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pr ol ogue

A THRI LL OF FEAR AND EXClI TEMENT TI NGLED THROUGH THE

boy as he took up his station on the high redwood deck. Dutifully he surveyed
t he houses and | awns bel ow as evening settled over the confortable suburban
nei ghbor hood. Mot hers had al ready called the younger children in, but severa
ol der ones still scrambled after a soccer ball in the deepening twlight.

The boy watched them feeling deliciously superior. Those kids were playing
ganes, but he was carrying out an inportant mssion. He was standi ng watch,
bei ng sentinel for the secret neeting.

This was the first Resisters neeting he'd been taken to, and he was proud that
his parents trusted himso much. O course, the other adults hadn't wanted him
in on the actual neeting where they planned things—the strikes, the attacks,

t he cl andestine radi o broadcasts, the panphlet witing, and the rest. But it
was inportant for someone to keep guard as well. Strangers m ght approach the
house or start watching it, or a Tsorian ground car mght cruise by. And of
course, it was inportant that he watch the sky.

Nervously he | ooked up. The pal e eveni ng bl ue was darkening, and a few stars
wer e begi nning to appear—i ke

new y awakened eyes. He shuddered. Sonehow when the stars were out, it did

feel as if they were watching. After all, that was where they canme from The
Tsorians, the conquerors of Earth. The enemy. Daringly he whispered the word
aloud and felt a newthrill of defiance.

The eneny, yes, but they wouldn't win, they wouldn't be here | ong. Even after
ni ne years, resistance hadn't crunbled. Al over the planet there were

Resi ster groups like this one. And sonmeday their disruption, their sabotage,
and their full-scale rebellion would work. The Tsorians would give up. They'd
| eave and | et humans run their own world.

Agai n he scanned t he nei ghborhood. The soccer gane had dwi ndl ed down to two
persi stent players and one yappy dog. In the house opposite, a bedroomwas |it
up, and he could see a kid sprawl ed on the floor assenbling a nodel. In

anot her house, the fish-tank glowin the front roomsilhouetted a famly

wat chi ng TV.

O herwi se, though, there weren't many lights. The subdivision didn't even have
streetlights. Good thing too, he thought, since it would probably foul up his
ni ght vi sion.

Agai n he scanned the sky. Mdre stars now. He wondered how the old G eeks had
come up with those crazy ideas for constellations. What patterns he did see
didn't look anything like theirs. But then, they had probably spent a |ot of
time looking at the stars. They weren't afraid of themthe way people were
NOW.



A pity really, because those stars were rather pretty when you had to spend
tune |l ooking at themlike this. Some were set together like jewels, and sone
were big and on their own. They were different colors too. That one was al nost
red, and some of the others were sort of gold. And there was a bl ue one.
Several, Blue. Nol

He junped fromhis chair in panic, staring at the growi ng blue lights. Then he
jamred a hand down on the intercom "Tsorians!" he yelled. "Blue ships!
They're coming this way!"

The tinny voice on the other end was his father's. "Got you, Ricky. W're
ditching. Get away fromthis house-fast!"

One nore glance at the three blue lights, clearly closer now, and he dove

t hrough the door. As he pelted down the stairs, he heard sl anm ng doors and
yel ling voices fromthe basenent.

In noments he was outside. Like panicky bugs, Resis-ters were racing for their
cars. The soccer players stopped their ganme and | ooked upward. Then, yelling,
t hey began running for their honmes. The squealing thrum of the ships already
tainted the air.

He heard his parents calling himand began racing for their car. On both sides
of the street doors opened and people stunbled out, |ooking up. Three gl owi ng
bl ue triangl es were hovering above them Screamn ng, people grabbed up little
children and began running down the street, barely dodging the first fleeing
cars.

He redoubl ed his speed, wi shing his own car weren't so far down the street.
Overhead, one of the triangles veered away, dropped, and flew | ow over the
street. Blue energy shot fromit. In an instant, the house they'd just left
was engul fed in flane.

The air throbbed with it. Everywhere on streets and | awns, people, dogs, and
cars fled in panic. Muths were open, yet he could hear nothing but the ships
and the flanes.

H s parents ahead of him The car door open. Twi sting, he | ooked back. The
ship had turned and was naki ng

anot her run. Pul ses of energy swept down the street, engulfing house after
house.

The I ast thought Ricky Jensen had before the blue heat reached himwas, "It
isn'"t fair! The eneny shouldn't win."
one

THE PLANET HAD Cl RCLED I TS SUN ONCE SI NCE THE BOY' S

death, but Aryl had been on this world's surface |less than half of that tine
and knew not hing about it. Already she considered her stay far too |ong.

St andi ng now at the bal ustrade of the Headquarters plaza, she gazed out over
t he ocean. She frowned. It was wong. The colors were wong, the snell was
wrong. Everything was w ong.

An ocean shoul d be green, and so should the sky. And behind that sky, stars
shoul d stretch in a glittering curtain, close-packed and bright in their
friendly famliar patterns. Wien this world turned fromits sun, the sky was
cold and dark with great stretches of enptiness between its stars. And those
stars were ahl in the wong patterns.

An orange disk sailed into her sight before curving back toward eager

out stretched hands. Turning, she stared at the native children | aughi ng and
pl ayi ng at one side of the plaza. Suddenly her homesi ckness doubl ed. She was
about the sane chronol ogi cal age as those children. Yet she was Tsorian. Last
year she had gone through First Passage. The end of chil dhood. The end of

pl ayi ng and schooling and irresponsibility. She was bonded.

Si ghing, she turned back to the alien sea. The sharp breeze battered her with
its odd tangy snell and billowed the hair around her dark face into a pale
gray cloud. Not that she could regret this change. It was the pattern of life.
And her bondi ng was not an average one, because her parent was not an average
Tsorian adult. She felt a conforting surge of pride. He was Rogav Jy,
Conmander of the Ninth Fleet of the Tsorian Enpire. He was her father

Bel ow, the waves boonmed and foamed over dark, green-splotched rocks. Their



sound dul l ed the discordant strains of the wailing alien nusic. But at |ast
Aryl turned fromthem and scanned the | arge m xed crowd, presunably enjoying

t he annual party that the Tsorian Cccupation Headquarters threw for the native
staff and their famlies. She picked out her father imrediately. It wasn't
difficult; his black body-suit and deep maroon conpl exi on were the sane as the
other Tsorians', but his black cape was the only one showi ng a green |ining,
the col or of command rank. The only one besides her own, of course, since as
hi s bond-child she automatically shared his rank

He was talking nowwith a native fenale, one with outrageous red-brown hair.
Aryl tensed. Her bonding with her father was very close. She |oved and
respected him and now bonded to him she would conplete her preparation for
adul thood, for rank and career, under his training. She'd share all his
activities and learn all that he assigned her to |learn. But one thing that he
expected her to learn still seened highly distasteful +his mngling with
natives and | earning their ways.

Rogav Jy had an Enpire-w de reputation for that sort of thing. They said it
was sonet hing that hel ped make hima great comander, being able to understand
aliens—friends, foes, or neutrals. But Aryl was only one year away
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fromher sheltered nursery world. Aliens nade her very unconfortable, this
batch particularly.

Just |l ook at that female, she thought. Proper hair isn't red. It's black or
white or a shade of grey; possibly ash gray |like her own or a dark steel gray
like her father's. But these people had an undisciplined riot of shades for
hair, and for skin as well. Some were brown, some pink, sone tan. Tsorians
were orderly, uniform Fromworld to world, age to age, their skin was a calm
sensi bl e mar oon.

Aryl shook her head and | ooked away. The alien scenery was unsettling enough
but not as bad as the natives. Yet it seenmed she couldn't avoid them A young
native male, with pale skin and hair a dusty yellow, now | eaned agai nst the
railing not far fromher. H s attention was fixed where AryFs had been a few
seconds earlier, on the Tsorian commander talking with the native female. Aryl
wasn't practiced in interpreting native expressions, but it did seemthat this
boy was scow i ng. She knew she'd have to force herself to talk with sone
native today, yet this one hardly | ooked |ike a promising target.

The boy abruptly turned his attention to the plate of food he was hol ding. He
took a few jabs at sonmething on it, then suddenly flung the whole thing, plate
and all, over the railing. The brittle native crockery shattered, splattering
food all over the rocks.

Wth raucous cries, a white, w nged ani mal swooped fromthe sky and began
gobbling the discarded norsels. Aryl shuddered, but the expression on the
boy's face lightened. He reached into a pocket and brought out a chunk of sone
native food that he tore into bits and began flinging to the greedy ani mal.
Wthin monments, two nore creatures circled down from above and started
squawki ng harshly and jostling the first.

Primtive and barbaric. Again Aryl shuddered and turned away. This whole world
seenmed so crude and uncivilized. How could these natives stand to interact so
closely with animals, with grossly | ower orders? She sighed resignedly. Vell,
if she was going to force herself to follow her father's exanple, she could
probably find no greater challenge than talking to this surly, barbaric alien
Jason gl owered across the mlling, jabbering cromd to where his nother stood
talking with that alien. He was the one she'd nentioned, he supposed, the one
with the green cape lining. Then, he recalled, had come another of her

| ectures, this one about how he should |l earn the Tsorian col or ranking so he
could tell one fromanother. But he didn't want to. He didn't care who was
who. They were all nasty, murdering invaders as far as he was concer ned.

And he certainly didn't want to be standing here watching his own nother talk
with their chiefl Angrily he turned back to watch the gulls gobble the food
he'd flung to them They were greedy and they were quarrel some, but at |east
they were from Earth.



It was bad enough, Jason nused, having his nother be a known col | aborat or

What woul d the kids at school say if they knew he'd gone to this Tsorian
garden party and nmunched their dainty hors d' oeuvres? Well, he admitted,
probably nost wouldn't care a |lot. They thought nore about the fortunes of
their school teans than about their planet having been gobbled up by an alien
enpire. But the kids he cared about, the ones he wanted to get in with, they'd

thi nk comi ng here was next to treason. Sone of them alter all, had actually
been friends of Ricky Jensen's.
Jason had known himtoo, but not well. Ricky had hung around with those other

kids, the ones who furtively called

t hensel ves Resi sters. And none of them woul d have anything to do with
Jason—not with the son of a coll aborator

Later, of course, they'd all learned that R cky's parents had actually been
Resisters, real ones, and they'd belonged to a secret group. But it hadn't
been quite secret enough. Last year the Tsorians had wiped it out, along with
Ri cky and half a nei ghborhood. It wasn't far from home, just over the hills,
and Jason's nother had taken himthere once to see the devastation. The
Tsorians didn't let such spots be built on again. They wanted themto remain
as stark rem nders of the consequences of defying the Tsorian occupation. But
to Jason it had seened nore a rem nder of why that occupati on needed defying.
The food splattered over the rocks finally ran out, and the seabirds flapped
heavily off in search of other pickings. Reluctantly Jason turned back to the
party.

To his surprise, a Tsorian was standi ng nearby, a young femal e | ooki ng ri ght
at him At |east he thought she was young, though her hair was al nost white.
Stupid to have drab hair colors that didn't even give a clue to a person's
age.

Jason was turning back toward the ocean when the girl took a step closer and
spoke in dry, harshly accented English

"I see you have provided your own entertai nment, feeding those . . . animals.
Amusi ng, but don't you want to throw disks with the others?"

"I don't feel like playing."

"Ch. Do you cone here to the Headquarters often?"

"No, not if I can help it."

She was silent a nmonent, then said, "It is beautiful here.”

"I't was," he began, then continued boldly, "before you

Tsorians canme. My father used to tell ne there was a park here by the water.
Wth the redwoods and Mount Tanul -pais beyond, it probably was beautiful."
The Tsorian frowned. "Come now, this planet has nore than enough wi | derness.
It's al nost unkenpt. Qur Headquarters doesn't intrude on you."

"Intrude? | suppose wi ping out arm es and rebellions and i nnocent civilians
isn"t intruding?"

"We can't let you natives disrupt our holdings here. This is a strategic

pl anet. The needs of the Enpire nust come before those of a few natives."
Quivering with anger, Jason | ooked straight into her pupil-less eyes. Eyes

i ke black marbl es, he thought, |ike hanmsters' eyes. "Have you any idea how
arrogant you sound, calling us 'natives' as if we were a pack of primtive

I ndi ans?"

The other breathed in sharply and flexed her claws a nmonent as if
contenpl ati ng some viol ent response. Then she shifted her gaze beyond him
across the Golden Gate Bridge to where the city of San Francisco gleaned in
the afternoon sun

"I ndeed,"” she said sinply. "And who are these 'Indians'?"

"The people who lived here before the Europeans cane and took over."

"And these ' Europeans' had a superior technol ogy?"

"Of course.”

She smled tautly. "So there it is, the natural order of things. You see, it
really is just the sane."

Jason grabbed the railing to keep hinself fromsending a fist through that
sneering alien face. "It's not the sanme at all! The Indians and Europeans were



one species. Sure, they squabbl ed about |and, but you Tsorians came and
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took everything fromus, fromall of us, Indians, Europeans, everybody. You

t ook our independence, our future!"

"Ri di cul ous! We've given you a better future."

"Ch, really? The only marvel ous technol ogy you' ve shared with us is the

busi ness end of your weapons!"

Jason turned and snatched a plate fromthe automatic serving tray that was
gliding by them One by one he picked the glistening curls of nmeat off the

pl ate and tossed themonto the rocks. Cheering raucously, two sea gulls
swooped fromthe sky and began fighting and gobbling. The Tsorian glared at
hima monent, then abruptly turned and stal ked away.

Jason smled grimy and continued to watch the gulls. At last he'd said what
he'd wanted to say. And he'd said it to one of them

Slowy his elation faded. Big courageous act. Gipping the plate, he | aunched
it like a Frisbee onto the rocks, scattering the startled birds. Soneday he'd
do somet hi ng, sonet hing besides tal k. Somet hing that nmade a difference. R cky
Jensen had tried, hadn't he? Wll, sonmeday he, Jason Sikes, would try too
Only he'd succeed!

I

two

ARYL STOVPED AVAY. WERE ALL NATI VES THAT RUDE AND obnoxi ous? Probably not or
they woul dn't be working here in Cccupation Adm nistration. And besides, these
aliens did things oddly. Young people didn't bond with a parent, didn't work
with themin their careers. That boy's parent probably wasn't anything |ike

him Still, it was hard to imagi ne such incredible di sharnmony between parent
and child, alien or not.
Wll, she wouldn't try. This compul sory event was unpl easant enough wi t hout

dwelling on one misfit native. She |ooked around, then joined a group of young
Tsorians. They saluted the command green of her cape and began speaking wth
guarded respect. Bonded to parents in Fleet or Cccupation forces, they too
wer e bound by protocols of rank. As long as their capes all bore the sane
rank-col or, they could talk and joke freely anong thensel ves, but with her
they had to be respectful.

Aryl left themas soon as politeness allowed. Not a whole |ot nore pleasant
than her | ast encounter, she had to admt. She could al nbst see why her father
m ngled with natives, synpathetic ones at |least. Relations with them were
outside restrictions of protocol, while every
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Tsorian here, besides herself, was below his rank and strictly not to be
fraterni zed with, outside of duty.

She | ooked about for himnow. He was no | onger with that native wonan but was
standi ng near the exit. Good. Mybe they would soon be going. Aryl made her
way through the crowd, then slowed as she saw that her father was talking with
O nog Vak, CGovernor of the Occupation

Governor Gnog's hair was a lighter gray than the Conmmander's and she was
nearly as tall, but under her standard tight black uniform her body was going
to fat. Rogav's was solid and nuscul ar, and at the nonment, Aryl noticed, it
was tense wth anger.

Aryl nmoved within hearing. \Watever was her father's business was hers as
wel I .

"Commander Rogav," the Governor said in an oily, unpleasant tone, "I won't be
put off any longer. | need those ships."

"You woul dn't need them Governor, were this occupation being properly run."
"It is being properly run, Commander! Precisely by the regulations. This is no
Colony, let ne point out, nor even a Ward Wrld. It is an Cccupied Strategic
Pl anet. Occupied for the sole purpose of providing the Enpire with a foothold
i n an endangered region."

The Fl eet Commander showed his pointed teeth in a calm hunorless smle. "I do
not dispute that, Governor, nor do | doubt that you are running things



strictly by the regulations. Wiat | dispute is the adequacy of those
regul ati ons. Since each world and each species is different, |logic dictates
t hat each set of occupation regul ations should be different. If the Hykzoi can

be kept at bay, this world will eventually be upgraded in status. Instead of
occupi ed
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aliens, these people will become colonials, a regular part of the Enpire. Wy

enbitter them now?"

O npbg' s sneer was poorly conceal ed. "Your reputation for being soft on aliens
precedes you, Conmander. It may win you sone sort of romantic maverick status
anong your troops, but it will have no inpact here. | have final say on how
this occupation is run, and I will not cede it to a nmlitary troubl emaker wth
a tenuous political future."

Aryl was appalled to hear anyone speak to her father like that, although she
knew t he Governor, being outside the mlitary hierarchy, had a limted right
to do so. But her father only shrugged.

"Not a totally inaccurate description, | adnmit. But may | point out that | am
al so a Fl eet Commander—n your sector."

The Covernor sniffed. "That is condemmation in itself. This isn't a bad
occupation assignnent, but for the mlitary it is clearly a dead end. | have
| earned where you stand politically. Those who sent you here were | ooking for
somewhere to dunp you—a region technically endangered but where there was
little likelihood of trouble actually happening or of your making nore of a
nane for yourself."

I ndignantly Aryl stepped to her father's side, though as was proper, GO nog
took no notice of her as a separate individual

Rogav plucked a drink off a passing serving tray, balancing the gobl et
delicately between his three clawed fingers. "Again, not a bad anal ysis,
Governor, except for one thing. In ny estimation, and | amnot totally al one
inthis, trouble is extrenely likely to happen here. True, a single fleet is a
nodest force, but the Enpire has demands on many borders. And not everyone is
as devious or as mlitarily blind as
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certain occupation governors or their friends. Fleets are not sent around the
uni verse solely to advance or squelch a single political career.” He took a
slow sip of his drink, then continued, "Wth proper |eadership, a fleet
stationed here could hold back a Hykzoi attack. It could, that is, if that
fleet were not depleted by inept governors trying to hold together poorly run
occupations. "

O nbg Vak opened and cl osed her mouth several tinmes, then abrupUy she turned
and strode away.

Rogav chuckled into the remains of his drink. "Well, Daughter, now you see why
| have such a 'tenuous political future,' as G nog so aptly put it. | just
can't keep from pointing out uninformed, ponpous fools."

"Well," Aryl said, "at |east she won't get your ships for her occupation."”
Rogav sighed, his dark, craggy face taking on new shadows. "Ah, but she will.
Strictly 'by the regul ati ons' occupati on governors do have the right to denmand
support if the mlitary force is not on conbat alert. I"'malready in quite
enough trouble with some Inperial authorities w thout being accused of
contributing to the failure of an occupation. Never mnd that it's the

heavy- handed occupation tactics that are causing that failure. | know her
political connections won her this post; they're far better than mne wll
ever be. But even a bureaucratic bl ockhead |ike O nbg ought to see that these
natives need to be dealt with differently."

As far as Aryl was concerned, she'd as soon they weren't dealt with at all

But at least the matter was only a peripheral one for her father. The Hykzo
threat was the reason the fleet had so recently been sent here. And the
suggestion that an actual confrontation m ght be nore inmnent than they'd

t hought +hat was exciting. The sooner she got off
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this planet and saw the sort of action she was being trained for, the happier
she' d be.

Jason stared out the car wi ndow, but his anger kept himfrom seeing nuch. The
bridge girders swept by as the car sped eastward across the Bay.

H's mother finally broke the heavy silence. "Wll, now you see, Jason, that
wasn't as bad as you thought it was going to be."

"No, it was worse."

"Ch, cone on. | saw you talking with that girl, the Commander's daughter
judging by the green cape."

"I don't care whose daughter she is, she's an arrogant creep. She started the
conversation, and | stopped it." For the first time since they'd left the
party, he turned to look at his nother. "But | did see you in what |ooked |ike
a long, happy talk with her scunbag father."

"Jason! Rogav Jy is the npst inportant Tsorian on this planet."

"Mt her, he's one of theml Qur conquerors, the eneny. Wat have they given us
i n exchange for making us all slaves? A few Headquarters jobs and an annua
garden party!"

H s nmot her shot hima strong, sharp | ook. Not anger so much as sonethi ng Jason
couldn't quite define. Then she jerked her attention back to the road.

"I"d hardly say we are slaves, Jason. The Tsorians may have readjusted things
on the national and international |evels, but they've scarcely interfered with
t he econony or | ocal governments or the education system-not w th anything
really inportant.”

"So, humiliating our armes and dictating to national governments isn't

i mportant? Or what about incinerating
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those private radio transmtters, or crushing those rebellions in Australia or
Paki stan or Denmark? O, how about what happened over in Wl nut Creek | ast
year? | suppose having their nei ghborhood wi ped out wasn't really inportant to
t hose people.”

Marilyn Sikes frowned, then answered tensely, "Those people brought it on

t hensel ves. And renmenber, the Tsorians have only been here ten years. There's
bound to be trouble at first."

"Not just at first, Mther. Some people will never give up. Not everyone's as
easy to beat into subm ssion as you collaborators.”

For a nonent, the only sound in the car was the steady runbling of tires. Then
his nother said in a taut voice, "Jason Sikes, | amnot a collaborator. | ama
realist, and | should al so point out that I amyour nother. | won't have you
talking to me like that."

"Then why don't you start acting like a mother | can be proud of ?"

Abruptly he turned back to the window. The |ights spangling over the dark East
Bay hills blurred and shimrered. He swall owed and blinked, but refused to be
seen raising a hand to wi pe away tears.

That's what he really wanted, he realized suddenly, sonmeone to be proud of.

Ri cky Jensen had had that. It was a ghastly way to go, but at |east Ricky and
his parents had been together, and he hadn't been ashamed of them

Even that nasty Tsorian girl, Jason supposed, probably was proud of her

father. She had certainly been loyally spouting their propaganda.

Jason cl enched his fists. How sick can you get? Here he was actually envying a
dead boy and an arrogant alien girl. He scowed at the lights and the
crouchi ng darkness.
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ree

BRI LLI ANT PI NPO NTS OF LI GHT UNDI MVED BY ATMOSPHERE, the stars receded
endlessly in all directions. Aryl hung suspended in a void. She gripped the
arms of her chair, trying to maintain some sense of up and down. Suddenly the
vision blurred and shifted. A new stellar pattern energed, dominated by a
single bluish star circled by tiny flecks of reflected light. Aryl felt

i mensely sick



"The Ydrog System sir.'
dar kness.

"And the Hykzoi bases there?" Aryl heard her father speak fromthe void beside
her though she could see nothing but stars. In response to his request, the
focus zooned in on the planetary systens. Again Aryl's stomach | urched. She
had been | ooking forward to her first trinmensional briefing. Now all she could
t hi nk about was not disgracing herself by getting sick

Theel k' s crisp response burst out of nowhere. "Qur probes have shown increased
activity where the flashing lights indicate. However, this may be due to
massive retaliation for a rebellion on the innernost planet."

"And the status of the rebellion?" Rogav asked.

"The Hykzoi largely obliterated the native popul ati on

sir.
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"Hrm Typically Hykzoi. And from our point of view, at |east, very hel pful,k”
From somewhere to Aryl's left Subconmander H on Az piped up, "How is that,
sir?" Aryl was relieved. She had wanted to ask that question, but didn't trust
what her digestive systemwould do if she opened her nouth.

Her father answered. "The native popul ation of Ydrog's innernmpst planet was a
maj or source of slave |labor for Hykzoi projects in that sector. If the Hykzo
were willing to elinmnate them then it's safe to assune that this sector is
not the location of any Hykzoi military buildup. So we may | ook el sewhere for
the origin of a Hykzoi attack. Now, Theel k, anything fromthe OGanu probes?"
Aryl braced herself. It was the sudden sweepi ng changes that were the worst.
She wi shed she could close her eyes, but didn't dare risk nissing any of the
briefing because her father might quiz her on it.

As the universe resettled, Theelk replied, "Nothing, sir, but the In Erzu
probes have reported undefined activity just beyond the range of effective
detection. Sonewhere here, in the direction of the Qui-Nars Corridor."

"Hmm It could nean a new farm ng conplex as easily as a mlitary buildup. But
in the absence of anything nore solid, it is something. Now, Theelk, switch to
t he two-enpire overview "

Aryl dug her claws into the chair, but that did little to steady her stomach
as the scal e plumeted. Hundreds of stars becane thousands. Overlain on the
starfields were two transparent clouds of color, red and bl ue, spreading
toward each ot her.

First Adjutant Theel k's sharp voice jarred in the

"Finer," the Conmander ordered. A pul sing change, and a magnified portion of
the blue stain was shown protruding into the red.
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"That, Subcommander Hon, is the trinension we'll use in tonmorrow s briefing
of the strike |eaders. They nust remenber that this is a beachhead for the
Enpire and a very tenuous one at that. | believe that the Hykzoi, at |east,
are fully aware of this, and that far sooner than sone el enents seemto
realize we will be facing a substantial Hykzoi attack. Since | can't seemto
convince the authorities to strengthen our forces here, we'll just have to be

alert and do our best w th what we have."

H on's voice quavered slightly. "Then in depl oying our forces, the positioning
of our vanguard could be critical."

"Correct. And that is precisely the purpose of this exercise. W rnust pinpoint
the origin of that attack before it is launched." Gatefully Aryl heard her
father stand up. "That will be all for now, Theelk."

Instantly darkness vani shed, and the universe shrank to the confines of a
single office. Aryl's black eyes blinked rapidly as she tried to adjust to the
wel cone fl ood of tight through the nowtransparent walls. Still not trusting
her stomach, she let her father escort Theelk and H on to the door

When he returned, Rogav stood | ooking at her severely a nonment, then smled
broadly. "Well, Daughter, I'mproud of you. At ny first trinmensional briefing
| got sick all over ny captain's boots. You'll get used to it, though, and
there Te sone nental tricks | can teach you to help with those sudden
transitions. So, anyway, what did you think?"



"About the content of the briefing?" Cautiously Aryl stood up and wal ked
across the roomto the curved transparency of the wall. "I think we'll be
stuck here a while longer until the Hykzoi either begin their attack or we
figure out where it's comng from"

20

Her father sighed. "Correct. And | amnot a patient person; | don't I|ike
waiting." He joined her and together they |ooked across the narrow channel of
choppy water at the odd angul ar towers of the native city.

"I particularly don't like waiting on a newy conquered world. Not one that's
been conquered in this manner, anyway, as an outpost rather than a col ony. The
natives are al ways obsessed with what they' ve lost and still don't realize
what they stand to gain. This group, | think, has particular prom se. They're
qui te spunky, really, and there's nmuch they could offer our philosophers and
artists. Gnog's a fool to treat themas she does." Rogav | aughed ruefully,
then added, "And | nust confess to a certain reprehensible prejudice for
species that basically resemble nmy own. There are few enough of themin the
universe as it is."

Feeling Aryl shudder, he chuckled. "But then | forget, this is your first
alien world. On ny first one, the natives resenbl ed bl obs of turquoise jelly.
They were quite clever, but kind of hard to relate to."

Aryl frowned, trying to imagine talking with creatures |like that. She fail ed.
Her father continued musingly, "You know, if | live long enough to retire from
the mlitary, | think 111 go into education. They really ought to introduce
nore alien species onto the nursery worlds. Too many children go through First
Passage wi thout knowi ng a thing about them"

"But that's the sort of thing bonding is for."

"Hrm | suppose you're right. There really wouldn't be nuch point in a kid
bonded to a clerk on Yaxil Mjhat |earning all about flying anphibians or
turquoise jelly blobs." Hi s voice turned serious again. "But for someone
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bonded to a Fl eet Commander, there's a lot of point init. And this is a good
enough group to start with."

Aryl | ooked across to the alien city. Already she and her father had wal ked
its streets and visited its rmuseuns and places of recreation. The natives had
thi ngs they defined as art and nusic and architecture, but she had trouble
seei ng them as such. She coul d probably manage to if she tried. But frankly,
she didn't want to. She just w shed the Hykzoi would hurry up and attack
Rogav turned away and strolled back to his desk. "I've decided that what we
need now i s something nore intimate than touri smand academ c study. |'m
inviting a couple of natives to have dinner with us. That's the get-acquainted
custom here. The adult is a fermal e who works in the Headquarters liaison
department. She has a son about your own age, so that should be interesting
for you."

Interesting! Aryl's stomach churned. This could be worse than a trinensiona
briefing.

"Mt her! How coul d you?" Jason junped up fromthe dinner table, sending his
chair careeni ng back agai nst the sideboard.

"Jason, sit down," Marilyn Sikes said patiently. "Think about it. It's like
he's ny boss. | had to accept a dinner invitation."

Jason righted his chair and dropped angrily into it. "You make it sound |ike
you work for some insurance conpany. Mom he's a conquering nonster!™

She reached across the table and firmy grabbed her son's hand. "Not a
nonster, Jason, a Tsorian. But the conquering part is right. H s people
conquered ours ten years ago. That's sonething we have to accept."

"My father never accepted it!"
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Briefly her face crinkled with pain. "Your father died seven years ago. A |ot
has changed since then."

"Yeah, but not for the better."

"Maybe not, but that doesn't change the reality of it. And present reality is



that Fl eet Commander Rogav Jy has invited us to dinner, and we will accept the
invitation."

Jason snatched his hand away. "W will not. Go ahead and pander to that
nmonster if you want, but count me out!"

Junpi ng up, he rushed to the front door, then turned and | ooked back at his
nmot her, his face red and crunmpled. "Wien | was little, | used to think you
wer e wonderful. You and Dad could do nothing wong. Then Dad died, and you
took that awful job with them And now you're a traitor, and | don't want
anything to do with you!"

He sl ammed the door behind him In the chill night air, his tear-danpened
cheeks felt clamry and cold. Angrily he rubbed them but tears kept welling
up, blurring his vision as he ran. Yet he hardly needed to see where he was
goi ng. He knew.

I ndi an Rock. Always his special place, his refuge when he needed a world of
his own. At the end of his street it rose up, a huge protrusion of bedrock and
tunmbl ed boul ders with houses lapping all around its base. In its crags and
crevasses, caves and cliffs, were places for hiding or for ganes or for quiet
t hi nki ng.

It was thinking he needed now, that and solitude. Heedl ess of any danger, he
scranbl ed up the steep, rough stairs, little nore than hollows in the stone,
supposedl y made by I ndi ans who had once used this place. Finally he |evered

hi nsel f onto the broad thronelike boul der that crowned it all and sat huggi ng
his knees, tensely |ooking about him

H s eyes had dried, but his throat and chest still knotted
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with msery. The cold wasn't bad, although in the west, the fog had al ready
spilled in fromthe ocean and covered the Bay. The lights of San Francisco
were | ost under its pale shroud, but around himthe Berkeley Hills stil
sparkl ed, and above, the stars shown cl ear and untroubl ed.

