. Y ou watch the
bridge. I know damn good and well that you can fly thisthing aswell as| can. So you St here and waich
it while| get something to eat and find anice quiet place to beat off, because | am sick to death of taking
ordersfrom you. I'm sick to desth of taking orders from anyone." He scomped out off the bridge as
Poley walked in.

RJtook adeep bresth as shelooked at her brother. "And you thought | had PMS."

Chapter Five

They |€eft the palace under cover of darkness, long after everyone else had gone to deep. Even the
guards at the back entrance were leaning againgt the wall at their posts snoring loudly. How they did that
aways amazed Ta eed.

Thistimethey didn't sted the holy vehicle. In the past dl that had done was make them easier to
track and totally annoy the priests. They walked through the streets on foot, sneaking between the
dwellings of carved stone down to theriver. There were many woven reed boats there, but they would
not take one here. They would not take anything that might be missed and give them away. Instead they
would walk agood ways down the river, and using the tools they both carried in their backpacks
Haldeed would make one of the reed boats. They walked through the night before stopping in the middle
of apatch of reeds to make camp just as day broke.

Haldeed made asmall fire put up their tent and cooked their meal. Taleed took off his shoesand
helped as much as he could. Over the years he had gotten quite good at doing certain thingswith hisfeet.
However he wasn't supposed to use hisfeet for anything but walking, and so he hadn't managed to get dl
the practice he needed to bereally good at it.

"I'm sorry that | can't help more, Haldeed. I'm sure that with more practice | will get quite good at
doing thingswith my feet."

| don't mind, Haldeed signed.

"I know you don't mind, my brother, but it isn't fair that you should haveto do al thework." He
shoved apiece of wood into the fire with hisfoot and didn't burn himself. He smiled at Haldeed. " See?



I'm dready getting better at it."

Haldeed looked worried and signed at Taleed. | don't know how to make a boat.

"Nonsense! I'm sure you can make a boat, Haldeed. Y ou can do anything you set your mind to,"
Taeed indsted.

Haldeed signed more franticly, We don't know how to sail a boat, Taleed, or navigateariver. |
don't think thisis a very good plan.

"It'sagreat plan, my best ever. How hard could it beto travel the river on aboat? Y ou get in, the
river flows, it carriesyou aong; it'sredly quite smple”

But you don't know how to swim, Hadeed signed even morefranticly.

Tdeed laughed. ™Y ou worry too much, brother. If | fall in, then | shall haveto learn to swim, won't
I? 1sn't that what they always say isthe best way to learn? Just jump in! We'd better get some deep. | for
oneam dead tried.”

By the time they woke up it was getting dark. Wl rested, adightly more confident Haldeed started
to make the boat. Taleed helped him as much as possible by holding things down with hisfeet. He found
that his stumps, which he had aways deemed usdless, were actudly of more use than he had thought. He
hadn't redlized how much he used them until he covered them up and made them truly usdless. Hewould
have pulled his fake hands off except they had brought no glue to reattach them and besides he sort of
liked the way they looked. By daybreak on the fourth day the boat wasfinished. They atein silence, both
totally exhausted. Neither wanted to admit that it was because they weren't used to hard physicd labor
or deegping on anything but the very best fur filled mattresses. They lay down for degp in the small
cramped tent with the reeds they had ssomped down to make their camp poking at them through their
bedralls.

Tdeed rolled trying to get comfortable and findly said to Haldeed, "'I'm very uncomfortable and
very tired."

Haldeed tapped him- hisin-the-dark sign for me, too.

"I'd il rather be here than in the palace.”

Hadeed hit him again.

Findly too tired to worry about the reeds poking them they went to deep.

When evening fdll the next day they ate quickly, packed their gear, loaded it in their boat and set off
down the river. With six moons there was dways some light to shine on Balancer, but they were dill less
likely to be seen during the night.

The river was dow here, and Haldeed hel ped them a ong with the paddie he had woven around a
stick. The boat and the oar looked just like the ones the loca fishermen used.

"You did avery good job, Haldeed," Taeed said when they had been on the river about an hour
and still hadn't taken on any water. They sat facing each other in the boat.

Haldeed put down the oar temporarily and signed, Don't say anything till we get wherewe are
going, wherever that is. He picked the oar up and started rowing again.

"No one has found usyet. We will travel asfar on the river aswe can and then wewill go inland.
We will find some remote village. One that has no temple, where no one knows us, and we will live out
our years asteachers. . . or beggars. | don't care what we do aslong as | never have to go back to the
palace. Aslong as| never have to see another priest.”

RJstood in front of the viewing port in the room she had taken, rolling the object in her hand back
and forth across her fingers. Shelooked out at the vast emptiness of hyperspace and redlized she was il
seeing theruins of Alsterase. Her lips curled into asnarl. Topaz and Mickey had been right. She couldn't
leave it behind because it was right here with her. Standing here looking at space wasthe same as
standing on the wall looking at the bare land where the city had once stood. Her demons were following
her.

Levitswas right, too, although she was far more reluctant to admit it. She didn't let go of the past



because then she would haveto live in the present. She may actualy be happy again, and when you were
happy, you had everything to lose and losing hurt. It was way too easy to fal into the pattern. In order to
be happy you had to care about people and they about you. Eventudly they died, one way or another,
and when they did it hurt.

They'll all die, David, Levits, Mickey. Well at least | won't be there to see Mickey die, but |
miss him. Damn Topaz! Why does he always have to be right? Crazier than a bug in a box and yet
he knows more than anyone I've ever known.

She didn't want to think about it, any of it. She put the eye back into her pocket and pulled acoin
out. Sheput it around alink of the chain and smashed it closed.

That'sit, RJ, concentrate on the victories. Think about the battle. Be happy with the war.
After all it'sa sure bet that war will always be there. Don't think about the battles lost. Don't think
about Alsterase in flames. Don't think about the guy who used to run the Golden Arches or the
Fat Bastard who was always so worried we were going to let a corpse rot in his fucking hotel.
Don't think about Sandy or how just talking to her could make you feel better. And whatever you
do don't think about Whitey Baldor. God, please don't let me think about him, because when | do |
cry, and | just don't think | have any tears left.

Shewaswrong. A tear spilled out of her eye and ran down her check. Shedried it quickly away.

Damn it I'mtalking to myself again. I'mreally fucking losing it at least I'm not talking out
loud.

"What?' David asked from the doorway .

"Damn!" RJ cursed under her breath. "What do you want? Can't you see I'm busy being morbidly
depressed?’ She turned to face him and forced asmile. He smiled back.

"The girl's awake now," David said as he walked in the open door. Since the attack on Algterase,
RJ had developed a phobia about deeping in aroom with the door closed and now couldn't deep unless
the door was open. Although it was pretty obvious from the looks of the bed that RJ hadn't done any
deeping. It wasjust as obvious from the look on her face that she had only been about half kidding about
her mood. "You dl right, RJ?'

"PMS," RJexplained as she walked across the room, pushed around him and started down the hal
towards the bridge. "Get the girl and meet me on the bridge.”

"All right." David hurried to catch up with her. He didn't say anything. He just raced dong beside
her till he reached the girl's door. David knocked before walking in. The girl was Sitting on the bed. She
gave him acuriouslook. "RJwantsto talk to you now."

"Is sheyour leader?" Janad asked standing up.

"Yes" David said without hestation.

"She'svery strong. What is she?' Janad asked.

David laughed. "That's agood question. I'm not sure how to explain what RJis. For one thing she's
aGSH. Do you know what that is?"

"No," Janad answered as she followed him down the hal towards the bridge.

"It'sagendticdly superior humanoid . . . " It wasobvious by thelook on her face that she il
didn't have aclue. They turned a corner and walked onto the bridge.

"David . . . thisgirl brokeyour nose. Thejury'still out on whether shesahostile or not,” RJ
said, then added abruptly, "she doesn't need to know what | am. | just need to know what sheis."

Janad |ooked around the room. There was another man with them thistime, atal thin black-haired
man with dark brown eyes and a scruff of beard. He wore black pants and a short-deeved black shirt.
There was awegpon hanging at hiship in aholster the end of which wastied to hisleg. In hiseyes she
saw pain and anger, much the same asin the eyes of the one they cdled RJ. He stood behind the chair
RJsat in, and the strange stiff man stood at her right side. Janad dmost smiled. The woman looked every
bit like royalty surrounded by her court.

Janad didn't think she had ever seen five stranger peoplein her life.



"Youll get moreflieswith honey than you will with shit, RJ," Topaz said in anear whisper.

"Who said | wanted any flies?' RJfrowned deeply, and Janad got the impression that the only time
she smiled was when she was beeting someone senseless or killing them.

David stood behind Janad asiif to block her exit, which did nothing to put her at ease. However she
didn't fear him. He seemed to her like aman who had been broken and was devoid of spirit. He moved
like a child who had broken the rules and been spanked, with his shoulders pointed down and forward,
his head low, hardly ever making eye contact. He was someone who needed protection, not someone
you needed protection from.

Topaz was leaning againgt the wall looking out at the stars. He seemed to be the only one of them
who was normdl.

"So, let'sgart thiswith asmple question,” RJsaid. "What are you doing on this ship?”’

Janad saw no reason to lie. On the contrary she had the fedling that they were morelikely to help
her in her quest if they knew just what was going on.

"The Relianceis buying my people from our greedy King to use as shock troops to fight something
they call the Rebellion on aplanet called Earth.”

"That'swhat | thought," RJ said looking troubled and triumphant at the sametimeif that was
possible or made any sense at al.

"One of the guards mentioned you by name," Janad said.

RJ seemed to ignore thisinformation. " So how come you didn't get off loaded?”

"l didn't want to go. | caused trouble so they chained meto thewall. | got themto let me go to use
the bathroom and then | got away. | hid mostly up there." She pointed at the ceiling. "1 hoped to get back
to my planet to try to tell my people what the Reliance isdoing. Not that it will help. My people do
whatever the prieststell them to do.”

RJ rubbed her chin thoughtfully.

"Do we cal Mickey now?' thetal man standing behind RJ asked.

"Wait aminute,” RJ said impatiently. She looked back at Janad. Do you know how many of your
people have been sent to Earth?”’

"Mogt of thewarriorsin our village except the old and the young. Many villages have been
completely emptied in the same way. Thousands of my people have already been moved to your planet.”

"Canthey dl fight like you?' RJ asked.

"| told you they took all thewarriors.”

"Just because aman isasoldier doesn't mean he can fight. Have they seen action?"

"Action?" Janad knew the word but didn't know what RJwas asking.

"Have they fought?' Topaz asked.

Janad nodded excitedly. "Y es, because of the wars," Janad answered.

"The wars? Wars with who?' RJ asked.

"The other villages. The Priests say that the gods want usto fight because blood cleanses the land.
So one village fights another, and at the end of thirty days whoever has the most people winsand they get
new clothes,” Janad explained.

RJ sighed and rubbed her hands down her face.

"What?' Topaz asked of the look on RJsface.

"Don't you see, Topaz? It's nothing more than afancy way to do a cleaning assignment. Obvioudy
they have a population problem. The priestsfind the areas that have the worst problem —adrought ina
certain areacauses acrop falure, bugs eat the crop, not enough vegetation causes alack of animasto
hunt — etcetera. 'The gods cdl awar, many people are killed so there is no famine, and the people think
that the gods have saved them because they fought. It's the same damn thing the Reliance does, only
unfortunately for us, thislittle cleansing exercise heps surviva of the fittest. Whoever is stronger and
smarter in battle lives to reproduce, and everyone e se dies. So what they have just shipped to our planet



to be trained to fight us are a people who are geneticaly superior and experienced in battle.”

"Sodo| cal Mickey now?' the one they called Levits asked again.

"Yes, and tel him I'll tell him what to do when | know more," RJsaid.

Levitsturned and started punching buttons on the console.

RJ turned to Janad. " So, Janad, tell me—what do your gods ook like?"

* * %

By the end of thefirst day the boat was taking on water. Haldeed rowed it over to the shore and
they unpacked feding wet, tired and more than alittle sun burned.

Haldeed pulled the boat into the reeds with them and worked on fixing it while Taleed scomped
down abig enough areato set up camp. "We should have brought hats."

Haldeed nodded in agreement as he wove new reedsinto the lesks.

"And morefood,” Taeed said. Again Hadeed nodded. " On the up Side weve been gone six times
aslong asever before.”

Haldeed signed, It is hard to get excited when your belly is empty and the sun has baked your
skininto blisters.

Taeed sighed. "'l suppose you'reright. I'm kind of usdless, aren't 1? Y ou do al thework —al the
rowing. I'm no good for anything."

Haldeed signed, You're good at thinking, why don't you think of something?

"You'reright, | will." Taeed started to pace back and forth. After afew minutes he jumped up and
down gtartling Haldeed. "Sorry . . . But I'vegot it, Haldeed! Y ou can weave us hats like you did the
paddle, only leave aholein the middle for our headsto go through then our faces will be blocked from
thesun.”

Fine for my face but what about my belly? Haldeed signed.

Taeed paced some more then started jumping up and down again, thistime Haldeed was prepared
forit. "I've got it! We could trap some colimacon; the river isfilthy with them. We just make a cone out
of reeds, put aworm in the bottom of it, have a string on the cone, and when a colimagon getsinsde we
pull it out. Maybe | can think of away to watch the trap while you make hats. That would be useful!™

Haldeed nodded. As soon as he finished the repair on the boat, he went to work on the colimagon
trap. Hetied the string from the trap to Taeed's big toe as instructed.

A few minutes later Taleed pulled the trap out of the water. Inside was afive-inch round mollusk.
Haldeed dumped it on the ground and killed it by breaking its shell with arock. Taeed caught six before
they quit catching them. Haldeed made afire and cleaned the colimacon cutting it's guts out and scraping
the shell away. They weren't very complicated animals, and were mostly flesh, so they roasted them on
gticks and had quite afeast. Asthey roasted their feast, they caught some of the oil off the colimagon in
asmall jar. When it cooled to ajell-like consistency they rubbed it on their sun burned skin.

They fdl adeep that night with their sunburn eased and their belliesfull. They were getting used to
lifeontheriver.

* k%

At the palace Taheed stormed around in afoul mood. "What do you mean you have not found
him?' he screamed at Toulan, Captain of the King'sroya Army. "How far could they have gotten on
foot? Y ou've been looking for them for days. Areyou telling me that the whole of the King'sarmy is
unableto find amissing handless youth and his mute servant? They are young and inexperienced, and this
timethey did not even take theroyal vehicle; they are on foot! Y ou find him. Find Taleed before the
priests redize that he's missing. Find him before the people find out and we dl lose face."

"Sre . . . hewasnot abducted. He has run away again, and no one would dare to find you a
fault. Not even the priests, for you areinfdlible,” Toulan said.

Taheed launched himsdf onto histhrone and turned to glare at the big man. " Then you shouldn't
think me harsh when | tell you that if you do not bring the prince home safely, and soon, | shal have your



head removed from your shoulders by way of pulling. Now get out of my sight!”

They had been talking, and so neither of them had noticed that the water was moving faster. By the
timethey did it wastoo late; they were caught up in the current. Taeed quickly turned around so that he
could see where they were going. He didn't likewhat he saw; it looked like . . . Yes, itwas They
were about to go over somefals.

"Jump, Haldeed, jump!™ Taeed screamed and turned the boat over in his hurry to get out.

"Haldeed! Haldeed!" Taeed screamed. He went down but quickly kicked hisway to the surface.
Before he had a chance to remember that he couldn't swim, he was doing it. Heredlized that &t least in
thisinstance the fake hands were actudly of use. Cupped as they were with the wiresinsde they actudly
helped him to pull through the water. He made it to shore with less effort than he would have thought and
hauled himself out of the water. There was no timefor him to celebrate his newfound skill, though.
Haldeed was missing.

"Haldeed! Haldeed!" Taeed screamed into the waves. But he saw nothing. No trace of hislifelong
friend. He scurried down the hill to the bottom of the falls. They weren't that tall maybe only aten-foot
drop. "Haldeed! Haldeed!" Then he saw the body bobbing on the water. He dove in without delay, and
with his new found ability swam over to Haldeed. He rolled him onto his back and took hold of his shirt
collar with histeeth. Then he started kicking and splashing hisway to the shore. When he reached
shallow water, he hooked his arms under Haldeed's and pulled him out. It was then that he redlized to his
horror that Haldeed wasn't breathing. He thought quick; perhapsif he breathed his own air into Haldeed
it would help. He knelt beside hisfriend and breathed into his mouth once, twice, three times. On the
third time Haldeed spit out water, coughed and started to breath.

Haldeed sat up dowly and looked at Tdeed. What happened?

"l learned to swim!" Taeed said excitedly.

"Y ou want meto do what?' Mickey asked. Helooked at Dianato seeif she understood, but she
shrugged — just as confused as he was.

"l want you to get John Henry, take his prostheses off of him and paint him brown,” RJ repeated
with obviousimpatience.

Mickey shrugged and wrote it down. "All right go on,” Mickey said.

"After hesbrown dl over, fit him with asilver jump suit. Meanwhile, | want you to find where
they're training the Beta4 humanoids. This shouldn't betoo hard for Marge. Tell her they're caling them
'livestock.' No doubt they redlize that we can tap into any of their communications and have made sure
that no red flagswould pop up.

"Next, | want you to have our people sneak John Henry in to the Beta 4 training facility. If he's
painted brown and wearing his prostheses, it shouldn't be too hard to make the guards think he's one of
the Beta4 humanoids. Hell have the silver jump suit under his clothes, and when night comes and the
guards aren't in Sight, he'sto take off his prostheses and his outer clothing, leaving him clothed only inthe
jump suit. Make sure he knows not to let the Beta 4 humanoids see him do this. Then he should go to the
Beta4's, being careful not to be caught by the guards, and he should say thisto them, My children the
time has come to fight. You must cleanse the Earth with the blood of the Reliance people. Rise up
and smite your oppressor. If he saysthisexactly —or at least close enough, they will listen to him and
do exactly as he says, s0 you have to make sure that nothing happens to him until they have successfully
joined with our peoplein Zone 2-A."

"Areyou dright, RJ?' Mickey asked looking at thelist he held in hishands.

"It sounds crazy, but it'sagood sound plan, Mickey. Sojust doit,” RJ ordered.

"Okay, RJ," Mickey sad. "If you say s0."

"Alright, tell me what you're supposed to do."

"Take ahandless man, paint him brown, put him in asilver jump suit. Snegk him into the camp



wherethey are training the Beta4 humanoids, and have him tell them that they have to cleanse the earth
with the blood of the Reliance. Don't worry; | wroteit dl down," Mickey said.

"Y ou have a super computer, and you wrote it down!" RJlaughed.

Mickey looked at Diana and shrugged, then said more to her than to RJ, "It hel ps me remember.”

"And asuper computer can't?' RJ asked.

Mickey smiled in piteof himsdlf. "Isthat dl RJ?"

"No. Onemorething,” RJsaid. "Tdl John Henry try to sound likeagod.”

"Isthisajoke, RJ?' Mickey asked.

"Would | cal you acrossthe vastness of spaceto play ajoke onyou?' RJreplied.

Mickey thought about it for amoment. "Yes, | think you would."

"W, I'm not. Now just do it. Believe me, you want these people on your side.”

Chapter Six

Smoke and flames and screams. Levits found himsdf on the bridge of the ship screaming into the
com-link. " Abandon ship! Abandon ship!"

What the hell had happened? He had been farting around when he should have been on the bridge.
He had thought they were safe; he hadn't redlized they werein any danger until they'd been hit. They'd
spit back along stream of return fire on the alien ship, but it wastoo little too late. One of the hits had
caused afire, and that fire was running through the ship unchecked because for some reason the
extinguishing system wasn't working. He got hit full in the face with the smell of burning flesh and when he
rounded the corner he stepped on the corpse of one of hisfriends.

It wasdl over now, they were dl going to die, and it was hisfault. Hisfault because he had been
lax. Hisfault because he hadn't given the order to evacuatetill it wastoo late, and hisfault that he didn't
go down with the ship.

Levitswoke up screaming and was glad to see RJ sitting on the bed beside him. She must have
shaken him awake. He drew a deep, shuddering breath and let it out. "What are you doing here?' he
asked when hismind cleared. "1s something wrong with the ship? Who's a the hem?”

"Relax. Nothing'swrong with the ship, and Poley isat the hdm," RJsaid. She rubbed ahand down
his shoulder. "Everyones adeep. | felt your distress. Must have been one hell of adream.”

"Y ou wouldn't understand,” Levitssaid.

"No, of course not. That'swhy | was awake when everyone el se was adeep. | have my own
horrors, Levits."

"Yes, but nothing that hasever happened . . . Noneof it has been your fault,” Levitssaid ashe
sat up in bed.

RJlaughed, dthough definitely not amused. "I wish | could convince myself of that. Everyone has
their what if's, Levits. What if I'd done that instead of this, or thisinstead of that? If only I'd paid more
attention, if only 1'd gone forward instead of backwards. If I'd been faster, smarter, more dert. If only the
fucking bedroom door hadn't been closed. If only | hadn't let David leave," RJsad. "I'm sure whatever
you think you have done was no more your fault.”

He nodded. Sheredly did understand.

Sheamiled a him then. "So, I've been thinking about what yousaid . . . "

"I'm sorry, RJ. Redlly sorry," Levitssaid.

"No, you wereright. The only ironic part isthat you're no better than | am. | wasn't the only one
who pulled back that night, you know, and I'm not the only one who spends the day sitting around
mentaly licking my wounds."

"All right, I'll accept that. So | guessthe question iswhat are we going to do about it?"



"Poley seemsto think I'm moody because of PMS. | persondly think it hasahell of alot moreto
do with sexud tenson,” shesaid.

"I've only had sex —besideswith myself —six timesin the last three years," Levits announced.

"Wl that would give you about Six up on me," RJsaid.

"Areyou serious?’ Levitsasked in disbelief.

"Would anyone joke about athing like that?' RJtook a deep breath and looked around. "Y ou
know that we have chemisry.”

"Yes, of course we do, that's why we spend so much time biting each other's heads off,” Levits
sad. "Dowe haveto andyzeit, RJ?'

"No." RJ pushed him back onto the bed and moved to lie on top of him. Her lips came down on
his, and passion flared. Before he knew what had happened they were naked and engaging in the most
satisfying and amazing sex of hislife. Then she had orgasm, and he felt hislimbs being pulled gpart. He
looked down at his ultimate pain, and his dick was gone.

Levitswoke up screaming. His door opened, and RJ stuck her head in. "You OK, Levits?"

"Stay away from me! Just stay away!"

RJ shrugged and walked away. Levitslooked &t the clock; it wastime for his shift. He remembered
that was another thing he hated about space flight —no concept of day or night.

"Levits, get in herel" RJordered abruptly. Obvioudy something wasterribly wrong.

Levits pulled on his pants and ran down the hall without his shirt and shoes. Hefound RJin David's
room. David was curled up in the middle of hisbed crying.

"What'swrong with him?"' Levits asked.

"Wered| going tofdl!" David cried. "Weredl going to fal, and there's nothing to land on. Y ou just
float out there, forever, like the living dead!™

"Shit!" Levitsexclamed.

Helooked at RJ, and together they said, " Space sickness.”

RJ sent Levitsto get Topaz and a sedative. She sat down beside David and stroked his back.

"It'sdl right, David. No one€sgoing to fal. Y ou just have to calm down. This sometimes happensto
first time spacers. Y ou should have told someone how you fdt; we could have given you something that
would help."

"My stomach. No matter how much | edt, it fedsempty,” David cried.

Topaz ran with the pocket medic, struck apose, and yelled, "Oh, no! It's space madness!'

"Don' flake out on me now, Old Man, | need your help,” RJsaid in an agitated tone.

"l wasjust trying to add alittle levity to the Situation. Besides, do you know how long | have waited
tossy . . . Ohnoit'sspace madness!" Seeing that no one was laughing, Topaz held the pocket medic
over David'sarm, and it gave him a shot of sedative. A few minutes later David was adeep.

"I'm sorry, RJ, | should have seen this coming. He's been acting strangely for a couple of days
now," Topaz sad.

"He adways acts like that. How was anyone supposed to know?' Levits asked. RJgave him adirty
look and he shrugged. "What?'

RJignored him. "He'stoo far gone now for a space sickness shot to work."

"It would probably do more harm than good at this point,” Topaz agreed.

"Y eah, but you won't know unlessyou try it," Levits said with a crooked grin. When both RJ and
Topaz glared at him he just shrugged and smiled broader. " Just trying to help.”

"We're going to have to keep him sedated for the rest of thetrip,” RJsaid.

"That'sthree days, RJ," Topaz said in dishbdlief. "It's not healthy to keep someone sedated for three
days. Even with the new drugs with the stabilizing festure and IV fluidsthereis till some dehydration,
and after being completely shut down for that long thereisarisk of bladder infection not to mention an
impaction. I'm telling you right now I'm not doing any turd spelunking when he can't take adump.”



"Topaz," Levits started. "Have you ever seen what happens to someone with space Sickness?!
"You know | haven't, smart-ass," Topaz said. "But I've read about it."

"I'veseenit,” RJsad. "Wedon't have achoice.”

Janad didn't think she could answer even one more question about her planet. RJand her weird
brother were relentless. How much doesit rain? What isthe plant life like? What kind of animas?
Questions about their government. Questions about their religion. How much did they deep? What did
they eat? Where did the Reliance ships land when and if they landed? Did they have a spaceport on the
planet's surface? Did they have asatdllite docking station or one on amoon or did the ships dwaysland
on the planet?

Some of the things they asked her sheflat didn't have an answer for, in fact she didn't even know
what they were talking about half of the time. While RJand Poley kept asking questions about her planet
and the way they lived, weagpons, fighting styles and such. Topaz bombarded her with questions about
her family tree. What color were her ancestors? Was everyone the same color? What were the traditions
about their ancestry?

At one point, tired of al the questions, she snapped at them, "How would | know, I'm not a priest!”
"The priests know the origins of your race?’

"They know everything; they tak to the gods" she said.

"Your King?'

"And the others -- those that breathe the cloudsinto the sky," Janad said. "The oneswho give us
light and weter."

Topaz looked confused.

For her things were much easier than things were for these people. They never seemed to be happy
with her answers; they always wanted to know why and how. No answer ever seemed to be good
enough for them. A smple answer didn't seem to satisfy them at dl. She didn't understand them
completely, however she did know that they took the same information she had and came to conclusions
she had never even thought of before.

She was purposdly avoiding them now. She walked down the hall away from their voices, walking
aslightly as she could and munching on aprotein bar.

Supid questions all the time. | feel like my brain will explode. | have to stay away from them;
they aren't leaving anything in my brain. They are taking everything out.

She walked past David's room. The door was open, and she looked in. He was adegp, no wait a
minutehelooked . . . dead! She crept in the room walked up to him and watched him closdly. She
could see his chest moving with his breathing, and she sarted to bresthe again hersdf. He didn't move,
though. It was the way he waslaying; he just didn't look right. She sat on the bed and poked at his
shoulder lightly. He didn't move, so she poked him alittle harder. He till didn't move, so she punched at
his shoulder. When he till didn't wake up, she drew back her fist to hit him hard.

"What the hell are you doing?' RJ said as she grabbed Janad'sfist in mid swing.

Janad was scared; no one had ever snuck up on her before. She was a hunter, awarrior, no one
should be able to do what RJ had just done. RJ jerked her up off the bed with a single motion. Janad's
naturd ingtinct over-rode her good sense, and she punched RJ in the face with her other hand. RJ easily
grabbed hold of her other wrist and held it, too.

"Wadl, yourefadt. I'll giveyou that," RIsaid. "l asked you aquestion.”

Janad worked at not looking as scared as she felt. RJs face seemed none the worse for wear,
meanwhile her hand hurt like hell. Punching her waslike punching arock. She made Janad dmost as
uneasy as her creepy brother Poley did. They weren't right —either of them.

"l wasthe hell checking himto seeif hewasadl right. HE'sin acomaor something," Janad said.

RJlet Janad go giving her alook that let her know she'd better not try anything. She turned her
back on Janad, which redlly pissed Janad off. Obvioudy RJsaw her asno thregt at al. She who had



lived through two wars and brought home much game didn't frighten this abomination of fleshinthe
dightest.

RJ sat down on the bed beside David and started to pet his head, moving the hair away from his
face. "He'sdck," RIsaid by way of explanation.

"What'swrong with him?* Janad asked. After dl the questions they had asked her she wasn't redlly
satisfied anymore with such asmple answer.

RJwas slent and for aminute. Janad thought RJwas just going to ignore her question. Finaly she
spoke. "He has the space sickness. We should have medicated him for it before we left Earth. At the
very least we should have noticed and medicated him before he got really sick. Now we haveto give him
something to keep him adeep until we get to the surface of your planet. A few days on solid ground and
he should befine" RJsaid.

"How will we get to the surface of my planet?' Janad asked.

"It just S0 happensthat we're il fighting about that,” RJ said. She turned to Janad and smiled, the
first smile Janad had seen on her face since they had crashed through the ceiling onto the floor. When she
smiled Janad didn't find her nearly asterrifying. "Come on, Topaz has decided to cook; it should be
interesting if nothing else.” RJgot up and started for the door. Janad followed reluctantly.

"Areyou going to ask me more questions?' Janad asked weerily, and she heard RJlaugh for the
firgtime

"I guess we have sort of bombarded you, but you have to see where we're coming from. We don't
know anything about you, your people or your planet. There are only afew of us. If we aregoing to
succeed we are going to have to know as much as possible. Knowledge is power and our most
important weapon. But I'll tell you what, while we're egting dinner welll try not to ask you any questions.”

"Then I'll come," they started down the hadll. "What's wrong with your arm?* Janad asked.

RJlooked down at her right arm, which wasjerking alittle bit more than usud. Most of thetime she
didn't even noticeit. If shewas using it for a specific purpose it stopped; it was only when she relaxed
that it started ticking. "It's nerve damage.”

"Doesnt it bother you?" Janad asked.

"Not redly. I've been thisway dl my life. My father made amistake when he was making me, and
this happened,” RJanswered.

"What do you mean when your father made you?" Janad asked with a confused look on her face.

RJlaughed. "Now whao's asking too many questions?”

Topaz had made some sort of soup from what he had found in the galley. 1t looked funny but was
surprisingly good.

"I'm used to cooking with fresh vegetables from my garden, but whenin space. . ." He laughed and
shrugged.

Janad noticed that Poley was not present and presumed that he was flying the ship.

"SO . . . how do you propose that we get to the surface of the planet?’ Levits asked.

"The same way we got from Earth to the moon," Topaz said. "The girl said they transported them
up to this ship. So we smply dock at whatever temporary station they've set in space .
"More," Janad said holding out her bowl.

"All right, Oliver," Topaz said with alaugh as he ladled soup into her bowl. "Any way, as| was
saying. We get back in the crate, let them unload us, and they teleport us down to the surface of the
planet.”

"And of coursethe Reliance is so stupid that they're not going to even notice that thereisno crew!”
Levitsshook hishead in disbelief. "They won't even wonder where the twenty-five men who are
supposed to be on this ship are.”

"Oopd" Topaz said with alaugh. "1 hadn't thought of that.”

"More," Janad said, holding out her empty bowl again.



Topaz looked into the empty bowl and then filled it with soup again. "Do you have ahollow leg?’

"I don't know," Janad answered, shoveling the food in her mouth again.

"We haveto find adecent spot to land the ship away from everything. This ship's not really meant
for landing on aplanet, so it has to be someplace nice and clear with lots of room for error. From what
I've learned about the ship it seemsthat it only has emergency landing gear, and that doesn't look likeit's
ever been tested outside the docking station. We don't want to be stuck on that planet with acrippled
ship and no way to get off," Levits said thoughtfully.

"That planet is denser than Earth," RJ said matter-of-factly.

"S0?" Levits asked with ashrug.

"S0, the gravitational pull isstronger,” RJsaid. "If no large craftsland on Earth because of the fuel
necessary to reach escapevelocity . . . "

Levits understood now. "If we land on the planet's surface we might not have enough fuel to even
make escape velocity much less go anywhere dse. Wed definitely be stuck on the planet. OK, so what's
your big plan? Kill every Reliance man on the docking satdllite and take over with one of our menina
comaand aprimitive girl with abag full of rocks?'

"I don't have any rocks," Janad said in a confused tone.

"Actualy, | wasthinking we could take one of the skiffs," RJsaid. "There are actually two on the
ship."

Topaz laughed at the look on Levits face, and even Levits Sarted to amile,

He shrugged. "I guessif | had checked things out alittle more thoroughly | would have known we
were carrying skiffs. It's not standard equipment for thisvessd."

"I'm assuming they were taking them to the satellite. They probably use them to shuffle the transport
stations and personned around the planet,” RJsaid.

Levits nodded,; that made sense.

"But what do we do with thisship, RJ?" Topaz asked. "When it doesn't make its delivery the
Relianceisgoing to know it'smissng. They'regoing to look for it."

"Egpecidly with dl that gold metd," Janad said shaking her head.

"Gold!" the other three exclaimed.

"Y eah, theré'sabunch of it. | saw them put it in aroom with athick door that wouldn't open,”
Janad informed them as shefinished off her bowl of soup.

Janad wished she hadn't said anything. They didn't even let her finish egting. They immediately made
her take them to where the gold meta was hidden in asupply closet behind afake wall.

"Did you see what the combination was?' RJ asked.

Janad shook her head no.

"Screw it," Levitspulled hissdearm.

"No!" RJ screamed as he fired. "Hit the deck!"

Janad didn't have to betold twice. She hit the floor beside RJ and watched as L evits danced
around asthe laser blast hit the safe and started to bounce around the room before dying in Topaz's | eft
sde.

"Ouch!" Topaz screamed. He gave Levits a heated 1ook.

"Sorry, Old Man," Levits said with ashrug.

Janad jumped up at the sametime RJ did. She went to Topaz to help him while RJ, ignoring the
older man's pain, sarted ydling at Levits.

"Levitd Youidiot! Do you redly think they would go to dl thistrouble to hide their shipment from
potentia pirates and then not put alaser reflecting forcefidd over it?' RJshoved him in the shoulder, and
he stumbled back astep. Levitsrighted himsalf and shoved her back, which caused no reaction in her
what so ever.



"Areyou dl right?" Janad asked Topaz. She was worried about him. The ray seemed to have gone
right through him and the wound was smoking on both sdes. His"comrades’ seemed to be completely
unconcerned.

"I'll befine. However it could useacleaning,” he sad.

"We need to take him to the sick place,” Janad said in apanic.

"Y eah, you go ahead. Werre busy here" RJsaid waving her hand in the air dismissvely.

Janad helped Topaz to the sick bay. He sat on the table, and she went to get the things she had
seen Poley clean David's wound with. Topaz took off his shirt; she could see the pain etched into his
face.

"| can't believe that your friends are so unconcerned about you. They are very cold.”

Topaz laughed as she started to clean the wound. "Are you worried about me, Janad?' he asked.

"Why wouldn't | be? I've seen men diefromless” she sad.

Topaz laughed again. "Great bedside manner you've got there. Don't worry about me, Janad.” As
she started to get the stuff to dress the wound he added, "and don't dress my wound. Just watch." He
pointed at the wound, and she watched in amazement asit started to close. In seconds his skin was
completely hedled. Janad thought she now knew what these beings were.

"You'redl godd" she gasped.

"No, Janad, not gods. Although you can cdl methat if you like." Topaz smiled broadly at her. "I
took apotion. That potion has made my cells regenerate themsalves whenever they are damaged. That
doesn't make me agod. It just makes me the end product of an experiment, and that'sredlly al Poley
and RJare, too. Levitsand David are normal just like you. The proof of that isthat David isso sick right
now. Everything hasalogicd explanation, just likel can tdl you right now without fear of contradiction
that your King isnot adeity, and that whatever is making light and bringing water to your homesand
bel ching out cloudsis more of machine than god.”

Janad thought about it for a minute then shook her head.

"No, you're wrong."

"Don't you understand, Janad? There are no such thing as gods," Topaz said.

"But the people, my people, believe in these gods, and therefore they have power. That power
makes them gods," Janad concluded with findity.

"Well, I'll be damned," Topaz said appreciatively. "That's pretty sophisticated reasoning for
someone who's supposed to be a primitive.”

"Y ou have powers, and therefore you must be gods," Janad said on afina note.

Topaz sighed. "'l take back what | said.”

* * %

Levits had taken Poley's place on the bridge, and Poley was trying to figure out how to turn off the
forcefield around the gold when Topaz walked back in.

"Youdl right?' RJasked, hardly looking up from where she was looking over Poley's shoulder.

"Fineasafiddle” Topaz sad. "I'm afraid your caviler attitude about my injuries upset Janad. But
now that she seeswhat | dready knew —that | am agod — she has gone back to the mess hall to eat.
She'savery good edter that girl."

"So, youreagod?' RJasked with aamile.

"Actudly shethinksweredl gods. | think well be hard pressed to prove otherwise to her,” Topaz
sad. "l rather likethe girl; she grows on you after awhile.”

"He'd like anyone who thought hewas agod,” RJ said to her brother.

Poley smiled and nodded absently and added, "1 have the force field off."

"Well, duh!" RJsaid. She could fed the dight eectric chargein the air when it had been on. The
absence of that charge was obviousto her.

Poley put his ear to the safe and started to turn the tumbler.



"Funny,” Topaz said. "All this high-tech shit, and it dl comes down to asimple combination lock.
The same kind we had on our school lockerswhen | wasaboy."

In amatter of minutes Poley turned the handle and opened the door.

"Holy shit!" Topaz exclamed.

"| guessthe price of daveshas gotten redly high,” RJsaid. "Therésgottobe . . . "

"One thousand, five hundred sixty-three pounds,” Poley said.

Topaz shook hishead in disbelief. "That'sworth . . . "

" Seventy-five million, four hundred and eighty thousand credits,” Poley said. "Too bad it's
radioactive.

"Radioactivel" Topaz and RJ screamed in unison. RJran over, dammed the door closed and
locked it.

"That would mean thisfucking gold isfrom the planet Stashes. They found avein of gold thereright
on top of ashit load of plutonium,” RJsaid thoughtfully.

"The safeislead-lined that's why no radiation leak showed on any systems check,” Poley said.

"Fresking Reliance," RJhissed. "Are there no depths to which they won't ink? They're trading
soldiersfor radioactive gold and cheep textiles."

"And think about this" Topaz said. "What do primitives do with gold?'

"They wear it," RJanswered, eyeswidening asthe redization struck her.

Topaz nodded.

"Weve got to stop them,” RJ said with conviction.

* % %

It took them severa hoursto fish dl their things from the river in the dark. Their reed boat wasin
tattered ruins and beyond repair.

We could build another boat, Haldeed signed, then hung some more of their wet things on abush
todry.

"No, | think it'sasign that we should walk inland,” Taleed said.

A sign from the gods? Ha deed signed not without a hedlthy hel ping of sarcasm.

"Godg!" Taeed made ahissing noise as he picked up arock with histoesand dung it into the
water. "'l do not believe my father isagod, Haldeed. | know for acertainty that | am not. Nor do |
believe that whatever the priests hide in their cavesisagod. If there were true gods, they would not
show themselves, but would stay out of sight. They would make the world work, not order men to be
maimed or warsto be fought. If they chose to meddie in men'slives, why would they not make things
perfect? Why would they keep our planet barren, order us to have as many children aswe can, and then
order up wars? | say that if there are gods, then they care not for man oneway or the other. | certainly
don't believe that the priests speak their will. I'll tell you better than that — 1 do not believe that my father
believesit —or even that the priests do."

Careful do not anger the gods, Taleed, Haldeed warned.

"We have dready angered my father, Haldeed. False gods have no power," Taleed declared.

We were nearly drowned in the river, Haldeed reminded him.

"No god made awaterfal appear on theriver. It has dways been there. How can our failureto pay
attention be considered godly power manifesting itself? Furthermore we didn't drown,” Taeed said.

| almost did, and your power saved me, Haldeed said Signing in an excited way.

"Don't beridiculous, Hadeed." Tdeed said. "I amply used my head. | sucked air into my lungs, and
then | breathed it into yours."

You truly don't believe in the gods? Haldeed asked.

"| very truly don't,” Taleed answered.

Their things hadn't quite dried when it started to rain. Taeed saw the look Haldeed gave him and
frowned hard. "Thisis not punishment from the gods, Haldeed. It'sjust alittlerain. Surely agod would



be more cregtive than this. Getting wet is less like a punishment and more of an annoyance”

If you say so, Haldeed said and continued to pack their wet gear into their backpacks.

They waked down theriver till they found awdl-used path. Thisthey knew would lead themto a
village. But they wouldn't stop there, oh no. If the royal guards came down the river looking for them,
they would of courselook in the town closest to the river. So they would continueto travel inland. They
knew the further they got away from the river the better off they would be. The rain was coming down
hard, and the river would come over its banks soon. In fact, it wasn't rare to look up after astorm up
stream and see awall of water coming at you. That'sthe way it was here —weeks, sometimes even
months, without rain —and then torrential downpoursthat could last just aslong.

They walked alittle faster as the sound of the river got louder. It was till dark, so they walked
around the back side of the village and continued on up the road before walking into the thick underbrush
and making camp. They were soaked. Their tent and their bedrolls were soaked. What little food they
had left was wet. It was raining too hard and it was too dark to look for more. Cold and wet and hungry,
they crawled into their tent and tried to deep.

It rained al through the daylight hours. Haldeed got out and foraged for food in the down pour,
giving up any notion that the rain would dow up soon. No way of making afire and al hefound was
some carotte root. It came up easy, and he smply Ieft it hanging in asmal bush until the rain had washed
it clean. It didn't takelong.

Haldeed held the root for Taleed to eat. Taleed chewed the horrible tasting root and made a
decison. "OK, Hadeed. I've had it. Oursis neither amoderate nor avery forgiving world, and neither
you nor | have ever been taught how to surviveinit. | say we get up thisvery minute and walk up the
road. At the very next village we come to we will find lodging, buy ourselves agood hot med, take a
good hot bath and deep in awarm dry bed." Before he had finished speaking Haldeed had dropped the
root and started packing.

It wasthe middle of the night when they cameto the smdl village of Are'ne. Theinn, however,
took them in at once. They had a backpack full of bercer-roc and that bought hospitaity even when
someone might not fed like giving it. The huge rock tub in their room wasfilled with hot running water fed
by reed pipes from the temple. They bathed together, each one rdishing in the warmth of the water and
the feding of being redly clean for thefirst timein days. Two bowls of steaming legume soup were
brought to them and they practicaly inhded them. Then feding warmed insde and out, and dry for the
first timein two daysthey crawled into bed and went to deep.

* k%

Levitsfelt like he was the one who needed to be heavily sedated. He was circling one of the Six
moons of the planet trying to find asafe place to land, when there redlly weren't any. Finaly he found a
suitable crater and Started to descend towards it, trying to ignore RJ and Topaz's constant chatter.

"So, riddle methis. It'sahuge planet, and they are living on avery small part of it —no way are they
crowded. So, why have they picked the most inhospitable place on the planet to inhabit?' Topaz asked.

"The oceans, while teaming with life, are congtantly in turmoil spawning literaly hundreds of
hurricanes and causing erratic weather patterns across the planet's surface. Then there are the severd
thousand active vol canoes which dot the planet's surface. Topographicaly it may appear that they have
picked the most inhospitable region, but, in truth, they have probably populated the only truly habitable
spot available" RJanswered.

"Would you both shut up!" When there was silence Levitestook a deep breath. "1 just don't know

"Youredoing fing" RJsad. "It'seasy."

"If it'sso easy then you doit," he snapped back. He drew a deep cleansing breath. They didn't
understand what they were asking him to do. As he had explained to them this ship hadn't been meant to
actudly land. It was meant to go from one space station to another and be tethered up. The troops
would be off loaded onto the station then sent into smdller, faster shipsto do battle either inthe air or on



aplanet's surface. It was a pack animal, and as such it was never meant to do such delicate maneuvers as
landing on a specific crater of a specific moon. Hewouldn't have felt so bad landing on aplanet. Inaship
likethisthe crew could easily survive aminor crash. That is, on an inhabited planet with thingslike food
and air. Not so crashing on afreaking moon made of rock with no breathable atmosphere. Here anything
lessthan a perfect landing could mean disaster — even death. The only pluswasthat there wasless
gravity.

He dowed the ship till more and lowered it dowly down onto the surface of the moon without so
much as abad shake. Once he had successfully settled the ship onitslanding gear he set the stabilizers,
retracted the gear and anchored the ship. Only when he had checked all his readouts and knew for
certain he had executed a safe landing and secure anchorage did he start to breathe again.

"See? | knew you could doit," RJsaid smugly.

Levitsturned on her, madder than hell. Y ou know what, RJ? Everything is not some big fresking
joke. Do you have any idea how much | hate being responsible for al of you?' He unbuckled himself,
jumped up and stormed off the bridge.

"Wow! Who shit in hiscered 7' RJasked of no onein particular.

"| think you did,” Topaz told RJin ascolding tone. "Y ou might try being alittle more sympathetic.

Y ou know that was damn hard to do, and you know he was worried about doing it."

RJ shrugged; she supposed she could be more sympathetic. After al she knew he wasn't thrilled
about being in space, and she knew how he felt about being in aposition of authority, fill . . . "Hes
got to get over it sometime.”

"Physcdian, hed thysdf," Topaz mumbled.

RJ pretended not to know what he meant and ignored him. She checked to make sure that all
communication links with the Reliance were completely closed and that the ship's cloaking device had
been activated. Now they would just have to hope that the Reliance wouldn't do a thorough
reconnaissance of the planet's moons when looking for their missing ship.

Working in their favor was a strange planetary phenomenon. Beta 4 periodically radiated
anomalous but powerful magnetic pulses. These pulses affected the planet and space immediately
surrounding the planet, causing transmissions and other Sgnasto ether bounce or fluctuate erraticaly.
Communication and locating devices were functiond but not reliably so. Scans might indicate objects
where there was nothing, and it was just aslikely that things that were there might not show up. If the
Reliance wanted to find the ship, they would have to send out a manned reconnai ssance vessd to actudly
look for it. Not only was that improbable without some indication of an explosion, but it was a big moon,
and after al, the ship was cloaked. It would be difficult if not impossible for the Rdlianceto find themin
thisparticular location.

Everyone but David had been on the bridge strapped in just in case there were any problems.
David had been strapped to his bed. RJ unbuckled her own belt and stood up. She stretched asif she
had just woken up from anap. "1'm going to go un-strap David."

She left the bridge and started down the hdl for David's room. When she walked in the door she
took a double take. The straps were broken, the IV was dripping on the floor, and David was gone.

"Oh shit!" she trumpeted, and within seconds the others were at her side.

Topaz |ooked in the room and visibly shrank. "Oops,” he said.

"Oops!" RJIdapped ahand to her forehead. "Freaking oops! He had advanced space sickness, you
forgot to sedate him, and you're saying oops!"

"Sorry?' Topaz added with ashrug.

"Great!" Levitslooked at RJ. "What now, Grest Leader?'

RJtemporarily forgot about the task at hand. "Why are you so pissy with melately? If you didn't want to
go thisbadly, you should have stayed on earth. | told you | didn't wantyouhere . . . "

"And | told you why that wasn't an option, but you weren't listening. Y ou never lisen to anyone
unlessthey're saying what you want to hear!" Levits screamed back. "We al had to come because—like



it or not —you need us. Y ou couldn't do it on your own. You'd screw it up, and we'd have the Reliance
breathing down our throats again.”

RJshoved him, and he hit thewall.

"Y ou know what you are? Y ou're afresking bully!" Levits pushed away from the wall and got right
in her face. "Pushing everyone around. Knowing they can't push back.”

RJlooked like she was close to shoving him through awall. Thetruth redly did hurt, and asa
generd ruleif you hurt RJ, she hurt you.

