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HISINNER BEAST WASHUMAN,
ALL TOO HUMAN ...

Heyokas vison cleared just as Ska came at him again. He caught tiny flashes of black-and-white fur as
the other dropped in and out of blueshift, creating a series of sartling static images. He was playing with
him, Heyoka realized, as he struck uselessly at empty air where Ska had just been again and again.
"Thisispointlessl" Heyokasaid. "Our enemy isthe flek, not each other!”

"Wesakling!" Skd threw back, but he was panting heavily and his ears were askant. " ou are not fit to
leed!™

"l am the only onefit!" Mustering the dregs of his strength, Heyoka heaved to hisfeet. "Y ou're a Ranger
now. Think back on your training, dl you've learned these last months.”

Skal disappeared into blueshift. Heyokawhirled, claws bared, but it was no use. He would not see his
opponent until it wastoo late.

He could retresat, the human-educated part of hisbrain whispered, and live to fight another day.
His savageother roared in outrage. Honorable hrinn did not run from Challenge! Better to die cleanly.

Hefdt the ledge behind him, aswell asthe wind of Skal's approach. Unseen claws grazed his neck.
Certain death was at histhroat. He could do as hisother demanded, accept it and die, or—

Without thinking further, he turned and plunged over the ledge, amsflailing at the distant canopy of the
forest below.

BAEN BOOKSby K.D. Wentworth

Black on Black

Sars Over Sars

Chapter One

The wind skimming in from the Oleaakan sea bore the scent of brine aswell asthe crash of waves
breaking on the black sand beach below. Heyoka Blackeagle stood on a crest of exposed volcanic rock
and gazed out at the aguamarine expanse of water.



The sky of this backwater world was a deep shade of green-blue, the sun, amellow amber. The
afternoon sunlight played over the restless waves so that each, at its pesk, seemed topped with
diamonds. A strand of his mane escaped itstie and whipped around his muzzle.

His earsflattened. Though he was hrinnti, not human, his adoptive father had raised him far inland on
Earth in the Restored OglalaNation. He had rarely encountered seas until humanity's war with the flek
had assigned him to the contested world of Enjas Two.

Now, even two years later, the sdlt smell of asea, any sea, brought back that brutal day of fighting, how
the gaunt chitinous flek warriors had advanced down the green sand and pinned his unit under
impenetrable laser fire. HE taken anear fatal wound that day and subsequently had to learn to walk al
over again. His breath quickened. His claws sprang free and he had to force them to reshesthe.

Mitsu looked up and he could see in his human partner's blue eyes that she remembered too. Short and
black-haired, deceptively dight for asoldier, she blotted swesting hands on her tan Ranger uniform. It
was till crigp and new, the latest cut. She was only three weeks out of Rehab and the shadows that had
haunted her for the last year still loomed in her eyes. Shelowered her head and looked away. "Y ou
shouldn't have requested me."

"It'sjust atraining run,” Heyokasaid. "Y ou could do thisin your deep.”

"Once, maybe." She sat on her heds, asmall forlorn figure, and gazed upland into the rich slver-green of
the tangled rain forest. "No one with haf abrain would trust me a his back now."

Heyokalifted his muzzle and let the wind ruffle his black fur. She kept returning to that and he couldn't
convince her otherwise. At any rate, Oleaakawas not in the direct path of humanity's decades-long war
with a notorious hive species, the flek. The enemy had landed here in the past, stayed long enough to
damage the environment, aswell as exterminate most of the native population of sentients, the timid laka,
and leave flek ruins dotted about the planet's Six mgor idand continents. Five of the Sx were ill
poisoned with heavy metals and uninhabitable.

Then, for some reason never apparent to human scientists, forty-eight Standard years ago, they'd | eft
again, never to return. Perhaps thisworld wastoo difficult to transform. Flek preferred their atmosphere
thick and noxious, the surface temperature unbearably high. Something, or someone, in this deceptively
lovely landscape had defeated them.

Up in the tangled maze of foliage, addlicate six-legged avian cried out and dove. A fleeing cloud of large
scarlet insectoids blundered into Heyoka's fur. He swatted at them. Oleaaka was every bit as hot ashis
native world of Anktan, but flagrantly humid, whereit had been dry. The air seemed thick enough to
drink here and smelled so damnedgreen , he could tasteit. Not a problem for humans, of course, who
were much less sengitive to odors, but overwhdming for ahrinn like himself.

Thewadl of leaves at the edge of the forest quivered, then suddenly, Kei and Bey, two of his hrinnti
trainees, emerged. They presented aformidable picture, both well over seven feet tall, Kel actudly closer
to eight, heavily furred, armed with retractable claws, and double rows of teeth, not to mention the laser
rifles dung over their shoulders which had been modified for their double-thumbed hands.

It was too soon for them to be back. A snarl rattled low in histhroat. They must have used blueshift
gpeed, showing off for the human members of the squad again.



In addition to the obvious externa differences between humans and hrinn, hrinn possessed specia
receptor cdlsin their bodies to store excess energy which could be released for metabolic overdrive.
Only last year, he had learned to control this ability himself so that he could move dmost too fast to be
seen, but then heldd burned himself out in a battle againgt the flek on hishome planet, Anktan. His body
couldn't sustain the effort anymore and he saw the contempt in Kel's eyes every time he looked at him.
Hrinn respected only stirength and physical perfection.

Accustomed to the loose-fitting robes of their home world, the two hrinn looked distinctly uncomfortable
intheir Ranger gear. The deek uniformswith close-fitting deeves and legs were only one of many trias
hrinn faced trying to fit into human-based culture.

Bey, the shorter, had a mahogany outer layer of fur with a cream undercoat: brown/orv/buff, ahrinn
would have named it. Kei's fur was dmogt uniformly black, with only faint buff patches behind the ears,
nearly black/on/black, as he himsdf was. Their manes had been cut shoulder-length, like his, and then
bound with heavy cord.

The two were related in some fashion, both being born of the same Line, Levv, which later he had
discovered was his heritage too. On Anktan, though, grown maes found matrilined heritage beneeth their
notice.

Heyoka checked hiswatch. Ten minutes. A record find under these conditions, even for his
olfactory-gifted hrinnti recruits, but traveling in blueshift had been an extravagant waste of energy.

Kei sketched adoppy approximation of a saute as he stopped. Heyoka gave him a crisp salute back.
"Report,” hesaid.

"Recon wasright. We found flek ruins, three milesin.” Kei's black eyes were fierce above the ropy laser
scar across hismuzzle, rdic of achildhood encounter with flek on hishome world.

" "Recon wasright,'sr ," Heyoka prompted wearily. He saw Bey glance at hisfellow recruit out of the
corner of hiseye. Thiswas an old skirmish between the two of them, endlesdy replayed. Twice dready,
sncethefirg hrinnti class's graduation from boot camp, Heyoka had been forced to stalk Kel and thrash
him unmercifully in time-honored hrinnti fashion. Fortunately, though Kel wastaler and carried more
muscle, Heyoka had trained for years in hand-to-hand combat. For the moment, he still possessed a
dight advantage.

Kei'smassive body stiffened, but he remained silent.

Long smmering anger stood Heyoka's fur on end. He fdlt the savageother who lived within him, and all
hrinn, awaken. Would there never be an end to thisissue? Even though hrinnti culture maintained that
obedience was only owed to those individuals who had proved their ability to tear your throat out, Kel
should be ableto think hisway beyond that savage imperdative.

"If you intend to become a Ranger," Heyoka said, "then youwill follow protocol. Y ou will address your
superior officersas “sr'l"

Ke'slipswrinkled back from his gleaming whiteteeth. "Sir," he said, with gpparent disdain.

Mitsu stood, then shouldered her rifle with careful ddliberation, affecting, for his sake, not to have
noticed Kei'stone.



Leavesrudtled, then athird hrinn, yellow/on/white Visht, emerged from the forest, earslaid back, panting
hard. Heyokalooked from him back to the forest's green wall. "Wheré's the rest of your patrol?' he
asked Kéd.. "Y ou have two more out.”

"They couldn't keep up." Kei gazed boldly into Heyokas eyes, giving him brazen chalenge.
Heyokafdt asnarl threatening. "'Perhaps because you used blueshift?!

"If they can't match our pace, they deserve to beleft behind.” Kei flexed his handclaws and studied them
inthe brilliant Oleagkan sunlight.

He would have washed the insubordinate wretch out, Heyoka thought, if he didn't have so damned much
potentia. Asit was, his arrogance had set the tone for far too long now and the other hrinn looked to him
for leadership. He had to find away to get through to him, just aswily old Nisk had finaly opened his
own eyes back on Anktan. This project was the hrinn's chance to prove themselves more than the
barbaric savages humans had long considered them to be. Much more was at stake here than the career
of onerecruit, or even Six.

"Why didn't you check your rdly point before returning?' Heyoka said through bared teeth.

"l saw no point in wasting time waiting for that pair of rag-earsto catch up,” Kel said in Hrinnti. "And
besides, Visht cannot blueshift for very long, so he could watch out for them.”

"Go back to therally point and regroup,” Heyoka said.

Ke snorted and plunged back into the trees. Mitsu nodded to Bey and trotted after him, her face pae
and set. Heyokafollowed. Another showdown wasimminent. He might aswell get it over at thefirst
opportunity. He was dismayed to find the prospect of afight did not disturb him nearly asmuch asit

ought.

When hed firgt conceived thistraining program to alow hrinn to enter the Confederation military, hed
hoped to attract the cream of hrinnti society, the best and the brightest. Instead, heéld gotten late culls like
young Naxk and outcasts like that rascal Skal, who'd been thrown out of at |east three males houses,
misfitslike Kel and Bey, who'd been raised in an outlawed Line and, despite their service againgt the flek,
were regarded with suspicion.

One, arangy pde-gray femae named Kika, hed actualy saved from death a the hands of her Line
Mother, though sheld dways refused to explain the circumstances. And then there was enigmatic Vight,
who had come from the farthest edge of hrinnti territory in that region and had amost nothing to say for
himsdlf.

At any rate, they had only four more daysto smooth the edges before the officid evaluators from Ranger
HQ arrived to run their own training scenarios. And then it would be too late.

The shade swallowed him, blessedly cooler. The gravity here was closer to Earth Standard than that of
Anktan, so hislegs had more spring. The leaves of the dominant speciesin this areawere aglossy dark
green on top and silver beneath, so traveling the forest was like running through moonlight.

It reminded him of Earth and his boyhood, dark velvet nights spent out on the ridges camping with his
friends under the watchful eye of Earth'simpressive singleton moon, days of hunting in birch and oak
forest, hiking, testing one's salf against the dements. His adoptive father, Ben Blackeagle, aretired Oglaa



gpace trader, had sometimes gone with them.

He'd thought he'd known what he wanted in those days, who he was, what he would be. But he had
known nothing, and understood even less. Sometimes now it seemed to him that hislife had not truly
begun until that day when he finally made hisway back to hisfierce home world and began to unrave the
mystery of just who and what he was.

Mitsu padded ahead of him, seemingly recovered, once again every inch the seasoned soldier, but her
confidence waxed and waned these days. She had been captured by the flek last year on Anktan, then
ruthlesdy mind-conditioned to believe she was one of them. It had taken weeks after her release for her
to begin speaking Standard again, then longer for her to understand what they had doneto her.

The best therapists the division had to offer had treated her for months and now said shewas asfit as
she would ever be, though they recommended amedical discharge. He thought they werewrong. She
had been a crack soldier once and would be again, as soon as she got her confidence back, but there
were gtill too many moments when her veneer cracked and he glimpsead the wounded spirit beneath. Ina
very red sense, she wastraining heretoo, trying to find the will to go on and not alow the flek to ruin the
rest of her life.

Ke set adiff pace and Mitsu's shorter human legs struggled to keep up. "Take therear,” Heyokasaid to
her as hejogged past.

"Sod off!" she said hoarsely and spurted ahead again, the cordsin her neck standing out from exertion.
"Am | going to have to thrash you into submisson too?' he said.

"That'll beacold day!" she snapped over her shoulder.

He surged past her again. "Take the rear!™

She dropped back, her face awhite mask of strain.

They had served together now for dmost four years, since that day she'd saved hishairy hide asaraw
boot, only weeks out of camp. She had aknack for dipping through rough country unseen, climbing like
amonkey, employing her small build as an asset, rather than aliability. From thefirst, she had been
extraordinarily observant and quick to react.

At least, she had been, before the flek had gotten to her. The thought still made his own skin crawl. Hed
been a prisoner of the flek too, asatoddler, kidnapped from Anktan and sold repeatedly in aflek dave
market until Ben Blackeagle, his human adoptive father, had bought him. He knew how the flek treated
their captives. He dtill bore the scars, both mental and physical, to proveit.

Kei dowed, then darted through the foliage to the massive trunk of atree growing pardld to the damp
ground. "Here," he said, then leaned againgt the mottled red bark.

Heyoka swiveled his ears. Something dipped through the undergrowth about thirty feet away to the
north. Fifteen degrees eadt, tiny toenails scraped as several small green-furred climbers, darmed by their
intrusion, raced for the forest canopy a good hundred fifty feet above. Overhead, avians crooned an
atonal song that set histeeth on edge. But, beyond Mitsu's |abored breathing, as she struggled to catch
up, therewas no sign of the two human recruits hed sent out with Kei, Bey, and Vight.



He'd known Ke and Bey back on Anktan, but the silent Visht remained amystery. The big yellow mae
occasiondly mentioned the sacredpatterng/in/progress , which hrinn believed ruled dl of life, and
regarded Heyokawith adisturbing air of reverence. Hed grown inured to that back on Anktan. Hisfur's
uniformly black over- and undercoats mirrored the physical appearance of an ancient hrinnti hero, the
legendary "Black/on/black," ahrinn more powerful than ordinary hrinn sent by the V oice when the need
was grest. After the defest of the flek on their world, the hrinn had woven hisreturn to Anktan into

legend.

It was al nonsense, of course, based on atiny nugget of truth. His distinctive coloring did appear to bea
genetic marker for the ability to store large amounts of power in his cdlls and blueshift with ease, but he'd
burned himsdf out, so that no longer mattered.

He circled upwind and sampled the breeze. The acridness of human swesat wasjust faintly evident to the
west. "Comeon,” he said, and jogged off in the proper direction.

Ke and Bey fdl in behind without comment. Bey's ears were down, signaling his unease. Perhgpsthe
seriousness of abandoning one's squadmates was dawning on him, Heyoka mused. There might be hope
for that one after all.

They found Aliki Onopaand Jer Kline gitting on afdlen log at the outer edge of the flek ruins. Larger
than six footbd | fields, the instalation had been studied by Confederation experts for decades, before
releasing the siteto the military for training maneuvers. Forty-eight Standard years had passed since the
flek had been driven from thisworld, yet he il imagined he caught awhiff of their nose-burning stench.

The white wal was pitted with age and overgrown with vines, so that the massve shape was blurred. All
the same, Heyoka suffered aflashback of the last time held been this close to aflek ingtdlation—the

bizarre pink, green, purple, and blue lights that played over the tall irregular lattices that formed
the walls, the ear-splitting screech as the transfer grid came up to full power, shower of sparks. . .