Unt roubl ed? Hardly, he thought bitterly. They were where all the trouble cane
from There was nothing conforting or friendly about them

When he was very little, his dad had taken himout here to | ook at stars, and
in the sutmer they'd gone out on the beach at Uncle Carl's cabin. Dad had told
stories about the constellations, the Greek ones and the |ndian ones, and
sometines too he'd told stories about what it would be |Iike when people
finally went out there, the adventures they'd have in space and the

di scoveries they'd make. Jason had loved it all.

Then came the ni ght when the sky had flamed with explosions as their air force
shattered under the Tsorian invasion. After that, no starry sky had seened the
sane.

Jason's father had never forgiven the Tsorians for that or for anything else.
It was nore than just taking the stars fromus, he used to say, it was
betrayi ng our past and stealing our future. Jason had not really understood
that then. Now he did.

Jason cradl ed his head on his knees. Now he felt the sane about

hi nsel f —-betrayed past, stolen future. Agreed, his nom had needed a job after
his father was killed in that plane crash, but why did she have to take one
with the Tsorians? Didn't she care anything for her husband' s beliefs—er for
her son's?

He Iifted his head, but the stars were gone, blotted out by the rising fog.
Good. The fog was cold and dank, but at least it came from Earth.
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After a while, though, it was too rmuch, chilling his skin and seeping into his
bones. Stiffly he |lowered hinmself off the top rock. He'd have to go home now.
But he wouldn't stay. If he'd nade any decision tonight, he guessed that was
it. He'd have to | eave honme. Maybe he could stay with a friend or with Uncle
Carl. Or maybe he'd just drop out of school and get a job and live on his own.
He couldn't keep living with his nother, not anynore, not the way she'd
becone.

H s decision was made, but it didn't make himfeel better. As he began wor ki ng



his way down off the rocks, it hung in his chest |ike sonething heavy and

cold. Standing at last on the pebbly ground, he noticed that the fog seened

thicker. Init, the twi sted branches of a nearby oak | ooked strange and

nmenaci ng. Beyond, tall blurred shapes of eucal yptus |ooned |ike di senbodi ed

ghosts. The only thing visible beyond that was the eerie yell ow snmudge of a

streetlight.

He started wal king toward the |ight, then stopped. A new shape was taking form

in the mst, taking formand noving toward him A voice cane, flat and

muf fl ed. "Jason, is that you?"

Instantly he was angry at himself for feeling relieved. "Yes, Mther, it's ne.

What do you want ?"

"I want you to come with nme somepl ace tonight."

"No, Mother, I'mnot going. |I'mnot going anywhere with you, not anynore."

"Jason, please. Don't argue. Just get in the car. 1've brought it here."

"Mom it's no good. |'m not going—

"I said don't argue! Jason, please just cone with ne tonight. Al these years

Fve tried to protect you. | should
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have known it wouldn't work. You're too nuch |ike your father."

Jason opened his nouth to protest again, but his nother raised a hand. "No,

Jason, please. If you still want to argue, we can do it later. But there's a

nmeeting |I've got to go to, and | want you to come along. Don't worry, it's not

anot her Tsorian garden party."

Suddenly Jason was very tired. He didn't want to argue. The sight of their old

Chevy glowi ng bright and green in the fog was confortingly famliar. He'd go

along with his nother just one nore time. Tonorrow was soon enough to make the

br eak.

They drove in silence along fog-di med streets. Trees and mail boxes seened to

float in front of nearly invisible houses. The fog becane even thicker where

the hills flattened and spread westward toward the Bay.

Jason didn't want to think, let alone talk, but his nother finally spoke up

"There's one thing you need to know, Jason, even before we get there. It's

about your father."

Jason stiffened. If she said one carping word about his father being an

i deal i st or anything, he'd junp out of the car at the next stop sign.

"You know how he di ed?" she asked.

"OfF course. In a plane crash up north."

"That's what |'ve always told you, but it's not true. He was booked on that

pl ane, and it did have nechanical troubles and crash. But he never got on it.

He was killed the day before, the day the Tsorians put down the Seattle

Upri sing. Your father was one of the Resister organizers there."

Jason | eaned back against the seat. He felt very odd, as if soneone had just

reached inside his nmind and rear-
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ranged the pieces. He tried to see the new picture but couldn't focus on it.

Suddenly he turned to his nother, frowning. One portion had enmerged. "Then ..

then if Dad was a Resister, if he was actually killed by the Tsorians, how
how coul d you have done this? How could you have turned col | aborator and

actually gone to work for those mnurderers?”

"That's the other part of what I'mtrying to tell you, Jason. |I'ma Resister
too, | always have been. It's a Resister neeting we're going to tonight."
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f our

JASON DIDN' T HAVE TI ME TO LET THI S SECOND REVELATI ON do nore than jiggle at
his mnd. The car slowed, then swung through an open gate in a chain |ink
fence.

For bl ocks they'd been driving down w de, deserted streets past yellow snears
of streetlights and drab baysi de warehouses. Now he stared at the simlar

f og- obscured buil ding before him No w ndows, no signs, weeds dotting the
cracked and littered parking lot. They rounded a corner and joi ned several



ot her parked cars huddl ed up agai nst the back of the buil ding.

"But why— Jason began when his mother had switched off the engine.

"Sorry, no questions now W're late already."

She |l ed himto an unmarked door, pulled out a key, and opened it. The hall way
beyond was dark and enpty. Taking a flashlight fromher purse, she confidently
traced a route through | arge, echoing roons and down trash-littered stairs.
Finally, at another unmarked door, she knocked. Twi ce, three times, then once.
"The secret knock is silly," she whispered conspiratori-ally, "but it appeals
to Beardsley's sense of the dramatic."

The door opened and a young, Hi spanic-|ooking man
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let theminto a fairly |large wi ndow ess room lit by a single hanging bulb. In
the center stood a battered wooden table and a collection of unmatched chairs.
The dozen or so people sitting on them were equally unmatched: nen and wonen
seem ngly of all ages and social groups.

The | arge, broad-shoul dered nan at the head of the table pointed to a couple
of enpty chairs. "About tinme, Marilyn. And you know our rul e agai nst bringing
in new menbers w t hout approval."

"Ceorge Beardsley, don't be pompous. You know very well this is my son, Jason.
It's way past time he was brought in on this."

"Per haps, but-—=

"No buts! If you want nme here, you take ny son too."

Jason felt unconfortable and confused. But a strange new feeling was grow ng
in himtoo—pride, pride in his nother

Bear dsl ey | aughed awkwardly and | eaned back in his chair. "Blackmail, huh?
Vll, it was just a formality anyway. Wl come aboard, Jason.”

Jason nmunbl ed his thanks and sat down, trying to shuffle his seat a few nore

i nches back into the shadows.

"Now, Marilyn," Beardsley continued, "we'd just cone to your part of the
agenda. Anything to report?"

Ms, Sikes smiled confidently. "Yes. |'ve decided to scrap the others I was
wor ki ng on and concentrate on Rogav Jy, the Fleet Commander."

A thin, bald-headed man whistled. "That's aimng pretty high. Isn't he the top
dog?"

"That's right, Professor Ackerman. But the nore | think about this schene, the
nmore |'mconvinced that's the only way to go. The Tsorians are ruthless, but
they're also very leader-oriented. If an abduction is going to do us any
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good, it'll have to be soneone inportant enough to make themwlling to
bargain."

Jason tried to | ook cool and attentive, but it was hard to hide his rising
happi ness. Just a few hours ago, his life seened to be falling apart. Now it
was all put back together—n an incredible way.

The bal d professor was still voicing doubts. "Well, | don't know | don't know
about this whole thing, really. Renenber that group in Switzerland who

ki dnapped some Tsorian administrator? The Tsorians just sacrificed their man
and wi ped out a good chunk of Lucerne in response.”

"That's right," a white-haired | ady said, nodding. "I've had no problemwth
nost of our other projects. Crculating panphlets, or a little sabotage now
and then, or that petition drive in the universities to protest exclusion from
Tsorian technol ogy. But this seems awfully risky. W don't want our

nei ghbor hoods to go the way of the one in Wal nut Creek, and they hadn't even
ki dnapped anybody. "

"Yes, | know," Marilyn continued. "But conditions are special now At the
nmonent, the nost inportant thing to the Tsorians seens to be defeating an
attack froman eneny called the Hykzoi. This Rogav Jy has the reputation for
bei ng sonething of a mlitary wonder-worker, and apparently they'll need that
since they don't have a particularly large force here. If we snatch hi maway
now, they're likely to forget about saving face and do some serious bargai ning
to get himback."



"It's a ganble,"” sonmeone said.

"Sure it's a ganble,"” responded a man with a short brown beard, pushing back
his chair and standi ng up. A considerabl e paunch sagged over his belt. "And
don't mind that. But if you ask me, we're dealing with the wong
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pl ayers. |If these Hykzoi are so strong, it's themwe should be dealing wth.
Sure, the Tsorians mght throw us a bone or two to get their chief back. But |
bet those Hykzoi would give us a lot nore. If we could help turn this war in
their favor, they ought to be plenty grateful. We could probably call the
shots around here.”

Jason gl anced at his nother. She |ooked as if she'd just bitten into sonething
nasty. "Jerry, that is a really bad idea. As | understand it, these Hykzoi are
not good guys. For all we know, they'd as soon eat us as bargain with us."
"Tsori an propaganda,” the other jeered. "You ve been working with those purple
nmonsters too long. You' re going soft on them"

Jason tensed, and beside himhis nother seemed to bristle Iike a cat. "Jerry
Barns, you have no right to say that. | have nore reason than nost to hate the
Tsorians, and you knowit."

"Sure, sure, don't get riled. But you've also worked with them enough to get a
little brai nmashed. Why should we trust everything you say about them now?"
Several voices were quickly raised in objection, but to his own surprise,
Jason's was the | oudest. "Because she's the one you' ve had do your dirty work
all these years. She's the one who's had to put up with those creatures, so
you' d better listen to what she has to say about them"

Jason | ooked down and bl ushed, not so rmuch from his brashness as fromthe fact
that a few hours earlier he'd harbored even worse doubts about his nother. He
sm | ed awkwardly when she reached over and squeezed his hand.

"Let's try to keep down the name-calling," Beardsley said severely, "Wat do
the rest of you think of Jerry's idea?"

Prof essor Ackerman cleared his throat. "It's interesting
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but hardly workable. W' ve no reason to believe these Hykzoi would be either
better or worse than the Tsorians. And you know the ol d sayi ng about the devil
you know. "

"Besi des," said the young man who' d opened the door, "how do we even cont act
then? Or what | anguage do we use? At |east the Tsorians have | earned English."
Seeing the nods of agreement around the table, Beards-ley said, "Ahl right,
let's table Jerry's approach for a while and decide what ransomwe'l|l ask from
the Tsorians. It's got to be sonething worth the risk."

Jason sat quietly as discussion swirled around him Professor Ackerman, an
astrononer, wanted to force the Tsorians to share their achi evenents in space
science and nedicine and all the other advances that frustrated humans felt
extraterrestrial contact should have brought them Ohers were for demandi ng
Tsorian withdrawal at least to their Mars base, while the mgjority, led loudly
by Jerry Barns, wanted conplete Tsorian withdrawal from Earth's sol ar system
After a time, Jason tuned it out. Hi s brain was already on overload. It was
enough to bask in the fact that he was a Resister and the son of Resisters.

At | ast the meeting broke up, and by ones and twos the conspirators slipped
out to their cars. Jason wel comed the cold, ocean-scented slap of fog. It
seened to set a seal of reality on the evening.

As they left the parking ot for the bleak, foggy streets, his nother said,
"Thanks for coming to nmy aid in there. Mbyst of the others are okay, but that
Jerry Banms is an unmitigated jerk."

"Yeah, he sure is." Jason blushed and | ooked out the window. "Il... | guess
have been too, Mom |'msorry."

She smled at him then | ooked back at the road. "That's all right, kid. I'm
sorry too. | shouldn't have kept you in
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t he dark, but sonmehow after what happened to your dad ... And then there was

the Wal nut Creek group. | knew Ricky Jensen's parents. They were so proud of



their son. I'mproud of mne too and just didn't want to risk losing him"
"Hey, Mom Nobody's going to | ose. Except the Tsorians. Wth us working

t oget her, they're dooned."

Their laughter filled the car, and for the noment, Jason felt every bit as
confident as his words.
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i v e

JASON TRI ED NOT TO CRINGE AS THE G RL' S CLAWS SCRAPED

across his palm Hi s nother had said that Tsorian use of the human handshaki ng
cust om showed respect, but sonehow the girl's expression did not seemvery
respectful. It looked nore |ike she'd just touched sonething sliny from under
a rock.

Then a di pl omatic, sharp-toothed smle slid over her face. Not to be outdone,
Jason smil ed back, trying desperately to think of |ight conversation. There
was sonething he'd noticed in the introductions the Fleet Comrander had given.
"Eh ... when your father introduced you just now, he called you his

bond- daught er. What does that nean?"

Jason thought he saw a flicker of exasperation on Aryl's face as she gl anced
to where her father was seated with Jason's nother in a nearby part of the
Headquarters | ounge. Quickly she | ooked back and said in her oddly accented
English, "You really know not hi ng about that?"

"No, nothing."

Wth a suppressed sigh she gestured to a couple of free-formchairs and took a
seat. "We Tsorians spend the first years of our lives on nursery planets
growing up with
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others our age, learning a little of everything—arts, nusic, history,

phi | osophy, and all the sciences, of course.”

"You don't live with your parents?" Jason asked, surprised.

"OfF course not. The only adults there are the instructors and such. Naturally
we know who our parents are. W keep very close watch on their careers, and
occasionally one or both m ght come by for an acquai ntance visit."

"Sounds pretty grim™

Briefly, she |ooked annoyed. "No, not at all. It is very pleasant. There are
no rank distinctions then, so you can associate w th whonever you want. And
you can play. There are few responsibilities except to |learn. But then cones
the First Passage, and all that changes."

Despite hinmsel f, Jason was getting interested. "So what's that?"

"It comes at what nust be about your age of twelve. It's then that a child
nmust choose whi ch parent to bond to. The child then becones an adjunct to that
person, joining himor her and taking on the sanme rank and career track. Ah"

| earning fromthen on is what the parent sets out as being essential to that
career."

"So you chose your father to be bonded to because you wanted to be a Fl eet
Conmander ?"

The stare from her black hanster-eyes made him feel squinny.

"By the time of nmy First Passage, ny nother had died. She was a strike
squadron commander and was killed in a skirmsh with the Skreel. But |
probably woul d have chosen nmy father anyway. He is sonething quite special. He
demands a lot, but | amlearning a lot too. Qur bonding is very strong."

She flicked a claw against a piece of floating scul pture.
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Wth a jangle all the pieces bobbed and spun, rearrangi ng thenmselves in a new
pattern. The netallic noise grated against the quiet Tsorian nusic that always
t hrunmed t hrough the | ounge. Sone background music, Jason thought. The

t hr obbi ng gurgl es sounded nore |ike backed-up drains.

Nervously Jason gl anced to where his nother was chatting with Commander Rogav
about this war they were having with the Hykzoi. He narvel ed at her cool. He
hinself felt as tight as a spring and about as subtle as an el ephant. Surely
it must be stanped all over himthat he was here as a Resister kidnapper and



not because he wanted to dine with these creeps.

Quiltily he | ooked back at the girl. She seened tense but not suspicious. Not
that he was sure he could recognize either in a Tsorian. He'd better keep her
tal king. She was | ooking at himwi th an expression that seened straightforward
enough—arrogant annoyance.

"You ... eh, you nmentioned a 'First Passage.' |s there sonme sort of 'Second
Passage' too?"
"OfF course! You certainly are ... unfamliar with Tsorian ways, aren't you?

The Second Passage cones at the end of the bonding period. There's a sort of
eval uation of your aptitudes and skills. Then you pass into adulthood with a
rank and career track of your own. Oten it is simlar to that of your bond

parent."

"So you'll becone a fleet conmmander?" Jason was genui nely surprised. Wat a
system For the first time he heard a Tsorian |augh, a dry, crackly sound.
"Hardly! Well, it's possible, of course, were | to pass into command rank, but

there are many different stages in any rank. My nother was much lower in the
scal e of
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conmmand, but she still shared nmy father's rank so it was perm ssible for them
to have social contact."

"You nean ... ?"

Aryl glanced quickly to where her father had just stood up. She seened
relieved. "lIt's time for us to go up and dine."

Rogav lead the party to a bank of lift tubes, stepped into one black opening,
and di sappeared. Marilyn gave Jason a brief encouraging smle and foll owed
suit. Jason |l ooked at Aryl. Her smle was unnmi stakably smug. Wth exaggerat ed
ease she stepped into another black opening and vani shed, |eaving Jason
suddenl y al one.

He swal | oned down panic and stared at the opening before him It wasn't just a
hole, it was a featureless void. But he'd have to step into it; he couldn't
et his nmother go into this alone. Fighting not to close his eyes, he stepped
f orwar d.

Bl ack not hi ngness engul fed him He was standing on nothing solid, yet sonehow
somet hi ng was hol di ng hi m and even novi ng hi m upwar d.

After a noment the bl ackness in front of himshimered, and as if through a
veil, he could see a lighted scene with the others waiting for him Gatefully
he | eaped out.

Again his mother's quick smle was nocked by the smugness on the alien girl's
face. W ought to kidnap her while we're at it, he thought, not that anyone
woul d want her back.

Fighting the last of his queasiness, he followed the others. Cearly they were
now rmuch higher up in the conical Headquarters tower because the transparent
outer walls had a nore noticeable curve. They entered an area where
irregularly shaped tables seened to rise out of the floor |ike rmushroonms. The
Tsorians, clustered on the floor around
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some of them hastily gave their commander an open-clawed salute. Absently
Rogav acknow edged these as he led his group to a snall table abutting the
transparent wall and sat on the lushly carpeted floor

Jason couldn't help but be inpressed with the view.

It was spectacul ar. Though still far fromthe top of the tower, they were

hi gher than any human skyscraper. To the south, San Francisco glowed with
light, and to the east the velvety dark hills seemed strewn with jewels.

Bet ween them the bl ackness of the bay was spanned by four slender bridges
that glimered |ike dew hung spi derwebs.

When Jason finally forced his attention fromthe view, he realized Rogav was

speaki ng.
"Your ancestors evolved fromless carnivorous sorts than ours, but our
nutritional requirements are not unlike. | hope the same can be said about our

i deas of'tastiness.



He pulled a short, square columm out of the table's center, jabbed at sone
controls, and within nmonents a patch of blackness appeared in its side. Rogav
reached in and withdrew four platters and four high-sided bow s.

Dri nki ng- cups, Jason decided as he eyed the bluish liquid sloshing in his. The
contents of the platters were even nore questionabl e.

Rogav apparently noticed his and his nother's doubtful expressions. "Vegetable
matter crisped around neat-sone is even locally grown." Picking up a |ong

t ubul ar scoop, he jabbed into his own plate with the two prongs at the scoop's
end.

Jason | ooked across the table at the plate in front of Aryl. It was full of

qui vwy gel atinous stuff, sort of like gray tapioca. Suspended in it were
round, purplish things that she was jabbing at and popping i nto her nouth.
Jason felt ill.
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Hs own neal, a heap of little greenish curls, |ooked unconfortably Iike

i nsect |larvae. G ngerly he prodded one with his prong, then hurriedly stuck it
into his mouth. It crunched. Pl ease be vegetabl es and neat, he thought,
forcing hinmself to swall ow and poke at another one.

As he chewed, he glanced up at Aryl. There she was again, radiating snmugness,
probably expecting himto be sick. Well, he wouldn't be. He tried to think of
somet hing suave to say. Finally he | eaned back and said airily, "Not bad. Have
you had nuch opportunity to taste our food?"

She | ooked a little surprised. "No, not rmuch. | haven't been here that long."
"Ch, really?" Casually he waved his eating prong toward the view "And what do
you think of this planet of ours?"

She was silent a nonment, then answered, "It is interesting, if alittle wild.
But one thing | don't understand is how you can bear cohabiting with so many
subintelligent life-forns."

" Huh?"

"I mean, you hardly nodify your environnent at all. Plants grow ng everywhere,
and you sort of fitting yourselves around them Even in the cities there are
al nrost as many plants as buil dings. People even have theminside the
buildings. And little animals too, all sorts of little animals. Quite
primtive really.”

Ri ght, Jason thought, we like city parks and pet poodles, so we're primtive.

M ght as well shock her for all it's worth.
"Well, that's the way we like it, and there's not enough of it if you ask ne.
My nom and | have pet goldfish; I"'mtrying to talk her into a dog, and we've

scads of house-plants. In fact, right near our house there's a park, a big
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clump of rocks and trees that the city builders just left and built around.
Anytime | get upset and want to be alone and think, | go there."

"You go to a rock?" Aryl's shocked expression delighted Jason, but before he
could enjoy it fully, an exclamation from Rogav interrupted.

"Ah! There is one of your planet's greatest glories."

"The moon?" Marilyn said. "Don't you have noons?"

"Some planets do, but few that |arge. The Enperor's own world, El ak Tsor, has
only a ring of dust and asteroids. It nmakes a very pretty glittering, but is
nowhere near as grand."

"Well," Marilyn said evenly, "it is conforting to know that there are sone
t hi ngs about us you people adnire.”
"There are many things we admre," Rogav responded. "l've been | earni ng about

your past, about your culture. There's mnmuch you can oifer our Enmpire."

"But that's what |'ve been saying. That's the very sort of thing those

Resi sters so nuch resent. They wonder what good it is having you adm re our
past if you take away our future?"

Jason stiffened. Hi s nother was skating on awfully thin ice here. What was she
aimng at?

But Rogav seened to be enjoying the debate. "W haven't taken away your
future, we've offered you a new one. Joining the Enpire means sharing futures



you' ve never dreaned of."

"I hope you pardon ny frankness, but sharing usually neans doing things for
mut ual benefit. A lot of people are wondering where the 'mutual’ conmes in. |
mean, we have been part of your enpire for ten years now. Not all humans are
Resi sters, but a good nmany do think we ought to get sonething positive out of
this relationship."
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Rogav | aughed bitterly. "Yes. Wat is the phrase? 'You' ve put your claw on
it." If your world had been a normal |nperial acquisition, things would have

been different. Miuch woul d have opened up for you al ready. Technol ogy,
education, travel throughout the Enpire. But as |long as your world remains on
the edge of Inperial conflict, you'll unfortunately be treated as little nore
than a mlitary outpost."

"You know what's funny?" Marilyn said, taking a hesitant sip from her drinking
bowl . "Before you people showed up, a ot of us imagined that if any alien
race survived their own technol ogy | ong enough to get into space, they

woul dn't be militaristic but sort of pacifistic and phil osophical."

"Ah, but you see, you were reasoning fromthe experience and val ues of your
own speci es." Rogav shook his head. "You may be al armed by your own
mlitarism but it is nothing conpared to ours. W consolidated our home world
into one totalitarian enpire |ong before we had the technol ogy either to bl ow
ourselves up or to get into space. Wien we did get there, we just expanded the
practice. O course, there are plenty of pacifistic, philosophical species in
t he gal axy, but naturally they aren't the enpire builders, so they weren't
likely to be the ones you'd nmeet first—o nore than you' d be likely to neet
the least mlitaristic Tsorians when your first contacts are with the
mlitary."

Marilyn nodded thoughtfully. "And then to add insult to injury, after so nmany
centuries of thinking ourselves the nost splendid things in the universe, the
first aliens we nmeet sinply crack down on our governnents and rebellions and
otherw se ignhore us. | suppose a lot of people feel that if someone had to
conquer us, we want themto take us seriously. If they aren't going to
obliterate or renold us,
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at least they could help us. As the phrase goes, 'W want to have our cake and
eat it too."'"

"I do take you seriously. But to know if the analogy is correct, I'd need to
know what a 'cake' is."

"A cake? Wy, that's absolutely basic human cuisine. But you realize, of
course, that you're going to have to learn what it is now, because Earth
custom demands that if your dinner invitation is accepted, you have to accept
one in return.”

"Atempting offer, but |I'mnot sure everyone in this building would approve of
the Fl eet Conmmander skipping off to dine in a native hone."

"I"mnot tal king about everyone in this building. |I'mtalking about you.
Besi des, | thought you said you took us seriously, quaint custons and all."
"Ah, you have caught nme there. | will give it some thought, see how the

mlitary situation devel ops. Now, |et nme order us another course."

On the drive hone, Jason nentally reran the whol e incredible evening. Such a
contrast to the last tine he and his nother had been there together, not so
much in what they did, as in his being aware of why they did it. But one thing
still made hi m uneasy.

"Mom " he asked at last, "why did you talk to himso nuch about what the
Resisters think? Wasn't that a little dangerous?"

"I don't think so, Jason. Fromeverything |I've heard, this Rogav Jy is a very

i ndependent, unconventional sort. | wanted to give the inpression that | am
too, that | can understand what the Resisters are saying and yet conme to ny
own i ndependent concl usions and act on them 1'mganbling on that being the

sort of person he adm res—and
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from whom he might accept a dinner invitation away from Headquarters."

"He didn't actually accept the invitation."

"No, but he didn't refuse it either. And the little challenge | threwin there
at the end should help. | get the feeling there are sonme other authorities at
t he Headquarters he'd love to defy."

Jason chuckl ed. "You know, you're getting awfully good at this secret agent

stuff. I'minpressed.”

"Thanks—+ think. But really this whole thing is becoming a lot nore difficult
than | imagined."

"Hey, no, you're a great Mata Hari, or whoever. You know, that old-tinme |ady
spy. "

A snmile quivered around her |ips but quickly vani shed. "Thanks, but that's not
it. The role-playing is not the hard part. It's that, well... the |onger

work with the Tsorians, the nore | cone to see them as—as individuals. Their

i deas and actions are wong, of course, but | can see how they canme to them"
"Moml They're the eneny.”

"Jason, |I'mnot forgetting that. But they're not the facel ess eneny anynore.
That's the problem It's a lot harder to hate them And blind hate is what you
really need to be good at something like this."

For an unsettling noment, Jason thought he al nost understood what she was
trying to say. Then he shunted the thought aside. These people were the eneny,
pure and sinple. They had to be beaten. Any other viewpoint was asking for
troubl e.

He | ooked over at his nother. No, they definitely did not need any nore
troubl e.
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S 1 X

WTH THE THREE CLAWS ON HER RIGHT HAND, ARYL

| oosely gripped the bar. A tw st of her wist, and her whol e body rotated
slowy around it. Then she let go. The low gravity spin arched her toward a
second bar, which she hooked with her knees. She rocked there a nonent before
swi ngi ng around and finally perching on top. Ash-gray hair floated |ike snoke
about her dark face, then slowy settled onto her shoul ders.

The lowgrav rec facilities here were pretty good, a |lot better than on her
nursery world, though nowhere near what they were on her father's flagship.
Still, it was easier to sinply reduce a ship's artificial gravity than negate
a planet's real gravity.

Pulling her feet up to the bar, she kicked off toward a conpl ex of hoops and
spirals. Jerking suddenly at the trill fromthe communi cator on her belt, she
sai |l ed past the bar she was aimng for, flailed at the next, and only caught
the last bar by the claws of her feet.

Hangi ng upsi de down, she activated the communicator, trying to keep annoyance
out of her voice. "Aryl here."

"Rogav here. An |opheenian Primal is in orbit and has requested a Proximty
Conference. This could be inpor-
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tant. | would like you to attend. Meet nme as soon as possible in environnental
chanber nunber two."

"Yes, sir." Aryl sighed, then let go.

Dr oppi ng steadily downward, she grabbed a passing bar for one final spin, then
| anded gently on the floor and hurried to change out of her exercise suit. A
group of several other |owgrav enthusiasts were just conming in and sal uted
her before she'd even fastened her green-lined cape to the shoul ders of her

bl ack uniform She acknowl edged them then hurried to the lift tubes.

As Aryl rose toward the proper floor, she forced her thoughts to the subject
of | opheenians. What could be so inportant about a meeting with one? She'd
never paid much attention to themin her studies, beyond their poetry, of
course. | opheenian poetry was drilled into everyone. Sone of it wasn't al

that bad. There was nore to themthan poetry, though, but before she'd half
sorted it out, she was at the door of the environnmental chanber.



Cautiously she wal ked in, not sure what conditions |opheenians |iked.
Apparently slightly low gravity, she realized after a few bouncy steps. And
al so hot and humid. Running claws through hair that was al ready becom ng | ank
and danmp, she | ooked for her father. He was seated by a table studying a data
screen.

Wt hout |ooking up, he threw out the expected question. "Aryl, tell nme what
you know about | opheeni ans."

She cl eared her throat. "The nane cones froma star systemin the Gendth
sector. The | opheenians are a very old civilized race. They've inhabited that

and several adjacent star systens for ... for along tine."

" And?"

"They are, eh... noted for their devotion to the arts and phil osophy, and for
their political neutrality."”
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"The result of which being .. . ?"

"Ch. That they are often called upon to be nmediators in interstellar disputes
and are given pretty much free right of travel throughout the known gal axy."
"Good. So, the question arises, why should an | o-pheenian Primal want to see a
Tsorian Fl eet Commander? There are no records of any | opheenian missions in
this region, and they generally consider Hykzoi attitudes toward the arts to
be irredeemably barbaric, so they're not likely to have nuch business there.
Al'l of which suggests that this Prinmal nmay have something to convey to ne,

t hough he'll never conme out and say it. |opheenians are maddeningly indirect.
Help me listen for it, will you. I w sh Subcomander H on were here. He could
use the diplomatic experience, but he's off inspecting the Mars base. So
you'll have to listen twice as hard."

The entry chi me sounded, and Aryl |ooked toward the door. Wth a nechanica
sigh, it opened to its full height to admt the tall diplonmat.

On an undul ating motion froma profusion of |ong gol den strands, the

| opheeni an swept into the room The curtain of delicate strands cascaded from
t he uppernost and largest in a chain of gol den spheres of dim nishing size
that made up the body. The | owest, marbl e-sized segnent swng a few feet above
the floor. Swaying back and forth between the supporting veil, each bal

gl eaned with polished brilliance. The second sphere fromthe top, however, was
banded with vibrating purple, which emtted a sound like tinkling chines.
Havi ng compl eted the formal greeting, the | opheenian switched to a | anguage

wi thin both species' capabilities. "Fleet Comrmander Rogav Jy, | am
Jargaroovun, Primal Odinary of the | opheenian Assenbly. | am delighted that
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fortuitous chance has provided me with the opportunity to visit one of the
newest jewels in your resplendent Inperial crown."

"We are honored by your presence, Primal. Anywhere that Tsorians tred is

al ways hone to our nost valued friends, the | opheenians."