"Wow!" Topaz screamed holding up his hands. "If you two could just put this pissing contest on
hold, one of our crew iswandering around the ship in apsychotic daze."

RJtook adeep breath and glared at Levitswho glared right back. "All right." RJsaid taking a deep
breeth. "Topaz, you and Poley and thegirl . . . "

"l have aname,”" Janad protested.

RJgritted her tegth. "Y ou guys go that way. Levitsand | will go thisway."

Topaz gave her asirange look, which sheignored. She was not going to try to explain thelogic
behind this division. It should be obvious.

Just then a crashing and banging began in the direction of the messhall, so the splitting up became
irrdlevant and they dl ran to the mess hall instead. They followed atrail of David'storn clothing down the
hallway. When they reached the room they found David standing buck naked in the middle of one of the
tableswith astack of pansin his hands. When he saw them he started laughing, and then he started
hurling pans at them. One of hisarms hung funny. No doubt it had been pulled out of socket when hed
broken hisredtraints.

"Ow! That'sgot tah hurt,” Levits said making aface as he looked at the arm. He jumped out of the
way of aflying pot just in the nick of time.

"Go away! All of you go avay! You'retryingto kill me!" he screamed. Drool ran down hisface and
dripped off his chin. "Doesn't matter. We're dl going to die anyway, but I'm going to kill &l of you firs.
Takethisand this." He gtarted throwing pans again. When he ran out of pans he squatted and literdly shit
inthemiddle of thetable.

"God!" Levitssad pulling aface. " So much for worrying about an impaction.”

Then David reached down and grabbed the fresh turd.

"Oh no!" RJydled as she redlized what he was about to do. She ran forward and jumped through
the air grabbing him. They both landed on thefloor, but unfortunately, that just seemed to help David to
ding crap dl over dl of them and the room.

"Shit!" Levits screamed, unable to do anything but stand with his hands out looking down at himself.

"Precisdly,” Poley agreed.

Topaz ran up and gave the squirming man a shot with the pocket medic. RJ got off of David only
when hewas gtill. She put her foot on his shoulder, grabbed hisfilthy hand and pulled hisarm back into
socket. Shelooked down at her shirt and chain, which were covered in shit, and then turned to glare at
Topaz.

"Sorry," Topaz said again. "Guessthisgives an dl new meaning to 'mess hall."

"I'm fucking covered in shit!" Levits stated the obvious at hisusud high decima range. "God! This
just gets better and better." He stomped off in the direction of the showers. RJ picked David up and
followed Levits,

"He's more trouble than hesworth,” Levits said to RJ over his shoulder.

Right then RJwasinclined to agree with him. She knew that David couldn't control what he was
doing, but there was something about having human fecesdung al over you that just made it impossible
to look at the big picture. It was funny; blood didn't bother her, but shit was another matter completely.

The showers were communa. She cleaned David off then lay him down on abench and covered
him with some towels. She went back to the showers and stepped in with dl her clothes on, trying to



rinse as much off them as she could.

"If | didn't dready hate the bastard I'd hate him now," Levits said standing beside her in the shower
rubbing the soap againgt his nude body hard and fast working up a huge amount of lather.

RJwas slent. She stripped her chain and clothes off and stepped into the shower stream. She held
her hand out to Levits, and he handed her the soap grudgingly. He watched as she lathered up. He smiled
in spite of himsdf. Looking a her he dmost forgot al about the whole shit dinging incident. He noticed
shewas scrubbing herself every bit as hard as he was, so obviously shewas just as creegped out.

She handed the sogp back to him and their hands touched. Their eyes met. He quickly took the
sogp and looked away. "I had adream the other day — or night — or whatever it was."

"You did?' RJasked conversationdly.

There was something about being in a shower naked with someone after having turds thrown al
over you that sort of washed dl other inhibitionsaside. "Yes," Levits continued, "I dreamt that you and |
were making love"

RJlaughed. "Redly? Was| any good?!

"Very good, right up until you pulled my penisoff,” he said.

"Wdll, that'sahdll of afinde" RJlaughed.

"Remember the other day when | brought up that thing you and | said we were never going to talk
about again?' Levits asked.

"Y ou mean about usamogt having sex," RJsaid.

"That would beit," Levits answered.

Before he could finish what he wanted to say, RJsaid, "I once did body detail. The bodies had
been |eft to St in the rain and then the sun for about aweek. The flesh was swollen, putrid, and full of
fluids. It dipped when you tried to grab abody. Some of the bodieswould just come apart when you
went to pick them up. | don't think | felt asdirty then as| do right now," RJsaid.

"Nothing quite like human excrement, isthere? | redlize he has space sicknessand dl, but of al the
thingstodo, Gee . . . od! thishasgottobetops . . . " Herealized then what she had done. Once
again she had successfully changed the subject. He looked over at her and smiled. 'Y ou dmost
succeeded.”

"Not quite though, huh?"' she said. She held her hand out and he handed her the soap again. "I'd
rather not talk about it, Levits. That's usualy what someone means when they say, let us make apact to
never spesk of thisagain.”

"Ah, but see, I'd rather we did, and since this wasn't something you did by yourself | think | have
just as much right to talk about it as you have not to talk about it." he said. "Ever sinceit happened we
have been at each other'sthroats, and since | had thisdream | think | know why . "

"Because you're afraid I'll defrock you?' RJ asked with acrooked amile.

"Try not to make ajokefor afew minutes. Pleasetry to talk to me serioudy and without getting
angry,” Levitssaid heavily.

"That'sasking an awful lot," RJsaid withagrin.

Levits shot her an angry look

"All right," RJsaid rdluctantly. "l guesswe do need to talk, but do me this onelittle favor. Let's not
have this conversation when we're in the shower naked washing dung off our bodies. Let me get clean,
take care of David, and I'll meet you in your quarters.”

Levits nodded slently, hoping that he didn't |ose his nerve between now and then.

* % %

Janad and Poley had helped him clean the crap up out of the mess hall, and then they had headed
for the showers. From the ease with which the girl stripped in front of them Topaz surmised that she, like
hismilitary friends Levits and RJ, was used to public bathing. While Poley had afear of being immersed
inwater, he was used to showering to get clean. It was obvious from the way the girl was looking at



Poley that she either didn't understand what he was or smply didn't care. Stewart had been living
vicarioudy through the robot, and he had not only made him fully functiond but had given himan
inhumanly large shlong.

Topaz ill didn't fed completely comfortable showering with other people, but he wanted the shit
off, and he wanted it off now. The girl was beautiful, well muscled, and perfectly proportioned. Topaz
didn't eventry to act like he wasn't watching her. She looked up at him caught his eye and smiled.

"It doesn't bother you that I'm watching?' Topaz said.

"It would only bother meif you seemed displeased with what you saw," she said with agrin. "You
have a pleasant body."

"Thanks." Topaz redlized, not without embarrassment, that he had an erection. He hung awashcloth
onit, and thegirl laughed.

He deduced from her reaction that bathing was atime of playful interaction for her people.

"| can do that," Poley said proudly. Heimmediately got an erection and hung a bath towe onit.

"Show off," Topaz grunted.

* * %

Levitsdidn't know how she had managed it, but she wasin hisroom before he was. Shewas
dressed, but he was so used to seeing her in the chain that she might aswell have been naked without it.
Shewas just standing there waiting for him. Her arms were crossed across her chest; there was a cool
expressionlesslook on her face. Obvioudy she wasn't going to make this easy.

Levitswasingtantly pissed off. "Y ou haven't come hereto talk," he accused. "Y ou've come here to
shut meup.”

RJglared a him and for aminute he was sure she was going to ssomp out of the room. Then she
uncrossed her arms and tried to look |ess severe, which judging from the look on her face must have
caused her some sort of physical pain.

After amoment she gave up and just sarted yelling, "God damn it, Levitsl How the hell would you
like meto look?Would you like for meto look as uncomfortable as| fed right now? | don't want to talk
about it. | thought | made that clear months ago.”

"And so we haven't talked about it, and has that hel ped? No. In fact it has turned usinto what we
aretoday; two people who can't be in the same room without fighting. The tension between us has
escalated to the point that everyone knowsit'sthere. Even that alien girl knowsthat there is something
between us. We act like people who hate each other, and | don't hate you, RJ. | never could.”

"And | could never hate you, but how am | supposed to react when everything | say pissesyou
off?'

"Have you listened to the way you talk to me, RJ? Are you even aware of how you have been
treating me? Like I'm your subordinate, like I'm completely inconsequentid..”

RJ thought about that for aminute. "'l wouldn't talk to you that way if you'd quit contradicting me
every time | open my mouth. Y ou disagree with me before I've even had a chanceto finish what I'm
saying. If | say I'm hungry you jump up and yell, that you can't hear my stomach growling," she defended.

"I wouldn't disagree with you if you weren't such an arrogant bitch!™

"I wouldn't be such an arrogant bitch if you weren't such anignorant asshole . . . Wataminute!”
RJtook adeep breath. "We're doing it again. Arguing over who's more to blame isn't going to fix
anything."

Levits nodded his head in agreement, took a deep breath and tried to continue in acamer manner.
"Thisdl started when you pulled away from me."

RJsighed. "Y ou see, now that's a big problem, because the way | seeit you pulled away from me
fird."

Levits sarted to disagree loudly and then remembered his dream. In the dream he admitted that he
had pulled away from her, too. He quickly anayzed his dream. When he redized what the dream redlly



meant he admitted, although only to himsdlf, that he wasin fact the aggressor in their confrontations.

"Only inmy head, RJ. | had adoubt, adoubt | would have overcomeif you hadn't physicaly pulled
away fromme," Levitssaid. Then added, "So it was your fault."

"My fault! How isit my fault?' RJsad. "For me pulling away in your mind isthe same as physicd
removal; it feesthe same to me, maybe even worse.”

"Admit that you've been screwing with my head for years. | don't know what you redly want, and
quite frankly | don't know if I can handle you sexualy, or emotiondly for that matter. Y ou know how |
felt about Sandy, and you know she didn't feel the same way about me. | don't really know how | fed
about you, dl | know is| don't want to wake up one morning and redlize I'vefdlen in love with you and
that you'rein love with someone else. Especidly if that someone dseisDavid Grant.”

RJlaughed, and wasimmediately lesstense. "L evits| could never love David. | don't think that |
ever redly did. He was thefirst person besides Stewart that | was ever close to, and between you and
me, my father wasn't the warmest guy in theworld. | wanted to love David, and sncel didn't redly
understand what love was then | thought that | did. | know better now." Shetook adeep bresth. "I think
it'sobviousthat the reason we are fighting al the time is because we aren't having sex. | admit it. | just
haven't wanted to get that close, especially to someone | care about. | wanted to separate myself from
everyone and everything, but you wouldn't stay behind, yabastard, so since you're here bothering the hell
out of me, we might aswell at least be having sex."

"Once we leave the ship ther€'s probably not going to be another chance for awhile,” Levitssaid
swalowing hard.

She made the first move, walking up to him and draping her arms around his neck. "If you'reredly
worried about me shredding your manhood .

"I'm not." He put hisarms around her and pulled her to him. He brought hislips down on hersand
she responded. " So can we close the door?"

"No, but I'll make sure you forget that it's open.”

Topaz, Janad and Poley were in the rec-room. Poley and Topaz were trying to teach Janad how to
play the complicated game of bottle caps.

"So you throw the bottle cap into the cup and that's it?" Janad said.

"Y ou have to makeit from the spot the last person madeit from," Poley reminded.

"And if you missyou haveto take a piece of your clothing off very dowly," Topaz said. Poley
dtarted to contradict him. "That's the space rules, Poley."

Janad nodded, and threw the cap in.

"Beginner'sluck,” Topaz assured her.

They dl heard RJs screams of ecstasy. Topaz looked at Poley and smiled. "Maybe they'll stop
fighting now."

"I wouldn't bet on that," Poley said. He made his shot.

* * %

Levitswaked into the rec-room looking disheveled and exhausted, and grinning from ear to ear. He
didn't even seem to notice the fact that Topaz was Sitting wearing nothing but asmile.

"So | seeyou lived throughiit,” Topaz said.

Levitssmiled stupidly hishead ldllingto oneside. "So far."

"I'm s0 happy,” Poley said.

"OK, whatever littletin dude,”" Levitslaughed. He seemed to stop and think for aminute. "1 wanted
to tell you guys something, now what wasit?' Levits seemed to bein deep thought. "Oh, yeah! | dept
with RJ." He laughed, went to the drink machine, took out two bottles, unscrewed the caps and tossed
them to Poley who caught them.

"It didn't sound like you were deeping,” Topaz said with abroad smile.



Levitsjust laughed, took his drinks and | eft.

"That wasvery primd," Poley said thoughtfully.

"How so0?" Topaz asked.

"Themale of the speciesforaging for food to feed the female and theritua equivalent of pounding
on his chest in the presence of the other malesto let them know to stay away from what he now
consdersto be hisfemae," Poley sad.

"Very good observation, Poley," Topaz complemented.

Janad just shrugged, bored with al of it. She tossed one of her bottle caps at the cup, and she
missed for only the third time. She had taken off both her boots dready, so shetook off her top dowly as
previoudy ingructed.

Topaz smiled.

"While your courtship behavior ismore juvenile,”" Poley observed.

"Herésacluefor you Poley!" Topaz turned glaring a him. "Y ou don't have to speak al your
observations out loud." He jumped up, grabbed his pants off the floor and put them on quickly. "I haveto
go check on David." Hel€ft.

Poley shrugged and tossed his bottle cap. It went in the cup; it aways did.

"Do you aways hit it?" Janad asked.

"Yes," Poley said matter-of-factly.

"So why do you play?

"Because| liketowin," heinformed her.

He still made Janad uncomfortable, but she no longer feared him.

"What's wrong with you?" Janad asked.

"Nothing'swrong with me," Poley said in confusion. "I'm perfect.”

"That'sit!" Janad exclaimed.

Chapter Seven

Haldeed woke up firdt. In the distance he heard machines, big machines. Sounds he had only heard
afew timesin hislife but recognized dl too well. He ran to the window and looked out. In the distance he
could see ahuge flying machine carrying something even bigger below it. He watched in horror asit got
closer and closer, and he redlized what it meant.

Haldeed ran back to the bed and shook Taleed till he Started to dtir.

Tdeed woke up smiling. Hed dept well enough and long enough that even being awakened with a
shake couldn't dampen his spirits. He was warm and dry and well rested, he stretched and thought of the
wonderful breakfast he would esat. " See, Haldeed? We have madeit. We have escaped, and no horrible
fate has befdlen us. We haven't angered the gods, and no punishment will cometo us" he said smugly

He heard a strange noise, and then Haldeed was frantically pulling him towards the window. Taeed
followed reluctantly; he didn't want anything to rain on his parade. He looked out the window and sighed.
"Damn! | should have kept my mouth shut.”

They dressed and packed quickly and started for the back door. They could hear the village priest
in the middle of the town telling the peopl e that the gods had ordered that some of them go to shed blood
on adistant world for the glory of the gods. Haldeed started to go towards the town square, but Taleed
elbowed him in the other direction.

"We cannot give up now, Haldeed," Taeed whispered in Haldeed's ear. "Not when we have gotten
thisclose. We certainly can't dlow ourselvesto fdl into Reliance hands.”

But Taleed, how far will we get when the very gods seem to be pitted against us? Haldeed



sgned in despair. How can we escape the Reliance and their machines? If we go to them and tell
them who you are, they will surely take us back to your father. The worst that will happento usis
we will be scolded.

"No! No, I will not go back. Do you hear me, Hadeed? | would rather be adave to the Reliance
than adave of the priests. If you are right and the gods are true, then no harm can come to me because |
am then agod. | am the chosen, and | shall make sure that no harm comesto you. Now come on,
Hadeed, et usnot give up without at least the hint of afight.”

* * %

"What the hdl arewe loading dl this shit for?" Levits asked putting yet another pile of pansinto the
Kiff.

"The girl told usthey trade goods from their planet for metal. We may need items of value to trade.
Theirsisameta poor planet, therefore anything of meta isgoing to be of vaue." She threw the second
broken security droid into the skiff. "The cloth, while of sometrade vaue, is mostly there as a cover for
the gold, and we sure as hell aren't taking that gold to the planet.”

Levits nodded his head in agreement then smiled.

"What?' RJasked. Then feding why hewas amiling, smiled herself. She felt better than she had felt
inavery long time and much more relaxed.

"l was just thinking about how surprised David's going to be when he wakes up and finds out
everything has changed." Helooked at her hisface getting suddenly red. "RJ, | just wanted to say that |

. . Wdlthayouredlyae . . ."
"What?' RJ asked with a crooked grin.
"Infuriating,” he said with alaugh. He leaned over and kissed her check. "Didyou . . . couldyou
.. . " Levitsdamned histongue. He didn't usualy have any trouble talking; he sure as hell hadn't ever
had any trouble talking to awoman. Except that thiswasn't just any woman. Thiswas RJ. It was
unnerving to know that she knew exactly how hefdt and that he had not a clue how sheféet. "Damnit,
RJ, do you fed anything at dl for me?"

"Of course | do," RJturned her head and kissed hislips, "and yes| could.” They werein each
other'sarms and on the floor of the ship in amatter of minutes.

Topaz coughed loudly. "All right | hate to be the oneto rain on young love, but it redly isimportant
that we get David to the surface as quickly as possible.”

Levitsrose up on hisarms and looked down at RJ. " See? He's nothing but trouble.” Levits got up
and put down his hand to help RJ her up dthough it wasn't necessary. Shetook hishand, and alowed
him to pull her against him as she reached her feet. He kissed her, and then they parted.

Topaz set down the load of pans he held. " Janad and Poley have another load, and then | think
that's about got it. I've loaded all the medical supplies| could find. Who knows what we might be
exposed to?"

"Lovey," Levitssaid taking a seet at the controls and giving them a quick once over.

"All right dl that's|eft isto get our space suits on, make sure the helmets are safe and it'stimeto bug
out of here," RJsaid. "I'll go get David. Seeif you can get afix on where the Reliance set down their
trangport station on the surface.”

"Wewerein luck," Levitssaid from his segt a the console. "We seem to bein a pulse free window,
and I've dready got the coordinates locked in."

"Let'sjust hope this pulse free window doesn't allow the Reliance to track us,” Topaz said.

"We know their position in space, they don't know ours, it's damn hard to track something if you
don't know it exists, much lesswhereit's coming from,” RJsaid.

Topaz nodded. That made sense. "It won't take them long to set up the transmat unit, and then they
will be transmatting the Beta4 humanoids to the station. That's one more reason to get this show on the
road."

RJ nodded in agreement and went to get David. Topaz and Levits Sarted to put on their space



auits. Levitsgot in hislong before Topaz did, then he turned and without aword started redoing the sedl's
on Topaz's. Y esterday this would have precipitated a continuous stream of |oad noxiousinsults out of
Levits mouth, but today he just unsnapped and resnapped the sedl's. Topaz was glad to see Levits smile,
and even happier to see that the spring was back in RJs step.

Janad and Poley brought the last load of pans. Poley helped Janad into her space suit.

"Aren't you going to put asuit on?' she asked.

"l don't need one," Poley said.

"But don't you want one?' Janad asked. "They're pretty. It will make you look likeagod.”

Topaz laughed. "Honey, with the shlong Stewart stuck on that boy, he aready looks like agod.
However put the suit on anyway Poley it may help you with the natives.”

RJarrived carrying David, and Levits helped her dip his deeping form into a suit but not without
mumbling. "Bastard, ding shit dl over me, | ought to leave your sedls open.” They dipped hishelmet on
him and secured it, then lashed him into a stretcher type affair a the back of the flight deck, which was
there to haul wounded back from the front.

They sat down and strapped in. Levits started the countdown, the bay doors opened, and as he got
to one the skiff was shot from the mother ship like apore out of mold.

"Yehal" Topaz screamed. "Now thisishow it ought ah be. Thisislike Star Wars shit, man!”

Levitsjust smiled and shook his head. He actudly felt more comfortable flying the skiff than he had
thetroop carrier. That had just reminded him too much of his own persond terrors.

"Don't rgjoice yet, Topaz, you haven't experienced re-entry. In aship the size of this skiff and a
planet with that kind of gravitationa pull, it will fed like you are being shook gpart,” Levitsinformed him.

"Bring it on, baby! Bring it on!" Topaz said excitedly.

"Just pray the Reliance doesn't get abead on us, Old Man," Levits said. "I'm sure even their
temporary satellite hasfighter ships, and this skiff has one forward plasma cannon and one aft laser.”

"They aren't likely to see us, much less get abead on us," RJreassured them. "They're on the other
sde of the planet, and as| said they don't know to look for us. | think you can relax and enjoy theride."

Topaz laughed heartily. "Y ou know I've just got to say it. Y ou two are so much easier to get dlong
with when you're getting laid.”

Janad gtarted laughing loudly. "Oh! That's what they were doing."

They had run into aline of Reliance men just when they were sure they had gotten away, which
made it that much harder to take when they were herded back towards the village square where the
priest and the Reliance box were located.

"Y ou now go to heaven to fight the gods battlesthere. Do not be afraid to serve the gods. Do not
be afraid to leave behind your old ones and your children; they will bewell cared for.”

They pulled the warriors from the group, easily recognizing them by their clothing and trappings.
They started herding them towards the transport station.

The gods are punishing us because we ran away, Haldeed signed in fear.

"They are only taking the warriors. We wear the clothes of peasants, of workers, we will not be
chosen. "If our gods serve up our peopleto these aliens, then | say damn them. | will not serve such gods
and | most certainly will not become one." Taeed looked down to make sure hisfake handswere ill in
place and |ooked real enough. He hoped the beards he and Haldeed had grown on their trip would hide
their identity. However it was obvious that Hal deed wanted badly to tell them who they were, give up
and go back to the palace rather than risk being sent to heaven.

Better the demons you know, Haldeed signed at the end of along string of frantic Sgning.

The priest walked right up to them and Taeed swallowed hard.

"Y ou there," the priest said pointing.

"Us?' Taleed asked trying to keep fear from entering hisvoice.



"Yesyou . . . Youarenew inour village You are young and hedthy; are you not warriors?'

"No, holy one, we are but poor farm workers moving on to follow the crops.”

"I do not believeyou," the priest waded through the crowd towards them, and Taleed inwardly
cringed.

All the priests throughout the land knew what the Chosen One looked like. Once ayear they dl
came on apilgrimage to the holy city and gazed upon hisfather and himself. If the priest got too close he
would recognize him, and their adventure would end.

Suddenly there was aloud roaring sound and a bright light streaked acrossthe sky. All stopped as
everyoneturned to look at the sight in awe and in wonder. The Reliance men looked up aso and became
immediately defensive, which told Taeed that whatever thiswasit had nothing to do with them. There
was aloud noise and sparks flew from the box in front of them. The Reliance men scattered looking for
cover and the villagersjust ran. The priest who had questioned them dropped to the ground prostrating
himsdlf and started praying loudly. He wasthrowing hisgold chainsinthe air asif offering themto the
gods.

Ha deed pulled on the stunned prince's arm dragging him to safety behind one of the carved rock
dwdlings.

A white ship just like the one the Reliance people had arrived in set down gently on the ground in
front of them. The Reliances flying ship took off firing rays of light down at the other ship. Therewas
another loud noise and the Rdliance ship exploded and fell out of the sky. Two godswith solid slver
bodies stepped out of the newly arrived ship. The Reliance people till on the ground fired upon the new
arrivals, but the gods were a so armed with weapons of light and did smite any of the dienswho dared to
show their faces. The people, redizing that their gods had come to save them from the claws of the
Rdiance, turned on the Reliance men and fought as they had never fought before. In minutes dl the
Reliance men were dead. The priest quickly moved and progtrated himself on the ground again. Thistime
hefell before the gods and made an offering of hislast gold chain.

* * %

RJlooked down at the prostrate man with tell tale burnsal over hishead and hair falling out. She
looked at Poley who nodded.

"Janad!" RJ screamed back towards the ship.

Janad ran out to stand beside her asthe others walked out of the ship.

"Yes" Janad said.

"Tel thisman that dl thisgold istainted and must be destroyed a once," RJsaid.

In her native tongue Janad told the man what RJ said. He spat back a stream of utterances at her;
she frowned.

"What did he say?' RJ asked.

"He said that these gold chains were gifts from our god and therefore could not be poisoned,” Janad
sad.

"Tdl him that the chainsheiswearing are causing hishair to fal out and is making the boilsthat he
has been afflicted with. Tell theidiot that he has radiation sickness,” RJ ordered.

Janad told the priest what RJ had said, but he shook his head frantically and spat out another
sentence.

"He says you are demons sent to tempt hisfaith in the gods, and that he therefore revokes his gift of
thegold.”

"Tdlhimlsad . . . ahfuckit." RJamed her laser and shot himin the head. Theold priest fell
over dead. RJremoved her helmet.

Thevillagerslooked at her in shock and horror.

"Damnit, RJ" Topaz cursed running up to her. "I might have learned much from him. Now al you
have doneisturn the villagersagaing us."



"By killing their spiritua leader | have proved the impotence of their gods, and they will not dareto
anger me. Besides| doubt very serioudy you would have gotten anything of vaue from that imbecile,” RJ
said. "Janad, tell the people that we mean them no harm, but that we will not tolerate such disrespect. We
have cometo save them, but only if they prove themselves worthy."

Janad screamed the statement to the genera population.

Topaz stared at her, mouth open.

"Tdl them that the Rdianceisevil andistrying to kill their gods," RJ ordered Janad.

Janad made the announcement.

"What are we going to do with thisradioactive waste?' Levits asked at RJs shoulder.

"Onething a atime," RJsaid. She handed him her helmet. He looked at his hands now filled with
helmet, his own and hers, then turned and unceremonioudy threw them into the open door of the space
ship. RJsmiled at him before continuing. "First we have to make sure that these primitives don't turn on
ustheway they didtheRdliance . . .. Janad, tell them that wewill protect them from the Reliance
and from the anger of their gods, but that they must do aswetdl| them."

Janad shouted the message, noticing that the people drew ever closer.

RJ noticed the stunned look on Topaz's face and asked, "What's wrong with you?”

"RJ, that isn't an dien tongue Janad is spesking,” Topaz informed.

"Soundsdiento me" RJsaid thinking he was probably flaking out again.

"It would to you. RJ, the language that girl is spesking is French, an Earth language that hasn't been
gpoken in well over six hundred years."

Topaz was following RJand Janad to the 'templ€e. Levits and Poley had stayed to guard the skiff
and keep an eye on David.

A group of village children were closdly following them. RJtried to ignore them, but they were
bugging the pissout of her.

"It'sagood thing | can't havekids," RJsaid pulling aface as one of the smaler ones reached out
and touched her. "I don't think | have the materna ingtincts necessary to stop mysdlf from killing them if
they annoyed me." Since the one child had touched her without disintegrating, the others had moved il
closer. RJturned quickly threw her arms around wildly and growled at them. They screamed and
scattered in dl directions. RJlaughed triumphantly and kept walking.

"Have you heard anything that I've been saying to you?' Topaz asked.

"The natives speak French, blah blah blah. They must be decedents of Earth-born humans, blah,
blah, blah, blah, blah," RJsaid continuing to follow Janad.

"Arent you interested in the least? How did they got here? From where doestheir belief ina
handless god come? What about their god that makes clouds?' Topaz rattled out.

"I'm not interested in anything right now except getting any tainted gold out of thisvillage and getting
out of here before Reliance troops show up to find out what happened to their transporter. | don't care
how they got here, and | don't know where they came up with their asamless god, but 1'd say that's where
they got their belief in agod that makes clouds.”

As she spoke, RJ nodded towards the middle of the village where there stood a huge rock. Carved
into the rock was the ‘temple,' and spewing from the top of the temple was a steady stream of steam.

"Wdl, I'll be damned!” Topaz said in awe.

Two guards stood at the door to the temple. When they saw RJand her party they moved aside,
indicating by their actions that they were welcome to enter.

Janad stopped at the door. RJ turned and looked back at her. "Come on.”

"It isforbidden for any mortal savethe prieststo enter thetemple,and . . . "

RJ grabbed her by the arm and pulled her inside. "It's bullshit, adl right, Janad?' RJsaid. "You'rea
bright girl; you've been in aspace ship. If amachine can power through space and move you across



gaaxiesin amatter of days, how much smpler isamachine that makeslow amp eectricity? Y ou hear
that noise?' Janad nodded. "That's the sound of amachine. Y ou know what amachineis, so you know
that whatever isin the heart of this temple is more of machine than god.”

Men, obvioudy priests because of the rule, were running around wearing Smple workman's
coverals, carrying tools and wearing tool belts. When they saw the three who entered, they dropped to
the ground and prostrated themselves. Mogt of them clearly bore the signs of radiation sickness.

"Damn," RJlaughed. "I could get used to this"

"Didn't you get enough of it back on Earth?' Topaz asked sarcasticaly.

"l have never seen the priestsin their holy garments or carrying their holy instruments before,” Janad
sadinalow and reverent voice.

"Those are work clothes, and they are carrying smpletools.” RJsighed. "Don't you get it, girl?

Y our priests are nothing but mechanics."

"How do you suppose these people came to worship what is obvioudy a steam engine?" Topaz
asked.

"Obvioudy because they have been kept ignorant of the fact thet it isan engine. It'ssmple, Topaz.
The people no doubt make sacrifices of food, clothing, and items of wedth to the priests. The 'priests
figured out early what agood gig thiswas, and have become wesalthy making sure the people didn't find
out that their ‘templ€ is nothing but a power plant,” RJsaid.

"Y es, but who gave them this technology? The tools they have are obvioudy old, some even show
visble sgns of damage. Asyou have pointed out often, they have little meta on thisworld. So who
brought them the materials and the technology?' Topaz asked.

"Well, obvioudy it was some armless, deranged, black, French man,” RJsaid. "I redly could care
less." One of the priests was wearing one of the radioactive gold chains, and RJ reached down as she
passed his bowing form and took it off in her gloved hand. "Again . . . dl | wantisto gather up the
tainted gold and leave this village before the Rdliance gets here in force."

"Ahl Herewe go." They entered what must have been the very center of the Temple, and there sat
athermo dectric generator belching the steam that went out the ventsin the roof. The wires running from
it were nearly covered with the draped gold chains, and it was surrounded by severa gold barsand
thousands of little black stones.

"l have never seen so many bercer roc,” Janad said pointing at the stones.

"Janad, go back to the ship at once," RJ ordered.

Janad didn't have to ask why; she knew. They had said there was something wrong with the gold
metd and that it was making the priests sick. She didn't have to be told twice. She practically ran from
the building.

"S0, the priests also believe that the generator isagod,” Topaz said.

"Yep," RJagreed. "No doubt they think that their work keeps the god happy, and keeps him
making energy for their villages. No doubt the maintenance work they do has become complex ritud."

"So what now, Kemosabe?' Topaz asked. "Radiation isn't exactly hedthy for us, ether.”

"We aren't going to be around it long enough for it to matter, and we aren't going to touch the shit,"
RJsaid. "So, Topaz, can you spesk French?!

"Qui, je parle Francais," Topaz sad.

"I'm going to teke that asayes," RJsaid with agmile. "Cdl the priestsin here, and tell them we have
cometo curetheir affliction.”

* * %

Poley worked at the controls on the Reliance transport station as the priests loaded first the gold
and then the gold-draped body of their high priest into the box. Then they started loading the bodies of
the dead Reliance men as RJ had ordered. Levits had aready very carefully gathered the weapons, not
trusting them in the hands of the primitives, and carried them to the ship.



"Hurry, Poley,” RJ ordered.

"l dwayshurry, RJ," Poley said. "I do things without delay; you know this."

"Y ou know what that generator was, don't you, RJ?" Topaz asked excitedly.

"It looked like one of the thermo generating plants they used to send out with early colony ships,”
RJ said without enthusiasm.

"It was one of the old thermo generating stations they used to send out with early colony ships. They
had dl the equipment for drilling and setting up a power station. All of the equipment to civilize aplanet.
Theonly problem isthat by the time they started working on earnestly colonizing the planetsthere were
very few pure black peopleleft," Topaz said thoughtfully.

"Uh huh," RJsaid watching only the completion of the operation at hand.

"RJ, areyou ligening to me?' Topaz asked excitedly.

"Aswell asyou areligeningto me,” shesaid withasmile.

"Thereit'sdone," Poley sad closing the panel up and moving away from it while giving hissster
what could have easily been interpreted as a pouting 10ok.

Thelast priest set down hisload and stepped out of the transport station.

"Tell themto stand clear,” RJsaid.

Janad did, and the people moved way back.

RJtook atimed charge from her pocket. She set it then threw it in. She punched a button, and the
wholelot disappeared.

RJ grinned impishly as she turned to face her friends. "That ought to dow down their operationsfor
awhile. Poley, dismantle the unit and bring the transmat components with us."

Poley nodded and started the task of disassembling that which he had just assembled.

Topaz Sarted to administer treatments for radiation sicknessto the priests with the pocket medic,
telling each oneto "Go now and sin no more." He obvioudy thought this got funnier the more often he did
it.

However for RJit had ceased to be funny at least twenty minutes ago.

"Topaz, find out which one of themisnow in charge” RJsaid.

Topaz nodded and asked the question of the next man in line. He made wide hand gestures as he
spoke, then pointed to a big man towards the back of the line. RJnodded grabbed Janad by the arm and
headed for the man. He glared at RJwith cold eyesthat let her know ingtantly that he considered her
neither god nor friend.

"Tdl him that the gold with which the Reliance hasbeen trading ispoisoned . . . "

"l understand that," the priest said in the Reliance tongue.

"Well, this certainly makesthings easier. Listen to me. The Rdianceistaking your peopleto the
Eathtobekilled . . ."

"Itisthe gods will," he said.

"That," she said pointing towardsthe Temple, “isamachine in there. It takes super heated steam
from your planet's core and makes electricity. If you didn't repair the equipment your god would die,” RJ
sad.

The priest held his hands over his ears, and RJ sighed thinking about putting aplasmaboltin his
head, too. She grabbed his hands and pulled them off his ears. He frowned when his struggling got him
nothing but sorewrigts.

"OK, here'sthe scoop, Shit-for-brains. Y ou either listento meor | pull your arms out of your body
and beat you to death with the bloody stumps. | don't have timeto tear through your stupid-assed
religious dogma. | realize that you don't care about your people, but | do care about mine, and right now
the Reliance istaking your people from your planet and sending them to mineto kill my people. I'm not
going to let that happen. The Reliance will come back here. They will try to take your people away. Y ou
will not tell the peopleto go. Y ou will tell them to fight the Reliance and drive them away. Y ou will accept



no gold from your gods or anyone else, because if you do agreat plague will fall upon you, and you will
al die even asyou were dying when we arrived. If you help the Reliance | shal persondly come back
here, lay your templeto ruins, and crush your skull with your god.” That said she picked him up and
threw him severa feet through the air so that he landed on his back in apile of some sort of anima waste.

"Let it never be said that you can't be diplomatic when the need arises,” Topaz said sarcastically.

"A kind word turneth away wrath," RJ said with asmile. Then she turned and headed back towards
the ship. She emerged afew moments later with a stack of pansthat she handed out — not to the priests,
but to the people. The people took the pots and pans holding them reverently. " Janad, tell them that they
areto usethese giftsin good hedlth.”

Janad told them, and they looked pleased.

"Tdl them that they must dwaysfight the Reliance. Tl them that the Rdiance tried to poison ther
god.”

Janad told them, and they looked upset and started chanting angrily.

"They must pick areliable person to go to the next village and tel them what they saw here today
and d| that they heard. They must tell them that the priests must take the gold off their bodies and away
from their god. They must take it far away and bury it in ahole marking it with asign that warns others of
the danger,” RJsaid. "It must be taboo forever.”

Janad nodded and trandated RJsingtructions. The people as awhole nodded their headsin
agreement that became more enthusiastic as understanding dawned.

"That village must in return send arunner to the next village, and so on and so forth,” RJsaid,
waving ahand dismissively. She hated to be bothered with trivid details. Life would be so much easer if
people could learn to just follow aplan out to itslogica conclusion on their own.

Janad relayed the message.

"OK, then. Let's get the hell out of here," RJ ordered.

Janad started to tell the people.

RJ grabbed Janad, putting ahand over her mouth and dragging her againgt her. "Don't tell them that
, Dummy." RJlaughed. Janad nodded and RJ released her.

Topaz was finishing the last of the injections, so RJ moved towards the ship and Janad was
following.

"Maybe Janad would rather stay here, RJ," Topaz said.

"l wouldnt,” Janad said.

"What we are doing is going to be dangerous,” Topaz said.

"Y es, much more dangerous than staying here to fight the Reliance when they rush in here any
minute now all pissed off,” RJsaid sarcastically. "Now get your shit together and let'sgo.”

* * %

We wer e saved by the new gods, Haldeed signed.

"They are no more gods than | am, Haldeed. There ship was no different than that of the Reliance.
Asfor their appearance, you forget that my father has such asuit. They arejust clothes— nothing more,
nothing less. Something worn | suppose in spacetravel. Thereisno magicin them,”" Taeed whispered.
"We must go with them when they leave."

What! Hadeed exclaimed with flamboyant hand gestures.

"Y ou do not know the Reliance tongue aswell as| do. | heard her say that the Reliance is coming
back here, and we must not be here when they arrive. | do not believe they are gods, however | believe
from their actionsthat they know what istruly going on,” Taleed said.

If we approach them they will kill us, Hadeed said excitedly.

"If we stay here, the Reliance may kill us or worse. What's the worst that could happen?If it looks
likethey meanto do usill, I will tel them who | am, and then they dare not harm us,” Tdeed said.
"Come, Haldeed. Quickly! They are getting ready to go."



Tdeed gtarted moving through the crowd, and Hal deed followed reluctantly.

The white headed woman went into the ship, and came back out shortly and whispered something
angrily to thetall, thin dark-haired man. He just shrugged and looked like he was just as angry with her.
Then she dtripped her auit off. The stiff-moving man took his suit off, and so did the girl who wasthe right
color. These three walked away fast as the others climbed into the ship. In seconds the ship had lifted up
and was gone.

Taeed switched directions and started after the white headed woman and the two that had gone
with her. They were walking so fast that the young prince and his companion had to practicaly run to
keep from losing them. The strangers seemed to plow atrail through the tal brush asif it were nothing.

* * %

Sergeant Bradley and his crew of three men were in aleve-three maintenance tube repairing a
broken conductor cable. It was hot and the air damn near non-existent.

"Wadll, gee! Couldn't you just do thisforever?' Harker said, stopping historch just long enough to
raise hisvisor and wipe the swest from hisface.

Sergeant Bradley smiled. "Y eah, they say the place to bein the military isin the combat forces, but
they don't know what they're missing out on. We in maintenance know whet red joy is."

"Thisguy Briggs . . . Weveworked on some shit details before, but this guy has no respect for
maintenance at al," Harker said.

"Let the station sart faling gpart, and hed grow somein ahurry,” Sergeant Bradley said ashe
moved to hold the cable steady. Hotter than hell, and he was forced to wear three thicknesses |eather
gloves.

"Why the hdll can't we use laser tools?' Harker asked.

""Has something to do with someidiot not using the right kind of reflecting shield and cutting ahole
right through the hull of abattle cruiser causing an instant depressurization which caused the death of
twenty people,” Sergeant Bradley explained. "Of course 5 or 600 maintenance personnel have died of
heat exposure in these freaking maintenance tubes since, but, hey! were expendable.”

Bradley and the other two men hefted the cable into place as Harker continued hisweld.

"Y ou know what's wrong with the Reliance don't ya?' Harker started screaming over the spitting of
thetorch. "They let little jerk-offs like Briggs be in control."

"Between you and me, there are too many people who have never gotten their hands dirty making
the decisions that make the rest of uswork harder,” Bradley agreed.

"Guyd" one of the other men interrupted, then added in awhisper, "Thewallshave eyesand ears,
you know."

"Not down in the service tubes," Harker said. "The idiots up topside don't consider us bright enough
to be athreat. When we were given our tests at nine they concluded that we weren't bright or ambitious
enough for combat or officer ranks, so they condemned usto spend our livesfixing the shit that they
break. They aren't afraid of any rebellion coming from us; they arent afraid of usat al”

"He'sright, though, Harker, better watch what you say. With someone like Briggs at the helm damn
near anything can be seen astreasonous. He just looks for reasons to execute people. Given freerein |
redly think he'd take out everyone just to make apoint,” Bradley warned.

"Don't you ever get tired of it?" Harker said. "Tired of dl theshit . . . "

"Better stop right there, Harker," Bradley said. He looked at Harker, then cut his eyestowards the
other two men. Harker nodded his understanding and fell silent.

Just then the whole station lurched. Since three of them had hold of the cable at the time, it ripped
out al the work they had just done. The ship rocked for severa seconds, warning lights started flashing,
and Srens sarted walling.

"What the hell!" Harker screamed. " Are we under attack?"

"Here?' one of the other men screamed. "Why would anyonefire on us here?!



"Maybe the New Alliance found out what we're doing,” Sergeant Bradley said.

"What the hell do we do now?' Harker yelled.

It was agood question. If they were under attack, their adversary was bound to start firing at the
belly of the station knowing that was where the main drives were. On the other hand from their position
there was no way of knowing which direction might lead them to safety and which might lead them into
tunndsfull of fireor deadly ges.

The station seemed to Stabilize.

"Whatever it is seemsto have stopped,” Harker said.

Bradley pulled his computer from his pocket and powered it up. " The damage appearsto be
localized in the transport area. A huge explosion and ahull breach right after amateridization. The
emergency hull repair activated and seemsto be holding, but the damage looks extensive.”

"Could it have been caused by that damned magnetic pulse?' Harker asked.

One of their early transportations from the planet had gone very badly when amagnetic pulsefrom
the surface had happened in the middle of transporting humanoids from the surface. Instead of vigble
humanoids they had ended up with a sort of humanoid mush that had taken them the better part of aday
to clean up.

"No, we have learned that the pulses are never closer than fifteen minutes. Since then we only send
or recelveright after a pulse. Besides you saw what happens when apulse interruptsthe signa, and it
doesn't cause any kind of explosion. I'd say someone sent abomb on the transporter. Y ou guysfinish this
job. I'd better get topside.”

Just then his communicator buzzed and Captain Briggs voice screamed, " Sergeant Bradley! Where
the hdll are you? Weve had a problem in the transport bay.”

"Onmy way, Sir," Bradley said. Helooked at Harker, pulled aface, and Harker smiled.

"Good luck," Harker said. Bradley nodded and | eft.

They got back to work finishing the project that had been interrupted. None of them harbored any
notions of getting much deep for the next few days. Thistimein the tunnelswas probably going to seem
like avacation by the end of the week.

When they finished, Harker climbed out of the tubelast. Y ou guysgo onup. Tell Bradley I'll be
therein aminute; I've got to take acrap.”

He watched asthey |eft and then quickly walked in the other direction. A hand reached out,
grabbed him and pulled him into a service closet. The door closed and he found himsdlf in total darkness.
Hefdt hands undoing hisbelt and lips on his. He kissed her and then said, "I sure hope that's you."

"Itis. What about Bradley?"

"I think he'd come over with us," Harker said. "I've known him most of my life. He hatesthe Reliance as
much aswe do even if heisafraid to say so. Were you able to reach the New Alliance?’

"No. Damn it, their computer ishard to bregk into, and | have limited time. | have to be damn careful I'm
not caught. | thought about just fixing the manifeststo show what we are redly shipping, but weve al
been briefed over and over about the secrecy of our mission here. If they traced it backtome . . . "

"What happened to the trangport bay? Bradley said it might be abomb. Do you think it could be
the New Alliance? That maybe you did get through somehow?"' Harker asked.

"l wish | could say yes, but | just don't see how."

"l don't have muchtime," he said huskily.

"Then let's not waste any moretimetaking. | like you when you're dl swesty."

* * %

David had woken up groggy and disoriented. When he saw where hewas aterror entered him—a
fear like no fear he had ever known before. He had to get out of the ship and out of space. He had taken
the belts off and sumbled from the ship. The 'diens in the silver suitswere busy trying to get new victims
to torture in space, and so he snuck past them and just started walking, happy to be walking on good



honest dirt. Glad to have something real and solid beneath hisfedt.

They had drugged him. He didn't know who or why, but he knew he'd been drugged. Nothing
seemed to make any sensein hishead, and he couldn't trust his mind to know the difference between
what was red and what wasilluson. He wasn't even completely sure of whether he was awake or
adeep, dive or dead. Hejust knew he had to get away, far away from those Reliance thugs who were
trying to make him believe they were hisfriends. He sumbled through the brush; hislegsfelt like they
weighed ahundred pounds each. He fdl at one point, and it was al he could do to pry himself off the
ground. Behind him he could hear them calling his name, and he doubled his pace, but they were ill
cdosnginonhim.

"What agiant painintheass" Levits screamed at Topaz, mostly because he was the only oneleft to
scream at. Helifted off and moved in the direction of the coordinates RJhad given him.

"She screamsat melikeit'smy fault. That freeking paininthe ass"

"Who?" Topaz asked with asmile, "David or RJ?

"There both painsin the ass, but right now | was talking about that giant sphincter wart, David
Grant," Levitshissed. "l wish to God that we had |eft him on Earth.”

"She wanted to leave him on Earth; he wouldn't stay any more than you would. If it'sany
consolation, I'm sure he's wishing held stayed home about now,” Topaz said.

"It'snot,” Levits snarled. Suddenly awarning Sren went off, and the ship started lurching from side
tosde "Damnit dl!" Helooked down at the controls. Red lights were flashing indicating that their fuel
cdlswerelow.

Topaz quickly put on the seat belt he had earlier shunned. "I don't suppose that's the celebration
light or the happy hour buzzer. And I'm willing to bet that Darmn it all isn't just some funky little Reliance
adtronaut toast."

"Our fud cdlsarelow. We'relosing power and dtitude. Apparently the ship was never meant to
actudly fire the weapons. Suck-oid obsolete Reliance equipment! We were at full power when we |eft
the ship, and now we're completely out of fuel. We're going to have to put down right here. Then they
bascaly fel out of the sky.

Topaz looked at Levits, who was shaken but not hurt. "Well that sucked," Topaz announced.

"More than you think. Barring amiracle, we're now stuck on thisfreaking planet.”

* * %

RJlistened to the discouraging report Levits gave her and frowned. She took a deep breath and
talked through hisydling. "Areyou dl right?"

"I'm . . . Yes I'mfine" He sounded abit taken aback by her question. "RJ, how are we going
to get off this planet?’

"Well hijack aRdiance vehicleif we haveto. Well find away. It'sapainin the ass, but theré'sno
reason to panic aslong asyou'redl right." RJ paused. "We've beenintighter spots . . . I'msorry |
screamed at you. It's as much my fault as any one'sthat David got away.”

"Areyou OK, RJ?' Thetone of Levit's voice was both puzzled and concerned.

RJlaughed. "Yeah, I'm fine. Over."

"Over."

RJlooked at Janad. ™Y ou and Poley go on. Y ou should catch sight of the deranged butt hole any
minute. I'm going back up thetrail to check on something.”

"Becareful,” Poley warned.

RJsmiled over her shoulder at him as shewaked away. "Aren't | dways?'

Janad smiled and started back on David'strail. Now sheredly felt like she was at home. Out here
inthe forest stalking prey — it was what she had been doing since she was a child. She caught sight of
their quarry and took off running. The stiff one followed her, matching her step for step, and she had the



impression he could out run her if he wished to. For someone whose every movement seemed labored he
certainly wasfast. None of the men of her village could keep up with her for more than afew feet. When
David saw them heran faster, but he was dow, and they would over take him shortly.

* k%

"If we don't hurry, Haldeed, we will lose them,” Taleed said excitedly as he started to trot along.
"Already thetrail grows sde."