He shuddered, then glanced aside at Mitsu, who was staring up at the structure with horrified fascination.
Onopaand Kline scrambled to their feet and saluted.

"Why didn't you report to theraly point?' Heyoka said.

"Rally point, Sr?' Onopa, a sturdy, bronze-skinned woman from Kaana Colony, clenched her figts.
"Squad Leader Ke never designated asite. He and those other hrinn took off running and that's the last
we saw of them.”

Those otherhrinn , Heyokathought bleakly.

Ke waggled adismissveear. "l did speak of ardly point. If you had not lagged behind, you would have
heard."

Onopaflushed.

"Y ou're on report for not following procedure,” Heyoka said, stepping between human and hrinn. ™Y ou
and Bey will police the camp for the next two nights.”

Kei'sbig body bristled nose to ankles. Fight pheromones sheeted off him inwaves. "'l am not aservant!”



"Y ou're not going to be a Ranger either unless you stop playing games and use what you've been

taught!”

Ke whirled upon him, earsflattened, hackles raised. "Why have you brought usto this empty world,
wadting time when there are flek to be killed?' he demanded in guttural Hrinnti. "1 did not abandon Levv
50 | could snesk around in the bushes like a cubling playing at being awarrior! We have wegpons now.
In the time since we left Anktan, we could have fought thousands of flek and brought much honor to our
kind. Instead, we dip through the trees and pretend there are enemies where there are none, al the while
holding back at every turn so these whimpering softskins you inflicted upon us as huntmates can keep

up!”

"Speak Standard,” Heyoka said. The savageother who dways |urked within him longed torip Kei's
insolent throat out.

Mitsu, who spoke passable Hrinnti these days, gave him aquick glance, but said nothing.

Onopa and Kline, who had not understood more than one word in five, looked furious anyway.
"Sergeant, he never even gave us achance!" Onopa protested.

"That's enough!" Heyoka ordered and the human recruit was at least well trained enough to shut up. Kel
snarled and dipped back into the brush. Bey's honest brown face gazed after him, but he did not follow.

"Do you want meto trail him?" Mitsu asked.
"No, helll come back when he'sready,” Heyokasaid, hisvoice tight with frustration.

"That'swhat I'm afraid of," Mitsu said, shaking her head. She gestured to Onopa, Kline, Visht, and Bey.
"Head ‘em out, boys and girls. It'stime to go back to the playpen.”

That might have been funny, Heyoka thought, if it hadn't been so bloody closeto the truth.

The voices coming from the clearing around the tall white wallswere loud. Third Gleaner paused in her
gathering of sweet herbs and tubers. She quite didiked loud noises of any sort. The lakawere a steady,
quiet people, each committed to that which she did best, never overstepping boundaries or underdoing
what must be done. Each tend to her own, as Burrow Matron aways said. That was the old, proven
way, set down when the world was il soft.

Her two first-hands hesitated above the spira of alovely ripe green shellfruit. She trembled asthe voices
grew ever more strident. Why did they not come to some sort of compromise? Did they actually mean to
hurt one another? She crept forward, then peered through the leaves of a spikebush, trying to decide
whether to hide or flee. Asagleaner, it was not her function to scout, though sometimes gleaners were
required to venture far afield to find enough fresh provisonsfor the entire colony.

And, if there were danger in this area, then the others must be warned so they could avoid it. The
strange two-handed ones came here from time to time, to this place of echoes, where the wind spokeits
own language, tdlling tales of death and misery. They seemed drawn to it dmost as much asthelaka
were repelled, though it was not of their making. The terrible ones, the warriors, had made it. That much
was remembered.



Delicate first-hands clasped, she dipped closer and saw aflash of black as one stranger dashed into the
forest. The others, who were of two distinct and separate kinds, stared after it.

She had not encountered this second kind before. They appeared to be covered with fur, of al things,
one brown, the other black. Thefirst kind was familiar, soft and tan, bearing only amodest amount of
varicolored hair here and there. These sought out the laka occasionally and asked questions, but the laka
had better things to do than listen. Sooner or later, they went away and left the colony in peace. The laka
wanted nothing more.

The black-furred creature called out to its companions, not asloudly thistime. It waved an arm and set
off toward the shore. The other two followed, onetall and rangy, the other three smaler and more
compact, abadly matched set.

Despite their differences, though, they behaved as though they had the same function. How odd, thought
Third Gleaner. How inefficient. Either one kind or the other should be best a what was needed here. It
was not possible for both formsto excel. She could not get the sight out of her mind as she hurried back
to her agters.

Without seeming to, Bey set his pace so that Mitsu could keep up. She found herself feding grateful and
that just made her madder. What was she doing here on this beguiling amber and green world? Swest
beaded up on her forehead, then stung her eyes. The new tan corpora's uniform, despite being of the
latest and lightest weave, designed to wick moisture away from the skin, was stifling.

Shewasjust out of shape, shetold hersdlf. It would be dl right. She only had to hold on, keep going
forward, one step after the other, and somewhere at the end, shewould fed like hersaf again, the
confident person she had been before the flek had flayed her mind open.

But that towering white wall! Despite the hest, she was chilled just thinking about it. To stand so close,
amdl it, remember how flek thoughts had skittered through her head like insects—shefdt sick ingde,
contaminated. The meds had assured her that she was whole again, that there would be no lasting effects,
but the truth was they didn't know. No one knew, because they had never been there, never sung the
flek's songs or fought at their sde.

And she had.

Bey swerved, ducked under alow-hanging branch, then stopped at the edge of astretch of gleaming
black sand. His ears twitched. Onopaand Kline were aready there, staring out at the horizon, waiting.
Mitsu grimaced. Bey redly had held back on the pace.

Blue-green water |gpped at the shore and the warm ocean breeze soughed againgt her face, surprisngly
cool on her overheated cheeks. The scent of Oleaakan seaweed growing in the shalowsfilled theair,
cinnamon laced with mint. For a second, she was tempted to shed her boots and plunge into the water,
but—she ranked these three grunts and should set a good example. Besides, the way Onopa looked at
her, sheld heard the rumors about her so-called "breakdown" last year. She didn't want to give the
Kaanan cause to think she was even crazier than shereally was.

Blackeagle emerged from the trees, histan uniform contrasting with hisfur. When hed worn the
traditional Ranger black, meant for cooler climes, the uniform had blended better with hisfur. Hed
recovered from hisordeal on Anktan more readily than she had, though he bore afresh array of scars



and had never quite regained al the weight held lost in that last battle. He looked fit, though.

Shedrew her knife and hefted it experimentally. Blackeagle cocked his head, aquestion gleaming in his
black eyes. "How about somefishing?' she said.

He shook his head. "We have to make camp before sundown.”

She looked back over her shoulder at the placid bay. "Why?"

"I don't want to chance Kei getting therefirst,” he said.

"Held never go into camp alone,” she said. "Thered be too many questions.”

"True." Blackeagle wrinkled hislips so that his double rows of teeth gleamed.

Hewas different from before, sheredized, just as she was different. They'd both been through hell, but
unlike previous actions, not together thistime. Perhaps they couldn't function asthe efficient combat unit

they'd once been. Perhaps that was over too, like so much el se.

Get agrip! shetold hersdlf angrily. Y ou don't have the right to give up. Better soldiers than you have
gone down fighting. That's the least you can do.

She sheathed the knife and turned away to conced her face. Maybe sheld lost the knack of reading him,
but she couldn't count on the opposite being true. "'Fish would taste alot better than those sodding field
rations" she said noncommittally.

"What makes you think theresfish in that ocean,” Blackeagle said, "or that we could digest them, if there
were?'

"Mission briefing said we could est some of the fruit,” she said.

Brush rattled, then Kel stalked out of the trees. He halted a good fifty feet away, where he and
BIackeegIesized one another up, asdikein coloration and build astwins, but for the dight mismatchin
sze

"Well, Private, weld about given up on you," Blackeagle said. "What's the matter? Can't keep up?"

Ke snarled and paced restlesdly.

"Corpora Jensen, take the point,” Blackeagle said. "L ead the squad back to camp.”

"l am Squad Leader!" Ke threw out.

"Youwere ." Blackeagle looked contemptuous. "But it takes salf-control and witsto lead a command
and you have yet to convince me that you have sufficient of either!”

Kei'sblack eyes blazed and he whirled upon Mitsu. "And yet you tolerate this traitor! "

Without thinking, shefell back and drew her knife. Her heart raced and the balmy air seemed suddenly
chilly.



"I havetold you amillion times—she did not betray usl" Blackeagle€'s voice held thering of cold stedl as
he stepped between them.

"I can fight my own battles, dammit!" shetold him. " Get out of the way!"

"l wasthere! | smelled her!” Kei said. "Shefought at their side, spoke their language and would speak
no other! Y ou should have let metear her throat out!™

Mitsu dimly remembered that night, the desperate flek struggle to protect the crystaline heart of their
transport grid, the terrible wave of hrinn cutting down the warrior drones, how she had falen back and
directed the battle hersalf when the flek had lost focus. Kei had nearly killed her that day. Only
Blackeagl€e's quick thinking had saved her life, and his actions had cost him deerly.

"Stand down, Corpord!" Blackeagle said. "That's an order!"

The knifefdt right in her hand. Kel was big, she thought, but she had speed and agility on her sde. The
gravity waslighter here too than on Anktan, which was bound to throw him off. And if hekilled her
instead, that might be even better.

Blackeagle seized her arm in his double-thumbed hand. "I said “stand down!" "

Ke snarled as she sheathed the knife, blood pounding in her ears.

"Therewill be no fighting in theranks" Blackeagle said, his ears pinned back. "Wefightflek , not each
other!" He looked from Kei to Bey to the three humans. "Is that understood?"

"Yes, dr." Mitsu felt the blood rush to her face.

"Yes, dr, Master Sergeant,” Kline and Onopa said.

Bey hesitated, then dropped his gaze, acknowledging submission hrinnti fashion. "Yes, ar.”
Blackeagle looked directly at Kel, daring him to further defiance.

"The pattern hereiswater/over/trail ," Kel said, "no matter what other name you choose to mask it."
"| thought you didn't believe inpatterns/in/progress ," Heyoka sad.

"Sinceleaving Anktan, | begin to seetheir rdlevance,” Kel said. "Don't you?"

A low snarl escaped Blackeagle. He turned his back on Kel. "Take the point, Corpord Jensen.”

Mitsu dung her laser rifle over her shoulder and headed east. Therest followed, even Kai.

Chapter Two

It was more than ten miles back to the small base camp Heyoka had established for thistraining exercise



and he smoldered every step of the way. What amess, and it was hisfault, not Kei's. He just wasn't
getting through. He had to find some way to make him listen.

The hrinn were talented, fearsome fighters who could add much to the war effort, but they had long been
classfied asagrade saven culture by humans, too primitive and aggressive for assmilation into
Confederation culture, little more than savage barbarians.

The battle on Anktan last year had given them aproverbid foot in the door, but at this point, no one was
going to equip ahrinnti divison and send it off to fight on itsown. If hrinn could not be trained to integrate
with human forces, they would lose their chanceto participatein the larger culturd life of the gdaxy, and
that failure could only belaid at hisfeet.

At thefront of the column, Mitsu maintained the lead and set a ftiff pace, though not one that could tax
the hrinnti component of hissmall force. Kel, for once, kept silent and merely covered ground with great
long-legged strides.

The land swept ever upward toward low green mountains that formed the backbone of thislargeidand.
Sinceit had proved impossible to communicate with the lakaand discern their names for natura features,
Confederation surveyors had numbered the mgor landmasses of Oleaaka. This particular idand
continent, third largest on the planet, had been designated Idand Three, not a particularly origina name,
but serviceable. For some reason, Three was the only inhabitable landmass and aso possessed the
greatest number of relatively intact flek ruins, perfect for military exercises.

Heyoka had seen holos of thelaka, agraceful, highly cooperative species, which possessed two pairs of
both upper limbs and lower ones. Thefirgt pair of armswere dight with four tiny fingers on each hand,
used apparently for harvesting and pruning plants. The second pair were heavy-boned and sturdy for
tasks requiring strength, rather than precision.

In the holos, they stared out with shy, haunted eyes of varying shades of pink. Ther kind had seen the
flek come, as had so many other unfortunate species acrossthe gaaxy. Of al those, though, only they
had a so seen them go, without an apparent fight. Flek had transformed the rest of the invaded worlds
into sweltering hellholes and none of those other species existed anymore. More than one expert had
speculated the laka had survived because they had evolved adong the same vaguely insectoid model as
theflek themsdlves. Perhapsther old enemy had hesitated at the last, much as humans might have found
some sense of kinship with ahumanoid race.

He was overhested and panting by the time they made camp, but Mitsu looked positively ghastly.
Monthsin Rehab had not given her much opportunity for conditioning. She staggered to a halt, leaned
over and braced her hands on her thighs, gasping for air. Her skin was flushed, her eyes half-closed.

"Go get cleaned up,” hetold her.

"I'm—finel" shewheezed.

"Yeah," hesad dryly, "I cantell." He should not have put her in this untenable position, he told himsdlf.
He'd thought areturn to duty would help, but he should have redlized Kel and the others who had fought
inthat last battle would object to her presence. Another screw-up to betdlied in his column. He stalked

away to find Montrose, his second-in-command.

Corpora Abe Montrose was the most gifted of the humans assigned to him to help stagethisexercise.
Of course, only the most talented of human recruits were selected for Ranger training. That was agiven.



Still, even among aclass of standouts, he was impressive and Heyoka had taken him for his Second.
Montrose was well over six feet with curly dark hair and medium-dark skin. His eyeswere dmost
black, much like ahrinn's, Heyoka thought, and he had an innate economy of words. Perhaps that was
why hefitin aswel asany human could in this mixed company.

"Any problems, Corpora?' He dropped into a canvas camp chair that creaked uneasily with hisweight.
Montrose saluted, then folded his arms behind hisback in a stiff parade rest. "None, Master Sergeant.”
"At ease," Heyokasaid.

Montrose relaxed. "Did you have problems out on the run?"

"Wefound the sodding ruins." Heyokaflicked an ear. "Beyond that, don't get me started.”

"No, sir." Montrose stared tactfully above Blackeagl€'s head.

Heyoka sighed and stretched until hisjoints cracked. "Thisisatraining exercise,” he said. "We haveto
expect problems.”

A glint gppeared in Montrose's eye. "And you found them?”

"To the max." Heyokaleaned back and put his hands over hiseyes. "Thiswasn't what | envisioned,
when | took this assgnment.”

"Of coursenot, Sir.”
"Go rustle us somerations," he said. "And see that Jensen eatstoo.”
"I'll take care of it, Sir." Montrose saluted again and then strode briskly off toward the supply tent.

| must be getting old, Heyoka thought sourly. He flexed his handclaws and raked ablack strand of
straying mane out of hisface. Why elsewould | be aggravated just becauise someone agrees with me?

How old was old for a hrinn anyway, he wondered. Was he, at thirty-seven, old? Then he redlized that,
like so much about his species, he just didn't know.