As the two continued with the diplomatic niceties Aryl's attention wandered
fromthe conversation. So very odd | ooking, these | opheenians. Yet despite
their extrene alienness they weren't the | east repul sive. That was surprising,
consi deri ng how repul sive she found the natives of this planet. But maybe that
was because the people of Earth were not alien |ooking enough, she thought
suddenly. Maybe the nore a species looks |like one's own, the nmore the little
di fferences stand out. Instead of seeing them as obvious aliens, they | ook
like failed attenpts to be |ike oneself.

The t hought made her strangely unconfortable. She switched her attention back
to the conversation, hoping she hadn't nissed the hidden nessage her father
was seeki ng.

"Yes, a Primal sweeps as widely as an Chmal rage-wind," the | opheeni an was
saying. "My journey through this sector to the worlds of the Five Brothers
system has been nost diverting. It even provided the unexpected pl easure of
visiting Ineef. A perfect gemof a world, so splendidly crystalline. My stay
there for several of its all-too-brief days allowed ne to enjoy its endl essly
varied sights. Although I rmust admit to renorse at owing this pleasure to the



woeful state of public health on Ururstis. Another plague, it seens,

requiring, of course, the diversion of all interstellar traffic. | heartily
trust it is quelled soon, although |I nyself amselfishly inits debt."
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"Ah, an interesting experience, indeed," Rogav said politely. Aryl tried not
to fidget as she stood beside him They could not, of course, sit, as

| opheeni an anatony made it inmpossible for their guest to do so. "And the rest
of your journey was uneventful ?" the Conmmander conti nued.

"Life is never without event, Commander. The little nultipedal folk of Krif

1l requested an | opheeni an nmedi ator for one of their endl ess swarm hol di ng

di sputes, a sinple matter really. Then between there and E Nti, the ship's
propul sion unit devel oped sonmething called a 'reactive overlap,' a confusing
technical matter that thankfully could be left to the technicians."

To obey her father, Aryl was straining to follow all of this, but she couldn't
see how any inportant nessage could be buried in this travel og. The two noved
to a discussion of the new bardic academy on one of the Five Brothers worlds.
Then the conversation turned to poetry, and Aryl finally tuned out. She'd read
nore t han enough | opheeni an poetry. There were two schools she remenbered: the
short, sinple works and the [ ong, convoluted, boring ones. She suspected this
| opheeni an, were he a poet, would represent the latter

Finally the conversation nmoved into concluding formalities, with Aryl stil
shifting unconfortably fromone foot to another. Al the while the | opheenian
had ignored her presence, showi ng his appreciation of Tsorian customin
treating a bond-child as an extension of the adult. Preferable to dealing with
t he uncouth local aliens, Aryl thought, since it spared her having to think up
i nnocuous conversation

At last, the | opheenian jangled through his farewell dance and swept fromthe
room As the door contracted
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behind him Aryl dropped into a chair. Wth a | augh, her father did the sane.
"Well, Daughter, did you catch it?"

Aryl tensed up. Quiz time. "A nessage, you nean?"

"Yes, a jewel buried beneath all that garbage. Cone, think back. What did he
say first?"

Desperately she thought back. She'd tuned out the greeting. But then he'd gone
on. "He said sonething about Primals being |ike Ohnal rage-w nds."

"Ah, very good. You picked that up."

Aryl was startled but tried instead to | ook sage and t hought f ul

"Yes," he continued happily. "Chmal rage-winds are notorious for all the
flotsam and jetsamthey pick up. So right away he was telling ne he had picked
up sone information. And did you catch where he'd hidden it?"

Mental Iy she rummaged around again. "Well, he tal ked about all those pl anets,
the quarreling little people with lots of feet, and the pretty crystal world
he was able to gush about because a plague on ... on Ururstis diverted him
there."”

"That's it, right therel Al that talk was in aid of one sentence. The one
about how he'd been diverted from Unurstis because of one of their outbreaks
of plague.”

"Well... eh, don't they have plague? | nean, | thought they did, regularly."
"They do! Very regularly. Every twenty-three to twenty-five Inperial years."
Aryl tried not to | ook as blank as she felt.

"But you see, the last outbreak was only nineteen and a half years ago, so the
di versi on of shipping, no matter what the authorities said, nust really have
come from
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some ot her cause. And what is there outstandi ng about Unurstis besides

pl agues?"

Aryl shook her head. She'd just exhausted her know edge of Unurstis.

Rogav answered his own question. "Statrozine. Umurstis is one of the major
galactic centers for mning statro-zine."



Now Aryl brightened. She knew about statrozine. "And Statrozine is an
essential element in the cooling systemof Hykzoi warships."

"Right! And it gets better. The cl osest Hykzoi base to Ururstis where
statrozioe can be refined is Binitrivi, and Binitrivi is right in the heart of
the Qvi-Nars Corridor."

"And that is right in the center of the Hykzoi area where our probes have been
reporting unusual activity!"

"Exactly!" Rogav | aughed triunphantly.

Aryl felt as exhausted as if she'd run a race. But her father took no breather
before turning his conclusions into actions. He jabbed at his conmunication
consol e.

"Theel k, contact Subcomander H on on Mars. He is to i mediately take charge
of the Fleet vanguard, while they comrence preparations for departure to the
Qui-Nars Corridor." The Conmander paused and a slightly malicious snile spread
over his craggy face. "And notify Governor O npg that | aminmmedi ately
recalling all of our strike ships fromoccupation duty. She can play petty

di ctator on her own, now. "

C osing conmuni cati ons, Rogav got up and strode to the transparent wall. He
saluted toward the | anding derrick where the | opheenian's ship was al ready
preparing for departure. "Thank you, Primal Jargaroovun, for your interesting
little nmonol ogue. | w sh you a continued pleasant trip/'
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Aryl watched as one tendril of the |anding derrick slowy uncoil ed upward and
rel eased the opal escent egg that was the | opheenian ship. It hung suspended
for a noment then swiftly rose into the alien blue sky.

Aryl turned and smled at her father. "Does this nean we'll be |eaving here
and going into action soon?"

"Yes, and about time too." He gestured to the runpled hills, now golden in the
light fromthe planet's westering sun. "Not that this world is all that bad,
as primtive outposts go. An interesting people too, full of potential —at

| east they would be if small-m nded political appointees |like O npg could keep
their claws off them

"But Aryl, you and | aren't bureaucrats, or even diplomats. We're soldiers. W
don't belong on this or any planet. W belong out there." His gesture seened
to tear at the air and light that hid themfromthe stars.

Conmmander Rogav wal ked back to his desk and threw hinself confortably into a
chair. "But things won't be ready for a while yet. We still have a bit of
waiting in store.” He turned thoughtfully toward his communicati ons consol e.
"Maybe the time has conme to take that native wonman up on her invitation."

Aryl shrugged and turned back to | ook at the alien | andscape, realizing
suddenly that every | andscape she'd see for the rest of her life would
probably be as alien. She tried not to hear her father's conversation with the
native enpl oyee.

But still, she couldn't really approve. Understand naybe. Eve of battle and
all. And even if nore choices were open to soneone of her father's rank, he'd
still probably be attracted to the unconventi onal

Still, these creatures were so ... alien. She shrugged again. Wll, at |east
this invitation, in native fashion,
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seemed to have been confined to the adults. She doubted if she could take
anot her monment with that native boy. For days she'd felt guilty because she'd
not been quite as diplomatic as she m ght have been with him But all that
really didn't matter now

A snmile crept over her face. In a short while, nothing about this world would
matter. They'd be out where they bel onged, anong a whol e new arrangenent of
stars.
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seven

JASON FORCED HI MSELF NOT TO HURRY. BE COOL, HE TOLD

hi nsel f, slow and casual, just |ike wal king home from school on any normal



day. Deliberately he | ooked at each house and garden as he sauntered past. And
suddenly it struck him He m ght not see any of them again.

Year after year, wal king home from one school or another, he'd passed these
houses or ones like them And tonorrow he m ght be dead. At the very |east,
he'd be different. He'd be part of a nmajor revolutionary action, or a mgjor
crime, depending on the point of view In any case, he'd not be the sane
little kid who'd trudged unnoticingly past these gates and fl ower beds, nind
on homework or on who was bul |l yi ng whom at school. The thought excited—and
frightened-him It was |ike standing on the high-diving board, poised to |eap
Before he realized it, his own house was before him Quite a nice place
really, in a nodest, pseudo-Spanish sort of way. The roof was red tile, the
wal I s rough stucco, and the doors and wi ndows were arched. In a niche by the
heavy wooden door, St. Francis stood, benignly feeding birds. Awy smle
crept across Jason's face. A very human saint this. A Tsorian saint would
never feed birds.
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Busi nessl i ke again, he wal ked up the ivy-bordered path and let hinself in with
his key. He glanced at the grandfather clock ticking ponderously in the hall
Two hours before his nother and her guest were due. Plenty of tinme to get
ready.

First he went around the house, watering plants and filling the automatic
feeders on the fish tanks. Hi s packing had al ready been done. For days he'd
been slipping a few of his things over to the Mdrganthalls' house every tine
he went to water their plants. The nei ghbors woul dn't have noticed since he'd
been plant-sitting there for nonths while the Morganthalls were in Europe. Al
he had to do now was get his station here ready, and wait.

Unhooking the little slatted doors, he let themswi ng shut in front of the

br eakfast nook. Like nminiature sal oon doors, they cut off the built-in table
and its waparound bench fromthe rest of the kitchen. Then he set about
gathering quilts and making a nest for hinmself at the back of the horseshoe
where he coul d peer out the kitchen wi ndow t hrough the hal f-open slats of the
Venetian blinds.

Jason | ooked out now. Hi s deliberate cal msqueezed away. They were out there,
his fellow conspirators, already in place and waiting. Up until now it had
just been a plan, alnost a gane. But now peopl e besides hinself were acting on
those plans. It was alnost five P.M Carlos Alvarez was parked across the
street, and Jerry Barns and several others would be parked farther up. At a
signal fromhim.

Signal! Jason junped up, ran into his bedroom and grabbed the flashlight. He
checked the batteries. Good. Headi ng back through the kitchen he stopped for a
nmonent and eyed t he chocol ate cake his nother had baked for that night.
Regretfully he turned aside and grabbed
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some cookies and a coupl e of apples instead. The oven timer had turned on, and
the snmell of pot roast was already tantalizing.

Settling into his nest, Jason arranged hinself so that if soneone of Tsorian
hei ght shoul d casually | ook over the sw nging doors, he'd be hidden by the
overhang of the table. If he were seen, well, then he'd say that he'd neant to
| eave for a friend' s house earlier but had fallen asleep doing homework. He
had an al gebra book there as a prop, but was nuch too tense to even think of
equati ons.

I nstead he rehearsed their plans again and again, inagining what he'd do in
every possi bl e contingency. He was so absorbed in this that the sudden click
of the front-door key sounded |ike a gunshot. Fear and excitenent expl oded

t hrough him and he scrunched down into the quilt, straining to hear over the
hamreri ng blood in his ears.

"Well, this is it," he heard his nother say in the other room "A reasonably
typi cal human honme. Must | ook pretty primtive to you."

To Jason, the harsh Tsorian accent seened jarringly alien here. "Not primtive
necessarily, but certainly different."



"Yes. Well, have a seat, won't you? That couch is fairly confortable. Wat are
your houses like, then? Built along the same |ines as your Headquarters?"
"Somewhat. We |ike open spaces, few angles and confining walls."

"Then this place nmust feel like a cave to you."

The Tsorian conmmander | aughed. "Ah, but your ancestors used to live in caves,
didn't they? Qurs preferred plains and open hilltops."

"Hrm Then |'m surprised you didn't set up your mmin headquarters hi Kansas or
somepl ace like that."
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"Yes, but we're incorrigibly fond of oceans as well."

There was silence, then a slight tinkling of glass. "Wt would you like to

dri nk, Commander Rogav? W don't have any of that blue stuff you served, I'm
afraid.’

"Quite all right. That was a synthesized batch. Not very good. I'll have sone
of what you call brandy, if you have any. |'ve enjoyed that before."

Jason tuned out the small tal k about drinks. The conspirators had thought
about trying to drug Rogav's drink, but they didn't know enough about Tsorian
physi ol ogy. They couldn't risk poisoning him So they'd fallen back on this
other plan. Just wait until he seened rel axed and unsuspecti ng enough, then
burst in and grab him

But Jason didn't like it. He was supposed to wait at least until the two had
started eating, but he didn't like that at all. He didn't like their using his
nmother as bait. He didn't |ike being the one to decide when to spring the
trap. They ought to have drugged the drink

In the front room the conversation had drifted back to homes. "They can tel
you so much about the species that inhabit them" Rogav was saying. "On
Aerulj, famly is everything, and their homes are just a cluster of clay pods
that expand with the famly. O look at this place. There are plants
everywhere, sitting on furniture and shelves, hanging fromthe ceiling. And
nost of that wall is given over to fish. It wouldn't occur to a Tsorian to
share his hone with such things."

"From whi ch you concl ude we are a pack of barbarian savages."

"Not at all." Rogav paused. "Well, actually, sone probably would concl ude
that. But it's just that your species is anmobng those with a nore unitary view
of life, tending to view yourselves as part of a whole. Onh, | know your writ-
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i ngs say you don't do enough of that, but the fact that this bothers you shows
that it is a real value for you. Tsorians in general are nore
conpartnental i zed, nore structured and goal oriented. Even arts and phil osophy
are very orderly. It all makes for efficient enpire building, but we do mss
some of the riches which Inperial contacts could offer.”

Jason coul d hear his nother's voice soften. She shoul d have gone into acting.
She was very convincing. "Obviously you' re not |ike that yourself, Rogav, or
you woul dn't be sitting here making that observation."

Again a gruff Tsorian laugh. "True. But |ike you, we are diverse. Ceneralities
stretch a lot."

"So, I'll bet you have a secret roomin your hone full of hanging plants and
gol dfi sh. ™"
"Not likely!" His chuckle trailed off. "Actually, | don't have a home, except

maybe my cabin aboard the Fleet's flagship. Many Tsorians do adopt a
honmewor| d, of course, after leaving their nursery planet, but not the
mlitary."

"Um | suppose military life is about the sanme anywhere. A girl in every port
and so forth."

Instantly, Jason wi shed his mother had not said that. The Tsorian seened
anused.

"I'n nost of the ports |I've been to, you can't even recogni ze which are the
femal es—+f they have themat all."

"Well, at least you mlitary Tsorians have each other. Your ratio of men and
worren seens about equal . "



"True, but that doesn't make much difference when you're at the rank I am |
m ght as well be isolated on a planet of nmy own, for all the social contact
|"'mpernmtted—ai th other Tsorians."

Jason did not like the direction this conversation was taking. Apparently
nei ther did his nother. She excused
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herself to go check on how di nner was doing hi the kitchen. Jason half
expected her to nod over the breakfast nook door that he should signal the
others. But she only clattered about with things in the refrigerator for a
nonment, then returned to the front room

This was definitely a dumb plan, Jason deci ded. There nust have been sone
other way to lure this guy into a trap. Wat did they know about Tsorians
anyway? What exactly would this fast-tal king Fl eet Commander expect from a
"date" with a native fenal e? What woul d he think she expected?

Jason was half tenpted to signal the others now Instead he sat up and
listened tensely to the renewed conversation

"You know, Marilyn, our species are really quite simlar in nmore ways than
general physiology." Jason bristled at that presunptuous alien using his
nother's first nane.

"Ch, are we?"

"Yes. There's something of a shared spirit. |I can see why as a whole you don't
take kindly to being conquered. W wouldn't. And yet you have individuals who
even though they may not like a situation are willing to work within it and

make things better."

"Are you describing yoursel f, Rogav?"

"Perhaps, but | was intending to describe you. That nust be why | find nyself
so attracted to you, Marilyn. We're the same type of people, despite the

uni mportant differences."

The answer was too soft for Jason to catch. He strained to hear what was goi ng
on in the near silence, all the while blushing at having to do so. This was
awful! He was deliberately eavesdropping on his nmother and a date on the
couch. But the thought of what mi ght be happening in
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there was worse. He couldn't bear thinking of that alien even touching his

nmot her. Plan or no plan ..

Jason grabbed the flashlight fromthe table and desperately began fl ashing the
beam on and of f through the Venetian blinds. In a noment he saw an answering
flash, and several dark figures flitted across the dusk-di mred street. Jason
held his breath, not wanting to hear or think. Suddenly the silence in the
next room was broken by the crash of the front door bursting open

"Al'l right, Tsorian," Jerry's voice booned. "Get your filthy claws off that

worman or |'ll slaughter you right now"
A rustling silence. "That's better. Now, put all the little gadgets on your
belt down on that table—earefully—o tricks. | don't want to ruin Marilyn's

| ovely carpet by splattering your m serable purple blood all over it."

By now Jason was at the kitchen door taking in the scene. |ncongruously it

rem nded himof a second-rate gangster show Jerry Barns, standing bearded and
belligerent in the open doorway, was certainly playing up to the part. His
big, ugly pistol was ained squarely at Rogav. On one side stood Carlos Alvarez

and on the other a fellow naned Bill. The latter cautiously noved to gather up
the items Rogav had just placed on the coffee table.
Jason | ooked at his nother as she wal ked to the far wall, self-consciously

strai ghteni ng her hahl. She glanced briefly at Jason, then | ooked away, her
expression tense and unhappy.

If that nonster's hurt her, Jason thought, just forget about the ransom 1'|
beat himto a pul p.

Carlos stepped in swiftly and tied Rogav's hands behind his back, while Jerry
gave Jason's nother a nock sal ute
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"Good job, Marilyn. Above and beyond the call of duty. We'll take himoff your



hands now. "

Jason was confused by the | ook of anger she shot Jerry in return. Wll, she
had a right to be angry, having been put through that. Then he saw t he
Tsorian's expression as he | ooked at Marilyn. A |ook of naked pain and shock
In nonments, Rogav's face hardened and he turned to address Jerry. "You are

putting yourself and others in great jeopardy with this action. | advise you
to cease it imediately."
"Well, | suppose you do. But let me tell you, buddy, the only one who's in

jeopardy around here is you. There's a van parked outside. You' re going to
wal k with us and get into the back of the van. And do it quietly. Your
stinking purple blood woul dn't | ook any better on Marilyn's fl ower beds than
it would on her rug."

H s nmot her brushed past Jason as she hurried through the kitchen door. There'd
been tears on her face. Wrried, he returned to the kitchen and wal ked to
where she was | eani ng agai nst the sink

"Mt her, are you all right?"

"Yes, it's just that | didn't know that it would hurt so nuch."

"Did he hurt-"

"No! Not him It's what / did. What | had to do. | just didn't realize ..

Never mind. We're in this too deep now to | ook back. You go with the others in
the van. 1'll drive our car and nmeet you at the warehouse.” Wthout even

grabbi ng a coat, she hurried out the back door

Frowni ng, Jason returned to the other roomin time to see the three nen
bustling their captive out the front door. The big gun was pressed into the
folds of the Tsorian's
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green-lined cape. In the streetlight glow Jason could nake out a gray van
with sonmeone seated behind the wheel

He cl osed the door behind himand, with a sudden sense of finality, locked it.
Don't even try to think about the future, he told hinmself as he hurried down
the flagstone path. The present was nore than enough

Jason reached the van just as Jerry shoved their prisoner inside. Rogav |anded
heavily on his side, but despite having his arms bound behind him he quickly
roll ed over and sat up.

"Don't try any fancy escapes," Jerry warned him "Despite what | said in
there, 1'd love an excuse to kill you."

Jerry and Carlos clinbed into the van, gesturing for Jason to join them Bil
sl amed the door shut and went to join the other person in the cab. Mnents

| ater they were runbling down the street, the three humans seated near the
door on the jolting floor of the van, the Tsorian crouched agai nst the neta
wal | at the front. Jason could read only cold disdain in his expressi on now.
"You realize, of course,"” Rogav said, "that this is an extrenely foolish act;
the retaliation will be horrendous. But it is still not too late. If you

rel ease ne, retribution can be kept to the m ni mum"

"Shut up, Tsorian," Jerry growmed. "You' re not in charge here. W are."
'"There is no way you can benefit fromthis."

"Don't give us that, freak! W know all about you and what you're supposedly
worth. Inside information, remenber?" The | ook that flashed across Rogav's
face made Jason wi sh he were sonewhere el se.

After long mnutes of tense silence, the van cane to a halt and the back door
was flung open. Jason gratefully stepped out into the cold. The parking | ot
was j ust begin-
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ning to lose itself in fog. Behind the warehouse there were a far greater
nunber of cars than he'd seen there before.

He foll owed the others as they hustled their captive through the back door and
down the maze of bleak corridors and stairways to the same w ndow ess room he
had been in before. The chairs and tabl e had been pushed back, and the room
was crowded with people, nmpst of whom Jason had never seen. Hi s nother stood a
little apart fromthe rest, |ooking pale and strained.



The nmuttered conversation in the roomdied as Rogav was led in. Jason perked
up a little at the | ooks of admiration that the crowd gave them all —+he daring
group that had pulled off the capture.

Bear dsl ey beaned. "Well, the conquering heroes return. And with the prize
properly bound and hunbled, | see."

The | ook Rogav raked themw th seemed anything but hunble. "This action is a
very serious mstake on your part. You will reap nothing but extensive
retaliation for it."

"W have reason to believe otherw se, Tsorian," Beardsley said confidently.
"They won't risk retaliating and forcing us to kill you, because of your
stupid little space wars. They'll want you back, and we intend to squeeze al
that we can out of it."

"What happens if they don't want him back?" someone fromthe crowd asked.

"Then we'll have the great pleasure of killing him But it is on the
assunption that this will not happen that you're all here this evening. You' ve
all lost a lot and risked a lot with the Resistance over the years. And not

all of the people you' ve been fighting for have appreciated you nearly enough
The | east you deserve is a chance to see one of these beasts at our nercy for
once."
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Rogav's icy glare swept over the crowd again, stopped briefly at one figure,
then nmoved on. "I'm afraid your understandi ng of our people is sonewhat

i nconmpl ete. True, as an individual, | amof some value to the Enpire. But

Tsorian policy never places the worth of one individual above the needs of the
whol e. "

A short, stocky nman stepped out of the crowd, his face contorted with barely
suppressed rage. "That's right. Individuals never have counted for rmuch wth
you peopl e, have they? Like when you made an exanple of Resisters in San Jose
by w ping out whole city blocks. My wife and daughter were shopping there.

Just a couple of the uninportant individuals you dealt with."

Rogav | ooked at the man. "True, many of those deaths were regrettabl e
"Regrettable? Ch, 1'll give you regrettable!” In one nove the man | unged
forward and brought an enpty bottle down on the side of Rogav's face. The
Tsorian staggered, and with a groan he sank to his knees.

In the stunned silence, the only sound was the dripping of blood, alien purple
bl ood, onto the concrete floor.

Suddenly, with animal grow s, several others crowded forward and began ki cking
and hitting their fallen eneny. Years of pent-up hatred were rel eased. At

| ast, one of their omipotent conquerors would bl eed and suffer

The room erupted in pandenonium Everyone yelling and shouting and jostling
forward, sonme trying to join the attackers, others trying to stop them Jason
gl i npsed his nmother forcing her way through

"No!" she cried. "You can't! We need him" She and Professor Ackerman threw
thensel ves in front of the attackers, trying to ward off the bl ows.

Jason wanted to kick and smash as well. But his nother
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was there, and probably right, trying to save the creep. He had to help.

Jason junped in, pulling people away, yelling for themto stop. Eventually the
frenzy died into awkward silence. The only sounds were the faint groans from
the creature on the floor

Marilyn was kneeling beside him his bleeding head in her |ap. Jason reached
out and cl asped her hand, then pulled back. H's own hand was now sneared with
dar k purple bl ood.
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W THOUT SEEI NG A THING ARYL STOOD STARI NG THROUGH t he transparent wall. She

was concentrating on remaining calmand in control, as was expected of anyone
of command rank. As |long as her bond-parent |ived, she would continue to share
his rank. As long as he lived! She shuddered, then struggled to clanp down on



her thoughts. Think only about staying calm

She felt a touch on her shoul der and spun around to see First Adjutant Theel k
smling wanly at her. Poor Theel k, he was very attached to her father too.
They all were. Well, alnost all

Theel k gestured toward the roomwhere they were to nmeet, a neeting that her
rank entitled her to attend. The others gave her encouraging smles along with
their salutes. She could feel it thick in the room They too wanted her father
back.

Quickly the senior Tsorian officers filed in and took up seats around the
central desk, CGovernor G nog Vak's desk. Aryl studied the Governor and noticed
that her blank | ook of inmportance couldn't quite conceal a glint of triunph.

If there was one person in this comer of the universe who hated Rogav Jy and
who woul d i ke to see
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himstay a captive, or worse, it was Governor O npg. And that sane person was
now chi ef Tsorian official on the scene.

"As you know, " the CGovernor said, suddenly quelling the roominto silence, "it
has been two days now since Fl eet Cormander Rogav Jy was reported m ssing.
Naturally we have all been very active since then, and it is time for another
briefing to pool what we have | earned. Could we begin with a report fromthe
chief of security?"

The stocky security chief stood up and gruffly cleared his throat. "As you
know, Conmander Rogav was | ast seen in the conpany of a native enpl oyee
naned... eh, Marilyn Sikes. The two departed the Headquarters in the native's
ground car, and we understand"—the man gl anced briefly at Aryl, then
away—t hat the Commander intended to dine at the native's hone. Upon receipt
of this information we proceeded inmediately to that dwelling. A neal had
apparently been prepared in the cooking area but was never served nor eaten

We could confirm however, that the Fleet Conmander had been there and
consunmed part of a drink."

There were whispers in the crowd, but the security chief raised his voice
slightly and continued. "Let me enphasize that there was no indication of any
drugs or poison in the drink. The nei ghbors were questioned, of course, but
gave no information other than the fact that an unfam liar gray van had parked
in front of the Sikes residence during the evening."

"These natives are naturally uncooperative," the Governor comented. "I'll see
to it that they pay adequately once this matter is settled. Though, of course,
we dare not nove agai nst that nei ghborhood until the Commander's
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| ocation is determ ned. Now, have we any report fromthe Intelligence

Depart nment ?"

The intelligence chief stood, nervously running a claw along the bridge of her
nose. "Sir, as you know, our intelligence network among the natives is very
rudi mentary."

"I amfully aware of your opinions, dyr, regarding the adm nistration of this
occupation and its intelligence gathering. Please confine yourself to the
report."

The intelligence officer |owered her eyes. "Yes, Governor. W exanined all the
i nformati on we could on the native enpl oyee Marilyn Sikes, but could find no
clear indication of any involvenent in Resister activities, though reportedly
there are several Resister cells operating in the East Bay area. W are
following all |eads, and | expect another report nonmentarily."

O nog dismissed the intelligence chief with a curt nod and turned to anot her
of ficer. "Anything further on the Resisters' demands?"

An elderly Tsorian rose to his feet. "The demands seemto have been
transmtted froma vehicle-based radio to several native radio stations where
they were broadcast as news. You are all no doubt aware of them by now. In
essence they offer to return the Fl eet Commander in exchange for our
abandoni ng occupation of this planet."

"A patently absurd suggestion,” Governor O nmpg said blandly.



Aryl's claws tightened into a painful fist, but she tried to | ook cool and
i npassi ve. Beside her, she felt Theel k stir uneasily.

"CGovernor," he asked, "has Inperial Command been informed of the situation?"
"They will be informed through normal reporting channels, but there is no need
for any energency comuni ca-
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tion. As governor of this Qccupied Planet, | amnow in comrand here, and this

has becone an internal occupation matter and not a mlitary concern."

Aryl felt like breaking all propriety and shrieking her protest. The others in
the room shifted uneasily, and finally the Fleet Engi neer spoke up

"Governor, with all respect, | should point out that the abduction of a
fleet's commandi ng officer just prior to an anticipated attack is legitimtely
anmlitary concern.”

Onmg smled grimMy. "If you consult the regul ati ons, Seg, you will see that
in this circunstance it is not. | understand your personal concern, of course.
W all admire Commander Rogav." She gave Aryl a smile sweet enough to turn her
stomach. "But we cannot let the future of this occupation be jeopardized by
enotionalismor by the irresponsible actions of a single fleet officer, no
matter how respected.”

The murmuring protests were cut short by the sudden entry of an aide who

wal ked swiftly to the chief of intelligence and whi spered something in her

ear. The officer studied an information printout for a nonment, then cleared
her throat.

"I'f I may interrupt, it appears that one of our efforts has produced sone

i nformation."

In the waiting silence, she continued, "W have discovered the | ocation where
Conmander Rogav was taken, probably shortly after the abduction. A gray van,
mat chi ng the description of the one in front of the Sikes residence, was found
behi nd a deserted warehouse in the sane city. Analysis shows that a Tsorian
probably the Comander, was recently carried init."

The officer |ooked briefly at Aryl, then |owered her eyes. "In a basenent room
in this warehouse, there had clearly
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been a recent gathering of natives. And an area of the floor was stained with
Tsorian bl ood. "

Aryl felt her body squeeze in on itself. Beside her, Theelk briefly touched
her arm and said, "And the bl ood was anal yzed?"

"OfF course. It was the Commander's. But | hasten to point out that the
quantity of bl ood was not |arge enough in itself to suggest a fatal wound."
Dizzily Aryl listened to G npg's reply. "But it does, however, suggest that we
woul d be ill-advised even to consider negotiating with these barbarians. W
cannot trust that we would recover the Conmander unharmed or even alive were
we to accept their demands."

"Wait a monent, though," Fleet Engineer Seg protested. "If we accept the
demands and the natives do not live up to their part of the bargain by
returning the Commander in a fit condition, then we need not live up to our
part either."

The Governor stood up and gl ared around the room "Perhaps, out of deference
to everyone's sensibilities, | have not made nyself clear. W will not bargain
wi th these hoodluns! If Tsorian occupation forces around the gal axy gave in to
every whining demand or act of terrorism we would never have an enpire

Mai nt ai ni ng | nperial honor and policy may, at tines, be unpopular and even

painful, but |I intend to see that it is done."
Engi neer Seg was on his feet now too. "But the mlitary situation—=
"—+s well in hand," G nog concluded for him "Sub-commander H on is already on

his way to the Qvi-Nars Corridor with the Fleet vanguard. That is as it should
be, follow ng the order of conmand and proper procedure. And if we have due
confidence in the ability of our mli-

69

tary, there should be no further questions. Your absurd faith in the abilities



of one undi sciplined, renegade officer borders on the superstitious. | wll

not let it undernm ne the success of my Cccupation.”

"Then you intend to | eave Commander Rogav in the hands of these Resisters?”
Theel k bl urted out.

"We will continue our efforts to |ocate and free him of course. But | have no
i ntention of negotiating with terrorists."

Aryl gl anced nervously at Theel k, then steeled herself to speak up. "But
Governor G nog, surely that is the same as condeming ny father to death."