Haldeed moved quicker to keep up with hisfriend, although his heart was definitdy notinit. He
didn't think it was wiseto chase after gods. In fact he thought it was abad ideadl the way around. Hed
tell Tdeed 50, too, if Taeed would just turn around so that he could see him.

Suddenly Taleed came to an abrupt stop, and Haldeed ran into him. When he looked up, he saw
the white headed god's blue eyes boring into him. He dropped to his knees and prostrated himself.

The white headed woman looked at Taleed and spoke plainly. ™Y our friend thinks I'm agod, why
don't you?'

For amoment Taleed thought about pretending that he couldn't understand her, but something told
him that she'd know he was lying, and that if helied to her she wouldn't be pleasant to them. "Because |
know your language and | heard what you were saying. You're no god,” Taleed said in the Reliance
tongue sticking his chest out forcefully.

Hadeed knew Taleed, and knew that he was probably as scared as he had ever been, but he was
gtanding tall looking strong and confident even if hefelt neither.

"I could show you things to make you believe otherwise. Show you things that would prove to you
that | an agod. At thevery least | could prove to you that you should treast me with respect and with
fear." Shetook onefinger and punched it into Taleed's chest, and he moved backwards under the force.
When he looked a her again, he wasn't looking quite as confident, and she demanded, "Why do you
follow us?'

Taeed swallowed hard. "We saw your power and how you fought against the Reliance to save my
people.”

Thewoman smiled. ™Y our people?’

"I meant our people. | know your language, but I'm not accustomed to speaking it. Me being a poor
migrate farm worker," Taeed said changing his earlier decison not to lieto her.

Shelaughed and shook her head, and then her eyes seemed to fall on hisfake hands. Taleed
quickly put them behind his back. "Does he not speak Reliance?' she asked nodding her head towards
Hal deed.

"He understands your tongue, but only avery little, and he does not spesk &t al. Heisamute,"
Tdeed explained.

"Quit bowing and scraping and get out of the dirt,” she ordered Haldeed. "Y our friend isright. | am
no god."

Haldeed got dowly to hisfeet but sill would not ook into the face of the woman. She might not be
agod, but she had power. He didn't want her to catch his gaze and hold it; he feared something awful
would happen to him if he made eye contact with her.

"What isit that you want from me?"' she asked Taeed.

"Only to help you. | know people, peoplein very high places," Taeed said. "People who might not
ligten to you, but will most definitdy ligento me."

"The priests?' she asked.

"Among others,” Tdeed sad.

"lan't that alittle odd for ‘poor migrant farm workers?' She asked with ady smile.

Tdeed thought quickly. ™Y ou will need someoneto trandate for you."

"I have two people who can do that aready, and I'll be ableto do it mysdlf by tomorrow afternoon.”

"Someone who knows this planet then,” Taleed ingsted.



"| have one of those, and I'd bet awholefigt full of little black rocksthat she knowsahdll of alot
more about your planet than you two do," she said.

"My friend and | could be of great assistance to you. | lied about being farm workers. It istrue that
we are wearing peasant's clothes only to avoid being captured by the Reliance. | promise you that we
truly do know peoplein high places.

She smiled more broadly. "Ah, but what isit that you think thet | can do for you?'

"My friend and | arein redity adventurers. We believe that you will show us an adventure, and that
you can keep us from being captured and sent to another world to fight awar. That isall.”

She laughed then and said. "That is utter crap. What greater adventure could you ask for than to go
across space to another world and fight awar? Perhaps you had better come with us, though. At least till
| figure out what the hell you redlly are.” She turned then and ran. They followed.

They ran asfast asthey could and <till could not catch up to her. Haldeed redlized she could get
away from them any time she liked. She was a god; Haldeed didn't care what she or Taleed or anyone
desad.

Janad ran and pounced, flying through the air to land on David. Unfortunately she didn't fully
understand the extent of the problem he was having with his center of balance, so instead of just faling he
stumbled first, and in trying to make sure he didn't get away from her Janad managed to pull them both
into the rain-swollenriver.

Poley wouldn't go into the water. He stood on the bank and watched as the girl struggled with
David in the water, fighting both the current and the deranged frightened man who seemed intent only on
drowning them both.

"Poley, help mel" Janad screamed as she struggled to break the surface.

"Think rationaly now, David. Y ou've been sick. Janad isonly trying to help you," Poley said
following dong on the bank as the current washed Janad and David further downstream.

"That wasn't exactly what | had in mind!" Janad screamed as David dunked her under the water and
held her there.

"Now David, Janad ishuman in origin. As such she must have oxygen. If you do not |et her up, she
will drown,” Poley said.

David laughed wildly. "That's sort of the plan, Tin Pantd™

RJran past Poley and dove into the water. She easily pulled David off Janad. Janad came up
coughing and started to float down theriver. RJ caught her in her free hand and threw her to Poley who
caught her. RJgrabbed David around the shoulders, successfully holding hisarmsto his side and hauled
him out of the water kicking and screaming.

"Letmego! Youredl trying tokill me!™

RJflung him away from her. "No on€strying to kill you, David. Y ou're not our favorite person right
now, but we aren't trying to kill you. Y ou know me; you know that if | wanted you to be dead, you'd be
dead," RJsad.

David stumbled forward and collgpsed sitting on arock, he put hisface in his hands and started to
cry. RJwalked over to him and patted him on the back. "Youreal right, David. You just need to cam
down. Y ou've had the space sickness, and we had to sedate you. We're on a planet now, so you should
dtart to fedl better soon.”

David nodded and seemed to have calmed down.

As soon as Janad caught her breeth, she jumped out of Poley's arms and popped himin the
forehead with the palm of her hand —which hurt her arm and seemingly did nothing to him.

"You! Why did you not help me?* she demanded angrily. "I was dmost drowned.”

"I couldn't," Poley explained with ashrug.

"He doesn't function &t full capacity if heis submerged, so our father programmed him with



hydrophobia," RJsaid matter-of-factly.

Janad gave her a confused look, proving that she till didn't really understand what Poley was.

"He'safraid of thewater," RJexplained smply.

Janad looked at Poley, pointed and laughed.

Poley gavethe girl aconfused look. "It isn't right to laugh at someonesfear. Isit right, RJ?"

"No, it'snot, Poley," RJsaid. Shelooked down, momentarily forgetting everything except the fact
that her clothes and her chain were wet and how much she hated it when her clothes were wet. "'I'm
fresking soaking dripping wet. My blaster'swet; I'll have to take it apart and dry it out. Why can't
anything be ample? Why can't anything be easy?'

"Many thingsare smple. Many things are easy.” Poley supplied.

"Poley, | wasn't talking to you," RJsaid shortly. "I wasn't asking you a question.”

"Then who were you talking to?" he asked.

RJgritted her teeth. "No one, Poley. | wasn't talking to anyone.”

"Oh," Poley sad smply.

RJignored the judgmental quality in Poley'svoice. "Put your little tin ego away and go medicate
David."

"Am | to assumethat you are talking to me now?" Poley asked.

RJlaughed. " Sarcasm, Poley?' She smiled a him and moved to dap his back. "That's very good!
Y ou just became a smart ass. Now, could you just please medicate David?'

Poley moved towards David, and David jumped to hisfeet. Or at least he got to hisfeet as quickly
as he could on this planet.

"No!" David screamed, backing away from Poley. "Quit doping me up. Quit drugging me. | know
what you'retrying to do. Y ou'retrying to brainwash me. But I'll never tell you where therebel baseison
Alsgterace Idand on planet Earth. Never!"

David tried to run, but Poley caught him easily. He took the pocket medic from his pocket and set it
with one hand while holding David with the other. He placed the device againgt David'sarm.

"Noplesse . . . " Davidfdtadight stinging sensation. Hisvison Sarted to clear; he could dmost
fed the confusion draining from hismind. Hedidn't fed like hewasgoing tovomitany more. "l . . . |
fed find" David said in surprise.

"Y eah, now dl you have to go through are the chills and you should beright asrain,” RJsaid.

"What the hell happened to me?' David asked, then added dmost as an afterthought, "Where are
we and how did we get here?!

"Y ou had space sickness. We didn't notice your symptomstill it wastoo late for the medication to
do you any good as long as we werein space, So we sedated you and brought you with usto the planet's
surface.

"| dill fed very heavy —likeit'sharder to move," David said experimentally lifting hisfoot.

"That'sbecauseit is" RJexplained. "This planet is denser than Earth and therefore has astronger
gravitationa pull. For al practica purposes you are agood twenty-five pounds heavier here than you
would be on Earth.”

"Y ou threw shit on us" Janad said glaring accusingly a David.

"l did what?' David shrieked.

"Hetried to drown her, and yet she's more upset about the dung,” Poley said in an interested tone.

"I did what?' David asked again.

"Never mind. Sufficeit to say you haven't been yoursdf latdly." RJ started walking, and the others
followed. "Oh, and it would probably be agood ideato steer clear of Levitsfor afew days," RJadded
over her shoulder.

Tdeed and Hadeed caught up to them then, huffing and puffing.



Janad met them with abig butcher knife she had obvioudy taken from the ship'sgdley in her hand,
and they skidded to an abrupt halt.

Janad screamed something in their language.

"They'redl right," RJsaid. "Some local adventurers who want to help uswith our quest. Come on,
let's go find the others.™

Chapter Eight

"So, theway | seeit, we're basically screwed,” Levitssad.

"I'm freezing my ass off over here," David said histeeth chattering in spite of the dry space suit and
three solar blankets he had wrapped around him and his close vicinity to thefire.

"It should passin acouple of days," Poley informed.

"That's very comforting, thank you," David said sarcadticaly.

"Shut up, shit boy," Levits hissed from where he sat acrossthefire.

"All right. What happened with the shit?' David asked.

Levitsstarted to tell him in what would, no doubt, have been very colorful language, but Topaz
stopped him.

"Let'snot go back there," Topaz said putting agentle hand on Levits chest.

"Ever," RJadded. She sat down behind Levits, and helaid his head against her chest. She wrapped
her arms around him and kissed the top of hishead.

"Wheat the hell isgoing on?' David asked, wondering if hewas ill halucinating or had indeed ever
stopped.

"They have s2x," Janad informed him.

"Redlly?' David asked looking a RJ.

"Yes, redly! Levitshissed, gpparently taking immediate offense a the note of disbelief in David's
voice. "Y ou got some problem with that, shit boy?"

David was stunned slent for amoment, but findly found hisvoice. "Ah,no . . . Notatal." It
was alie, and probably not avery convincing one.

Hewas shaking dl over, and now suddenly his ssomach hurt and he felt heartsick. Neither of these
latter symptoms had anything to do with his disease. RJ hadn't been ready for ardationship. He admitted
now, if only to himsdlf, that he had harbored some hope that RJ till loved him. That when she was ready
to have another relationship it would be with him. Hetried very hard to hide what he was fedling because
it just wasn't appropriate. He didn't get dong with Levits, but he didn't didike him, and if he was sure of
nothing else he was sure that Levitsloved RJ. David didn't redly love RJ, not at least with the sort of
passion he knew to be romantic love. The truth was he thought he would never fedl that way about
anyone ever again, and RJwould have been the next best thing. At the very least he knew he could trust
RJ. He wasn't sure he could ever redly trust anyone else. So, now the way he saw it he was doomed to
go through hislife done.

"David, areyou dl right?' Topaz asked, making David redize just how long he had been silently
garing into the center of thefire.

"No, I'mnot dl right. | fed like crap, I'm freezing to death, and everyone keegps reminding me of the
hideousthings| did when | wasddlusiond. | think I'm going to go in the ship and lie down.” David started
to get up.

"Il help you," Poley offered.

David was about to snap at him that he hardly needed help lying down, when Poley reached down
and helped him to hisfeet. Heredlized he actudly did need the help, or at the very least he was glad to
haveit. Poley helped him into the ship and helped him to lie down on the cot, and then he covered him up



with the three blankets.

"Thank you, Poley," David said surprised a how tired he suddenly felt.

"You'rewelcome," Poley said and turned to leave.

"Poley?' David called after him.

Poley turned to face David. "Yes"

"Poley . . . Doyouthink RJishappy with him?"

"Who?' Poley asked.

"Levits?' David said trying not to scream. Sometimes the obvious seemed to go right over the
robot's head.

"She seemsto be. Yes," Poley answered. He turned and I eft the ship.

While ahuman might have sensed that David needed to talk, Poley had answered David's question
and since David said he wanted to deep, Poley was|eaving so that he could.

David stared up at the celling and started to fedl trapped — like he was back in space. So he quickly
looked out the open door. He took a breath and made himsalf cam down.

| can't begrudge them whatever happiness they can find. Even if they chose to find it
together. It was foolish and selfish to think that RJ and | would wind up together. Levits cares
about her at least as much as | do. He even loves her, and | don't. Not really. I'd like to, but | don't
and | never will. So | have to be rational. But she's the only almost human woman in my life, and |
just don't feel like being rational.

He had just decided to stay up al night brooding about it when he fell adeep.

Hadeed and Taleed stood several feet away from the others. It had gotten dark fast, but soon
Grande Lune, the largest of the six moons, would be up. The second brightest of Beta4's moons, and
thisearly initscycle, it would light things up so bright that it would almost — but not quite— blot out the
light of the smdler moon inthiscycle, Azure Lune. Between the two of them the night would be dmost
asbright asday.

"| think sheknowswho | am,” Taleed sad.

Who, the girl ? Haldeed signed.

"No, the woman, the white headed woman, the one they call RJ. | think she knowswho | am. But
how could she know, Haldeed? How did she figure me out when no one €lse— not even the Reliance
men did?' Taeed asked.

Sheisagod, Hadeed sgned franticdly.

"Look at thefacts, Haldeed. She'sno god, sheeven said shewasn't . . . "

Haldeed cut Taeed off with a shove — something he hadn't done since they were boys.

No! You look at the facts, Taleed, Haldeed signed. You are lying about what you are. She
came from the sky. She was wearing the silver suit of the gods. She utterly did smite the enemy of
the people and cleansed the temple of the poison gold. She runs too fast to be mortal. She doesn't
look like us, and she doesn't look like them, either.

"Thereisanother people | have heard of. The oneswho fight the Reliance. It issaid that they are
white headed, blue eyed and bronze skinned. She must be one of those," Taleed said. He glared back at
her. It hurt to know that she had dready figured out his clever ruse. That his"hands’ hadn't fooled her. It
had been nice to be seen by others as normd. It bothered him to think that his disguise hadn't fooled her
for even aminute. "They aredl strange, dl different. | admit | don't know that much about the Reliance
people, but these seem even stranger than those."

All the more reason we should leave here and go back to the palace where we belong,
Hadeed signed.

"I'm gtaying with them till I find out why they haveredlly come here" Tdeed said stubbornly. |
don't understand everything that they say because they speak too fast and use dang words, but in afew



days| shal know everything that they are saying. Inafew days| will know what they are redlly doing
here." Helooked at hisfriend, pleading for hisunderstanding. "l . . . | havethisodd feding, Haldeed,
that my destiny istied up with these strange people. If | leave now, | may never reach my true placein
the universe. | may die without fulfilling my destiny. Andif | leave now, | will never know oneway or the
other. | will dwayswonder whether thiswasthe road | should have taken and didn't.”

| do not under stand you anymore, Taleed. You say you do not believe in the gods, but now
you talk of destiny. Surely if there are no gods, then a man makes his own destiny. Why risk your
life on the off chance that your destiny may be linked to these people? If you truly do not believe
that someday you will be a god, if you are never to be any more than a man, why worry about
your destiny at all ?

"Y ou make good arguments, my brother, but | till will not go. Perhapsthere is alarger power. If
thereis, then truly it has guided us to be here with these people now, for what were the odds that we
should al bein that one place at that onetime?" Taleed said in a pass onate whisper.

Haldeed reluctantly nodded his head. Whatever Taeed wanted to do he would do, whether he
thought Taeed's actions careless or not. Haldeed didn't need to find out what his destiny was. His destiny
was to serve the young Prince. His destiny was written in stone, even as histongue had been cut from his
head.

* k%
Taheed glared down at the old priest. "Areyou cdling mealiar, Ziphed?'
"No, Your Mgesty, but, wdl . . . Whereisthe Prince? He has missed hislast threelessons, and

. He has made a habit of running away, My Lord. His man servant Haldeed has also been
noticeably absent from the palace grounds.” Ziphed said with as much reverence as he could muster.

"Just because he's not here doesn't mean he's gone!™ Taheed screamed. He played hiswords back
in hishead, and shook his head asif to clear histhoughts. "What | mean to say isjust because he'snot on
the palace grounds doesn't mean he'sleft.” He played these back aswell and decided they didn't sound
any better. "All right! All right! Y ou pompous old snit! The Prince has run away again. In fact he has been
gone longer than ever before, and we have no ideawhere he is. Perhaps you made some mistake.
Perhaps he was not the Chosen One at dl. I've had twenty sons born this month. Test them seeif one of
them isn't The Chosen.”

"For al the generations since the soul of The Ancestor first moved, the Priestsin the Service of the
God of the Clouds have picked the Chosen One, and never have we been wrong. He must be found and
brought back here, or wewill dl loseface." Ziphed sounded more thoughtful than angry.

"Let meworry about my son. Y ou worry about curing thisdisease,” the King said looking at his
mottled skin. "Welook and fed worse with each passing day, and yet the commoners wak around with
no sign of thisplague on ther flesh.”

"Thetwo arelinked," the priest said. "The God of the Clouds punishes us dl because we have let
the Chosen One escape. Worse, we have made him so unhappy that he feels he can only be happy by
leaving us. We must find the Prince. Only then will the godsintervene on our behaf.”

"Thenwe shdl find him," the King/God said. "1 shdl double my efforts.”” He pointed his ssump
towards the door, and the priest knew better than to Stay.

"If I'magod, then why ismy flesh rotting?" he asked his mute manservant, who just shrugged.
"Perhaps my sonisright.” He stared out the huge window at the night sky full of the glow from two
moons, both full. The smaller one, whose name he could never remember, cast apae blue light. He often
thought of himsalf and the Chosen as these two moonsin this cycle. The one brighter and over-powering
the other, but the other different and therefore more impressive. Asthe large one faded the blue one
cameinto its own radiance—the smaler one waiting for the bigger oneto cycle out so that it could shine
done.

"If my sonisright, Y ashi, bringing him back will not save me. It will not save any of usthat have
been so &fflicted.”



If Y ashi could have spoken, he would have pointed out that he wasn't sick. He would have told the
King that he thought their allment was related to the gold meta the Reliance had traded for their people.
After dl, it wasn't until after they had fashioned chains of it and al the priests and the King had worn them
that they had fallen sick. But he couldn't talk because having been chosen to serve god they had cut out
histongue. Also having been chosen, they had never taught him to write. He pointed franticaly at the
King'schain, making agurgling noise.

"No, Y ashi, how many timesdo | haveto tell you? Gold meta isfor priests and gods, not for
servants. | would give you one anyway, asyou are my dear companion, but the priestswould be
displeased,” Taheed said.

Y ashi sighed and dumped againgt thewall.

"So how radioactiveisthe gold?" Topaz asked RJ. She turned to look at Poley.

"Ninegray," Poley answered.

"So what doesthat mean?' Levits asked.

"It's dangerous but not immediately letha. Exposure at a distance of severd feet probably wouldn't
even be detectable. More immediate exposure for alonger length of timeis going to cause radiation
sickness, and prolonged exposure will cause death,” Poley said.

RJlet out along breath shaking her head.

"What?' Topaz said seeing the look in her eyes.

"Don't you see, Topaz?' RJsaid. She got up suddenly, practically dumping Levits on the ground.
She started pacing back and forth with alook of concentration on her face. She was obvioudy
cdculating.

"What!" Levits demanded as hetried to get comfortable and regain his dignity, after having been
dumped so unceremonioudy on the ground. "God, | hate it when you do that. Start to say something and
then stop. What aready?’

"The Rdiance isn't just giving these people radioactive gold to get rid of something that would be
otherwise usalessto them. They did it on purpose to kill off the planet's leaders," RJsaid. She stopped
pacing and looked down at them. "They give them cotton and wool cloth, farming and cooking utendils,
and gold. The priests make the digtribution just as the Reliance knew they would. The cloth and utensils
are distributed to the families of the people the Reliance takes away as aform of payment, and the priests
keep the valuable tuff —i.e. the gold — for themselves. Of course they share some with the King, whois
also agod. The people don't know about the gold. Or if they do, they no doubt believeit was gifted to
the priests and their God/King by the bigger god. The onewe al know is no more than a series of
antiquated thermo e ectric power plants.”

"The King and the priests deck themselves out in thisgold. They drapeit al over the power plant
and throne room where they live and work, dowly killing themselves with radiation,” Topaz said with
sudden redlization.

"How doesthat serve the Reliance?" Levits asked in confusion.

RJgavehiman I'm so tired of mortals look and explained. "No leaders, no leadership. No
leadership, no resistance. No resistance when the Reliance comes down, states that they have killed the
peopl€'simpotent gods, and now they own them. They send the war-ready population off to Earth to
destroy the New Alliance and leave the rest of the population with the messthey have created. The only
people left hereto try to rebuild their civilization would be the old, the sick, the crippled, and the very
young. They take generations of work on genetic uniqueness and perfection and destroy it in one
generation. Then they continue to trade with the inhabitants for the items they want, screwing them worse
than ever before, and making sure that they can never again raise an army that the Reliance might ever
have to worry about.”

"Could they do that?" Janad asked.

"Could they?' RJhuffed. "Hell, they dready are.”



"I never trusted them,” Janad said of the Reliance. "L et's hope that the runner you sent out can make
people believe him. Make them fight the Reliance. Many in my village dso didn't trust the Reliance. No
onewanted to go, but thepriests . . . Well, they ordered it, and we are used to obeying the priests.
We saw the Reliance wegpons, how they pierced through even stone with nothing more than light.” She
looked over at where the two boys from her planet stood having their own conversation and she lowered
her voice. "There was talk among my clan of revolt againgt the priests and against the gods. None of us
thought it wasright to leave the planet. None of us wanted to get into machines we didn't understand for
reasons we didn't understand to fight a battle that wasn't ours. But in the end my people would not
oppose the priests. They would not oppose the gods. They acted asif they had never had any doubts.”

Topaz nodded. "1t makes sense. When the prieststell the people that god orders them to do
something, they aretoo afraid to revolt. They will turn off the voice in their head that istelling them that
something iswrong and follow blindly. Every evil thing that has ever happened on Earth can be traced
back to rdligion. Faith, abdief in ahigher power, can be avery helpful thing to people. It makes sense of
thingsthat are wrong in the universe and explains things that cannot otherwise be explained. But religion
. Now that isadifferent matter al together. Religion iswhat happens when one group of people wantsto
take control of another group of people they consider inferior. Y ou takeasmal child and you tell him If
you do this good thing I'll give you candy, but if you do this bad thing | will whip you. Rdigion
doesthat in the biggest possible way. Do this deed and you will be rewarded with heaven and
eternal life, do this deed and go to hell —or its equivalent —and burn forever. Depending on the
ultimate god of thereligious leaders, these commanded deeds could be anything. Inthiscaseit just
happensto be Go fight thiswar ."

"That'svery interesting, but not redly very hepful,” RJsaid and continued pacing. Suddenly she
turned in her stride and said to the native girl. ""For the record, there is nothing stronger than light.”

She stopped and looked in the direction of the two boys. She was silent and still, just watching
them. Asif sensing her eyes on them, they turned and started towards thefire.

"WdI?' Levits asked, knowing what she had just been doing.

"The mute boy isafraid, probably believeswe aregods. Theotherone . . . Hepuzzlesme he
seemsto have agreat need in him. | think he thinks we can give him what he needs."

"Can she seein peoples thoughts?' Janad asked, more than alittle afraid. No doubt because sheld
had thoughts she didn't want people knowing.

"Only their emotions,”" Poley informed her.

From thelook on her face Janad obvioudy didn't fed very comforted.

"Did you have gold on this planet before?" Topaz asked Janad curioudly.

"What the hell doesthat have to do with anything?" Levits asked.

"If they didn't, how did they know it had vaue?' RJ asked, giving him that stupid mortal look
agan.

"Quit doing that to me! | think it makes me stupider,” Levits said with asmile. RJsmiled back and
shook her head.

"Inthe Holy of Holies, wherein lies the things which belonged to The Ancestor, there are an earring
and apendant of gold,” Taleed said as he and Haldeed arrived at the fire. He had heard part of the
conversation as he was walking over. "Once every cycle of Luisant Luna, the King dawnsthe Silver
Suit of the Gods, puts on the Regdlia, and rides through the streetsin the Holy Vehicle. The priestsfollow
behind him carrying Religioussymbolsof power . . . "

Haldeed threw his arms around and Taleed nodded.

"The people carry their sick into the street, and the priests give them potions and pray for them,”
Tdeaed said.

Haldeed made some more signs.

"They don't care about that, Haldeed," Taleed said dismissvely.

"Try us" RJsad.



"Excuse me?' Taleed asked not understanding.

"What did he say?' RJ asked with asigh.

"The Chosen Onewalks at the rear of the procession, and when his brothers and ssters see him
they must bow down," Taleed said. "See? That information is of no use."

"Y ou mean only the Chasen One of dl the King's descendants has any importance? Only the
Chosen Onelivesin the palace?' Topaz asked.

Tdeed, Hadeed and Janad dl laughed loudly.

"What's so funny?' Topaz asked.

"The King, our god, has over four thousand children,” Taleed said. "The palace would have to be
very large, indeed. Besides women aren't allowed in the Palace. Only menservants, the King, and The
Chosen, may enter the interior rooms of the palace. Even the priests are not alowed anywhere but the
throne room and the outer halls."

"OK, I'll bite," Levits said. "How does aman sre over four thousand children if no women are
alowed inthe Pdace?'

"He goesto the Temple and the priests bring him women in their cycles. A different woman every
night. Some times more than one," Taleed said. "It ishisduty to impregnate as many women as possible.”

"Hell of alifethisguy'sgot. He getsto have dl the fun, and he doesn't have to put up with a
woman," Levitssaid, giving RJameaningful look.

RJglared back at him not wanting him to be disappointed and he smiled his very best, just kidding,
amile

"Is the Prince chosen because heis born with no hands?' Topaz asked.

RJwatched the boy carefully now; she even noticed the way helooked at her to seeif shewas
looking at him. He knew that she knew. She wondered how he would play this out.

"No. Heis chosen and then the priests cut off his handswhen heisan infant,” Taleed said bitterly.

"Chrigt on acrutch!™ Topaz exclamed.

"What does he mean?" Janad asked Poley in awhisper.

Poley shrugged and whispered back. "I don't know. | only know that he saysthat when heis
shocked by something, or very agitated.”

"It hasto be a belief imbedded pretty deeply within them to maim an infant,” Topaz said moreto RJ
than to Taleed.

"Or these priests are just some blood thirsty bastards. Remember what you just said about religion.
Create agod, cut off its hands and make it dependent on the priestsfor itslivelihood. A handlessmanis
helplessinaworld likethis," RJsaid. Shelooked right into Tadeed'seyes as she said it, and he glared
back at her. "Such aman may want to go against the priests, he may even try to escape his servitude, but
how far can he get without help? How can he take care of himsdlf, and how can he hide? Who wouldn't
know this handless man on sight?" She looked away from Taeed then, and back at Topaz. "L ook at
what we dready know about them. They encourage their people to have as many children as possible
and then have them wage war with each other to keep the numbers down. Thusinsuring surviva of the
fittest. They cut out the tongues of the palace servants so that they can't tell anyone what goes on there.”

"How did you know that?' Taeed asked angrily. Perhaps at this point he just wanted her to expose
him. RJwasn't about to make it that easy.

"Someone must have told me. Or it just made a certain amount of sense.”

"It is customary to cut out the tongues of the palace staff," Taeed obvioudy found her revelations
annoying. "How do you know things which no onetdlsyou? Do you read peopl€'s minds?'

Levitslaughed and muttered under his bregth. " That seemsto be the question of the evening.”

"It'sjust Smple deductive reasoning,” RJ said with ashrug of her shoulders. She walked over and
threw some sticks on thefire. Y ou ought to understand that. From what I've observed while I've been
here, you and your people are very good at it aswell."



"Likel know that there is something wrong with your brother,” he said pointing at Poley, still mad
and wanting to aggravate her if he could.

"He's perfect,” Janad explained to Taleed.

RJsmiled a her answer. "Who told you that?

"Hedid," Janad said. She got up and walked off into the brush.

"Getting alittle full of yoursdf aren't you, Tin Pants?' RJasked.

Poley shrugged. "'l am perfect.”

"If you say s0. Remind meto come and borrow an ego circuit next time I'm fegling bad about
mysdf," RIsad.

"| think you have quite enough ego, dear," L evits chided.

Tdeed redized they had forgotten al aout him, and thisredly aggravated him. He turned to
Haldeed and said in his own tongue, " These people are fools. Perhaps we had better leave.”

"Oh, no, you're our insurance policy,” RJsaid in his own tongue.

Hefrowned, redly angry now. "I thought you didn't know our language," he said accusingly.

"I told you I'd know it by tomorrow evening. | just learned it alittle fagter that'sall,” RJsaid
reaching in her pocket and pulling out a coin. She bent the coin around alink of chain to mark their
victory today. "Going to have to get off this planet soon or I'll run out of coins, and even | can't bend
rocks," she said to no onein general. She watched as the look on Taleed's face turned from one of
surprise to one of tota defiance. "Put dl that out of your head. Y ou wanted to join this party, and you
know too much now for usto let you go. Get comfortable and enjoy yourself. Y ou aren't going
anywhere”

Janad walked up then carrying some large skinned and gutted reptile on the end of a sharpened
gtick. Apparently she had been hungry. She held it over thefire.

"Wow," RJsad taking awhiff. "That smellsredly good."

Topaz nodded his head in agreement. "Funny | can remember atime when | would have been
completely grossed out at the thought of eating alizard.”

"Y ou can remember atime when rocks were soft, Old Man," Levits laughed.

"Why do you cal him an old man when heisnot?' Taeed asked, his curiosity peaked.

"Because | am," Topaz said with asmile. "I most probably predate your race.”

"Y ou think thisraceisthat young?' RJ asked skeptically.

"Well a least human influence on the race. Remember that | was dive when they first discovered
interstdlar flight and humans couldn't have gotten here before that,” Topaz said.

"Y ou il think these creatures have human origins?' Levits asked curioudly.

"Yes, they must," RJsaid. "Besidesthe fact that they ook like a human race that has disappeared,
and speak an ancient Earth language, their cloud making god is a human made maching?'

"Oh?" Levits prompted.

"It turned out to be an old thermo-€electric generator. The kind they sent out with the old colony
ships. It even till had the Reliance bar code on it,” RJexplained.

"Areyou saying," Taeed ran through everything he had just heard again to make sure hed heard
what he thought he had, "that my people are related to the Reliance people?’

"Yes," Topaz said. "Had to be. Ironic when you think about it. The white man isonce again
endaving the black man, and once again it isyour own chief who is selling you. But then they dways have
sad that history repestsitsdf.”

"What do you mean?' Taleed asked.

"And gravy!" Topaz said adamantly. " Gravy was dways very important, especialy with potatoes.
No sensein even trying to eat potatoes without gravy —all dry and get caught in your throat and make
you cough.” Topaz started coughing until he was jerking around on the ground. Janad ranto try to help
him as RJrolled her eyes.



Suddenly Topaz quit coughing and sat up. He looked at Janad. " So, do you want to ride my pony?"

Janad had grown very fond of the old man and didn't understand the way the others seemed so
unconcerned about him. Even if hedid hed redly fast. "What does he want?" Janad asked.

"Just say no," Levits said with alaugh.

Topaz sood up and started walking into the brush. "My hair is an absolute mess. Now if | wasa
hair brush, wherewould | be?' he mumbled. Janad started to go after him, but RJ grabbed her arm.

"Poley, go after Topaz. Keep an eye on him, and don't let him get too far," RJ ordered.

Poley nodded, got up and went after Topaz.

Janad looked at RJ and said with concern, "What's wrong with him? Does he have the same thing
that David does?’

RJlet go of thegirl'sarm. "No, he'sfine. He does this sometimes. It's nothing to worry about redlly,
Janad. He's not sick. He's only insane.”

Somehow Janad was not comforted.

* * %

Toulan bowed low as he entered the throne room.

"Wel!" Taheed bellowed.

The Captain of the King'sguard visibly cringed.

"Mylord . . . Wewent down the Agua'boue, and we found spots where a camp had been
made. We bdlieve thisiswhere the Prince made camp. "We . . . Lord wefound abroken reed boat
which was destroyed at the bottom of Agua'boue fals”

"What are you trying to say!" the King bellowed. "Did you find any bodies?"

"No, My Lord, but . . ."

"Areyou an unbeliever, Toulan?Y ou know my son cannot die. Heisagod. Now get out there and
find him. He must have gone on from there on foot." The King got shakily to hisfeet and pointed &t the
door. "Now go. My time grows near, and he must be here to take my spirit.”

The guard left, only too glad to do so. The King and the priests were afflicted with some disease. It
had started smply with vomiting and diarrhea like many other diseases, but had quickly escaated to skin
lesionsand hair loss. Obvioudy they had enraged the God of the Clouds, and He had sat a plague upon
them. They had lined their pockets and their necks with the peoplée's blood. This was not the intention of
The Ancestor, nor wasit the intention of the god. 1t was the will of the priests, and the King/God had
allowed himsdlf to be lead by the nose by his brothersto keep the peace. Soon the Reliance would
swoop down and capture their prize, and the world as they knew it would be no more. Asit had been
written, so moteit be.

Chapter Nine

Sergeant Bradley surveyed the ruins of the transmat bay from the supposed safety of hisradiation
suit. He was supervising the clean-up operation. He was in charge of maintenance on this space station;
as such someone had just made damn sure that he was going to be busy for several weeks.

What an incredible mess! Tainted gold, shredded bodies, and twisted metal everywhere. Not to
mention the outside hull breach, which wasway beyond their ability to repair. Thirty people, mostly
soldiers and medica personnel had been killed, dozens of others wounded before the automeatic safety
system had been able to patch the hull. Unfortunately someone had been caught up iniit, their legs
dangling from the patching substance. The corpse couldn't be removed without damaging the temporary
sedl 0 there the body would stay until permanent repairs had been made. Hefor one didn't fed
comfortable with the only thing between him and the vacuum of space being a substance that was
basicdly sprayed out of cans, no matter how big those canswere. But he couldn't in all good conscience



send his crew into any place he wasn't willing to work himself. It was hard to know where to start when
you had to tackle amesslikethis. It was Bradley'sjob to make sure that as the debris was cleared away
they find out just what had been broken and fix it.

They had spent most of the day reinforcing the temporary patch because they just weren't
trustworthy, and trying to divide the debris into two piles— human and not human. A crew was on itsway
from Stashes with the materias and the specidists to put a proper patch on the hull. The patch itself could
take days. He till couldn't be sure how badly damaged the actual transmat system was becauseit il
wasn't clear of debris.

To make matters worse the ship that was supposed to show up to pick up the latest batch of
natives had never arrived, and al attempts to contact it both from the space station and from Moon Base
had failed. They didn't know whether the ship had undergone some breakdown that was making it very
late, had been lost in hyperspace, or had been abducted by the Argy. The damned magnetic pulses made
it hard to be sure of anything, and short of blowing up the planet they had done everything that they could
do to decreaseitsinfluence. They should have sent out adistress beacon if they had been attacked, and
that would have been picked up by somebody somewhere, but Moon Base said that the ship had trouble
with communicationsjust prior to take off, and it may have undergone a complete systems breakdown.
Shoddy maintenance! 1t would bethe end of them dll.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he turned. "Y es, corporal ?*

"The Captain wants to see you, sergeant,” he said.

Sergeant Bradley smiled broadly and punched the corpord playfully on the shoulder. "Well, yes, of
course hewould. He couldn't possibly come down here with us grunts and check this crap out first hand.
Ten will get you twenty hewill ask me abunch of stupid assed questions| don't have the answersto yet.
Any word on the missing ship?

"No, I'm sorry, sergeant,” Corpora Riley said.

"Well at least that isn't one of my problems. Just trying to see what kind of mood the old manisin.
Be agood fellow and keep an eye on this cluster fuck for me." He started to leave, then turned back
around. "I don't have aclear picture yet of what actualy happened, but between you and me thisiswhat
we deserve for giving those natives radioactive gold. | have pulled some shit detail s before, but between
you and me, thisistops."

The Corpora nodded his head in silent agreement.

The sergeant went into the temporary decontamination air lock they had set up. He unsuited,
stepped into the showers then dried off and dressed quickly. What apain in the assthiswas! What a
giant waste of histime. Thiswaswhat com-links were for. There was no need for him to leave his post
where he was needed and march up to the bridge so that he could tell someidiot Captain a bunch of
crap hewouldn't understand anyway.

Briggs was acommissioned officer —an elite. He had never cranked the handle on awrench. He
didn't know onekind of power supply conduit from another. He knew space ships flew and space
stations were stationary around a planet. He had no idea how they kept air in and space out. How they
created gravity or even where his damn food came from. He appreciated the maintenance staff not &t all.
It never occurred to him that his safety and that of his entire crew was in the hands of the men and
women who fixed dl the thingsthat they broke. The people who maintained the machines that made sure
they didn't go crashing into a sun and that made their air and gravity.

He walked to the bridge and entered. Captain Briggs swiveled in his chair to face him. "What took
you solong?’

Ever have to go through decontamination, you old prick? Sergeant Bradley thought, but bit his
tongue and answered. "'l had to go through decontamination. | was working in the contaminated area. In
fact the entire damaged area has been contaminated by the radioactive gold we originaly sent to the
surface of the planet.”

"Do | hear ahint of insubordination in your voice?' Captain Briggs screamed.



Onlyif you'relistening. "No, Sir," he said quickly. Every day thisjob just got harder and harder.
Hislast Captain had been a decent sort, aman who understood the importance of maintenance and went
out of hisway to make his maintenance staff happy. So of course their ship had sustained minor damage
during a skirmish over Stashes, and Captain Johnson had been killed when he fell during the attack and
his head struck a sharp corner on the arm of hiscommand chair. It was afresk accident really, not the
way you would expect acombeat ready veteran to diein ahundred million years.

Now he was stuck with this bastard Briggs who had lived hisentire life behind adesk. He didn't
have any clue how important the maintenance staff was, and he didn't care to learn. To him they were
nothing more or lessthan glorified toilet cleaners, and he treated them like such paying no heed at dl to
either their rank or their service record. Unlessyou lay around on your assal day waiting for achanceto
use your gun, hedidn't consider you important at all.

"Do you know what happened to our transport bay yet?' Briggs asked impatiently.

"Wefound part of an incendiary device, could have been atimed charge. | can't be sure until we
find al the pieces," Sergeant Bradley answered.

"Y ou want to tell me where the primitives got explosives?' the Captain asked, seeming to cam
down some.

Golly, Sr, | ain't supposed ta know nothin' like that. I'mjus a darn toilet cleaner, don' ya
'member? | jus fix things. "I havenoidea, Sir. Well have to run sometestsfirst, seejust exactly what
sort of explosvesweretalking about. I'm afraid it's going to take sometime,” Bradley answvered.

"Timeiswhat we don't have, soldier," the Captain snapped. "First we've got amissing ship, and
now we have an attack on the station, and no doubt the ground troops have al been killed."

"Wefound pieces of some of them in the debris. They were sent back with the gold aong with a
primitive with radiation sickness," Sergeant Bradley said.

"Whatever happened was quick. We only got one distresssignal, and it wasn't clear,” Briggs said
turning his chair away from Sergeant Bradley so that Bradley had to look at his back. Bradley stuck out
his tongue and amost got caught when Briggs swung back around quickly. "How many casudtiesdid we
take here on the station?"

"Ah . . . Wecan't becompletely suretill we finish doing ahead count, but | estimate about thirty
of our people," Sergeant Bradley reported. He saw the security officer working at her station smileat him
and then stick out her tongue, and knew that she had seen what he did and obvioudy approved. He kept
the smile off hisface only with an effort.

"Thirty! Why so many?' Briggs exclaimed.

Why the hell are you asking me? Don't you know a damn thing about the way this operation
runs? Don't you remember it's me — the guy you think is completely unimportant? | fix things;
that'sit; that'sall. However he apparently knew more than Briggs did. "We were expecting a bunch of
natives. Guards had been ordered into the area and so had medica personnel. Infact | would say our
medical saff was hit the hardest.”

"Oh, that's great, just beautiful! Do you know how much time and money the Reliance spends
training medics? They aren't going to be happy.”

It always comes down to cost effectiveness with these freaking Reliance goons, because they
never have to peel someone's liver off awall, or try to figure out whose arm that was. He was so
engrossed in his own angry thoughts that he almost didn't hear what the idiot said next.

"I'm going to send an away team to the planet's surface. Till now | have been reluctant to keep a
military presence on the surface, but it may become necessary in the near future. We need to learn more
about the planet, and we need to know exactly what happened with the transport station. Onething is
obvious for whatever reason this village decided it didn't want to trade people for gold.”

"Maybethey realized that it was the gold that was making them sick,” Sergeant Bradley said, unable
to keep the disapproving tone from hisvoice.

"Of coursethey didn't, Sergeant Bradley. They are stupid primitives, savagesredly. They worship



thermo generatorsfor Pete's sake! How smart could they be?' Captain Briggs screamed.

With any luck smart enough to realize that you're the prick in charge and kill you instead of
us.

"| suppose you'reright, Sir." Sergeant Bradley said. Please tell me what dance you'd like meto
do before | stupidly tell you what a pompous ass | think you are, and wind up spending the rest of
my natural lifein the brig.

"Security officer Lieutenant Stratton will lead the away team. | want you to go with her," Captain
Briggs ordered.

"With al due respect, Sir, why me?1'm not apalitica; I'm not even combat. I'm the maintenance
Sergeant. A huge hole has been ripped in our ship, and it'smy job to seetotherepairs . . . "

"I'm the Captain!" Briggs screamed glaring at him. "I'll tell you what your jobis, and you will not
question my orders. Do you understand?" Briggs levered himsdlf out of his chair with an effort that
looked like he might have been velcroed to the seet, and stood to hisfull height of five foot four.

Gee letmesee . . . Yeah, I'mpretty sureyou're a stupid fucking prick, so I'd say |'ve got
it covered.

"Yes, Sr . . "

"Y ou're asmple minded person, Sergeant. | need someone who's Smpleto deal with these
primitives. Someone who thinks like a commoner. No disrespect intended, Sergeant, but someone stupid
enough to think like they think. Anyonewho can handle the morons who serve under you in maintenance
knows how to talk to primitives." It was pretty clear by the tone of his voice that disrespect was
intended.

Well, go. . .o0. . .Ily, Captain, I'm overwhelmed at your faith in me. | feel honored that you
think all us guys in maintenance are such a bunch of total ignoramuses. Let's disconnect the main
gravitational transfusion junction and see what stupid fucks you think we are then.

"You will leave by shuttle a 0800 hours. Until then go about your duties . . . Oh, and assign
someone else to oversee the work in the transport bay. A monkey with apair of pliers ought to be able
to do your job here, so it shouldn't be too hard to find areplacement,” Briggs ordered. "Y ou are
dismissed.”

Sergeant Bradley saluted, quickly turned on his hedls and left. Outside the bridge door he started to
mumble under his breath dl the things hewould like to say to Briggs. There was abunch of static from
one of the monitors overhead. Usually thiswould have been of concern to him, because he would have
been in charge of making sureit got fixed, but as of aminute ago anything to do with the maintenance of
this station had been changed to the list of things that weren't his problem.

The monitors usudly had a steady stream of station newsincluding who was to be where when, just
in case someone was confused about their assignment. On most ships or stations this sort of system was
mostly awasgte of technology, but when you had a prick like Briggs running the show and changing
assgnments and shifts at thelast minute, it was anecessary evil..

Bradley looked up; the screen had gone blank. And not just that one but every screen he could see
up and down the hall. He felt somehow vindicated but then felt guilty because hewould be passing this
and al the other huge problems off to one of his subordinates. Just hisluck —exciting thingsfinaly start
happening up here, and he gets shipped planet side.

The screensdl lit back up again, then went black again, and thentherewas . . . What the hell
wasit? Some smal dien filled up the screen.

"People of the Reliance. Specificaly personne aboard the satellite, Pam Station, which isin orbit
around the planet Beta 4. | am Mickey, President of New Freedom. Reports by the Alliance are fase;
thereisno hunger or sickness here, and we are keeping a close eye on Reliance activities. For instance,
we are aware that currently the Council of Twelve has you endaving the peoples of Beta4 and shipping
them to Earth to be used as shock troopsto fight us. We ask each one of you to look deep within your
own conscience. Do you think it's right to use radioactive gold to buy these humanoids and to poison



their leaders? To send them to fight us—the New Alliance —the same force that the Reliance couldn't
overcome? To pit primitives againgt lasers and plasma blasters? What happiness has the Reliance brought
you? We have sent one message to you aready as proof of our intentions. Stop the inhuman acts against
thisworld and againgt the peoples of my country, or we shdl retdiate again —thistime with severe
prgudice.

The transmission halted, and the screens returned to their normal duty.

Bradley had to stop himsdlf from laughing out loud when he heard Briggs screaming and damming
thingsaround like an angry child.

TheNew Alliance must have one hell of acommunications system, and one hell of aspy network.
Not long after he heard Briggs start screaming, MP's started running down the halls, no doulbt looking for
the spy amongst them.

Bradley smiled, so there was aspy on board leaking information about their top-secret mission to
the New Alliance? It wasn't him, and he didn't know who it was, so it dso went on that growing list of
things that just weren't his problem. He hoped they didn't get the spy and that this caused them to
dissolve the operation atogether. But that little bit of hopeful conjecture was between him and hisbrain,
and so far —try asthey might —the Reliance hadn't managed to do away with free thought.

Except of courseinthe GSH's. No doubt if they didn't cost so much to reproduce and there wasn't
this hidden fear that they would somehow bregk their conditioning and take over, the Reliance would
completely phase humans out of the military — hell, maybe they'd do awvay with humans dtogether.

By the time O800 hours rolled around there were already rumors flying about who had been
arrested. Hewas on hisway to his meeting with Lieutenant Stratton in the hanger when Corpora Riley
ranupto him.

"Sergeant! They'vejust arrested Harker."

"What!" Bradley couldn't believe hisears. "Whét in hdl'snamefor?’

"They think he's one of the spies, maybe even the spy," Riley informed him.

"That'sinsane. I've known Harker most of my life." Bradley looked at hiswatch. He didn't have
timeto go to the brig to check on Harker and meet Lieutenant Stratton intime. "Damnit dl! Riley, runtell
Lieutenant Stratton I'll meet her in afew minutes. | can't leave without checking on Harker."

"Why should | tell her you're running late?* He asked.

He only thought a second about making something up. "Tell her my best friend just got thrown into
the Brig. | just want to check on him it won't take me long.”

Harker paced behind the bars like a caged anima. When he saw Bradley he ran up to the bars
grabbing them in hishands.

"Damn, Bradley, am | glad to seeyou," he said.

"What the hell did you do?" Bradley asked wanting to sound supportive. It was hard because he
was agitated. Whatever Harker had done had put Bradley in the position of doing something that if found
out might make him a suspect.

"Y ou know were constantly monitored?' Harker said.

Of course he knew, but sometimes he forgot. He thought about what he'd said to Riley earlier that
afternoon and what hed done when hel'd been talking to Captain Briggs and cringed. When the Reliance
was on this sort of witch-hunt you didn't have to do or say much to be hauled in.

"Yeah, 307" Bradley said. "Y ou've never done or said anything that could possibly make them think
youreaspy."