Ke climbed until he found aflat-topped boulder a a safely private distance from camp. The hillsde
doped sharply down toward the invisible seg, thick with trees and slver-green vegetation. Thislandscape
reminded him abit of Levv's mountain hold, where he and Bey and even the Black/on/black had been
birthed. The Black/on/black did not remember, but he and Bey had only I€ft it for the first time lessthan a
year ago, as humans reckoned such things.

The relentless sun beat down on hisblack fur, making him pant, but he disdained to seek shade.
Hundreds of intriguing odors rode on the air: water, warm-blooded animals, insects, a hint of decay,
ripening fruits. His nose twitched.

He perched on the rock like a predator overlooking agametrail, then broke the gleaming black laser



rifle down into its component parts and carefully set to cleaning each eement. The scent of fresh solvent
rosein the late afternoon sunlight, while the mindless cals of tiny six-legged aviansfilled theair. The
by-now-familiar drill at least gave him something to occupy his handswhen al he redlly wanted wasto
tear something apart!

Flek scent had been threaded through the ruins, but old and stale. If he hadn't encountered it fresh back
on hishomeworld, he probably would not have noticed it at al, so what had been the point of going
there today?

Humans were so unfocused, dways dithering, endlesdy taking and preparing to fight, but, asfar ashe
could tell, never actudly doing it. He had his own laser rifle now and knew how to useit, waswell
versed, infact, in the use of adozen different weapons and demolition materials. He had histeeth and
claws and ahility to blueshift. What more did he need to join the battle with their common enemy?

And why had that traitor, Mitsu, been allowed to run with even this stupid fake hunt? She had been
outrageous back on Anktan, maintaining she was flek, when she could have looked in the nearest pond
and seen that wasn't even remotely possible. The Black/on/black insisted the enemy had coerced her and
the delusion wasn't her fault, but Kel was certain no one could ever have made him believe hewas
anything but ahrinn.

Perhaps humans were weak-minded aswell as soft-skinned and clawless. A low snarl rattled in his
throat. No wonder the flek beat them at amost every turn. The Black/on/black should have chosen his
huntmates more wisdly.

His sengitive nose caught the scent of human on the steamy breeze. He looked up from hiswork, but the
rock-strewn clearing was surrounded by forest and he could see nothing except a hundred intertwined
shades of green backed with silver. His hacklesraised, he reassembled therifle in sure, quick motions,
then concealed himsalf behind the outcropping of black volcanic rock.

He was expecting Montrose, who always smelled of soap, or one of the others, Kline of the sour sweat
perhaps, but it was Mitsu's scent, thick with new cloth, that strengthened in his nogtrils, and from behind,
not before him.

"Being abit careless, aren't you?' shesaid.

Hewhirled. The dim form stood behind the bole of amassivetree, riflein hand.

He bit back agrowl. "What businessisit of yours?'

"Chow'son," shesaid. "'l thought you'd like to know."

His earsflattened. "1 will catch my own food!"

"Never forage off-world, unlessyou must." She sounded like hisingtructors at boot camp. Her face was
very paefor ahuman, and looked even more 0, benegth that shock of black hair. ™Y ou never know in

advance whether dien proteinswill be compatible with your body chemistry.”

Kei had heard thislecture before, but it never made any senseto him. What exactly were "proteins' and
"chemistry"?"l will eat when | amreedy,” he said gruffly.

"Get your rear back to camp,” she said and jerked the muzzle of her laser riflein that direction. "Now."



"No." Heretrieved the polishing cloth from the rock and buffed the stock.

"You may look like him," she said, "but you couldn't hold acandle to Blackeagle. He dwaysfollowed
regulations and rules even more carefully than most humans. He took our game and outdid al of us,
whereas you can't swallow your pride long enough to see what he'srisked for you, for al of you. If you

don't quaify, hefalstoo."
"Heisthe Black/on/black!" Kei said. "He makes his own pattern, asyou say, hisown rules! It isfor the

rest of usto follow!"
"Then get your hairy behind off that rock andfollow " She was flushed now, breathing hard.

She seemed dtogether too fragile and young to be awarrior. He had trouble understanding why one
such as this had not been culled long ago.

"Get back to camp,” she said, "and carry out your duties.”

"Policethe area?' he said. "That is benesth awarrior. Why didn't he order you, thetraitor, to do it?"

"] would do it in aheartbeat," she said, and her voice was low, "if it would erase what | did. But it wontt,

and hewouldn't let me, anyway."

"Y ou don't belong herel" he said.
"No," shesaid, "but | am here, for now, and there's nothing you or | can do about it."

Therising breeze blew his fur the wrong way. He threw his head back and assessed the sun. It was late.
He should return. The tranquility he had sought here had been broken. "1 was going back anyway," he

sad.
Mitsu shaded her eyes with her hand. The sun hung red and huge in the western sky so its twinned
reflection gleamed in her blue eyes. "Yeah,” shesad, "'l thought s0."

Chow was wretched, of course. Heyoka had forgotten just how thoroughly unpalatable mission rations
could bein the wrong hands. With an effort, he swallowed the reconstituted eggs and ham. He stood and

gazed around. "Montrose?!
"Yes, ar?' Asaways, Montrose's trim form seemed to appear from nowhere.
"Whao'stheidiot who ruined tonight's dinner?'
x onr'frose's glark eyes gazed over Heyoka's shoulder. He locked his hands behind his back. "That would
. uh, me, Sr.”

Heyokaflicked an ear. "You did this?'
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Heyokamulled that over. "Don't ever cook for desperate men, Montrose. Y ou haven't the knack."
"No, sr," Montrose said. "Thank you, Sir."

"Find me someration bars," Heyoka said. "They taste like sawdugt, but at least they're fresh sawdust.”
"Right away, sir." Montrose hesitated, his brows raised.

"Yes?' Heyokasat down in his camp chair and nudged his plate downwind.

"| called Corporal Jensen when chow was ready, as you instructed, but she never showed up to fill her
tin"

"That's probably because she has better sense than the rest of us," Heyoka said.

"Yes—no, [—" Montrose broke off and stared at his boots. "Begging your pardon, sir, but | don't know
about that. All 1 do know is—she's not in camp.”

Heyokajerked back onto hisfeet.
"And neither is Private Kel." Montrose looked anxious. "I've checked and they're both missing.”

Scenarios whirled through Heyokas head—Ke stalking Mitsu because she had fought for the
flek—Miitsu chalenging Kei for insulting her earlier—

"We haveto find them," he said, trying to hide his panic. "Have the squad fdl in."

Montrose dashed off to the mess tent. Heyoka snatched up hisrifle and pocketed severd spare charges.
Which one would he shoot, he wondered, if he did find them fighting? The partner he had fought
aongsdedl these years, or the single best hope for his people?

Kel refused to go unless Mitsu went first. She couldn't decideif thiswas because he didn't trust her at his
back, or if he meant to strike her down at the first opportunity.

Then sheredlized he could have blueshifted and torn her throat out whenever he wanted, even in front of
Blackeagle, and no one could have reacted fast enough to stop him. Before that |ast battle, Blackeagle
had a so been able to reach metabolic overdrive, but he had burned himself out saving her. That was her
fault too, like so much else.

The shadows lengthened as they picked their way down through the rocks, thick brush, and the edge of
the forest. The background sounds shifted subtly and she thought she could hear the surf, even way up
here.

"Why did you defend the flek?" Kel asked suddenly behind her shoulder.

Her stomach knotted and she went cold. She ducked her head and fought to keep her voice levdl.
"Because | was nuts.”

"That isnot an answer."



"They made me believe | was one of them,” she said. Such asmple explanation for such an
overwheming experience. The white room. She put atrembling hand to her head. It was dll therein her
mind, waiting to drown her again. The meds had shown her how to push it away, so that it didn't
dominate every waking thought, but they couldn't eradicate the degpest of the conditioning. It would
aways be with her to some degree.

Therhythm of aflek working song surfaced and it was al she could do to keep her hands from besting it
out.

Ke snorted. "Only asoft-brain could be made to believe such athing!"
"Theflek havethar ways," shesad. "Pray you never have causeto find out.”
"l would diefirg!" he said.

The breath caught in her chest and her throat congtricted so tightly it hurt to breathe. "I wish | had,” she
sad.

"Coward!" he said. "Y ou have only to volunteer for battle, if you wish to die and redeem your honor!
Surely there are human regiments that would take you!™

"No," she said, focusing on the rough ground at her feet. "There are not. The meds recommended a
medicd discharge”

Theterrain doped ever downward. Why had Kei climbed so high, she wondered. It wasamost as
though he were looking for something up here.

"Thenfight mel" he said. "Redeem your honor that way!"

Sheturned to look up at him, tall against the green-blue sky, black and massive. Fighting him would be a
certain end to her pain. She could stop trying and just let degth overtake her. She had fought to survive
on Anktan last year and look where that had gotten her. If she had died, Heyoka could have devoted all
his attention to fighting the flek. Perhgps he wouldn't have burned himsdf out.

But if shetaunted Kei into killing her, he would be blamed. The whole hrinnti training project would be
washed out and she would be letting Blackeagle down—yet one moretime.

"Y ou sure are one lop-eared, stupid private,” she said, "1 wouldn't dirty my knife with your blood if you
begged me."

A snarl rettled in Kei's throat.

"Get your ugly carcass back to camp and start policing the ar—"

Ke legped down in front of her, claws extended, fangs revealed in afearsome snarl.

"Nicetry, hairbal." Her hand itched for her knife, but she made hersalf keep walking, detouring
doggedly around him through vines and low-growing shrubs. A sudden dithering in the grass startled her

and she stopped. Small animas of some sort? Then she redlized theplants were moving. How strange. A
fibrous mottled-green vine did over her boot, snaring her, then another. She leaned down to free her



foot.
Hewhirled upon her. "Stand and fight!"

"l don't fight privates with vacuum for brains," she said, "dthough, if you play your cardsright, | might
giveyou alesson sometime, if I'm not too busy.”

The big hrinn threw back his head and roared. Startled, she ssumbled, fell backwards, then tumbled
down the green-shrouded hillside. When she hit the first rock, she fdlt arib snap. With the second,
darkness engulfed her so that she wasrolling down along, onyx tunnd. The third and fourth rocks hardly
hurt at all.

Fourteenth Coordinator paused on the rocky ledge and peered out over the tree-covered heights.
Ordinarily, lakadid not venture on this side of the idand. Bad things had happened herelong ago. The
land itself had been thoroughly savaged and it was rumored traces of that evil ill lingered. But, as Third
Gleaner had reported, the dienswho cdled themsaves "human” had descended from the skies again and
were dug in over here. It was prudent to keep an eye on them.

She heard apiercing shriek which did not match any of the known animd criesin her vocabulary. She
craned her head. The disturbance came from below in one of the many ravines carved into this Sde of the
mountain. Of course, such disturbances were to be expected with humans around. It was thought they
could be quite violent, when provoked, and it was suspected most of their number were male.

Stll, these creatures, strange asthey were, never interfered with the gleaning of food from the forest and
mountains des and the wet season was dmost upon them. The hatchlingsto come must be well fed, so
they had the energy to grow and take their place in the community.

She had contributed three sacs hersdlf thistime. Eldest Coordinator thought more and more dowly these
days. Soon the poor creature would not be able to finish athought between one sunrise and the next, and
someone would have to take her place.

A savage grow! erupted from below. Shrubs whipped back and forth as though something monstrous
were passing by. Fourteenth Coordinator cringed, then decided to hurry back to the compound. This
was no place for adecent laka like hersdlf. She must get back and oversee the harvest, make sure the
cultivatorsweren't wasting their efforts on inferior plantings, gleaners weren't wandering amlesdy,
breeders not swaggering about and boasting of the part they would play in the coming ceremony. So
much to see after. She was quite too busy to worry herself with these brutish creatures.

The tracks on the outskirts of camp were plain enough. Kei's colossa prints had been overlaid by
Mitsu's smaller ones, her boots clearly new. Heyoka signaled Bey and the other four hrinn to fan out and
follow the scent trail, which would be more reiable than any sign visbleto the eye.

Heyoka stationed Montrose back at the camp to hold down the com. He would coordinate, especialy if
the search party became separated and, at any rate, someone needed to respond to any messages
received from theMarion , the ship till in orbit. He couldn't just go off and leave the camp deserted.

Fifteen minutes|later, thetrail they were following veered up the mountain, over vine-covered rocks,



aong atumbling stream that dashed itsdlf to glittering spray every few hundred yards. Gray cloudswere
gathering overhead and the wet smell of impending rainfilled the air. Heyokatook the middle of the
column and let the humans bring up therear.

Bey hdted a apile of boulders, dark against the setting sun to the east. "Here," he said. "They both
stopped.”

"Any blood?' Heyoka asked as he climbed the last few feet.
"No," Bey sad, "but | do smell atrace down that ravine."

"Hrinnti or human?' Heyoka's nose wasn't as keen at this distance as that of those members of his
species who had been raised on Anktan. They'd had more practice, he supposed.

Bey plunged down the dopein acontrolled dide that looked to end in disaster every second, but
somehow avoided it. He disappeared into amass of foliage, then regppeared seconds later. "1t's human
blood," he shouted up, "but there's no sign of Corporal Jensen.”

Heyokareached for acalm that he most definitely did not fedl. At least there wasn't abody—yet. "What
about Kei?' he asked.

Bey'sonyx eyeswere enigmatic. "Heisnot here either.”

Chapter Three

Sinceit hurt to breathe, Mitsu decided she wasn't dead. The air against her face was oddly cool and dry,
for Oleaaka, and the sound of her ragged breathing echoed as though walls were close a hand. The
back of her head throbbed and she couldn't tell if her eyes were open. Everything appeared charcoa
gray, but maybe that was just theingdes of her eyelids. Sheld never paid much attention to them before.

Shetried to Sit up and failed.
"Dont sruggle!” Ke said gruffly from above. "Y ou're tangled in vines.”

She could fed tough fibers cutting into her arms and neck. Something above flashed in the grayness.
Ke'sknife, sheredized groggily, so her eyes must be open. Sheflinched.

He put ahand on her shoulder and pressed her down. "No wonder they were able to make you believe
you wereflek," he said, sawing at avine atogether too near her cheek. "Y ou're as tupid asone. Evena

wet-eared cubling could have kept her footing up there."

The vineyielded to hisknife and she bolted up, then wished she hadn't, as a deep stab of pain made
breathing even harder. She hunched over, black dots expanding and contracting before her eyes. "If you
hadn't—gotten in my way—" She had to stop and concentrate on taking ashalow breath. "—none of

this—would have happened!"

A minuscule amount of light trickled down from anirregular patch of daylight far overhead. Vines had
evidently overgrown the hole on the outside, masking its existence, and sheld falen through into acave.



She made out the faint outline of Ke looming over her, black againgt the dimness with his even blacker
eyes. "Why in the blazes—did you come down here after me?" She paused to breathe, every inhaation a
sharp pain. "It's got—to be twenty feet—back up to that hole. Well never get out—that way."

Ke sheathed hisknifewith ajerk. "I did not know how far down thiswas, when | leaped after you.”