The Governor |avished a cloying | ook of synpathy on Aryl. "W have no
guarantee that he is alive even as it is. But rest assured, | wll not
actually reject their offer; I will sinply refuse to respond to it. CQur
silence may force themto |ower their demands until eventually they propose
somet hi ng we can accept.

"Now, " the CGovernor continued as she gazed sternly around the room "we have
spent nore than enough tine on this vexing matter. Let us return to our

duties. I will call you again if there are further devel opnents."

Aryl stal ked out of the room trying to ignore even the synpathy of the
others. She was so angry, she wasn't sure she could trust herself to speak to
anyone. She wasn't even sure who made her the nost angry: the fanatic,
deceitful natives, or the arrogant, small-ninded Governor. They deserved each
other. If only her father and the fleet had never cone near this place.

The t hought of her father blurred her vision, and she was startled at suddenly
feeling a hand on her arm

She turned to see Theel k standi ng beside her. Tall and slimw th slick black
hair, he was quite a contrast to her
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father's confident sturdiness, and as a stickler for propriety he'd seened
perpetual |y pai ned by the Commander's un-conventionality. Yet he was Rogav's
adjutant, and Aryl knew he was deeply devoted to him

"Don't let Omog's needling get to you, Aryl. Your father is alnbst certainly
still alive. If he weren't, the Resisters would not be attenpting to bargain."
Aryl managed a smile. "Thank you, Theelk. | just can't help feeling that G nog
is enjoying this situation imensely."

"She is, which shows what a petty, vindictive mnd she has. It seens that your
father made a far nore dangerous eneny in her than he realized. And I'mafraid
this waiting game of hers could be far nmore dangerous than she realizes. Wile
we're waiting for our silence to unnerve the Resisters, the Hykzoi attack is
al nost certainly drawi ng nearer. Wich all goes to show the weakness of using
political rather than military appointees in situations like this. G npg' s
grasp of strategy is bureaucratic. She sees no reason why the next in comrand
can't performin a perfectly interchangeable way. O course, Subconmander H on
is a very well-neaning fellow, but he has nowhere near the nilitary experience
or intuition that your father has. And with the forces assigned here being

al ready i nadequate ..."

"I know," Aryl said dejectedly, |eaning against the smooth transparent wall
"Not only was ny father quite convinced that a Hykzoi attack is coining, he
was very worried about the outcone."

"Well, you needn't take that worry on yourself. You have quite enough as it
is. And rest assured, @yr and | will see that G nog's people really do keep
up the search for the Conmander. W all need hi m back."
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Aryl nodded, dism ssed the First Adjutant, then turned to the alien | andscape
spread bel ow her. Hateful barbarian world. It was not only costing her her
father, it mght cost the Enpire this entire sector of the galaxy. Angrily she
fl exed her claws. She had a violent urge to be as primtive as they, to grab
sone native and tear it to shreds.

Wth a scom Jason grabbed the TV renote control and jabbed the off button

The smiling sports announcer shimered into grayness. The eveni ng news had
told himabout the upcom ng primary el ections, the death of a fanous actor
he'd never heard of, financial problens in Italy, and mners caught in a



cave-in. Then it had gone on to weather and sports. Absol utely nothi ng about
the Tsorian abducti on.

There had been coverage that first day, of course, when the Resisters had
contacted the radio stations and all the nmedia had run with the story. Then
the Tsorian authorities had cracked down, and there had been no further
coverage. The one station that had defied the ban had had its transmtter
nmelted, along with its broadcasting studio and staff.

So here he was, Jason thought bitterly, as much in the dark as anyone el se.
Well, alnmost. He did know they were hol ding the hostage at Uncle Carl's cabin
on Lake Tahoe. But a lot of good that did himif he hinmself was hiding safe
and sound in the Mdrganthalls' house sone two hundred miles away. That had
been the price his nmother had extracted for allowing himto be in on the

act ual abduction, being kept out of the rest. She was worried about the danger

if the Tsorians should track themdown. Still, danger or not, that's where the
action was, and that's where he ought to be.
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O course, the Tsorians had swarmed about his own house a couple of bl ocks
fromhere right after the abduction. They'd probably even visited his schoo
to ask about him At l|least that had surely boosted his prestige there, but he
dared not go back and enjoy it. He had to stay in hiding, riving off food he'd
stockpiled, only venturing out after dark, and then just for a walk down to

I ndian Rock to get some air.

He hadn't even heard fromhis nother or the others since they' d patched up
their battered captive and a group of five had set off with himfor the
nountains in a second van

Then suddenly Jason had been on his owmn. He'd felt rather |ike a professiona
spy, attaching the phony license plate to his nother's car and giving part of
it a quick spray-on paint job. But the drive back to the Mirganthalls' house
had not been as grand as he'd expected. He'd only just gotten his learner's
permt and was so nervous about nmaking a mistake and getting hauled in by the
police that he'd failed to enjoy the freedomof it all.

Now t hat had been al nost two weeks ago, and since then nothing had happened,
not even a tel ephone call. He was left with reading, watching TV, and
rerunni ng that night over and over again in his mnd.

H s nmot her had been awfully upset after the Tsorian was attacked. Rogav had
finally regai ned consci ousness though, and they'd managed to stop nost of the
bl eedi ng, but he seemed to be in a lot of pain, as if he'd had sone ribs

br oken—f Tsorians had ribs. And he coughed a lot.

Before leaving in the other van, his nother had taken Jason aside and tried to
give himinstructions, but hal fway through she'd broken into tears and gone on
about how she felt like a | ouse. Rogav had trusted her and even |iked
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her and she'd betrayed him and now he was hurt and maybe woul d die, and she
had led himto it like a Judas goat.

Then Jason had really blown up, yelling that it was her people who mattered,
not that arrogant alien, and if she went soft over him she'd be betraying
them She ought to be proud of what she'd done, not whine about it.

Instead of yelling back at him she just |ooked as if he'd slapped her or
somet hing, then turned and joined the others at the van. She'd driven off

wi t hout Jason's getting to speak to her again. Two weeks, and he hadn't even
been able to say he was sorry.

It hadn't been her fault, all that nonsense she'd babbled. She'd had to

shoul der so nmuch of this on her own. Al those years working anong the
Tsorians could drive anyone to a breakdown, even someone as conmitted as his
nom

No, if there was any fault here, he decided firmy, it was with the Tsorians.
They' d been the ones to force thenselves on this world, nmeddle in its affairs,
and divide its people against thensel ves. The sooner they were driven out, the
better. And if it took deception, battery, and even killing a Tsorian | eader
to do it, then all right, he thought defiantly, he was proud to be part of it.



He smashed a fist into the couch as if it were the whole Tsorian race.
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ni ne

WTH A SCREAM THE SEA GULL DOVE AT SOVETHI NG I N THE

wat er, then swooped up, a glint of silver squirmng in its beak. O her birds
chased after it, crying raucous demands.

Aryl wat ched, disgusted, but glad to fill her mind with something besides the
anxiety of the last few weeks. She could, of course, go up to her quarters and
study, but everything she was studyi ng made her think of her father. She felt
as if a part of her had been torn away and woul d keep on bl eedi ng forever.

She turned fromthe | oat hsone birds and watched this world' s bland yell ow sun
ri se above the distant hills. Sonething seenmed to nove through the glare, and
she shifted her gaze to see Theel k hurrying toward her

"Aryl," he said, saluting as he approached, then running a claw nervously

t hrough his lank black hair. "There's news of sorts, but it's not good."

Aryl stiffened, but Theel k hastily added, "No, not about your father. Nothing
there, except the Resisters issuing another reduced set of ransom denands.
doubt they'll ever be reduced enough for G nog. But she called a neeting. It
just let out."

"And | wasn't invited," Aryl said flatly.
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Unconfortably, Theel k | ooked away. "W nentioned this, of course, but in her
own m nd she's convinced that your father is as good as dead, so she is

consi dering you to be rankl ess and unbonded."

It was Aryl's turn to | ook away. That hurt |ike a double blow Rankless and
unbonded, a sorry fate for any Tsorian. But to have known such a bonding, with
such a fine person as Rogav Jy, and then to have lost it... But no. That was
not so! Not yet. She wouldn't let it be!

Angrily she turned back to Theel k. "And so what did this gloating Governor of
ours say at her neeting?"

"She gave us a mlitary update. It's bad. The Hykzoi attack must have been

| aunched at nearly the sanme time our vanguard was di spatched. Subconmander

H on and his forces were overwhel med hi the Qui-Nars Corridor. Apparently the
Hykzoi fleet is far nore massive than anyone expect ed—except perhaps your
father. Reports are very sketchy, but it seenms our remaining vanguard ships
are retreating here with a hoard of Hykzoi right after them The body of the
fleet is assenbling near the Mars base. Al ships attached to our base here
are being deployed into orbit to protect our holdings on Earth. And the
Governor has ordered all nonessential occupation personnel on this planet
evacuated to Mars. At |east she can recognize reality when it stares her in
the face."

Gimy Aryl glanced at the derricks and could see they were already preparing
for a massive |aunch. "And G nog won't consider trading for ny father even
now?"

"She considers reliance on himto be illogical and, at the nmonment, irrel evant.
Even sonme of his strongest supporters are admitting that it mght be too late
for even Rogav to nake a difference."

Aryl nodded. "Yes, naybe so. But surely it's worth the
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try. There's so much to | ose. Have... have there been any indirect efforts to
contact the Resisters?"

Theel k | ooked down. "There's been talk of it, but you know how we Tsorians are
about defying direct orders. It probably wouldn't do any good anyway. The

Resi sters are as stubborn and narrow m nded as QO nopg."

"But they're as much at risk as we are if w thhol ding our Commander |oses this
battle for us."

"True, but even if we could reach them outside of channels, we could never get
themto believe that."

Maybe not, Aryl thought, as she watched the first of their blue triangles
uncoi ling fromthe derrick, but someone ought to try.



Theel k excused hinself and hurried off about his duties. Aryl was about to do
the sane when the full inmpact of what he had said hit her. If it was
officially accepted that her father was dead, then she had no duties.
Eventual | y she'd be reassigned, shunted off to sone rankl ess career. But for
now she was sinply usel ess.

Her shock slid into anger, then slowy hardened into resolution. Al right, if
the systemwas rejecting her, she'd just nove outside it. O her duties stil
hel d her, even beyond her former rank

Bef ore doubt could sl ow her down, Aryl hurried to her quarters, snapped a
hand-hel d bl aster onto her belt, then headed back to the lift tubes. She rode
one to the bottom floor and took the exit for the native parking lot. Striding
bet ween parked cars, she ignored the startled native enpl oyees arriving for
wor k. The shuttle bus had just pulled in. Aryl stood aside until the native
wor kers had aU filed out, then clinbed in and asked the surprised driver if he
was returning to the nearest native town.

"Yes, eh ... mss, yes, | am" he stammered. This was
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the first Tsorian he'd seen close up and certainly the first he'd had on his
bus. "I'Il be returning to Sausalito to pick up another batch of enployees."
"Good, then I'lIl ride with you." She shook a strand of pale hair out of her
eyes and took a seat hal fway back

Nervously the driver started up the engi ne and got underway, not daring to ask
her for the fare.

Aryl stared out the smudgy wi ndow at the scenery jouncing by. She'd been out
of Headquarters before, but always with her father and always in a

snoot h-riding Tsorian ground/air car, nothing like this bone-jarring native
bus. And al ways before they'd gone into the big native town of San Francisco.
She wasn't exactly sure where this Sausalito was or howto get fromthere to
where she was going. A venture with this many unknowns certainly wasn't one
she woul d have chosen—f there had really been any choice.

The bus shuddered to a halt, and Aryl's attention snapped back as the driver
hurriedly opened the door and said, "This is where you get out, mss." The
natives about to board stepped quickly aside as she clinmbed down. She kept her
eyes straight forward but could feel their startled stares. They'd probably
noti ced her green cape. Should she discard it? Wuld it nake her a target for
vi ol ence? No, she was obviously armed, with the silvery blaster gleaning

prom nently at her hip. And somehow the green cape nmade her feel closer to her
f at her.

Peopl e on the sidewal k kept staring at her until she took to staring back at
them Then they hurriedly | ooked away. Finally she decided just to ignore them
and turn attention to her surroundi ngs.

On her right, the sidewal k bordered a bank of rough white stones that sl oped
steeply down to the waters of the
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bay. Waves sl oshed agai nst the stones and steadily rocked the boats noored to
jutting piers. The air snelled strongly of salt and decaying life, the pungent
alien odor of this world' s seas.

Wi nkling her nose, Aryl |ooked across the street to where odd angul ar
bui | di ngs crowded hi beside each other. They were such a variety of colors,
styles, and materials, it alnost hurt her eyes to | ook at them Cbviously
simplicity was not something these people prized.

She noticed one sign in a particular shop wi ndow, and waiting for a break in

t he ground-car traffic, she dashed across for a better |ook

TSORI AN SOUVENI RS, the sign proclaimed. | TEMS EXCLUSI VE TO SAUSALI TO, HOVE OF
THE SPACE PEOPLE. Incredul ous, Aryl studied the little Tsorian figures in

pl astic and nmetal and wood; the nodel Tsorian towers; and all the shirts,
banners, plates, and other unidentifiable itens adorned with pictures of the
same. Cheap, tawdry stuff. These unscrupul ous natives were turning her people
into a tourist attraction! Exploiting them for financial gain!

I ndi gnati on surged through her and nearly brought her fist through the shop



wi ndow. But at the sight of a little green-caped figure, she thought of her
father. What would he say at this outrage? To be honest, he'd probably | augh
and say the natives mght as well get some benefit out of the Tsorians

pr esence.

Well, if she worked on it, maybe she could cone to see it the same way. Though
she coul dn't manage the |augh. Instead, she glared at the shopkeeper, staring
nervously out of his wi ndow, and turned away.

Anyway, she thought, she wasn't here to sightsee. As far as she could figure
out fromwhat she knew of the area, she had to get across the bay to the town
of Berkel ey. Her
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know edge of written English was pretty good, thanks to her father's

i nsi stence, but she couldn't see any sign nentioning Berkeley. This wasn't for
want of signs, though. The place bristled with them telling her where not to
park, how fast to drive, and where she could do everything fromeating to
havi ng her hair redone. Wat an odd idea. Aryl shook her head in bew | dernent.
Qovi ously she'd have to ask a native. Scanning the crowds, she finally picked
out a dark-skinned native who seened to be wearing some sort of uniform She
hesitated a nmoment, then strode toward him deciding she wouldn't get anywhere

if she acted as timd as she felt. After all, she was one of this planet's
conquerors—even if she'd never been alone on an alien planet in her life.
"Sir, | need to know what transport to take to the town of Berkeley."

The man had watched her approach warily, hand resting nervously on the weapon
at his belt. But eyeing her blaster, he quickly slid his hand away, using it
to punctuate a conplicated description of bus stops, transfers, and |ong

del ays. Wien Aryl conpl ai ned, he suggested she try sonething called a taxi and
poi nted to sone passing ones before hurrying away.

Anxiously Aryl watched the traffic and studied the nethod natives used to
attract the services of these vehicles. Awfully primtive, dangerous too. But
finally she worked up courage enough to step fromthe curb as one passed and
yell, "Taxi!"

The first two sped by, though she was sure they carried no other passengers,
but finally one pulled to the curb and the driver |ooked at her skeptically.
"Coul d your taxi take me to the town of Berkeley, driver?"
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"It could if you have the fare."

That left her stunned. "But | ... | haven't got any of your currency."

"Then you haven't got a ride to Berkeley either.”

The arrogant fool, Aryl thought. Cearly he had no idea of the significance of
a green cape. That gave her an idea. "WAit!" she called as he started to pul
back into traffic. "Wait. | have no native noney, but | can give you a Tsorian
souvenir nuch better than that tawdry stuff in the shops. An authentic Tsorian
cape, command rank." She reached up, unfastened it from her shoul ders, and
swirled it over to him

"Hmm " the driver said. "Yeah, ny son'd like this. "Be the first kid on your

bl ock to have a real space cape.' Hah! Ckay, get in."

The vehicle was snelly and unconfortable, but at |east she was on her way. She
regretted the | oss of her cape, but if this schene didn't work, it woul dn't
matter anyway. A lot wouldn't matter

She was ganbl i ng everything on one scrap of conversation and on the know edge
of these natives her father had drummed into her. But even this brief
excursion on her own was showi ng how i nadequat e that know edge was. Still, she
did know that anobng natives there was one inportant distinction that was

al nost neani ngl ess to Tsori-ans. Age.

This Marilyn Sikes person, having been central to the abduction and bei ng
probably the native nost fanmiliar with Tsorians, was now al nbst certainly

wher ever Rogav was being held. But she also had a son. Wre they Tsorians, it
woul d automatically be assuned that he would be with his parent. But these
natives had a peculiar attitude toward such things. |If danger were invol ved,
no matter
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how i nportant the activity, the parent would try to separate the child from
it. So, if Marilyn Sikes were with Rogav, Jason Sikes al nbst certainly was
not .

Fromthat point on, Aryl realized, her deductions were a bit shakier. Natives
woul d probably assune that having himstay with extended fam |y (another

i mportant native relationship) would be too obvious. Yet they al so seened to
have a particul ar attachnent for geographic location. So while he would
certainly not risk going back to his own honme (people being primtive did not
mean they were stupid), he nmight still be in the sane nei ghbor hood.

The taxi driver |ooked over his shoulder, interrupting Aryl's thoughts. "W're
com ng up on Berkeley now. Just where do you want to go?"

Frowning, Aryl tried to recall the maps they'd studied during the briefings
about the abduction. "Eh ... there's a long straight street, fairly steep,
think, that runs east-west. At its foot, it fornms a circle. Do you know it?"
"Sounds |ike Marin."

"Let me off at that circle.”

The driver nodded, and before |long he had pulled up to a curb. "Hope you have
enough spare clothing to get back," he qui pped as he drove away.

That remark had probably been rude, but she ignored it. Getting back was the
| east of her worries. She | ooked around in bew | dernent. Even nore plants than
in San Francisco. Al shapes, all colors, they nearly buried the houses. She
tried to concentrate instead on the streets.

A nunber of streets, each with its name sign, jutted out at odd angles from
the circle. Fromthe map, she renmenbered the pattern better than the
unpronounceabl e nanes. Finally, she decided on one, and still mnissing the

wei ght of
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t he cape on her shoul ders, Aryl began trudgi ng purposefully along it, trying
not to show the tension she felt.

She shouldn't really be in any danger. The policy of massive retaliation

Wi pi ng out several surrounding blocks for harming a Tsorian, had di scouraged
many attacks. And wi thout her cape, the blaster was even nore visible on her

belt. Still, she found this a very nerve-racki ng wal k.
It was midnorning now, and there were not many natives about; those who saw
her simply stared. She couldn't tell if these were stares of hatred or

curiosity. She didn't care.

As she passed one flower-bordered garden, what appeared to be a very young
femal e was playing in the grass. It looked up and trilled, "H! You're a
purpl e space person, aren't you? | like your hair. It |ooks like my grandma's.
It's funny."

Aryl was trying to think what to reply when an adult femal e cane rushing from
t he house and whi sked the giggling girl away. Frowning, Aryl continued up the
street. The color wasn't purple anyway, it was naroon

Still, that was the first native who hadn't |ooked as if it feared or hated
her. It was probably too young to have | earned that yet.
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ten

AFTER ANOTHER LONG BORI NG DAY | T WAS FINALLY GET-ting dark. At last it ought
to be safe to go out. Jason felt |ike some sort of skul king vanmpire, cowering
i ndoors by day and only venturing forth at night.

It had been such wonderful weather too, taunting himfrom outside the drawn
curtains. And soon school would be out, the school he hadn't been to in weeks.
H s school mates, including those supposed Resisters he'd been so anxious to

i npress, they'd all start enjoying sumrer just as if some history-shaking
event weren't taking place,

And maybe it wasn't. Maybe his fellows hiding out in the nountains would get
tired of being ignored and just kill the Tsorian. Then probably sonepl ace or
other would get blown up in retaliation, and everything would be back to
normal . And he'd have missed out on just about all of it. Some heroic



advent ure.

Pulling his jacket collar up and his hat way down, Jason slipped out the
basement door, quietly locking it behind him Dusk was fairly deep now, all of
t he nei ghbor hood ki ds had been called hi fromplay. Behind the warnmy |ighted
wi ndows, fanmilies were having dinner, or kids were doi ng honework—er nore
likely watching TV. He could
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see the cool flickering glow behind several wi ndows. Soneone was practicing

t he piano, Kara Weisner probably. She was getting pretty good. Jason felt |ike
a ghost, slipping by unobserved, watching the world of the Iiving.

Ahead | oomed the dark bul k of Indian Rock. A conforting friend, always there
to put things into the right scale. Not for the first time, he w shed he
hadn't nmentioned the Rock to that awful alien girl, even if it had been neant
to shock her. It was sonething too fine, too Earthly, for one of themeven to
hear about. Still, he suspected the Rock was strong enough to wthstand even

t hat besmi rchi ng.

Toni ght Jason nmade his way to the hidden cave in the back, the hideout where
he and Ken and Todd had been Robin Hood's outlaws or powerful w zards brew ng
up spells to defeat the Lords of Dark.

By the well-renenbered route, he threaded his way up to the tent-shaped cave,
then settled down anong the tunbled rocks in front. Their rough surfaces gave
back the last of the day's warnth. Looking over the roofs and backyards of the
houses down the slope, he could see the darkening bay and the sky, its edge
still holding a last tinge of pink. Doves called into the soft evening air,
and traffic runbled distantly. In the cool ness around himhung the tangy snell
of laurel and eucal yptus, and a faint trickle of honeysuckl e.

Sonehow it was easier to think here. But really, he had already made up his
mnd. If he didn't hear from anyone soon, say two days, he'd get into his
nmother's car and drive up to Uncle Carl's place. He hadn't done it earlier for
fear that the Tsorians m ght have found himout and been waiting for a chance
to follow him

But he'd seen no indication of anything like that, and he
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was getting dreadfully anxi ous about what was going on in that cabin. He
definitely didn't Iike his nother being shut up with that alien even if there
were others there to keep an eye on him O course, the Tsorian probably had
been too battered to cause nuch trouble, but his nother had seenmed to be
getting a little soft on the guy. Not that he was really all that bad for a
Tsorian, but... No, Tsorians were bad, and that was that. He sinply didn't
want his mother to have to deal with them anynore.

The only drawback to his plan was that he really wasn't sure about driving the
car. He'd only gone out with his noma fewtinmes after getting his learner's
permt. He'd been scheduled to take driving classes, but that was out now, of
course. Still, it oughtn't to be too tough. Not if he didn't try it on a
weekend.

A dry trickling of pebbles behind him Quickly he | ooked around. The cave was
dark and quiet. No, there was something there, darker than dark. SlowWy it was
nmovi ng down fromthe upper cave, way in the back. WIld animls! He'd al ways

i magi ned they lurked here at night. But this was big.

"Jason Sikes," a voice said fromthe darkness, "is that you?"

The voice was chillingly accented. He stood up. "Who's there?"

A figure stepped out into the dusky light. Fear rippled through him and he
turned to run.

"Don't!" the Tsorian voice commanded, but Jason was already pelting like a
goat down the rocky draw.

Suddenly the air flared blue in front of him Wen he could see again, the
rocks and bushes that had been there were only snoking ash. In shock he turned
around. Light

froma distant streetlight glinted in Aryl's black eyes and on the silvery
weapon i n her hand.



"You must not run off. | need to talk with you."

"Just because you thugs have found nme, doesn't nean I'Il tell you anything or

| ead you anywhere." Jason was surprised at how little his voice was quaveri ng.
"Go ahead, call the others and haul ne away if you want. It won't do you any
good. "

"Stop chattering, and come back up here and sit down. It's | who have to talk
to you, and there aren't any others."

"Sure. You came here by yourself for a friendly personal chat." He tried to
sound jaunty and defiant, but all the same he wal ked up and sat down where she
pointed. It hel ped hide the fact that his | egs were shaking. There was not hing
| eft of those bushes but bl ow ng ash.

"I"ve come to tell you that your people nmust rel ease ny father."

"Ho hum "

"Do not make fun! You have no idea, you myopic troubl emakers, what a disaster
you are causing."

"So, conply with our demands and the di saster is over."

"No, that's what | amtrying to tell you, you thickheaded barbarian! W cannot
conply with those demands. We have no power to."

"Then get the power."

"Idiot! You ve junped into a political situation you don't understand in the

| east, and now you' ve made a ness of everything."

"I'f you mean that Hykzoi thing, we understand that all right. You ve got a war
on your hands. So if you want your wonder-worki ng general back badly enough
you'll trade for him™"

Aryl stonped her booted foot, and irrelevantly Jason
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found himsel f wondering if they had claws on their feet too. "No, fool! | mean
internal politics. Factions! In the absence of the Fleet Conmander and the
Subcommander, the Governor is in charge, and Governor O npog hates ny father
She woul dn't trade a claw paring for him™"

"So what about this big Hykzoi attack, then?"

"GO nog doesn't know the first thing about military strategy. Al she
understands is keeping her claws on political power. Besides, she doesn't

beli eve ny father can make any difference in the war."

"So maybe he can't."

Aryl snorted derisively, then after a nonent |owered her voice. "Maybe, mybe
not, but we've got to try everything." Agitatedly she paced the narrow fl oor
of the cave. Jason eyed her weapon, judging his chances of grabbing it from
her. Not as good as in the nmovies, he figured. Suddenly she turned on him
"There's no point in keeping it fromyou. The Hykzoi have al ready | aunched
their attack. They've defeated our vanguard and are headed here. Even now t hey
m ght be engaging the rest of our fleet—ight here in this peaceful little
sol ar system of yours. You m ght be days away from beconing part of the Hykzo
Empire!™

"So big deal! What difference does it make whose sl aves we are?"

"Ch! You deserve to find out just what difference it would make!™"

Jason was begining to feel a little braver now. He hadn't been haul ed away for
interrogation yet. No gfrastly torture devices. Maybe she was alone after all.
"So now that you have delivered your message and | have stated our reply, nmay
| go?*'

"You cannot fool me that easily. You are a child, and
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| know enough about your culture to know that you have no authority to accept
messages or make decisions. You will take ne to where the others are hol ding
nmy father, and I will speak with them"

Jason tried to | ook cool, casually stretching his legs. "As you say, | have no
authority. So | also have no authority to take you there. They haven't been in
contact. | can't even be positive where they are now." Humiliating to admt,
but conveniently it was true.

"Can you tell me nothing of their hostage's condition?"



"What do you nean?"
"Don't play dumb! We found that warehouse where you'd taken him and we al so

found his blood on the floor. Tell ne, is he hurt? Is he ... is he dead?"
He' d been about to snap back a defiant answer, but her tone on that | ast
guestion had suddenly changed. The guy was her father, after all. "I don't
know that either. | guess he's alive. He was when | saw himlast."

"You were there? Was he beaten, tortured?" She gripped her blaster with
renewed ferocity.

"Cal mdown! It wasn't planned. Sone people just |lost their cool and battered
hi m around sone. W didn't want himkilled. What good would a dead hostage do
us?"

"Ah." She rel axed and | ooked away a nonment. Jason tensed, then struck at her
i ke a snake, grabbing her wist and smashing it against a rock. The bl aster
described a high silver arch through the air and di sappeared into a tangle of
honeysuckl e.

Screaming with rage, Aryl raked her free hand across Jason's face, gougi ng
three red cl awmmarks down his cheek. He yel ped, then punched her in the
stomach. Doubling up, she suddenly tw sted aside, wenching her other hand
free.

For a nonent Aryl |eaned against the cave wall, pant-
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ing and glaring at Jason. Then she | aunched herself at him again, claws

ext ended. Desperately he junped aside, feeling one claw gouge his shoul der
Spinning angrily around, he aimed a bl ow at her head. She dodged and hooked a
| eg behind his, sending himsprawling to the ground. Before he regained his
breath, she leaped on himlike a lion. Frantically he grabbed her wists

bef ore she coul d shred himany further

Over and over they rolled in the dust outside the cave until finally he had
her pinned flat on her back. She struggled to get a foot up to kick him He
was doubly glad she wore boots. Al he could think about was the way

nei ghbor hood cats di senbowel ed squirrels.

Her bl ack eyes bl azed up angrily at him Suddenly they w dened, and her
expression noved fromhatred i nto astonishnment and fear. It was just a trick
he knew. He tightened his grip.

But she seened to have forgotten he was there. "Look! They're here. Already.
Oh, please no!"

Jason was tenpted to | ook around at the sky too, but he didn't budge. "Cut it
out! I'mnot that nuch of a fool."

Her gaze shifted to himagain. "Ch, but you are. You've |let the Hykzoi in."

A distinct thrumm ng fromoverhead finally nade himcrane back. There were
lights hi the sky that weren't stars or airplanes.

Violently his captive jabbed a knee in his stomach and tw sted free. But she
did not run. Wen the pain subsided, Jason | ooked up. The Tsorian was standi ng
only a few feet away fromhim |ooking with horror at the sky. He stood
shakily and fol |l owed her gaze.
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even

THE NI GHT ABOUT THEM WAS STREAKED W TH LI GHT, RED

light G owng red objects darted about or hung suspended in the sky like
exotic fish in a huge aquarium Only they were shaped like rings, rings of red
light with thick crossbars across the middle. They were appearing out of the
east, a dozen, then nore.

"Look!" Jason heard Aryl exclaim He turned around to see her pointing to the
west, across the Bay toward Sausalito. Tiny blue triangles were swarning there
like angry bees. "Is there sonewhere we can see, away fromthis wetched
veget ati on?"

Jason didn't bother to defend his planet's trees. He too wanted to see. "This
way! "

He darted along a narrow cleft between two rock walls, scranbled over a

boul der, then crawl ed up one of the nore treacherous cliff routes to the top



He didn't know how wen Tsorians clinbed rocks. If she fell or got |ost, tough
He hadn't been standing a nmoment on the bare rock summit, however, when Aryl
was beside him If she'd intended a conment on the route, it was obscured by
t he sudden sizzling from above.

A stretch of night sky seemed to quiver like air over a
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candl e, and one of the distant blue specks flared into orange. Then the whole
sky was in turnoil. Rippling waves pul sed back and forth. Blue and red ships

wove a frenzied pattern through the sky, while here and there the pattern was
torn with flames and the fall of fiery debris into the Bay or the sprawing
cities bel ow.

Bot h Jason and Aryl were soon cowering down on the rock, frightfully exposed
yet unable to take their eyes fromthe sky.

They sai d not hing, watching as the blue specks becanme fewer and fewer in
nunber. Suddenly a wail seemed to hit them a concussion of sound and force
that rolled across the Bay |like an inpossible tidal wave. It flattened themto
the rock like fallen | eaves. Wen, anong a litter of roof shingles and broken
tree branches, they struggled to sit up, a tall columm of fire was rising from
t he darkness north of the Golden Gate. It clinbed higher and higher into the
night, a colossal pillar of billow ng flane.