"They have arecord of metaking to Barry when we were working down in the engine room. | was
pitching abitch, and | said something to the tune of how if | didn't get off shit detail | was going to hook
up with the New Alliance and help them bring the Reliance down.”

"Damnit, man!" Bradley exclamed. "Y ou can't say shit like that.”



"I know that, man. | didn't mean it. | wasjust tired and hot and pissed off. Hell, | didn't even
remember saying it till they showed me the recording. Can you help me?' Harker asked. There was fear
inhiseyesand in hisvoice. Bradley had never known hisold friend to be afraid of anyone or anything,
but he wasn't stupid, and he knew damn good and well that after the events of the afternoon they needed
someone to blame. If Harker became that someone, they'd space him — no doubt.

"l . . . ldonthave much clout, Harker. Y ou know that. Besideswhich | haveto go with the
away team down to the surface.”" He thought for aminute. "I'll talk to Lieutenant Stratton. She seemslike
she'sdl right. She might be ableto help, after dl sheisa security officer. Don't look so worried, man.

Y ou didn't do anything, and without proof they can't do anything to you. | haveto go; I'm late asit is.
Y ou keep cool, and I'll seewhat | can do.”

He reached through the bars and they clasped hands. Harker caught his eyes and held them. "Good
bye, Bradley."

Bradley laughed nervoudy as he withdrew his hand. " Cheer up, buddy, they can't convict you of
something you didn't do.”

"Bradey . . . youforget. Thisisthe Reliance weretaking about.”

Bradley unconscioudy turned to look at the camera, and then he turned back to hisfriend and
whispered, "Damn it, Harker! Watch your mouth. Y ou're going to cause yoursdlf even moretrouble. I'll
see you when | get back." Heturned to leave.

"Thanks, Bradley," Harker said.

"No problem,” Bradley said over his shoulder without turning. He took off at arun looking &t his
watch. If heran dl theway hed only be afew minuteslate.

Bradley threw on hisflight suit and ran onto the flight deck of the skiff. Helooked at Lieutenant
Stratton who was waiting patiently at the controls. She indicated the seat next to her, and he sat down
athough he wondered why one of the Marines hadn't taken the co-pilot's position.

"I'msorry I'mlate, | hadto . . . "

"It'sdl right, Bradley, don't swest it." Stratton closed the hatches and arted to power up the skiff.
"Bealot easier if we had atrangporter planet side, but someone took care of that for us."

Bradley looked back at the others. There were only five of them going; that just didn't seemright.
Five people donewith minima armaments going to the surface of aplanet full of obvioudy angry natives.
A planet where there would be no other Reliance personnd, with natives who had not only gotten their
hands on explosives but learned how to use them, and where communications wereiffy at best

Stratton must have read hismind.

"Captain Briggs seemed to think that if we showed up in force the natives might become restless”
sheexplained.

"Restless! Try armed and dangerous and just flat pissed off," Bradley said in shock. "What the hell
does he expect usto do down there anyway?'

"Die," Stratton said in awhisper. "From what | understood talking to the othersweve dl said rather
derogatory things of a persona nature about good ole Captain Briggs. Now while he can't court-martia
usunlesswe say it to hisface, try to incite amutiny, or bad talk the Reliance, he can mark us highly
expendable and send us on anear suicide misson.”

"Great . . . and| thought Harker wasin some trouble because he had been arrested,” Bradley
mumbled. "Y ou'd think the bastard would have more to do with histime than sit around viewing
survelllance tapes.”

"Harker?' Stratton said in surprise.

"You know him?' Bradley asked.

"Heard of himisal," shesaid quickly. "I know hisnameisfamiliar. I'm the security chief, and he
certainly wasn't on any of my lists of possible suspects. Makes me wonder who Briggsistaking to
concerning security.”



"Could you put in agood word for him with the Captain? | know you said you're on his shit list, too,

"My saying something might actualy hurt hiscase" shesaid. "Sorry . . . Cheer up. | don't think
even Briggsis going to do something as stupid as starting to space people over asuspicion, and our
mission isn't nearly as dangerous as he thinksit is. All we're supposed to do istalk with the King, find out
if he knowswhat might have happened, and then get his permission to investigate. Look and seeif there
isasuitable place for agrounded base on the surface.

"There are no telecommunications on the planet. All newsis spread by runners, so it can teke days
for newsto get to and from the most remote villages. Thereisagood chance that the King has no idea
what has happened. In fact, thereisagood chance that we will be walking into nothing but avery
confused monarch who has no ideawhat we are even talking about when we explain to him that his
people have attacked our transporter and our space station, etc,” Stratton said. "The King and his priests
speak our language, but they won't understand what we're talking about unless we keep things ssimple

"And that would be where | comein, becausel, of course, am amoron,” Bradley said shaking his
head.

Stratton laughed. "Actudly | think it takes a pretty intelligent person to know how to convey a
message to someone who has no concept of the words and machines that we take for granted. How do
you explain atransporter sabotage to someone who worships athermo dectric plant?'

"How do you explain to apompous ass like Briggsthat if you poison these people's gods and they
find out, they are going to be pissed?’ Bradley asked with ashrug.

* k%

"RJ." Levitscaled out as he waked up behind her —you definitely didn't want to take the chance of
sneaking up on her. You just might get yoursdlf killed. He wrapped his arms around her. She placed her
hands over hisand leaned her head back onto hisshoulder."So . . . Areyou going to try to get some
deep, or are you just going to stand out here and look at the moons?”

Shelaughed alittle. "WhileI'd loveto tell you that | was just looking at the moons, | was actualy
watching the sky. | redlly expected the Relianceto try alittle harder than this"

"They would if they knew it wasyou," he said. "If they knew you were the cause of their problems
they would have sent every shuttle on the Sation. They just think they have a primitive uprising, nothing to
get too worked up about.”

"Blowing up abig hunk of their station should have gotten their attention. Mickey should have made
his transmission by now. That should have given them someclue," RJsaid.

"Their minds don't work like yours. They're alittle dow on the up take sometimes. Do you haveto
be so disappointed that we're not under siege dready?' He moved her hair and gently kissed the side of
her neck. "Can't you think about something besides fighting for afew moments?'

"I was thinking that the blue color of the smaler moon ismost probably caused by gases enveloping
it," RJsad.

"Oh! How very romantic,”" Levitsgroaned. "I had something dsein mind.”

RJlaughed and turned in hisarmsto face him. "Y es, but if it's only going to take afew moments, it
hardly ssemsworth the effort.”

Levits shrugged. "What can | say?1'm only amere mortal, and there is that added twenty-five
pounds of gravitationd pull. | just can't promise anything.”

She moved away from him then took hold of his hand and started pulling him towards the solar
blanket he had laid out under the shuttle. "Tell you what. Y ou just lay there, and I'll do dl thework."

Taeed looked across Haldeed to where the one they called Poley was leaned against the frame of
the open ship door. He was pretty sure that he was adeep. He shook Haldeed until he woke up.
Haldeed glared a him, obvioudy upset about being awakened.



"| think you were right, Haldeed, we should not stay with these strangers. We should sneak out
whilethey are adegp and otherwise occupied.” A few minutes earlier strange sounds had started to echo
from under the ship, and Taeed didn't have to wonder what the alien woman and her mate were up to.
They were obvioudy too busy to notice them dipping away.

"Poley never degps,” Topaz said in awhigper making both boys jump. "And no matter how busy his
sderis, shelsnot likely to missyou two clumsy boystrying to snesk away."

Poley had brought Topaz back to camp about thirty minutes before, and he had just walked in, lain
down, and Taleed thought, gone to deep.

"Why can't we go if wewant to go?" Taeed asked in an angry whisper.

"Because RJsaid you can't." Topaz rolled from his sSde onto his back. "Do yoursdf afavor, boy,
and don't cross RJ. She'savery good friend, but she's an even better enemy, and unless I'm mistaken —
and | hardly ever am —you could use afriend, and you aready have enough enemies.”

Taeed nodded silently, lay down and tried to get comfortable. It wasn't easy, dl of their gear was
gtill damp and the strangers hadn't had anything extra. He looked over once more at the man who
guarded the door. Thistime he looked a Taeed, and even in the darkness Taeed could see hissmile.

He mocks me. | do not know what to feel. Haldeed, he already sleeps again. Heistoo tired to
worry. He's more tired than | am because he has to do everything for the both of us because the
priests have made me a cripple. Heforced hiseyesto close. These people are so strange — so
different. They know so much more than we do. Their technology is so superior to ours. | don't
know whether to trust them or distrust them. | don't know whether | like them or despise them. |
know that | don't like being told that | can't leave. That my decisions are not mine to make. If this
isto be my new life, then it is no different fromthe life that | fled. | thought I didn't want to know
what my life would be. | thought | wanted adventure and an unknown destiny, and now | cower
like a child behind their parent and wish | knew what tomorrow was going to bring. | must stop
sniveling, thisis my chance, perhaps my only chance to break the palace bonds and make my own
way in the world. I must not be afraid. My one true friend, Haldeed, iswith me. | am not alonein
this. | must be brave.

But hedidn't fed like being brave. He felt wet and cold, and the floor of the ship was hard. His
thoughts strayed to the palace and hislife there, and he began to wonder what he had hated so badly.

Asthey neared the planet's capital the dwellings cameinto view and Bradley took a double take.
Obvioudly the city had once been ahuge cave the size of asmall sea. Some geographical catastrophe had
sent the ceiling crushing in. The debris of the roof had been carried away, probably over many centuries
leaving what he assumed were huge brownish green streaked stalagmites. The population had carved
these stalagmitesinto dwellings, and they looked like . . .

"Lookslike huge piles of shit, doesn't it?" Stratton said.

"Yeah," Bradley said with alaugh. Then suddenly the Palace cameinto view, and asthey got closer
and he was sure of what he saw, his mouth flopped open in amazement. "Shee . . . it!" Heexcdamed.

It was an old colony ship, like the ones hed seen in history books. Huge. Easily twice asbig as
smilar shipstoday, and he knew why. The older ships had been dmost completely filled with engine.
Fromthisangleit didn't even look damaged, but from the way it was Sitting, with a huge stand of
gdagmites behind it and a clearing several square mileslong in front of it, heimagined that the entire Sde
that wasn't visible aswell asthe belly of the ship had been destroyed. Few, if any, would have survived
such acrash.

Stratton looked neither surprised nor shocked by what they were looking at, and he realized that
she must have known what the "Palace’ was.

"We areresponsblefor ther rdigious bdiefs, and now we are using them against them,” Bradley
said moreto himsdf than anyonedse.

"Yeah," Stratton said plainly. "A space ship filled with high-tech equipment crashes onto aprimitive



planet just starting to use rock tools, and the next thing you know, there isawhole new god in town
... Apparently therewas at least one survivor."

Bradley nodded slently astheir craft landed in the clearing just in front of the"Paace,”" sending
cloudsof dust into the air.

"Suits completely off," Stratton ordered. " Apparently the natives worship the suits, and we don't
want to appear astheir gods, just as people doing business with them. When we step outside the ship
gand till and wait. Apparently they will send an escort.”

"Is. . . isitsafe?’ Bradley asked.

"The most dangerous thing on this planet is the radioactive gold we gave them,” Stratton said with a
hint of anger in her voice.

They removed their suits, opened the seds and walked out into the early morning sunlight. Bradley
noticed that he felt heavy and remembered that the gravitationd pull was heavier than Earth's. While hed
never actually been on Earth, hed spent hislife on space stations that were designed to smulate Earth's
gravity.

He'd seldom been sent planet Side, and it was arare treat to step on dirt, smell "red” air, to seethe
sky above, trees and plants— he wondered why humans had ever |eft their home planet and journeyed to
the stars. What had been their motivation? If you had everything you needed, why go anywhere else?

"Ran out of resources," Stratton said, seeming to read hismind for the second time that day. But it
turned out she was just explaining the existence of the old Earth ship on this planet. "Too many people,
not enough stuff, so they started sending out shipslike thisin search of new planets. Planetswith
resources that we needed. This ship must have gone off course. Beta 4 has nothing the Reliance wants.
Nothing we need. Dirt and smple rock, that's about al that's here. No plutonium, no uranium, no suitable
materias with which to make metal. It rainstoo much or not at al, and the soil is nitrite poor so that the
things these people call forests would be considered wasteland anywhere else. Then there are dl the
damned magnetic pulses that emanate from deep within the planets surface, making communications and
even some equipment run erraticaly. In short, it's not a suitable habitat for humans. It was more
expedient for the Reliance to trade with the natives for items the planet actudly did produce and that they
found desirable than it wasto try to colonizeit.”

"The natives seem to be doing fine," Bradley said watching as the natives ran towards them.

"Only because they periodicaly hold warsto cut down their population. Otherwise there would be
mass garvation,”" Stratton explained.

Bradley looked at her, his eyes growing large with redization.

"Why do you think the Reliance istaking them to fight their war?" Stratton asked. " Generations of
selective breeding.”

More natives seemed to appear by the minute, dl talking and pointing. Bradley didn't touch hisside
arm; they weren't acting in an aggressve manner, just a curious one. One of the men with them must have
felt alot more intimidated, though, because he raised his weapon and threw off the sofety.

"Put that damn thing away, Jackson,” Stratton said heavily. "Thelast thing we want to do ismake
them think that we mean them any harm. They are arace of warriors, treat them with the same respect
you would havefor an Elite. Their wegpons may be primitive, but they are stronger than we are and well
trained in the arts of war. There are thousands of them and only five of us. Better wegponswon't save us
againgt those kinds of odds. Use your heed.”

"Thisisplain bullshit!" Jackson grated out lowering hiswesgpon.

"I'minclined to agree," Bradley turned suddenly to face the three bodyguar ds the Captain had sent
with them. He knew them by sight, but didn't know them persondly. It was abig sation, they were
combat branch and he was maintenance, sill he felt safe enough to ask. "Any of you fedl good about
what were doing to these people, or about al the finger pointing that's going on back at the station right
now?"'

"I don't think any of uswould be hereright now if we agreed with everything the Reliance and that



pompous ass Briggsisdoing,” Stratton said. "What's your point?"

"My pointisthat dl | want isto beleft dloneto do my job and live whét little life | have. | don't
agree with what we are doing to these people, and | don't appreciate being given what that prick
congdersto be avery dangerous assgnment just because | said something he didn't like. But herewe
are. Let'sjust doit, try to get it right, and get back to the station without pissing off the natives. | don't
know about the rest of you, but after yearsin space and in the heart of war zones, | don't want to dieon
athird class planet on the end of some primitive's spear.”

"Agreed," Jackson said.

"l don't want to be part of giving radiation scknessto anyone,” one of the men said.

"They'll doit with or without us, Decker," Stratton said sadly. "We screw this up and if the natives
don't kill usit'sasure bet that the Captain will have us spaced when we get back to the ship. Then hell
just get someoneelsetodoit.”

"But at least it wouldn't be us," Decker said.

"Because we'd be dead, you stupid little dork," the third marine said. "Me being dead to save a
bunch of bug-eating nativesisn't an option. Let's just do whatever it is were supposed to do and get
back into space where we belong.”

Bradley remembered him now from the mess hall. His name was Hank, and he was a smart assed
punk who was congtantly mouthing off to someone. The kind of guy who was aways aching for afight,
verbal or otherwise. Hank and Harker had come to blows once, and Harker wasn't the sort of guy who
ran around spoiling for afight, hejust wasn't oneto walk away from one that was shoved in hisface. No
doubt Hank had been put on this detail not because he had any principles, but because he had mouthed
off to the wrong person.

"Let'sjust doit and get it over with," Jackson agreed.

The crowd in front of them parted and four priests covered in gold chains and the signs of radiation
sicknessin full bloom walked through the crowd to greet them.

"Damn," Jackson muttered from behind him.

"Thisisjust wrong," Decker whispered.

Bradley looked at Stratton, and she frowned. " There has to be something we can do," she
whispered.

Bradley nodded. "Give me asecond.” He ducked quickly back into the ship. He came back out a
few moments|later carrying the pocket medic.

Stratton nodded her head in agreement.

But Decker whispered, "Y ou can't just dap abandaid oniit.”

"We candow it down," Bradley whispered. "Maybe the Reliance will change palicy.”

"Y eah, and maybe dogs will fly!" Hank laughed out.

"Fuck you, Hank," Jackson muttered under his bregth.

"All of you cam down," Stratton ordered.

The priests bowed before them.

"Rise" Stratton sad. "We have brought medicinefor your illness.”

"I knew the gods would save us," one of the priests said. Bradley assumed he was abig shot
because he was wearing more of the gold and more actua clothing —long purple cotton robes with full
deevestied with awide red sash.

"In return we wish to speak to your King," Stratton said.

All the priestslooked at her in disbelief.

"Isthere aproblem?’ Stratton asked.

"No female may enter the holy places. So you may not enter either the Temple or the Paace.
However if you wish to have the honor of deepingwithourGod . . . "

"No . . . That'sdl right,” Stratton said quickly. Sheturned to Bradley. "Briggsleft out thislittle



detail. Can you handleit?

"Il try," Bradley sad.

"All right then, I'll just stay here and have dinner waiting for you boys when you get back."

Bradley smiled at thelook on her face. She looked a him and shrugged asif to say that this had just
gone onto thelist of things that were no longer her problem, and started for the ship taking Decker with
her. Probably more to keep him from saying or doing something to sabotage their mission than because
shefdt like she needed protection.

Bradley, Jackson and Hank followed the priestsinto the Palace. Red warning lights flashed as they
walked down what had once been the main corridor of the ship, and warning sirens blared. The throne
room turned out to be the ship's bridge. The huge observation window, which had a crack running
through the full length of it, looked out over the city. The King sat in what had once been the Captain's
chair. It was now strewn with small furs, lizard skins and bright colored fabrics. The room was decorated
with strangely shaped sticks and dried plants hung in bundlesfrom the ceiling.

The King/God, who had no hands, wore aloin-cloth made of reptile skin, ared shirt with ahuge
collar and equaly huge puffy deeves. The King was draped in even more of the tainted gold than the
priests, so hewasin far worse physica condition. This became even more evident when adry racking
cough echoed from hislungs. He covered his mouth with one of his stumps until the coughing spell ended.

Even afew years ago such exposure would have meant certain death, but with the new medications
extracted from that hole Stasis, it wasn't too late to save even this man who had lost most of his hair and
whose skin was covered in 0ozing sores. Of course al the medication would do was dow down the
inevitableif they didn't remove the source of the radiation —namely the gold that al of these men were
wearing in such abundance.

Bradley was glad when the sirens and warning lights were turned off. It was the sort of noiseand
light that put your teeth on edge when you had grown up in space because such things meant imminent
disaster. Here they no doubt thought it was away of greeting important guests.

The priest relayed the message Bradley had given him to the King, and the King looked with eager
eyes at Bradley. Bradley waked forward and bowed before the King, then he stood up and held the
pocket medic out before him. "My Captain sends medicine to help you with your illness.” The King
nodded and held out his arm, apparently not completely ignorant of the technology, and Bradley
administered the drug to him.

"It will take timeto work," Bradley said. He turned and handed the med kit to Jackson. "Inject the
priess.”

Jackson nodded and started injecting the priests who had lined up asinstructed by the high priest.
He hadn't finished injecting the forth one when twenty more came running in the room and lined up behind
him.

"Why have you returned evil for good?" Bradley asked the King dowly.

"I do not understand,” the King said.

"We have traded with you in good faith. Now you have blown up one of our transmet units and
have severdy damaged our space gtation,” Bradley informed him.

"I have not heard of this. Nor was this action ordered by me." He coughed again then continued
speaking. "I do not believe we have wegpons that could harmyou . . . Perhapsyour own people
have done thisterrible thing. Or perhaps the machine has malfunctioned, as machines are proneto do.
Perhaps you should have your priests|ook into the matter. Perhaps they should consult with your god."

Bradley did not believe the man was lying. He redly didn't have any ideawhat Bradley wastaking
about, which since the incident had taken place roughly two hundred miles from here, and the planet had
no form of telecommunications, was perfectly believable.

Bradley added that to the fact that The New Alliance had taken credit for the attack and cameto
the natural conclusion. Someone on the station redlly was atraitor to the Reliance. Someone— or more
than one someone —was working with the New Allianceto try to stop the Rdliance. Right now Bradley



wasn't sure how hefet about that.

"Wewould like your permission to investigate this maiter,” Bradley said.

"Yes, of course,”" the King agreed gracioudy. "We must keep good rel ations between our two
peoples so that both may prosper. We have done nothing wrong and have nothing to hide. If you find
that one or more of my peopleisguilty of any crimind act againgt you, then you may punish themin
whatever way isyour custom.”

We are the ones committing the crime, and I'm very sorry. Bradley waited for Jackson to finish
inoculating thelast of the priests.

He bowed to the King, and the King dipped his head to him, and then they |&ft the throne room and
headed back for the ship. Hisingdesfdlt like they were on fire. How could he live with what he had just
done? These people trusted the Rdliance, and the Reliance was using and killing them on agrand scale.
How could hewak away and never mention that it was the gold that was killing them? How could he
leavethem to die?

There was only onered answer —there was nothing he could do to stop it. The Reliance did what it
wanted to do; it had no conscience. It didn't seetheindividud. It wastoo big, and too many lives were at
gake. Isn't that what they had drilled into him at school? The Reliance sometimes did things that seemed
wrong because the individua was incapable of understanding the mysterious waysin which the Reliance
worked. The Reliance dways worked for what was best for the masses, and so if you thought they were
doing something evil, you must be wrong.

The Reliance had supposedly gotten rid of religion, but dl it had done was makeitsef into agod. A
god they followed as blindly as these people worshiped thermo generators. They didn't understand where
the power came from, or how it worked, so instead of trying to find out they just said it was
unexplainable and worshiped it. To go againgt the Reliance was to go against god. So just like these poor
saps were wearing tainted gold to honor their gods, they were carrying out orders that they knew were
wrong to honor theirs.

He amost doubled back more than once, but he had no right to make decisionsfor the others.
Especiadly when Stratton wasin charge, and he was acting in her stead.

"He says he had nothing to do with it and | believe him,” Bradley said sitting beside Stratton asthe
others got in and the hatch closed. "He gave us the go ahead to investigate told us to punish the guilty
party according to our customs.”

"Those stupid fuckers," Hank laughed. "They're al eaten up with radiation sickness, and it never
once dawns on them to take the damn gold off."

"Because they trust us," Decker said hotly. "They don't think were trying to kill them. They aren't
supid; they're naive.”

"W, well fix thet," Bradley said heavily.

"Don' think I'm not going to tell command how you wasted medica supplies on those savages,”
Hank said. "After dl | need dl the points| can rake up so that prick Briggs doesn't keep putting me on
ghit patrol."

"Youreastupid dick head," Decker spat at him.

"Let'sjust do thisand get it over with," Stratton said taking a deep breeth and letting it out dowly
before she finished talking. "It's going to take along time for meto get the taste of this misson out of my
mouth.”

The craft took off and they headed for the village where the transport had been sabotaged.

"Who do you suppose did it?" Stratton asked Bradley.

"l don't know," Bradley said. "Could have been one of our people, working with the New Alliance.
Let'snot forget that they took credit for it, and that they know what's going on here. They certainly have
areason to try to stop our little mission. | ill didn't have an accurate body count when we left the
station. One or more of our people who came down here might have stayed on the planet and rigged up
the whole thing. Y ou got nothing but arms and legs and body dime, it's hard to tell who's there and who's



not. It'sawful easy to throw your ID into apile. Someone working with the natives could have very easily
over powered the patrol, especidly if he had help from the New Alliance."

"And thereésthat missing ship,” Jackson reminded them. "It might have been hijacked by the new
Alliance and landed on the planet during a pulse. We'd be none the wiser. That ship could be here right

"He'sright. Certainly those are all sound theories," Stratton said, the tone and dismissve qudlity of
her voiceled him to believe that she had atheory of her own and was basically dismissing theirs.

They were talking about the mechanics of the mission because most of them didn't really want to
think about what they were really doing. Someone had defended these people, and now they were trying
to find out who and get rid of them so that the Reliance could go right on raping them.

Stratton started trying to patch into command on the station to update the Captain on their progress.
Instead of getting a channd out, Stratton wound up getting onein and the communicator started giving
them the news of the day from the station. "Damned magnetic pulses," Stratton said trying to readjust.

"No wait, | want to hear the news," Bradley said appedlingly and the others mumbled their
agreement. News broadcasts however boring and repetitive were high entertainment on the station. Right
now Bradley mostly wanted to know what was going on with the investigations.

It was the same old crap, except for detailed information on the repairs and when they expected to
be up and fully functiond again. They were saying it would take less than aweek.

"Two a the very least," Bradley said.

The radio announcement droned on, till it cameto the end. "And findly today twenty-three people
were arrested and charged with conspiracy in connection with the recent sabotage of the transport bay
and station. At the head of the conspiracy was corporal Harker number ZX5568723, who after one hour
of questioning confessed to the crime and has been spaced for hispartinit . . . "

"No!" Bradley ydled. Hewas at a complete loss, momentarily unable to even pull one clear thought
out of hismind. Then hefdt the pain of loss and an anger that was almost tangible and was building by
the second. He didn't even notice that the ship had lurched violently to one side.

Hank said something, but he didn't redlly hear it, and then Stratton screamed something at Hank,
which he aso didn't comprehend. Then shewastalking to him, but he wasin atunnel —aconeinwhich
nothing and no one e se existed. He could see Harker floating lifdessin space, could fed hispain, and
suddenly he was hollering something without even being aware of doing so. He must have been
unintelligible, because the next thing he heard was Stratton's voice asking gently.

"What, Sergeant?'

He knew then what he had said and he looked at her. "1 said turn the ship around; were going
back," he ordered.

"Why?' Hank asked.

"Because we're going to tell those poor stupid fucksthat the gold iskilling them, that'swhy." It was
Stratton who said it. Bradley stared at her dumbfounded for aminute and then nodded hishead in
agreemen.

"Man, you can't do that shit," Hank said. He looked at Stratton. "Whao'sin charge here, lieutenant?
You or thistoilet cleaner?'

"I'min charge," Stratton said and turned the ship around.

"Wheat thefuck are you doing?' Hank half screamed hdf laughed. "Haveyou dl lost your tiny little
minds? Thisis mutiny. The punishment for mutiny is death.”

"Apparently the punishment for saying anything they don't like is degth, and we've dl donethat,"
Stratton said. Bradley was surprised to see that she seemed amost as mad as hewas.

"You . . . |wontletyoutwo soft spotsdo this. You're endangering al of our lives. Y ou have no
right to do this"

Therewas afamiliar popping noise accompanied by a strange whiff of ozone, and then the sound of



something large hitting the floor of the ship with enough force to makeit lurch.

Bradley turned quickly to see Hank laying on the floor with anice little burned mark right between
his eyes. Bradley looked up at Decker who was standing with his laser riflein hand. The green light on
the butt of it was glowing showing that it had just been fired and was now powering back up.

"He . . . Hewasdarting to pull hisweapon," Decker said by way of an explanation.

"He'sthe least of our problems,” Stratton said. Sheturned to look at Bradley. "A dead crew man
we can explain away easly, but if we actualy go against theRdiance . . . Wadl, they'll kill usal. We
goto the Capitd and tdll that primitive King that it'sthe gold that is killing them, if we warn them about
what the Reliance isredlly doing here, there won't be any going back. Right now we can kick what's | eft
of Hank out the hatch, et him splat on the ground for the local varmintsto eat, and tell command he went
AWOL. But if we go back to the Capital and talk to the natives, there won't be any going back to the
Reiance. Well be as good as dead.”

"And if we go back we may be as good as dead anyway," Jackson said. "They picked up
twenty-three people on that ship and accused them of conspiracy with the New Alliance. | don't think
any of themarespies . . . "

"I know Harker wasn't," Bradley said. "He died because Briggs needed someone to blame, and
dead men don't have any chance of proving you're wrong about them. This man was my friend, my best
friend. | knew him. He was no traitor. He was agood man — a hard worker." He sniffed and dried the
tears off hisface quickly. "Briggs sent us down here in the hopes that wed find out what he needsto
know and get killed doing it. Between you and me, | think that if we do exactly what we're supposed to
do here and go back up there and report to him, theres agood chance that hell treat usjust like he
treated Harker."

"I'd rather die planet side than be spaced,” Decker said. "And | sure as hell don't want to be party
to what's going on here. | said that from the get go"

The three men looked a Stratton. She suddenly seemed interested only in the view out her
windshield.

"Well, it'sup to you," Bradley prompted when he got tired of waiting for her answer.

Sheturned to face him and said. "I'm flying towards the Capitd, aren't |7

Chapter Ten

David had been adeep for days, so he guessed there was no mystery asto why he woke up before
the others. He nodded to Poley as he walked past him at the door, and Poley nodded back.

Once outside the shuttle David made hisway towards a clump of bushesthat looked like they
needed watering. It wasn't cold, just that nice cool he associated with an early spring morning. He sighed
with ingtant gratification as he rdieved himsdlf. A disgruntled and now wet lizard about the Size of asmdl
cat climbed out of the bush, and David jumped. It glared at David then moved dowly away.

"Sorry, Dude," David said to the offended lizard and finished pissng. He had just fixed himsdlf into
his pants when he noticed that the sun was starting to come up. It wasn't dl red and gold and orange like
the sun of Earth. More purple and blue and grayish. It was only then that it finally dawned on him; he had
flown across the vastness of pace and was now standing on another world with adifferent sun, a
different sky, different plants and different wild life. He walked afew feet away from where he had wet
this strange new world and bent down and grabbed a hand full of dirt. It felt exactly the same as Earth
dirt. Hewas alittle shocked to realize he didn't feed more excited than hedid. Inaway it wasalittle
disappointing. He wanted to be full of awe and wonder, like a child who had found something new, like
Topaz. Ingtead he found that he was like Levits and RJ—basically obliviousto the wonder dl around
him.

Just another planet. No big dedl.



They at least had an excuse; both of them had been on countless space runs and had been on
countless planets. For them doing amission on astrange planet was old hat, but it was acompletely new
experience for him, and yet try as he might he didn't feel any joy, no awe, no sense of wonder.

It was different. So what?

Hewas clear across space, and yet he couldn't get the vison of Alsterace burning out of his mind,
nor could he remove the stench of death from his nostrils. He supposed things could happen to you that
were S0 horrible that they leached any ability for happiness from your soul. How could you ever be
happy when you had endured so much pain? How could you trust anyone or anything when your own
heart had lied to you? When the one person you had loved and trusted above dl others had betrayed you
and |eft you to bear the shame for their actions, it was hard to get worked up about something as
mundane as a different sunrise. When you had taken aweapon and killed the only woman you had ever
loved because she was atreacherous bitch, it was hard to enjoy anything at all.

Heturned and started towards the fire pit. Hed put somewood on thefireif there were il live
cods. Fire was the same here, too. Fire he decided must be the same everywhere. He stirred the ashes
and found some live cods degp down. He stacked some of the smaller pieces on the fire and decided to
go look for some more deadfall. As he turned to walk into the brush he saw RJand Levitscurled upin
each other's arms adeep under the skiff. That was something he was sure he was never going to get used
to. He stopped and watched them.

They looked content peaceful. He hadn't seen either of them look like that evenin deep since
before Alsterace was atacked. They had each lost the loves of their livesthat night, and the damage to
their psyches had been complete. Kirsty had deserved to die, and that didn't stop him from missing her,
wanting her. Neither Whitey nor Sandra had deserved their fates; he could only imagine the hell that
Levitsand RJhad lived in over thelast two years. Now they had found each other and this union was
helping both of them to hedl.

| have to be happy for her. She and | were never meant to be; if we had been it would have
happened for us a long time ago. | don't love her. | never have. While she once loved me, thereis
no way she would ever love me again, not now. Not after what | did.

Hewaked quickly away into the brush. The place wasfilthy with lizards, but deadfal wasalittle
harder to find. The largest treesin this so called "forest,” weren't even at tal as hewas, and they were
sparse. Mostly the land was covered in small bushes and cane type plants.

Seemingly from out of nowhere Janad appeared. She smiled when he jumped out of his skin after
being artled by her.

"Looking for wood?" she asked.

"Yes" heanswered.

"On the ground?" she asked giving him a curious|ook.

"Yes" hesad.

She shrugged in away that said she was never going to understand these humans. She went over to
one of the busheswhich till looked very much dive and had limbs of about three inchesin diameter. She
broke it off a ground level and started to break it into pieces. He remembered that she was stronger than
him, but tried it anyway and found that it broke very essily. It wasfibrousinsde.

"The buche'feu plant breaks up easily but burns very long. Longer than most wood. Wood is hard
to come by, but the forest isfilthy with this stuff,” she explained.

David nodded and broke off another limb. ™Y ou shouldn't snesk up on people likethat," he said.
For answer shejust laughed at him. He shook his head and continued to work. After awhile they had a
pile that she informed him would be more than enough for the day, and they headed back to camp.

Asthey walked up RJwas walking into camp with ahuge reptile on astick.

"Janad, isthis one eatable?’ sheydled.

Janad nodded her head excitedly. "Yes! Very good."

"Great, morelizard," David muttered. He dropped his bundle of wood and found arock to Sit on.



Janad took the lizard from RJ and ran off. He guessed to clean and dressiit.

RJ sat down beside him on the rock. "Fedling better?' she asked looking up at the sun that was
risng quickly into the sky.

"Yeah, dtill fed like I've put on fifty pounds. | suppose that'swhy they're so much stronger than we
are)" David said.

RJInodded silently.

"So . . . whenwereyou going to tell meabout you and Levits?'

"What'sto tell?' RJasked. "I don't fed like | have to make an announcement to anyone about who
| am or am not deeping with. Do you truly believe | have been cdibate these last two plusyears? | don't
care who you're bedding, why should you care who I'm deeping with?"

"Do you love him?' David asked.

"Heloves me, and it has been my experience that when someonelovesme will love them
eventudly,"” RJsaid. "'l care very deeply for him; he saved my life. We share acommon pagt.”

"You don't dways act like you like him alot, and he certainly doesn't act like he lovesyou,” David
said matter-of-factly.

"Just because he doesn't kiss my ass— or me his—doesn't mean that we don't care for one another,”
RJsad smply.

"RJ, love isn't supposed to be work, it's supposed to just happen,” David ingsted.

"Loveisdwayswork, and nothing worth having ever just happens. | can't believethat after dl you
have been through you still don't get it." RJ got up and threw some more wood on thefire. "Nothing is
ever as easy or asdifficult as you makeit out to be, David Grant. People have chemigtry. If people have
chemistry and they also care for one another, then it becomes|love. Y ou demand something that comes
from nowhere and knocks you on your ass, but nothing isthat easy. Y ou demand that someone love you
unconditionaly; that they be awaysfilled with passon and desire for you. Nothing isthat difficult.”

"Why isthat difficult?' David asked.

"Because, in order to have that kind of love you would haveto give that kind of love, and that'sa
hell of alot of work." She sighed deeply asif finding hislack of comprehension tiring in the extreme. "I
just want to enjoy him. Why does our relationship haveto grow into anything morethan it isnow if we
are both happy with the way things are? | refuse to plan out where our relationship will go. To dictateto
myself how | should or should not fed. Can't you seethat by doing that you are just Sitting yourself up to
be disappointed? Thisisn't some battle that needs careful analysis and planning. Even if it was, it would
be my battle and not yours. Worry about your own empty, haunted life, and leave mine done.” RJleft
then walking into the brush leaving David with histhoughts.

He carefully went over everything that RJhad just said twice and still had to admit that he didn't
redlly know what she meant.

Topaz was gushing about the sunrise, the plants, the bugs, the lizards and some smdll fur-bearing
cresture he had caught a glimpse of running through the brush.

"Don't you have any birds?' Topaz asked the three natives.

"Birds," Taleed said the strange word and shook his head. "1 don't know that word.”

The other two shrugged.

"Animascoveredin feathersthet fly intheair likea . . . aspace ship,” Topaz explained.

"We have lizards that have feathers," Janad said and rubbed her sscomach. "Very good to eat.”

"Y ou have flying animas on your world?' Tdeed asked in excitement.

"Y es, many. And there used to be many more," Topaz said. "Over hunting, pollution and pesticides

"OK. | hateto interrupt Grandpa's story hour," Levits Sarted, "but what's next? Are we just going
to st here camping until the Reliance finds us, or do you actudly have aplan, RJ?"



"Sitting heretill the Rdiancefinds us was my plan,” RJ said leaning forward from where she was
gitting on arock and tearing off ahunk of the not-quite-done lizard. She sat back down munching on the
piece of mest. "1 figure they have to come looking for us sooner or later. To do that, they are going to
have to come down here. To get down here, they are going to have to bring a ship. They come after us,
wekill them and take their ship.”

"Good plan," Levitssaid approvingly.

"Unlessthey kill us" Taleed said, not understanding their cavalier attitude. They were not Smple
minded like his people. They knew that the Reliance had wegpons that were every bit as powerful as
their own. They knew they weren't gods and therefore could be killed. " Surely you don't expect the
seven of usto stand up to the might of the Reliance.”

To hissurprisethe four aliensjust laughed a him. The older onelooked at him, and said asway of
explanation said, "Fighting windmillsiswhat we do bes."

"What isawindmill?* Taeed asked him.

"A huge monster with four rotating arms, beady eyes and sharp pointy teeth,” Topaz said.

"Y ou have those on your planet?' Taeed asked, hiseyeswide.

"Oh, yes, thousands of them," Topaz assured him.

RJroseto her feet and stretched. "Consider us giant killers. We have fought the Reliance before
many times, and we have only redly lost once. The Rdianceian't likely to throw anything at usthat we
cant handle. Their downfall istheir Sze; the Relianceistoo big and too well organized to think on their
feet. Besides, | said | wasn't agod. | never said | was human." She turned and walked off into the brush
without another word, asif some destiny awaited her just beyond the line of their sght.

"What does she mean?' Taeed asked Topaz.

"Concerning what?' Levits asked dmost under his breath. "All the double talk about the Reliance's
impotence, or the fact that sheisn't human.”

Taleed looked from Topaz to Levits and back again indicating that he actually wanted both
guestions answered.

"Poley, RJand | are dl the result of different scientific experiments,” Topaz answered. No doubt
feding that further explanation would be wasted on Taeed. “"When you have only afew peopleto run
things, they st around and talk and get things done easily. The fewer people you have the more quickly
decisions can be made. The Rdliance, however, has ahuge chain of command. RJ obvioudy believesthat
thsmeans . . . "

"Why don't you just admit that you have no ideawhat the hell she wastalking about?’ Levitssad
with alaugh. Heturned to look a Taleed. "Listen, Kid . . . Do yoursdf afavor. Just believe what she
says, and do what she tells you. She knows exactly what she's doing, and I've rarely known her to be
wrong. Those who don't listen to her damage themselves and everyone else." He shot alook full of hate
a David, then got up and walked in the same direction the woman had gone.

When he had gone Janad looked at David. "Why does he hate you so much?'

David took in adeep breath and let it roll out dowly before he answered. "Because | betrayed RJ
and the New Alliance and caused the death of the woman heloved.”

Janad didn't understand. Neither for that matter did Taleed.

"| thought she wasthe woman heloved," Taleed said in confusion.

"Sheisnow," David said.

"I don't understand,” Janad said shaking her head. "'If what you say istrue, why are you here with
them now? Why did they not kill you?'

"Trdy . . . I don'tknow." David stood up and waked away in the opposite direction from the
way the others had gone.

"What did he do?' Taleed asked Topaz.

Topaz of coursewho lived to tell people what he knew told the whole story from the beginning of



the New Alliance to their decent to this planet. The three child/adults listened intently, hardly even
interrupting him with questions. It was only when the four of them had finished eating the entire lizard and
Topaz had finished his story that he realized that it had been at least an hour, and the others hadn't
returned.

"Poley, whereare RJ, Levitsand David?' he asked.

Poley pointed in the direction RJand Levits had gone. "My Sster and Levits are about half amile
away and have been engaging in sexud activities. They are quiet now, so I'm assuming they're done.
"David," he pointed in the direction he had gone, "is about a quarter of amile away, and is apparently
chunking rocksinto theriver."

Taeed got up and walked over to Poley. He walked around him looking at his neck. "1 ill do not

understand . . . How can aman have his head severed from his body and go on living?'
Poley made aface and rubbed at his neck.
“ltodyou . . . StewatmadePoley . . . "
"And RJ. | think | understand what RJis but . . . Whatishe?| don't understand.”

"Hesamachine,” Topaz said, "an artificia intelligence, arobot.”

"He can't be," Taeed said shaking his head. "Heisaman. | see no difference between him and you
or your friends.”

"l didn't say Stewart didn't do adamn good job on the boy," Topaz said.

Taeed looked at Poley'shands. "Youmean . . . youmade him? Even hishands?'

Topaz had noticed that there was something wrong with the boy's hands. For one thing he didn't
take his gloves off even when it was hot. For another the other boy had to feed him, which meant his
hands must be extremely crippled.

"I didn't make him, Stewart did," Topaz answered.

"But if you repaired himwhen hewasbroken . . . Youcould build him?' Taeed asked
excitedly.

"Well of course" Topaz said egotistically, dthough in truth he wasn't sure that he could.

"Then you could make hands for me?' Tdeed said raising hishandsintheair.

"That's bionics son, awhole different science,” Topaz said. "Onethat istricky at best and not really
proven. You'd haveto cut off your hands, and the hands you'd replace them with probably wouldn't do
as much as the hands you have now."

"He doesn't have hands," RJsaid, sartling them al both with her sudden presence and her
Satement.

Taeed turned and glared at her, and Janad, realizing what this meant, suddenly dropped to the
ground and prostrated hersalf before Taleed. RJwalked the rest of the way into camp, reached down
and grabbed Janad by the belt of her loin-cloth and hauled her to her fedt.

"Get up girl, he'sno god. Just some poor boy who's been maimed in the name of tradition,” RJsaid.
"lan't that true, Y our Highness?'

Tdeed glared angrily at her and spat out, "If you knew al along, why did you wait till now to
expose me?"

"How would that have served me?" she asked.

"How doesit serve you now?"' Taleed asked hotly.

"Because you have something | want, and now | know | have something you want.”

"What?"

RJwalked into the ship and appeared afew minutes later carrying one of the service droids. Its
metal handswere dragging in the dirt. Shethrew it at the young prince's feet.

"I have hands. Topaz hasthe skill. Want to talk about a ded?"



Chapter Eleven

Stratton stared at the clock on the instrument pand of the flyer. Bradley and Jackson had been gone
along time. "l wonder what's taking them so long?" Stratton yelled back at Decker where he stood at the
top of the ramp just outside the open hatch.

"I don't know, but this doesn't look good," Decker said.

From the windshield she could see what he meant. The " curious villagers' were carrying more and
more wegpons and beginning to appear |ess like awe coming committee and more like an angry maob.
Suddenly a huge scream came from them as awhole assembly.

"Get inthe ship! Get back inthe ship!" Stratton activating the switch that would close the hatch.

Decker jumped in, barely escaping the spear that rattled to the floor beside him where he landed on
his buit.

"Shit!" Decker screamed as spears and rocks starting hitting the outside of the ship making it dmost
impossible to hear. He got to his feet and ran to where Stratton sat at the consol trying to get through to
Bradley and Jackson.

"Bradley, thisis Stratton. We are under attack! Do you read? What the hdll'sgoing on? Damn it! If
you can hear me, answer." There was nothing. " God damned magnetic pulses!

"It may not be the pulses,” Decker said looking at the hail of rocks and spears thumping ineffectively
on thewindscreen and swallowing alump in histhroat. "He may not bein a position to answer us."

Stratton nodded. If Bradley had met with asimilar welcoming party on the insde of the Place, he
and Jackson, were probably aready dead. She made a quick decision and started powering up the ship.

"Whét the hell are you doing?' Decker screamed. "They may gill be dive. We can't just leave them
here"

"And they may aready be dead. If we stay here, welll be killed aswell," Stratton told him. She got
back on the com-link. "Bradley, we can't wait. Were lifting off. Well come back for you.”

"This thing was made to take re-entry and meteor showers. Rocks and spears aren't likely to hurt
it!" Decker screamed. "We canwait.”

"How long do you think it's going to take them to figure out that rocks and spears aren't going to
damage us and go after tools? They have time and man power on their side. If Bradley and Jackson are
gill dive, wewill come back for them. For now we're going to run and hide," Stratton assured him.

"Hretheforwardcannons . . . "

"If | use the armaments we won't have enough power left to make escape velocity. The armaments
on askiff arefor emergency useonly!" Stratton said.

"And thisisn't an emergency!" Decker screamed.

"Not yet," Stratton answered camly.

"Call Briggs. Report what's happening and send for reinforcements,” Decker pleaded.

"Oh,yes . . . That'sexactly what we al want to do — escaate the problems down here. You
know how the Reliance dealswith primitive uprisings. They send bombersin to hammer the place level
whether we — or Bradley and Jackson are here or not." She lifted off asthe natives scattered.

"Then fire the cannons. If we aren't planning to go back to the Station anyway, what does it
meatter?' Decker asked.

"I'm not going to cut our options. I'm not willing to burn out bridges we may need." Shelifted off. "If
we shoot them, how are we going to prove that we want to help them? If we wind up being stuck on this
planet, we had damn well better find away to get dong with the natives. Thelast thing wewant to dois
make them more hostile than they aready are." She flew the skiff away from the palace and the capital
city.

"In case you didn't understand, when we decided to defect, you were no longer in command,”
Decker said. "Y ou left Jackson and Bradley down thereto die.”



"Right now I'min command of this skiff because I'm sitting in this chair and the only way you're
going to get me out of thischair isto burn aholein melike the one you burned in Hank. If they had it in
their headsto kill Bradley and Jackson, they have aready done so. If they are till dive, wewill go back
and get them. But we obvioudy aren't going to be able to snesk past anyonein thisship.”

Decker nodded his head in reluctant agreement.

"Now buckle up. I'm setting thisthing down,”" Stratton ordered.

* * %

Bradley looked at the ring of guardsthat had closed in around he and Jackson and then back at the
King.

"What isdl this?' Bradley asked. He heard but ignored Stratton's frantic call sounding from the
transmitter in hisear.

"Y ou said wewould be cured,” the King said. "We are not cured. Now you tell us you want the
gold back. My people have traded with the Reliance in good faith for hundreds of years. Now you trade
my peoplefor gold and then order that we give the gold back to you."

"Ligentome . . . TheRdiance hasindeed dedt in bad faith with you. | don't agree with what
the Reliance is doing and neither do these people with me. That iswhy —at risk of our very lives—we
have come hereto tell you that the gold the Reliance has given you istainted. It isthe gold that ismaking
you sick. If you will only think about it, you will know that what | am telling you istrue.”

The King laughed, and the priestsjoined in. Then he stopped laughing and spoke angrily. ™Y ou think
that since we do not have the technology of your people that we are stupid and smple minded. We are
not stupid. We know what you are doing. Y ou are trying to trick us so that you have everything and we
have nothing. Wewill no longer make trade with the Rdliance.”

"Good, you shouldn't,” Bradley said. "Only listen to me. If you do not take the gold off your bodies
and bury it in adeep holefar from your people, then you will die. Youwill al die.”

The King laughed again. "1 cannot die; | am agod. My soul will sSmply be moved into the body of
the Chosen One.”

The man Bradley assumed was the head priest shook with apparent excitement, then bent down
and whispered excited words into the King/God's ear. The King's face at first looked amazed and then if
it was possible more angry than before. He arose shakily from histhrone and walked around Bradley and
Jackson, looking them over.

"S0," hesaid a length. "Thisisthe gamethat you play. Y ou bring someillness hereto afflict me, and
then you kidnap the Chosen One so that when | die my soul will have nowhereto go. Y our own evil shdl
be your undoing. Guards! Take their wegpons and throw them into the dungeon.” He stopped and glared
into Bradley'sface. "When your Cagptain returns my son, then | shdl return you two."