"Y ou should know better than to dive headfirst into an unknown situation.” She struggled out of the rest
of the vines, then put atrembling hand to the wall and braced herself to stand. "Or were you just afraid
thefdl might kill me and then you wouldn't get to do it yoursdf?"

"If you passed beyond the Gates of Death, | knew the Black/on/black would not believe you were dead
unless he saw your body." Kei's earsflattened. "He'slike that."

"Yeah." She pressed her back to the cool rock and stood there, breathing in shalow gasps. "Well, at
any rate—we've got to find—another way out.”

Kel rotated, head tilted back, nose twitching. The tunnd was perhaps ten feet across, twenty high. "This
way," hesad findly and set off to the right.

"I hope you're better at navigation than logic," she forced out and followed, supporting herself with one
hand against the faint grain of the rock. The light was soon gone and she had to ease along, running her
fingers over the rough stone. She sumbled often on unseen irregularities and every jolt brought additiona
bursts of pain from the broken ribs. Sweat broke out on her brow and trickled down into her eyes.

Ten or so minutes later, aburst of actinicblue flashed ahead of her in the darkness. She reeled back,
heart accelerating, keenly aware her rifle was still above on the hillsde. The afterimage danced on her
retinas and Kei's snarl reverberated through the tunndl.

"|s someone down herewith us?' shecaled.

"No." Ke's rumbly voice came out of the darkness, quite abit ahead of her, by the sound.

"But we must have tripped asensor. | saw alight!"

"l saw it too," he said gruffly, "but thereisno one. If there were, | would smell them.”

Then sheredlized the cavern wall was now vibrating benesth her palm. She pressed her cheek againgt it.
"| fed somethingintherock.”

Boots scuffed, coming back towards her. She breathed in the musk of Kei'sfur, not unpleasant, but as
diginctiveasHeyokas. "Yes" hesad, "l fed it too." Aninhumanly strong hand closed around her arm
and double thumbs bit into her skin. "Stay closeto me.”

"Oh, get red," she said, trying to pull free. "Y ou can't see any better down herethan | can.”

"No, but I can smell out the shape of the open spaces,” he said above her ear. "Comeon. | glimpsed
another light, not too far ahead.”

Mitsu swayed, then caught hersdf on thewall. "The cave's entrance?’



"Perhaps.”" He drew her forward, faster than she thought prudent, and she had to trust his guidance,
when she would much rather have fet her own way dong thewall.

In another five minutes, she saw it hersdf, adim, blue, suffused glow, not the mysterious flash of before
and utterly unlike outside light, unless hours had gone by, while they were trapped down here, and it was
light from one of Oleaakas four moons. She shook Kei's hand off and eased forward.

The meandering tunnel opened out into a broad galery. Thewalls had been coated with adick, white,
sckeningly familiar materia and, in the center of the room, sunk into the floor, were aset of glimmering
crygas, thick as old-growth trees and tdler even than Kel. Blue light rippled up through them like water
flowing uphill. She edged forward to touch one with thetips of her fingers. It was strangdy warm,
vibrating, asthough it had just been struck. She traced itslength with her finger and the light atered its
modulation. She snatched her hand back.

"What arethey?' Kei said.

"Transport crystals,” she said. Blood pounded in her ears. The white room, she thought. Not again,
please. Not again. "Flek transport crystas.”

"Thetrall ends here." Bey looked up, then motioned to Heyoka. "There's blood on thisrock, but just a
smear." Heleaned down and parted the tangled silver-green vines growing along the ground to reved a
holein the underlying rock. They quivered at histouch, then dithered away.

"A cave" Heyokasad. "Wadll, that explainsalot. Arethey hurt?!

Bey thrust head and shouldersinto the aperture, then regppeared. "I don't see them, though their scent
lingers dong with another trace of human blood."

"Givemeacoldiantern,” Heyokasaid. "I'll try to catch up with them underground, in casethey're hurt.
Y ou're Squad Leader. Take half the squad and scout downdope for an entrance. If you find it, sweep
back thisway from the inside until you meet us. Leavetherest here, in case | need assistance.”

"May | cometoo, Sr?' Naxk, atawny young femae with black points, stepped forward.

Shewas smdll for ahrinn, which had made her alate cull in her Line back on Anktan, but she was very
agile. Kendd has missed a good bet with this one, he thought, but physica perfection was everything to
the hrinnti Lines. "Good thinking, private," he said. "I may need a backup.”

Naxk's eyes glittered, but she betrayed no other emotion. Heyoka rigged his rope and then, compact
light swinging from his belt, climbed hand over hand down into the dimness below. A minute later, Naxk
had descended and was at his Side.

"Leavetherope!" he caled up to Bey, then switched on the coldlantern. The light radiated aprecise
white oval that threw the rocky wallsinto sharp shadowed contrast. The air was cool, but not dank, so
he doubted this cave had been formed by water. Probably it was an ancient lavatube, left over from the
birth of theidand.

He swung his head, evduating the scent trall. Ka's path was as plain to him asif it had been drawnin
phosphorescent ink. They had gone downhill, which was good. At least they hadn't gotten confused and



gone deeper into the cave system. There was just asmall trace of blood on the matted vines. It waslikely
Mitsu had only sustained scrapes.

Naxk turned her lantern on aswell and prowled after him a arespectful hrinnti distance. Their shadows
bobbed aong the uneven walls, over unexpected protrusions and fractures, and he wondered how Mitsu
and Kel had fared down here without light.

The scent grew rapidly stronger until he expected to catch up with them any minute. He would put them
both on report, he thought testily, leaving camp like that without permission, wasting vauabletraining
time. They had scenarios to run through, equipment to check, mapsto study. They didn't havetimefor
this adolescent nonsen—

He rounded a bend and glimpsed an unexpected blue glow up ahead. Artificid light? he wondered. Had
they been equipped after al? Naxk froze, then edged closer, question written into the low cant of her
ears. He motioned her forward.

"—isflek," Mitsuwassaying. "l know itigd"

Heyoka breached the blueness, pistol in one hand, lantern in the other. He saw alarge, roughly oval
chamber surrounding aforest of eerie crystdline pillars. "What in the—?"

Mitsu turned to him, one cheek scraped, the hair on the back of her head matted with blood that |ooked
black inthislight. " About time you showed up,” she said. Her eyes amplified the blueness until they
seemed to glow.

"I wasn't expecting to haveto pull you out of thefireagain,” he sad irritably. "At least not so soon."”

Her face tightened. She flushed and |ooked away, and he could have kicked himself.

"What we have here, air, isaset of flek trangport crystals,” shesaid in alow voice.

"Inacave?' hesad.

"Where better to hidethem?' shesaid.

He st his coldiantern on the floor. The dick white walls seemed to soak up their voices, but he detected
afaint hum just below the human range of hearing. ™Y ou might beright,” he said. "'If o, they've stayed
hidden for at |east forty-eight years while Confederation experts practically dismantled thisworld,
searching for intact flek artifacts.”

"They're condderably older than that." The blue light turned her skin an unhedthy pallid white. "The
crystalswe destroyed back on Anktan were barely waist-high, and were so ddlicate, you could break
them with arifle butt, and they'd been growing for over thirty years. These are huge.”

So they were most likely hundreds of years old, he redized numbly. Maybe even more. The flek had
evidently occupied this planet much earlier than anyone had ever suspected. "But they are dways so
careful to destroy whatever they leave behind. Why would they leave these crystasintact?!

"They wereflek," Kei brokein, "so they were supid.”

Heyokawhirled upon the big hrinn. "By now, you ought to know better than to underestimate them. Flek



think very differently from us, but they are not stupid. | only wish they were."

Mitsu looked even shakier than her injurieswarranted. He had a sudden flash of that terrible moment,
last year, when he had found her among the flek, crazed, unable to recognize him or anyone e se from her
past life The wildness in her blue eyes, the pure High-Flek that was all she would speak.

She stepped toward the crystals, winced, then braced her ribswith one hand. "They're ill active. Don't
you fed it? They werelefton . Flek could come back here whenever they want. Maybe they travel to
Oleaakadl the time and no one knows it because they stay down here." She glanced back over his
shoulder at the dark passages |eading back into the heart of the mountain. "Maybe they're here right

"I wonder if the laka know about these crystds,” he said numbly.

"We should destroy them," Naxk said. Her lipswrinkled back in asilent snarl as she set her coldlantern
on thefloor next to his. "Then no one can use them ever again.”

"No!" Heyokasad. "And that's an order. No oneisto touch them without authorization. HQ put out a
lot of heat last year when the Anktan grid was destroyed before they got achance to examineit. We
have to get topside and report thisfind. I'm betting they have ateam herein forty-eight hours.”

Mitsu's eyes darted around the chamber, as though looking for away to escape. Sweat beaded up on
her forehead. "But we can't just leave them like this," she said. " Anythingcould come through and wed
never know until it wastoo late.”

"Well st aguard,” Heyokasaid. He started to order Naxk to stay with Kel, but hrinnti females and
males were not comfortable working together, another cultural snag. "Two at atime, and well leave a
com down here. Kel, take thefirst watch. If Bey makesit through from the other end, tell him to stand
watch with you and send the rest of the squad back to camp. WEII post your relief in four hours. Naxk
returnswith Mitsu and me.”

Kel flicked an ear in answer, but Naxk saluted crisply. "Yes, gr."

Heyoka picked up one of the coldlanterns. "Moveit, Corpord,” hesaid. "Y ou look donein, whichis
exactly what you deserve. Let's get back to camp and have amed check you out.”

"I'mfine," she said, but then moved too fast and sucked in her breath at asudden jab of pain.

"Yeah," hesad. "l cantdl.”

When the news reached theMarion up in orbit, Mgor Erek Dennehy didn't know whether to curse or
order champagne. Thiswas going to throw his hrinnti training schedule dl to blazes. Expertsfrom every
corner of the Confederation would be popping out of the proverbial woodwork to crawl al over those
caves. And who knew if thiswasthe only find they'd make? That cave system could run on for miles
under those mountains and even richer discoveries might be waiting for them farther in.

Ancient crystals, Blackeagle had said. Twenty times the size of the ones destroyed on Anktan last year,
andactive . If Confederation experts could figure out how they worked, they might even be ableto trace
them back to the origina flek home world, which had never been identified. What a boon that would bel



They might at last be able to carry the war to its source.

But such an intensive search was sure to disrupt the lakas quiet life again, and they were only now
making a comeback after nearly being exterminated during the last occupation. According to reports, it
was difficult for them to achieve viable population numbers because they were such acomplicated
species. They seemed to be divided into innumerable castes, each possessing a unique body
configuration and spesking a separate dialect. One form gpparently existed soldly to trandate among the
rest. Because of this, human linguists had never made much headway communicating with them and laka
were singularly uncooperative. It was going to be harder than dl get-out to explain any of thisto them.

But we haveto try, he thought, and he till had to salvage what he could out of the training exercise.
Hed better go on down there and see to the details himself.

Blackeagle had requested medical assistance; he had aman down. Dennehy checked the duty roster,
then assigned Med-Tech Brascdli to meet him in the shuttle bay in fifteen minutes.

Heyoka dragged Mitsu out for the med's inspection as soon as the tiny, ten-man shuttle landed. Sheld
made herself scarce when they'd returned to camp and he had to pry her out of the supply tent over
severe protests. He supposed she'd devel oped an aversion to doctors over the past year, which was
natural, given what sheld been through.

"Two cracked ribs and anasty cut on the back of the head,” Brascelli announced, after checking the
readout on her portable scanner. She was atdl, angular woman and towered over Mitsu. "No
concussion, fortunately. I'll have to clean the cut, then sedl it. The ribswill take severd hours of degp stim
to knit. She can befit again by morning.”

Mitsu looked as though she might bolt, but Heyoka nodded. "I'll check back later."

All around him, the small camp bristled with energy. Everyone was energized by the discovery and eager
to go down and see the crystals. Wéll, he thought, they would all get their turn. 1t was going to take the
entire squad to set a proper watch until aqualified assessment team arrived.

Unfortunately, Bey had not been able to find an outside entrance into the cave system, so the only
access at the moment was through the hole Mitsu had "discovered.” They were going to have to work
their way out from the crystal chamber.

He took Montrose and Naxk back with him to the Site, intending to post them as the next watch. Mgor
Dennehy had dready gone ahead with Fletcher, astolid human trainee with aknack for eectronics and
demoalitions

Dennehy turned to him as Heyoka entered the chamber. The blue lightsrippled over hisface. "It's
incredible!"

Heyoka caught Ke's eye. "Has there been any sign of activity, Private?
Ke hunkered down on his heds and stared moodily into the gleaming crystalline columns. "No."

"Good," Heyoka said. "Montrose and Naxk are waiting topside to relieve you. Send them down, then
return to camp and find some dinner.”



Ke made avague salute. Heyoka hoped the mgor was too absorbed in examining the crystals to notice,
but Dennehy shook his head after the hrinn had gone.

"Y ou're going to have trouble with that one," he said. "He's too headstrong.”
"I know," Heyoka said, "but he's aso anatural leader.”

"And aborn warrior, asareal of your hrinnti recruits.” Dennehy sighed. "I've read the reports of his
actions on Anktan with you last year, but he's been in training for months now and you still haven't
eliminated that sizable chip on his shoulder. | suspect he'sjust too mature to change hisways. Well have
to recruit younger hrinnin thefuture, if we continueto recruit at al.”

"He'simpatient to fight the flek." Heyoka brushed against the dick whitewall and shuddered. It smdlled
fantly of flek. "They dl are. They'veleft their world and their people, everything they've ever known, to
come out here and stop the flek. They aren't human and they're never going to respond exactly like
human soldiers, but they are till an asset.”

"Not if they don't follow orders,”" Dennehy said. "Private Kel looks like he wantsto tear your throat out.”

Very perceptive, Heyokathought. No doubt, Kei did want to tear histhroat out, just the savageother
within him ached to return the favor every time those potent fight pheromone molecules danced through
hisbrain. It was the way evolution had made them, the way their brains were wired, as much a part of
them astheir fur. "I'll—work onit, gr," he said. "Weéll get it straightened out, or | will send him back to
Anktan."

"See that you do, Sergeant,” Dennehy said.

Footsteps echoed in the passageway, then Montrose and Naxk entered the crystal chamber. Seeing
them together brought home to Heyoka how short the hrinnti femae wasfor her kind, barely taller than
Montrose.

"Reporting as ordered, sir,” Montrose said with asalute.
Naxk aso sduted, without hesitation or challenge, Heyoka noted.

"Atease," hesaid. "Y ou've got the watch and Montroseis senior. If you seethe least variation in color
or hear any unusual sound, contact usimmediately. Otherwise, you'll be relieved in four hours.”

The two took up position on opposite sides of the crystals, bodies stiff, hands locked behind their backs.
The blue light bathed their serious faces, one furred and tawny, the other shaven and dark, so different
from each other.