Aryl's breathing was sharp and ragged. The Tsorian Headquarters. Jason had a
crazy urge to put an arm around her shoul der and offer confort. He resisted.
They' d brought this on thensel ves. How different was this fromthe tinme he and
his father had watched the Tsorians destroy Earth's meager forces? The
fortunes of war, kid.

It seened, however, that the ill fortune was expandi ng. The bl ue ships had now
totally vani shed fromthe sky, and in a ragged swarmthe red ones were
spreadi ng southward over the sparkling city of San Franci sco. \Were they
passed, the air quivered and flane began to rise. Wthin mnutes nost of the
city seened abl aze.

Jason wat ched, aghast. "They're destroying the City! They're destroying San
Franci sco! VWy? Wiy are they doing that?"
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From t he darkness beside him Aryl's voice was harsh. "They're Hykzoi."
"But... but we're not Tsorian!*

"Doesn't matter. Any client of their enemy is their eneny. Their policy is to
make graphi c exanpl es of what happens to enemies."

She was silent a nonment, then breathed in sharply. "San Francisco! |s that
where you' re hol ding ny father?"

"No," Jason replied dully. "It's farther away."

"Then we nust go there. He might still be able to get to the Fleet—+f there's
anything left of it."

"Shut up about your father, wifl you! What does he matter conpared to this?
Besides, I'mnot allowed to take you."

She spun around and grabbed his shoul ders, her claws just etching his skin.
"Idiot! Can't you see how neani ngl ess your games are now? \Wat they're doing
to that city, the Hykzoi could do to your whole world without a qualm"

"But | can't—

"You must! Besides, those ships will very likely be here in a few m nutes,
giving this town the sane treatnment."

Jason | ooked again at the inferno across the Bay. Wthout a word, he turned
and hurried down off the rocks, taking the easier route. Aryl kept close
behind him Up and down the street, people stood in front of their houses

poi nting and cryi ng out.

Jason raced al ong the pavenent Any nmonment those horrified observers would
realize what the Tsorian girl had just suggested. There'd be incredible panic
and traffic jans.

He reached his nother's Chevy, parked innocently in front of the MorganthaUs'
house. Hurriedly he felt his pockets. No keys!
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"Stay here!" he shouted to his unwel come conpanion and sprinted up the stone
stairs to the house. He hoped that in the streetlights, the neighbors woul dn't
see the nature of that conpanion

Once inside he charged upstairs to the roomhe'd been sleeping in and rumraged
t hrough several pants pockets until he found the keys. Next he ran into

Prof essor Mdr-ganthall's study and grabbed the Colt .45 off the wall. It was
the only weapon he'd seen in the house and was really only for display. He'd
never seen any ammunition. But it |ooked the part, and no one need know it
wasn't | oaded. Good thing that Tsorian had | ost her zapper, though he w shed
he'd gotten hold of it. No, he'd probably have ended up disintegrating

hi nmsel f.

He jamed the heavy gun into his jacket pocket, then bolted downstairs again,
pausing only to grab a corner of the Indian-print tablecloth and tug, sending
candl esti cks and wooden fruit flying. Trailing the cloth behind him he pelted
back down to the car.

At first he thought Aryi had gone, but she was just standing in the shadow of
a bush. Jason funbled with the keys, opened the driver's side, and junped in.
He could drive off now and | eave her on the sidewal k. But... well, maybe she
coul d be useful

He | eaned across and unl ocked t he passenger door. As Aryl scranbled inside, he
shoved the tablecloth at her. "Here, wap up in this. Like a sari. |If anyone
sees you, maybe they'll think you' re Indian or sonething."

"Why should I want to | ook Indian?"

Jason gl ared at her. "Because if you look like a Tsorian, people m ght tear
you to pieces. Qur world's getting bl own apart, and your people brought it on
us."

"The Hykzoi —=
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"—oul dn't be here if it weren't for you! Now shut up, |'ve got to drive this
t hi ng. "

He didn't want to nmention that this was only the second time he'd driven
alone. He jammed in the ignition key, turned it, and nothi ng happened. Then he
renenber ed, grabbed the gear handle, and shifted into neutral. Again the key,
and it started.

Slowy he noved down the street, trying to avoid the knots of terrified
skygazers. Already, despite the hour, there were a grow ng number of cars on
the roads. Soon there'd be panic, and if those red ships did nmove across the
Bay, frenzied evacuation. Better avoid the main roads, he thought as he headed
for the park route over the hills.

For a while they drove in silence, Jason concentrating on how the tree-henmed
road twi sted and curved in the sweep of his headlights. Aryl just stared out
at the steep slopes and the dark tangle of bushes and trees that reached out
as they passed, alnost trying to claw them fromthe road.

"How far is this place we're goi ng?" she asked at |ast.

"About two hundred miles, maybe four hours' driving. W'll have to stop for
gas somewhere."

M nutes nore of silence went by. This was ridicul ous, Jason thought. Here he
was being forced to ride with this hateful alien, and he felt awkward about
not keeping up a conversation. Still, he was a Resister agent. Maybe he coul d
| earn sonet hing useful. Besides, conversation would keep himfromthinking
about what he'd just seen

"Did any of the others know you were com ng here?"

"No." She kept |ooking out the window. "I don't matter nuch anynore. G nog
declared ny father dead, and that stripped nme of rank. | was a nonperson, but
| had to try sonething."
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Jason hadn't understood all of that, but he suspected she'd done sonething
rather gutsy. "And you knew where to | ook for me because of what |1'd said over
di nner that time?"

"It was a wild ganble. 1'd been hiding there since mdday yesterday. | think I



terrified a couple of little children who found me by accident. | was about
ready to give up when you cane."

The nmountain road joined a freeway already filling with traffic. Conversation
| apsed again. Jason wished it wouldn't. Pictures of the |ast hours kept
rerunni ng through his head. Even the unfamliarity of driving couldn't keep

t hem away. He had stood on Indian Rock and in a few nminutes watched the
destruction of San Francisco. The City. How many times had he been there,
visiting the zoo and nuseuns, exploring Chinatown or shopping with his nother?
How could it be gone? How coul d those hundreds of thousands of people be dead?
He wouldn't let hinmself get angry. If he did, he'd drive off the road, and he
was having a hard enough tune avoiding that as it was. Carefully taking one
hand fromthe wheel, he switched on the radi o and scanned the channels. Maybe
there'd be nmusic. But there was only static and hysterical announcers.
Everything on both sides of the Golden Gate was gone. San Francisco, Daly
City, Sausalito, San Rafael. And of course, the Tsorian Headquarters had been
bl own away. Red ships sighted in various spots. Panic in East Bay cities, the
governor of California appealing for calm Calm ha! The freeway was getting
nore crowded every nonent.

"Those pl aces they nmentioned," Aryl said suddenly, "are they anywhere near—
"No! Your precious father is perfectly safe! It's just a
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few nore of ny cities that have been wiped out. Only a few hundred thousand
nore natives. Nothing inmportant!”

"Ch, stop it! My base was destroyed too, you know, and ny friends."

"But you're at war with those Hykzoi—we're not. They woul dn't be here at al

if you hadn't tried to grab this planet for yourselves."

"Maybe that's so, but it can't be helped now That's in the past. It's the
future I"'mworried about."

"Ch, so now San Francisco and the rest are just history and can be di sm ssed
SO you can get on with conquering other worlds."

"Don't be—=

"Tsorian, if you say one nore word, I'mgoing to stop this car and throw you
out. And you lost your fancy little gun, so | can do it too."

Aryl glared at himbut said nothing nmore. Jason stared at the road. Hi s cheek

still smarted fromthe gashes she'd left there, and he wasn't at all sure he
could actually nmanage to throw her out. But he did have his Colt .45. A bit
primtive, maybe, but it could probably kill Tsorians well enough. If it were
| oaded.

They continued driving east with only the radio tal king. Tsorian
establ i shnents around the world were being destroyed. Jason felt alnost |ike
cheering on the Hykzoi, except that nearby human towns were going at the sane
time. And besides, he had to admt to hinself, what Aryl said was probably
true. The Hykzoi seened even worse than the Tsorians. At least the first |ot
of conquerors had never w ped out whole cities. Maybe they were slightly
better devils. He kept his thoughts firmy to hinself and drove.

The vall ey towns they drove through were obviously
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awake, but here at |least there was no mass panic. The streamof traffic they
were flowing with was the first wave fromthe East Bay, and though nost
probably didn't know where they were going, they'd seen enough to want to go.
Jason' s hands ached from gri pping the wheel, and his eyes burned from staring
at the nonotonous headlight-framed road.

They had crossed through the Central Valley and were clinmbing into the
foothills when he decided they'd have to stop for gas. Normally nost pl aces
woul d be closed at this hour, but there were lights on at Frank's Gas and
Groceries and several cars parked out front. Jason pulled up to the self-serve
punp and spoke to Aryl for the first time in mles.

"Wap up in that tablecloth, will you? I don't want it to look like I'm
transporting the eneny."

Jason got out and stuck the gas nozzle into the car's tank. The bells dinged



steadily behind him He glanced in the window to see Aryl flailing around wth
t he tabl ecl oth. She'd obviously never seen an Indian sari. She | ooked nore

li ke a paisley ghost.

When the tank was filled, Jason wal ked into the store to pay, glad his nother
had left himthe credit card and a wad of cash. Maybe he'd better buy
something to eat while he was at it. He hadn't even realized he was hungry
until he saw the rows of junk food. What sort of snacks did Tsori-ans eat?

Vel |, she'd eat what he bought or go hungry.

Hurriedly he picked out a bag of potato chips, two cans of root beer, and a
bunch of bananas. Then his eye fell on one of those nosquito nets canpers wear
over their heads when the bugs get really bad. That m ght help his passenger's

di sgui se.

He approached the checkout counter where a group of
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men were huddl ed around a sputtering radio and trading runors.

"Well, I"msurprised that if things are that bad, we haven't had nore fol ks

t hrough here by now, " the checkout man was saying as he rang up Jason's
purchases. "You'd think everyone in the Bay Area would hightail it for the
nount ai ns. "

"G ve' em anot her half hour," another man comrented. "Though why the
mountai ns' || be any safer | don't know. "

"Hell, man, it's obvious," said another. "It's big cities they' re picking off.
Cities here, a couple in Europe, one even in China, | heard."

"They can have those places, but San Francisco—ell, that's sonething el se.™
"And San Jose. | heard that's gone, too. If I could just get nmy hands on those

purpl e bastards!"

"I thought it was sone other bunch.”

"Nah. They're all the sane."

Jason had to fight not to join in and straighten themout. But hadn't he been
saying pretty nuch the sane thing to Aryl? Better just get going.

He grabbed up his bag of groceries and stutfed the nosquito net into his
pocket. Suddenly there was a commotion from outside, and everyone's head
turned to the door. A burly man forced his way through struggling with a
snarling creature in a paisley cloth. Black eyes flashed angrily under a
tousl e of pale gray hair.
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twel ve

ARYL HAD ONLY STEPPED our OF THE CAR FOR A M NUTE. She'd finally given up
trying to wap herself in that ridiculous cloth while sitting inside a cranped
metal box. Struggling to check her costunming in the side mrror, she'd just
gotten the shroud to | ook reasonabl e, though she'd make no guarantees about
aut henticity, when a native thug grabbed her out of the darkness. He started
shouting rude things at her and draggi ng her toward the building. After she'd
nearly ripped his eye out with her free hand, he wenched both armnms behi nd her
back and pushed her roughly through the door

"Boys, | ook what | caught!" he baw ed as he struggled to keep hold of her
wists. "One of those nurdering purple devils was actually skul king around in
the parking lot. Nearly gouged ny eye out, but | caught it."

Aryl stared about the nurderous |ooking crowd and saw Jason standing in the
back | ooki ng stunned and ashen faced. No help there. Suddenly soneone yanked
away most of the envel oping cloth and whistled, "And a fermale, too!"

"Well, isn't that nice." Another man placed a nmeaty hand on her shoul der, and
Aryl pronptly sank her needl e-
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sharp teeth into it. He howed with rage and raised his good hand to strike
her.

"Hold on!" someone el se said. "Maybe we can find out fromher why all this is
happeni ng. "

"Who cares why" cane a reply. "It's what that counts. They've killed thousands
of human bei ngs."



"They have not!" Jason pushed forward, suddenly, surprised to find hinself
staring at a ring of angry faces. He avoi ded even glancing at Aryl but forged
ahead. "Her people haven't done it; it's those people in the red ships. The
Hykzoi . They're the Tsorians' enem es too."

"So how cone you know so much about these space people, kid?" said the man

wi th the bl eeding hand. "You a coll aborat or?"

"No! I'mnot. | just don't like to see sonmeone bl aned for sonething they
haven't done."

"Red ships, blue ships, what's the difference? Her peopl e have enough to
answer for anyway."

The man who was hol ding Aryl now peered around at Jason. "Hey, you came wth
her in that green Chevy, didn't you?"

Aryl stared as Jason slid a hand into his pocket and pulled out a |arge,
evil -1 ooki ng native weapon. "Yes, | did. And I'mgoing to |leave with her in it
ri ght now "

Apparently, Aryl realized, this was a weapon to take seriously, because
everyone stepped back a pace or two. Wth one nore vicious twi st, the man
hol di ng Aryl suddenly let go. She'd begun rubbing her sore wists when Jason
firmy grabbed her arm and started backi ng through the door

The screen had barely sl anmed behind them when they both turned and raced for
the car.

Aryl caught part of the still-trailing tablecloth in the
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door but just left it hanging out as Jason gunned the engi ne and they | urched
out of the parking lot. She twisted around to | ook out the w ndow and saw nen
pouring out of the building and into cars. Then the rear w ndow shattered.
Wth a sharp crack something seenmed to strike into it.

"Jeez, they're shooting at us!" Jason excl ai ned as he pushed down the

accel erator even harder

"That was a gunshot ?" she asked incredul ously, then an angry frown crossed her
face. "Well, hand me that weapon of yours. |I'Il see if | can shoot them back."
Jason shook his head. "Can't! It's not | oaded."

She stared at him "You threatened all those people with a nonfunctiona

weapon?"
"They didn't know that." He shot an anxious |ook at the side mrror. "Scrunch
down bel ow the seat, will you? It |ooks Iike the whole posse is after us."

Aryl did as he suggested, glad that this way she couldn't see the bends they
were veering around. Jason was driving like a lunatic, and there seened to be
an awfully steep drop on the right side.

What sounded |i ke another shot whizzed past them She inched over and peered
out at the side mirror. A chain of headlights was speeding along after them
These people were all lunatics. Another shot seemed to miss themtoo.

Suddenly Jason began struggling with the wheel. "A flat! They nust have hit a
tire!™ H's next cooment turned into a startled yell as the car suddenly veered
si deways, bucked off the road, and began careeni ng down the sl ope.

Aryl stared in opennouthed horror at the trees bouncing by them Right in the
path of their jolting headlights one very large tree was com ng cl oser and

cl oser.

Frantically she fought with the door until it burst open
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Then she sank a set of claws into Jason's shoul der, yanked hi mout from behind
the wheel, and hurled herself and himout of the car

The ground was hard and covered with sharp jabbing things, but eventually it
seened to stop nmoving. She lay on it listening to the recedi ng crashing sounds
until they were replaced by a tearing thud, then an expl osion. She threw an
arm over her face to ward off the light. A wave of heat singed her hair and
ski n.

Slowy the inferno died into a nere fire, and cautiously Aryl sat up. Jason
was |ying on his stomach a few feet from her.

"Thanks," he said through a nouthful of dirt. "I needed that." Then to her



surprise he actually laughed. "Do you realize you still have that tablecloth
attached to you?"

She | ooked down and saw one end of the offending cloth still tucked into her
belt. The rest splayed over the slope behind her. She tried to dislodge it,
but Jason, who was just sitting up, said, "No, keep it. You obviously need al
t he di sqgui se you can get."

Very shakily he stood up. "If you can wal k, we'd better split before the

hi ghway patrol or someone comes to investigate. Qur pursuers have obviously
deci ded they weren't involved."

Aryl figured he was tal king so much because he was surprised to be alive, but
she was still so shaken she wasn't sure she could talk at all. She wanted to
say sonething scathing about primtive native cars, but stopped as she
renenbered seeing a nunber of her own advanced strike-ships shot down just a
few hours earlier.

In silence she stunbled to her feet, checked that everything still seened to
be working, and foll owed Jason down the steep slope. It was slippery with a
carpet of long, thin,
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al nost needlelike | eaves that nust have fallen fromthis forest of trees. She
kept tripping over the wetched trailing cloth until she stopped and | ooped it
around an arm

The only light cane fromthe still-burning car, and gradually it too fel

behi nd. She had to wal k carefully to avoid smashing into the rough trunks of
trees. They were everywhere, dark and hostile. Only the downward sl ope and the
sound of Jason crashing on ahead gave her any sense of where she was going.
Suddenly the horrid trees were behind her and she found herself stunbling onto
a flat, hard surface. She stood still, trying to orient herself in the dark
"Where is this?"

"A road. Hey, maybe it's the old hi ghway!"

"I's that good?"

"Yeah. W ought to be able to follow it north until it joins with the new

hi ghway. There were some stretches where there wasn't a better route for
bui I di ng the new one."

"So which way is north?"

"Look at the stars.”

She did. Over the road, with the trees cleared back, there was a stretch of
open sky. But the stars were few and neani ngl ess. Apparently, however, they
wer e not neani ngl ess to her conpani on.

"There's the Big Di pper, so that other nust be the North Star. This way,"
Jason announced.

Aryl turned and tronped after him her boots making a far nore decisive sound
on the hard surface than his soft native shoes. She felt far from decisive
The excitement of their escape was dying away, and she was tired, cold, and
hungry. The only thing she could do about any of that was to wap the thin
tabl ecl oth around her |ike a cloak and keep goi ng. She was determined not to
be the first to stop.
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Several tinmes they had to duck behind trees or scranble up rocky banks to hide
from approaching cars. But at |east the jouncing headlights gave them plenty
of war ni ng.

Mostly they trudged in silence, though once Jason nmuttered, "Wsh | hadn't
lost all the food I bought. Al | got out of that stop was a new nmpsquito net
and enough gas to imolate nmy nother's car."

Aryl at |east shared his first wish. She could have eaten anything, no matter
what planet it grew on.

Above them the tree-bordered ribbon of sky began to lighten, until not even
the brightest of the unfamiliar stars could be seen. Aryl plodded on, vaguely
surprised that her feet, which had | ong since becone too cold to feel, could
still nove. Then, a chink of |ight appeared through the tall, straight tree
trunks to her right. The planet's sun, a bright, warm golden |light. Maybe she



woul dn't die of cold after all

She wal ked on alnost in a trance, aware only of the sun's growi ng warnth
Suddenly she ran right into Jason. He had stopped in the mddle of the road in
front of her.

He grunted but didn't even object. "It's no good. |'ve got to stop and get
some rest. |'ma wal king zonbie."

Aryl didn't know what that was but figured it probably described her as well.
She wasn't even up to pretending that Tsorians could endure nore than humans.
"Let's find somepl ace hidden off the road," he said, pointing vaguely up a
forested sl ope, "and take a nap. Just a short one." Jason scranbled up the
bank, and fighting bushes, Aryl stunbled al ong behind. She found hi magain
standing in a clunp of small young trees and one tall, daunting one, which

t oget her screened a rocky holl ow fromthe road.

Aryl chose a spot less rocky than others and gratefully
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sank to the ground. It was covered with those strange pointy |eaves. Their
odor was pungent and highly alien, but at this point she hardly cared. She
rustled around, trying to nake herself confortable, then after a nonent's

hesi tati on, unw apped the tablecloth fromher shoul ders and offered half of it
to Jason. Sleepily he nodded and tugged a portion over hinself.

The last thing Aryl renenbered before sinking into sleep was the harsh call of
some native animal in the trees above her. She hoped it wasn't |arge and

carni vorous, because she was far too exhausted to fight it off.
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thirteen

JASON AWAKENED TO THE NO SE OF FURI QUS CHATTERI NG

He opened his eyes and stared into black, beady ones. Not a Tsorian, a
squirrel. It hung upside down on a tree trunk not five feet fromhim waving
its bushy tail and regaling himwith a torrent of abuse.

He heard a rustling beside himin the thicket. Aryl was curled up tightly,
studying the squirrel. "lIs it dangerous, or just nasty tenpered?"

"Just telling us that this is its patch of trees. W earth-Ungs are very
territorial, you know. "

She didn't answer. G ving the squirrel an unm stakably rude gesture, she sat
up and began brushing pi ne needl es off herself. Jason turned away, then forced

hinself to say what he knew he had to. "l really didn't thank you properly for
pul ling nme out of that car |ast night."

"Then we're even. | didn't thank you for getting me away from those vicious
mani acs. "

Jason felt he had to defend his fell ow humans. "Ch, they probably weren't al
that bad a bunch—+f they hadn't been dealing with a Tsorian. You peopl e have
built up a lot of resentnent for yourselves, you know, even if nost humans
aren't actively involved in the Resistance."
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Aryl opened her nouth then closed it again. She | ooked down at her hands.
"Yes, ny father's told ne how poorly this occupation was being run."

"And |i ke a good Tsorian, you believe that, because your daddy says it, it's
true.”

"No!" she snapped. "I believe it because it seens to be true. And don't you
ridicule the parent/child relationship. You haven't the faintest concept of
what that should be." Jason's anger flared, though he knew his comrent hadn't
been very fair. "I do too, so shut up! Do you think |I'd be going through ahl
this just to take you to your precious father? Even if he could turn this war
of yours around? You forget, ny nother's up there too."

Aryl began an angry reply, then stopped herself. She turned away w th what
Jason thought was al nbst a laugh. "And if she's as thick-headed as you,

t hey' ve probably been spending the |ast few weeks yelling at each other just
like this. Let's get going."

The sun was well up now, though it still seened to be norning, and the cold
had been replaced by a dry, dusty heat. Scraggly manzanita and sagebrush



shared the slopes with tall pines and with rounded granite boul ders, their
rough surfaces glinting with flecks of mca. A fine day for a mountain hike,
Jason thought, though he was hardly in the nood for one. He wanted to be at
that cabin now. In the neantime, he wouldn't mind sonething to eat or drink
It seemed that Tsorian bodies worked nmuch |ike human bodies. In a few mnutes

Aryl said, "I don't suppose any of this stuff growing around here is good to
eat ?"

"Not for humans, for deer maybe. | don't know about Tsorians. But why don't we
stop at the next cabin we see and beg sonme food? After all, we are refugees.”
He | ooked
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at her, noting that the dust had only slightly |ightened her naroon
conplexion. "I'll do the begging."

There were few cars to dodge on the road that norning, but it wasn't |ong
before they saw a cabin tucked back in the woods. Jason had Aryl wait behind a
boul der whil e he wal ked up the dusty drive and knocked at the door. There was
no answer. Then he noticed that the wi ndows were all shuttered and pine
needl es and cones were scattered thickly over the porch. A sunmmrer cabin stil
cl osed up. Discouraged, he turned back to see that Aryl had come up behind
hi m

"What's the matter? No one at hone?"

"The pl ace hasn't been opened for the season yet."

"Maybe they left some food behind."

"Well, nmaybe sone canned things. But |I'mnot going to break in and—=

"You don't have to. I'mthe evil conqueror, renmenber? And |I'malso starving."
She pushed past hi mand exam ned the doorknob and | ock. Spreadi ng out her
three fingers, she slid claws in at the appropriate places and tugged. There
was a rending crack, and in nmonents the whol e assenbl adge was w enched free of
t he door.

Jason was inpressed and couldn't hide it. "Doesn't hurt to have your
ever-ready tool kit along."

The door had just swung open into cool darkness when a sound from above drew
their attention back outside. They | ooked up through the pine branches, then
instantly flattened thenmsel ves agai nst the outside wall. Three glow ng red

ri ngs di sappeared over the trees. Gadually the thrumming in the air faded.
"Where woul d they be headi ng?" Aryl asked tensely.

"Unl ess they're into casino ganbling, there's not nuch
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to attract themup that way. No cities or anything, unless

»

"Unl ess?"

Jason couldn't mss the anguish in her face. "Unl ess maybe they've found out
where they can pick up an eneny commander."

Li ke a shot, Aryl was off the porch and running along the road in the
direction the ships had taken. Jason forgot about being hungry. "Hey, wait!
You can't run all that way. W' ve still got to nake it to the new hi ghway.
Then we can try to hitch a ride."

When he finally caught up with her, Aryl's face was even nore powdered with

dust, but she still |ooked far fromhuman. "Stop a nonment, will you? If we're
going to hitch, you' ve got to do the foreign student routine again."
"I will not wap up in that beastly cloth!"

"Do you want another reception |ike the one at the gas station?"

She scowl ed, but unslung the cloth from her shoul ders and started enshrouding
herself in it. Jason couldn't believe the ness she was maki ng. He had to hel p.
Finally she was w apped to Jason's satisfaction. Wth the addition of the
nosquito netting over her face, he thought she looked a little like those
ladies in the National Geographic from Yemen or sonepl ace.

The two set off again with the occasional grunble from Aryl about how hot,
dusty, and blind she was. Wen, after an hour's hike, they at |ast reached the
i ntersection of the old and new hi ghways, Jason said, "Now renenber, keep your



face down and your hands tucked in the cloth. You re supposed to be a

subm ssive fermale."” He could alnmost feel the laser glare fromher veiled black
eyes.

From where they stood on a wi de shoul der of the road,
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they could see that the traffic was nmuch heavier now as refugees streaned into
t he nountains. But even as they watched, it seened that traffic flow ng the

ot her way was picking up as well.

Jason wal ked cl oser to the pavenent, stood firmy, and began waving his thunb
at passing cars. Nobody stopped. He felt extrenely unconfortable doing what a
lifetime of adnmonitions had warned himnot to. But then, he thought wyly, if
some mugger picked themup, Aryl could tear his face off.

@ ancing at his conpanion, he sawwith alarmthat she was imtating his

hi t chhi ki ng gesture. "Hey, leave this to nme!" he shouted over the runble of
traffic. "Soneone m ght notice your purple thunb."

Gunmbling, Aryl folded her arms in her paisley robes and went back to standing
wi th downcast face the way Jason imagi ned sonme denure Yeneni mght. He would
have | aughed if he weren't afraid of setting off her tenper again.

It seened they'd been standing there begging for hours when a big senm slowed
and pull ed over. The driver |eaned toward the open wi ndow on the passenger's
side. "Were you two headed?"

"Lake Tahoe," Jason replied eagerly.

"East side or west?"

"Eh ... east."
"Well, 1"mgoing up the west side, but | can take you as far as the 'Y.' Hop
in"

They scranbled up into the high cab, Jason deliberately placing hinmself next
to the driver. 'Thanks a lot. It didn't look as if anyone was going to stop."
"Yeah, they've all got their wind up about the space people. As | see it, you
can't second-guess what those

ill

creatures'l| do, so you might as well go about your business as usual. You two
Bay Area refugees?"

Jason nodded and decided he'd try to be as truthful as he could. "Yes. W
friend and | were heading up to nmy uncle's cabin when we had a flat on the old
hi ghway and drove off the road. The car's totaled, so we decided to try and
hitch. Eh... she's from Yenen, an exchange student."

"I wondered. Don't normally pick up hitchhikers, but you two | ooked too
interesting to pass up."

As the truck's radio droned through the pause, Jason hoped this guy woul dn't
find out how right he was. Suddenly Aryl spoke up. Jason tensed, but deci ded
the driver probably couldn't tell a Yenmeni accent froma Tsorian one.

"Your radio, has it nmentioned any spaceshi ps up ahead?"

"Yep. It reported sonething going on around Stateline. Think you're heading
fromthe frying pan to the fire, eh?"

Col d fear spread through Jason. Uncle Carl's cabin wasn't too far from
Stateline.
"So, anyway,

the driver said around the wad of gum he was chew ng, "did you

two see what happened in the Bay Area? Tell ne about it. | was com ng up
t hrough Fresno."
Jason didn't want to think about it, rmuch less talk about it. Still, this was

a way to pay for the lift. He tried to report like a passive observer, but
putting it into words was like reliving the whole thing. Al those cities, he
t hought to hinself, all those people, destroyed in a callous instant by these
new i nvaders. Sonmehow he didn't think there'd be any point to joining a
Resi st ance agai nst them He wondered if there had really been any even agai nst
the Tsori-ans. What good had all their nmeetings and planning and little
rebel | i ons done except make life harder or shorter for
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some peopl e and make the Resisters inmagine that they weren't quite as



powerl ess as they really were? Finally his account to the driver, mnus al

t he personal stuff, ran down.

For a minute the man said nothing, then he let out his breath in a throaty
sigh. "That nust've been sonething to see—and have lived through. It's hard to
believe. Frisco. | was just there | ast week. Wew | sure as hell hope those
little red ships haven't been at this everywhere. Though the stuff |'ve been
getting over the radio's so garbled I can't tell what's happening."

Aryl spoke quietly, her voice nuffled by the netting. "Surely there is only a
danger near where Tsorians have facilities."

"Well, maybe. But in that case there must've been sone of those purple guys up
ahead doing the casinos. Notice howthe traffic conmng this way has picked up?
Everybody's driving like they're crazy scared too."

Jason felt as if he'd been shaken awake. For the first tine in nearly an hour
he noticed things going on outside his head. Traffic was pelting down fromthe
direction they were headi ng, and sone of their own streamof traffic seenmed to
be turni ng around. Everywhere there was honki ng, swerving chaos.

"You're not turning back, are you?" he asked in alarm

"Nan. CGot to be in Denver in twenty-four hours. But |I can't say | like this.
Hey, miss." The driver |eaned forward and peered at Aryl. "You see nany of

t hese space people in Yenen?"

"I have seen a great many of them yes."

"Never thought nuch about themreally, not after they first forced their way

in, that is. Ch, 1'd as soon they'd left us alone or at |east done sonething
hel pful if they was set
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on nmeddling. But | just figured they was here to stay, so | might as well
accept it. Didn't affect me none anyhow. But now. .. Well, if this's how our
future's going to be, I don't much care for it."

"Neither do I," she said quietly. "I truly hope it is not."

Finally, like fish swi nmng upstream they nmade their way to the hi ghway

junction. The truck driver let themout with adnmonitions to take care. Jason
wat ched himdrive off, feeling suddenly very nuch al one.

"CQuess we walk fromhere," he said gruffly. "It's not too many nore nmiles, and
it sure doesn't look like we'll catch many lifts going this way."