"We do not have your son,” Bradley assured him. "Our Captain will not bargain with you; it isn't our
custom.”

Jackson looked at him as the guards started to take their weapons, but Bradley shook his head.
They couldn't fight their way out of here. Not right now. Even if they could Stratton had just informed him
that she was|eaving with the ship, so there was nowhere to run. Jackson let go of hisweapon reluctantly
and the guards started to lead them away.

Bradley baulked, turned back to the King and tried once more, "We don't have your son!" The
guards began to drag them out. "I1t'sthe gold which isgoing to kill you. Think about it! When did you get
sck? Damnit, we aretrying to help you! Y ou don't understand the ways of our people, or you would
know that by doing thiswe put oursalves at greet risk. Why not remove the gold from yourselves and see
if you don't get better? Seeif I'm telling the truth or not. What could be the harm in that?*

"l will hear no more of your lies! Take them away!" the King screamed, waving his sumps
dismissvely.

The King sat on histhrone with his head perched on one of his sumpsthoughtfully.



"What are you thinking?' the high priest asked Taheed.

"Whatif . . . Whatif hestdling thetruth, and it isthe gold metd which ismaking ussck?'
Taheed asked.

"How could metal make aman sick? Has the gold metal of your office that you have worn since
taking over from your father ever madeyouill?'

"No,but . . ."

"Did not the gods speak through us saying that it iswholly good and right that we should trade our
warriorsfor gold and cloth? Thisillnessis something brought by the Rellanceso they may now take back
what isrightfully ours. Theillnesswill pass, thegodshavesadso . . .

"Do you redly think that they are responsible for Taeed's disgppearance?' Taheed asked.

"I do not know. | cannot be certain. | will ask the godswhen | return to the Temple tonight.”

"Whileyou are at it, ask where heis" Taheed commanded.

"I will ask, but you know that such questions often have answers which are not easily read, for the
godsanswer inmysteriousways . . . | will leave now, and return to the Temple. | shall talk to the
gods and perhaps have answersfor you shortly.”

"Ziphed, my brother," Taheed called out to the priest's departing form.

The high priest turned to look at the King. "Yes, My Lord?"

"Why isit that | cannot talk to the gods? Would it not be more expedient that way? Wouldn't it be
better if | asked the gods questions and they answered me directly?*

"Y ou do not have the gift — few Kings have. It isagift more suitably given to the brothers of the King, to
the priests. It isour calling. When we hear the voicesin our heads we know that the gods have chosen us
to speak with them and to tell those who cannot hear them what istheir will." Ziphed bowed and then
|eft.

Taheed did not fed satisfied with Ziphed's answer. He got up and started to pace in front of the
window. Thefact that hefelt well enough to do this proved — &t least to him — that the dien's medicine
was hdping.

"How can | be sure of what the gods say if they do not say them to me?' Taheed asked. "One day
hetells methat my diseaseis caused by the gods because they're angry that Taeed has run off. Now he
tellsmethat the disease is caused by the actions of the Reliance, and that my son has not run off, but has
been taken. The man in the dungeon says he no longer works for the Reliance. He gives us medicine that
—whileit doesnot cure, certainly has made us fed better. He says the gold makes usill." He noticed then
that Y ashi was nodding and grunting excitedly. Y ashi held out hisarmsfor the King to see, and the King
noticed for thefirst timethat Yashi wasnot sick. "Yashi . . . Youdo not havethe sckness!"

Y ashi nodded more excitedly, and pointed to the chains on the King's neck and then to hisown
bare neck

"Areyousaying . . . Isthat what you have beentrying to say al dong? Do you think it isthe
gold?" Taheed asked.

The mute nodded his head vigoroudly.

Taheed took the mass of gold chains from his neck and looked at them. He didn't fed any different,
gill . . . "If thepriests say one thing one day and something el se the next, then there is a chance that
man istelling the truth. Who isto say that your council isnot equa to that of the priests?If | anagod —
and | must believethat | am —then my own judgment should be as good as any priest's— or better.

Y ashi, take these chains and dl other Reliance gold from the throne room and bury it in the palace
garden. Then go into the city to Jarish the Jeweler who weaves reedsinto fine chains. Buy from him
enough of the gold-colored reed chainsto take the place of the real gold ones. In thisway the priestswill
never know that | did not heed their council. If | should get well whilethe priestsremainill, then the gold
ispoison and | will deal with the Reliance accordingly. "I begin to believe, Y ashi, that | have been very
poorly advised. If you and the man in the dungeons are correct, then | must think seriously what | should
do —about many things. Perhaps | will tell the priests, and perhaps | will not. 1t depends mostly on what



they tell me concerning what the gods have told them about my son.”

Bradley paced back and forth behind the bars of the cell in what had no doubt been the old ship's
brig. He and Jackson were not alone. Severd of the cells were occupied including the one on thelr right.
On aplanet where metal was scarce you would have thought this ship would have been torn down long
ago and used to make toals. As Stratton had suggested some of the origina occupants of this ship must
have lived and obvioudy they had set themsalves up as godsto the Smple natives thet lived here. The
survivors and the natives made this place into some holy cathedrd, thus keeping it from being
cannibalized to make picks and shovels.

Stratton was suddenly talking to him again.

"Bradley, if you guysare dive, you'd better come back. We're not risking our assesto rescue
cadavers, over."

The transmission was fuzzy; no doubt because of the thickness of the hull on thisantique, but il
audible. He just hoped hisreply could get out.

He looked around to make sure none of the other prisoners were watching him and raised the
wrist-com to his mouth, punching the button.

"Stratton, thisis Bradley, we have been incarcerated in the old ship's brig. Repesat. We have been
incarcerated. Can you read?’

"Barely," came back thereply.

He smiled at Jackson and held thumbs up. Jackson let out ardlieved sigh and sat down for the first
time since they had been put in the cell.

"Incarcerated is better than dead,” Stratton continued. " Get back to me with the particulars —where
the brig islocated, how well guarded, etc., and welll see what we can do about getting you out of there.”
"I'll ssewhat | can find out. Don't try anything crazy. No sensein dl of uswinding up in here or worse.
Over."

"Not much chance of that; I'm no hero. | a least want to wait till dark. There are alot of them, so
the only way we're going to get you out of thereis by using our heads, not with force or bravado. Over,"
Stratton said

"Kegp transmissions to aminimum. Remember the natives aren't our only problem. If the Reliance
finds out what we've been doing they'll be on uslike stink on aturd. Every time we use the transmitter we
risk detection. Over," Bradley replied.

"With the pulsesit's doubtful that planet to planet communications would be picked up by the
station, but just in case change your channel to 00 opt 9. What the hell happened in there anyway?
Over," Stratton asked.

"I will change my setting when we close transmission. Good thinking. They thought we weretrying
to trick them out of their gold. Sufficeit to say that it just doesn't pay to try to be anice guy. Over and
out." Helowered hiswrist and moved to sit beside Jackson.

"Well?" Jackson asked.

"We need to find out as much as we can and then radio Stratton. Redlitically | don't know what
they can do. There are only two of them and about agazillion of these bastards running around,” Bradley
sad.

Jackson nodded.

"Y es, but none of them arethe King'sguards,” the native guy in the next cell said in Reliance.

Bradley and Jackson both jumped, and then turned around to stare at the man. He was dressed as
many of the other natives were in asmple cloth loin-cloth and deeveless shirt made of rough brown
fabric. Hisface shone with afriendly smile that was amost too big for hisface.

"What do you mean?"' Bradley asked him.

"TheKing'sguards are highly trained fighters, and they know the palace well. But the King's guards



al gone looking for the Chosen One, who has run away for these many times" he said in hisbroken
Rdiance.

Bradley found that he had to play back what the man had said in his mind to understand what he
was actudly saying.

"Run away?" Bradley asked.

"Oh, yes, hedoesit dl thetime," the native said and then fell silent.

"Why?' Bradley asked

Theman looked a him slently and smiled.

"Why does he run away?' Bradley asked dowly, thinking that perhaps the man hadn't understood
his question.

"Y ou going to break out?' the man asked.

Bradley thought for only a second about lying to the fellow and then said, "Why do you ask?"

"| thought you would be smart men,” helaughed. "I'min here; | want out. Y ou get me out with you;
| tell youwhat | know and help usdl get out."

"If we're breaking out, and you help us by telling uswhat we need to know, then we would help you
get out aswell," Bradley promised.

He smiled and nodded, then started talking. "Rumor hasit that the Chosen Oneisvery unhappy.
That he doesn't want to be the King or agod. He has his own spirit and wantsto keep it that way. For
thisreason he and his servant run away dl the time. But thistime he has been gone longer than ever
before, much longer. So the King has sent away al of his persona guardsto go out in search of the
Chosen One and his companion. The men who fill the Temple now are not the King'sguard. They are
amplefightersfrom the town, chosen by the prieststo fill in while the paace retinueisaway. Sncewars
are not dlowed in the haly city, these men have never even seen an actua battle. What's more, they get
logt easily inthe palace. Thisiswhy they are running around like crazy people. They arelost. If your
friends on the outside were to dress like us, they could sneak in undetected, and we could al be out of
here before they even missed us.

"Only one problem with that," Bradley said with asmile. "We are adifferent color than you are. Our
friends are too, and one of them isawoman." Bradley noticed that the native's Reliance was getting
better. Either that, or his ear was becoming accustomed to his speech, because he was much easier to
understand.

"Y es, that could be aproblem,” the man said thoughtfully shaking his head. Then he snagpped his
fingers. "I'vegotit . . . They could dresslikethe gods.”

"How could they do that?' Bradley asked. "What do your gods look like?'

"Likeaman in aspace auit," he said matter-of-factly. ™Y ou have space suits, don't you?”

Bradley remembered then what Stratton had said when they first got here about removing their
auits."Yes buthow . . . What areyou herefor anyway?'

The man laughed. "Sirs, you are looking at a defrocked priest. | read the holy books. | know what
happened to the former inhabitants of this place. | know that thisis a space ship. | know that the voices
that talk in my head and those of my brothers are agenetic legacy of insanity, and that they have nothing
to do with hearing any god. | smply tell the voicesto shut up. Sometimesthey even listen. | tried to tell
my brothersthe truth, but they caled me a blasphemer and threw me out of the Temple into the street,
where | lived for many years as acommon fish cleaner. But when my brother the King started to sell our
peopleinto davery, | could remain silent no longer. | spoke openly against him and the priests. | told the
people the truth about our so-called gods. They threw rocks at me for my trouble, and | was thrown
into jail. So you see, | know the palaceisjust a space ship, the cloud god isjust athermo generator, and
our King isjust aman whom the priests have maimed to serve their purpose. And | can help you get out
of here"

Bradley wasinclined to agree. Together the three of them started to form aplan.

* * *



Y ashi was on hisway back to the palace with abag full of the gold colored reed chains. The chains
had become very popular since the priests and King had started wearing chains of the yellow metd.

Y ashi had been more than alittle afraid that he would not find enough in Jarish's whole store to supply
what the King needed, but the jeweler had enough —just.

Gradudly Y ashi became aware that he was being followed. He turned quickly and out of the corner
of his eye he saw someone met into the shadows. Y ashi instantly knew who had sent the spy, and why
he was being tailed. When he turned the next corner he stopped, laid the bag of fragile chainson the
ground out of harm'sway and waited. When the following priest rounded the corner, Y ashi grabbed him
and dung him againgt the building with force. The priest turned frightened eyesto Yashi. Y ashi wasabig,
formidable looking man made strong from years of doing the work of two.

Y ashi looked at the priest with murder in his eyes. There was something about having your tongue
cut out and branded adavein infancy on thewhim of apriest that just made you grow up hating them.
Till now he had never dared to lay hands on one, but right now he was working for the King, doing his
bidding. That meant that this priest wasin fact gpying on the God/King, and therefore Y ashi in his
position asthe King's handswas well within hisrights.

"Y ashi, you are not to touch the priests! Y ou let me go at oncel” the priest screamed.

Y ashi was unable to question the man because he had no tongue. Unable to question him, he
couldn't be certain that the priest didn't mean the King harm. So he dammed him into thewall ashard as
he could forty times and then buried his body in the same spot in the pal ace garden that he had buried the
tainted gold. Then hetook the chainsto the King.

"Yaghi . . . | wasworried,” the King looked him over. "Areyou dl right?'

Y ashi nodded hishead gravely.

"Good, | need to go to the bathroom.”

Y et another reason for Y ashi to hate the priests.

* * %

Stratton set the skiff down in agrove of short treesjust outside the capitd that didn't come closeto
hiding it, and she and Decker made their way through the city at night carrying their space suits. Ahead of
them they heard some screaming and ducked out of cover just long enough to witness the violent murder
of apriest. Stratton leaned againgt the wall panting heavily and looked at Decker who looked like he was
as closeto throwing up as shewas. They couldn't get involved; they were hereto get Bradley and
Jackson out of prison. That was their mission. Straying from their mission to try and help these peopleis
what had caused dl their problemsin thefirst place.

When the big man carried his victim away, Stratton and Decker started to move again. The night
was warm, which iswhy they had chosen to carry the space suitsrather than wear them. They were
somewhat climate controlled, but without the addition of cooling packs— yet more weight —wearing them
would still cause you to burn completely dive after just afew minutes of walking on ahot planet with a
gravitationa pull stronger than what you were used to. But carrying the damn things wasn't much better.
They were bulky and hard to hang on to. When the antiquated space ship wasin sght they stopped and
donned their suits. Then weaponsin hand they started for the ship.

Asthey got to the door the two guards on duty dropped to the ground, prostrating themselves
before them. Stratton smiled satisfactorily, and looked at the directions that Bradley had given her, and
that she had programmed into her wrist-com. She was glad to have the map as they got into the belly of
the ship. It was poorly laid out, and it would be far too easy to get lost. All of the guards they passed had
the same reaction to them as the ones they had passed at the entrance.

Decker looked at her and smiled. "Thisistoo easy," he said. He had no sooner spoken the words
than they went around a corner, and there stood a priest. He looked at them, pointed, and started
babbling excitedly in his native tongue.

Stratton had no ideawhat he was saying, but from the reactions of the three guardswith him it was
obviousthat he knew they were fakes, and that his words were enough to convince the guards who



immediately became aggressive.

The two guards closest to them ran forward, spears at the ready. She blasted one and the priest just
for good measure as Decker took out the other two. Then she followed the computer drawn map at a
run to the brig, Decker right behind her. Five guards who had apparently heard the commotion down the
hall seemed to be confused about how to react to them. They couldn't seem to decide whether they
should be worshiping them or killing them. She smacked one hard in the face with the butt of her rifle
when he got too close, and as he went redling into the bars of acell, she made her way to the control
pand. She didn't bother to try and figure out which button controlled which cell. Bradley and Jackson
might bein any of them, so she just opened them al hoping to save time and further confuse the guards
with alarge scale prison break.

Absol ute pandemonium beyond her wildest dreams followed the release of the prisoners. The
guards were running around trying to stop the prisoners, and the prisoners seemingly preferred open
conflict with the guardsto actudly fleeing. In dl the mayhem it took several minutes for them to locate
Bradley and Jackson, or more accurately for Bradley and Jackson to find them. There was a native man
with Bradley, and from theway he clung to Bradley's shirt it was obvious that he had no intention of
being left behind.

Just asthey dl cametogether aguard came at them screaming with his spear raised. Decker fired
his wegpon and hit histarget, but unfortunately not before the warrior had released his spear. The
primitive wegpon struck Decker square in the chest, and Decker went down —making it pretty obvious
to dl the guards that there were people in the suits, not gods. If the guards hadn't been so busy
exchanging blows with the other prisoners, they would have no doubt come after them more effectively.

Redlizing that they were running short on time, Bradley grabbed Decker's wegpon as Jackson
grabbed Decker and threw him over his shoulder. They made arun for the exit. The native had let go of
Bradley and was now leading the way out. Stratton lost count of how many of them shekilled as she
took point, and she was glad to know that Bradley was watching their backs. He wasn't military, but he
was more capable then most of the soldiers she knew.

Once out of the palace area, the native tugged on her arm and led them to a service hatch that
opened into a cargo bay. He opened the door to reved an ancient land rover. They dl ran for cover in
the storage compartment, and the native explained as he was getting in the vehicle and Stting down.

"It ralls, it runs, we can useit to get away."

Bradley jumped in the driver's seat and |ooked at the dashboard. 1t wasn't adifficult machineto
figure out, and it looked asif it had been well maintained. He turned the key that stuck out of what he
thought must be theignition, and it started right up. Jackson laid Decker in the back and then unplugged
the land rover. Stratton, who had been firing at the natives from the doorway, holding them off, jumped in
as Bradley drove up next to her.

The vehiclewasn't very fast, but it was more than fast enough to out run the spears and the natives
on foot. Still, Bradley didn't dare to breathe again until they were out of the city. Stratton sat beside him
giving him directionsto where they had | eft the skiff. When he saw it he got astrange since of
homecoming. He pulled the land rover over next to it and parked.

The native immediately jumped out of the vehicle and started to walk away fast. "Thank you! Thank
you very much."

Bradley ran after him catching hold of hisarm. "Where do you think you're going?'

"To the next village. Thank you, thank you very much." He started to walk away again, and was
brought up short because Bradley still had ahold on hisarm.

"We till need your help. We know very little about your planet, and we do not speak your
language. Because wetried to help your very ungrateful King we may be stuck herefor the rest of our
natura lives. We're going to need aguide," Bradley explained.

Thenative Sghed, looking resolved. "All right." He sighed again. "I'll help you." He started mumbling
something in his native tongue. Bradley could only guess at what he was actualy saying.



Jackson and Stratton had retrieved the pocket medic and were both bent over Decker inthe
vehide

"How ishe?" Bradley asked walking over.

"Not good," Stratton said in awhisper. "The spear is closeto his heart. It's more than a pocket
medic can handle. He needs a doctor."

"Do you have doctors?' Bradley asked the native, who was still mumbling.

"The priestsal know medicine" he said walking over and looking a Decker and then walking
quickly away.

Bradley grabbed hisarm again. "And youre apriest.”

"Wes . . "

"Y ou still know how to doctor wounds," Bradley said dragging him back over to Decker.

"That'sbad," Jessit said. "Maybe Jessit would try to fix your friend, and maybe he would die
anyway. And maybe when he diesyou will blame Jessit, and then kill him or worse."

"Wheat could be worse than killing you?' Jackson haf growled at him.

"l can think of lotsof things" Jessit said.

"I'll tell you what, Shit Head, if you don't try to save my friend, and he dies, I'll figure out what one
of thosethingsareand do it," Jackson said heavily.

Bradley glared at Jackson, silently letting him know that he wanted him to shut up. "If you try to help
him, | promise no harm will come to you whether helivesor dies.”

Jessit nodded. "We will need light and medical supplies.” He turned to Jackson. "My nameis Jessit,
Je-s-si-t. Not Sheet-he'd, or whatever you said.”

* k%

They had carried Decker into the skiff, and the native had familiarized himsdlf with their medica
equipment, checked out the wound, and then gone on a search for plants he said were medicina. Bradley
sent Jackson with him becauise he didn't trust Jessit to return on his own.

When Jessit returned he carefully laid out severd different leaves and twig-looking things, and a
dead lizard asthick asapencil and long as his pam. He did the same with the medica tools.

Then he stuck his hands on the spear, grunted loudly and shoved it through.

"What the hell!" Jackson started to rush forward, and Bradley grabbed him.

"The heads are lashed and grooved in such amanner that if you pull on them they come off in the
body cavity, or pull hisinsdes out with them. Neither isvery good,” Jessit explained. Herolled the
injured man on his side, grabbed the head of the spear with forceps and pulled it out. Then he untied the
spearhead and removed it from the shaft. Only then did he pull the shaft out. He dapped one of the
leaves on the wound in Decker's back and applied direct pressure. It quit bleeding amost at once. He
then rolled Decker back onto his back. After moving the clothing out of the way, he took a scalpel from
the tools and made the incision bigger. Then he stuck hishand in the opening and started fedling around.
"The heart isfine, but itisas| feared, hislung has been nicked and is collapsed.” He withdrew his hand,
picked up one of three hollow reeds he had laid out on the table and carefully inserted it into the hole he
had found in Decker's lung. Then he stuck the lizard into the reed tube and blew.

"What the fuck are you doing!" Jackson screamed.

"Thelizard will repair the damagein thelung,” Jessit explained.

"A dead lizard! Come on, Sergeant, he'skilling him for sure.”

"Thelizard isnot dead. Heis deeping. At night when the temperature drops the roseau lizard fals
into adeep deep likeacoma. Y our friend's body temperature will awaken him. In trying to escape from
the prison he finds himsdlf in, hewill run around finding holes. They will not be big enough for him to exit,
and he will become frightened. When he becomes frightened his skin emits amedicine that sealslung
tissue, and hewill leave this medicine behind him, sedling the punctures. Eventudly hewill find the naturdl
ar entrance to the lung and come out in either your friend's nose or his mouth. Y ou must tell your friend



to bring him up and not to swallow him or in any way damage a cresture which has done him nothing but
good, for if heinjuresit bad luck will fal on him like apoorly made tent.”

"That'scrazy. Lieutenant . . . Youcantactudly think that. . . that. . . lizard isgoing to save
Decker."

Stratton shrugged. "Our own medicines have come from sourcesjust as strange. We have used
maggots to help cure gang green and leeches to help remove clotting around resttachments. We know
nothing of this planet. None of usknow any more than basic first aid. Thisman obvioudy believesin this
treatment. As primitive as his medica techniques may seem to be, he till knows more than we do. He's
Decker'sonly shot.”

Jessit, who had stopped working on Decker, looked at Bradley. Bradley nodded and Jessit went
back to work. He removed the reed from the chest cavity, wrung one of the plants out over theincision
and the wound started to foam. When it stopped foaming he wiped it clean and then stuck another of the
leaves over the entrance wound and again dl bleeding stopped. Jessit rose to hisfull height and wiped the
sweet off hisbrow.

"Now wewait," hesaid.

Stratton gave Decker a shot of antibiotics with the pocket medic, thinking that it couldn't hurt.

"We need to move," Bradley said.

"Whereto?' Stratton asked.

"Anywhere away from here. Before either the Reliance or the natives can find us," Bradley
answered

Stratton nodded. That made sense. "We could go to the village where the transmat was sabotaged.
If it wastheNew Alliance . . . Well, then maybe we could hook up with them. If not and the Reliance
findsusit will a least look like we're trying to do our job."

"Andif it wasn't the New Alliance, which isjust aslikely, then wewill bewaking into avillage full of
angry natives who will no doubt see us asthe same sort of scum they have driven from their land and
attack us, too," Bradley said.

"We could get closeto the village, do areconnai ssance, and find out just exactly what did happen,”
Jackson suggested.

"That sounds good," Bradley said looking at Stratton. She nodded. "Have we severed all
communication linkswith the sation?"

"Y es, and the pulses should make it difficult if not impossbleto trace the skiff's ozonetrail.
However with dl communications shut down they will assume weve been killed, and it will only bea
matter of time before they send afull military away team including one or more GSH'sto seewhat's
happened to us. No doubt they won't be in a skiff, but afully operational battle cruiser,” Stratton assured
him.

Bradley looked troubled for aminute, then he smiled as he suddenly had abrilliant idea. "Were
doing thisal wrong. Restore the link with the ship.”

"Why . . . Areyounuts.”

"No, actudly. | just started thinking clearly,” Bradley said excitedly. "Don't you see? If thereisno
form of communication from the planet to the station, then they can't know anything that we have done.
We can tdll Briggs whatever we think he wantsto hear.”

"How do we explain that we have been out of touch ever since our arrival?' Stratton asked.

"Tdl him there was trouble with the ship on entry,” Bradley said. "That | wasjust now ableto repair
the damage done to the communications system. Hell, blameit on the pulses. God knows we've been
blaming everything that's gone wrong on them ever snce we got here.”

"What if he doesn't buy our bullshit and sends someone to check it out?' Jackson asked.

Suddenly Bradley started laughing.

"What's so funny?" Jackson asked.



"Well, just think about it. If they cometo look for usthey'll go to the Capital first, and just think
what they'll bewdking into," Bradley said.

Stratton laughed, too, then. "They'll be too busy dealing with the natives to worry about where we
are, or what we're doing.”

Chapter Twelve

"Of courseyou can,” RJsaid obvioudly agitated, athough Topaz couldn't be sure whether she was
mad at him, or if she was mad because she couldn't find something she was looking for on the ship. "It
should be easy. Smply take the hands off the robot and put them on the boy."

The others were outside sitting around the campfire roasting yet another lizard. RJand Topaz had
goneinto the ship to look for tools with which he might work the magic she was demanding he do.

"Gee! It does sound easy. Whatever was | worried about?' Topaz said rolling hiseyesand
throwing hishands around in huge arcs. "We smply take the robotic hands that run with hydraulics, fiber
optics and a power pack, and hook them up on a human who has blood and veins and a heart for
power. Why anyone can see that they are completely compatible,and . . . "

"l waan't thinking cybernetics, Smart Ass. | was thinking you could make them into arobotic
progthesis. Hook them up so that they open and close by movement command. Y ou know, like the
hands open and close when he moves his elbow. Fix them to some sort of harness that could go under
hisclothing," RJsad.

"Oh . . . Wadl, that does make sense," Topaz mumbled then screamed, "but it won't be easy!
Not on aprimitive planet withvery fewtools . . . "

"Blah, blah blah," RJsaid with a crooked grin. " Stop talking, Old Man, and just do it. Poley and
Haldeed will help you." RJ sat down at the instrument panel of the skiff and started working at the ship's
computer, apparently giving up her search for whatever sheld been previoudy looking for.

"And just what the hdll will you be doing while I'm building hands?' Topaz asked.

"I noticed something while | was looking around in here earlier today. | wastrying to get abead on
any Reliance ship that might comeinto our air gpace. | was checking different channels, trying to intercept
communications between the surface and the station . . . "

"Werethere any?' Topaz asked.

"I'm suretherewere; | just never keyed into the right sequence. And of course thereis aways that
damned magnetic pulse. However | picked up somethingdse . . . Listentothis™ RJordered. She
pulled up the audio, and aloud high-pitched whinefilled the air for afew seconds and stopped.

Topaz covered hisears. "What the hdll isthat?"

"| think it's adistress beacon. It sends out asigna every three hours unlessinterrupted by a
magnetic pulse. But it's not Reliance. It'slike nothing I've ever heard. Come here," she ordered. Topaz
moved to stand behind her looking over her shoulder at the screen as atopographica map created by
bouncing sound waves off surfaces came up on the monitor. RJ pointed to aspot on the map. "I've
traced the sound to this small mountain range here. Now the skiff's power cells have powered up enough
to move usto about here." She made acircle with her finger on the screen and it stayed on the map.
"That should move you far enough away from here to keep the Reliance from landing on top of you, and
it would put us about fifteen miles from the site—agood one day hike even with the added weight that
gravity putson us."

"All right, but why?I've never known you to giveinto curiosity,” Topaz said.

"It'ssome sort of ship, Topaz," RJsaid in adisbelieving tone.

"S0?" Topaz shrugged.

"Areyou taking dullness lessons from David?' RJsnapped. "If therésaship, it might have aviable



power supply. It obvioudy has some sort of power or it couldn't send out a distress beacon. We need a
power supply. Go to ship. Get power supply. Bring back. Ugh."

"What about your plan to wait for a Reliance ship to find us and then kill them and take their ship?
That sounded like a pretty sound plan to me," Topaz said.

"It was and i, except that aship should have come by now. Which means one of two things. Either
Mickey's message to the ship hasled them to the obvious conclusion that there are New Alliance rebels
on the planet's surface and they are proceeding with caution. In which case we might have awell armed
Elite assault team complete with a squadron of GSH come through the brush a us at any time. Or, we
completely destroyed their station in our attack, and there are no ships to come down here.”

"Or worse yet — some wildcard has thrown the whole deck off, in which case thereis no preparing
for what might happen?' Topaz suggested.

"Exactly,” RJsaid nodding.

Captain Briggs paced the command deck with both his hands buried in histhinning hair. Everything
was going to hdll in ahand basket. Firgt there was the missing ship. Then the attack on the transport bay.
Then the message from the "President™ of the New Alliance claiming responsbility for the attack. He sent
an away team comprised of people he despised and considered expendabl e to the surface to find out
what had gone wrong, and while he hardly cared what had happened to them, he redlly did need the
information. He needed to know just exactly what had gone wrong on the planet and why. He had
rounded up every single person on the ship who he had suspected of espionage and executed six of
them. But apparently he hadn't corraled al the rebels on board, because as he was executing the last of
the six someone had released dl the others and riots had started al over the ship. He had spent four
hours hiding in his quarters until the Elite guard had put an end to the riots and rounded up dl those
responsible.

The man who had replaced Bradley in overseeing the very real problem of the hole that had been
blown in the side of the station had been one of the first arrested in theriots. With no red supervisor and
with the rest of the maintenance staff making up roughly haf of those aso responsible and subsequently
imprisoned for the riots, work to repair the damage done in the explosion had been dowed to acrawl.
Asif that weren't bad enough, the maintenance staff had sabotaged still other areas of the station o that
absolutely nothing was running asit should be. Toilets were backing up and water was running down the
halls. The garbage disposa had stopped working and garbage was building up in the hallsaswell.
Vending machines weren't vending. In short, everything was amess.

Now the crew from Stashes that had been brought in to fix the breach in the hull was orbiting the
gtation refusing to dock or to consider even unloading necessary materials until Briggs could proveto
them that the station was completely under his control, and that there was no chance of yet another riot.
Which of course he couldn't actualy do because thét little freak from the New Alliance was taking over
his screens every hour on the hour, giving his personnel amessage to revolt. Crew mora since he had
ordered the execution of the"spies’ wasat an dl timelow, and it was obvious that many of hiscrew
would rather take their chancesfighting the system than just letting it kill them.

He stopped pacing and went back to his command chair. He removed his hands from hishair and
tried to straighten it. He took a deep breath, et it out and sat down. Ready, he nodded to his
communications officer, implying that he was ready to try to tak to theidiot from Stashesagain. The
communications officer just stood there scratching his balls, pparently oblivious to the unspoken
commeand.

Briggs could fed himself sarting to lose control, so he took another deep cleansing bresth. "Hail the
Kryptonite . . . "

"Sir, I've got amessage from Lieutenant Stratton!" he yelled out excitedly.

"Wdll, don't just stand there like amoron. Patch her through . . . " Thiscould bejust what he
needed to convince those moron Stashes maintenance men that he was back in control.



"Stratton calling Pam Station. Come in Pam Station,” the Lieutenant's voi ce was breaking up pretty
badly, but was till recognizable.

"Transmission is bad, but we read.”

"Thank God!" Stratton said. "Entry did something to our ship's communications system. Bradley has
been working on it most of the day. Between the damage and the pul ses we've been unable to make
contact." The transmisson was Sarting to get clearer.

"Have you been able to find anything out?' Briggs asked.

"The King claimed to know nothing about what had happened. Not too hard to believe since the
incident took place severd hundred milesfrom the Capital. He gave us his permisson to investigate the
matter thoroughly. We are currently stationed just outside the village where the sabotage occurred. We
are planning to go in under cover of night and do areconnaissance mission. If the nativesarefully
responsible | think it would be foolhardy to trip in there and expect them to just give ustheinformation
we need. All that would do is get uskilled. Since so far our data shows no signs of a second ship, | have
to assumethat it was the natives with the help of one or more of our people who came down to do the
mission that sabotaged the transporter. No matter how they brag about it, thereis no sign that it wasthe
New Alliance. From what we have observed these natives are very fast learners. | imaginewe are
looking at asmple case of some disgruntled personnel somehow convincing the primitivesto help them
to sabotage the transporter.”

"Great," Briggs said breathing asigh of rdlief. "Get back to me as soon as you know for sure. Leave
haf your people at the ship and cadl immediately if you think you may need reinforcements. Well hit that
village with everything weve got."

"We'reright on it, Captain. Over," Stratton said.

"Keep up the good work, Stratton. There's apromotion in thisfor you. Over and out.”

Briggs leaned his head back so that his neck was resting on the back of his chair and laughed. "All
right. Now hail that glorified toilet cleaner in the Kryptonite for me."

They were dawning night camouflage. "Istherereally no trace of asecond ship? No lingering ozone
trail?' Bradley asked, zipping up the front of the coverdls.

"Who knows? On this planet none of our locating or communications equipment operates at 100
percent,” Stratton said. "Frankly | doubt it. | imaginewhat | told Briggsis more or lessthe truth."”

"It's hard to believe that someone from the station would attack it," Bradley said thoughtfully.

"l agree," Jackson said from where he sat watching Decker. "An attack like that could have taken
out thewhole station if any of the safety systems had failed. Such a person would have to have no one
they cared about on the gtation. They'd have to be afanatic.”

"| think there must be a second ship here. That spiestold the New Alliance what was going on, and
that they are herein their own ship," Bradley speculated.

"Well, on this planet, even with dl thisfancy equipment, thereisonly one way that we're going to
know whether there is another ship here or not,” Stratton said.

"How'sthat," Jackson asked.

"Seeit," Stratton answered.

* * %

All geared up, Stratton, Bradley and Jessit left for the village. Jackson would stay behind to guard
the ship and watch Decker.

The brush wasthick here, and the mud was deep. Recent rains had left asmall stream running
through the middle of what might have at one time been atrall.

Their plan was asmple one. Jessit had told them that most of the people would be adeep. He
would go to the Temple claming to be atraveling priest and find out al that he could about the attack.
Bradley and Stratton would search the village, paying particular attention to the areawhere the transmat
station had been located and look for evidence of another ship. If they found evidence of aship they



would know what kind of ship by the landing pattern it would have left in the dirt.

At the edge of the city Jessit turned towards the Temple while Bradley and Stratton headed for the
coordinates where the transmat station had been. They used buildings and small clumps of bushes and
trees as cover asthey moved slently through the village. It wasn't quite dark enough for them to fed like
they were actudly ableto use "cover of darkness.” In afew minutesthey had found the location of the
transmat station and the burnt amaost unrecognizable wreckage of the skiff that had transported it there,
Not too long after that they found the landing place of another ship.

"It'sone of ours, askiff, just like the onewere using,” Stratton said. The scanner in her hand
displayed an infrared picture of the areaand clearly identified the marks of a second ship. "Therewas
another ship.”

"How can you be so sure?’ Bradley asked. "It could have just been from where that ship landed,”
he said pointing at the wreckage.

"That ship was taken out by aplasma cannon. One like the one that is mounted on our skiffs. It sure
ashell didn't shoot itsdlf,” she said. " Someone must have hijacked the Avonlea and used a skiff to come
to the surface, but what did they do with the ship? Where did they hide it? Even with the pulses, we
would have found aship in orbit around the planet by now." She wastaking moreto herself than
Bradley. As she spoke, she started scanning the surface around the landing sSite.

"Maybethey let the skiff off and then moved the ship out of range of our detectors,”" Bradley said.

"Maybe." Stratton suddenly took a deep breath.

"What?' Bradley asked.

"Wadl, ook at the boot prints. The natives wear a soft padded leather shoe. So everything with a
hed hasto be either Reliance personnd or whoever wasin that other ship. Now this . . . " shemadea
boot print next to one the scanner clearly showed in the sand, "is an Elite boot print, and so isthat one.

Y et there were no Elites sent on thisassignment. It's not my own print becauseit's considerably larger
than mine. Which meansthat one of the people who came out of that ship was wearing Elite boots.”

"S0?" Bradley shrugged not understanding the significance of her statement.

"So . . . I'veonly ever heard of onerebe dite" Stratton said.

"Don't beridiculous! Anyone can get boots, and if you're arebel you hardly care whether or not
you're breaking the dress code.” Bradley laughed. "Come on, let's go back to the rendezvous and wait
for Jessit. With any luck helll be ableto tell us exactly what happened.”

* % %

They waited in the wet brush at the edge of town for so long that they were beginning to think Jessit

had abandoned them. They sat mostly in silence, both of them having things on their mind.

"lwonder . . . did oneof our messages get through?' Stratton mumbled, temporarily forgetting
that she wasn't alone.
"Who . . . what areyou taking about, Stratton?' Bradley asked. He'd been thinking about

Harker and was glad to have adiversion, any diversion.

"Nothing," Stratton said nervoudy. "Taking to mysdf isdl.”

Bradley quickly tried to remember exactly what she had said. "No! What the hell were you talking
about? Who were you trying to contact?' He jumped to hisfeet and turned to face her. Shewas silent
looking at the ground, and he knew. ™Y ou!" he said through clenched teeth. "Y ou!" He reached down,
grabbed her by her collar and started shaking her. "It was you? Y ou were the freaking spy, and you let
Harker diefor it. Y ou let them space Harker knowing that it was you al dong that |esked the information
to the Rebels."

Stratton let her tearsfdl as she pushed away from him. "I didn't know they were going to space
him! Besides, | didn't think any of our transmissions went through." She laughed then, though obvioudy
not because she was amused. She wiped her face on the back of her deeve. "We were trying to get you
over toour Sde. You idiot! Y ou were so sure Harker wasn't involved. Harker started the rebellion on
the station, Bradley! He recruited me, not the other way around. He was baiting you, baiting everyone,



trying to seewhere their loydtieslie. Between he and | we have haf the maintenance staff and onethird
of the combat units on the station ready to revolt. But it wasn't enough to ensure success. To do that we
would have had to infiltrate the entire station, and that was going to take time we didn't have, sowe
gtarted trying to reach the New Alliance. But we didn't think we were having any luck —and then the
transport bay was sabotaged. Everything happened so quick after that. Harker was arrested, Briggs sent
usplanet sde.” She cried harder then. "1 didn't even know they'd arrested Harker until you told me. |
didn't even get to say good bye." She sat back down on the ground and buried her facein her hands,
Bradley sat down beside her and put his arm across her shoulders.

“I'msorry . . . | should haveknown. Justthismorning . . . Oh, God! Wasthet only this
morning? Harker was saying very insubordinate, damn near treasonousthings. So was| for that matter. |
juscantbdieve . . . Harker -- arebel leader! | mean it just doesn't compute! He just never seemed

to have that much ambition. Why wouldn't he just tell me what he was doing? | would have helped. At
least now I'd like to think 1 would have. Maybe not, though. 1've always been happy to just do my job
and stay out of harm's way. Maybe Harker knew me better than | knew myself. But | do know this—|
wouldn't have ratted him out.”

"Maybe not on purpose, but once you know something . . . The Reiance hasways of making
peopletak. You can swear you'd never talk no matter how badly you were tortured, but the truth isyou
never know what you'll do when you've got ablade to your privates." Stratton sniffed and wiped her face
on her hands and then on her pants.

Bradley nodded and took adeep bresth. In lessthan aday hiswholelife—hiswhole way of
looking at things had changed. Absently he picked up some dirt in his hand and marveled &t the fact that
asmuch asit had apparently rained the ground was not mud. There was mud in the low spots, but any
place with even moderate drainage was aready starting to dry out. It was a testament to how poor the
soil was and how long it had been sincethe last timeit had rained.

"I've hardly ever been planet side," Bradley said conversationaly. "I was born and raised on Frank
Station, you know."

"No | didnt," she said knowing how unusud it was for amaintenance unit to have been raised on a
Space station.

"Y es, my parents were both air corps. | was supposed to grow up to be air corps, but the test
showed | lacked the intelligence and fortitude to be anything but maintenance class. So at ninethey sent
me away from my parents to maintenance school. Since | had lived so long in a space Sation it was
decided that | would be trained to maintain stations and star ships so my early education wouldn't be
wasted. | remember my mother cried as | boarded, but my father couldn't even look at me. He was that
ashamed of me because | was going to be in maintenance. | never told anyone this before, but for years|
cried mysdlf to deep every night because | wanted to fly so much.

"Oneday, years later, we were being trained in the hanger and | overheard one of the pilots bitching
about hisfighter —how it was|osing speed whenever he punched it. For thefirgt time since my father had
looked away from mewith shamein hiseyes| felt good about mysdlf, because you seel wasa
green-assed seventeen year old kid, and | knew what was wrong with hisfighter —and he didn't. He
could fly it, but | could fix it. | realized that — no offense—atrained rat could fly afighter, but it took
some redl smartsto know how to fix them.

"| redized that day that those tests they had given us didn't show that | wastoo stupid to be apilaot,
they showed | was too smart to be wasted on jockeying a ship, even too smart to be in combat. See,
everyone looks down on us because we're just’ maintenance, but the truth is that without us ships don't
fly, toilets don't flush, and people are snvimming in their own filth. The thing they don't want you to know
—thered secret that the Reliance is hiding from everyone—isthat the higher up you go, the stupider
people get. Briggsis Captain because he's too stupid to be trusted to do anything thet really matters.”

Stratton nodded silently.

Bradley changed the subject. " So, do you think Jessit cut and ran on us?’



"I don't know, but maybe we should go look for him," Stratton said.

"Bests Stting here getting our butts wetter." Bradley stood up and then reached down and helped
Stratton to her feet. He just stood there for asecond. " So, were you and Harker.."

"Yes," shesaid with achoking sound in her voice.

"Then I'mredly sorry," hesaid.

"I'll do better if | just don't think about it. Let'sgo look for that native."

"Who me?' Jessit said.

They jumped about afoot in the air then turned to glare at him. He just shrugged.

"Where the hell have you been?' Bradley demanded.

"You didn't think | waslikely to get astraight answer from abunch of priests, did you? One had to
tell the story of the explosion while pontificating on the deep religious meanings of the events, and then dl
the others had to disagree with him about it. I'm lucky | got out of therewhen | did." He started walking
inthedirection of the skiff, and Bradley and Stratton followed.

"So what happened?’ Bradley demanded.

"Would you like the plain, the metaphysica, or the deeply reigious verson?* Jessit asked turning to
look at them and smiling. He seemed to walk backwards in the dark with as much ease as he walked
forwardinthelight.

"Just the smpletruth, please,” Stratton said smiling back.

Jessitimparted al that he had learned. They were amost to the skiff before he finished.

" . . . Sheapparently knew the gold metal was making them sick, and she sent it and the dead
bodies and some devise away with the box. Then she and her friends left.”

"What did shelook like?" Stratton asked suspicioudy.

"Thear must betoo thin here. Y ou aren't thinking clearly. It'snot her. It couldn't be her,” Bradley
sadwith alaugh.

"They said she was like no person they had ever seen before. Her hair was aswhite as ster light

"It'sher. It'sgot to be her," Stratton said atrembling in her voice

"Issheagod then?' Jessit asked no doubt confused by the sudden fear that had entered her voice.

"It'snot her," Bradley assured Stratton. "Why would she be here? Here in the middle of spaceon a
third class planet.”

"Where else would she be? If our message got through to the New Alliance. If shelearned what the
Reliance was doing, and we know that the New Alliance knows because they sent a messageto the
station. Where else would she be? It would be just what she would do.”

Jessit sopped and they almost ran into him. He reached into hisloins cloth, and they both just
gared at him in amazement. He pulled afolded piece of parchment from his pants and opened it dowly.
"Maybethiswill help. | pinched it from one of the priests.”

Heheld it out to them, but neither wasin any hurry to take it considering where it had been. Finally
Bradley took it and held it a the corner between hisforefinger and histhumb, with hislight on it so that
they could better seeit. It was abeautifully sketched, well-crafted drawing. Bradley and Stratton |ooked
at the drawing and then at each other.

"It'sher," Bradley said. "Right down to the chain with the bent coins. My God it isthe platinum bitch
of Algterase. ItsRJ."

"WhoisthisRJ?" Jessit asked. "And, why do you sound so afraid?’

"Because she isagod,” Bradley answered.

"Tdl meyou're freaking kidding," Jackson said looking at the picture he held in hishands.

"The part about it being in his pants, or that it's RJ?" Stratton asked with asmile, having regained at
least part of her sense of humor.



Jackson sat down in one of the seatswith athud and just looked at the picture. "Freaking RJ! Here
onthisplanet. With us™

"l am confused,” Jessit said from where he sat cross-legged on the floor of the ship. ™Y ou say that
you are againgt the Reliance, and it is obviousthat she, too, is against the Reliance.”

"True," Bradley sad.

"If you are on the same sSide, then why do you fear her?' Jessit asked.

"Because . . . " Bradley didnt redly have an answer; it was adamned good question. " She might
not believe that we are dso fighting the Reliance, and shemight killus . . . "

"That'sbullshit,” Stratton said. " She's one of them. She would know we were telling the truth.
That's why we're afraid of her, Jessit. Because she's something that shouldn't exi<t, the product of some
mad scientist's experiment. A being that can sense our very emotions, can run faster, and jump higher
than we can. Sheisaso stronger than we are. This gravity that has worn us down wouldn't even faze her.
The spear that has dmost killed Decker wouldn't have even nicked her skin. She needs very little deep,
and very littlefood. Sheislike amachine except that she fed sdl the same emotionsthat wefed. She
believes utterly in her cause and will execute any plan to stop the Reliance ruthlessly. She cannot be
stopped.”

""She sounds like the sort of being you would want on your Sde,” Jessit said, till not understanding
ther fear.

Bradley laughed nervoudy. "Wdll, you sure as hell wouldn't want her againg you. It'sjust . . . "
Bradley shrugged, he didn't know how to explainiit.

Jessit jumped up as sudden understanding filled him. He looked at Bradley and clapped his hands
together in excitement. "It islike my people. They believe in our gods and praise them, but they don't
redly want to see them, they are afraid of them.”

"Exactly,” Bradley said. "That's exactly what it's like. But, scared or not, | think we al know that
it'sin our best interest to find RJ and pool our efforts.”

"Damn, | was afraid you were going to say that," Jackson said burying hisfacein hishands. "RJ,
man, freaking RJ How do you know shewon't just kill us out-right?*

"We make damn sure she knows we aren't athrest to her,” Bradley said.

"Hell, she dready knows that. She could kill usal and never even work up aswest," Jackson
moaned.

"Y ou know what he means," Stratton said. "Between uswe know everything about the station, and
Jessit knows everything about this planet. We could be valuable to her. RJisn't stupid, and if we hook up
with her well have ahdl of alot better chance of making it when Briggs finds out what we've been up to
here

"It won't be easy to find her," Bradley said.

"Eader than you think," Stratton said. "They fired their cannon at least twice, and that meansthey're
low onfud. They couldn't have gotten very far, and we know which direction they went in when they left
here. We smply fly in that direction and look around till we find them.”

Behind them on the stretcher Decker started to cough. They dl turned quickly. His eyes opened,
and Jackson went to hisside.

"Wel I'll bel" Jackson turned around holding the lizard by thetail asit twitched. Jessit quickly
walked over and took the lizard from Jackson. He looked at Jackson, and Jackson didn't have to ask
what he wanted. "All right, dl right, I'm sorry, Man." He laughed as Jessit smiled smugly and walked out
of the ship talking to the lizard. Jackson shook Decker gently. "Hey, bud! Can you hear me?"

"Yeah," he crocked out. "Man, what happened to me?”

"A native hit you in the chest with aspear, and awitch doctor saved your life," Bradley said.

"Grest . . ." Decker forced asmile, and then made aface. "I've got the damnedest taste in my
mouth.”



* * %

Levitsstood beside RJin thefirgt light of dawn and looked up at the mountain ahead of them.

"Youdidnt tel usit wasafifteen mile hike sraight up,” Levits said shaking his head. Hisback ill
hurt from the rather rough, powerless landing he had made just afew hours ago because RJinssted on
pushing the power cellsasfar as she pushed everything el se.

"It'snot Sraight up. More on an anglelike this," RJsaid holding her hand at about forty-degrees.

"Gee! And | thought Poley was supposed to be learning from you, not the other way round,” Levits
hissed. He glared a David who waslaughing. "What are you doing, Shit Boy? Trying to make points by
laughing a her lame-ass attempt at humor?*

David shrugged. "It wasfunny."