"Lord, it's hard to tear mysdf away," Mg or Dennehy said. He pinched the bridge of hisnose. "It'slike
finding the Holy Grail. Weve been searching for something like thisfor aslong asl've beeninthe
s|vice"

"Same here." Heyoka gestured at the passageway. "At any rate, let's go back to camp and plan. | had a
thought that perhaps, after the team gets here, you could drop the squad over on the other side of the
idand and let usfinishthe exercie”



"That might work," Dennehy said. ™Y ou certainly can't continue over here. This place will be crawling
with experts.

They worked their way back through the labyrinthine cave in the chill circle of light from the coldlantern,
climbed the rope ladder that had been Ieft in place, and returned to camp.

The med's fingers were gentle on the back of Mitsu's aching head, but she hated to be touched. "Are
you amost done?!

"No, | need to put you out for the stim," the med, Brascelli, said, capping the tube of the pungent sedlant
in her hand and repacking it into her kit. "Lie down here on the cot.”

"Forget it!" Mitsu scrambled to her feet, then hunched over againgt thejolt of painin her ribs.

"The bones have to remain perfectly digned while you're under stim," the med said, "and conscious
people can't be fill that long. Lie down."

"l just need aday or two,” Mitsu said. "I'll befine."

"Evenif | strapped thoseribs, you could puncture alung if you weren't careful,” Brascdlli said. "l
certainly can't certify you to return to duty if you refuse trestment.”

Then they would send her back to the ship, Mitsu thought. What little chance she had to shake this
everpresent fear would belost. No other unit would have her; she was damaged goods.

"Liedown,"” themed said. "Y ou'll deep like ababy."

That was the worst of it, the promise of deep. Sleep aways brought dreams these days, and, in her
dreams, she was aways back there on Anktan, with the flek.In the white room.

Trembling, she stretched out on the canvas cot and closed her eyes. The med pressed something cool
and metdlic to her upper arm and then she was floating. The clatter of the camp faded, the pressure of
the cot beneath her back, the pain stitched across her ribs with every shalow bresth. It was amost
pleasant, to drift so. . .

The immense grid on the plain beyond the mountains was filled with coruscating lights, bizarre
pinks and purples, el ectric blues. The sound began again, shrill and agonizing, climbing quickly
toward unbearable. She stood beside the crystalsin the heart of the grid and fought to save the
irreplaceable facility fromterrible hair-covered, verminous beasts who meant to destroy it.

One, blacker than the rest, raced toward her, visible one moment, gone the next, as though he

were a poor holo image, winking in and out. She raised her laser-stick and took aim. She would
kill himfirst, therest later. She raised her weapon and fired.

Chapter Four



A blood-curdling scream broke Heyoka out of a sound deep. He legped to hisfeet, rifledready in
hand, ducking under the tent flap before he had come fully awake. He paused outside, the camp coming
dive around him. The night was warm, the scent of night-blooming flowers strong inthe air. His heart
lurched into high gear asthe two sentries, Visht and Onopa, darted into view.

Before he could question them, a second scream split the night. It was coming from Mitsu'stent, he
realized, and peedled the flap back. Insde, Mitsu sat bolt upright on the cot, head clasped in her hands.
"They'rein my mind!" she said, her voice cracking. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "They won't leave
medong"

Med-Tech Brascelli knelt beside her, scanner dready at work. " She should befine," she said in adaze.
"I gave her a sedative to keep her down and let the stim knit her ribs. She should be out like alight until
morming.”

Heyokawaved ahand before Mitsu's staring eyes. "'l think she dtill is," he said quietly. " She—had abad
time back on Anktan. The flek worked her over. There are memories buried in her subconscious that no
one, human or hrinn, should ever have to experience. The sedative must have kept her under when she
would normdly have woken."

"Damn!" Brascelli took Mitsu's shaking shoulders and eased her back againgt the cot. "It'sdl right,” she
said to the unresponsive woman. "Y ou're on Oleaskawith your squad. Theflek arelight-years away. It
wasjust abad dream.”

Anger surged through Heyoka. "Thisisn't afield hospital! Y ou should have checked her records back
up on the ship before you treated her." Mitsu was mumbling now, but he couldn't make out the words.

"Her ribsare dmost hedled, at any rate," the med said. "I'll St with her for awhile. | could give her
something else, but at thispoint, | think it's safer just to wait until she comes out of it. She'll be okay.”

Dennehy squeezed into the small tent and stared down at Mitsu, whose eyes had now closed, though her
lips still moved. "I want afull report when we get back to the ship.”

"Andyoull getit, dr," Brascdli said, her face flushed, "but if this soldier has such specid medica needs,
why isshetraining with acombat unit?"

And that, Heyoka thought, was yet another problem that traced back only to him.

Montrose studied the young hrinn across the cave as they guarded the greet crystaline columns. Her fur
was arich golden brown shading to black on ears, muzzle, hands, and legs, very striking. Shewas barely
taller than his six-foot-five frame, though, quite short for one of them.

"Tell me about your home," he said to passthetime. They had turned their coldlanterns off to conserve
the energy packs and the rippling blue glow filled the chamber like an exotic gas.

"Anktan isno longer my home," the hrinn said. "'l Ieft al that behind when | joined the Corps.”

Montrose prided himself on doing hishomework and held dways been intrigued by nonhostile diens.
Hed studied hrinnti culture after held gotten this posting and found the hrinn afascinating species. "I've



donealot of reading about Anktan,” he said. "Aren't there five Linesin your region?

She fixed him with a heart-stopping black-eyed stare that made him look away. " Once there were Six,
then for atime, only five Lines continued. Now, since the Black/on/black came among us, there are Six
once more.”

" "Black/on/black, " he repeated. "That's your namefor Sergeant Blackeagle, isn't it?"

"It ismore than aname," she said, and he thought she bristled abit. "It'swho, and whét, heis. Wewould
al be dead now, if it were not for him. He found the center of the emergingpattern/in/progress and
cleared the flek from our world."

That term had religious significance, he remembered, and decided to Steer clear of the subject. "Which
Line did you come from?" he said and shifted position to keep his circulation going. The cave was cool,
the air much drier than outside. "Vvok? ii?"

"I wasborn of Kendd," she said, "but at the Find Gleaning, | was designated alate cull.”

"Oh," he said, trying to remember what held read in the sociological notes about "culls” "Isthat bad?"

Her earsflattened and asnarl rattled low in her throat. Bad choice of words, hetold himsdlf. "Hey, | was
kicked out of two schools before | got my act together. | set fires, stole airhoppers. "Worst kid in three
digtricts,' they said. My dad had to send me to military school.”

"The malewho sired you?' she said. "Why was he consulted?’

"Human fatherslive with their familiesagood dedl of thetime," he said. "Hewastrying to train me up
right, so, of course, he wanted me to behave."

Her ears pricked forward. "Did he beat you?'

"l got my share of drubbings," he said. "And you?'

Naxk parted the tawny fur on her throat with both hands. A fearsome jagged scar twisted from her left
ear down across her throat. "I once lived through a besting from Yikan hersdf, Line Mother to all
Kendd." Her muzzle rose proudly. " She nearly changed her mind about culling me. Few Kendd culls
have ever been ableto say that."

"l—see." The Adam's gpplein histhroat bobbed as he swallowed. "And how did you cometo be
recruited by Master Sergeant Blackeagle?'

Her black nose wrinkled and he glimpsed the wicked double rows of teeth. "I survived.”

Thelight playing through the massive columns flickered, then rippled faster, as though the frequency had
suddenly increased. Naxk pinned her ears back. " The sound has changed.”

"I don't hear anything beyond afaint background hum," Montrose said. He snatched up hisrifle from
where he had propped it against the cavern wall. Across the chamber, the blue light bathed Naxk's tawny
face so that she seemed to be standing underwater.

The hrinn backed away from the crystals, shaking her head. "The pitch isrising! Did you touch



something?'

"No." He couldn't actually hear it, but he couldfedl the resonance in the bones of hisinner ear. Though
the frequency wastoo high for humans, hrinn, with their much more sensitive hearing, evidently detected
it.

Naxk snarled and her wicked claws sprang free. She stared at himwildly. "Turn it off!"

"We can't!" Montrose said. "We don't dare touch anything.” He fumbled for his com unit. "We haveto
report.”

But no one answered, despite repeated attempts on his part. The grid must be interfering with
transmissions. He turned back to Naxk, who was huddled against the wall, hands over her large, mobile
ears. "Get back to camp!” hetold her, shouting to make himsalf understood over noise he couldn't even
hear. "Tell Blackeagle to send reinforcements, but no hrinn!™

She scrambled to her feet, swaying, her black eyes crazed.

"Do you understand me? Tell the hrinn not to come back down herel” He activated a coldlantern and
pushed it into her hands.

Shaking, shefled the chamber, back toward the rope ladder and freedom from pain. He took up his
stance braced againgt the wall, asfar from the crysta's as he could manage, rifle in hand, and grimly
watched as the strobing effect of the bright blue light continued to quicken.

It seemed Heyoka had just settled back down to grab afew winks, as humans said, when more
commotion disturbed the camp. He heard Onopa, the human sentry, call out in chalenge. A hrinnti voice
answered, and he thought he recognized Naxk.

Why had she left her post? He rolled back onto hisfeet, fumbled for his boots. His orders had been very
specific and she wasn't due to be relieved for several more hours. Of course, measured time had dways
proved atenuous concept for hrinn. HEd had more than one problem with that aready.

He sedled the front of his shirt and ducked back out into the heavy, scented air. Insects sang in the night
and the breeze soughed through the surrounding trees. It seemed very peaceful—everywhere el se.
"Private Naxk," he said testily, "who gave you permission to leave your post?'

The hrinnti female was wild-eyed, her fur standing on end. "It wasthe noise!" she cried. "A terrible hum!
My earswere going to burst! | couldn't stay!™ She fought for breath. Obvioudy, sheld haf-killed herself
to get herethisquickly.

"What noise?' His earsflattened. "Where's Montrose?"

"Back inthe cave." Sheleaned her head back, panting away the excess hest.

Major Dennehy and Med-Tech Brascelli appeared, their faces concerned. "What's going on?' Dennehy
demanded.

"The crystals—started making anoise," Naxk said. "So loud, | thought my skull would explode!”



Cold fear washed over Heyoka. His handclaws flexed. "Did the lights change?’

"They got—" She snarled in frustration, searching for the right word in Standard, then switched to hrinnti.
"—fadter, like water rushing downhill, and there was a piercing, high-pitched noise!™

Heyoka's earsflattened. "Why didn't you cdl on the com?"

"Private Montrose tried, but it wouldn't function anymore. He said it was interference.” She dropped her
gaze. "Hetold me not to send any hrinn back down there."

But he had to go, Heyokathought grimly. If the crystals had been reactivated after al these years, then
the flek might indeed be coming through again. He had to ingpect theingtalation for himsalf and then
mount adefense.

"Ishara, Riordan, with me," he said. "Therest of you, stay with the camp and the mgjor. Seeif you can
rasethe ship, while1'm gone. Tell them what's happening.”

"Hold on, Blackeagle!" Dennehy said. " According to the private here, you won't be any use down there.
Il go."

"I'll bring ear protectors," Heyokasaid. "I ways carry apair in my kit." He pulled on his combat vest,
picked up acoil of synthetic fiber rope.

Dennehy blocked his path, head and shoulders shorter. " Stand down, migter, and that's an order.”

A snarl rosein Heyokas throat, but he managed to choke it back. Tear his audacious throat out ,
urged his savageother .He has not proven hisright to rule over you! Hefought to draw an even
breath. "Mgor," he said as reasonably as he could manage under the circumstances, "thisis my

"Not anymore," Dennehy said. "Asof now, I'm taking over.”

Angry voicesrose and fell, rose again, outside Mitsu's tent. She sat up, then hunched over, holding her
whirling head, which seemed about to float away. Had shetied one on last night, even on this
All-Father-forsaken idand? Evidently so. She and Blackeagle and the rest of the unit must have been
celebrating something. She wondered blearily just exactly what it had been.

She siwung her legs off the rickety cot, but it took two attempts before she found her balance and stood.
In the dimness, she seemed to be gill wearing her tan fatigues. She fingered the light weave. A bitripe. A
bath was in order, or maybe she should just soak her head, in cold water, if at al possible.

Running her fingers through her close cropped black hair, she pushed through the tent flaps out into the
night air. Two of the squad were kitting up as though it was muster and paid her no attention. She
squinted at them, trying to focus.

"What'sthe hurry?* she said. "Has Blackeagle called nighttime maneuvers?’

A red-haired kid, Riordan, she thought was his name, glanced up at her. "It'stheflek crystas” he said



briefly. "They've gone active.”

It al came back, Kei leaving camp, her following, theignominiousfal into the cave. She turned back to
her tent. "Wait!" she called over her shoulder. "'I'm coming too!”

"No, youre not," Blackeagle said, looming tall and black suddenly at her side. "Y ou're going to stay here
until the med certifies you fit for duty. Whereis Brascelli anyway? She was supposed to keep watch over
you therest of the night."

Sheglared up a him. "I'm fing!™
"And you'll say fine, right herein camp,” hesaid.

"You don't trust me," she said and thought she would burst if she weren't alowed to do her job. "You
think I'll go flek again, given haf achance!”

"What | know isthat you were injured today and need more rest before you return to duty,” he said.
"Anything eseisjust your imagination working overtime.

Her hands were clenched a her sides. She felt as though she couldn't move, as though her enduring
humiliation were written across her face for everyoneto see. "Did you ever think," she said dowly, "that it
might have been better just to let me die back there on Anktan?"

"Yes," hesad in hisusud enigmatic fashion. His black eyes gleamed down at her, hismassve frame
outlined in starlight. "Now, get back to bed, and that's an order."

She managed the few steps back into her tent and then collapsed onto the cot, head spinning. Brascelli,
carrying acoldlantern, eased in and raised an eyebrow. "I just stepped out for afew minutes.” She gave
Mitsu an appraising look. "Y ou okay now?'

"Fine." Mitsu bit her lip and gazed down at her feet.

"Good." Brascdli pulled a medscanner out of her vest pocket and switched it on, then studied the
readings. "Y ou just had abad reaction to the sedative, | guess. It happens once in awhile, nothing to
worry about.”

"No problem," said Mitsu.

The med changed the settings, squinted at the readouts, then clicked the scanner off. "'Looks okay to
me, for now. I'll check you againin afew hours." She withdrew, presumably to do something more
productive than baby-sit acrazed corpord.

Mitsu stared down &t the dim whiteness of her handsin the gloom. Well, if shewas going to lose her
mind again, it would be nice to get it over with. One more trip to those crystals ought to tell thetale, one
way or another. She picked up her holstered pistol, then her laser rifle, loosened the bottom of her tent
and crawled out into the night.

Ninth Trand ator-at-large woke Fourteenth Coordinator before dawn. The other members of the
coordinator's retinue roused from their floorbeds and reacted to thisintrusion with shock.



"The breeders are extremdy agitated,” the trandator said. "They indst they arebeing called!” Her
forearms wove a pattern of digtress. "They are Snging their most violent songs and won't desist. Eldest
Coordinator sayswe may have to put them down early this season.”