They began trudgi ng nechani cally al ong the highway, past pine trees m ngled

wi th shopping centers, fast-food places, and notels. Some of those spots had
been neadows or woods when Jason had first started comng to Uncle Carl's
cabin in the sunmer. Those had been golden tinmes that he'd treasured year
after year. And always the drive up had been filled with anticipation, each
speci al landmark showing they were a little closer: a certain rock formation
that | ooked like a face, a waterfall you had to crane your neck to see, an old
rustic restaurant with plastic gnones in front. This trip, his mind had been
so torn up he hadn't noticed any of them

But what he did notice now was that the passing traffic was | essening. The
parking lots of the notels were al nost enpty. Everywhere there was an eerie
Sunday-norning quiet. He tried not to see these om nous signs and instead

wat ched as he always had for the occasional flash of blue through the trees on
his left as the highway ran closer and closer to the | ake. That great sheet of
wat er | ooked cal m and untroubl ed. He wi shed he could absorb sone of that.
Suddenly they were there. On the left, the shops and
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not el s ended, replaced by a Cyclone fence that protected an old encl ave of
sumer cabins. He stopped so suddenly at the gate that Aryl bunped into him
blurting out what sounded |like a Tsorian curse. He'd heard quite a few as
she'd stunbled along in her entangling tabl ecl ot h.

"In here," he said, heading down the rutted dirt road. The gate, usually

| at ched, was sw nging wi de open. A few yards inside, and the trees engul fed
themin quiet. Dark, tall trees, unbearably heavy with the tang of pine.
Everyt hi ng seened unchanged.

Here and there, drives branched off to cabins in the woods. Mil boxes were



marked with fam |y nanes, and he knew each one. Browning, dark, Effingham

G sh. Al part of the sumrer |ore. Baseball ganes, canpfires, fearless

expl orations in the woods.

The band of trees cane to an end, and he hesitated to step fromtheir cal m ng
shade. Before him stretched the nmeadow, tall grass, wi nd-rippled and gl eam ng
in the |ate-afternoon sun. Insects hunmed in the air and the occasiona

bl ackbird rose with a warbling call and a flash of ebony and scarlet. It

al nost seened normal . Al nost.

Sonet hi ng unsettling hung in the air, an odd netallic stench. And there was no
one about. It was early in the season, but still there should be a few
vacationers and certainly some of the year-round residents.

Fearful ly Jason wal ked forward, Aryl close and silent behind him Here the
dirt road was thick with the usual soft, pale dust. It plopped up around his
feet. Automatically Jason sidestepped around a run-over frog left flat in the
road, thin and dry as paper. He used to think these things were neat, but now
he ignored it just as he ignored the live frogs plishing through the grasses
into the swanpy
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water. Hi s eyes were on a hazy pall in the air ahead. The stench was getting
stronger.

Finally he saw what was different. The haze hung over a | arge patch of nmeadow
where green had been turned to scorched bl ack. Fear mounted as he hurried

f orwar d.

On the far side of the neadow stretched the trees and cabins that bordered the
| ake. Only the usual picture was broken. Two clunps of trees stood |ike black
naked skeletons. In a wi de space between them there was nothing. There shoul d
have been nore trees, there should have been a cabin. But there was not hing.
Only a clear, unobstructed view of the |ake, as if sonething huge had cone

al ong and chomped out a section of shoreline. The section where Uncle Carl's
cabin had stood.

Jason just stood and stared, while behind him Aryl started to say sonething,
then stopped. Slowly she unw apped herself from her disguise and let it fal
into the dust. She turned away and | ooked toward the bl ue, pine-clad
nount ai ns.

Jason's stupor was ripped by a voice. "Heaven above! Jason Sikes! Wy, that's
you, isn't it? Cone on over here!"

Jason stared and couldn't believe what he saw. One of the Bentson sisters.
CGertrude he thought; yes, the thin one. The two batty old ladies lived there
all year round next to his uncle's cabin—er forner cabin. Wre they stil

there, with this happening next door?

Slow y he wal ked toward the beckoning figure, her flowery peasant dress draped
wi t h turquoi se neckl aces.

"Jason, dear dear boy," she said, giving hima quick bony hug as soon as he
was within reach. "Rather a poor start to a vacation this year, isn't it?"

"Eh, yes... Mss Certrude ..."

The wonman's eyes wi dened under her tousled nmop of
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gray hair as she | ooked over Jason's shoul der. "And you' ve brought a
girlfriend this year, how nice. One of them| see, but no matter. Tinmes

change, tinmes change. How do you do, dear. |'m Gertrude Bentson. And you
are... ?"

"Ch. | amAryl."

"A nice nanme, really. Wiy don't you two cone inside. Emily will be back soon
She drove out to the store, and also to spy around a little and see what's
cooking, | dare say. Quite a to-do."

Jason felt totally bermused as he followed M ss Bentson into the front room of
the little cabin. Briefly he | ooked around at the familiar knotty-pine walls,
the Indian rugs, the shelves of china birds and pinecone art. "M ss Gertrude,"
he ventured, "could you tell us what happened next door?"

"Yes, yes. Have a seat," she said, pointing to a couple of rattan rockers by



the fireplace. She plunped up a pillow on another chair and settled into it.
"It was really quite sonething. Just a few hours ago, and it all happened so
fast. Emily and | could scarcely believe it. A bad business all around."
"Yes, but what happened?”

"Well, we were hanging out our washing. W' d spent nost of the norning doing
it and had two baskets full. The people in your uncle's cabin were puttering
about as usual. Been there several weeks, they had, and | hadn't seen nost of
t hem bef ore, except your nother, of course, Jason. Didn't see nuch of her

t hough, this visit, but then they had that special guest, so | expect she was

busy. "

"Speci al guest?" Aryl said tensely.

The wonman smiled at her. "Yes, do you know hin? One of your people, | believe.
Such a handsone man, once you
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get used to the skin color, and such striking gray hair. Emly says |'m al ways
a pushover for distinguished-|ooking gray hair. She |likes blonds, Enmily does.
But we didn't really get a chance to meet him Kept inside nost of the tine he
did, except that recently in the evenings sone of themwould go out and sit on
t he beach.”

"But what about this norning?" Jason pronpted inpatiently.

"Ch, yes, this norning. It was awful, really. W were hanging out the |aundry,
Emily and I, when this great big red belt buckle cane dropping out of the sky.
It wasn't a belt buckle, of course, just shaped |like one, a red one. But it
was meking this awful kind of a noise that gets into your ears and wants to
burst right out again. It came down out of the sky and landed right in the
meadow. Shocking thing! It could have started a big fire if the grasses hadn't
been so wet."

"And then . . . ?" Jason urged, but the sound of a car engine interrupted.
"Ch, good, there's Enmily back fromthe store. She's much better at telling
things than I am" As the sputtering notor canme to a stop, Certrude bustled
out, and Aryl |eaned toward Jason

"I's this woman quite nornmal ?"

"Not in the |east, but she's harm ess. Her sister's the |less batty of the two,
so maybe we can get some answers."

Chattering happily, Gertrude, now clutching a bag of groceries, ushered her
sister in. "lsn't it nice they could cone and visit, Emly? |I've been telling
t hem about this norning, but you re so nuch better at this sort of thing. Wy
don't you try? I'd just gotten to where the belt buckle | anded in the nmeadow.
What a mess, too. Al that scorched grass won't grow back for a year."
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After effusively greeting her guests, plunp, white-haired Em |y plunked
hersel f down on a worn flower-patterned couch and took up the tale.

"Of course Certrude and | were somewhat al arned, so we hid behind the

boat house and watched. And | tell you, the things that came out of there were
wort h being al arned about. They | ooked sort of like big jackknives with lots
of bl ades.

"Well, it was all crazy after that. People in the cabin were shooting at them
and the jackkni ves were shooting back, only they didn't use bullets. They had
flashlight things, but the |light nade people fall down as good as bullets."
Aryl drew in her breath. "What color was the light ... eh, Mss Enily?"

"Red, dear, like Christms."

"Yes, but could you tell me what shade of red? It's very inportant.”

"Well, now, you're right. Red's a lot of different colors, isn't it? Nowlet's
see. Help me, Certrude, what shade of red was it?"

"It wasn't really a fire-engine red, not a fuchsia either. Really nore |ike
salmon, 1'd say."

"Yes"—Enm |y nodded—or coral."

Aryl | ooked conpletely baffled. Anxiously, Jason stood up and wal ked to a

si deboard. "Maybe you could point out the color here. There's lots of
different shades in this china."”



"What a cl ever boy! Yes, indeed." Emily popped up and waddl ed to the
sideboard. "Let's see, 1'd say it was like this."

"More like on the pitcher, 1'd say, Emly." 119

"Yes, Certrude's right. Just the shade of this petunia here."

Aryl | ooked at the soft orange-pink of the flower and |l et out a sigh of
relief. "Then they didn't mean to kill them™

"I don't know what they meant to do, but I'msure they did kill at |east one
of them"

Aryl and Jason tensed up, simultaneously asking, "Wo?"

"The one with the big belly and the brown beard. | don't know his nane, but

he'd been staying there the whole time. As soon as those jackknives showed up,
he ran outsi de and began shouting that he was the one who'd contacted them and
they should... what was it he said... ? Ah, yes, they should negotiate with
him He had hel ped themwi n their war, and now he had sone denands. Strange,
wasn't it?"

"Jerry Barns," Jason said, understanding slowy falling into place.

"What ?" Aryl whi spered.

"Jerry Barns. He was al ways arguing that we should sell Rogav to the Hykzoi in
exchange for a better deal fromtheir enpire.”

"Ch, dear," Emly interrupted, "I hope he wasn't a friend of yours, because
the jackknives turned their flashlights on him A very dark red that tine."
"Yes," Gertrude put in. "A npst fuchsia."

"And it blew himquite apart.”

They all were silent a nonent, then Aryl whispered, "And what happened to the
others in the cabin?"

"Well, 1"'mnot sure how many there were in the first place. But three of them
were dragged out and put in the red round thing. A spaceship, | guess it was."
"Which three?" Jason asked.

"Your nother was one, dear, and there was a man |
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didn't know, the bald one. And then there was the space gentleman Gertrude was
so taken with. Then all the jack-knives scurried back on board, and the thing
zipped way up in the air and shot a big bright flashlight beam down on the
cabin. It just went up in a puff. Never seen anything like it. Just left some
charred ground and a few dead trees. | nust say, it dried our laundry quick as
anyt hi ng. "

Jason rocked back on his chair, a little dazed. "And then what happened?"

"Ch, it joined two other red ring things. They shot off north and di sappeared.
Aryl sighed like a punctured balloon. Her voice quavered. "Wll, that's the
end, then."

"Not really," Gertrude added. "They didn't go very far. Wien | was out at the
store, there was quite a fuss because those spaceshi ps had fl own over
Statetine and | anded anong those new condomi ni uns up by the cove. Everybody
was tearing out of there. | mean, spaceships landing in your front yard is not
what you expect when you buy into a place like that, At Stateline people were
pouring out of the casinos too and just taking off. The place was in an
uproar. The police, poor things, were way over their heads."

"They | anded by sone condoni ni uns?" Jason asked i ncredul ously.

"Yes, you know, the big, expensive new ones four or five mles beyond
Stateline. The ones with the putting green in the niddle. Wat's it called?
Lake sonmething. That's no good; they're all called Lake something around here.
Lake View Retreat. That's it."

Jason junped up. "Then there's still a chance! Cone on, Aryl, we've got to go
there."”

"Ch, you can't go there, dear," Emily said. "The police have got it al
cordoned off. Not that anyone wants to go
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there. There was tal k about how those red ship people had turned beans on sone
of the residents there, and they just blew apart like the poor fellow here."
"But still, we do have to go there," Aryl said as she stood up



"Ch, dear," GCertrude said, winging her hands. "Wyever for? It sounds
terribly dangerous to ne."

"Don't be silly, Gertrude," her sister snapped. "They want to try to rescue

t hose poor people. But it would be terribly dangerous to go by road, even if
you coul d get past the police."

Jason frowned. "Then . .. then we'll go by water. Do you still have that old
wooden canoe | used to borrow?"

"The Lady of the Laker Gertrude said, jumping up and cl appi ng her hands. "Yes,
we do, and they could borrowit, couldn't they, Emly? A rescue m ssion, how
exciting! But you really should wait until after dark. It's al nost sunset now,
seel" She bustled to the crocheted curtains and pulled them back. The sun was
hangi ng heavy and gold just above the purpled nmountains on the far side of the
| ake. The fiat, glassy water rippled a golden path across its surface to wash
up wave by wave on the sand.

"Yes, you should wait," Emily said, standing up. "And what's nore, | want you
to have a good neal before you go, and a little rest. | can see that you both
| ook absolutely done in."

Jason chafed at the delay, but the mention of food suddenly rem nded hi m of
how hungry he was. And he couldn't deny that he was feeling all sw nmy headed
fromlack of sleep. He | ooked at Aryl, and she nodded wearily.

"All right, we'll wait alittle. But I want to be off before nidnight."
"M dnight!" Gertrude breathed. "Oh, how exciting!"
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fourteen

ARYL WAS SURE SHE' D NEVER GET ANY SLEEP. NOT AFTER all she'd just heard and
all that heavy alien food. And certainly not in this unconfortable alien bed,
with those two bizarre wonen about. But the next thing she knew, one of those
worren was shaki ng her out of a profound, exhausted sleep

"Nearly mdnight, dearie, tine to get up!" Gertrude said cheerily. "My, |

thi nk you do have lovely hair. It's really a splendid idea to have young
people with gray hair. That would get rid of a |ot of ageism don't you

t hi nk?"

Aryl munbl ed somet hing groggily as she clinbed out of the too soft bed. She
was fully dressed; she'd been too tired even to take off tier boots.

"And your eyes," the wonan continued as she bustled around the room "They

| ook Iike the eyes of those little chipnmunks who conme visit us when we have
breakfast on the patio. It's too bad you'll be |leaving before they arrive. Fm
certain you' d get along splendidly."

Aryl was far |less certain about that. Wat had Jason call ed these wonen?
Batty? She didn't know the term but its nmeani ng was beconi ng nore and nore
clear.

VWhile they'd slept, the |ladies had prepared a huge picnic 123

hanper, which they now thrust on the two children. Then they all four tronped
out to the boat shed and dragged out the |ong, white canoe.

Aryl stared at it, aghast. It didn't look as if it could even float, |let alone
t ake t hem anywhere.

Jason was al so shaking his head. "I don't know if a white canoe is the best
vehicle for stealth.”

"Nonsense, dear," Emly replied. "It'Il blend in with the noonlight on the
wat er. Besides, those jackknife people probably won't be expecting an
anphi bi ous assault, so to speak.”

"One if by land and two if by sea!" Gertrude intoned happily.

Wth difficulty the four of them haul ed the heavy wooden boat down to the
water. Finally they had its prow edged into the silver-fringed wavel ets that
rippled onto the wet sand.

"Now, Jason," Emily said, "better take off your sneakers before you wade out
there. Your nother'd never forgive me if | let you go running about rescuing
her in wet shoes. You'd better take yours off too, dear. Those are such nice
boots. "

Aryl didn't feel |ike arguing. Besides, her feet had been screanmng to get out



of those boots for hours. Struggling to pull themoff, she tossed theminto
the boat. The sand curling up between her clawed toes was cool and wonderful Iy
soft. She sighed with relief.

Then she noticed Jason staring at her feet and woul d have been of fended if she
hadn't been so busy staring at his. Ugly, pale, stubby-Iooking things. And
with five toes!

The wonen didn't seemto be paying attention to either set of feet. "I'Il just
put the hanper in the center of the
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boat," Enmily said. "And you both rmust wear your life jackets, you know. It's

one of our little rules.”

Jason deftly fastened the straps on his own jacket then hel ped Aryl as she was
struggling with hers. "Do you know how to sw n?" he whi spered.

"OfF course!" Her objection lost sone of its indignation at the first slap of
stinging cold water against her bare feet. She'd always enjoyed swi mi ng, but
in water a good deal wanner. This was liquid ice.

Jason waded out, pulling the prow of the boat partway into the water. "Al
right, you clinmb in and wal k carefully to the front. Sit facing outward.
Careful! Stay in the center or you'll tip the whole thing over."

The boat rocked violently under her as Aryl tried to walk its length. What an
i npossible way to travel! Finally she stepped over the little woven seat and,
causing one last lurch, sat facing out into the | ake.

Jason gave a final push. The stern ground over the sand, then suddenly was
floating free. Quickly Jason hopped aboard. He called and waved farewells to
the Bentson sisters as the boat shot snoothly into the dark | ake.

Aryl felt sudden pani c—and exhil arati on. She was conpl etely exposed. Overhead
stretched the vastness of the universe. It gleaned with cold and silence and
with frightening alien stars. Beneath her and on all sides stretched a
life-queuing enptiness al nost as awesome. And yet she, in this frail shell of
a boat, had the audacity to venture between them She felt small and

i nsignificant—a very un-Tsori an sensation

Her reverie was shattered as something jabbed into her back. "Here's your

paddl e. 1'm not propelling a pl easure barge, you know. "

"You're not expected to," she said, indignantly grab-
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bi ng the wooden device and digging it into the water. The boat rocked
violently.

"Wait! Let me show you. Put one hand on top. No, the other one. Right. Now
grip the shaft farther down with the other hand. Hnm your arns don't seemto
bend in quite the right way. Well, it ought to work. Then dip the bl ade in.

No, so it's at an angle to the boat's side. That's right, dip and pull it back
through the water. Lift it out and bring it forward. Good. Again."

The instruction continued, with Aryl surprised at how swiftly words produced a
pattern, a pattern that worked and propelled them snoothly forward. Wen, with
her paddling in front and Jason behind, she finally felt confortable enough to
| ook away fromthe rhythnic notion of her paddl e, she was astoni shed to see
how far they'd come. The cabin they'd left was only a tiny speck of light on a
dar k, receding shore.

Agai n she felt the yawning enptiness, but it was tenpered by beauty. To her
left, the planet's waxing noon cast a glimering, rippling path of silver. It
sl oshed right up against the boat, and when she paddl ed on that side, the

wat er dripping fromthe raised bl ade | ooked like jewels. The noise of that

spl ashing and the gentle slap of water on the prow were the only sounds in a
vast sil ence.

She hated to break that silence. But they were on a mssion. "All right, I'm
paddl i ng. Where do we go?"

"That's not your problem the steering' s done back here. This ol d-fashi oned
wooden canoe weighs a ton, but it handles really well in the water—as |ong as
novi ces don't gyrate around too nuch."

"Well, 1've never been in a craft as prinmtive as this before.™



"Don't knock it. It's getting us where we're going, isn't
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it?" He was quiet a nmoment, then said nore softly, "Aryl, do you ... do you
think they're still alive?"

She fought down fear before she could answer. "They nust be. A beam of that
shade woul d only have incapacitated them Hykzoi usually don't take prisoners,
but nmy father's value to themis obvious, either as a hostage or ... or as
soneone to extract information from |f natives were found near a Tsorian
conmander, the Hykzoi woul d probably assune they had sone significance as
wel | . They obviously know little of the local situation."

In the darkness, Jason scow ed at the arrogance of that remark, then he
shrugged. "But why would they take themonly as far as Lake View Retreat?"
"The only thing | can think of is that there's still a battle raging out
there." Aryl gestured at the star-sprinkled bl ackness overhead. "They may
think it's not safe yet to transfer inmportant prisoners to one of their

battl eshi ps. But we don't know how long that will last. W nust hurry."

"I'f you can paddle faster, do."

Aryl stiffled a groan. Her shoul der muscles were already telling her that this
sort of nmovenent was sonething she was not designed for. But in a nonent, her
attention was fixed el sewhere.

"What's that? Are we nearing our goal ?"

"That gl ow there? Heck no, that's just Stateline. | can't believe they're
still at it. Space marauders canped a few mles away, and those neon-1lit
casinos are still going full tilt."

"What are casinos?"

"Pl aces where people go to ganble. You know, putting out noney for the chance
of making nore. It's legal in
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Nevada but not in California, so where the states join, a |lot of casinos are
built to lure California ganblers."

"Then that makes sense.”

"What ?"

"Those peopl e staying around with the Hykzoi nearby. It's just another form of
ganbl i ng. "

The ruddy gl ow of the casinos lit the sky and trees like a stationary forest
fire. But gradually this fell behind them and the lights that shone al ong the
| akeshore were fewer and nore furtive. Cccasionally Jason grunbled that at
night it was hard to tell one cove fromanother. But in any case, he said,
they still had a ways to go.

Once Aryl stopped to pull her boots back on, but that didn't hel p nuch against
the nunbing cold or the little trough of icy water that kept sloshing back and
forth in the bottomof the canoe. The world seened to be conposed of cold and
dark and the hypnotic swing and dtp of the paddles.

Slowy, slowy, Aryl began to see a change in the sky, or at |east sonething
seened to be getting di mer—either her eyes or the strange star patterns
overhead. In the east, the velvet black |ooked a little faded. "Is dawn

com ng, do you think?" she said at |ast.

Jason' s voi ce behind her sounded as if he'd just awakened, though his paddle
had never stopped. "Yes, | think it is. And we don't have nuch farther to go.
Let's nove closer into shore.”

Wth a few snooth backstrokes, he sent themangling inward to where the pines
now showed as a dark fringe against a slightly lighter sky.

In the west the noon was al nost touching the dark chain of nountains. Its
light had changed froma bright,
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clear silver to a nellow gold, and by it Aryl suddenly saw a shape hunpi ng out
of the dark water ahead.

"There's something in the way!"

Jason dug his paddle into frantic backstrokes. "Rocks! Paddl e on the other
side!™



The hul ki ng shape skimed by on the right side with only one quiver of

cont act .

"Rocks creep way out into the water around those points,"” Jason said in a
slightly shaky voice. "This cove isn't the right one, the trees come too close
to the water's edge. But | think the next one mght be it."

When, at a nore cautious distance, they rounded the next point, Aryl thought
this cove | ooked nuch |like the others. But the ghostly noonlight did show
trees shrinking back fromthe shore, exposing flat land that stretched sone
di stance back. Jason brought themin close enough to hear the steady rasping
sl ap of waves agai nst sand.

"Let's pull in here,” Jason said at last. "lI'mpretty sure it's the right
cove. But we may have overshot it in the dark, so | don't want to go any
farther." Wth a few strokes he turned the prow toward the pale curve of
beach. "Now paddl e hard!"

Miscl es protesting, Aryl redoubled her efforts. The boat knifed toward the
shore, then, after a grating thunp, slid far up onto the sand.

"Now hop out," Jason ordered, "and pull it up alittle farther."

Numbly Aryl stepped over the side and stunbl ed onto the suddenly steady
ground. She grabbed at the wooden gunwal e and tugged t he canoe up anot her
couple of feet. Then, slunmping to the cool sand in an exhausted heap, she
conpl etely ignored Jason's suggesti on, when he'd joi ned
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her on the beach, that they pull the boat still farther above the waterline.
"Well, all right, we'll leave it," he conceded, plopping down beside her with

the wi cker hanper. "Let's eat some of these sandwi ches while we wait for it to
get light enough to see where we are.”

Soon, through an energy-reviving jam sandw ch, Aryl said, "Those two certainly
were interesting."

Jason chuckl ed. "The Bentson sisters? Yeah. Mst human beings don't have quite
their ability for taking things in stride."

"I suppose if one has an unusual enough m nd, nothing outside can appear too
unusual . "

"No amount of craziness can outcrazy them you nmean?"

"Well, perhaps—

"Hush! Do you hear that?"

"I don't hear anything."

"That's what | nean. A second ago that whol e swanp back there was chirping
with frogs. They've all stopped."

Aryl strained her ears and realized that the silence was vibrating. Like a
subtle pain it slowy forned into a fam liar throbbing sound.

Toget her they shifted around and | ooked over the dark, shapel ess swanp. One,
then another, glowing red ring rose above the distant trees and shot into the
grayi ng sky.

As the ships sped over head, Aryl flattened herself into the cold, gritty
sand. Then nunbly she rolled over and watched the red specks retreat and

vani sh. After all this effort, it was over. They had arrived too | ate.
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foi f t

een

THE SKY AND LAKE WERE FLAT AND GRAY W TH MORNI NG

Fi sh were junping after | ow skinmm ng insects, sending w dening circles over
the mrror-calmwater. But Jason didn't notice. He was aware only of the
enptiness inside him and of one surprising irrelevant fact: Tsorians cry when
t hey are unhappy. He wondered if Aryl was surprised to have | earned the sane

t hi ng about humans.

She was curled up on the sand, but he was afraid to do the same, alnost as if
hi s heavi ness would turn himinto stone. Though that m ght be better. He
forced his mind away fromthe pain toward petty details.

Where woul d they go now? Back to the Bentson sisters, of course, at least to
return the canoe, but they could hardly stay there. For all he knew, there was



nothing left of the Bay Area. His Uncle Carl, his father's brother, had not,
it seemed, been at the cabin. So maybe he could go to his place in Red Bl uff.
But what about Aryl? She might be the only Tsorian left on Earth. And Earth
woul dn't be a healthy place for her, not with the Hykzoi in charge. It
probably woul dn't be very healthy for any of them

Suddenly Aryl jerked upright. "Jason," she said in a
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| ow, tense voice, "Wen that old | ady described the Hyk-zoi attack on the
cabin, what did she say about the ship |eaving?"

"Huh? | don't remenber exactly. She said it |ooked like a red belt buckle, and
then there was tal k about the col or of the weapon beans. Then she said that
once the captives were haul ed aboard, they took off."

"Yes, but it didn't fly away alone, did it?"

"No, there was another ship, | think. O was it two?"

"I seemto renmenber two."

" Gy

"So, if there were three ships in all, three ships mght have | anded at those

condom ni uns. But we only saw two take off."

H s chest tightened with so much hope it frightened him "But another could
have taken off earlier.”

"It could have, right away or while we were sleeping, but once we were on the
| ake, under that great enpty sky, we would surely have seen it."

Jason junped up so suddenly that a gull foraging on the beach took off with an
i ndi gnhant squawk. "Then they could both still be prisoners back there!™

"It's possible there's still a battle going on, and all spare Hykzoi ships
were called in. But one ship m ght have been left to guard the prisoners.
After all, the natives don't |ook |ike nmuch of a threat."

"Well, here's one native who plans to be. Let's go!"

Aryl joined himas Jason forged off eastward.

Behi nd the beach, the sand was dotted with gray-green sage, which gave way to
feebl e-1 ooking willows and then to rustling grass. Tall green bl ades rose from
dry brown ones, meshing together into a springy, crackling carpet. Qcca-
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sionally their steps brought an upwelling of brown water or |oosed a startled
vol l ey of insects or tiny green frogs.

They headed east toward a shoul der of mountain, still dark against the
backdrop of a nearly risen sun. Pines flowed down the mountain's steep slope
and then westward toward the | ake. Were the trees nmet the marshy neadows,
there stood a crescent of nodern-|ooking buildings, windows gleaming dully in
t he predawn |i ght.

Their route took them over a grassy humock, and fromthere they could see to
t he base of the distant buildings. Squatting on a patch of unnaturally [ush
greenery was the dull red of a Hykzoi ship. The two | ooked at each other and

gri nned.
Suddenly Aryl's expression changed to alarm She shot out a clawed hand,
flatteni ng Jason beside her onto the brittle grass. "If we can see them they

can see us. They could be watching fromthe wi ndows of that building."

Jason spl ayed hinmself so low to the ground he felt |ike one of those run-over
frogs. "Then let's get over to those trees and work our way back through the
woods. They don't have X-ray vision, do they?"

"Not that | know of."

Crawl i ng back down, they crouched | ow beneath the quavering reeds and scuttled
toward the dark spur of pine trees that jutted | akeward. Jason noticed that
Aryl flinched at the occasional bird or striped water snake that hurried out
of her way, but she kept quiet. They had quit trying to keep to the drier
grounds, and their feet, squelching into brown water, stirred up a stench of
rot and decay.

The sun broke clear of the mountain just as they reached the sheltering band
of trees. Wth relief they both straightened up and | eaned agai nst the rough
bark of the pines.
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Suddenly Aryl pulled her hand away and said, "Wat is this stuff?"
Sunl i ght gl owed innocently on the anber drops sneared all over her hand. Jason

grinned maliciously. "lIt's pitch. Smells nice, doesn't it?"
"Nasty sticky stuff! How do | get it off?"
"Rub it in the dirt, that'll make it less sticky. Now, let's nove. Stay

several trees deep into the woods and keep an eye on those buildings."

They hurried as quietly as they could over the forest floor, but it seened to
be booby-trapped with cracking twigs and pi necones to stunble over. To make
matters worse, a couple of crows took |oud, cawi ng exception to their

i ntrusion. Jason just hoped these Hykzoi were not attentive woodsnen.

At last they were as close to the buildings as the trees would take them
Crouchi ng down, they peered through the | eaves of a |l ow, scraggly bush.

Two many-w ndowed buil di ngs rose seven stories into the air, curving
protectively around a carpet of closely cropped green. Near one edge crouched
the Hykzoi ship. Fromthis angle, Jason could clearly see what appeared to be
t he body of the ship, the thick rectangul ar bar that hung below the thin, nore
fragile-l1ooking ring. He glanced at Aryl, but her attention seened focused on
t he grass.

"Way is the ground so different there?"

"Uh? Onh, it's a putting green. They grow it that way to play golf, a dunb gane
where people swat at balls with sticks."

"Doesn't sound any dunmber than a |lot of the games ny father's described from
around the universe." The thought seenmed to send her nmind off on another
track. "Those
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ships taking off nay be a good sign. This war m ght not be over yet."

So who cares about your stupid wars, Jason thought with automatic scorn. But
suddenly he realized his reaction didn't spring fromreal feeling anynore.
Maybe he did care about their wars—a little. He frowned. "Do you think they're
hol ding the captives in the ship or the buil di ngs?"

"The buil dings probably. That's why they |anded here, | guess. Those
strikeships aren't very roony. The crew has probably noved in tenporarily as
well. | don't see anyone about."

Jason woul d as soon he never did. The Bentson sisters' description of these
new al i ens made himdistinctly uneasy. "There're no wi ndows on the narrow ends
of the buildings. W can sneak up to themthat way."

Getting down nearly on all fours, they darted behind sagebrush until this gave
way to ornanental shrubs. Jason tried not to | ook at his conpanion. In this
stance, her differently articulated |inbs nmade her appear startlingly alien
agai n.

Any second he expected to hear a Hyk/oi guard call out, though what a Hykzo
warni ng call sounded |ike, he couldn't guess. Maybe they didn't warn. Maybe
they just zapped first and asked questions later. If it weren't his nomin
there ...

Finally, they were | eaning up against the blind end of the building. "Coul dn't
they be in the other building as easily as this one?" Jason said, trying to
cal m hi s breat hing.

"Maybe, but their ship's parked closer to this one. And anyway, didn't you
noti ce somnet hing funny about some of the w ndows?"

"No. "

"On this building, one whole floor |ooked kind of

135

bl anked out |ike something was stretched over the wi ndows. The fifth floor up
| think."

"So what does that nean?"