"Y ou can both stay hereif you'd rather,” RJsaid. "Bringing the power supply down the mountain, if
it's compatible, shouldn't be that hard. | could probably do it mysdf.”

"Oh, no you dont," Topaz said walking out of the ship with the droid and sometools. "I have
enough on my plate without having to baby st David and Levits asthey pout and fight and just basicdly
make everyone around them as miserable as they make each other. No! Y ou take them with you. You
can leave Janad if you like. She's pleasant company, and easy on the eyes, but you take the testosterone
twinswith you."

"Wereall going, Old Man, so don't get your shortsin awad,” Levits spat back.

David looked through the binoculars at the spot where RJ assured him the shipwas. "I don't see
any ship."

"| believeit crashed solong ago that it isnow buried in the mountain,” RJ explained.

"I believe we are climbing up the side of a barren freaking mountain for no good reason,” Levits
mumbled.

RJtook hishand and kissed his cheek. "It will help you adjust to the planet's gravitationa pull
quicker."

"Oh, joy!" Levitssaid, but he managed asmile. "All right let'sget climbing. I'd like to have agood
chunk of it done beforeit gets hot this afternoon.”

RJ and Janad loaded packs on their backs, and they started up the mountain.

Levitslooked fleetingly at David. "So, do you suppose they're bringing us dong just because we're
pretty?”

David laughed, and then he looked at L evitsin shock. "Do you redize that you just said something
to methat wasn't hateful ?'

"Yeah, wdll, don't expect it to happen again anytime soon." Levits rushed to catch up with RJ,
leaving David to bring up the rear. Which wasn't abad place to be considering that being in the rear gave
him the perfect vantage point from which to watch Janad's ass— which was looking more aitractive with
every passing day.

Taeed and Haldeed watched with gresat interest as Topaz and Poley worked on constructing the
mechanical hands. "I am going to have hands. Haldeed. I'm going to be able to pick things up on my
own. Do al the thingsthat norma men do,” Taleed said.

Haldeed nodded.

"I only wish there was some way to give you back your tongue.”

Haldeed made hand signals.

"Oh, my brother, you are indeed the most gracious of men."

"What did he say?"' Topaz asked curioudy.

"That hedoesn't need histongue . . . "

"Obvioudy heand | haven't dated the same women," Topaz said. Poley looked at him curioudly.
"Don't ask, Tin Pants, just pass me the lazar cutter.”



"He saysthat speech isnot asimportant to him as hands areto me," Taeed finished, completely
ignoring Topaz'sinterruption.

Topaz garted cutting the hands and meta arms from the body of the droid. Without looking up
from hiswork he asked, "So you have lizards and smal marsupias. Nothing bigger than asmdl goat. In
fact thereis nothing more complicated than some small mamma's, and then we have man. Now your
people have human origins, we know that. We aso know how your human ancestors got here, or at least
I'm fairly sure. However there was something elsein your DNA —or at least in the sample | took from
Janad. Something very different, and yet familiar. Obvioudy there was another humanoid on this planet
dready when the humans arrived. But where, oh where, isthe missing link? Huh? Can you tell me that?*

"I don't even know what you're talking about,” Taeed said with asad shrug.

"I, too, have noticed the lack of suitable animals from which humanoids could evolve. Another race
must have crashed on this planet hundreds of years before humansdid,” Poley said.

"Why hundreds of years before?' Topaz asked.

"Because otherwise they would not have given in to the whims of the humans. The other race would
have had to be here long enough to have forgotten about the technology that brought them here. They
must have become primitive first, otherwise they wouldn't have alowed the deranged, brown, handless
Frenchman to take over,” Poley said.

"l wasjust going to say that," Topaz said angrily.

"I don't think that you were. Any more than you have deduced that the ship my Sster now goesto
check out is probably the same ship that brought the first people to this planet,” Poley said.

"Ah, now! Yadid that on purpose,”" Topaz said, dinging the tool he'd been working with into the
dirt. "If you had given me haf aminute more | would have cometo that concluson mysdf.”

They had stopped to rest on arock outcrop that made a good sedt.

"Ah! | canfed. .. mysdlf adapting. . . tothegravi. . . tationa pull. . . with each step,” Levitssaid
trying to catch hisbresth. He glared at RJwho sat beside him. "Could you at least pretend to be
winded?'

"| thought | only had to do that during sex," RJsaid with asmile.

David laughed, and Levitsglared at him. David just shrugged.

"How much further?' David asked. Hefdt like he had blisterson dl hisbligers.

"Wearen't hdf way yet," RJsaid.

"I hope whatever wefind isworth thisfreaking climb,” Levits complained.

"l hopewhatever it is, it'sworth listening to you bitch for awhole day,” RJ said standing up. She put
down her hand, and he allowed her to help him up.

"If he didn't bitch she'd be asking what was wrong with him," David whispered to Janad as they
both stood up. Janad laughed and nodded.

"| think it is the way they communicate their love for one another,” Janad whispered back.

"That and screwing dl thetime," David laughed out. Levitsturned around and glared at David asif
knowing that he was the brunt of some joke. Then he turned right back around and started arguing with
RJagain asthey started to climb.

"Topaz told us everything that happened,” Janad said. "About the war. What you did. It wasn't your
fault. Imean . . . Itwas butit wasn't. You did something stupid. We have dl done something stupid
in battle that has caused someone else's death. Y ou cannot expect them to forgive you, but you have to
forgiveyoursdf.”

How could he explain to her that not everyone had fought in a battle much less been responsible for
the death of another? Herswas a culture that lived at war.

"l havetried to forgive mysdlf, and for most things | can. But for thepride . . . No. | let my own
pride get in the way of thetruth. | let it make me believe that | was morethan | redlly was. | thought that |



knew better than RJ. Worse than that | wanted to prove her wrong. | can blame Kirsty for tricking me,
and JessicaKirk and the Reliance for the actua death of my troops and the destruction of Alsterase. But
they couldn't have done that except for my own faults. Except for the flawsin my own personality that
alowed meto beblind to redlity. Y ou'reright about the thingsthat | did that were stupid, but the things
that | did because of my pride, my ego, my need to bein contral. . . | can't forgive myself that because if
ldo . . . IfIforgivemysdf for thethings! did because | wanted to be better than RJ, then thereisa
chancethat | might repeat that behavior. | just can't take that chance. | don't ever want to be that person
agan."

"Who do you want to be then, David Grant?' Janad asked carefully.

It was avery good question. He sure ashdll didn't likewho hewasnow. "l . . . | wantto bethe
man | was before. Not the man | waswhen | first meet RJ. Then | wasjust agreen kid who didn't
understand anything. No, | think | want to be the man | was before RJ and Topaz turned meinto the
mouthpiece for the Rebellion and | began to get full of my own power. | want to return to the me | was
when | truly only cared about making my world a better place and freeing my people.” David smiled. "I
was happy then, and they were al happy with me.”

"Thenbehim," Janad said. " Be that man.”

"How?Too much hashappened . . . "

"Just remember what it was that you liked about him and imitateit. Before you know it, you'll be your old
sf again, but you'll know al that you know now.”
* k%

RJ had overestimated the resilience of her human counterparts, and when Levits bitching reached a
crescendo, and even Janad started to stumblein her stride, she knew they had to stop and make camp.
They had just come to one of the many shelves they had encountered during their climb, and RJ decided
thiswas as good a place as any to put down.

"That'sit!" Levitsflopped to the ground like arag doll. "I'm not going to take another step. Leave
me herefor thelizardsto edt; | just don't give adamn anymore. | ansick todeathof . . . "

"All right. Thisisasgood aplace asany,” RJsaid deciding to let Levitsthink he had won the
argument they weren't actualy having. She took off her pack, and saw Janad gratefully drop hersto the
ground.

"Freaking mountain climbing! I'd rather stay on this damn planet forever than climb one moreinch.
Infact, | would have just as soon we dl stayed on Earth inthefirst place,” Levits said continuing his
angry prattle. "But, oh, nooo! Let'sal fly acrossthe vastness of space to try and make the Argys our
alies. Oh! But no! Wait aminute! Let's stop and make asidetrip to athird class planet where we can
edat dl thelizard we want and go freaking mountain climbing!"

RJmoved and flopped on the ground beside him laughing.

"Now what's so damned funny?' Levits asked hotly.

"l said wed stay here. Y ou aready won," she said turning to look at him.

Levits smiled back then. "1 know, but you can't just cut aman off in the middle of hisbitch like that.
It could doirreversible damage.”

"l don't know why you're bitching in thefirst place" David said flopping to the ground. "Thisclimb
isevery bit asbad for me asit isfor you. It'snot like were having to use ropes and picks. Y ou make it
sound like we're clinging to the side of arock face hanging on by athread.”

"Biteme, David," Levitssaid. "Look mein the eye and tell me you could have taken one step
more."

"I didn't say that | could. I'm just saying that | wasn't bitching about it and everything dse" David
sad. "Theway | understand it the gravitationd pull of this planet adds about twenty-five poundsto you
and me. | hate to be the oneto point it out, but Janad is carrying more than that in her pack, so except
for RIweredl bascdly in the same boat. While| admittedly did my fair share of bitching, | didn't hear
Janad complain even once."



"Perhaps | should giveyou agold gtar,” RJsaid to Janad.

"What does that even mean?" Levits asked pulling aface.

RJlooked thoughtful for amoment. "I don't know exactly. It's something I've heard Topaz say. In
the context in which he usesit, it means you've done very well."

"Thank you," Janad said.

"How about alittle praisefor me?" Levitsasked lightly.

"She could give you agold gtar for bitching." David laughed out.

"And give you one for being ashit dinging moron," Levits snapped back.

RJtook Levits chinin her hand and forced him to look at her. "1 could think of something | could
giveyou agold gtar for," she said huskily then she kissed him. Within seconds they wererolling around in
the dust, Levites gpparently forgetting how tired hewas.

"Chain, RJ, chain," Levitssaid, and unbdievably the thing went flying through the air like adiscarded
piece of clothing.

David got up and dusted his hands off. He looked at Janad, " Ah, maybe we should go get somefire
wood now."

"Huh?" Janad asked, her eyesriveted on the couple ripping at each other's clothing. David walked
by her and with alaugh grabbed her by the shoulder, hauled her to her feet, and started pulling her dong
after him.

"Comeon, you perve" hesaid. Hedidn't fee like walking another foot, but he didn't fed like sitting
there and watching Levits and RJ screw either. It was enough to know they were doing it without actually
having to watch.

Janad was dragging on hisarm, turned as she was to watch RJand Levitstill the end.

"Would you come on, Janad?' David said. "l can't believe him! He bitches al day about being so
tired hesgoingtodie,andnow he's . . . Wéll, you know what he'sdoing."

Janad sighed and started to walk to match his stride. "Why doesit bother you so much to see them
together?

"Because . . . Itisn't our custom to watch other people having sex,”" David said.

Janad laughed. "It isn't our custom, either. That doesn't mean it isn't entertaining.”

David laughed then. "Y eah, | would imagine that RJ and L evits can put on quite ashow.” David
stopped laughing then, remembering another time and place, and another friend who wanted to watch RJ
do it. "People shouldn't intrude into affairs between two people. It should be private.”

"Then they should go someplace privateto do it,” Janad said with a shrug bending down to pick the
top out of aplant that she started sucking on.

"True enough,” David said with alaugh. "Still, RJhas an Argy'slibido, and when she getsturned on

.. Widl, I think she just sort of forgetswhere sheis or what she's doing."

"What about your . . . libido?" Janad sumbled alittle over the word, it apparently being new to
her Reliance vocabulary. She picked one of the plants and handed it to him.

"It's hedlthy enough,” David said. He sucked on the end of the plant as Janad had done, and a
sweet liquid covered histongue. He smiled approvingly and continued. "I've sort of had to put it in dry
dock if you know what | mean." From the ook on her face she didntt.

"Youknow . . . Whenl first met you, and | punchedyouinthenose . . . Ithoughtdl
Reliance people were repulsive looking. With your pale, fish belly skin you looked disgusting to me. But
now . . . Wdl now I find that | have an eppreciation for you. | findyoutobe . . . very beautiful,”
Janad said nervoudly.

Hewouldn't have put it exactly that way, but he'd had the same fedling. When held first seen her al
dark and wild looking, he had thought her completely aien and her gppearance horrid and even
frightening. Now seeing past hisinitia fears he saw adark, beautiful cresture whose intellect wasfar from
inferior to his own, and who had afar superior grasp on who she wasin relation to the universe than he



ever had or probably ever would have.

"| think you're beautiful, too," David said.

Janad moved to stand with her chest pressed againg his, blocking hisway. Shelooked up a him
expectantly, and he kissed her. She kissed him back, and they kissed for along time. When their lips
separated they looked at each other for along moment then David grabbed her hand and started pulling
her towards awooded area. She followed him laughing.

RJ dtirred the cods under the spitted lizard. Shelooked up a David and smiled as he walked back
into camp with Janad close behind him.

He sat down acrossthe fire from her. Whatever energy he'd had after their climb he had just spent.
Janad knelt down behind him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

RJamiled broadly. "1 thought you were going to get firewood?' RJsaid.

"We had sex ingtead,”" Janad said bluntly.

"Yes, | had figured that out,” RJsaid grinning & David.

"What?' David said feding suddenly very vulnerable and exposed.

"Nothing," RJsaid with ashrug.

Levitswalked back into camp zipping up hisfly. Helooked at Janad and David with asmug,
al-knowing smile that made David want to dap him more than he normdly did.

David untangled himsdf from Janad, jumped up walked over and grabbed RJ by the arm. "Come
on. | needtotak toyou."

RJ shrugged, got up and followed him alittle way away from the camp. "What'swrong? | figured
after you got your winky tekencareof . . . "

"My what?'

"Your winky. That'swhat Whitey usedtocdl his . . . | would have thought you would beina
better mood than this" RJsaid. "Wasthe girl not any good?"

"Too good," David said. Helowered his voice. "Remember how when | was with Kirsty you told
methat | had to have known it was different. That | should have known she wasn't human.”

"Y eah, but we dready know that thisgirl issomesort of hybrid . . . "

"Yes, but I've been with Kirsty, now, and | know why shewasdifferent. And . . . that girl

.. .itsthesame . . . her . . . wdl,youknow...If | didn't know better, RJ, I'd swear that
girl wasan Argy hybrid."

RJlooked thoughtful and started pacing. "Now that makes a certain amount of sense. We know
that the Argys and humans evolved at about the same pace, the Argy being only dightly ahead of the
humans. A couple of hundred years at best, but that would be enough.”

David snapped hisfingers. "Damn! Intheinfirmary Topaz said that there was something familiar
about Janad's DNA. That must bewhy . "

"Because, except for the obvious trgppings of my genetic engineering, my DNA and Janad's are the
same," RJsaid thoughtfully. Then she added, "And we know that this planet wouldn't get around to
making humanoid life onitsown for ancther billionyears, if ever . . . "

"How do we know that?' David asked.

"Becausethisisa class three planet,” RJ said, the words dumb ass being implied by the tonein her
voice. "Thefloraand faunaare very primitive, and thereis nothing here that could have evolved into
anything remotely humanoid. If theshipwefind . . . "

"If thereisaship,” David said skeptically. He had been looking through the binoculars dl day, and
while he could clearly seetheir ship in the valley below, he could make out not even alump that looked
ghip-like on the mountain above them.

"Oh, therésaship dl right. Whether we can get to it isanother story,” RJsaid. "But if it isan Argy
ship, that would explain everything —including Janad's Argy-likevagina . . . "



"Damnit, RJ Do you have to be so uncouth?' David said making aface.

RJlaughed. "If I liveto beathousand —and in al likelihood I will —1 will never understand men.
Y ou can stick your winky in it, but you can't talk about it, at least not to awoman who has dl the parts

you gpparently find so embarrassng.” RJsmiledthen."So . . . Didyou enjoy her?
"Don't be stupid,” David said with astupid grin. "l said she was like an Argy woman. Of course |l
enjoyed her." Helooked thoughtful then."RJ . . . " Hedecidedtolet it go.

"Wha?'

"Nothing," David sad quickly.

"Nothing me no nothings. What!" RJ demanded.

"You . . . What about thebig picture, RJ? | mean what the hell are we doing here? Are we il
trying to get to Argy? It'snot like you to flip from one plan to another. It'snot likeyoutobeso . . . "
"Relaxed?' RJsupplied for him. " Screwing in the middle of camp and dl. Going off onwhat is
bascdly an archeological expedition and will probably yield nothing of value, when we are on astrange
world far from Earth and far from our intended destination. Giving an dien prince robotic handswhen |
don't redlly know how I'm going to use him yet. Y ou figure that it's not like me to do anything without a

damn good reason, so you figure that as usua | have figured out everything and I'm just keeping
everyonedseinthedark.”

"Wall, yeah," David said.

"Want to hear something redlly scary?' RJwhispered.

"Not necessarily,” David answered honestly.

"WEell, too bad, because heres the truth. The truth isthat my mind doesn't work aswell asit used
to, and cdculaions| used to make easly have become difficult. At thispoint intime| don't redly havea
gameplan,” shesad plainly. "We haven't been able to make contact with Marge or Mickey sincethefirst
day we got to the surface of this planet. | haven't been able to tap into the Reliance's communication
systems back on the station or pick up any of their transmissonsto this planet if there have even been
any. So | have no ideawhat the Reliance is up to. This planet has no communications more sophisticated
than village runners. | can guess a what the Relianceisdoing. | can guess at what the locas are doing,
but | can't redly know. So taking dl those thingsinto consideration, I'm not looking at the big picture
right now. I'm playing things out asthey are thrown at me and hoping for the best.”

RJwithout aplan. It was quite possibly the most frightening thing David had ever heard in hislife.

Chapter Thirteen

Taheed fdt better today than he had yesterday. He knew it had little to do with the intervention of
the gods. It was dl do to the medicine the Reliance men who had escaped from his dungeons had given
him and removing the tainted gold from hisbodly.

Helooked at Ziphed, who looked worse today than he had the day before even with the Reliance
medicine, and waited to hear what the"gods" had told him concerning his son, the gold, and the Reliance.
Ziphed stood slently asif waiting for something.

"Wl ?" the King asked. "Did you tak to the gods as | asked you to?"

"Yes Sre"

"And what did they tell you?' Taheed was growing impetient.

"Concerning the matter of your son, the Chosen One, they have said that it wasindeed the Reliance
which kidnapped him and who brought this plague on your house. Then they sent those men totry to
sted the gold back. Thefact that they escaped from your dungeon last night provestheir guilt.”

"And whereismy son?' Taheed asked. "Where is the Chosen One?"

"The gods say heis being held between two moons. We have been pondering the meaning of thisall



morning and hope to soon have arevelation concerning what it could mean,” Ziphed said.

Taheed inwardly stewed. How many years had he heeded this man's council? Hefdlt like anidiot to
realize that he had been fooled —that hiswhole life had been afarce. "Isthe gold tainted?" he asked.

"Of course not," Ziphed assured him. "Meta can carry no curse, no disesse. That iswhy it isholy
aboved| other things."

Liar! You and | are the proving grounds, brother. | grow stronger each day as you grow
weaker. Taheed bit histongue. The priestswere powerful. If he told them what he knew was the truth
they would only argue with him. They might even rise up againgt him. However if hewithheld his
knowledge from them, their own lieswould kill them. A fitting end for treacherous men.

"Then my decisonisthis" Hetook in adeep breath as much to calm hisangry soul asto
contemplate hiswords. "Wewill cease to trade with the Reliance until they lift this curse from our bodies,
apologizefor their treachery, and return the Prince to the paace.”

Ziphed was obvioudy unhappy with the King'sdecison. "But, Sre . . . Werdy onthe Reliance
for so many things. From the implements we use to till the ground to the pots we use to cook our medls.
The bulbsthat light our homesand our streets We . . . "

"Ziphed . . . Wecannot trade and hold smple commerce with a people who stedls away the
Chosen, puts a curse on our heads, and triesto sted back that for which they have already been paid.”
Taheed fet quite hgppy with himsdlf. He had let the priest hang himsdf with hisown lies. Perhagpsthe
charlatan should have argued with the gods over their findings. " Since they have the Chosen One, itisin
their power to return him. Since they have caused this disease, they can cureit, and certainly itisin their
power to gpologize for their attempted act of thievery. When these things have come to pass, we will
once again trade with them. Having proven that we are not the fool s they have taken usfor, they will
perhapstreat us with greater respect. We have to force their hand, my brother. Don't you see? Thisisthe
only way to force them to give usthe cure to this disease and return Taleed. My will has been spoken.
Youmay go."

Ziphed nodded and | eft the throne room mumbling.

Taheed picked up the reed chains at histhroat with one of his sumps and looked at them. "Ah, my
brother, we shall see who has the last laugh. For my burden islighter than yours, and | know what you
will not see. The gold isindeed tainted, and the men whom we imprisoned are our friends, not our
enemies. My son has not been captured by the Reliance, but has gone off on yet another of his
adventures. Y et till you would fool usdl saying that you have spoken to the gods. Y ou fool yourselves
most of al because the gods have failed to tell you the one thing that could save your life.”

Y ashi grunted and he looked at him. He pointed in the direction that the priest had gone and then at
the chains around the King's neck.

“"No . . . I'mnotgoingtotdl them. Why should 17" Taheed asked. "If they truly have the gods
ears, then everything he saysistrue and it isonly acoincidence that | am healing. If, on the other hand,
the priests are only pretending to talk to the gods, then everything they have ever told ushasbeen alie,
and | was blind. Willfully so, because until now everything has gone my way. It was only when my luck
went bad that | began to see the truth. Aslong asthe priests ways worked for me | was happy with
them. Now | seethat my son Taeed has spoken the truth. That our wholeway of life, dl our beliefs, are
nothing but a system set up to serve sdlfish priests. And spoiled kings who wanted to believe that they
were gods have alowed it to go on for centuries.” He drew a deep breath. "If al of thisistrue, then
perhaps the Reliance has, through their treachery, done us agreat service."

Topaz looked at the prosthesis. It wasn't complete yet, but he thought he had most of the kinks
worked out of the basic design.

RJhad called in yesterday just before dark to say that they had stopped for the night and would
continue their ascent today. He wished she was here so that he could gloat over his handy work. The two
youngsters were in awe with everything, and Poley wasno fun at all.



The apparatus wasn't the most handsome thing he had ever created. He had cut down the gangly
arms of the droid to the length of the young prince'sarms. Velcro straps would hold the armsin place
aong the prince's own arms, putting the handsin just the right position to be useful. Sensors at the elbows
would indicate when the prince had moved the ebow. The hand would close when the elbow was flexed
and open in degrees asit was relaxed. The power pack was small, and would ride on his back right
between his shoulder blades. Hydraulics would alow the boy to stretch to reach for something without
shifting the entire gpparatus or tearing it free. Fortunately the droid had been congtructed of alightweight
— but very durable—titanium aloy. The whole gpparatus didn't weigh more than five pounds, yet it would
be strong enough for the prince to crush arock, and it would survive most impacts.

Poley waswearing it.

"Try to closetheright hand again,”" Topaz said after making an adjustment.

Poley moved his elbow, and the hand dammed shut crushing the rock he was supposed to be
picking up.

"Damn," Topaz Sghed. "Hold your arm like this." Topaz held hisarm up so that it was even with his
shoulder with his forearm hanging down. Poley complied and Topaz started making adjustments again.

"If youwould just didethat onehydraulic . . . "

"Poley! Who isdoing this, me or you?" Topaz asked hotly.

"| thought we were doing it together,” Poley said.

"Wel wearen't. I'm doing it, and you're helping. If | need your advicel'll ask for it," Topaz
snapped. He looked at the elbow link again. "1 think I'll just dide this one hydraulic back alittle bit to pull
off thetenson.”

Poley made anoise that sounded awholelot like adisgusted sigh.

"What did you just say, Tin Pants?' Topaz asked.

"| didn't say anything," Poley answered.

Topaz laughed and rubbed Poley's head. "Ah, my little wooden head, you'll be red boy some day.”

"l amtoo intelligent to be humored," Poley objected.

Topaz just laughed louder and then focused on hiswork.

"How'sit going?" Taeed asked from behind him.

"Gregt, I'm dmost finished,” Topaz answered. "Of courseit could take weeksto get al the kinks
worked out so that it works right for you."

"I am very excited,” Tdeed said. "Y ou don't know what it'slike to have to rely on another person
for everything. | love Haldeed, heismy friend, better than any brother. It distresses me to have to ask for
his help for everything. It upsets me that he can't have alife because he hasto be my hands."

Topaz nodded silently and continued to work.

"Thisislike adream come true for me. To think that | will be ableto pick up sticks, throw abal.
Itsamazing!"

"Y eah, well, don't expect too much right away. It will take awhile for you to figure out how they
work. | wouldn't try anything too difficult at first. The onething | can't Smulateis a sense of touch, so
jacking off probably wouldn't be agood idea," Topaz explained.

"What's that?' Taleed asked.

Topaz laughed. "Don't worry about it, kid, it was just ajoke. Why don't you get your buddy up and
you and he can go gather up some wood and get the fire going. Maybe catch usalizard or two for
breskfast.”

"Wearecloseto ariver. Wewill bring you something better than lizards" Taeed said excitedly. He
ran off to get Haldeed. He went into the ship and shook him until he woke up. Haldeed yawned and
looked up a him deepily.

"The old one has ordered us to get some wood for the fire and to get breakfast. | was thinking we
could fish some colimacon from theriver,” Taleed said excitedly.



Couldn't it wait? I'mtired? Hadeed sgned.

"How can | ask him to wait when he makes me hands, Haldeed? | shdl have hands, and you my
friend shdl have your freedom,” Taeed said.

Haldeed nodded, resigned and got up. He pulled his shirt on, tightened hisloin-cloth, grabbed his
boots from the floor and followed Taeed outside. He sat on the ramp of the space ship, pulled his boots
on and started lacing them. He looked to where the two diens were busily working on Taeed's hands.
Then helooked back at Taleed's face, which wasfilled with ajoy that he had never seen there before.
He automatically started to adjust Taleed's clothes.

"Hurry, Haldeed! | want to show my appreciation,” Taeed said.

Haldeed stood up and started following Taleed to theriver. "We can make some traps and put
them out while we arelooking for wood, and when we come back they will befull.”

Haldeed sat on the bank and carefully wove the reedsinto atrap. "Can't you go any faster?' Taeed
asked.

It takes time, Taleed, Haldeed signed back.

"Hadeed . . . Issomething wrong?' Taleed asked.

Haldeed shrugged and started to say nothing, but then he put down the work he was doing and
started signing faster than he had ever signed before.

"Whoa Slow down, Haldeed. | cannot understand you."

Ha deed dowed down. | am very happy for you, Taleed. | know thisisall that you have ever
wanted, but as you say they cannot give me my tongue back. You talk of my freedomasifitisa
good thing, and | know that you believe that it is, but what will happen to me? | can talk to no
one but you. Only you understand me. All | know how to do isto take care of you. | don't even
know the warfare skills that even the smallest child knows. | have no other skills. No other
friends. You are my life; | have nothing else.

Tdeed laughed then and placed his sstump against Haldeed's shoulder. "My dear friend, do you truly
think 1 would abandon you? | would not; | could not. We will teach you to read, thereis no one to stop
us now, and then you will be ableto talk to anyone. Or perhaps these people can find some way to give
you speech. Surdly if they can build something as complicated as hands, asmplething like restoring
gpeech should be easy for them. But no matter what happens, you and | shal never be separated. We
will dways betogether. If | had ten arms and as many legs| would still need you, Haldeed. Y ou are not
just my hands, you are my friend."

Haldeed smiled then, al worry seeming to vanish from hisface. He worked quickly at making the
traps and dropped them into the water, securing the stringsto tree limbs. Then they went off in search of
wood. Haldeed broke down a feu bu'che plant. Taleed held out his arms and Haldeed loaded him up
then grabbed an armload for himself.

"Soon | will be stacking wood on you, Haldeed," Taeed said. They started back for camp.

Haldeed grunted loudly and dropped the wood he was carrying. He pointed into the sky and
Tadeed saw it, too. A ship just like theirswas coming in fas.

"We must warn them, Haldeed!" Taleed dropped hisload of firewood aswell, and together they
ran towards the camp. The ship landed long before they could reach the others. Taleed and Haldeed
jumped into some bushes for cover, hoping that Poley and Topaz had heard Ta eed's screams of
warning. Neither Topaz nor Poley werein sight. Haldeed took hold of Taleed's collar and pointed
towards alump of brush closer to the craft. One that would offer more coverage while giving them a
better vantage point. Taleed nodded and followed where Haldeed pulled him.

"Can you see Topaz or Poley?' Taleed asked Haldeed in awhisper. Haldeed shook his head
quickly and pointed at their ship's door, which was now closed. Taeed nodded; it made sense. Theold
man and the robot had taken refuge in the ship.

The hatch on the second ship opened and three Reliance people walked out with their arms rai sed.
The biggest one, amde, immediately sarted screaming. "We are unarmed! We have defected from the



Reliance and seek asylum.” Now one of Taeed's people waswalking out of the ship after them, looking
scared and ready to bolt. "We are done except for awounded man in the ship." The man lay down with
hisfacein thedirt, and the others followed his lead.

The ramp from their own ship lowered dowly and Topaz and Poley waked out, both holding
Wegpons.

"Poley, check the ship,” Topaz ordered. Poley nodded and ran towards the ship.

"Come on, Haldeed, we may be ableto help,” Taleed said. Haldeed nodded and together they ran
out of the brush to stand beside Topaz, one on each side, trying to look as formidable as possible.

"Ah, boys! You're hereright on time. Search these thugs for weapons,” Topaz ordered. "I'm
warning you, make one wrong move and | blast you to smithereens. So if you're feding froggy, go ahead
and jump. Makemy day."

Haldeed and Taeed went to search the four prone people as Poley walked out of the ship carrying
threeriflesover hisarm.

"Areyou sure my Sster left you in charge, Topaz?' Poley asked.

"Wl of course shedid," Topaz said haughtily. "Do you redly think she would leave you in charge?!

"Yes, | redly do,” Poley said.

"Wdl . . . Shedidn't, sothere."

"My prince," the man of his people said as he prodded him with his sumps.

"Prince!" the big man exclamed from where helay on the ground.

"They have no wegpons,” Taeed reported.

"All right. | guessyou can get up,” Topaz said grudgingly. "But don't try nothin' or I'll bore ahole
right through ya."

They got up dowly.

The big one looked right a Taeed. "' So, you kidnapped the Prince," he said.

"Wedidn't kidnap him," Topaz said in an agitated voice. "We found him."

"Actualy hefound us," Poley corrected.

"I was not kidnapped,” Tadeed said angrily. "Isthat what they are saying? That | was kidnapped? |
ran away, and they dl know it. | run away dl thetime. Isn't that true, Haldeed?"

Haldeed sighed deeply and nodded his head.

"Isit true that you defected from the Reliance?" Topaz asked skeptically.

"Didn't you?" he asked.

"| asked firdt," Topaz said with ady amile.

"Yes . . . Noneof uswere very pleased with the whole tainted gold thing, and then our Captain
started rounding up our crewmates on the ship and having them spaced for treason. There comes a point
when you get tired of being apawn in their game. | guessfor usthat time was when we were sent on a
dangerous mission because the Captain was mad at us because we al said mean things about him. When
he started spacing our friends for doing lessthanwehad done . . . Wadll, wekind of entered the
damned if you do, damned if you don't category. So herewe are."

"How did you find us?' Topaz asked suspicioudy.

"We went to the site where the transporter was sabotaged,” the woman started. "When we redlized
you had fired your plasmacannon at |east twice, we knew you couldn't have gotten far.”

Topaz nodded; it made sense. Their story sounded plausible. Y ou might not rock the boat to pull
someone esein aslong as you were safeingde, but if you knew there was a good chance you were
goingdownanyway . . .

"I know thisman," the Prince said pointing to the man who was one of his people. "Hewas apries.
The priests had him imprisoned for blasphemy.”

"Y es, we met himin your father's prison,” the big Rdliance man said. "Why do you bother with this
interrogation, though? We know that RJiswith you. Smply have her scan usto seeif what we say is



true
"How do you know that?' Topaz asked curioudly.

The man reached in his pocket, and both Poley and Topaz raised their wegponsto point at him.

The man stopped temporarily. "I'm just going to take a picture from my pocket." He pulled it out
dowly and draped it over the end of Topaz's weapon.” Topaz reached out and took it. He looked at the
picture and then handed it to Poley.

Poley looked at the picture and smiled. He held it up for Haldeed and Taleed to see. "It'sapicture
of my sger.”

"Yes, Tin Pants, it'sapicture of your Sster,” Topaz said with asigh. "Where did you get it?" Topaz
demanded.

"It was drawn by apriest in the village where you attacked the transporter. So whereisshe?' He
asked from the sound in hisvoice, he didn't really want to see her.

"It just so happens she's not here at the present,” Topaz said. He raised hiswrist-com to his mouith.
"RJ, thisis Topaz, come back."

They had just reached a cave. RJwas getting ready to check it out to seeif it opened into the ship
when she suddenly changed directions, ran over to David and grabbed the binoculars from around his
neck. She climbed up on apile of rocks and looked down into the valley below.

"What the hell isit, RJ?" Levits asked.

RJdidn't answer. "Well I'll be damned,” wasdl she said.

"What? What the fresking hell isgoing on?' Levitsyelled up & her.

"Oh, it would just fucking figure! Theminutel leavecamp . . . "RJcursed."Wha . . . Wl
I'll be damned,” she said again.

"God damnit, RJ Tell uswhat isfreaking going on." Levites demanded, losing whét little patience
he had.

"Shut up Levitd" RJ screamed back. "1 don't know yet.”

Her com-link squawked and she answered it. "I'm here, did | just see what | thought | saw? Come
back."

"Four former Reliance personndl and anative priest —all defectors. What do you want meto do
with them?' Topaz asked.

"Arethey for red?' RJ asked.

"Now only you would know that for sure. They seem to be. One of them iswounded —they saidin
aprison bresk."

"Istheir ship fully operationa? Asin get usthe hdll off this planet when the time comes?”

There was apause, and then Topaz answered. "Y es, fully functiond. So I'm asking you again, what
do you want meto do?’

"Seeif thereis anything you can do for their wounded man. Have Poley keep watch on them; don't
let them have any wegpons. Aslong aswe'rethis close, I'm going to check thisthing out. Well be back
as soon aswe can. |f they even bitch about dinner, shoot them. Don't take any chances. Over."

"Got you, RJ, be careful. Over."

"RJ . . . Damnit, what'sgoing on?"

RJ hung the binoculars around her neck and started down the rock. When she got down to the
others, she stood in front of Levits and asked, "How am | supposed to find out what's happening and
answer you at the sametime?’

Levitstook a deep breath. He supposed there was some logic in that, but till. . . "I'm sorry. So

.. What the hdll is happening?"

"'Some defecting Reliance personnd have just landed afully operationd skiff in our camp ste” She

looked at David with meaning. "Now do you see what | was talking about? How can | be expected to



make decent plans when things like this keep happening?'

David smiled.

"Well, whet the hdl arewe waiting for?' Levits said. "We no longer need what might or might not
be here, s0 let's get back down this mountain and get off this rock."

RJ, however, was completely ignoring him. Instead of heading down the mountain, she was stepping
into the mouth of the cave, flicking on the illuminator on her com-link and looking around. "We'rethis
close; we might aswell seewhat is here. Who knows? We might find something useful .

"You just can't admit that you made us climb up this damned mountain for no good reason,” Levits
mumbled as they followed her into the cave.

"Well, thereisthat, too." RJ shown the light on what was obvioudly the open hatch of aship. "Arentt
you even alittle curious about an ancient artifact that keeps sending out a beacon hundreds of years after
everyone on it would have been dead?

"Bitch lovesto beright,” Levits said looking back at David and Janad. He had just spent the last
hour of their climb bitching that there was no ship, just some anomaly caused by bouncing sound waves
caused by the accursed magnetic pulse. The same thing that was making it impossible for themto get a
long-range messagein or ot.

They walked into the ship. It was cold and everything was covered in dust. It appeared to be as
dead asatomb.

"How did it get buried in the Side of amountain?' David asked curioudy.

"Fromtheway it looks|'d say it hit the mountain with enough force to send the top of the mountain
crashing down to cover the ship. Thismountain is made up of mostly soft igneousrock, so it wouldn't
have been that hard to loosen enough rock to cover the ship. There were definitely survivors, though.”

"How do you know that?' David asked.

"Wdll, besdeswhat we have dready talked about — the fact that thereislittle likelihood of this
planet having produced humanoids — there's the open hatch and the cave.”

"Huh?' David said not understanding the path of her logic.

"Someone had to open the door and dig out,” Janad said to him.

Levitslaughed. "Even the primitiveis smarter that you are, David."

"They aren't primitives. Don't you get it, Levits? They are the product of two advanced fully
developed races. Their brainsare at least as complex asyours," RJ said. "Naive to our technology and
culture, yes. Primitive? Absolutely not. Have you not noticed how quickly they assmilate our language?
How quickly they learn even complex ideas? They are what the planet and some deranged, handless
black Frenchman have made them. They have found away to survive on aplanet on which most people
would die. They have had their religion hammered into their head from infancy, and yet both Janad and
Taeed have decided to go against everything they have ever been told to try and find the truth when what
they were being told contradicted the facts. The average Reliance citizen isn't asintelligent asthese
people are. Remember that while the Reliance has been running breeding programs for generations, so
have these people. The difference is that these people have worked on the old tried and true method of
surviva of thefittest, and that aso means smartest. That'swhy they solve problems so quickly. If you
take too long thinking in a battle, you wind up dead.”

She stopped suddenly and shone the light on apand. "Ahal" she said.

Levitslooked at it asdid the others. "So.. some dien language. | wasn't expecting Reliance. The
shipisobvioudy not of Reliance design.”

"That's not just any dien language," RJsaid. "Do you know what it says?"

"Well of coursel don't, smart ass." Levitsanswered.

"Wel | do. It says Warning do not open interior hatch when air lock is open,” RJread. "It's
Argy."
"l didn't know you knew Argy," Levitssaid.



"I learned Argy for the same reason that Janad and her people have been taught to speak Reliance.
In case | needed it behind enemy lines," RJexplained. "Most of your specid forces Elite speak Argy.

"Thenthisis an Argy ship,” David said.

"Yes, itis" RJconfirmed.

"What doesthat mean?' Levits asked.

"That al these people are hybrids. Argy and human. If it wasn't for the obvious gene tampering that
my father did and our differencein coloring, Janad and | would probably be very much the same.”

Janad looked around the ship. "If the First Ones camein this ship that would explain why they were
looking for sdvation to come from the sky," she said.

RJlooked at Levitswho looked dumbfounded. " See? Not aprimitive.” They had entered the flight
deck. RJdusted off the control pand, flipped a couple of switches, and ahum started. The ship started
to pulsate, and then the lights all came on and the sounds of computers and fans running filled the air.

"Why would they completely abandon the ship?' Levits asked looking around. "It doesn't seem to
even redly be damaged. Hell, before al the plants grew over the siteit was just covered with dirt and a
few rocks. It probably could have flown right out. 1t doesn't make any sense. Thisship is huge and seems
to befully operationd. If nothing € se, on a planet where metd israre, why didn't they chop it into spear
heads?'

"That'savery good question." RJlooked at the panels asif trying to find an answer there. "The ship
would have been asymbol of home and of safety. It'snot logica that they would just walk off and leave
it. Likeyou said, if nothing else why not gtrip it for parts? A chair isachair whether it's on the deck of a
shiporinatent.”

"A ship that crashes doesn't seem very safeto me,” Janad observed.

"She'sgot apoint there” Levitssaid. "Still . . . Thereisdtill aviable power supply here. | would
have thought they would have at the very least taped that. Lights, generators . . . it just doesn't make
any sense” hesaid again. "It's like leaving avehicle half way through atrip so you can walk therest of the
way."

RJ started to read the data that filled ascreen. "Hey, I've activated the shipslog . . . Wadll,
would you look at this shit?"

"I am, just looksliketrash to me. What'sit actualy say?" Levits asked.

"Thiswas an Argy prison ship. Apparently this ship was hauling prisonersto beinterred on this
planet. They were coming hereto serve life sentences. Thiswasto be aprison colony.”

"A way to give them a death sentence without looking bad to the genera public,” Levitssaid, no
doubt thinking of the world outside the ship.

"Crap!" RJexclaimed, moving to stop the text rolling in front of her so that she could make sure she
had read it right, even though there wasreally no point iniit.

"What?' Levits asked.

"These people had al committed the same crime,” RJsaid.

"What crimewasthat?' David inquired.

"They weredl rogue teepaths,” RJ said. She sat down hard in the chair in front of the screen,
obliviousto the cloud of dust she sent into the air. They could al but see her mind calculating.

"That wasther crime —that they were telepaths?’ Levits asked.

"Among humans empaths are rare and tel epaths are dmost nonexistent. Among Argy's, empathy is
the norm and telepathy is not uncommon. But no one— human or Argy —wants anyone around who
knowstheir every thought. Knowing someone's every emotion can be unnerving enough, but on aworld
full of empathsit'sagiven. On Argy, telepaths were supposed to register and wear a special apparatus
that keeps them from reading the minds of others. Mostly they work in the military sector. The people
imprisoned on this ship were dl caught using their telepathic abilitieswithout authorization, so . . .
she lowered her voice then dmost talking to hersdlf. " A shipload of telepaths lands on athird class planet.



For some reason they completely abandon the ship and everything in it forcing them to live aprimitive life
on the planet's surface. They breed and start acivilization. In just afew generations they forget al about
technology. They only know of stories handed down from one generation to the next about how they
came out of the sky. So demented, handless black French guy comes along, and what do they do? They
all read hismind! They redize that he knows things they don't know, and they decide heisthe god he
believes himsdlf to be. Fedling himsalf superior to the primitives he has encountered he breeds with as
many as possible and puts in motion a breeding program that till exists today. So what happened to the
tel epathi c/lempathic gene? Did it get bred out or mutate? Janad appears to have at best minimal empathic
abilities. The Prince certainly has no such gift, but what of the priests? What if they are priests because
they aretdlepathic? What if they think they're talking to gods because they can read the thoughts of the

King/God? Thereisonly onething that mekesnosenseatdl . . . Why did they abandon the ship?’
When no one answered, RJ turned quickly around and found hersdlf done.

David hadn't redlized that he was leaving the ship's bridge until he waslost in some long, dark
seemingly endless hdlway. "Hey! Guys, where are you?"

No answer.

"Janad, RJ, can you hear me?Hey! I'm lost in the ship!”

There was no sound except the echo of his own voice. Helooked around quickly. Suddenly the
light coming from his wrist-com seemed to be dimmer than it had been. He started back theway he
thought held come, mumbling, "That asshole Levitsis never going to let melive this one down.”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw something move. He walked faster, not caring to find out what it
was. Then he caught aglimpse of something again and started running. "RJ Can you hear me, RJ?' He
hit hiswrist-com fedling like anidiot. "RJ, can you hear me?1'm lost in the ship!" There was nothing but
gaticin reply. And then he clearly saw what wasin the hal with him. It wasarat, ahugefilthy rat. "It's
just arat, just arat," he said. He hated rats. When he had been in the prison camp rats were everywhere.
They would stedl thefood right out of your hand if you weren't careful. At night if you would findly fal to
deep they would comein and start chewing on you, literadly trying to est you while you dept. Then there
was the vision he couldn't wash from his mind. Alsterace was still smoldering when he returned from what
he had thought had been his ultimate horror. Dead, bloated and decaying bodiesfilled the air with a
stench he was sure would never completely leave his nogtrils, and rats, rats everywhere. Ratsfeasting on
the dead. They were on top of and even inside the bodies, so many of them that the bodies appeared to
be moving.

He had started running without even being aware of it. He forced himsdf to dow down. Hewas
panicking. If hewasn't careful, he was just going to get more and more lost. He saw two morerats. "It's
just afresking rat," he reminded himsdlf, then started screaming into hiswrist com. "RJ Damniit, RJ Can
you hear mel”

Therewas dtill nothing but static. "Damned magnetic pulse," he mumbled.

He heard something moving at the end of the hallway, and he moved towardsit. Maybe it was RJ
and the others. Suddenly the hall in front of him erupted in an ocean of rats coming right at him. He turned
around and ran the other way until he reached awall and came up short. He turned, grabbed hiswespon
and garted firing.

Janad |ooked around her. She wasn't sure how she had cometo be in thisroom, or even how or
when she had been separated from the others. She shown her light around, trying to find adoor, but
there was none. How had she gotten in hereif there wasn't adoor? It didn't make sense. There had to be
ahidden door. She started banging on the walls trying to find a hidden panel or abutton. She wished she
had awrist communicator like the others. Without it her only option wasto scream, and if she did that
people would think she was scared, and she wasn't afraid. Not of being in aroom with no doors and no
windows. A room that seemed to be growing smaller by the minute.



Sheredlized thet it wasn't her imagination. Thewalls were closing in on her, and the air was getting
thin and stagnant.

"David! RJ Levits Canyou hear me?' she screamed. There was no answer, no sound, no smell —
nothing at al to tell her where adoor might be. And the walls seemed to move faster making the room
smaller and smaler. She banged harder and more frantically on the walls and screamed louder. "Help!
Help me! Help!”

L evits heard something and walked towards the sound. Now he had no ideawhere hewasin the
ship, or where the otherswere. He got on his com-link. "RJ, | have managed to get lost in your little
archeology project. Apparently the builders of this ship thought it was agood idea that there be no rhyme
or reason to the lay-out.”

There was no response.

"RJ . . . Thisisn'tfunny. Tell mewhereyou are. Better yet come and get me.”

Therewas ill no answer.

"Oh, that freaking David will have afield day with this" he mumbled. He thought he heard voices,
s0 hewent inthat direction. "Thisisn't funny, RJ All right, | admitit. I'manidiot and | got lost. Now
come and get me."

Then Levits smdled smoke. He turned around and saw that the hall he was in was engulfed in flame,
He got on the com-link again. "Guys! When we turned this thing back on it must have caused a short!
The ship'sonfirel We haveto get the hell out of here, except | don't know whereyou are. Hell, | don't
even know where | am.”

Therewas till no answer.

"Damned magnetic pulse.” He forgot about the com-link and just started screaming. "We haveto
get the hdl out of here. Theshipison fire™

Heran around, franticly looking for some sort of fire extinguisher. Finding nothing and no one, he
ran away from the flameslooking for RJand the others and away off this burning death trap. He couldn't
find anyone, and the fire was getting worse. RJ could hear anything. Why couldn't she hear him?"RJ"
he screamed at the top of hislungs. "RJ"

There was gill no answer. She must be hurt — or worse. He doubled his pace, ignoring the smoke
that scorched hislungs.

* * %

RJtried her com-link for the fifteenth time. "Damned magnetic pulses.” Then she found the monitors
on the ship's console and started playing with the switches. Findly they came on. She started scanning the
ship room-by-room and hall-by-hal. She found Janad first. She was being crushed in aroom that was
rapidly getting smaler. While RJwas busy trying to figure out where in the ship Janad was so that she
could go to her aid, she found David being attacked by rats. Before she could find out where he was, she
found Levits being consumed in aroom full of fire and smoke. Even if she could locate their exact
positions there was no way she could save them dl. As shetried with every skill she had to find the exact
location of even one of them, she watched in horror as one by onethey died. As she saw Levits engulfed
inflames, shefell into a seet and started to cry. When shelooked up the screensin front of her were
blank, but then they flickered back to life and David and Levits and Janad were dying al over again.

RJredlized then what was going on, and why the occupants had abandoned this ship never to
return.