"Beforethe Feast of Leavetaking?' Fourteenth Coordinator stiffened at the thought. Ritual soothed
rougher trangtions like Leavetaking and al the castes of course looked forward to playing their traditiona
roles. She sat up from her dingbed. " Should we perhaps move Leavetaking forward afew days?' she
asked. "Would that take care of it?"

"No, you don't understand!" Ninth Trandator danced before the shalow nichein her trepidation. "They
have |eft their nest and gone to the helghts—to that—place!” She broke off and turned her head aside,
unableto bring hersalf to actualy say itsrightful name.

"They cannot have gone there!™ Fourteenth Coordinator sat back, her hands opening in astonishment.

"Yes" Ninth's voice was astrangled whisper. "They pushed me aside and stampeded out into the night.
No matter how | pleaded, | could not reason with them. It was like the old stories, from before.”

"But they can't actually accomplish anything up there," Fourteenth Coordinator said. She felt adithering
fool. She should have anticipated something of this sort. That was her function, to weave the lives of the
colony together into a harmonious whole. "The entrance was buried long ago. Nothing isleft.”

"It does not matter. Their bodies remember the way, and, if they keep themselves stirred up like this,
they might also remember what they once were, what we al were," Ninth said. "Once that happens, they
will no longer be satisfied with what little they are permitted now."

Heyoka checked on Mitsu after Dennehy left and found her missng—again, dong with her rifle. Her
scent till hung in the tent, mingled with canvas and plagtic and the acrylic fibers of the cot. She couldn't
have left more than afew minutes ago. He barked orders over his shoulder for Fletcher to take charge
and call the ship every five minutes. Itsorbit had taken it out of range for the moment, but it would be
back in pogition soon.

He st off after his partner through the tangle of vines and trees, over scattered rocks. She was moving
more dowly than he might have predicted and he thought she must be till groggy. He caught the scent of
her hand on trunks and boulders more and more often as she steadied hersdif.

She should have stayed behind with the meds back on Emsdll, he thought. They'd tried to tell him she
wasn't ready and he saw that now, but he'd wanted so badly to believe she could recover. He would
awaysfed what had happened to her on Anktan was hisfault. Shewouldn't have been there at dll,
except to cover his back.

Of course, she wouldn't have falen into the hands of the damned flek, if she'd obeyed orders then either.
Doing what she had been told had never been her strong suit, but she'd been agood enough soldier to
make up for that. He grimaced and quickened his pace, using his hrinnti night sight to navigate wherea
human would have tripped and fallen adozen times over.

Hefound her, flat on her face, breathing hard, close to the cave opening in the sde of the hill. Her rifle
lay beside her.



"Going somewhere?' He squatted beside her and his nose wrinkled at the coppery tang of human blood.

She heaved over on her back and cradled skinned hands against her chest. Her breathing was labored.
"Crazy, | guess."

The fur on the back of hisneck bristled. "That's not funny.”

"Nothingis" shesad. "That'sthe problem. | can't go anywhere, do anything, without everyone looking
a melikel might bresk."

"When you pull suntslikethis, it's no wonder!" He switched on his coldlantern. Her face was dabaster
pale and her blue eyes stood out like sapphires.

"| just wanted to see them again, to find out if | could stand it." She sat up and rested her forehead on
bent knees.

"Thecrysds?' hesad.

"Yeah." Shelooked at the holein the black rock with its rope ladder extending down into the darkness.
"If I can't hold onto myself down there, then wash me out." She closed her eyes. "I don't want to
endanger my squad.”

"Thisisn't about you!" He stood up, threw back his head and loomed over her. "Therésawar going on.
Weve got bootsto train and you're lying out here, AWOL, feding sorry for yoursef!™

"But you don't know," she said.
"Don't know what?'

"What'singde my head,” she said. "Despite everything, they're ill thereand it'sal | can do to hold them
back."

Theflek, hethought numbly.

The small black com unit on his belt beeped. He punched it on. "Yes?"

"Dennehy here, down in the cave," it said, though the signad wasthick with interference.”| escaped,
then got far enough from the crystals to use the com, but the rest of the squad is pinned down by
locals, at least five that | could see. They need evac, unless you want them to fight their way
through a bunch of unarmed civilians.”

"L ocas—you mean laka?'

" Affirmative," said the mgor.

"Can you makeit back to the ladder?"

Mitsu scrambled to her feet.

"I can, but the rest are trapped with no egress.”



"Meet us abovethen,” Heyoka said. "The laka have never been hodtile, but I'll gather the rest of the
sguad and escort the rest out.”

"Negative!" Dennehy barked." The crystals are till activated. They're reached the point where
even humans can hear them now. Montrose was right. A hrinn couldn't function down here."

"Il go." Mitsu was bresthing hard and her face looked gray. "I'm the ranking human in the squad. It has
to beme.”

Chapter Five

Montrose had seen holos of native Oleaakans, of course, in preparation for the training exercises, but
hadn't quite taken in their scale until the sudden appearance of these five out of the Side passage. They
were so—big. Thelaka stood now shoulder to shoulder in front of the crystals as though to protect them.
Their gleaming bodies, tinted in various pastel shades, were head and shoulderstaller than aman, and
their shell-pink eyes peered down at the human soldiers with unnerving directness.

In the center of the chamber, the crystal matrix kept up its shrill keening, now audible in the human
range. Montrose was having trouble concentrating.

Riordan edged aong the dick whitewall, rifle at the ready. " Should we blast our way out?"

Montrose shook his head. "No, they're not armed. Wait, unless they charge. Maybe they'll back off, or
at least communicate what they want.”

"According to the briefings—" Steve Ishara, abig, bluff man, hunkered down and studied the natives
through narrowed eyes. "—the laka are a “peaceful, retiring species.' "

Onopa gripped her rifle with both hands. Her sun-bronzed face was grim. "They don't look so al-fired
retiring to me."

"Well split up,” Montrose said. "'Ishara, take Riordan and Niels. Try to break past them and make it
back to the ladder. The major headed that way and so far they haven't gone after him. I'll take Onopa
and try the other tunnel. With luck, they'll be confused and won't follow either party.”

Isharalooked dubious. "Blackeagle sent a hrinn to scout for an outside entrance into the cave, but it
didnt find one.

Montrose grimaced. " Hedidn't find one—not “it,' and, if you ask me, we could use afew of those hrinn
at our backs right about now."

"Yeah, sure" Isharasaid. "Anyway, you don't know where that passage leads. It could be a dead end.
Y ou and Onopa might wander around down here in the dark for days.”

The crystds wail revved up another notch. The natives tensed and Montrose felt as though the sound
was sautéing hisbrain. "There hasto be away in from outside, or these guys wouldn't be here now.



Anyway, if we don't find the exit, well come back.” He checked hisrifle, then switched on his
coldlantern. "On my mark—go!"

The other three darted past the natives into the side tunnel. Montrose ducked his head and dashed into
the far passageway. He kept moving, listening for sounds of pursuit. The cave twisted, opened out into an
unoccupied chamber, then doubled back onitsdlf. It was dark and claustrophobic, stuffy. Hefelt like he
was running in place, not getting anywhere. Onopadogged his hed's, uncomplaining and silent asa
shadow.

Findly, he sgndled ahdt and stood with his spine pressed to the stone so he could catch his breeth. By
the coldlantern, he could see roots penetrating down through cracksin the ceiling rock overhead. They
must be close to the surface.

Bresthing hard, Onopa reached up and ran her fingers over the black stone. "1 think thismay be alava
tube, left over from theidand's origin. It could go on for miles, maybe even lead down to the sea.”

Something brushed the cavern wal in the impenetrable darkness behind the bright circle of light. The
hairs stirred on the back of his neck. "Keep moving," he whispered hoarsely and motioned her on.

Onopa, who had aready seen action on three worlds, before applying for specialized Ranger training,
nodded and dipped into the darkness ahead, activating her own coldlantern. Montrose followed at atrot,
his heart racing.

The noise came again, more of ascrape thistime. Voicesrose and fell. Not human. Not hrinnti either.
"Fedter!"

Onoparan, her light bobbing with each stride. Their footsteps echoed and again they seemed to be
running through an endless night.

Then he glimpsed a patch of gray-black beyond Onopa, only dightly less dark than the cave, but
peppered with stars. He redoubled his pace and caught up just as the floor curved upward. They climbed
hand over hand, feet struggling for footholds. Montrose dipped, then caught himsalf on an outcropping of
jagged rock. Pain shot through his hands and he could tell by their dipperinessthat he was bleeding.

Onopa reached down and hauled him by hisbelt up into the sweet-scented Oleaakan night. He
sprawled at her feet and took in great lungfuls of fresh night air. The breeze sghed againgt hisface, filled
with the tang of the not-too-distant sea. Tiny night flyersfluttered overhead, black against the green-black

ky.
Out of the darkness, awall of four-armed, four-legged bodies surged forward to surround them.

Montrose heaved onto his feet, while Onopa swept her light over the natives and swore.

"Y ou're not going anywhere, but back to camp!™ Heyokainformed Mitsu. He didn't like that overbright
gleam in her eyes, reminiscent of afeverish child who refuses to be put to bed. She needed to be back
under the watchful eye of the med.

Mitsu wiped her scraped hands on her thighs, leaving smears of blood that |ooked black in the starlight.
"l can dipin, flank the natives, get the drop on them—"



Dennehy's grizzled gray head appeared as he struggled up the rope ladder. The older man was breathing
hard as he pulled himsdlf out onto the vine-covered ground. The vines dithered fastidioudly out of reach.
"They weren't armed, but they blocked us, when wetried to leave, and made no effort to communicate.”

"That's strange," Heyoka said. " According to reports, they usually avoid ruins on the surface.”

"| think it's safe to say they don't fed any aversion to these." Dennehy mopped his overheated face. The
night was sweltering and the breeze seemed only to move the thick, humid air around, rather than cool.
"We're going to have to take tiff security measures when the assessment team arrives. We can't have
thembargingin likethis”

Mitsu peered down into the cave, then met Dennehy's eyes. "L et me go down there, Mgor, and assess
the situation,” she said reasonably. "I'll report back as soon as | know what's up.”

"No!" Heyokasaid, before Dennehy could answer.

"Hell, I'min charge here." The mgor's brow wrinkled like an old pit bull's. "Why nat, if she'sfit for duty?
You certainly can't go. Those crystals would burst your eardrums.”

In his haste to catch up to Mitsu, he'd left the damn ear protectors back at camp and it wastoo late to
go back for them now.

Mitsu sat very still, her back straight. Though her eyeswere hugein her haunted face, shelooked more
like her old sdf than she had in quite awhile, he thought, more like a Ranger in the field and eager for
action. If heingsted she go back to camp now, held have to explain to the mgor, and that information
would probably wash her out of the military for good.

"All right," hesaid gruffly. "Take your rifle, aswell asyour sdearm, and don't waste timetrying to bea
hero. Just take one quick look and report back. Don't open fire unlessyour lifeisin danger. I'll decide
what, if any, our response will be."

"Yes, ar!" Mitsu saluted, but her blue eyes twinkled. Heyoka knew that look. She'd put one over on
him. In the old days, thered been absolutely nothing she liked better. She dung the rifle over her shoulder
and climbed lightly back down the ladder—as though her hands weren't scraped raw and she hadn't
broken two ribs earlier in the day.

Asthough shewerein her right mind, which Heyoka very much doubted.

Second Breeder stalked about the underground chamber, beating his second-hands againgt hisflanksin
arestless chant of disapprova. He turned hisface thisway and that, taking in the eerie blue beauty.
Songs he had never sung, concepts that lurked deep within his cells and had never made themselves
known, quivered now almost within reach.

How dare those squdid creatures defile this place! True, he and the other breeders were only
short-lived maes, fit for little except procreation, but even they understood its power when it called out
to them. Once, long ago, important things had happened here, momentous things of which the other
casteswould no longer speak. It was rumored, though, thatdrones had done these things. He shivered at
the thought.



The great crystd treesin the center of the roomsang , such apae word for the incredible rush of sound
and sensation and resonance. That was how he and the other breeders had known they must come. Its
cal had penetrated the night and jolted them out of their bored stupor.

It hinted at power and must truly have some immense meaning, but he and his fellows were too |ow-bred
to understand. A trandator might have been able to decipher it, but trandators were femae, and females,
with their intense need for cooperation at al levels of 1aka society, did not approve of power.

Second Breeder |et the song reverberate through his body. Some of the others had chased after the
intruders, but that was pointless. What could any of them do, except block the diens path, should they
attempt to come back? A very unsatisfactory dternative, he thought. There ought to be more one could
do, even ausdessdrone like himsaif.

He scratched anitch just behind hisfirgt-shoulder and let his mind roam. Somehow, some way, there
ought to be something . . .

It appeared to be either the same group of natives who had cornered them back in the cave, or another
very much likeit. Was there another way out? Montrose reached for his pistol and clicked the safety off.

Onopa gave him asideways glance, her broad face impassve. He fdt aburgt of irritation. Hed had
trouble reading her ever since sheld joined the squad five months ago. She never gave him any clues. In
combat, it cost livesif you didn't know what your partner was going do without being told.

"Let'stry to givethem the dip,” she said in ahusky whisper, gazing purposefully into the darkness as
though the natives weren't there. "They're not armed, so we don't want to fire on them if we can helpit.
We can keep thisfrom turning into adiplomatic incident, if we can lose them in the brush and then head
back to camp.”

Of course, just where camp was, in relation to their current position, Montrose was not sure. He
supposed they could at least head for higher ground and then hole up until daylight. And, once they got
away from here, they could check in. The coms should work up here, avay from the interference.

"All right," he said. "You go l&ft. I'll take right. WEIl rendezvous up beyond that outcropping of rock.”
He motioned toward the hills.

Onopa nodded, switched off her light, then edged |eft, putting more distance between herself and the
nearest native. It hesitated, then reached for the tall woman. She ducked its grasp and plunged into the
darkness, leaving swaying bushesin her wake. The native darted after her.

At the same moment, Montrose dove right as two more laka closed on him. Their scent wasthick and
musky, laced with a sickly sweet base note. Despite their size, they were faster than held anticipated and
one snagged hisdeeve. He dug in hisfeet and broke free, then scrambled up the dark hillside on
lacerated hands and knees.

They followed, climbing relentlesdy, and seized hisankle. He did backwards, dropped his pistol and
fumbled desperately to retrieve it with one hand, clawing for ahandhold with the other. Hisfingersfound
the pistal, so he turned over and tried to take aim. The native snatched the sidearm out of his hand with
surprisng ease.



Peaceful and retiring! he thought angrily. They should have had better intel than this, even for atraining
exercise. What kind of situation had they blundered into?

The native swayed above him, chanting in asurprisingly melodious voice. He wrenched at hisankle, but
the creature tightened its grip and wrung ayelp out of him. He swore under his breath and hammered at it
with hisfig.

Another set of inhumanly strong hands seized him from behind and, then holding him doft, bore him
away into the overheated Oleagkan night.

Mitsu ran into Ishara, Riordan, and Nidsjust asthe three sumbled up to the rope ladder. They were out
of breath and tense, glancing back over their shoulders.