"I don't know. You're the native here. That's unusual, though, isn't it?"
"Yeah, | guess. So we've just got to sneak into a building that could be

craw ing with Hykzoi and take a squint at the fifth floor. Sinple."

The first part did prove sinple. At their end, an unlocked door led into the



basement. A single bare lightbulb |it a large space filled with the odor of

cl eani ng supplies and rot.

"Whew, " Jason said. "Smells |like no one dared pick up the garbage today."

At the sound of his voice, there was a raspy snuffing at the far end of the
room Sonething was working at what was apparently an open fuse box. It turned
and Jason recognized it imediately. A huge, animated Swiss arny knife. Its
body was flat and el ongat ed, and vari ous-shaped appendages were noving in and
out of slots in its side.

"Down!" Aryl squeaked as one appendage rai sed toward them Jason dove for the
concrete floor. The air above himcrackled and fizzed.

Beside him he glinpsed Aryl dart away as the | awn nower she'd been crouching
behind twisted in a beam of deepest red.

In panic, Jason rolled behind a jutting piece of wall. Another red beam
clipped off a chink above him but nost of the sizzling attack was focused

el sewhere. The creature seened to be after the Tsorian threat, not the

i nconsequential native.

Jason peered around the comer. Still standing by the fuse box, the Hykzoi had
turned its flat body sideways as
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it followed Aryl's flight. Obviously whatever it used for eyes were traveling
that way too. An appendage shot out another scarlet beam and under cover of
t he crackling sound, Jason slipped out of hiding and | ooked frantically for
some weapon. G abbing a large rake fromagainst the wall, he rushed at the
creature.

The Hykzoi flipped around and ai med at Jason just as the netal prongs of the
rake smashed into its mddle. Flailing, the thing staggered back, one pronged
appendage jabbing into the fuse box.

Suddenly the whole alien arced and crackled with electricity. The roonm s
single light bulb blinked out, and Jason finally heard what a Hykzoi sounded

like. A high grating cry sawed through his skull. It nust have alerted the
entire world.
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xt een

VWHEN THE SCREAM HAD DI ED, ARYL SLOALY GOT UP FROM behind the crates where
she'd huddl ed. One side of her leg was singed raw, but fear overwhel ned the
pain. Cautiously she peered out into the large silent room

To her astonishment, Jason was alive and standing. At his feet spraw ed the
crunpl ed, charred body of the Hyk-zoi. Jason turned toward her, his stunned
| ook changing to one of relief. "Oh. It didn't fry you."

"Not fromwant of trying. You really killed it?"

"Well, it sort of did that itself."
She | ooked at the rake still clutched hi Jason's hand. "Not voluntarily, |
suspect. Wat'll we do with it?"

"We could haul it into a broomcloset," he said, his lip curling. Obviously he
felt about that dead charred thing the same way she did.

"No, let's leave it. If anyone cones to investigate, they' Il think it just

el ectrocuted itself accidentally."

"Good, then let's split! There ought to be stairs sonmewhere."

Aryl wasn't sure that the scream had been | oud enough to sunmmon hel p, but she
didn't want to stick around to see. Anxiously she foll owed Jason as, after
several false
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turns, he lead themto the base of a concrete and netal staircase

"Definitely not the posh route for the rich tenants,” he commented, "but it'llI
get us up."

As they passed the door for the second floor, they heard faint grating chirps
and whistles fromthe other side.

"Hykzoi ," Aryl whispered, and they practically flew up the next three flights.
Finally, heart pounding and out of breath, she slunmped down beside Jason, just



out si de the door marked FI VE.

But i mmedi ately her relief vanished. Frowning, she got up and examni ned the
edge of the door. It seemed to be covered with some sort of gray, gummy
material. G ngerly she poked at it. It felt hard and slick. Her claws coul dn't
begin to pry it away.

"Weird stuff,"” Jason said as he joined her. "But | guess it shows that they're
in there, all right."

"This must have been what | saw on the wi ndows. They've got the whole floor
seal ed. Saves the bother of guarding prisoners, | guess."

Jason frowned. "Yeah, and it shoots ny idea of |owering ourselves froma

wi ndow on the floor above."

"Maybe we could find sone sort of tool in the basenent that'd cut through this
stuff,” Aryl suggested.

" Gar bage! "

Aryl scowl ed. She hadn't thought her idea was that bad.

Jason grinned. "I bet the Hykzoi don't know about garbage chutes.”
" About what ?"

"See? You don't either. They've got themin posh places like this. Shafts in
the central hallways where you can dunp your garbage so you don't have to haul
it downstairs. They connect every floor!"
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Slowy Aryl smled as the picture fell into place. "So if we go up to the next
fl oor "

"Right!" Jason was already on his way.

He was waiting by the door, watching as she linped up the |ast few steps.
"Hey, you didn't tell me you were badly hurt."

"That's because |I'mnot," she snapped, trying not to cringe as novenent pulled
at the seared skin on her leg. "Let's get on with it."

Shruggi ng, Jason cautiously opened the door. Peering over his shoul der, Aryl

t hought the hallway not only | ooked enpty, it felt enpty. She followed him

i nside. The carpet, thick and springy under her boots, had a nauseating
pattern in purple and pink

The nmuffled sound of their footsteps only accentuated the utter silence around
them Doors ranged symmetrically on either side of the hall. Mst were closed,
but some had been | eft gaping open. Aryl hoped they woul dn't stunble across
the charred remains of residents who hadn't nade it out in tine.

"Ah- ha!" Jason whi spered, and Aryl flinched. He was |ooking at a | arge netal
flap set into the wall of the hallway and painted the same pinkish col or
Pushing it open, he | ooked down. Even from where she stood, Aryl caught the

wi ff of garbage. "Whew! " Jason said. "Guess that's what we want, al

right."

"And we're supposed to just crawl down it?" "I don't know about you, but 'l
need a rope. Maybe | can find what we need in one of these apartnents.

Qovi ously not everyone stopped to | ock up.”

He di sappeared through one of the open doors, returning a few nminutes |ater
with an assortnent of cords clearly
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meant for purposes other than clinbing. Soon, however, they'd tied them
together into a fifteen-foot |ength. Then, dragging a gilded table from one
apartment, they placed it in front of the shaft and tied one end of the cord
around a | eg.

"I hope this antique is up to this,"” Jason said doubtfully as he clinmbed on
top. The table creaked but stayed in one piece.

He dropped the rest of the cord down the shaft. "Wen |I'm safe on the next
floor, 1'll give the rope a couple of tugs and you follow nme. You' re not

cl aust rophobi c, are you?"

"What's that?"

"Afraid of tight places.”

"OfF course not," she snorted, glad that Tsorian conpl exions didn't betray
enotions as easily as sonme human conpl exi ons seened to.



"Good." He lifted the flap, stuck one foot in while holding the nmetal frane,
then awkwardly swung in the other | eg. G abbing the rope, he started | owering
hi nsel f down. Aryl held the nmetal flap to keep it from cl angi ng shut, then
lowered it gently on the taut, occasionally twtching rope.

Aryl definitely did not want to go down there. Yet sonmehow standing alone in
t hi s abandoned native dwelling seemed al nost worse. Alnost. There was no
qguestion about it: Tsorians did not like tight, enclosed places. That's why so
many of their walls, even on board ship, were transparent. Still, if her
father was down there ..

The table jerked as the rope tugged tw ce. Before panic could inmobilize her
Aryl crawl ed onto the table and wiggled her legs into the netal shaft. She
grabbed the rope and for an awful nonent thought that she'd stick half in and
hal f out. Then she twi sted around to a better
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angl e and | owered herself down. The stench of rotting nmeat and vegetation
wafted up, nearly choking her. She forced herself to | ower her body into it.
Wth a clang the netal flap shut her into the tight, foul darkness. Sonehow
she kept herself from scranbling back up. Escape was there bel ow her too, she
told herself desperately. Al she had to do was clinmb down to it

One hand funbling past the other, she noved down and down. All sides of the
cold metal shaft were slick with rot. They pressed in as if they wanted to
crush her. She could feel the weight of the building focusing in on this one
spot .

She had to find the way out! Frantically in the total darkness, her feet
groped along the confining walls. They all felt the same. Had she passed the
exit already? No, it mght seemas if she'd been in here forever, but probably
she hadn't noved very far. Lowering herself farther, she concentrated on the
exit. At last, her boots tapped against a different type of netal. A few nore
feet, and she could see a thin square outline of light. Wth one hand she
pushed open the flap. Then, letting go of the rope, she hoisted herself out,
hardly caring whether she tunbled onto a rug or a whol e nest of Hykzoi

When she sat up, blinking, her panic had seeped away. She was alone again in a
hal lway simlar to the one above. Except she could hear subdued voi ces com ng
froma roomat the far end. Human voi ces, and Jason's was anmong them She
sprinted down the corridor and careened into the room

It was strangely dark. The electricity was out, and the gray seal over the

wi ndows was only slightly transparent. Still, she could see several figures.
One was a native male with no hair on his head, and nearby, Jason was standi ng
with arnms around his nmother. A Tsorian was lying on a
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couch. H's eyes were open, and he was talking with the others.

She ran to him then renenbering propriety, skidded into an awkward sal ute.
"Aryl!" Rogav said hoarsely, and sniled. Forgetting everything, she dropped
down beside himand fell against his chest, relishing his strong, gentle hug.
"I didn't really think any Hykzoi could break this bonding," he said softly.
"But maybe you'd better not crush ne, nowthat |I'mjust getting my body to
function again."

Fl ustered, she helped himsit up, then noticed how wet his head and shoul ders
seened to be. Mrilyn, standing above them |aughed and put down the bowl and
cloth she'd been hol di ng.

"I"ve been daubing gallons of ice water over him but he seenms to be fully
back with us now. | think the Hykzoi upped their beamon hima little. The
prof essor and | cane around a | ot sooner."

For the first tine Aryl really focused on the bald human, presumably "the
prof essor," standi ng behind the couch. She nodded at him then | ooked back at
her father, noticing the half-healed scar across his forehead and cheek
"Father, are you all right? Are you hurt?"

"Well, the Hykzoi have left ne feeling like an inploded star, but otherw se
I"'mfine."

"But.. ."



"That," he said, gingerly touching the scar, "is ancient history." Briefly he
| ooked at Marilyn and smiled. "W've all been through a | ot together, and for
the nonent it's left us firmy on the same side.”

"I hate to break up this multiple reunion," Professor Ackerman said, "but
maybe we ought to get out of here."

"Agreed," Rogav answered, command slipping easily
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into his voice, "but there are some things | need to know first. You and Jason
go gather sone nore ropes for his ingenious escape hatch."

The two hurried off, joined after a nonent by Marilyn. Aryl sat beside her
father on the couch.

"W foll owed events on the radio in the cabin," Rogav said. "But those were
native reporters. Wiat's your assessment? Are we two the only Tsorians left on
t he pl anet ?"

"Possibly. It sounds as if nost of our mnor planetary posts are gone.
Certainly the Headquarters is, though | think nost of the personnel had |eft
by then and certainly nost of the ships had. The body of the fleet was

pl anning to depl oy near Mars, so if any hol di ngs were defended, that base
woul d have been.”

"Ah. And you've no idea how they fared?"

"No, | don't. But enough of our fleet nmust remain to be giving the Hykzoi sone
sort of resistance. If they'd had a clear victory, they probably wouldn't have
bot hered to keep you around."

"Exactly what | was thinking. Definitely the professor's right, we ought to
get going."

"I'"d better warn you," she whispered. "You' re not going to like the way out."
"I's it worse than staying with the Hykzoi ?"

"Not quite."

"Then show nme to it."

Wth Aryl's hel p, Rogav got unsteadily to his feet and began wal ki ng around,
trying to work the paralysis out of his |egs.

Prof essor Ackerman returned, beaming. "We're in |luck. The former denizens of
this place seemto have been water-skiers. There was sone good strong nylon
rope in the
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closet. We eked it out with other stuff, but it ought to hold."

They were just at the apartnent door when a gargled hooting rose from outside.
"What's that?" Marilyn and the professor said together

"Sounds Hykzoi," Rogav commrented.

Aryl nodded while trying to hurry the others along. "They've probably just
found the fell ow downstairs. Jason killed him" She was slightly surprised at
the tone of pride in her voice.

"It was nmore of an accident really,"” Jason said, an unm stakabl e bl ush
creeping over his face. "W ran into himin the basenent where | think he was
trying to patch up the electricity. He started shooting, at Aryl mainly, and
ki nd of pushed himinto the fuse box. Electrocuted."

Marilyn stopped dead in the hall and hugged her son. "Good night, Jason, 1've
gotten you into the nost ghastly things."

"Hey, Mom vyou didn't get ne into them /got ne into them And right now, |
think we all ought to get out of them"

They hurried down the long hall to the garbage chute where Professor Ackernan
tied one end of the rope to a sturdy nmetal vacuum cl eaner wand and jamed it
across the chute's nmouth. The howing wails outside were now rising from
several voices.

"Ri tual shock and nourning," Rogav interpreted. "Usually preparatory to
vengeance. W're all right as long as they don't connect that death with us."
"And if they do?" Marilyn asked.

"Then we have a very few nminutes to live."
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sevent een



JASON CLOSED THE FLAP DOMN ON THE ROPE, CGETTING A last glinpse of Aryl's pale
hai r di sappearing |like snoke into the darkness. He suspected she was a tad
nore cl austrophobic than she'd admtted. Not that he was |ooking forward to
this trip hinmself, but it beat standing there waiting for the Hykzoi to
suddenl y burst in.

Prof essor Ackerman had gone down first to see if ail was clear. He'd been

foll owed by Jason's nother and then by Rogav. Aryl and Jason had a maj or
squabbl e over who should be next, but finally he'd persuaded her to follow her
father. Now, inpatiently, he awaited his turn. If only these places had
mul ti pl e garbage chutes the way Tsorians had banks of lift tubes.

The wailing had died down outside. He wondered what sort of weird death
ritual s these things engaged in. Maybe they liked to i mpl ate bystanders on

t he deceased's funeral pyre. Maybe they'd cone bursting up here any second
demanding a life for a life. Maybe first, though, they'd practice dreadful
tortures on him They probably had various ghastly appendages specialized for
that sort of thing.

He yel ped when the rope jerked and went slack. In an instant he grabbed it and
worned his way into the chute.
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He was well on his way down before he renenbered how much he hated this. Stil
it was lots better than waiting to be di smenbered by an ani mated jackknife.
After a seemingly endl ess descent, his feet clunped against a slant in the
chute. He nmust have reached bottom He was just funbling for the flap when he
heard noises in the room outside. Like chickens clucking fromthe bottomof a
wel | . Hykzoi tal king.

Jason shuddered and clung tighter to the rope. Had they captured the others?
He didn't hear any human or Tsorian voices. Maybe they'd just conme back to
view the scene of the "accident."

For m nutes, Jason half hung, half crouched in the cranped, snelly darkness.
Then the sounds faded away. Cautiously he lifted the nmetal flap and, crouching
down, peered out. In the dimlight, the basenment was enpty and silent. The
charred weck by the fuse box had been renopved.

He stepped out into a bin of garbage. Cursing, he extricated hinself, then
began tiptoeing toward the door. Were could the others have gone? They hadn't
pl anned this part.

Suddenl y somet hi ng snaked out fromthe wall, grabbed himaround the nouth, and
pulled himinto a utility closet crammed with warm anxi ous bodi es, human and
Tsori an.

"Can you still hear then?" the professor whispered in his ear

"Just a distant babble,” Jason said with incredible relief.

Behi nd him Rogav's rough Tsorian voi ce whi spered, "Then they won't be all the
way to the front yet. We'd better wait until they are.”

For several minutes the five of themwaited in the tiny closet. Gddily Jason
wondered if they were breaki ng sone
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sort of Quinness world record: |argest nunber of humans and Tsorians in a
singl e cl oset.

When the voices finally faded, the five unpacked thensel ves from each ot her
and headed cautiously for the outside door. The professor slipped out, then
noti oned for the others to follow Crouching |low, they scuttled across an
enpty stretch of lawn toward a screen of trees.

Jason expected to be blown to cinders any second, but at |ast they were al
huddl ed at a spot where a giant tree had fallen over, raising roots and dirt
as a wel cone shield against the occupied building behind them

"Well, where now?" Marilyn said between puffs for breath.

"Stateline's not far fromhere, is it?" the professor asked.

Jason nodded in reply, pointing vaguely south through the trees. "Four or five
mles that way."

"Ckay," Marilyn said. "But if we go to Stateline, then what? There'd be
transportati on and comunications and such, but | suspect sone of us wouldn't



get a very good reception. And if those Hykzoi find us gone, that's probably
the first place they'll think of searching—er burning. | think we'd be better
of f away from any settlenents."

"Marilyn's right," Rogav said, running a hand over his haggard face. "But only
for you three. | have to try to get in touch with my fleet, if there's
anything left of it. Possibly |I could use some sort of native radi o device,

but I don't know if | could find one strong enough. The only comuni cat or

can count on to do that is in that Hykzoi ship, which means we're going to
have to sneak aboard it. But you three had better clear out. This is our war,
after all, even if you are the victins."
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Jason felt an unexpected wench inside. He glanced at Aryl, but she was

| ooki ng down at a patch of dirt.

Marilyn cleared her throat. "Rogav, there you go again being all dictatorial
This may have started out as your war, but the choice of battlefields has nmade

it ours too. You'll have a hard tinme capturing that ship with only two of
you. "
Bef ore the Tsorian commander could reply, the professor added, "It's like |I've

been telling himfor these | ast few weeks. The problemwi th inperialists is
that they never let their wards make their own decisions. Like a bunch of
overprotective parents. You agree, Jason?"

Wth astonishment, Jason | ooked at these two "Resis-ters." Those weeks in the
cabin had clearly changed their personal attitudes toward their captive, and
apparently these | ast few days had altered sone of their political views as

wel . But then, he didn't exactly feel untouched hinself. He nodded. "Sure.
woul dn't want to miss the last thrilling episode.”

Aryl grinned at him

"Well, then," Rogav said, not |ooking the |east displeased, "we need a plan

Aryl, were there any guards on that ship when you cane?"

"Not that | saw. "

"I didn't see any either," Jason said. "But it's parked pretty close to the
bui | di ng. Maybe they consider that security enough.”

"Yes, that's the problem" Rogav said, |apsing into thought.

"Cbviously we need to draw their attention sonewhere else for a bit," the

prof essor suggested. "You know, create a diversion."

"That, Professor, is probably the ol dest tactic in the

149

uni verse. O course, the reason it's still around is that it keeps working.
What do you suggest?"

"The three of us attack fromthe far side while you two run for the ship."
"Attack with what?" Jason asked. "Rocks and pine-cones?"

"How about bl owi ng sonet hing up?" Marilyn suggested.

"You could bl ow up those autompbiles," Aryl said, pointing to the parking lot.
"That one of yours, Jason, blew up splendidly."

Jason's nother shot hima | ook but didn't say anything.

The professor nodded. "Yes, matches in the gas tank."

"That woul d bl ow us up too," Jason objected.

"Couldn't we put in some sort of fuse?" his nother asked.

The professor slapped his hands together. "That's it, then. W three sneak
over to the parking lot, stick strips torn fromour clothing into sone gas
tanks, light them and run like hell for the trees."

"While Aryl and | run for the ship," Rogav added. "You ought to have been a
sol dier, Professor."

"Up until recently, |I preferred theorizing to acting." Ackerman stood up
"Well, let's deploy."

Cautiously the five crept back toward the outer fringe of trees. For a nonent,
Rogav and Marilyn stepped asi de and spoke quietly to each other. Jason | ooked
at Aryl, noticing suddenly how the clear nmountain |ight made her hair gl ow
like mist. He slowy turned red and tried to force out the right words. "Aryl,
I"msorry about... everything. Well, alnost everything, | guess. Now that |'ve



gotten to know you, | nean."
To Jason's surprise, Aryl, always glib of tongue, seened
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to be having as nmuch difficulty as he. "I'mthe one who shoul d be apol ogi zi ng,
for a lot of things. | guess | should be thanking you too."

"Come on, everyone, no tine for teary farewells," the professor said. "Though
|'"ve got to adnmit, I'lIl miss all those |ate-night discussions of Tsorian

astrophysics. It hel ped make up for ten years of academic frustration." He
started toward the parking lot, then | ooked back. "Good |uck, you purple

i mperialists.”

Jason's sight seened oddly blurred as he began runni ng behind the first rank
of trees. But gradually fear took over. He felt that every dark wi ndow in

t hose buil di ngs was conceal i ng an arned Hykzoi staring at him Yet no beans of
red light shot out. He could hear his mother running |l ess than silently just
behi nd hi m

Qut of breath, the three humans finally reached the spot where the asphalt
parking | ot came closest to the encircling trees. They were still about a
hundred feet of scrubby grassland away, however. Peering out, Jason could see
several Hykzoi moving in and out of the building's |obby. He couldn't tel

what they were doing. Hopefully they didn't have enough conpassion for their
prisoners to bring them food or check on how they were.

At the far end of the putting green, the Hykzoi ship waited innocently. Jason
could see that sonething was dangling down fromthe thick, shoeboxlike
crossbar. It mght be a rope ladder if it weren't so oddly arranged. He didn't
see anything el se, though. No sneaki ng noverment of maroon and bl ack shapes.
Good. Maybe if he couldn't see them the Hykzoi couldn't either

Jason junped as the professor touched his shoulder. He'd taken off his shirt
and torn it into shreds. Cerenpniously he handed several to Jason and to his
not her al ong
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wi th a packet of matches each. "Knew there was a good reason for not giving up
snoki ng, " he whi spered. Then, getting on all fours, he began skittering across
the grass toward the nearest of the parked cars.

Jason | ooked at his matchbook: "Starlight Mdrtuary, a Future of Eterna

Peace." Geat. He dropped it into his pocket. His nother turned to him and
gave hima quick, teary hug. Then she wal ked west a ways through the trees and
anally crept across the open space to the far end of the parking lot. Sighing,
Jason crouched down into the tall, prickly grass and headed for a spot nidway
bet ween the ot her two.

The scrubby stretch ended at a feeble bank of ornamental shrubbery. Jason

squi nted through the | eaves, and seeing that the other two had al ready noved
in, he scuttled Iike a crab across the asphalt.

The first car he tried had a firmy | ocked gas cap. So did the second. But the
third twisted off easily. Just then a very poor imtation of an ow cal
floated over the parking lot. One of the saboteurs was ready. Jason hoped the
Hykzoi didn't know anything about native birds. He | ooked at the strips of
cloth in his hand, doubled one over, then stuck it into the nouth of the gas
tank. Good thing Ackernman had decided to tear up his own shirt, Jason thought,
since the particular T-shirt he was wearing had his favorite rock group on it.
Nervously pulling the matchbook from his pocket, he made his own ow call

Sure were a lot of ows about in broad daylight. A minute later a third cal
rose fromanother part of the parking lot. The two Tsorians had better be
ready, because here conmes the diversion, he thought grimy.

Shakily Jason struck a match. It failed. He lit another
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and applied the wavering flane to the cloth. Nothing happened, and the nmatch
sputtered out. He tried again. Was the blasted material flame-retardant or
somet hing? He tried yet again, and this time it caught, snoldering at one end
of the cloth in a feeble wormof flane. Then with a sudden whoosh, the cloth
flared up.



In a panic Jason | eaped back and began running for the trees. At one end of
the parking ot there was a swoosh, then a | oud expl osion. He | ooked back and
saw t he professor running |ike a nadman. Behind Jason, his own car expl oded
with a deafening roar al nbst obscuring the third explosion to his right.

Heat smashed himfrom behind like a fist. He staggered, caught his foot in a
hol e, and sprawl ed facedown in the stickery grass. He was el bowi ng hinself up
when he saw a dark-red beam slice through the air and catch the professor in
mdstride. Arns and | egs suddenly aflame, the man cartwheel ed through the air
like some horrible firework. H's screanms were sharp and short.

Wth a surprising pang, Aryl watched the three natives slipping away through
the trees. This shouldn't hurt, she told herself. These were aliens on an
alien world. But sonehow that word didn't have quite the same meani ng anynore.
She | ooked at her father and saw that he was al so watching the retreating
forms. Then he straightened up and with a gesture to her began wal king in the
opposite direction. Aryl followed, trying to keep up and walk quietly at the
same time, but the ground seenmed littered with all manner of things that
cracked.

Finally they worked their way around to where the short-cropped patch of grass
cane closest to the trees. Not
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far fromits edge sat the Hykzoi ship. Aryl shuddered, fascinated and
horrified. She'd never seen one this close. And now she had to do nore than

|l ook at it, she had to get into it.

Fol | owi ng Rogav's | ead, Aryl crouched behind a bush and prepared to wait. The
dusty-green | eaves snelled sharp and nedicinal in the |ate-norning sun
Through the screen they created, she studied the ship and the strange tangl ed
cords that hung fromit.

"What's that?" she whispered.

"That's the Hykzoi equivalent of an entry ranp. It fits their odd assortnment
of legs."

Almost as if on cue, the kinked and twi sted cords began to jiggle, and a

mul til egged Hykzoi scranbled down to the ground. Fromthere it scuttled off
toward the buil ding.

"What was it doing there?" Aryl wondered.

"Coul d be anything. Mking repairs, using the communi cator, even using the
sanitary facilities for all | know But it better not come back before our
friends start then-diversion. | feel awfully vul nerabl e w thout any weapon."
Aryl | ooked about, then slipped fromher hiding place into the trees. In
nonents she'd returned with two fallen branches. "How about cl ubs?"

Rogav chuckl ed. "Nothing |ike going native."

"Come on, things here aren't as primtive as all that."

Her father nodded. "I know, Daughter. But they may well be pushed back to that
state if we don't succeed in this. So hand over mny redoubtabl e weapon."

For ages, it seened, they crouched behind the bush. The sun, the exotic
snells, the droning insects, had alnost lulled Aryl to sleep when a |oud
explosion tore the air at the far side of the buildings.

She and Rogav tensed as a second and then a third
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expl osion foll owed, and Hykzoi burst fromthe building and started running in
that direction.

Like mssiles, the two Tsorians darted toward the waiting ship. Everywhere
there was noise and frenzy. Several adjacent cars seemed to have bl own up as
wel |, and Aryl saw a red energy beam sl ash through the air. A flam ng body
spiraled upward. Instantly she felt ill. Jason was agile and quick, but..
Rogav, several strides ahead of her, reached the dangling cords and began

pul l'ing hinself up—ust as a Hykzoi appeared at the top and began scranbling
down. In startled confusion, they net hal fway. Rogav tried to grab the other's
slicing linmbs as it struggled to bring out and aimits weapon.

For a nonent, the clinmbing franme rocked violently, sounds of the conflict
obscured by the noise el sewhere. Then with a sudden jerk, the Hykzo



sonmersaulted to the ground, |anded upright, and ainmed its weapon. Aryl | eaped
forward and brought down her club. Pieces of wood splintered away as the
Hykzoi staggered and clattered to the ground.

"Hail primtivisni!" Rogav called. "Hurry!"

Leapi ng over their fallen opponent, Aryl sprang for the clinbing frame, and as
it swayed and bucked, she scrambled up its awkwardly spaced rungs into the
shi p.

Once inside, she remmined crouching on the floor staring at the very
alien-looking interior. Everything seemed oddly angul ar, and the yell ow green
[ight made her edgy.

Her father's difficulties with the ship were nore practical. "In theory |I know
how to work their equipnment, but | don't want to set off any alarms along with
the communi cator. See if you can find a way to close that hatch-quietly."
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Aryl started | ooking around for controls when suddenly out of the opening she
saw a Hykzoi running toward them It seened to notice its fallen conrade;

then, increasing its speed, it pulled out a weapon.

"Fat her, they've seen us! We'd better lift off!"

"W can try."

For a nonent not hi ng happened, except that the Hykzoi was getting closer. Then
the air began throbbing with noise, and Aryl could see through the overhead

vi ew panel s that the encircling red ring, the propul sion unit, was beginning
to glow Suddenly the deck shuddered and she found herself lying on it with
the ship now several hundred feet in the air.

Bel ow she coul d see the burning cars and two natives gall opi ng over open
grassl ands toward the |l ake. Running clunsily after them a couple of Hykzo
were having difficulty aimng their weapons, but the air was stil

crisscrossed with their beans.

"We've got to help them " Aryl insisted. Her father, frowning out through a

vi ew screen, grow ed, "The native phrase is 'easier said than done.'"

Before he'd even finished his sentence, however, the twi sting of one prismatic
di al dropped the ship nearly to the ground. Then they began gliding toward the
| ake. The pursuit was right before them

Aryl braced herself and peered out the open hatch. Bel ow were neadow grasses,

t hen suddenly they swept | ow over two cowering Hykzoi. Wth a shudder, the
ship slowed. The clinbing frame, still hangi ng down, just brushed the tops of
bushes.

Suddenly Jason and his nother were bel ow. From where they crouched in the
grass, their wide eyes stared up into hers. "Gab the frane!" she yelled over
the thrum
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m ng of the energy ring. A nmonent's hesitation, then Jason |unged for the end
that was erratically bobbing up and down.

"Keep it steady!" Aryl called over her shoul der

"Aye, Captain," canme her father's dry reply, but the ship did stabilize. In a
nmonent, Marilyn was clinmbing upward while Jason tried to hold the frane steady
for her. Wen she'd reached the top, he grabbed the [urching cords hinself and
began fol I owi ng.

Suddenly energy bolts were bursting around him Sone cane fromthe earlier
pursuers and sonme fromreinforcenents carrying a | arger weapon, now ai ned
directly at the ship.

Vi gorously Rogav worked the controls, and the ship shot forward. Belowit, the
frame swayed wildly. A last energy bolt sliced into a section above and besi de
Jason, snapping connecting |inks.
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ei ght een

AS THE Al R STOPPED CRACKLI NG AROUND H'M JASON CLUNG

fiercely to the remaining rungs. He opened his eyes to see grass whi pping by a
few feet bel ow him Beyond stretched the blue of the |ake.

In noments they were skimmng over the water, the bottom of the clinbing franme



slapping wildly at the white-capped waves. Jason was afraid to | oosen his
grip, but was even nore afraid that the ship would take another erratic dip.
Above the shrieking wind, he could hear voices urging himto clinb. Taking his
eyes fromthe inky-blue water, he did. Doggedly he pulled hinmself up, hand
over hand, until other hands grabbed himand pulled himon board.

He roll ed over on the netal deck, for a mnute too dizzy even to sit up. Then
his mother and Aryl hel ped himonto what was apparently a Hykzoi seat, a
shattered-1ooking prismatic pillar. He | eaned against the jagged back and
stared out a view screen

They seermed to be flying over the water |ike a skipped pebble, I ess than a
dozen feet fromthe surface. Jason caught a glinpse of an appall ed-I| ooki ng

wat er - ski er before they shot over his head. Probably didn't do his form any
good, Jason thought, trying to ignore the rapidly ap-
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preaching far shore with its trees, buildings, and nountai ns.