* % %

He was crouched in a corner screaming and the rats were rending his flesh. Suddenly the pain
ceased and he found himsdf crouched on the floor of the bridge. His gun was dtill initsholster. Levits
was screaming and RJ was shaking him. Janad wasrolled up in aball, crying.

RJleft Levits and shook Janad.

David redlized that RJ must have woken him up, too



"It'sdl right,” RJsaid. "It wasn't redl. None of it wasred."

"What the hell happened?' Levits demanded.

"It was aweapon,” RJ answered, till badly shaken from her own experience. "A weapon that
attacks the mind. The perfect weapon to use against tel epaths.”

"But | wasn't here," Janad said. She stood up and stretched her arms out. "I wasin aroom aone
and thewallswere closing in." She shook with remembered terror.

"No one left thisroom. We must have triggered the ship's defense systerm when we walked in. The
weapon put usinto akind of deep, adream state. Apparently the prisonerstried to take over the ship
beforeit could land. They caused the crash, and the ship'sinterna defense wegpon was triggered
automatically. It wasn't adistress beacon this ship was emitting, it was awarning to other shipsthat there
were escaped prisoners on the planet's surface.”

"Wadll, a least we know why they abandoned the ship,” Levits said running his hands through his
hair. "It was soredl. | swear | can ill smell the smokein my hair and on my clothes. | don't understand
how anyone could have resisted. How they could have gotten away."

"l imaginethey were dl well aware that such aweapon existed. Assoon as | knew that what | was
seeing wasnt red, | was ableto fight the visonsin my head and wake up. It wasn't easy, but it wouldn't
have been impossible. Theworst part would have been keeping people awake. | imagine they worked in
shiftsto get free of the ship. It explainswhy they left the ship and everything in it behind. They just wanted
to put as much distance between them and the weagpon as quickly asthey could.”

"What did you doto it?" Levits asked.

"| found the weapon, located the switch, and turned it off."

* * %

Even knowing the wegpon was off, none of them were eager to stay on the ship. They were not at
al happy to learn that the thing that RJfound she absolutely could not live without, among dl the
wonderful things on the ship to chose from, was the accursed weapon itself.

She was digging around under the console, occasiondly pulling out little parts attached to fiber-optic
cable.

"Just leaveit," Levitsbegged. "We don't need it."

"Yeswedo need it. Wedo," RJsaid. "Don't you see? Even | was rendered completely uselessfor
several minutes. We may be able to use this weapon. If we get in a position where it would work
perfectly, | don't want to be kicking mysdlf that | 1€ft it here. Furthermore, I'm pretty sure that you don't
want to be the one that I'm kicking instead because you talked me out of getting it."

Levits mumbled and walked away.

"I don't think people should use weapons that attack the mind,” Janad said disapprovingly. "It's
sneaky and underhanded. Thereisno glory init. No courage, no bravery.”

"Gee!" RJsaid, never stopping what she was doing. "'l never thought of it that way. | just figured
that the object of war wasto kill the other guys before they killed you. | apparently missed the fair play
classwhen | wasin basctraining.”

RJyanked the last of the components out and then started looking around at the top of the wall.
She jumped up and grabbed something that |ooked like anorma surveillance camera. Then she started
off down the hdlway. They dl followed her. Every few feet she jumped up and grabbed another of the
cameralooking devices. Sincethey weredl following her, al secretly afraid to be onefor even one
minute after the ordeal they had just gone through, RJ handed the devicesto them to carry.

"RJ . . . What doyou want with survelllance cameras?' Levits asked as she loaded the third one
onhim.

"The weapon worksin two parts. First by using sonic wavesto interrupt the brain's normal function
and causing deep, then by stimulating the fear centersin the brain, causing your own brain to attack you.
The components | pulled out of the console are the weapon itsalf. However these surveillance cameras
hold the apparatus which makes the actual sound,” RJ said jumping up and pulling down yet another.



"How many of them are you going to need?' David asked.

"A few. Why?' RJasked, jumping up and grabbing yet another one.

"Because we have to carry them down the freaking mountain!™ Levits practicaly screamed. "We
have to cart this weapon —which none of usfed s very safe around, and you don't yet know what you are
going to do with —down the side of afresking mountain.”

"What iswith thisword freaking?' Janad asked. "Y ou say it dl thetimefor everything. What does
it mean?"

"It'sthe same asthe word fucking," Levitssad.

"If you mean fucking, why not just say fucking?' Janad asked.

"Because when you do, certain people higher up in the ranks get | tightassed and you can get
demerits, even brig time," Levits explained. "Get your pay docked or spend acouple of nightsinthebrig
for letting the wrong word dip in front of the wrong prick and you learn real quick to say something else.
It means exactly the same thing, but for some reason they let it dide.”

"Huh?" Janad said scratching her head.

"It'smilitary stuff, Janad," David explained. "It never makes any damned sense. Freaking
encompasses awhole range of emotions from frustration and anger, asin The stupid freaking mountain
, to excitement asin You've got such a freaking big wang."

"Poley has afresking big wang," Janad said.

"Yeah, well, that'stechnology for ya," Levitssaid withasigh.

RJturned to look. "Do you people ever freaking listen to yourselves? Let'sjust get what we
freaking need and get back down the freaking mountain." Looking at them she redlized they were dl
carrying about al they redigticaly could. So she stopped getting cameras and started walking down the
halway opening doors and looking in.

"What the hell are you doing now! Let's pack this damn crap up and get the hell out of here.”
Levites ordered.

"If they had this weapon on board, it's a sure bet they had some kind of device the crew could wear
to cancd out the effects. Ah hal" She walked in the door she had just opened, and right up to one of the
three mummified remains of humanoidsthat werein the cabin.

"Wdl . . . Thisisfresking cregpy,” Levitssad making aface.

"They'redl wearing the same uniform," David observed.

"No doubt they were part of the crew." RJ checked them out closely one by one.

"What the hdll are you looking for now?" Levits demanded. "' Are we going to need mummified
Argy'slater? Maybe you're going to make a freaking potion.”

RJignored him, choosing instead to talk more to hersalf than anyone dse. "Damn! The prisoners
must have stripped the crew of the gpparatus . . . That would have made it adamn sight eesier for
themtogetout. Smart . . . of courseif they had been very smart they would have looked for the
weapon and turned it off like | did. Of course, criminals of any species are amost inherently stupid. Well,
no sense hanging around here." She started walking back towards the bridge, and the othersfollowed.
"They obvioudy used the apparatus to escape from the ship, so they are doubtless on the surface of the
planet somewhere.”

"If they had the sonic disruptors, why didn't they use them to dismantle the ship? At least take some
thing?' Levitsasked.

"l imagine the units had alimited power supply. After al in most cases they would only haveto last
long enough to put down an uprising, and with that machine in place that shouldn't take more than afew
minutes. They probably only had enough power to get out. They escaped with only what they could
eadly carry and could just grab," RJexplained. "With something like that thing playing in your brain, you
wouldn't be thinking clearly, and most of them wouldn't have had the disruptors.”

"If it's just sound wouldn't ear plugswork?' David asked.



Levitslaughed loudly and gave David a'you really are an idiot' 1ook.

"Sound waves can penetrate practicdly anything," RJanswered. "Y ou need something to interrupt
the sound waves and change them into something harmless. We should be able to make something that
will work fairly eedily.”

"Just to satisfy my morbid curiosity,” Levits started, "what killed those people back there?"

"Well, they weretied into their chairs, there was no sign of blunt traumato the head, no obvious
laser marks on the clothing or skeleton, there was too much mummified flesh left on their bonesto
suggest that they had starved to death, so | would say off hand that the wegpon killed them," RJ said.
They had reached the flight deck.

"Widl, isn't that alovely thought? Everyone getsto die from their own worsefear," David said.

"Oh, it'sworse than that. The Argy are empathic,” RJsaid conversationdly. "They got to experience
everyone edsesfear aswdl." RJ pulled two backpacks from her own; sheld come prepared to carry a
power supply back if they had found one. She used the radiation proof bags she had brought to wrap the
components of the weapon, and Janad helped her pack them into the back packs.

"It can't work now, right?" David said as she dipped one of the packs on his back.

"Of courseit can't work, you dildo," Levits said exasperated. "All the optics have been broken, and
it's been disconnected from its power source.”

"I wasjust making sure," David spat back hotly.

"You are such adumb ass" Levits sneered.

David turned on Levits. "Get off my back, or I'm going to kick your scrawny ass.”

"Why don'tyougo ahead and try it?I'll . . . "

"Get your asskicked," RJsaid. "David is bigger, stronger, and more experienced in hand-to-hand
combat, so helll kick your ass.”

"I'dliketoseehim . . . "

"But | wouldn't. Nobody's going to be kicking anybody's ass." She held the second pack out to
Levits, and he grudgingly put it on mumbling thewholetime.

RJmoved to turn the ship's power off.

"Hey! Why'd you do that?" Levits asked as he raced to turn the light on his com-link on.

"No sensein leaving it on to run the power out. Who knows, we might need thisship yet," RJsaid.
She looked back around her, suddenly fedling areluctance to go. She had anillogica feding that for an
instant she had connected with the other sde of her heritage. The only way she had ever interacted with
them before had been by killing them on planetsin galaxies far away from here. She took a deep breath
and walked out of the ship. If they hurried, they should be able to make it down the mountain before it
got dark enough to impair her companions vision.

They had been walking alittle over an hour when she redlized that Levitswas very purposefully not
talking to her. She let David take the lead for awhile and held back with Levits.

"So, what did | do now?' RJasked with agrin.

He glared back at her. ™Y ou know what you did. Y ou took hisside.”

"I didn't takehissde" RJsaid in disbelief. "All | did wastell the truth. He can kick your ass. You
and | both know that you would have talked your way out of it anyway, because you have an averson to
pain. So in the end the outcome isthe same, and it was alot quicker thisway. Y ou're smarter than heis,;
he'sstronger. In dl redlity, which would you rather be?!

"You could at least pretend that you think I'm stronger,” Levits said with asmile.

RJ smiled back and took his hand in hers. "I didn't ask you to pretend to be dumber just to make
David fed better."

"RJ . . . What areyou going to do with this damned wegpon?"' Levits asked, more than ready to
change the subject.

"| redlly don't know yet. It could be modified to do any number of horrible things."



"Worse than what it doesnow?" Levits scowled. "l don't like the sound of that.”

"Rather depends on who we use it on, doesn't it? Some people deserve atortuousdeath . . . "

"I'm not sure anyone deserves that,” Levitssaid acold chill running up his spine as he remembered
theterror. "RJ, I'm curious. What wasyour fear? mean . . . | didn't think you were afraid of
anything."

"I'm an empath, too, Levits. | felt your fear —dl of your fears" RJsad smply. That wasal he
needed to know. She didn't want to talk about her only redl fear. They could dl avoid their fears, but on
the other hand her fear wasinevitable.

Chapter Fourteen

Haldeed didn't know what the Defrocked priest and the old one were talking about, he only knew
that it was dowing down progress on the prince's hands. Thiswas frustrating Taeed, so that hewas
bitching at Haldeed. He and Taleed had been catching colmacon al day, and they had enough for a
feast. He had shelled and cleaned them and was now pushing them onto a spit to be put over thefire.

"Hurry, Haldeed," Tdeed said impatiently. "l want to see what the old oneistaking about that is so
important that he has all but stopped working on my hands.”

Haldeed just looked exasperated and worked alittle faster at poking the crustaceans onto the
skewer. He didn't stop to explain to him that since Taleed was contributing nothing but aggravation, he
could leave a any time. Haldeed grunted when he had finished the task, and together they walked over
to the fire where Topaz wastalking to the priest.

"So dl the priests are basically schizophrenic,” Topaz was saying excitedly.

"l don't know what that is," Jessit answered.

"They dl suffer from this disorder where they hear voicesin their heads" Topaz said.

"Yes" Jessit said shaking hishead. "I haveit, too, but | know it isn't godsthat are talking to me

.. " Helooked then at the young prince and fdll silent.

"Speak fredly. | have long believed that the priests spoke fasely, and everything | have seen on my
adventure aince |l |eft the palace has only strengthened my belief. If you have any ingght, please shareiit
withus" Tadeed sad.

"Onlythat . . ..

Haldeed put the snails over thefire.

"My goodness What afinefeast wewill have" Jesst said smacking hislips.

"Jessit, please,”" Topaz begged with asigh. "Try to stay on task. What were you going to say?"

Haldeed smiled. He thought it was funny that the old alien should be telling anyoneto "stay on task,"
when Tadeed'shandslay in thedirt at hisfeet untouched and unfinished.

"WEell, it became obviousto me early on that the voicesin my head couldn't be the gods. Why
would the gods want me to have sex with my neighbor's farm animals? Or dit the throat of a merchant
who over charged the man in line ahead of me? | spoke to the head priest Ziphed about it. He said the
gods spoke in mysterious ways, and that | must learn to interpret what they were saying to me. | knew
then that everything that he said was only lies. Liesthat he told when he interpreted things like Have sex
with the neighbor’ farm animals, and turned it into The gods want us to fight with each other . 1
mean how can you credibly trand ate having sex with your neighbor's animasinto anything godly?
Perhaps you could make an argument that it means the animals should be bred, or perhapsthat the
community as awhole should condemn or perhaps engage in acts of bestidity. But it hardly seemsto me
that the gods would waste their time talking about such trivid matters.”

Haldeed couldn't make much sense of what the priest was saying and from the looks on the faces of
the three dien strangers, neither did they. They seemed more like the Reliance people he had seen dll his



life. The onesthat had come to the Capital to trade hides and carvings, beads, art and sometimes mesat
for cotton cloth and metal implements. Cold and detached, like priests. Not like RJand her people, who
were more like the palace guard. Very serious at their posts, but cutting up, laughing, and offering mute
palace servants asip of wine they weren't supposed to have when they were off duty.

Haldeed understood what they had said about why they were here, but he wasn't surethat he
trusted them. Their expressions were devoid of emotion. Their movements were stiff, their body speech
unreadable. He wondered if thiswas part of some training they had undergone, or whether their world
just repressed them so much that their souls had retreated from their faces.

Theprie wasdill taking" . . . | wasn't happy to just believe what they told meto believe. |
wasn't happy to tell the people that they should believe what | didn't. In a glass case degp within the
Templeisthe Holy of Holies, ahuge vault in which are machine printed journals said to have been written
by The Ancestor himself. No one save the High Priest is ever supposed to read them. So of course
read them right away. It wasn't very hard to gain access. | gave the guards a couple of bottles of wine
once aweek, and in return they opened the vaults and let me read the books."

"What wasin the books?" Taeed asked forgetting at least for the moment about his hands.

Jessit laughed, then fixed the boy with agtare. "Ah, my Prince, it would be easier to tell you what
was hot in the books. They were the ledger of the man who would be king, the man who believed he
was agod and easily convinced the people who already lived on our world that this was so. Hewrote

.. " Jessit'seyes appeared to lose focus. Or perhaps to focus on something only he could see. His
voice dropped into the sing-song cadence of rote recitation, and he began.

My name is Paul Arquette. | have dictated this to the computer and had it printed out becauseit is
important that my story be told. Also who knows what will become of the technology that
accompanied me to this world? Who can trust that equipment when the very government that we
have put our trust in has purposefully sabotaged it?

TheRdiance . . . May their name forever be cursed! . . .sent uson a mission to colonize
this planet. Now looking out at this vast waste land, | know that we were never meant to survive.
Of the eight hundred and seventy-two men and women who accompanied me on this pilgrimage,
only I have survived, and | don't know how much longer | shall live. Both of my hands were
severed in the crash, and in an attempt to keep from bleeding to death | cauterized them against
the red-hot hull of the ship. It's funny how quickly mind and body will react. | wasn't even aware
of doing it till it was done.

My shipmates litter the interior of the ship and the ground outside, and | am crippled and too
weak to do anything but watch themrot. | feel ill. Perhaps| will go to sleep and never wake up. |
think that iswhat | would like.

Day two — | woke up this morning feeling better but hungry. | found no viable food in any
part of the ship. The mess halls and kitchen were on the starboard side of the ship, which was
almost compl etely destroyed on impact. | wonder how it isthat | am alive when everyone else has
died, and when the very ship that has brought us here has been so damaged. The surgical unit was
intact, and | found some ointment. | spent several minutes wondering how | would get it from the
dispenser, and then | pushed the button with my knee. The ointment immediately started to heal
my flesh, and the pain went away. | begin to think | may yet surviveif | can only find something to
eat.

| wish the dead people would stop looking at me. Every time | see one of them, they seemto
be looking at me, accusing me of some crime, because | have lived and they have died. But it is
only the Reliance who has betrayed us. First they took away my right to breed, and then they sent
me here sent — all of us here—to die. It seems that they cannot berid of our color soon enough.
We have already served our purposein their breeding program, and now we are just fliesin their
genetic ointment. Sill, I never thought they would go this far to get rid of us.

Day Three —My hunger overwhelms me, and every day | realize more and more that a man



cannot exist on a strange planet with no hands and no provisions. Today it rained, and | was able
to stand at the edge of the ship and catch the water asit ran off. | kicked a big pot from the galley
over and put it under the drip, so now | have drinking water. | found some edible food cubes deep
within the rubble of the ship, and there are a few more that weren't destroyed in either the crash
or thefire. Even the ssmple act of eating is almost impossible. | have to get down on my knees,
lean over — careful not to put any weight on my stumps, which are still healing — and lift a food
pack with my teeth. Then there is the task of opening the foil pouch. After several attempts|
simply stuck it in my mouth whole, chewed it up, and spit the foil pieces out.

Thereis still foil in my teeth.

| kicked with my feet till | found the food cubes. | kicked till my feet hurt. | would like to take
off my boots, but | cannot. Maybe if my arms were completely healed. . . But they aren't, and if |
don't get some real food soon they probably won't heal at all. | will die here. Without help I will
die, and thereis no one here to help me.

Day four — They keep looking at me. Some of them are starting to bloat and to smell, but
others deep within the ship — especially down where the ship has been buried in the earth — are so
cold that they still scemalive. But | know that they aren't. | know that they are just bodies. Some
of them have the faces of my friends, but they aren't there anymore, and they won't know. No one
will ever know. | worked socks onto my arms, and it cushions them enough that | can use them as
long as | don't push too hard. It doesn't take much pressure to push a button on a laser knife. | cut
slabs of meat from the thigh of a young corporal today; he didn't seemto mind. | found that there
was a working microwave in one of the break rooms, and | cooked the meat. | looked at it for a
long moment then | lifted the plate to my face and ate.

It didn't taste like chicken.

Day five —My stumps seem to have healed over night, and the growling in my stomach has
stopped. Thereisa voice in my head — several voices actually. They aretelling me that it is good
to eat the dead. Maybe it is the spirits of my dead friends who want me to live. | found Jim today
down on the lower deck. | thought that deck would have been utterly destroyed, but it was
surprisingly void of any real damage. Apparently it was only the starboard side of the ship —the
side that impacted the ground first — that has been damaged beyond repair. When we hit this
strange valley, crushing the rock formations — which can only be described as looking like huge
African termite mounds — before us, the ship was totally out of control, and it took the brunt of
the impact. The rock formations are now piled like a child's broken toysin front of and in some
cases on top of the ship. Surprisingly, the observation window on the bridge, though badly
cracked, is not broken. The voices tell me that others will come. The Reliance won't be happy to
get rid of just a few of the blacks on the planet. They will only be happy when they have destroyed
us all. They want to breed a race of one color, to bring about a feeling of unity and do away with
racism by an act of genetic genocide. But there are too many of us, and it will take too long to
breed us out. So they take away our breeding privileges. But some of us noticed that more people
of color lost their breeding privileges than whites and we started trouble. So they round up all the
troublemakers and tell us we can breed all we want if we will colonize this planet. They send usin
a rickety ship that is sabotaged, hoping to exterminate us all and get away with murder. But | am
still alive. Do you hear me, you stupid Reliance shit heads? | AM STI LL ALl VE!

Day 27 —| amagod. Thereis no other explanation for what has happened to me. Why else
has everyone else died while | have lived? Why can | now hear the voices of the dead who live
inside of me? | got five of the service droids running and programmed them to take vocal
commands from me. It wasn't easy; | had to use my teeth and stumps to hold the tools to fix the
first one. We cleaned the decaying bodies away, and using one of the land rovers that wasn't
damaged in the crash, we carried them to a canyon several miles away and dumped them. We
were able to get the freezer on line, and We have butchered all those bodies that had kept so well
in the buried part of the ship. We have installed one of the dozens of thermo generators the



Reliance sent for the, proposed colony. | half expected them to be fake, but they seem real enough.
If I ration, | should have enough meat to last me for years, and the freezer should last aslong as
thereis steamin the core of this planet.

| amusing the droids to find and test edible plants. After all, | may be a god, but | am still a
human god, and humans are omnivores. So far the droids have found twenty varieties that are
safe for human consumption and packed full of vitamins, unfortunately only one of these appeals
to my French pallet.

| grow to like this planet more with each passing day. The Reliance sent us here with a
sabotaged ship in the hopes that even if some of us did survive the crash we could not live on this
desolate planet, but this planet is not as desolate as they think. They will send more people here,
and if even one woman survives that crash we will make a race here. We will breed, and breed,
and become as numerous as the sands of the sea and then we shall track you across space and
acrosstime and we will make you pay! | will make you pay!

John Henry stood in the shadows, his prostheses in the hands of another man. His skin was painted
brown, and he wore his slver space quit; he fdt like agrade-A moron.

"| fed like agrade-A moron,” he said.

"Just don't get it wrong, John, you know RJIwould never ask usto do anything without damn good
reason,” his partner said. "We can't afford to screw it up now."
John Henry nodded. He looked at the message scrawled across hisleft sump. "My children! Thetime
has cometo fight! Y ou must cleanse this planet with the blood of the Reliance. Rise up and smite your
oppressors.”

"Y ou don't sound very god-like," his partner said pulling aface.

"Just what the hell doesagod sound like, Jack?' John asked in an angry whisper.

"Not like that!" Jack laughed. " Sound more forceful, more booming. Try itlike . . . My children

"Hey!" aguard ydled rounding the corner of the building. "Wheat the hdll are you two up to?'

"Nothing," Jack said shrugging.

The guard must have seen Jack's weapon then, because he raised his own to afiring position.
"Better drop that gun, dien.”

"What gun?"' Jack asked with a shrug.

The guard moved closer. He looked John and Jack up and down. "What the hell are you two
dressed up for?" Hisfinger was way too closeto thetrigger.

John looked at Jack, and Jack looked at John. Then John dung his arm out and forced the barrel of
the guard'srifle up making the bullet firewild. "Go!" Jack ordered, shoving John foreword.

"Shee. . .it!" John said running into the middle of the compound where the Beta 4 humanoids were
just being led back to their barracks from aday of training. Seeing them John flung his sumpswide. "My
children . . . " A bullet kicked up dirt afew feetin front of him, and he redlized he had barely missed
being shot. "Don't just stand there; kill these bastards!™ John screamed running into the sea of Beta4
humanoids who grabbed the Reliance soldier as he ran after John. They besat the guard to the ground and
took hisweagpon. John stopped moving again. He looked at the people al bowing before him. "Don't
gtart that bowing crap! Kick these guys asses, and let's get the hell out of here.”

They seemed to smile asawhole, then they let out aloud battle cry and started taking the camp
apart.

John found afairly safe place and squeezed in to watch the battle in relative safety. The Beta4
humanoids were kicking some Redliance ass. Apparently they had been waiting for just any sign to attack
them.

John Henry settled in and got comfortable. "Ah . . . It'sgood to be god.”



Chapter Fifteen

"Then one day, | don't remember which oneit was," Jesst continued. "Buit it was like years after the
crash. These white-haired people with bronze skin and blue eyes found him. They thought he was agod.
And of course so did he. He basicdly did to them what the Reliance had done to his people. He made dl
of their males stop breeding their femaesin their cycles, and he bred with al the females when they were
fertile, making children that were al as brown aswe are. He formed the Religion, and put a breeding
program in place that would insure that his race would survive but wouldn't become so inbred that they
gtarted to have genetic mutations. It's very complex, and one has to wonder if the high priests have
aways understood the program themselves."

"So in fact hewas like agod because he did cregte you," Topaz said thoughtfully.

"Yes" Jesst sad. "Heand the priests.”

"So here's something | don't understand,” Stratton said. "From what you have said, and whét little |
have observed in your culture, women are more or less completely equa. Children are raised by both
parents, men and woman hold the same jobs, wear basicaly the same clothing, and train and fight
together. Y et woman aren't alowed to be priests. They aren't even dlowed in the palace or the temples,
why isthat?'

Jessit laughed. "Ah! That's easy. Women distract men, and men distract women. A choice was
made. Men would serve, and women wouldn't. Therefore we can't have them around to distract the King
and the priests.”

"It's probably smpler than that,” Topaz said. "The Ancestor thought he was god and therefore
perfect. That'swhy he put the breeding programsin place —to make everyone look like him. He was
black, so he wanted them to be black. He was mae, so therefore those who were male were more
perfect, so he set them up asthe priests.”

"Yeah, well, hereéswhat | don't get," Bradley started. He, too, had been listening to the native's
gtory. "If Paul Arquette hated the Reliance so intensely, why did this people ever deem to trade with
them? To even try to have friendly Relations with them?”

Jesstamiled. "Ah . . . becausethe King/God's spirit is said to move to the body of the Chosen.
The King/God's have al taken council from the priests. At some point the Reliance sent ambassadorsto
trade with our people. The high priest's voicestold him it was agood thing. The other priests agreed, and
when they told the King what the gods had told them, the King gracefully agreed. Of coursethe
King/God never reads from the book of The Ancestor, so he wouldn't have known about the redl
history. And you and | both know he redlly did not possess the spirit of Paul Arquette. So he had no resl
problem with the Reliance, and we needed replacement parts for the generators, light bulbs, metal
implements and things the Reliance had in abundance and that we could not make."

"So . . . thepriestsaredl schizophrenic?' Topaz said again.

"No," RJsaid. They had walked up unseen on the group huddled around the fire, and they dll
jumped. " Sorry," she said with awicked grin, then continued with her train of thought. "The priestsare dl
telepaths, dthough I'm sure that being untrained as to how to handle the power they do go quite mad.
Badicdly these people are the descendants of aderanged, armless black French human and criminal
Argy telepaths who had been sent to this planet as part of their sentence. By the time the deranged,
armless black Frenchman got here, the tel epathic gene had been mostly bred out. Then by thetime he
bred in hisown genesfor severa generations, the common Argy empathic trait al but disappeared.
However the priests have a separate breeding program. One that ensured that the telepathic gene
remained active. Although without knowing what it is, they believe that they are talking to the gods.”

"Damnit, RJ," Topaz said. "I wanted to figureit out.”

"Sorry, Old Man, but maybe now you'll be able to get back to work," she said looking at the hands
and their apparatus at hisfeet



Topaz grumbled, got up and moved to pick up the prostheses from where he had laid them in the
dirt. Heturned to Taeed and shrugged. "Sorry," he gpologized.

"I have gone alifetime without hands, afew more hours aren't going to make a difference,” Taeed
sad gracioudy.

RJwent over to thefire, lifted the skewer from the tripods, and pulled one of the fully cooked and
steaming hot snailsfrom it. Shelet it cool only afew seconds and then took abite out of it. "Wow! These
areredly good! What arethey?'

Taeed started to answer, and Levits moved quickly to put ahand over his mouth. "No. Don't tell
us. | may actually enjoy it if I don't know." Levits|et the boy go. He hefted the backpack from his back
and sat down on the rock next to Taleed.

"Did you bring me anything?" Topaz asked looking at the obvioudy full packs on each of their
backs.

"Some very heavy, horrid wegpon RJsmply had to have. Nothing of any red vaue," Levitssaid
glaring at RJ. RJjust smiled and returned the skewer to the tripods.

RJlooked &t the strangers, Szing them up with aglance. One thing was obvious, they were afraid of
her. She could fed their combined fear like awave. They didn't know what she might do to them, but
they were pretty sure they weren't going to likeit, and just as sure that there was nothing they could do to
stop her.

Of course they had a point.

"So . . . Who'sincharge?' RJasked of them asagroup. They dl looked at the biggest manin
the group, as the native —who had no doubt come with them — struck aneutral pose asif to say hewas
with no one and knew nothing.

The big man turned and stared back a the woman. Shelooked up a RJunblinkingly although her
emotions gave her away. "Technicdly that would be me. Lieutenant Stratton, First Division, Space
Force." She stood up and held her hand out towards RJ.

RJ stuffed the rest of the mesat in her mouth, grabbed the woman's hand with her greasy one and
applied just enough pressure for it to be uncomfortable. The woman's face didn't falter, even asthefat
from the meat dripped out the bottom of their joined hands, and RJ let her hand go. She wiped the goo
from her hand onto her pantsleg and smiled. Then she turned quickly on the big man.

"But you're basicaly in charge now," RJsaid noticing the way he jumped.

"l don't think any of usarein charge now," he said, quickly composing himself.

RJlaughed heartily as she helped Janad take the heavy pack off. "Hesasmart man. Give him a
gold gar," RJsaid smiling at Topaz. Topaz just shrugged asif totell her that her little display of power
was moreirritating than it was amusing. She shrugged back, acknowledging hisindifference and letting
him know she didn't care what he thought.

"Do you have aname?' she asked their leader.

"Bradley. Thisis Jackson. Our wounded man is Decker, and the nativeis Jessit,” he said.

RJcould fed hisfear of her start to fade. He redly was a smart man, and he knew that if she meant
to kill them shewould have doneit dready, and saved hersdlf the trouble of getting to know them.
"Levits, David and Janad," RJ said pointing a each respectively. "Apparently we are dl on the same side,
so aslong asyou do what | tell you, when | tdll you, well bedl right.”

She spoke to Topaz over her shoulder, " Give them their weapons back.”

"Oh, I don't think that's such agood idea,” Topaz said quickly.

Levitsdumped his heavy pack then grunted and walked into the brush.

"Who died and Ieft you in charge?' RJ said angrily. Now was not the time to question her authority.
Not in front of the new "recruits." She looked around, then looked at Topaz suspicioudy. "Whereismy
brother?'

Topaz seemed to focus more intently on hiswork asif he hadn't heard her.



"Topaz, | asked you a question. Whereismy brother?' RJ demanded.

"Ah . . . Youdon'thaveabrother. You haveasser,but . . ."

"Don't gtart your shit with me, Old Man,” RJ hissed back. "Whereis Poley?

"Heswatchingthem . . . Youtold meto have him watch them,” Topaz defended.

"Watching them do what from where?' RJasked hatly.

"Watching the camp, weatching theprisoners . . . "

"Prisoners?' RJ asked, her patience wearing thin.

"Wadll, you're the one who aways says you can't betoo careful, and | wasincharge . . . "

"Who said you were in charge? Why would | leave you in charge? Y ou're crazy; you know that. In
charge of what?' RJsaid hotly. "Of in case of any Reliance defectors should happen to land aship in our
camp? Give me afresking bresk!"

"I'm pretty sureyou left mein charge, RJ. And, yes, in case something just like this should happen
. | mean someone hasto bein charge," Topaz defended.

"Well, no offense, but it wouldn't have been you," RJ said with asigh. She mentally counted to ten.
"Now, what the hell have you done with my brother?' RJ demanded, taking amenacing step closer to
him.

"I had him walk up on thelittle hill over there and keep watch. | figured he could see thewhole
camp, and if any of theprisoners . . . "

"Oh, just shut up, Topaz," RJlooked up at the hill, focused, and saw Poley. She waved a him and
said, "Poley get back down here."

She heard him answer, and then saw him start to run down the hill.

A few momentslater Poley seemed to appear out of thin air. The four newcomers seemed alittle
shocked at the speed with which he had returned, and from the look on Bradley and Stratton's faces they
had aready come to the wrong conclusion. "He's not, you know," RJtold them.

"Not what?' Stratton asked.

"AGSH . . . Hésnat," shesad smply. "However, he is my brother.”

"Did you leave Topaz in charge?' Poley asked immediately, not alowing Stratton to respond to
what RJhad said.

RJsighed deeply. "Of course not, Tin Pants.”

"Then it wasjust more of hiscrazy ramblings," Poley said matter-of-factly.

Topaz's head jerked up. "Crazy ramblings! Crazy ramblingsl How would you like thislittle metal
arm shoved right up your little meta ass?"

"l wouldnt likeit," Tadeed said. "I would like to use the hands."

Just then Levitswaked back into camp. He had his under wear on, but he had the top of his pants
wadded up in one fist and they were hanging around his knees. His other hand was cupped very closeto
hisgrain.

"What'swrong?' RJ asked with asigh.

For answer, Levits started to laugh hysterically. "Wrong? What's freaking wrong? Oh, nothing's
wrong. My life's perfect — couldn't get any freaking better. I'm stuck on thisfloating turd of aplanet with
you bunch of lunatics, andnow . . . ." Hemoved hishand away to reved asmdl lizard about aninch
long and dmost aswide stuck on hisleg. "What the freak isthisthing, and isit going to move?'

"A vampirelizard," Jesst said moving forward. "It won't move until it'sfinished egting. It makesa
holein you and sucks your blood out through itstube-likemouth . . . "

"I don't want to know it'sfresking life cycle! | just want it off of me!" Levits hollered.

"Canyou get it off?' RJ asked the priest.

He nodded. "Yes, but it hurts."

"It hurtsnow," Levitssaid. " Just get the bastard off of me. I'm using my blood, | need it."



Jessit nodded, walked over to Levits and smacked the lizard hard with the palm of his hand. Levits
let out a scream, and thelizard fell to the ground hissing up at them. Jessit picked thelittle beast up by its
tall and tossed him into the fire where he made a satisfying little popping sound.

"Now we have to suck the poison out," Jessit said moving to do so.

"Poison!" Levits screeched. Then he grabbed the native's head. "Wait! Wait aminute. How bad is
the poison?' he glared at David, who was trying hard not to laugh, but not redly succeeding.

"It won' kill you, but it could make you very sick."

"Probably infection caused from the biteitsalf. Sucking on it probably removesthe impurities” RJ
sad. "Better let himdoit.”

Levitslooked at her appedingly, then looked to the spot where the bite was.

RJlooked at Bradley and Stratton. " So much for making aformidable first impression,” she said.
Roalling her eyes she grabbed Levits arm and started pulling him towards the areabehind the ship. "Y ou
are such abig baby."

"Y ou know what, RJ? Just once | wish something like thiswould happen to you," Levitssaid, and
then they were out of sight.

David looked at Bradley and smiled. "I'm not an empath, but | know what you're thinking," he said.

"What would that be?' Bradley asked.

David smiled more broadly and answered, "How the hdll did this band of lunatics besat the
Reiance?’

Bradley smiled then and relaxed for thefirst timeal day. "Wow! Y ou read my mind."

Even shut up on the bridge he could hear the screams of the prisonersin the brig, athough he wasn't
quite sure whether the noise was real or imagined. He was spacing them as quickly as possible to make
sure they didn't escape again. He had no qualms about executing the prisoners, he just wanted the job to
be over so that the station could get back to business.

What a mess! Whatever happened to dying with dignity? he wondered.

"Couldyouplease . . . " Briggstook adeep breath beforelooking back up at the screen and
continuing. "'l have told you that everything here and on the station iswell under control. Pleasejust dock
and do the repair work as you have been ordered.”

"You're correct. My orders are to fix the ship. But | am not required to put mysalf, my ship or my
crew in jeopardy to do that. To the contrary, unlessyou are in immediate danger, my fird priority isto
ensure the safety of my ship and my crew. The patch on the station is holding, therefore you arein no
immediate danger. Y our job isto make sure Pam Station is secure enough for my people and | to dock
safely and make the repairs. Y ou do your job, and | will gladly domine . . . "

"How dare you tel mewhat my job is, you glorified mop jockey! Listento me! Dock that ship and
get to work before | write you up!™

The overweight man in thework coveralslooked at him and smiled broadly. "What's thet, Briggs? |
can't hear you; were breaking up. Must be that damned magnetic pulse.”

It sounded more like he was scraping something across the transmitter.

"Gee! | can't hear anything you're saying."

"Damnit,man . . . I'll seeyou court-martialed! Thisisnot somejoke. My missonisin
jeopardy.”

The image faded out, and there was no audible response.

"They have cut transmission, Captain," the communications moron reported.

Briggs took in a deep breath and wondered why he had been surrounded by idiots. There was no
problem on the station now; they had totaly crushed the uprising. No doubt the maintenance people who
were giving him dl the trouble had managed to make contact with the Kryptonite, and they were refusing
to dock asasign of solidarity.



Well, that just wasn't going to work, not in the Reliance. Not with Captain Briggs!

"Get mealinewith Admiral Berk. I'll get that fat jerk off hisass oneway or the other,” Briggs
ordered. "Well seeif themoronistill laughing when Admira Berk gets donewith him.”

"Yes, Sir," the communications officer said. It seemed to take the idiot an hour to get Briggsaclear
linewith the Admird.

"What isit now, Briggs?' the Admira's voice sounded tired and angry. His features probably would
have been impossible to read even if he had bothered to look into the monitor.

Briggs took a deep breath. It was hard not to tell the guy whereto stick his attitude. When he had
accepted the position on Pam Station with the duty of moving the Beta4 humanoidsto Earth for military
training, he had been promised it was a cushy position that would propel him up the ranks. Now
everything wasfdling gpart through no fault of his own, and he was dealing with dl these nightmareswhile
the Admira was curled up in some cozy office planet Side. Briggs redlized now that if the mission was
successful the Admira would get dl the credit, and held get his crumb for being a"good boy". If the
mission bombed the way it seemed destined to do without some help from, Berk he, Briggs, would be
hung out to dry.

"Sir," Briggs saluted and swallowed hard. "We caught and executed the rebd spies who were
directly responsiblefor the attack on the tation and for giving top secret information to the New
Alliance, and there was a minor disturbance among afew additiona personnd. We have contained the
rabble-rousers and things are now back to normal. My problem now isthat the repair crew from Stashes
isrefusngto dock anddo theirjob . . . "

"Briggs, handle these problems yourself!" Berk said haotly, looking up for thefirgt time. "We have
bigger problemsthan afew disgruntled maintenance workers. Y our little Beta4 natives have just gone
crazy intheir camps and are tearing the bases gpart and killing dl the Reliance personnel they can get
their hands on. It'sall Earth Forces can do to contain the bastards. I1t's obvious the rebel s were able to
infiltrate a some point and win the brown bastards over. Until afull inquiry can be made, your operation
isclosed down. So you see? Making Pam Station operational isno longer ahigh priority. Someone
somewhere dropped the ball, and you better hope it wasn't you, Briggs.”

"Sir,l assureyou . . . | followed your ordersto theletter! | gathered up anyonel even
suspected of spying as soon as | knew there was any sort of problem. | fed asif | have acted admirably
under these conditions. Nothing that has gonewrong ismy fault. It certainly wasn't my ideato train Beta
4 humanoidsto fight the rebels. It certainly wasn't my ideato trade them for radioactive gold. | wasjust
following orders, and | redlly think . . . "

"Quit whining, Briggs. If | wereyou, I'd quit wasting time figuring out al the reasons none of this
was my fault, and find some way to sdvage what's left of the operation. Do something right, and it might
even make you look better in front of the board of inquiry.” The screen went blank, and the transmission
ended.

"Well, that'sit then." Briggs Sghed. He stood up and started pacing, burying hisfingersdeep in his
ever thinner hair. The worst had happened. The entire plan had fallen apart, and he was going to be
blamed. Blamed for dl of it. From the missing transport ship and the holein the Sation to the Beta 4
natives attack on Reliance personnd on Earth and the destruction of Reliance property. He was going to
be blamed for it al, and at least his career, if not hislife, was over. He walked back to his chair, sat

down and took a deep brezth.
"Yumby, stand on," he ordered. The sergeant turned to look at him curioudy. "Desperate times call
for desperate measures. Power our weapons up and target the Kryptonite . . . Lieutenant Drex, get

the Kryptoniteon line."
Thefa maintenance guy's facefilled the screen again. "What the hell do you think you're doing,
Briggs?' he screamed. "Our sensorsindicate that you have aimed your forward gun at us.”
"Yes, that's right, fat boy. And unless you dock and get your fat assto work | am going to blast
your defensaless ship right out of the ky,” Briggssaid. "Inten, nine, eight .



"All right, you fresking lunatic! But don't think I'm not going to report this.”

"Y ou have exactly twenty minutes to dock and commence work on the station. Transmission out.”

"Lieutenant Drex, get me Lieutenant Stratton on the surface. | want to know what if any progress
they have made," Briggs ordered.

"Yes, gr," Drex said.

It took quite awhileto raise Stratton, and sounded looked hurried and was obvioudy out of bresth
asshe answered him.

Briggsdidn't beat around the bush. "Stratton, it is customary to call in occasionaly and inform your
Captainof what . . . if indeed any progressyou have made."

"Sorry, Sr, themagneticpulses . . . "

"Magnetic pulsesl Magnetic pulses! | am sick to death of every incompetent buffoon on thismisson
using that astheir excuseto screw up. You will get up hereimmediately and report every detail of
information that you have learned about that planet.”

"Sr . . . Wearen't finished gathering information yet," Stratton said.

"Oh, yes. Yesyou are," Briggs said. "The entire mission has been scrubbed, and dl that remainsis
for meto try to salvage our previous trading agreement with thosefilthy primitive bastards and try to save
my own ass. | need to be briefed in full about what you've learned about their culture, attitude, and battle
readinessimmediately.”

Nothing but silence answered him for the longest time, and his anger flared again.

"Lieutenant, dl that isleftisfor youto say Yes, Sr and report back to the ship immediately.”

"Yes, Sr," shesad.

Thetransmission closed.

Briggs screamed in frustration and dammed hisfist into his consol, causing warning lightsto flash
and grenstowall.

"Get these fucking thingsturned off!" he ordered the crew.

"Sr," Yumby seemed reluctant.

"Spit it out, man!" Briggs screamed as the emergency alarms shut down.

"Wdl,Sr . . . thedation-wide emergency system which you just activated?'
"YS’?I
"Wel, Sr, whenitcomeson . . . the...um...thecdlsautomaticaly. .. uh...open...inthe

brig," Y umby explained not without cringing.

"What!" Briggs screamed. "Why the hell would they do that?'

"It'sasafety precaution Sr," Y umby explained. "Peoplein the brig aren't usually receiving anything
morethan discipline and . . . "

"Areyou telling methat al those lunatics are loss on the sation again?'

"Not the whole gtation,” he said with an air of pride. "1 was able to close the cell block off before
they had time to escape.”

Briggs seemed to be rdieved. "Good then they're till locked up.”

"Yes, Sir,but . . . Wadl, they are mostly the maintenance people.”

"S0?" Briggs snapped.

"S0, there are severa maintenance hatchesin the cell block, and they know their way around the
sarviceducts,” Yumby explained.

"Why would they put something so freaking important basically on the arm of my damned chair?
How freskingsupidisthat . . . Gasthem!"

"But,Sr . . . theductsservetheentiredtation,and . . . "

"Yumby, you find away to contain those prisoners, or I'll seeto it that when | go down | take you
with me. Do you understand!” Briggs screamed.



"Yes, Sir," hesaid. Then just stood there.

"Doit now!"

Y umby ran to his console and started keying franticaly.

Briggsjumped up and started pacing, again pulling a what was|eft of hishair. "It'sal coming
undone. | haveto think. What do | do now? What is my next move?' He wastalking out loud, and when
he looked up and realized that everyone on the bridge was staring at him asif he had gone round the
bend, he yelled at them al. "Don't you have anything better to do than stand around on the bridge
day?' No one said anything; no one moved. "Wd|?'

"Sir," Drex started. "Wework on the bridge."

"Oh . . . I know that! Don't you think | know that!" he said momentarily stopping to glare a
themadl.

What next, Briggs? Everything is coming apart, and now all the lunatics who want nothing
more in thisworld than to kill you are loose and running amuck on the station again. If some
broom pusher doesn't kill you, it's a sure bet the Tribunal will fry you. You have to do something
amazing and brave.

Suddenly he knew exactly what to do.

"l . . . lcantwaitfor Stratton to get back. | will haveto go to the planet's surface myself
without the information and try to save our rationship with the natives. Lieutenant Y umby, you'rein
control until | get back." He turned on his heel then and headed for the door. ™Y umby, get me acrack
team of Elites and three GSH's, and have them meet me in the hanger. We will be taking afully loaded
and fueled battle cruiser. If the nativeswon't talk reason, well at the very least teach them some respect.”

"Yes, Sr," Yumby said.

"Wdl . . . Gettoit! Whileyoureat it, call maintenance. When | get back | want that damned
emergency control buttontobe . . . Somewheredse”

"Where, Sr?" Yumby asked.

Briggsturned to look at the man, his eyes becoming two dits. "Oh, you're pushing it, Y umby. Just
tell them to put it somewhere where it can't be accidentally activated.”

"Yes Sr."

"Good," Briggs started towards the door. "I'm on my way to the hanger.”

Y umby sighed with relief, glad to see the back of Briggs. He was aso pretty pumped about being in
control. That is hewas pumped until he recelved the answer to hiscal.

"They've escaped! All the prisoners have escaped! | don't know where they are, but they'renot in
the cellblock. | have deployed the troops, but they could beanywhere . . . Man, we are so screwed.”

Y umby took in a deep breath and moved to the Captain's chair. "I have accepted temporary
command while Briggs goes planet-sde, Wiksd." An audible sigh of relief could be heard from Wiksdl's
end. "Tdl the troopsto double their efforts. Over"

"Will do. Over."

"Lieutenant Y umby, should we warn Captain Briggs?' Drex asked.

Y umby looked at Drex and smiled. "Warn him about what? The Stuation is under control.”

* * %

"This changes everything,” David said. "Now we can't just Sit around here wasting our time letting
blood sucking lizards hang around on our genitdia.”

"For the last time, shit boy. The wretched bastard wasn't on my dick," Levits cursed from where he
sat holding the poultice the native priest had given him on the bite.

"Well, you wouldn't have guessed that from what you wanted meto do," RJ said with awicked
grin. Sheturned her attention to Topaz. "Aren't you done yet?'

Topaz looked up from where he stood working on the apparatus that was now attached to Taleed.



"Thisisacomplicated piece of equipment, RJ. It'srobatics, it takes careful thought and ddlicate
adjustments. Y ou can't just dam it together with rubber bands and baing wire."

"Whatever the hell thosethingsare,” RJsaid with asmile.

Topaz chose to ignore her. He stood back and looked at the boy. "Try it now."

Taeed moved his elbow, and the robotic hand grabbed the rock he'd been reaching for. Hiseyeslit
up. "l amwhole. Look Haldeed, look! | have hands." He experimentally tossed the rock, and it hit Topaz
right between the eyes.

"Hey!" Topaz shouted, rubbing the wounded area. He turned to RJ and smiled. "Now that's
freaking gratitude for you."

"Oh!" Tdeed sad hisfeatures becoming amask of gpology. "I am so sorry, Old One. It'sjust that
my excitement isfar greater thanismy am.”

"Don't worry about it, son. | say that every morning when | go to the bathroom,” Topaz said wiping
animaginary tear from hiseye. "So isn't anybody going to say it?" he demanded.

"You areagenius." RJwalked over and kissed him on the check. "Aren't we all very impressed a
how clever and resourceful Topaz is?' She started clapping, and the rest joined in. Topaz bowed less
than gracioudy.

"However!" RJsaid holding up her hand and stopping the applause.

"However?' Topaz asked with amock pout.

"Y es. However, we don't havetimeto celebrate. David'sright. The call from the station does
change everything. Stratton, Bradley and the others are expected back on the station. If they don't show
up there soon, they will be under suspicion, if they aren't dready, and we miss avauable opportunity to
gain accessto the station. One | don't think we can afford to waste." She looked thoughtful for a
moment, then nodded her head asif to answer aquestion that no one had asked.