"Don't go down there!" Riordan, a chunky red-haired youth, wiped his perspiring forehead. "Thelocas
have staked out the crystals and they don't look friendly. We were lucky to escape without having to
take any of them out.”

Mitsu hopped down from the ladder. "Did they attack?'

"No, we split up before they made amove," Nids said. He had the white hair and pale skin of acolonist
from Brag's World, which had fallen to the flek three years ago. "Montrose and Onopa ducked out the
other way. We're supposed to rendezvous back at camp.”

Mitsu stepped away from the ladder and nodded. "The mgjor sent me to check the Stuation,” she said.
"He and Sergeant Blackeagle are waiting above right now. Go up and report. I'll be back in afew
minutes”

"That's stupid,” Nidsblurted and looked back into the darkness. "They could be right behind us."
"l have my orders, migter," she said, "and so do you."

"Yes, gr," Nidssaid. He gave her a sour look that clearly said she was off her rocker. Isharastared
instead at his boots.

She had to put some distance between hersdlf and Heyoka before they reached the top and he called
her back, so she plunged into the darkness. The coldlantern cast its cone of light before her as she
oriented hersalf with one hand on the cool wall. She was so tired of everyone waiting for her to go off the
deep end and do something crazy.

Even though shetried to be quiet, the sound of her footsteps echoed. Her heart leaped into overdrive.
They would hear her coming!

But these were only laka, therational part of her brain inssted, civilians. They were supposed to be
peaceful to afault, so unable or unwilling to defend themselves, they'd et the flek nearly wipe them out.
Whatever their reasonsfor coming down here tonight, most likely it wasn't to hurt anyone.

It wasjust likethe brassto get dl excited over afew harmless gawkers. Even Heyokawas getting
delusons of grandeur, now that he had his own command and oversight of the hrinnti training program.



He didn't need a partner anymore, he needed subordinates. If she kicked thisfear, she would probably
have to find anew partner, someone who had his mind on the here and now.

Shefdt vibration in thewall beneath her pam. That night on Anktan swept back over her—the grid
fully functional at last, the crystals shrilling, the lights tinting the attacking hrinnti faces pink and
purple. She had been astranger then, someone el se entirely.

Swest soaked her forehead, her shoulders, her back. Thiswas stupid! shetold hersdlf fiercely. Thegrid
had been inactive for decades. Nothing and no one was coming through, or they would have doneit a

long time ago!

It was odd that the flek had secreted their chamber down herein such asmal space. The configuration
of thismatrix was amost as big as the one the flek had grown back on Anktan, but that facility had been
congtructed to transport hundreds of flek warriors at atime. This one could not handle more than thirty at
the most.

She rounded another bend and glimpsed the faint blue glow up ahead. The rifle was a comforting weight
looped over her shoulder. Sheraised her pistol and clicked the safety off. It had warmed to the touch, as
though now part of her.

She eased forward, shoulder diding dong the wal. Her hand carrying the pistol |ooked dead-whitein
the eerie blue shimmer. Flek warrior-drones were that shade of white, with vicious red eyes. Before
Anktan, she'd encountered flek in battle, of course, but either dead or at a distance. Once she had come
faceto face with them, it was apparent holos did not do them justice.

But she'd become accustomed to them, during her captivity, far too accustomed to them. Sometimes she
gl thought she remembered what it was like to have four arms. Guilt oozed through her mind, white-hot
and amazingly fresh. How could she have been so gullible?

It wasn't her fault, the meds and therapists had told her over and over. The flek possessed mind-control
techniques far superior to anything humanity had ever devel oped or condoned, and had honed them to
perfection during centuries of daving. They could literally make you believe anything. And so she had.

Onelast curve and then the crystal chamber was before her. The white walls reflected the blue glow and
magnified it ahundred times. Her ribs ached and she braced them with her free hand. The bones had
knit, but the muscles and tendons were gill strained from thefal. The sound emitted by the crystals had
atered, much more audible to human ears now, and harder to bear. A hrinn would indeed have beeniin
agony down here.

Thecintillating blue light had reached ablinding intengity and she glimpsed a four-armed shape pacing
around the matrix.Flek! her reflexesingsted and she dropped into afiring crouch.

No, it was mogt likely only an Oleaakan native, her rationa mind said. The flek had left thisworld long
ago and the lakas smilarity in basic body type had been noted before. It had even been postulated as
one of the reasons the natives had been alowed to survive. She hesitated, pistol ready.

There was no sign of Montrose or anyone else. Perhaps they had escaped through the side passage, she
thought. Or perhaps the natives had proved dangerous after all and their torn bodieslay strewn across
the cavern floor just out of sight. After al, no one had ever suspected the flek had dug in back on Anktan
ether until it wasamost too late.



The hum was overwheming this close. Even her bones vibrated with it. She huddled againgt the wall,
teeth clenched, trying to decide what to do. If she dropped this native in itstracks, she could get past and
find Montrose and the rest of the squad. But Dennehy had ordered her to scope out the Situation and
then report back, nothing more.

If shedid, then maybe Blackeagle would back off and not look at her al the time like shewas going to
explode. The figure hesitated, then turned toward her. Thelight pulsed so brightly that its every
movement seemed abrupt. It was dtill little more than a backlit outline to her light-dazzled eyes. She held
her breath, body flattened againgt thewall just beyond the last curve. If it saw her, she might haveto
defend hersdf, despite the mgjor's orders.

The native craned its head, atop that woefully spindly neck, as though searching for something. Wasits
sense of smell so keen that, like the hrinn, it could smell her out? She tightened her grip on the pistol and
shaded her eyeswith her free hand.

It hesitated and she eased back into the cave. She should leave, she thought, but she wanted to pick up
useful inte. What little she had acquired so far would be of amost no help.

Shewithdrew further into the shadows. The figure stood framed in the pulsing blue light, likealiving
beacon, then turned back, so that for a second she got agood look at its characteristic smushed-in face.
Shefroze, unable to move or think.

It was aflek , undersized and probably immature, certainly not agrown warrior-drone, but aflek al the
same. The enemy was here.

Chapter Six

Mitsu's next coherent thought, after recognizing the flek, was that more of them would come through, or
perhaps had aready, and were skulking about in the shadows beyond this chamber. These caverns could
aready be teeming with them. She had to destroy the grid before this world was overrun. Then she had
to notify Heyoka and Dennehy.

Flash.Already, the strobing light was burned into her optic nerves so that she saw it even with her eyes
closed. Something seemed to lurk in the spaces between each burst, sinister and fierce, waiting to
pounce.Flash.

Earsringing from the ever-rising hum, she glided forward, pistal trained on the flek. She had trouble
following the cresture's movements between one flare and the next.Flash. 1t was like seeing aholo with
strips cut out of each scene so that a portion of the visud information was missing. Asfar as she could
tell, though, the flek wasn't armed. She should take it captive after sheld destroyed the grid. Flash.

No, kill it! her mind ingsted. There's no point in hauling it back to the surface. Flek never talk! They just
turn themselves off, when they're captured, so dl you have left isacorpse! It's not worth the risk!

Shefired.Flash. Meted compound burst from the wall to the right; shed missed, and badly. Her target
jerked back, then disappeared into the passage beyond. She would haveto go in after it.



Flash.Her heart thudded againgt her chest and she felt sick. Finish thejob, shetold hersalf and willed
her hands to stop shaking. Blast the crystals, then take care of the flek. There was no timeto go back
and receive orders.Flash. Notime.

Sheleveled the pistal, tried to squeeze the trigger, but could not. Had the safety reengaged? She
checked.Flash. Theindicator light glimmered green: Safety off. Sheraised the pistol and sightedinon
one of the shimmering columns. It was so beautiful, like ashaft of living blue light, flowing from the floor
amog dl theway up to the celling.Flash. What right had something so menacing to aso be beautiful ?
The breath ragped in and out of her straining lungs; her throat congtricted and her vision tunneled in. She
braced her firing hand with the other, which shook just as badly. It doesn't have to be nest, she told
hersdlf. Just doit!

The pistol bucked and she stumbled back.Flash. A puddle of dag appeared in the white building
compound of the oppositewal, far to the left of the crystaline column a which sheld been aming. She
stared down at her hand. She was an expert marksman, ranked close to the top in her training class.
True, sheld been out of action for most of the past year, but even atwo-year-old couldn't have missed at
that range!

Flash. She raised her hand and fired again. Her arm swung wide and the shot melted the cave floor,
sending drops of molten stone flying. She threw the pistol away and sank to her knees, head spinning.

Thiswas her worgt nightmare. She wasn't in control. Something lurking deep inside would not let her do
this, some part she thought she'd eradicated through months of excruciating therapy. They inssted sheld
plumbed the depths of what the flek had done to her, but it had all been alie.Flash. Shewas never going
to be her old self again, never wear a Ranger uniform and return to battle alongside her mates. Shewas
damaged goods, tainted, unfit for human or hrinnti company, unable even to trust hersdlf.

Flash. She glanced over at the tunnel where the enemy had fled. At least she could track the bastards
and ascertain if Montrose and Onopawere il dive. Even if shewas unableto kill flek, she might be
ableto do that much.

Her usdess sdearm lay on the floor, the metal shimmering in the fierce blueness. She sowed it in her
holster so that she could passit on to someone who ill had dl her marbles, someone who would be able
to useit to annihilate flek asit wasintended.

Heyoka guarded the cavern entrance after Dennehy and the three human recruits returned to base camp.
The heat settled around him like asmothering blanket, so that hisfur seemed thick with it, while,
overhead, unfamiliar stars paraded dowly across the green-black sky. A night creature squalled in the
nearby rain forest and he shivered.

Thisworld wasfar from Old Earth, where he'd been raised, and even farther from Anktan. He thought
of the ongoing battle that raged out there in the depths of space where night dways prevailed, the dlien
worlds transformed beyond al recognition because flek preferred their planets blistering hot, their
atmosphere toxic and laced with heavy metals.

Ke had every right to resent being kept out of that battle. He resented it himself. Too much was at stake
for the hrinn to go on playing at war. They were extraordinary warriors, when you took into
congderation their obvious physicd advantages combined with the ability to blueshift. Humanity should
accept them asthey were, and not insist on pointless rules and military courtesies, but he could see now



he was never going to convince High Command of that.

He bent forward and sampled the air emerging from the vine-obscured hole. Thevines quivered a his
nearness. Mitsu's scent lingered, dong with the rest, but it was al stale. Something must have gone
wrong. No matter what it might have cost, he should never have let her go down there alone. Being a
civilian wasfar better than being dead.

He keyed her com code, but there was no answer. The night breeze, redolent of the sea, blew his ruff
back the wrong way as he got to his feet and paced, trying to work out his next move. Even though the
noise would makeit hellish for ahrinn down there, he couldn't wait for the investigative team to arrive. By
the time they got here, nothing would be lft to find but her dead body.

His com crackled." Blackeagle?"
IIY$?I

"Dennehy here. | just had an update from the ship. The front at Bala Cithni has collapsed. The
Fourth Fleet has received ordersto fall back to Sgur Prime."

"But—" Heyoka's mind whirled with the implications. "That would leave Aldus and Maennar Three
unprotected, aswell as—"

"Oleaaka," Dennehy finished." The shuttle crew is going through their preflight checks. We have to
be ready to evacuate in two hoursin order to board the Marionbefore it leaves orbit."

Heyokathrew back his head, stared up at the sars. It would take him at least thirty minutesto make his
way back to camp from this point. That left very little timeto find his squad.

"Any sign of your people?”
"No, gr," Heyokasaid. "I'm going in after them."

"Permission denied!" Dennehy barked."1'm not losing you too. Return to camp. We'll make every
effort to contact them. If we can't, they'll have to survive on their own until we can swing back
thisway."

That meant histroops would be trapped behind the lines, Heyoka thought numbly. As Rangers, they
weretrained to make the best of astuation likethis, but the last time the flek had held thisworld, they'd
st their environmental enginesinto action and wreaked havoc upon the locd ecology. Five of the six
idands ill were uninhabitable, even after dl these years. If the flek came back and tried again, thistime
they would most likely succeed.

"Yes, gr, I'll find them,” he said into the com, as though reception had been poor and hed
misunderstood, then switched off. Even so, he could amost hear Dennehy's splutter of indignation at the
other end.

No matter. He wasn't about to desert histroops. Hed rather diefirst. The fierce hrinnti other indgdehis
head approved. They were huntmates. Such could never be abandoned without |osing honor. But
then, he thought, it was ways on the Side of action over prudent restraint. Perhaps he should listen to it
more often.



He climbed down the ladder and headed into the tunnel. They might al get out of herein one piece, if he
hurried.

Aliki Onopa scrambled higher and higher up theloose rock of acliff face until her pursuersfell back.
The lakawere of aburly body type, their trunks reminiscent of achunky pony till bred on her home
world, Kalana Colony, though the ponies, of course, lacked the four arms. They couldn't have negotiated
thistype of terrain either.

After she ascended out of reach, they milled around below at the foot of the cliff and watched her with
those unnerving pae eyes. Climbing, apparently, was not one of their skills. Unfortunately, they had
caught up with Montrose, though she had hopesthat he was il dive; sheld heard him swearing ablue
streek asthey'd carried him off.

At the top, she pulled herself up onto the long, wiry grass, then sat on her hedls. A strand of her long
black hair cameloose in the breeze and played around her face. She brushed it back impatiently. The
night waslonger on thisworld than Kadana. According to her internal clock, it felt close to dawn, but that
was till at least agood six hours off. She keyed her com to ask for orders. It crackled ominoudly.
Perhaps the satellite was down, or perhaps it would function if she put more distance between herself and
theflek grid.

She weighed her options—return to camp and report to Blackeagle, or follow Montrose, either to
release him, if opportunity arose, or pinpoint hislocation for later retrieval. Both options had strengths
and weaknesses. After amoment'sreflection, she decided to track Montrose. It might be difficult to find
him later, and the natives were obvioudy not as harmless as everyone had supposed. After dl, they had
routed the flek al those years ago. There might just be more to them than HQ redlized.

According to the briefings, the sole [aka habitation on thisidand lay northwest of theflek ruins. She
dipped into the trees, knife drawn, using the scant starlight to navigate around the cliff and work her way
back down. The dark spine of the mountains loomed behind her, while before her the moon-silvered sea
glittered an opalescent blue-white adl the way to the horizon. Unfamiliar night-blooming flowers had
opened fleshy white petd's and were emitting a cloying sweet scent.

Onopawiped a her eyes, which were beginning to tear. She must be alergic to this stuff. She detoured
around another bed, then spotted afaint trail which led in the right direction. Perhapsthelakaand
Montrose had dready come thisway. She—

A bright light flared less than twenty feet away, and she thought for amoment she had found the rest of
the squad. But thislight was an intense emerad green, where coldlanterns would have been white, and
thiswas brighter than a hundred coldlanterns anyway. She shaded her dazzled eyes. "Blackeagle?’

A hand reached out of the light and seized her left wrist. She dashed at it with her knife, but then another
hand grabbed her and squeezed hard enough to make her drop the weapon. "Who are you?" She had an
impression of pink eyeswatching her from amauve face. "'l just want my companion back,” she said.
"Then well leave. We don't want to hurt anyone.”