Aryl was | ess reserved, however. "Father, you have noticed those rather

hi gh- 1 ooki ng nount ai ns ahead?"

Rogav's only reply was an annoyed grunt, but nmonments later the ship veered
upward. Abruptly Jason slid fromthe jagged seat. Rolling across the deck, he
suddenly found hinself staring out the open hatch. His fingers desperately
gripped the edge. He had a swirling glinpse of houses and trees before sonmeone
haul ed hi m back by his feet.

"Rogav," said his nother's taut voice behind him "could we please shut this
hat ch?"

"Perhaps, if you can find the controls."

Avoi di ng the yawni ng opening in the mddl e of the cabin, the three of them set
about searching. One control Jason found didn't do anything but dimthe
lights. Another set off a frantic whirling of vinegar-scented air through the
cabin. Finally Aryl discovered a small projection near the hatch itself.
Pushing it caused the clinbing frame to rattle upward and the hatch to swirl
closed like a canmera |l ens. Jason sighed with relief.

Only then did he turn back to the view screen. He was astoni shed at how hi gh
they were, although "height" hardly seenmed the right termanynore. Bel ow was a
whol e relief map of northern California. Directly beneath them the Sierras
were piled up like a crunpled blanket. Then this snmoothed into the hazy sweep
of the Central Valley and ended in the distant purple of the Coast Ranges.
Beyond that, the gray snear of the Pacific Ccean was beconing nore visible by
t he second.

G ven the speed at which they were rising, Jason was surprised he didn't fee
as if he were on sone super el eva-
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tor-with his stomach left on the ground floor. He wondered how this ship
counteracted that.

Besi de him his nother apparently was al so noticing the technol ogy. "Poor

Prof essor Ackerman," she said softly. "How he would have | oved to see one of

t hese ships on the inside."

Jason nodded but couldn't say anything. The picture of that horrible death was
still too vivid. To drive it away, he turned his attention to the contro
panel s.

Aryl had joined her father, and the two Tsorians were puzzling over the

unfam liar controls. Suddenly the sight of them wth his native state rapidly
recedi ng hi the background, brought the whole thing into focus. Six nonths ago
he' d been down there sonmewhere, |eading a reasonably normal |ife. Even when he
had gotten involved with the Resistance, it had been al nost a gane. That
creature standing there had been the arch-villain, Rogav Jy, the eneny
conmander. Everything had been clear and inpersonal

And now in a few days the picture had been torn apart and reassenbl ed. The
eneny wasn't the eneny; the arch-villain was the father of sonmeone he al npbst
considered a friend; the world he'd grown up in had been bl own away; he'd just
seen a good man give up his life for people he'd tried to defeat; and now he,



Jason Sikes, was escaping truly ghastly creatures in a stol en spaceship.
Dizzily he | eaned back. But at |east there was one fixed point in his life. He
had his nother again. Not that she was your average nother, he admitted, but
he woul dn't trade all the normality hi the world for what they had together

He smiled toward her where she sat on another pillar seat, eyes on the view
screen. He didn't totally understand this
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Tsorian bondi ng busi ness Aryl kept tal king about, but it couldn't be all that
di fferent

At the nmoment, however, Tsorian father and daughter were | ooking nore worried
than sentimental. Rogav turned and frowned at the two humans, addi ng new
shadows to his seanmed and craggy face. "lI'mafraid we have taken you-—what is
the native phrase—~fromthe pot into the oven.'"

"Try '"out of the frying pan into the fire,'" Marilyn suggested.

"\What ever. But you m ght have been better off if we'd left you running through
t hat swanmp dodgi ng blaster fire. Professor Ackerman could be the |ucky one. If
t he Hykzoi back there nanage to informothers of our escape, we could be

i ntercepted at any nonent."

"Can't you contact your own ships?" Mrilyn asked. "If there are any around,
that is."

"That's the problem or one of them Obviously there's no exclusive Tsorian
band on this Hykzoi communicati on device, and not knowi ng where our ships

m ght be, I'lIl have to send a pretty broad spectrum appeal ."
"But if you broadcast the coordinates where they can neet us,'
out, "mghtn't the Hykzoi pick that up too?"

"Maybe, but | think I know a few codes they haven't broken yet." Wth a few
nore adj ustments on one set of controls, he | eaned forward and | aunched into
harsh, guttural Tsorian, repeating the short nessage over and over.

Jason had switched his attention back to the view screen when Aryl canme up
behind him "Jason, conme | ook at this."

He followed to where a | arge hexagonal frame was set into the floor. She
crouched down, pressed a netal stud in
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the frame, and suddenly that section of floor turned transparent; another
twist and it |ooked |ike netal again.

"Not bad!" he said, twisting the stud hinself. The | and bel ow was green and
brown with occasional cloud shadows rolling over it. Roads crisscrossed in
seem ngly random patterns until they converged in geometric splotches that
nmust be cities.

"Look!" Jason said, pointing to a glint of silver noving through the sky bel ow
them He wondered if the passengers were pointing up at the spaceship.

"Looks like a commercial airliner,"” his nmother comented, com ng up behind

t hem

"I"'msurprised,"” Aryl said, "with all this happening that they' re stil

running flights."

Marilyn shook her head. "I'mnot. Wen you first invaded, we stopped
everything. But when the world didn't come to an end, we started up our lives
al nrost as if nothing had changed. W' ve gotten pretty good at pretending
that." She was silent a nmonent then added, "I used to think that was
cowardly." She turned and wal ked over to join Rogav.

For a nonent, Jason watched them The Tsorian was huddled intently over the
consol e while the human stood behind him a hand casually on his shoul der
Jason turned back to the view below him but he kept thinking about his

nmot her's |l ast sentence. Maybe it was not adapting to reality that was
cowardly. He needed to think about that; he needed to think about a |ot of

t hi ngs.

But there wasn't tine now Rogav interrupted his steady broadcast with a sharp
excl amati on Jason recogni zed as a Tsorian curse. The Commander grabbed the
controls and abruptly the ship jolted into a violent turn, then an evasive
swoop to the north. Jason found hinself |ying facedown in

Marilyn pointed
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the mddl e of the viewport, the | andscape |urching sicken-ingly bel ow him
Wth a whinmper he reached up and tw sted the stud.

"Whew! " He rolled over on the now solid-seenming floor. "Wat happened?"
"That!" Aryl said, sitting up and pointing out the front view screen

Two glowing red rings were bearing down on them from above. A burst of
squeal i ng | anguage bl ared fromthe comunicator, followed in nmonents by a red
flare fromone of the ships. Rogav was now working the controls intently. The
ship half flipped over and then shot sideways. An energy burst passed themin
a glittering shimer. Then the ship shuddered as Rogav got off an attack of
hi s own.

Their attackers |launched a new voll ey as Rogav sent the ship rocketing upward
while firing several nore shots. One of the red ships suddenly bl ossoned into
flame. Flaring bits shot off like fireworks, then the whole fireball plumeted
downwar d.

Aryl, Jason, and his nother let out a cheer. Jauntily, Rogav sal uted them
then turned back to the screen

Their el ation was short-lived. The renaining ship |aunched a new attack

whi ch, despite their stomach-w enching evasions, filled the view screens with
spinning red sparks. The next shot hit them

For a nonent the world was soundl ess and blindingly red. Then it exploded wth
sound. Jason was flung agai nst sone netal surface. They were tunbling so nmuch
he couldn't tell if it was a floor, ceiling, or wall.

Slowmy, like a fever, the red glow and the sound faded. Jason opened his eyes.
The violent tw sting had subsided into a |azy spiral; the ship was nore or

| ess upright.

Amazed that he could, Jason sat up. Hi s nother and
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Rogav were spraw ed over the controls like a couple of rag dolls. The air at
that end of the cabin was fuzzy with a violet haze. He snelled a thick sweet
odor vaguely like licorice. Dizzily he stood up

"Don't! Stay away fromthere!" Aryl croaked in a weak voice. She staggered to
her feet beside him "That's althon gas—the coils nust have ruptured.”

"WIl it kill then?"

"It could, and us too. Where's that air clearer?"

For a nonent, Jason's nind was a blank. The snell of licorice was getting

wor se. Feeling weak and di zzy, he staggered over to a control knob he thought
he had tried earlier. Was this the one, or would it blow up the ship? Didn't
much nmatter. He pressed it and hung on to the wall, wondering if he would
throw up or pass out first.

Slowy he realized that there was air whi pping about himas if he were
standing on a sailboat. The cabin now snelled nore of pickles than licorice.
The conbination didn't do his stonmach any good, but his head was cl earing.
Unsteadily he wal ked toward the controls. Aryl was already there, gently
turning her father over. The old scar on his forehead was now suppl enented by
a large bruise, show ng mi dnight blue against the maroon of his skin.

"Let's lay them down on the deck," she said. "If the althon gas were going to
kill them it would have done it already. So they should be all right once
they come out of this. Good thing our deflectors held as |long as they did, or
we'd all be cinders by now "

Jason hoi sted up his nother and noved her to the floor, trying to make her as
confortabl e as possible. That gas | eak hadn't been the only damage. One side
of her face was singed, and snmoke was rising fromsone of the controls.

St andi ng up again, Jason saw Aryl gazing fearfully
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t hrough the upper view screen. The red ring hung way above them now.

"I don't think the controls are totally shot," she said. "But if | try
fiddling with themand this ship shows any signs of life, they'Il be after us
in a noment."

"And these deflector things are out of comm ssion?"



"W couldn't withstand someone throw ng rocks at us."
For a while they stood in silence, but the ship's steady downward spiral was
maki ng Jason di zzy again. He | eaned against a pillar seat and cl osed his eyes.

"I'f we keep going down like this," he ventured at last, "we'll smash up in
somebody' s pasture.”

"And if | fiddle with the controls too soon, we'll be blown apart first."
"Well, just don't wait too long." Jason crouched m serably on the deck

Perversely he reached across and flicked the view screen to clear again. It
wasn't really pastures they'd smash into, he realized. It was a city, or at

| east sone sort of suburban sprawl. Roads, housing devel oprments, shopping
mall's, all were spinning closer and closer toward him "Hey, if you can sl ow
this thing down, you'd better do it!"

"Ckay, but our sensors are out. | can't tell if that Hyk-zoi ship is stil
around or not. How cl ose are we?"

"Cl ose enough! | can see cars and little dots where people are in sw nm ng
pool s."

"Maybe this'll do it." She tried sonething, but nothing happened.

"Better try something else, Aryl."

She tugged and tw sted some nore, but the spiraling drop continued.

"I can see people standing around pointing at us. God, | can see their faces.
Do sormet hing!"
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Frantically, Aryl jabbed and poked and hit the controls. Suddenly the ship
fluttered, dropped like a stone for a nonment, then stopped. Lazily it rocked
back and forth not forty feet fromthe ground.

When Jason opened his eyes again, he saw that they were hanging directly over
a parking lot, a parking lot for a school. The playground equi pnent gave t hat
away. So did all of the faces plastered against the wi ndows on his side of the
bui I di ng.

Guess that's a good way to enliven the school day, he thought crazily. W
couldn't finish our spelling test today, Mdmy, because a crippl ed spaceship
fell down into our parking |ot.

"Well, at least we're not going down anynore,” Aryl said in a slightly quavery
voice. "But I'mnot at all sure howto nmake us go in any other direction. So
many of the controls seemto be fused."

"Aren't there any backups?" Jason asked. Below, a little kid was standing in
t he playground throwi ng rocks at them He waved at the kid just as a woman ran
out of the building and snatched hi m away,

"There ought to be, and 1I'd know where they were on a Tsorian ship. | can
guess, but maybe we'd better lie low a bit in case that Hykzoi is stil

about . "

Lie | ow, Jason thought, how appropriate. Stretching out on his stomach, he

| ooked out the viewport. Now it seemed the kids were actually evacuating the
school . I n panicky groups, they were being herded into buses and cars. He felt
he should try to send a nessage that no one was planning to disintegrate the
pl ace. Maybe he should wite "we come in peace" across the viewport. But why
bot her? Those kids were getting a day off school. He wouldn't m nd going hone
for a nap hinself.
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* * %

He woke up, astonished that he'd been able to sleep. His cheek felt flat and
cold from havi ng been pressed against the viewport. It nust have been the
lingering effects of that gas. Bel ow himthe shadows of the playground and
school had |l engthened into |ate afternoon. The parking |ot was all but
deserted. Except for a mlitary jeep with guys in it.

Startled, he opened his eyes wi de and craned around to see nore of the scene
bel ow. That jeep was being joined by a large truck covered with drab-green
canvas. It parked, and soldiers bristling with rifles poured out.

"Aryl," he called, "can rifles do anything to our ship in this condition?"

No answer. He turned to see Aryl slunped in sleep over the console.



CGetting up, Jason saw that Rogav and his nother were still out too. But at

| east their breathing was | ess ragged. In his sleep, the Tsorian had thrown an
armaround Marilyn's waist. Jason figured he should feel indignant, but he
couldn't manage it. Just being alive seemed precious enough. He didn't fee

i ke quibbling over the details.

He wal ked to Aryl and shook her shoul der. "Hey, wake up! There are a bunch of
sol diers down there with rifles. Can bullets danmage the ship when it's |ike
this?"

"Huh? OCh. Let me see." She ran a hand through her pale tousled hair and
stunbl ed over to the viewport. Kneeling down, she peered out.

"No, | don't think projectile weapons |ike that could do rmuch, even with our
deflectors out. But ... that now ... that is sonething else."

Confused, Jason knelt beside her and foll owed her gaze
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to the far edge of the scene. A large truck had just driven into view, and it
carried a very nean-|ooking piece of artillery. Even as he watched, the truck
backed up, pointing the barrel of the gun directly at them
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ni net een

ARYL LOCKED FROM THE GUN TO JASQN, WHOSE PALE COM pl exi on had becone suddenly
pal er.

"We could wite a nessage on the view screen saying we're not Hykzoi," he
suggest ed.

"No good. These wi ndows are only transparent one way." Standing up, she rushed
over to where Rogav was |ying and began shaking his shoul ders. "Father, wake
up, we need you!" She got nothing but a faint groan. "Please wake up. Hey,

I've only been bonded a year. | don't know how to fly a Hykzoi ship, not even
one that works!"

Finally she stood up again, trying to control her trenbling. "It's no use.
Wth althon gas they won't come to till they're ready. | don't even have any
medi cal supplies!”

"Aryl," Jason said fromhis post by the viewport, "it does really |look like
they're getting ready to fire that thing."

"Al'l right, all right, I'lIl try again!" She plunked herself down at the

consol e and began struggling with what she hoped were the right controls.
Finally one broke | oose, but nothing happened beyond a shower of sparks. She
tried another and another. Suddenly the ship quivered and dropped another ten
feet.
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"Wong direction!" Jason gasped. "But that did shake up sone soldiers."
Angrily Aryl tugged at a frozen lever. "I don't understand why this
doesn't..." Abruptly their ship shot forward, skinmm ng just above severa
bui I di ngs.

"Look out!" Jason yelled as he glanced toward the forward vi ew screen. A tal
apartment building loomed in their path. Wth a squeal, Aryl yanked at anot her
| ever and the ship veered with only seconds to spare.

"Try to get that pink knob to nove!" she yelled to Jason, at the same tine
struggling to steer clear of onrush-ing buildings. "I think it's the vertica
control, and it's jamed."

Jason tugged valiantly at the thing while Aryl kept her fear-w dened eyes on
the screen. If only she could slow things down a little.

"Here, you steer. 1'll see if | can do something about the speed."

"But," Jason protested as he reluctantly grabbed the steering levers, "I don't
even have ny driver's license yet!"

"You expect your police to stop and arrest you? Just steer.”

Jason sank into the seat and | ooked with horror at the buil di ngs ahead.
Jerkily he steered around one, but they seened to be getting taller in this
part of town. Aryl had better nove fast.

Throwi ng hersel f on her back, Aryl crawl ed under the control consol e and
tugged at a netal plate. Nothing happened. Then she stuck her claws around the



edges and yanked with all her strength. The plate came away, revealing a
conplex of wires and instrunments that only vaguely resenbl ed di agrans she had

studied. Still, it was clear that sone things were not as they should be.
Those fused wires,
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for instance, or this toggle dangling |loose fromthis connection. Hesitantly
she reached hi and reconnected the two, her three claws working like delicate
i nstruments. She repeated the process with several other mangl ed-1ooking bits.
Then she called to her conpani on

"There's a green sliding dial on your right. Try nmoving it now "

At the noment, Jason was absorbed in veering around a nultistory parking
garage, shooting down a building-lined street, then dodging a church spire.
But when they sailed over a park and ornanental |ake, he had a chance to

| ocate the green dial and slide it an experinmental inch

Abruptly they plunmeted downward. Aryl rolled out fromunder the panels to see
the view screen darkened with green water and a few fl ashes that m ght have
been terrified fish. "Qther way!"

Al ready Jason was ramming the dial in the other direction. They erupted in a
cl oud of spray and continued shooting skyward.

Aryl tried not to giggle, not knowi ng how sensitive hunmans were to being

| aughed at. Then she knew she needn't have worri ed.

Jason's tense shoul ders rel axed with spasns of |aughter. "Good thing the
driving examner isn't along on this trip. He might ask me to parallel park on
Main Street.”

"No," she said between | aughi ng gasps, "he'd have his hands clanped over his
eyes all the way."

Aryl went back to tugging at the pink control, which suddenly noved fairly
easily. Their speed imedi ately slowed. "Well, | got the acceleration and
vertical controls reversed, but at |east they both work now. "

"So where do we go?" Jason said, finally recovering hinself.
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"Well, | know the coordinates Father transnmitted, but we don't know if any
Tsorians ever received them"

"So if that radio thing still works, we'll have to start broadcasting again."

"But | don't know the code. It's a matter of very subtle inflection."

"Hmm And if you broadcast in straight Tsorian, the Hykzoi are sure to pick it
up and nmeet us there."

"Should we try English?" Aryl suggested.

"Better not. That slime Jerry Barns got through to the Hykzoi hi English. They
must have done at | east that nuch homework before invading this place."
"Right." She frowned a nonent then |ooked specula-lively at Jason. "But a
nunber of our people |earned other Earth | anguages besi des the official one.
Sone col |l ect | anguages as a hobby, to pass the tinme on diiferent assignnents.
Do you know any?"

" her | anguages?" Jason pal ed again, then blushed. Aryl marveled at the
versatility of his conplexion. "Well, I... er... |I've studied a little Spanish
in school. But I"'monly in the second year. Senora Cortez thinks | really
don't 'apply' nyself. She's right."

Aryl grinned. "Well, now s your chance. I'Il tell you what to say, and you
translate it into Spanish."

"But my grammar's awful! And | don't have nuch vocabul ary.”

"Nobody's going to grade you on it! Al we need is sonething that no Hykzoi is
likely to know and sone Tsorian mght."

Jason turned to the communi cation console. "I just

hope Senora Cortez isn't listening on a CB," he nuttered.

Aryl outlined the basic nessage, and Jason, w th nuch

grunmbling, finally came up with a translation and started
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repeating it into the conmunicator. Pretty soon he seemed to have slipped into
a confident rhythm and Aryl turned her attention to the two adults stil



lying on the deck. The human was whi npering slightly and seemed to be coning
out of it. Aryl waved Jason back to his broadcasting and said she'd take care
of them

Gently she raised Marilyn's head onto her |ap and began rubbing her tenples.
She wasn't sure this hel ped with humans, but it probably wouldn't hurt. Now
that she really | ooked at her, Aryl had to admt this woman was not
unattractive. Her skin, of course, was nmuch too soft and the w ong shade. And
her nose was too short for beauty. But her hair, unorthodox color that it

m ght me, was striking, alnost the color of sunsets around here. And politics
asi de, she seenmed a nice enough person, and certainly close to her son, even
wi t hout bondi ng. Aryl sighed. She really couldn't blanme her father

Her thoughts were interrupted by a new voice, bursting fromthe comunicat or
"Buenos di as, senor," said an obviously Tsorian voice. Haltingly it continued,
| eaving Aryl furious that she couldn't understand. As soon as the voice signed
of f, she blurted out, "What did he say?"

"He said they're coming. Loosely translated, that is. H s accent was even

wor se than mne.'

"Who i s conming?" a weak voice asked.

Aryl | ooked down into Marilyn's open blue eyes. "How are you feeling?" she
asked anxi ously.

"I have a splitting headache. | kept dreaming | was back in school and Jason
was trying to teach me Spanish. Wo did you say was coni ng?" She struggled to
sit up. "Where's Rogav?"
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weren't. My head's exploding. But to repeat the question, who is coning?"
"Your people are, sir/' Jason answered. "They just replied that they' Il neet
us at the coordi nates you set."

Rogav | ooked surprised. "They responded to the broadcast |I sent?"

Aryl smiled. "No, to the one Jason sent. He's been broadcasting in Spanish,
figuring no Hykzoi would know it."

"Good work, Jason," Rogav said, cautiously sitting up. "If you were part of
our forces, I'd give you some sort of commrendation."

Aryl watched a blush steal over Jason's face again. She wondered whether it
was pride, enbarrassnment, or a confusing mx of both. She knew that |ast well
enough.

Hel ping the other two into seats, Aryl and Jason briefly described their
difficulties with the Hykzoi, the U S. Arny, and the ship's controls. After a
whi l e, Rogav commented, "That phrase was very apt. 'Qut of the frying pan
into the fire." Have | got it right now?"

"Yes," Marilyn said distractedly, "and it is apt since there're sone nore of

t hose red ships comng."

| mredi ately they all crowded around the floor viewport to watch a |arge
cluster of red rings rising toward them fromthe night-darkened planet. Aryl's
heart sank. "Di d they know Spani sh after all?"

"I think not," Rogav said, hurrying back to the control console. "They've
probably been tracking this ship since it cleared the planet's surface. You
said our external sensors are out?"

"None are registering. W didn't try the weapons again."

"Well, if they work, we can go down fighting, but with
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no deflectors the battle won't |last long. Are we near those rescue coordinates
yet ?"

"Probably," Jason said. "But we weren't too sure about the setting. Hey,

| ook!"

Quickly Aryl joined himat the front view screen. For a flashing nonment she
felt as if she were back on her nursery world, swinmring in a quiet |agoon and
| ooking up at the sun glinting on the surface. She'd push off and rise through
a shoal of glittering blue fish. There they were, blue triangular lights, a
shoal of theml Com ng closer and cl oser.

"The Fleet," Rogav sighed. "Or what's left of it."



When they turned their attention back to the bottom screen, however, it was
clear that the Hykzoi weren't giving up their quarry without a fight. Aryl saw
an energy bolt rising toward themalnost in slow notion. In nmonments, red |ight
had engul fed t hem

She huddl ed on the lurching deck, arns thrown over her head. |ncongruously she
t hought of the tines as a little girl when she'd run inside at every nmneteor
shower, fearfully wapping herself in her sleeping mat. She | onged for that

mat now, sonething protective and safe.

Soneone was huddling cl ose beside her, but there was nothing to see besides
bursts of red and blue. She could feel whinpering in her throat, but the only
sounds were the shrieking expl osions.

Aryl awoke to utter silence. And darkness. She was a jettisoned body, floating
al one in space, drifting forever between the stars. Then she knew she nust be
alive. Her lungs were laboring to drawin thin, cold air. It was the ship that
was floating derelict in space. And the silence was not total. Sonewhere there
was breat hing other than her

own.
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But there was no mechani cal noise. The ship sounded dead. It felt dead. It had
none of that al nost undetectabl e sense of working engines and |ife-support
systens. In a few mnutes the air would be gone, and they would die with the
shi p.

"Aryl?" Her father's voice canme from above her. Reaching up, she gripped his
hand, then swayed to her feet as Rogav held her to him fighting back the

grow ng col d.

From near her feet canme another trenul ous voice. "Mom where are you? Are we
still alive?"

"Here | am Jason." There was a shuffling noise, and Aryl knew Marilyn had
made her way to her son

Rogav spoke quietly into the dark and spreading cold. "We're all alive for the
monent. But if there aren't any Tsorians left to retrieve us ..."

Nobody finished the sentence. The air was thin now and cut Aryl's throat I|ike
cold knives. But her eyes were getting used to the darkness. She could make
out the huddled fornms of Jason and his nother

Her heart tightened. She and her father could expect a death like this. But
Jason ... it was sad he had to die not even touching his own world. Maybe this
battle was his, but he'd hardly asked for it.

Pul ling herself away from her father, she stepped toward the two natives. She
could see them better now. Tears glistened in the eyes of the woman, but
Jason's eyes were turned toward hers.

In fact, she could see themsurprisingly well. At the sane nonment, all four

| ooked to the forward view screen and on nunbed feet stunbled toward it.

Lum nous, star-flecked space was taking on a definite blue cast. In nonents,
the edge of a glowing blue ship lowered into view. Their own ship gave a
convul si ve shudder.
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"An energy |ock," Rogav whispered hoarsely. "They're pulling us in."

By the time they had cl anked against the hull of the other ship, the air Aryl
was gasping seenmed al nost too thin and cold to fight for. Dizzily she and her
father struggled to hold up the two natives. Jason's breathing was shal | ow and
ragged as he sagged agai nst her. The blue |ight now fl oodi ng the cabin showed
his eyes dazed and filmy |ooking. "Don't give up now," she gasped. Then her
knees buckl ed, and they slid in a heap to the floor, joined noments |ater by
the other two.

Blue light was replaced with clear. There was nore thunping and cl angi ng. They
nmust be inside the other ship, she thought dully. But could anyone get to
then? Could this hatch even be opened with their own power out?

The answer came in a wondrous burst of light and air, rich breathable air. The
hatch on the fl oor yawned open, and in seconds bl ack-uniformed Tsorians were
scranbling in and pulling the four of them out.



Soon she was standing on a new, faniliar-feeling deck. Doctors fussed about
themw th injections and nonitors, but the air was all she needed. She took
great deep breaths and joyously hugged the others. Her pride in them al
seened every bit as heady as the new oxygen in her bl ood.

Then she struggled to recover sonme dignity as officers cane up to them
saluting her father and expressing their delight at having himback. Aryl
scanned the faces and suddenly saw sonmeone standi ng shyly back, a radiant
smle on his usually dour face. Theel k. She shot himan answering grin. If
anyone deserved to have survived, deserved to have seen the return of their
Conmander, k was First Adjutant Theel k.
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Soon the four of themwere ushered out of the hold and into lift tubes, which
brought themto the top of the command bridge. The done arching overhead was
transparent, show ng the sparse canopy of stars spread in patterns Aryl was
begi nning to recogni ze. To one side spread the rimof a blue-green planet.

As di shevel ed and battered as the Fl eet Commander was, his arrival brought
unrestrai ned cheering fromthe crew ranged bel ow. At |ast Rogav raised an
answering salute and | aunched into a short, inpronptu speech.

Marilyn was struggling to follow the Tsorian words, but Jason sinply | ooked
around wi de-eyed. His gaze lingered | ongest on the planet glowing warnmy
beneath him Aryl saw hi mswall ow hard, and she reached to squeeze his hand.
"Fat her thanked them for the rescue,"” she whispered, as translation, "and then
he told them about you and your nother, how you risked your lives for us and
showed hi m how i nmportant your people and your world can be to the Enmpire."
When the cheers rose anew, Rogav gently pulled the other three forward to
receive themwith him Aryl watched Jason's face turn as red as a Hykzoi ship,
t hough he smiled and nodded shyly.

Aryl's anusement bubbled into pride. This alien wasn't all that bad. In fact,
he wasn't really all that alien. Neither was his world. Looking at her father
she was suddenly very glad he had brought themhere. And if this was any
exanpl e, her career m ght not be orthodox, but it certainly wouldn't be

bori ng.
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twenty

JASON STARED OUT AT THE WLDLY ALI EN LANDSCAPE. THE

sun had just set, small and angry, behind the barren red horizon. But now,
with the sun gone, the planet's thin atnosphere had given up all pretense of
maki ng a sky. The stars, which had peered through even in daylight, had now
taken over. Their patterns were famliar, but not their unblinking intensity.
And anong them glowing |like a blue sapphire over the western horizon, hung
the evening star. The planet Earth.

He shifted his eyes away. It was hard to believe that that distant glinmer was
really home, even though he had watched it shrink to this size froma great

gl owi ng sphere. But then, everything seemed hard to believe lately. So nmuch
had happened.

The ship that had rescued them had seened huge. It had until the Tsorian
flagship had come into view, dwarfing everything, |like an aircraft carrier
besi de tugboats. And after a surprisingly painful parting, Fleet Conmander
Rogav Jy and his bond-daughter had transferred to that col ossus. They and the
remai ning fleet had gone off to resunme the battle, while Jason and his nother
along with several damaged ships, had been sent to the nmai ntenance base on
Mars.
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Mars. Again he | ooked at the cold, alien | andscape and the equally alien
towers and dones of the Tsorian base. Mars. His father and the Resisters would
probably have said that this too had been taken fromthem For eons humans had
dreaned of wal king on this planet, of making it their own. And now their
dreans had been stolen. But naybe, Jason thought suddenly, maybe they just
hadn't been dreaning big enough. They'd witten stories and inagined futures,
but they hadn't really let their imaginations | oose on all the possibilities.



Jason was jarred fromhis thoughts by the sound of his nane. He | ooked down
the spiraling ranp that led into the clear-walled body of the Tsorian base. He
and his nother had been given free run of the place and had spent their days
here explori ng—and waiting. Again his nane was called, and there was sonething
in the tone of his mother's voice that suggested that, one way or another
their waiting was over. "Here. Up here.”

Marilyn noved quickly up the ramp, auburn hair bouncing lightly in the | ow
gravity. "I should have guessed I'd find you in the observation tower. You
gravitate here just the way you used to go to Indian Rock." "Guess it's ny

ki nd of place. You have sone news?" "Yes." She paused. "There's been a
decisive battle, A very, very costly one. But the Hykzoi, the remaining ones,
have retreated.”

"And . .. and the Tsorian flagshi p?" She sniled. "That's where the nmessage
came from It survived."

For a nonent, their smles matched. "And," she continued, "Rogav ,

Conmmander Rogav said that they would be returning to this base for a while. He
will be
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maki ng a report to the Enperor, and his first recomendati on will be changi ng
our planet's status froma mlitary outpost to a full part of their enpire.”
Her expression turned wi stful, and she shook her head. "So | guess it really
hasn't been in vain, any of it. Though it's funny, this is hardly what we once
woul d have wanted—f we ever could have said exactly what that was."

"Maybe we just wanted a chance to nake our own future."

Suddenly his mot her hugged him "Jason, | think that may be what we have." She
turned and hurried down the ranp back to the conmuni cati ons room

Jason started to follow, then paused. Wth a surge of confidence he | ooked
back at the famliar sky. No, it hadn't been in vain. H's father, Ricky
Jensen, Professor Ackerman, all of them In a strange way, they had won after
all. They had won back the stars.

He turned and wal ked down the ranp.
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