"Givemeaminute," she said and then turned and walked away into the brush.

They watched as she | eft.

"l hopethismeans shefindly hasaplan," David said.

"Or at the very least that she's going to make one," Topaz said nodding. "It's rather unnerving to
have aleader who suddenly stopsleading”

David nodded his head in agreement.

"Hey! Look, Hadeed! | think I've got it thistime," Tadeed said as he threw another rock. Thistime
therock hit Haldeed between the eyes

Haldeed dung his hands around angrily, You are either a very bad shot or a very good one. "l

. I'msorry. | wasn't throwing the rock at you, | wasthrowing it to you," Taeed inssted.

Perhaps you should try throwing something softer than a rock, Haldeed suggested rubbing his
head.

"Yes, maybe | should," Taleed said and went in search of something to throw.

Bradley caught Stratton's attention and shrugged towards an area behind one of the skiffs. Bradley
left and was followed afew secondslater by Stratton. They stopped in agrove of small trees about fifty
feet behind their own skiff.

Bradley looked back in the direction of the group, then back at her. "I'm not sure I'm exactly
comfortable with that lot making decisonsthat affect usdl,” he said.

Stratton nodded. "I know what you mean. We have the only viable ship, and | would think that
would at least buy us one vote. Were being left completely out of the loop.”

"Do you trust her?' Bradley asked.

"RJ?" Stratton asked.

"Yes, RJ. Who es2?' Bradley said alittleimpatient.

"| trust her to get usdl killed if it serves her purpose. | think we, unlike her own people, have the
unfortunate position of being expendableto her. | trust her not to kill us or double cross us, but | don't



trust her not to get uskilled,” Stratton said. " She'safreak with fedings, that in itsalf makes her the
scariest thing I've ever seen, but thentheresthe . . . "

"Disorganization, the obviousinsanity,” Bradley supplied.

"Yeah, those" Stratton said with alaugh. "Decker's getting better, but he certainly isn't reedy for
open combat, and | can't even guess at what she's got going on in her head. What she's going to order us
todo."

"Have you noticed how her right arm jerks al over the place? What's up with that? I sthat some sort
of nervoustwitch?'

"No, | read about it in abriefing. It's some defect caused by aflaw in her genetic engineering,”
Stratton said. "From the way she acts, | don't think it's the only one.

"We could sneak back to the skiff. We might be able to get Jackson inside and get the hatch closed
before they figured out what we were doing," Bradley said.

"That'sarisk | don't think we can intelligently take," Stratton said in disbelief. "These people aren't
exactly the kind of people you want to catch you in adouble cross. | doubt we could even get past them.
Have you watched Poley? The one they call her brother. In spite of what she said, I'm guessing he's
some sort of freak, too. | imagine that he kills completely without conscience. He appears to be watching
everything at once, and yet he rarely speaks, and hisfeatures hardly change. No, | don't likeit, but I'm
thinking we're going to have to go along with whatever plan she comes up with. Unlessyou just want to
blow our brains out right here."

"Now that's good, clear thinking."

They both practicaly jumped out of their skin as RJ seemed to fold out of the plants behind them.

" She's absolutely right, Bradley. We dontt like to be double crossed, and if | even think that something
you're doing or are likely to do is going to cause me or one of my crew to beinjured or even that it may
endanger our mission, I'll kill you without conscience. That'sjust the sort of girl | am. Y ou know —flawed
and defective.” Sheturned and started back towards camp, then turned around. "Well, come on. I've got
my plan."

They nodded and started after her. When Stratton came up even with RJ the woman draped her
arm over Stratton's shoulder, causing Stratton to jump. "By the way — just for the record — Poley isa
robot with Al, not afreak.” Sheturned her head and looked right into Stratton's eyes. "Oh, and here's
something else. | don't like being called afreak. | can handle being called disorganized, insane, even
flawed. But don't you ever call me afreak again. Understand?'

"l.. I'm sorry," Stratton said. She was glad when RJ released her and walked on ahead. She turned
to look at Bradley, and she didn't have to tell him how scared shewas. He could seeit in her eyes. She
let out along, dow bresth and then started to breathe normaly.

"l am going to work very hard at never pissing her off again,” Bradley said in awhisper.

Stratton whispered back. "If she wasn't intending to use us for cannon fodder before, I'm pretty
sure she just changed her plans.”

"And you see? | can il hear you. So please shut up,” RJydled back at them. "Or I'll make up a
cannon fodder assignment especialy for you."

RJwaked back into camp and right up to thefire. They followed and sat on the ground behind the
others.

"All right,” RJsaid with abroad smile, "I haveaplan.”

"Yed" David said in an excited tone.

RJamiled at him and then continued. "Theway | seeit, the battle is on two fronts—the station and
the palace. So we are going to have to break into two units. We will transfer enough power from the fully
powered skiff to fly the other asfar as capitol. That should till give us plenty of fuel to makeit to the
gtation. Jackson, can you fly the skiff?' RJ asked.

"Yes," Jackson answered.

"Good, that makes my plan that much easier. Now heréswhat weregoingtodo . . . "



Chapter Sixteen

David didn't know how this had happened. RJ had taken Poley, Topaz, Levits, Stratton and
Bradley with her to the station while he was stuck going with the natives, Jackson and the wounded guy
to the capita. Apparently he was being left behind because he had just recovered from space sickness
and couldn't go back into space right away. RJ explained that it wasjust aswell since those going with
her were dl familiar with space and spacecrafts. David pointed out that he had as much experiencein
gpace as Topaz did, and RJ quickly reminded him that Topaz hadn't been sedated through most of it.
Levits had quickly added that Topaz also hadn't dung shit al over everybody.

David knew the truth of why he had been chosen to stay planet Side, and even though heredlly
didn't like the whole space package, it ill chapped his assto be left behind because he was considered
too sckly and too stupid to be taken on the space part of the mission.

"What'swrong?" Janad asked from where she sat beside him.

"l don't like being left behind isdl. | want to be part of theteam," David said.

"You are part of theteam," Janad said taking hishand in hers. "Part of our team.”

"Y ou know what | mean, Janad,” David said. "l wanted to go with RJ. | have aways gonewith RJ."

"Y ou don't want to be with me," Janad said with amock pout. David smiled in spite of himsdlf.
"See, that's better. We need you here with us, David. They have al the high techs; we need you more
than they do."

Tdeed, who was playing with his new hands nervoudy, looked up at David. "1 only hope | can do
my part," Taeed said. "What if | am no better aleader than my father?"

"Youwill dofine, My Prince," Janad said.

"Butl . . . | havenever talked to the populace in amass before. What if | don't say the right
thing?' Tadeed asked nervoudy. "1 don't know what to say —how to tell them that everything they believe
isnothing but lies. | could ruin everything by saying the wrong thing at the wrong time."

David laughed. "Wdll, then perhapsthisredly iswherel am most needed, because | know
everything about talking to the masses. It has been proven that | am not agreat leader. | am, however, a
grade-A, number one bull-shitter. I'll teach you afew things, help you know what to say, and how and
when to say it — but you have to promise me onething.”

"What'sthat?" Taleed asked anxioudly.

"That you never let the fact that people will listen and follow you let you lead them where you know
inyour heart they should not go," David said.

"l promise." Tdeed said with asigh.

That is a possible solution to one of my problems, but there can be no easy solution to the
other. They tell me to overthrow my father —asif it is nothing. | amto take what is his and make
it mine, and then what of him? He is a proud man, and right now — according to what the aliens
have told me — he is a very sick man, maybe even dying. How will | live with myself if | betray
him, and can | really hope to take power without betraying him?

Taheed looked out the window at the ship that had landed below. He knew looking &t it that it was
amachine of battle. He took adeep breath and let it out.

"Ziphed, my brother," he said heavily.

"Yes, my lord,” Ziphed answered. Ziphed's radiation sickness had quickly escalated so that he now
had to have two younger prieststo support him. They were sick, too, but with less of the gold metal
around their necks, and younger — and therefore stronger — constitutions, they were not dying asfast

"Go and meet their Leader. Tell himthat dl of hismen must come out of the ship. Bring dancers



there to entertain them so that they do not become suspicious. Tell him that only he and two of hismen
may enter the palace. Tdl them that thisis our custom during the daysthat Azure Lune shinesbrighter
than Grande Lune. Pretend asif dl iswell between us, and we ill wishtotradewithhim . . . "

"But,MyLord . . . Yousad . . . theplaguethey brought, the kidnapping of the Prince."

"l said pretend. We must know what our enemies want. We must be prepared if they attack.”

"But, My Lord, if we should try to trick the Reliance, if wetry to mekeashow of force . . . "

"Ziphed, am | not agod? Look at how | have been cured of theillnesswhile you are amost dead.
Surely you would not now question the will of agod?’

"No, Sire, dl shal be as 'Y ou have commanded.” Ashard asit was for him, he bowed to hisKing,
and then with the help of the younger priests he lft the throne room.

"Toulan!" the King called. The head of the King'sarmy ran to hisside.

"Areall theKing's Guard in the palace?' Taheed asked.

"Asmany as could be brought back, and also many war ready veterans as we could gather from the
surrounding villages, just as you commanded, My Lord,” he said.

"Then dert the guard. Do you remember your instructions?”

"I do, and | will carry them out upon your command.”

The King took adeep bresth. "Then dl that remains, my friends, isfor fate to find us." He stood up
and moved to embrace his manservant Y ashi. He patted him hard on the back with his stumps. " Today
our fateisno longer in the hands of the priests. Today, my noble brothers, our fateis our own. And
tomorrow when the sun rises, no matter what our fate, thiswill be anew world."

David didn' like the information that was coming from the receiver. Heliked it when they had one
plan, and that plan didn't change. He hated it when you had a perfectly good, feasible plan, and then
someone screwed it up, and you had to come up with awhole new plan. He especially hated it when it
fdl to him to make that new plan.

"Apparently hetook atroop of fifty eitesincluding three GSH's and afully loaded bettle cruiser,”
RJwas saying.

"How do you know?" Jackson asked.

"We passed each other. They were leaving the station; we are going to the station. The Captain
made contact with Stratton, told her exactly what he planned to do and basically pumped Stratton for
information about the planet and the culture. She managed to give him enough information so that he
wouldn't find her answers suspect, but | think it's safe to say that she didn't tell him anything that's actualy
going to help him," RJanswered. "This changes everything, David. Y ou could be waking into open
combat in the streets — maybe even ablood bath. After all, Briggs has no ideathat the natives are
restless. | can't tell you what to do because I'll have my handsfull here, and | won't know what the hell is
going on there. If you want to abort the mission, then do it. It won't affect us up here.”

David knew that RJdidn't want him to abort. It was an option. If she had wanted him to abandon
the mission shewould have said so out right. Helooked at Taeed. "It's your kingdom — your palace.
What do you want to do?"

Taeed didn't even take a second to think abouit it. "1 want to remove the Reliance from my palace
and my planet. How dare they send an armed guard to address my father for crimes he has not
committed against them, when their crimes against my people are as numerous as the starsl™

"That's your answer, RJ" David said. "Weregoing in."

"Be careful and use your head. Keep your ship out of range of the battle cruiser. Y ou may need to
makeaquick retreat . . . " Just then amagnetic pulse cut their transmission.

"Y ou just worry about your own ass," David mumbled.

"GSH —that meanslike RJ, right?" Janad said. David nodded slently as he walked over to the
weapons cabinet and started rifling through its contents.



"Then they can't be killed?" Janad asked.

"Oh, they can bekilled," David said. He pulled arocket launcher from the cabinet and smiled
triumphantly. " Just takes alittle more fire power.” He tossed laser side armsto Haldeed, Janad and
Jessit. "These are easy.” David hed hisown in his hand where they could seeit. "Y ou just click off the
safety here, aim and pull the trigger. No! No! No!" he screamed at Janad who was starting to take the
safety off. ™Y ou don't take the safety off until you are ready to fire, and you make damn sure that no part
of yoursdlf or any member of your unit isin front of you when you fire, becauseif youdo . . . "

"We know what they do," Janad said. "Wewill be careful.” Shelooked a Jessit. "It doesn't look likeit is
asmuch fun asaspear.”

Jessit nodded. "Or even aredly big rock.”

The King looked &t the three men who stood before them. Two of them were huge men, who were
obvioudy no strangersto combet. Their leader, however, wasasmal, bading, ugly little man whose
pompous air of importance did nothing but make Taheed even angrier.

"Soyou see" hewas saying, "we want to trade with you in good faith. Trading has served al of our
people for many generations, and there is no reason that should stop now. | want you to know that we
forgive you for the attack on our station. Since your people obvioudy do not want to join usin our holy
war, wewill no longer be trading you for your people. Only those goods in which we have dways
traded.”

The King laughed loudly for severd minutes until the Reliance man arted to laugh aswell, no doubt
thinking Taheed afoolish primitive who needed to be humored. Taheed stopped laughing suddenly and
glared down at the Reliance goon until he, too, stopped laughing and looked nervoudy around. Then the
King took the chains from around his throat and hurled them at the man'sfeet.

The man reached down and picked up the chains. When he noticed the wel ghtlessness of them he
sared a the King in amazement. He must have noticed then for the first time that Taheed was not as
badly afflicted as the priests he had seen.

Taheed watched as the man's face seemed to fal like bread that has risen too long in the sun.

"Y ou think we are foolish, don't you, Captain? Foolish people with foolish beliefs. Ignorant and
backwards— and of course you are right. But nothing curesignorance asfast astreachery.”

Taheed nodded his head, and the Chief guard sounded the war siren. In dmost the same ingtant the
Chief guard dung his spear into the back of the Reliance chief. The man looked at Taheed in disbdief and
then fdll forward. Hisface made asick, crunching noise when it hit the hard meta floor of the throne
room.

His guards acted quickly, throwing their spearsinto the two huge Reliance men. Asthe spears
bounced off the men, doing them no harm that Taheed could see, they acted just as quickly, opening fire
on the King's guards—who fd like flies. With the guards out of the way, one of the huge Reliance men
picked Taheed up by the collar of hisshirt and the belt of hisloin-cloth like he weighed nothing and
tossed him with force into the huge window. Taheed's head hit hard, and the pain wasimmediate. The
blood from hiswounds |eft a stripe as he oozed quickly down the window onto the floor. He saw Y ashi
crawl across the floor and grab the wegpon of the fallen Reliance leader. Y ashi fired and hit one of the
Reliance guards as he started to grab the King once again, and he just kept firing till the huge man
stumbled and then fell. The other Reliance guard grabbed Y ashi, and Y ashi dropped the weapon.
Taheed watched in horror as the giant broke Y ashi over his knee and tossed him aside as a child might
discard a broken toy. Then he picked up the wegpons and | eft. He didn't even bother to finish Taheed
off, and Taheed knew what that meant —he was dying.

He dragged himsdlf to Y ashi's Sde and saw that he, too, was yet dive. He hugged him with his
stumps. "Y ashi, my friend, greater was my love for you than for any woman. | am sorry. Sorry that | let
you down."

Y ashi smiled, shook his head, and then he died.



Taheed held him and cried. "I failed you, Y ashi, because there were gods— | just wasn't one of
them." He watched as the large moon faded and the blue moon began to shine brightly, and he smiled. "It
isyour timeto shine, my son. Wherever you are, it isyour turn to shine.”

* % %

They had landed on the outskirts of the village on asmdl hill. From their vantage point they could
see both the palace and the Reliance ship. Taeed heard the war siren as soon as the hatch opened and
told the otherswhat it meant.

"From here we can get to the back entrance of the palace through the gardens without being seen,”
Taeed explained. "From thereit's not far to the throne room."

"All right, then," David said with decison. "Decker, you will stay here and keep the ship ready in
case we have to make aquick exit. Therest of uswill go." He turned and looked with meaning at Jessit.
"I only hope you know what the hdll you're talking about."

Decker watched them go, knowing that the real reason he was being left behind was because he
would dow them down. "A stupid spear,” he cursed, asthey disappeared from his sight. "Dozens of
battles on three different planets with not so much as abad scratch, and | get busted by afreaking spear
"

He was watching the Reliance ship below, keeping an eye out for any change. He booted up the
screen and focused it on the ship to get a better view. Using the viewers, he could even make out the
fighting in the village below. The Reliance had the firepower and they were mowing the natives down. But
the natives just kept coming, and the Reliance men werefdling, too. Just like Stratton had said, eventualy
they would be over-powered. He wished he could have helped them with alittle added firepower, but he
barely had enough power for aquick getaway if they needed one. He certainly didn't have enough to fire
the plasma cannon. Even if he had the power, it wouldn't reglly damage the cruiser. If hefired it into the
crowd hewaslikdy to kill more natives than Reliance personndl.

Hed gotten himsdlf hurt early in this battle, and now al he could do was sit back and watch.

Hewas missng thered fun, and it redly sucked.

They got into the palace without a hitch. "Thisisthe way we aways sneak out,” Taleed explained.
"The guards at the back gate are heavy deepers. They are gone now; no doubt in battle."

"Good for us," David said. "They'd probably try to kill me and Jackson." He put the com-link to his
mouth. "Decker, werein. Clear so far. Over."

"l read you. Good luck. Over."

"Comeon, it'sthisway," Jesst said starting down the halway.

The smilarities between this ship and the Argy ship they had found in the Sde of the mountain made
David alittle uncomfortable. Was that only yesterday? No! That was this morning! No wonder his
muscles till burned. He and Janad were running on nothing but pure adrenalin now. He only hoped it
would be enough

They entered the throne room, and saw immediately that the carnage was complete.

"Father!" Taleed ran to hisfather's sde. Helifted him with his new hands. "Father?'

"Tdeed?' he said, not even having the strength to open hiseyes.

"The gold istainted,” Taheed warned.

"I know this, Father."

Jackson knelt and ran the pocket medic over the King for aquick diagnosis. He stood up looked at
Taleed and shook his head sadly.

Taeed started to cry, the tears streaming down his face unchecked. "I am here to take your spirit,
Father."

Taheed made a sound that might have been alaugh, and blood ran out of hismouth. ™Y ou don't
need my spirit, son. Y ou have your own." His body went limp in Teleed'sarms.



"Jessit! Jessit, whereisit?' David said as he Sarted to rip the cloth and furs from the ship's control
consol. Jackson started helping him.

Jessit looked away from his dead monarch and started to look carefully at the consal, trying to
remember the pictures and directionsin the Great Book.

"Jackson, does any of thislook familiar?' David asked in apanic.

"Man, this shit is hundreds of yearsold. | ain't hundreds of years old; you've got me mixed up with
your crazy friend, Topaz." Jackson looked at the consol, but nothing looked like awesgpon to him.

"Herel" Jesst screamed. Helooked at the switches and buttons before him and tried to remember.
He wished there wastime to go get the Great Books. Findly he just pulled the lever hisbrain wastelling
him was probably the on switch. A hum and the lighting of the small screen showed that he had agood
brain.

Jackson walked up to the consol rubbing his hands.

"The cruiser is powering up its wegpons!" Decker's voice screamed into David's ear, "and they're
pointing right a your ship."

"Can wefireyet?' David asked. Jackson looked at him and shook his head. "Damn! We're
screwed." Heturned to Janad. " Get them and get the hell out of here."

"But,David . . . "

"Just do it, Janad," David ordered. Janad took the other natives, and they made a run back out the
way they had come.

"Maybe you should go, too," Jackson said. "Evenif this gets on line fast enough, theres no way of
knowing whether it ill works or not, and I'm not sure which button does what."

"I'm staying here to watch your back. That's the way we do thingsin the New Alliance. And just let
me say, shame on you! Has The Ancestor led you astray, yet?' David asked with a smile and stood at
Jackson's back watching the entrances.

Decker didn't give himsdlf achanceto think about it. If he had, he probably wouldn't have doneit.

They weredl inthere. If the battle cruiser fired its weapon, they were al dead and wouldn't need to
make any sort of agetaway.

He closed the hatch, swallowed hard, lifted off and flew right at the cruiser, acting asif hewere
going to dive bomb it. The computer on the cruiser did what he knew it would. He watched asthe
cruiser's cannon turned away from its seemingly benign target to fire on the attacking ship. He took a hit
that sent him spinning. He hung on tight, hit the acceerator and dammed into the cruiser.

Hedidn't fed athing.

* k%

"Damn it!" Jackson screamed as he watched the skiff explode on the surface of the ship. Histears
fell fredy. "Damnit, buddy. | hope you didn't do that for nothing.” He centered the cross hatches on his
screen on the cruiser and punched the button he hoped made the damned thing fire. The ancient
pa ace'temple/ship lurched in the ground it had lain in for centuries as the plasma cannon fired. The blast
hit the cruiser, leaving nothing but fragments and aburning hole. "Damn! Now that's aweapon!™

"Crgp!!!" David screamed.

Jackson turned in time to see the thing stand up out of the rubble.

David dropped hislaser and quickly pulled the rocket launcher off hisback. He fumbled with the
safety trying to get it off as he backed away.

"Shoot it!" Jackson screamed. " Shoot the fucking freak! "

Thething was dmost on David when hefired. The rocket hit the GSH squarein the chest. Heflew
through the air and hit the window, where the rocket went off blowing GSH all over theroom. It also
made anew crack in the window, but it was il intact. Messy, but intact.

"Shit!" Jackson screamed wiping GSH from hisface.



David walked over and retrieved hislaser from where he had thrown it. "Come on, let's go find the
others. There are ill two more of those bastards down here," David said. Jackson nodded, grabbed his
laser rifle and followed David.

* k%

Janad led them back the way they had come. She didn't care what David said, she had the safety
off thelaser. If anyone was stupid enough to stand in front of her when shefired it, then that wastheir
own fault. They heard one load explosion from outsde. Then there was another, and the whole palace
shook. They were dl sure the palace had been hit. They were dmost outside when they rounded a
corner, and there blocking the door it stood.

It was huge — easily twice as big as the biggest man Janad had ever seen, and she didn't need
anyoneto tell her that thiswasa GSH. Thiswas the thing that was like RJ that you needed theredlly big
gunto kill. Shefired thelaser Sdearm at it, hoping to at the very least dow it down.

It screamed in rage, closed the distance between them in one stride, grabbed her in one hand by her
throat and lifted her off the ground. She was sure she was dead, and then the thing screamed again —this
time it sounded like someone was pulling itsliver out its throat. From the floor where she had dropped
when released, Janad |ooked for the reason why, and she saw that the Prince had found something else
that he could do with his new hands. He literdly had the thing by the balls.

The GSH started to swing on Taeed, so Janad jumped off the floor, grabbed the thing'sarm and
just held on. Haldeed, seeing what she had done, and that it was working, jumped on his other arm. At
least for the moment, it seemed to be mostly immobilized.

"Get off it! Get off it!" David screamed, and she and Taeed and Haldeed al looked at each other.

Janad swalowed hard. " A'trois," she said. They both nodded. "Un, deux, trois” They dl let go of
him each jumping and running in adifferent direction.

There was aload exploson, and then the thing was flying through the air and out the door. There
was a second explosion outside, and its chest seemed to explode, spreading it al over the palace garden.

David ran up to Janad and took her hand. ""Come on, we still have one more of those thingsto kill."

She smiled and followed, sure— at least in that moment — that he could do anything he put hismind
to.

Chapter Seventeen

Stratton landed the ship in the hanger. They waited for the hanger doorsto close and the green light
to blink telling them that they had atmosphere again before they stepped out of the skiff.

"What happened to the rest of your crew?' the guide-on asked as he looked from Stratton to
Bradley. He led them toward the decontamination chamber. They wanted to make sure that no germs or
spores made it from the planet's surface into the station.

"They heard about what was happening on the ship and went AWOL," Stratton said. She winked at
him—asignal that he understood. He nodded back, and Stratton continued, "That's the main reason |
didn't keep in constant contact with the Station. | didn't want to have to explain where they were, While
we were gathering information, | wastrying to find them — and giving them a chance to come back. But

. itsabig planet.”

"Things here have been crazy." The guide-on stepped into decontamination with them and put on
thejets. "Safeto tak in here. Captain's|eft, took afully loaded cruiser with him.”

"l know," Stratton said.

Helooked at Bradley.

"He'soneof us" Stratton said. "We know everything officid because Briggs briefed me on the way
in. Tell mewhat we don't officidly know."



"Briggs |l eft the ship because there was a prison break and he was afraid to stay here. Figured held
be safer with the natives. Made up some cockamamie story about wanting to try to keep trade open or
some such shit. Heleft Yumby in charge, and thet little bastard is walking around with a pisser hard-on
you could hang acrow bar on. There's been open fighting throughout the ship ever since they spaced
Harker. But | haveto tell you, Lieutenant, we ain't doing so good. There are more of them, and they have
the GSH's. Twenty of themindl.Oh . . . andthisissome newsthey aren't releasing to the genera
populace. The Beta4 humanoids they sent to Earth —you know, the ones that were supposed to help
them in their war with the New Alliance?"

"Yes?' Stratton prompted.

"They judt trashed the camps they were being trained in. Killed al the Reliance personnd and ran
away. One can only suppose that they've goneto join the New Alliance in New freedom seeing asthat's
what the little guy from the New Alliance has been telling us every hour on the hour. He takes over the
view screenswhenever he wants. Briggsisgoing to burn.”

"If helives" Stratton said thoughtfully. "Listen very carefully. | have brought help. Take four
maintenance uniforms and put them on the skiff we just Ieft. Make damn sure no one seesyou doit, and
make damn sure no one goes near that ship till you see four people wak out.”

"Can do," hesaid. Helooked at Bradley. "l was sorry to hear about Harker. I it's any consolation,
he had alot of friends here."

"Thanks," Bradley said.

Thejets shut off, and when the green light flashed they all stepped out of the unit.

Bradley and Stratton walked out of the hanger together. "Good luck, Stratton,” Bradley said.

"You, too, Bradley." She started to leave, but Bradley grabbed her arm. Shelooked at him.

"I'm glad he had someone like you. Someone to care about him, to love him," he said. "No one
should die having never had that."

Tearswet her eyes, but she managed asmile. "I'm glad | had him, too, and I'm glad he had afriend
likeyou . . . Now let'sgo. We have work to do."

They went in opposite directions. She went towards the bridge, and he headed for a maintenance
conduit.

"You suck," Levitssaid in adisgusted tone as he looked at RJ.

"Excuseme?' RJsad.

"Y ou even look good in coverdls™ he said withasmile.

"Beagood boy, and I'll show you how they become un-coverdl|s" she said.

"Y ou guys are pushing my pukeleve," Topaz warned zipping up hissuit. "Could you try to stay on
task a least until wefinishthismisson?!

"'Say's the man who ten minutes from now will belooking for flowersin the main reactor room,"
Levitssaid.

RJlaughed as shelifted alarge pack onto Poley's back.

There was aknocking on the door, apparently their sgnd that al was clear. They quickly left the
ship. RJled, and they al trusted that she knew where she was going.

"Y ou there!" abooming voice said from behind them. "Turn around.”

They did so dowly. "Can | help you, corpora?' RJ asked noticing hisrank on hislapdl.

"I've never seen you four down here before,” he said.

"Wewere transferred because of theriots," she answered. "We've been here dl day.”

"Then you know that al maintenance workers are required to submit to pop inspections until the
rioting has stopped and al of the prisoners have been recaptured. | want to seeyour ID's, and | want
you to dump the contents of that pack right now. We can't have any more of you sink scrubberstrying to
sabotage anything ese" he said.



RJ put her hands in her pockets pretending to look for her ID. She looked around and noticed that
he was one of only three armed guardsin sight, but the three others were moving in. If she could gtdl him,
they'd move themsalvesinto range. She nodded towards Poley, and he started taking the pack off his
back dowly.

"It'sjust some tools we need for working on these ships." She snapped her fingers making the guard
jump. "You know, | must have put it in my pants under my coverdls," shesaid. "I'll just haveto take
these off."

"What about the rest of you guys, or do you al have aslame an excuse asthe hybrid? | think well
just rundl you guysin."

RJquickly pulled her coverals down, and the guard saw the chain. "Ah, fuck!" he screamed and
turned to run, but the chain caught him around the ankles and she pulled back dinging hisfaceinto the
floor and crushingit.

Poley dung the pack into the head of one of the otherswhile RJwaskilling thefirst one.

RJ spun quickly around, and her chain whipped out catching the third guard in the head and
crushing her skull ingtantly. RJ had aready wrapped her chain back around her and was pulling up her
coveralswhen the guide-on ran over to seewhat dl the noise was about. He looked from the bodiesto
the woman with the chain, and his jaw dropped.

"We . . . WEell take care of the bodies. You just go," he said. He motioned, and some of the
maintenance people ran over and started carting the bodies towards an air lock. When he turned back
around they were gone. He looked up at the camera, sighed and then screamed. "Bar the doors! Secure
the hanger. No one getsin! Thisisit, boysand girlg! It's show time." He picked up one of the weapons
the guards had dropped and shot out the camera. "Take alook at that, shit heads!™

Stratton walked onto the bridge asif she owned it. She walked over to where Y umby was Sitting in
the Captain's chair and coughed loudly till he looked up and regarded her with mild annoyance.

"So, are you in charge around here now, Y umby?' Stratton asked.

"Till theCaptaingetsback . . . If hedoes. We haven't heard from him, and we've recorded
severd large explosons on the planet's surface,” Y umby said.

"Y ou know that according to the Chain of Command, as Security Chief | should bein commandin
atime of crigswith the Captain absent,” she said.

"Y ou weren't here. Y ou were out on your important mission. How did that go by theway?' he
asked sarcadtically.

"Not wdll. Thereisalanguage barrier that makesit dmost impossible to learn anything of vaue.
Thereforeit'sdifficult to learn much from the data you've gathered — if you can get your equipment to
work at al with al those damned magnetic pulses. To make things even better, three members of my
away team went away, spelled A-W-O-L," she said walking over to her own consol and seeming to
check things out. "But, gee! 1t looks like things have been going worse for you here. A prison break,
large scaerioting, dead bodies everywhere, turdsfloating down thehdlways . . . "

"Here's something for you, Security Chief, Sir. How does someone with arecord like yoursdlow a
huge spy ring and aconspiracy of mutiny go on unnoticed and unchecked? Roughly haf the crew on this
gation is running completely amuck. Are you going to stand here and tell me that you — you with the
perfect record — didn't know what was going on right under your nose?' Y umby asked sarcadtically. He
nodded, and the two guards at the door moved forward and grabbed her, immediately taking her side
arm from her holster.

"Gee, Yumby. | dways thought you were kind of a puppet person. Turns out you actudly have a
brain up there somewhere," she said. "Too bad Briggs didn't leave you in command along time ago,
because it'stoo freaking late now. That's the New Alliance down there on the surface of the planet
blowing al hdl out of Briggs and histroop. And when they're done there, they're going to come up here
and blow this station to pieces.”



"Then why did you come back up here, Stratton? Y ou can't bluff me." He looked past her at the
guards. "Throw her treacherous assin the brig,” Y umby ordered. "I'll enjoy seeing you spaced Stratton.”

"Not as much as 1'm going to enjoy seeing you burn,” Stratton spat back.

They drug her to the brig.

"Come on, guys. Do you aways want to be one of the bad guys?' Stratton asked. "Don't you just
once want to be one of the good guys? Let me go. Join us and welll take the station away from them.
Makeit ours.”

"Shut up,” the one on the right said hitting her in the head with the hedl of hishand.

Stratton was quiet. She went through the degrading full body cavity search, and then they dung her
inacdl inthe brig with ten other people. They really weren't doing very well. It looked like the Elites
were capturing them faster than they could break out.

Stratton took off her shirt and threw it over the camera. She had to work quickly. God, she hated
this! She got down on her knees and stuck her finger down her throat, forcing herself to throw up. It
wasn't a pretty sight.

"Stratton! What the hdll are you doing?' one of the men in the cell with her asked.

"Quiet, Malory," she ordered. She dug quickly through the vomit and drew out ahalf adozen little
round balls not much bigger than adime.

The guard ran over to the cell. "OK, which one of you traitors covered up the camera?' He looked
at her and frowned. "Y ou, hey, Stratton? Well, you got about six seconds to take the shirt off the
camera, or | blow aholeright in your pretty little head. Don't think that rank is going to save your ass
down here, Stratton. Down here the only person whose rank countsismine."

"I'msdick,” shesad.

Helooked past her at the vomit.

"That's cute," he said making aface. "Y ou maggots can just live with it. I'm not going to tell you
again. Takethe shirt off the camera.”

"Now that isn't very nice," Stratton said backing away from the door. The peoplein the cell with her
did the same.

"What areyou lot up to?" he asked.

"l wanted to useyou asashield,” she said with aamile.

"Shidd?' he asked in confusion.

"Y eah, | wouldn't want the people across the way to get hurt." She threw one of the balls as she
and the other prisonersturned their back to the door. The ball landed at the bottom of the door and
exploded. The bars blew gpart sending scrap metal into the guard and dinging him againgt the cellson the
other sde of the hall. Sirens started wailing, amusic the crew was starting to get way too used to.

"Comeon, let'sgo," Stratton said to the others.

"It'sno use, Stratton,” Mallory said. "They just activate the GSH's and Elites, recapture us or
worse. We can't win."

"Yes, we can," Stratton screamed. "Now just come on. We have to bust everyone out of here. We
have to make a diversion so that someone else can take care of the GSHSs." She reached down and took
the com-link from the twitching disembodied arm of the dead guard. She hed it up. "Hey it ill workd™

* * %

"In here," Bradley said, removing the cover from the conduit. The four walked in and he shut it back
again. "Thisway." Heled them to a huge junction where six service conduits met. About two dozen
maintenance men were there waiting for them.

RJamiled, glad to see them. She arted pulling the cameralooking unitsfrom the bag. "All right.
Now haf of you will go with Poley, and haf will gowith Topaz. Thisiswhat youregoingtodo . . . "

* * %

Stratton had used the explosives to blow the main gate. After overpowering and killing the guards



posted there, they were Sitting in the brig's main control room, systematicaly deectivating every lock on
every cdl inthebrig.

Soon dl the prisoners were out again, but thistime they had a specific purpose and informed
leadership. Thistime they would do something more than just cause alittle trouble.

"Areyou surethat thisdamn thing isnot going to affect us?' Levits asked for thethird time asthey
walked down the hdll.

"Of courseI'm sure,” RJsaid. "'l wouldn't be messing with it if | wasn't completely sure.”

"There are guards posted outside the front door,” Bradley said. Just then the sirens Started blaring,
sgnding that Stratton had successfully accomplished her part, and that they were running alittle behind.

They stopped at the door to the bridge, and Bradley showed the work order.

"I'll need to seeyour IDS' he said.

Bradley pulled his out and showed it. Then the guards |ooked expectantly at Levitsand RJ, and
they handed him the IDs they had just taken from two of the other maintenance people.

When they scanned through as being clean the doors opened, and they walked in.

"Whet the hell are you doing here?' Y umby demanded.

"Moving the emergency switch asordered by Briggs, Sir," Bradley said.

"I'minthe middle of yet another prison break!" Y umby screamed. "Whole damn placeisfdling to
pieces, and you're moving afreaking button!"

"Just following orders, Sir," Bradley explained.

"Damn! Well | guessit won't be any red problem. Y ou need dl that stuff?' Y umby asked, looking
in disbelief a the two large toolboxes and the armload of equipment..

"It's more complicated than you would think," Bradley explained.

"Wadl, just doit and get it over with then," Y umby ordered. "'If Briggs gets back dive, we wouldn't
want him to have yet another thing to bitch about."

RJ amiled and she and Bradley went to work as L evits, trying to act like he was handing them tools,
watched their backs.

"Can you believeit, Drex? They're actudly moving the damn button! We have to threaten to blow
them out of the sky to get them to fix the holein the Side of the ship, toilets backed up everywhere and
food services completely non-operationa, but the button they're going to fix. Right now, no lessl”
Yumby sad.

Fifteen minutes later when they were gill working onit, Y umby asked impatiently, "How long can it
take to move afreaking button?'

"It'stied into emergency systems, Sir," Bradley explained. "As such, you haveto override alot of
safety features.”

Yumby walked alittle away and started pacing. It didn't seem to Bradley that he was doing too
much to solve any of the problems on the station. Mostly he was just walking around trying to look
important.

Bradley amiled. He looks like a freaking idiot. Pompous ass. He's so ignorant you could tell
him anything. He doesn't know how anything works, so he doesn't know that a switch could be
moved in less than five minutes, and he certainly can't tell that we are planting an ancient alien
weapon on the bridge of his ship.

Ten minuteslater Yumby said, "Aren't you finished yet? | have acommanding officer in apossible
firefight on the surface of athird class planet, massclassriotsal over my station, and ahuge holein my
trangport bay to ded with. I'm redlly getting alittle tired of having to step over one of you every three
seconds.”

RJfinished the last splice on afiber optic, looked at Bradley and smiled. She brushed her hands off
on her coverdlsand stood up.



Sheraised her com-link to her mouth. "Poley?"

"Yes?' heanswered.

"Have you finished yet?' RJ asked.

"Y es, we havefinished,” he answered.

RJlowered her arm. Shetook apair of headphones from her pocket, put them on her head and
clicked them on. She turned, looked at Y umby and smiled. "It'sready to go, want to try it?" Not waiting
for hisanswer, she punched the button they had just installed.

"No don't!" Yumby screamed. "Hey! It doesn't work."

"Yes, it does" RJsad. "It just doesn't work onyou." She jumped through the air and landed a
well-placed kick to the bridge of his nose.

Asherolled for cover behind the Captain's Chair, Levits pulled the laser from insde his coverdls
and shot one of the guards who was standing at the door. RJ ran forward growling, grabbed the other
guard by the arm holding hisrifle and dammed him —rifle and dl —into thewal. Ashefell dead to the
floor, RJ grabbed the front of her coveralls and ripped them off in one motion. She pulled her chain from
her body, looked at Drex, checked his emotions, and then killed him by dapping the chain into his head.

Sheturned and looked at the others.

"Who ese wantsto diefor the Reliance?' RJ asked quickly. The remaining members of the room
were silent, and aquick scan told her that none of them were likely to become aggressive. "What? No
takers?'

Bradley had pulled hisweapon from where held hidden it in histoolbox, but he didn't get a chance
to useit. He sort of wished sheldd let him kill Y umby. It would have been the next best thing to killing
Briggs.

RJraised her wrist-com to her mouth again. " Stratton, come and take control of the bridge.”

"I'm on my way," Stratton answered.

RJlooked at Levitsand smiled. "So, are you staying here, or coming with me?"

"Why I'm coming with you, of course, dear,” Levitssaid.

* % %

Without the GSH's to contend with, the rebel s were able to take complete control of the Sation in
lessthan six hours. They were now loading the last of the motionless GSH's into a convenient airlock.

"l fill don't getit,”" Levitssaid. "How comeit's effecting the GSH's and not us?'

"Because they're hearing is superior to that of norma humans. | smply moved the frequency to a
level no human could detect. That'swhy | have to have asonic disrupter,” RJ answered.

"It lookslike asmple set of radio headphones" Levits said.

"Itis" RIsadwithaamile.

"But GSH's have no emations. They aren't afraid of anything,” Levitssaid. "What could they be
dreaming?'

"See, that was what | thought until something occurred to me. GSH's have been programmed to
serve the Reliance; they have been programmed for loyalty to the Reliance. So they do have afear. A
fear of failing to please the Reliance, afear of appearing to be lessthan devoted,” RJsaid.

They had loaded the last of the GSHsinto the air lock. They closed it and walked away. Bradley
opened the air lock and watched as the GSHs floated off into space. Soon their terror would end.

"Well leave the wegpon here," RJsaid to Stratton. "Who knows? Y ou just might need it again
someday. The New Alliance will trade with the nativesfor the itemsthey need. | trust the two of you to
dedl with them and with our people honestly."

"How will we get suppliesfrom Earth here or from here to Earth?' Stratton asked.

"Do | haveto figure everything out?' RJ asked with asmile. "I'm awoman, not acomputer. | don't
know . . . Commandeer the Kryptonite and useit to fly things back and forth. Y ou're already
connected to Mickey and to Marge. Y ou set up ateleport station in New Freedom and you trade



goods."

"How are we going to avoid being shot out of the sky by the Reliance?' Stratton asked.

"Get redly good pilots," RJlooked at them and smiled. "Listen, you're smart people. Y ou started
this on your own. We couldn't have done any of thisif you hadn't dready had the ball rolling. | havefaith
inyou. I'm sure you can figure something out. | have more important thingsto do. Aliensto see, planets
to undo.”

She sarted walking.

"Wait aminute, RJ," Stratton said following her. "We need help to set things up here”

"Y ou need help, but you don't need our help,” RJsaid, shejust kept walking. "Asit is, the Reliance
might decide to come and knock you out of the sky. | doubt it, though. Worthless planet only has afew
things worth taking, and now has a violently aggressive native popul ation that managed to blow up afully
loaded battle cruiser and has |earned to hate them.

"Add to that adamaged station full of dissdentswith no rea place to go and with enough fire power
to destroy severd battle ships before they could take it out. Nah, | don't think they're likely to bother
you. But me and my crew —we're trophies. If they could put our heads on plates, they could break the
back of the New Alliance. Or at least they think they could. If we stayed here they'd send an armada out
here and blast everything to piecesjust to get a us. They wouldn't care about casudties; they wouldn't
careabout losses. So . . . whenthey figure out what's happened here, it will be better for you if we're
not here."

"You can do this," Topaz added. They had reached the skiff that was their destination. Topaz
hugged Stratton and then Bradley. He turned to Stratton. "'I'm only sorry that we didn't have sex at least
once."

Shelaughed. "Ah, me, too."

"Just get on the damned ship, yaold perve," Levits said giving him aplayful shove. Levitsgotin and
gtarted suiting up.

RJturned at the hatch, looked at them and smiled. "Good luck. | haveto tell you —it isn't easy being
alegend.”

They watched in sllence as the hatch closed.

"So, do you think we are legends now?" Bradley asked Stratton as they walked away from the
hanger.

Stratton laughed. "To who? Do you redly believethat in fifty years anyone is going to remember
anything except that RJ, a seven hundred year old man, and arobot Al stepped in here and stomped the
Relianceto pieces? Y ou, me, Levits, David —even the Prince—we're dl just people. We can't compete.”
She looked around her there didn't seem to be any part of the station that didn't at least look like a
disaster area. "Come on, let's get to work. We have to figure thismess out.”

Chapter Eighteen

David looked out the window of the throne room at the city below. He had been surprised at how
fast the debris of the battle had been cleaned away. How quickly things had been returned to — if not
normal — at least something cleaner and more organi zed.

He doubted that anything seemed at al normal to the people who lived here, and it was a sure bet
thingswould never bethe same again.

Janad walked up behind him and wrapped her aams around hiswaist.

"They aren't coming back for me, you know," David said.

"Yes, | know," Janad answered. She had known that two weeks ago when a ship had come to get
Jackson, and the pilot had been surprised to see David still here. He had offered to take David to the



Station. David had ingsted on waiting for RJ.

"| can't say that | am not happy that they didn't comefor you," Janad said in awhisper.

"Why did she leave me, Janad? Why?' David asked, historment gpparent in the tone of hisvoice.

"Maybe because she knew how much you are needed here. How much help you can give Taleed,
teaching him to be agood king. How much help you can be dealing with the New Alliance." Janad held
him tighter. "Maybe she knew how much | wanted you here with me."

David took hold of her hands looking down at them. He didn't turn around; he didn't want her to
seethetearsin hiseyes.

"I'm glad to be with you, too, Janad. I'm even glad to be here. | likeit here; | like your people. This
place could be home for me. More ahome than Earth hasbecome. Only . . . Why did sheleave me?
Why did sheleave me without even saying good bye?!

"Because she knows you, David. She knows you could never say good-bye to her. No matter how
much you might have wanted to stay here. Y ou would not have been able to watch her go. She wanted
you to be happy, and she wantsto be happy, and | don't think either of you can do that if you're
together. Y et neither of you can say good-bye. So shejust left.”

David amiled and looked up at the sky. "'l will missthem.”

"And they will missyou.”

RJlay intheir bed on the ship, her head on Levits chest. She couldn't deep.

"Y ou're thinking about him again aren't you?" Levitsasked gently.

"I know it wastheright thing to do. That doesn't makeit easy,” RJsaid. "I'm wondering if hell ever
understand why | did it."

"I'm not sure | understand why you did it," Levits said running his hand over her hair.

"Truthfully, because | couldn't forgive him, Levits. | tried, but | just couldn't. | couldn't, and | know
that he knew that | couldn't.” She gently untangled herself from him, got up, walked to the porthole and
looked out at the vastness of hyperspace. "He reminded me of my pain, and | was his constant reminder,
too. Neither he nor | deserved to live in the hell we had created, and neither of us knew how to stop it.
Thiswastheonly way."

Levitsgot up, bringing the blanket with him and walked over to her wrapping them both in it
athough he knew she waan't cold. "Hell missyou.”

Sheleaned her head back into his chest. "And | will misshim.”

Taeed handed his hand written proclamation to the priest. It was doppy and damn near
unreadable, but the priest took it and smiled.

"I have written that letter in my own hand,” Taeed said. "And it bearsthe sed of the King. That
would be me. Let runners take the decree throughout the land. | have written al that has come to pass,
what isto be done with the tainted gold, and how the Priests are to behave in their office. Knowledge will
no longer be treated as an evil. The Great Books shal be copied, and everyone who desires may read
them. No longer will the King force women to serve him to give him abundant children that theland
cannot support.

"Birth control techniqueswill be taught to al the people, and it shal be seen astheir civic duty that
they do not bring children to the world that they cannot feed. We will tend to our land and make it
prosper, so that together these two things will ensure that never again will one of our people have to
make war againgt another. Our warriorswill train, and we will remain strong, but we shal do so not to
fight amongst ourselves but to stay ever ready to fight the evil of the Reliance. An evil that The Ancestor
warned us about and that corrupt priestsignored for persona gain, dmost causing the destruction of our
world and our people.”

Helooked down at the priest and smiled. "Thereismore in the letter, but those are the high points.”



"MyLord . . . What about the holy breeding program? What will become of usif we turn so
completely from our old ways?'

"We shdl evolve aswe were meant to evolve," Tadeed said with alaugh. "Now do as| havetold
you, or | will have your head cut off."

The priest jJumped to hisfeet from where he had been knedling. "I wasjust kidding," Taeed laughed
out asthe priest quickly departed. He looked at Haldeed and smiled. "I redlly wasjust kidding,
Haldeed."

It wasn't very funny, Haldeed signed.

Jessit walked in, wearing the clothing of the High Priest.

"My King," hesaid scratching hishead. "'l was wondering.”

"Yes, Jesst?' Taleed asked.

"What isour rdigionnow?1 mean . . . | understand why you want the priests to continue their
duties. They must or the generatorswill die. | understand why you have left them as leaders of the
community; theremust bean order tothings, but . . . What isit that we now believe? Who are our
gods?"

"l don't know," Tdeed said with alaugh. "Do we need any?'

"Oh, yes, | think we do. We need something that the people can believe in. Something safe, or they
will make up something horrible" Jessit said.

"Y ou're the High Priest. Y ou make something up and tell me what you decide,” Tdeed said. "Now
go away before | have your head cut off."

"What?' Jessit asked in shock.

Taeed laughed. "It'sjust ajoke.”

"Well, itisn't very funny,” Jessit said leaving.

Haldeed gave Taleed an | told you so look, and the young King shrugged. He sat back in his
throne, put hisfeet up, picked up aglass of wine and took adrink spilling half of it on hisshirt. He didn't
care. He could spill agallon of wine at atime, and the little he got into his mouth would still taste sweeter
if heheld the glassin hisown hand.

He smiled broadly at hisfriend. "Ah now, Haldeed, thisisindeed agrest adventure.”

THE END
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