The light, she saw, now that her eyes were adjusting, was cast by ahugetree. Tiny ovasof green light
shifted with the breeze. Had they hung lanterns of some sort? If so, why so many and how had they lit
them dl at once? Thisworld had no tech. She squinted, trying to make out the source.



A soft alien voice murmured. Another answered, its tone sharp, as though the two argued. Swest rolled
down Onopa's back. She wrenched at her imprisoned wrigts. If she could just reach her holstered pistol.
Damn! She could have used atrandator unit at the moment, but this had been just atraining exercise, and
the laka were supposed to be reclusive.

She dropped to her kneesin the sandy grass to make herself as unthreatening as possible. The
imprisoning hands held on, but she could see a bit more through the glare now, enough to know that it
was the leaves themsdl ves which were emitting the light, not lanterns or candles. "Montrose?”

"Onop—" His answer was abruptly cut off.

She struggled back onto her feet and wasjerked forward, into the light and awarm tangle of laka
bodies. They had aditinctive odor, not unpleasant, but she knew she would never forget it after this
night. "Let me go!" she said asthey hustled her into the trees. "No one will—"

She tripped on something and hit her head against an unseen trunk. The blow stunned her and she
sagged in her captors grip. They didn't even seem to notice and Onopa lapsed into foggy
semiconsciousness asthey dragged her away.

Mitsu emerged up out of the cavern entrance onto the sde of ahill. The air was ddlicioudy fresh after the
dry staleness of the cave. Black rocks tumbled about madeit al the harder to see, but it was obviousthis
had been recently excavated. None of the squad were in evidence. If they'd come through here, they
must have gone back to camp.

As she probably should. There waslittle she could accomplish by hersalf now, except recon. But then
the flek who had come through the grid would be free to lose themsdlves in the dense forest and
mountains. On Anktan, she had been duped into fighting for them. At least thistime she could lay down
her lifetrying to prevent theloss of thisworld.

She swept theloose dirt around the rocks with her coldlantern and found it had been literally trampled,
both by human boots and nonhuman feet. Clever bastards! They must have surprised Montrose and
Onopajust outsde the cave, overcome them and then dragged the bodies off, though there was no sign
of blood. She stared off into the darkness, where green-black sky met the solid onyx of mountains at the
horizon. The tracks |eading away were quite clear. They obvioudy thought so little of their enemy they
weren't even trying to hide.

Maybe the flek thought they had overcome all resistance in this areaand were just doing aquick
reconnoiter before returning through the grid. If that were true, then her best course would be to wait
here for them to come back.

But the very thought of passively skulking on the hillside made her bresk out in acold swest. She had to
do something, anything, follow them and kill their prisoners with her own gun before the enemy had the
chance to go to work on them. They would be far better off dead. What the flek did to their captives was

unspeskable.

When Heyoka knew, he would go after them too, she thought. He would never stop until he roasted
them al to ashes, then counted the bodies twice. The memory of her abortive attempt to destroy the
crystas flashed through her mind and she flinched. Don't think about that! shetold hersdlf. If you do, you
won't be able to do what has to be done.



She st off into the darkness, pausing every few stepsto check with the coldlantern and make sure she
didn't losethetrail.

Fifteen minutes later, she glimpsed ablaze of light on the hillsde, above and to the right of her. She crept
forward, using stands of treesfor cover. Her head ached, where sheld laid it open earlier, and her ribs
protested at being abused again so soon.

Voicesrose and fell, pitched too low for humans. She couldn't make out the words, but the cadence
sounded flekish al right. She knew High-Hek only too well. It seemed to have been burned into her
brain. She eased through the shadows, hoping her quarry didn't have better night vision than humans.

A human voice broke into the stream of aien words. Her heart raced. So at least one of the squad was
dill dive. She eased her pistal into her right hand, undung her rifle from her shoulder and carried it in her
|eft.

Thetimbre of the voices shifted, higher, more agitated. She fired agreen laser bolt into the sky, low
enough to show them that she meant business. " ou are without function or purpose!” shecalled out in
High-Hek. "Destroy yourselvesimmediately!" Then she changed position to prevent them from
pinpointing her location.

The voices cut off so that she could hear the distant roar of the sea and nothing more. The green light,
which seemed to be emanating from alarge tree, faded aoruptly, and she was|eft in totd darkness.

This was stupid. She needed backup. She keyed her com. "Heyoka?' A muted crackle was al that
answered.

"Dammit!" Shewriggled into a better position, trying to get someidea of where the flek had gone.
"Heyoka! I'vefound them!"

"Mitsu?" the com said faintly in Heyokas voice.

"Get afix on me," she said. "The flek have come through and taken Montrose and Onopa. | tracked
them thisfar, but I'll have to wait for dawn to do anymore."

"Flek? Are you sure?" hesaid." You've actually seen them?"
"Damn draght!"

"But | went down in the cave long enough to check the grid myself,” hesaid."| nearly burst my
eardrums, but | didn't see anyone or anything.”

She swalowed hard. "Look, | know aflek when | seeone”

"It doesn't matter," hesaid."I'm up here just outside the original entrance now, waiting, and we've
all been ordered back to the ship. We have less than an hour before the shuittle lifts."

"l can't go back," she said, "not with flek here. Y ou get someone down there to destroy those crystals
before awholeflek divison comesthrough.”

"The front has shifted. Flek are sweeping back this way," Heyoka said and she heard the urgency in



hisvoice."Down here or up therein orbit, it doesn't make any difference now. They're going to be
all over the place. We have to evacuate. Return to camp and that's an order!"

"What about Montrose and Onopa?’

"I'll handleit,"” he said. And then she knew, from thetelltale catch in hisvoice, the second of hesitation.
He had no intention of being on that shuttle himsalf. He would never abandon his command.

"Okay, then," she said and stared up at the night sky, the pinprick stars, indifferent and remote. "I'll head
back, but don't wait for me."

"Mitsu," hesaid,”l want you on that shuttle!"

"I know." She removed the com button from her collar and tuffed it into her pocket. Heart racing, she
pulled her knees up under her chin, braced her back against atree trunk, and settled in to wait for dawn.

Night climbers chittered softly in the surrounding trees, and as dways, in the background, was the
ingstent voice of the distant sea. The ground was damp and the sméll of rain rode on the wind.

She had wanted things, hersdlf, lots of times over the years, and hardly any of them ever cameto pass.
Life, it seemed, was shot through with disappointment. No one ever got her way. She understood that
now.

Out of boredom, Kel was wrestling with Bey, humanstyle, just outside the camp when Mgor Dennehy
came and stood over them. Kel looked up from the ground where he had his huntmate pinned. Bey
dtiffened with Kei's unsheathed claws pricking at histhroat.

"Attention!" Dennehy wasin no mood for horseplay.
The two hrinn untangled themsalves and regained their feet, both sluting, Bey more quickly than Kei.

"The Confederation front at Bala Cithni has collgpsed.” Dennehy's hands were locked behind his back.
"Theflek have broken through and are sweeping thisway."

An eager snarl escaped Kel. "Good! The pattern ismaking itself known. Wewill findly get to fight!"

"I don't know anything about so-called “patterns, " Dennehy said. "But when you get to fight, it won't be
here. We don't have enough men or equipment to make any sort of stand. We're evacuating in an hour.
Private Bey, you will bein charge of the packing detail. Gather up the tents and foodstuffs so well be
ready when the shuttle lands. It's best for the lakaif we don't leave anything behind to make it look as
though they collaborated with us.”

Ke'searsflattened. "l am Leader!”

"No, what you areisinsubordinate!" The gray-haired, stocky human whirled upon him, staring
dangeroudly directly into hiseyes. "Y ou don't have the sdf-discipline to be aleader of any sort! Put
yoursdlf on report, then get busy and break down this camp!”

For abreath, Dennehy'slife hung in the balance. Kei's claws ached to rip the human officer'sthroat out.



He was short and soft, aswell as old and dow. On Anktan, the old aways fell to the young and fit, once
superior experience no longer outwelghed strength, and thiswould be the work of but amoment. Then
the man turned and stalked away. Kel snarled with frustration.

Bey'searsflattened. "1 will never understand humans. The enemy is coming here—to us—and they want
to run away?'

"They do fight sometimes,” Kei said. "I have seen the recordings and the Black/on/black has related
many talesof battle.

Two of the humans, aswell as Mitsu, were fill down in the tunnels. The other three had come back with
Dennehy. Besidesthem, only the six hrinnti trainees, the med, and the mgjor were left in camp.

"Find Naxk, Visht, and the others," Kei said, assuming leadership, because, no matter what the mgjor
said, hewas till biggest and strongest. He would be Leader until one of the others Challenged and
bested him. "Have them pack up the camp, as ordered.” He swiveled his head, sampling the Olesakan
wind. "I will find the Black/on/black and reason with him. He must make the mgjor understand. Why
should we leave thisworld when thetimeto fight hasfinaly arrived?

Chapter Seven

Heyoka raced back through the tunnel, knowing he had to get to Mitsu, but dreading the crystal
chamber. If only he had brought his ear protectors, thiswould have been easier. Asit was, theterrible
shrill assaulted him as soon as he even neared the chamber. He dowed and clamped his hands over his
earsin avain attempt to protect them, wanting to roar with the pain. Hed known it would be bad, but
remembering, and experiencing, were two atogether different things.

He edged into auniverse of scintillating, pulsating, overwhemingblue , now laced with bursts of pink and
green andpurple . The crystals, at least two dozen strong, were irregularly spaced about the grid. They
waxed and waned, the crest of each pulse so bright, his overstressed retinas could make out littlein the
relaive dimnessin between. He reded againgt the white wall and tried to think. Obvioudy, whatever
mechanism was activating the grid hadn't backed off oneiota

The chamber smelled of human and hrinn, aswell as something € se unidentifiable, but definitely not flek.
That species had an acrid odor, unmistakable once encountered. Even human soldiers complained of
their reek. He would have known at once if flek had been down herein the last few weeks, much less
hours, and they had not. Mitsu must have had aflashback from Anktan.

Hedrew hislaser pistol. His orders had been to preserve the grid intact for study, but that was before
the flek had swept through Confederation defenses and headed thisway. They could not afford to leave
the crystals now. Hefired a coherent beam of szzling green light which struck the nearest pillar dead-on
and then ricochetted back at him. Pain seared thetip of hisright ear and combat reflexes took over. He
found himsalf on thefloor, head ringing. The pistol went diding acrossthe rock floor.

The crystasin the matrix back on Anktan had been fragile, fairy-tale constructions, but these, far older,
must be solid enough to support abuilding. Breathing hard, he got his knees under him, then reached out
and touched the glassy smoothness of the pillar held fired upon. The light's modulation dowed, asif in



response to histouch, and atone resonated so loudly inside his head that even histeeth vibrated with it.
Hejerked his hand away.

Over the many years these crystals had been growing, they must have become too dense to be
destroyed by ordinary means. Thisjob would require heavy ordnance, and they had brought noneto this
world.

He retrieved his sidearm, then ducked into the side passage that had to lead to the surface, following the
scent of human and that strange unidentifiable one, which logic said must be laka, snce Montrose had
reported seeing them in the cavernstoo.

If Mitsu were headed back to camp, as sheld said, thiswould be the shortest path. He might meet her
down here, but he knew from her voice, she wasn't coming back. She thought she'd seen aflek and she
was no longer answering her com.

The passage ended finaly in asteep climb over tumbled bouldersto anewly excavated holein the
hillsde. He had to climb to reach it and the scent of both human and lakawas very strong here.

Outsde, the night air was headly, filled with the green scent of unfamiliar plants and the distant sdt of the
sea. He examined the ground and found tracks. Mitsu's scent was scattered about here too. Hetried his
com. "Mitsu?

No answer. The wind sighed againgt hisface. He tried again twice more, before giving up and trying
another code. "Montrose?"

"Sarge, isthat you?" avoice asked softly.
"Itsme" hesad. "Areyou dl right?'

"Yeah," thevoice sad," except Onopa and | have been shanghaied by locals. They don't seem
angry, exactly, but | can't make out what they want."

"What about Jensen?"

"I don't know, Sarge. | heard shots a little while ago though.”

Alien voices murmured in the background, rising and faling, as though they were arguing about
something, athough he knew better than to attribute human emotionsto an alien species. "Can you give
them the dip? We have orders to evacuate and the shuttle is going to lift in less than thirty minutes."

"Onopa’'s down, Sarge, groggy and confused with a knot on her head.”

She needed a med, then. Damn! Heyoka fingered his snged ear and stifled asnarl. "Then make her
comfortable, if they'll let you, and give me directionsto your location.”

"West, southwest of the tunnel opening, sir. Look for a green light. They have this tree that they
turn on—sometimes, anyway. Not at the moment, though."

"A tree?

"Yeah, | know it sounds weird."



If he went after them, there was no way he could be back in time to make the shuttle and that would put
him in direct violation of orders. Anincident like that could kill acareer. No more advancement or
funding for hishrinnti training program. But it was Mitsu out there, aswell as Montrose and Onopa, dl
three under his command, his responsbility.

"Okay, I'm on my way," hetold Montrose.

Mitsu could hear Montrose somewhere in the darkness, but not clearly enough to make out more than
oneword in five. He was dill dive though. That was something. She checked her pistal. She didn't think
shewould be ableto fire upon aflek, but they didn't know that. She might be able to pin them down long
enough for their prisonersto escape.

"Montrose?" she shouted into the night, then scrambled to anew position twenty feet to the right behind
astand of spiky red-topped bushes.

"Jensen?' The voice came from about thirty yardsto her |eft.

"How many flek are there?' Head down, she moved again, working her way closer. Severd black
outlines, too big to be human, moved with her in aparallel course and she wondered uneasily about flek
night Sght.

"These aren't flek," he cdled. "They're lakaand unarmed. Don't fire upon them.”

She dropped flat onto the warm damp ground, breathing hard. Montrose had seen combat; al the
human recruits on thistraining exercise were seasoned troops. They should know a flek when they saw
one. It was obvious the enemy had dready started meddling with hismind. Shefdt sickened at the

thought.

For the moment, he believed these flek were just harmless [aka. Soon he would think he was aflek
himself. It was so easy for them to turn a person's mind inside out. So damn easy. She pressed her cheek
to thedirt, breathed in therich, earthy scent, trying to stop shaking. Swesat soaked through the back of
her shirt, rolled down her temples.

"Corpora?' Montrose called. "The sergeant called and said the shuttleislifting soon. We have ordersto
report back to camp on the double!™

Something rustled in the darkness a scant ten feet away. Shetightened her fingers on the laser pistol. She
could turn it upon hersdlf, if nothing else. Nobody was ever going to pick her mind apart again, then put it
back together cross-eyed. She might not be able to burn them all into ashes, asthey deserved, but she
could at least die human.

A treein the center of the clearing blazed into light again, agreat green brightness againgt the night sky.
Dazzled, she reded back and covered her eyeswith one hand asthe dark forms rushed her. She got of f
asingle shot and the green beam pierced the night. A voice screamed, not the least bit human, then
something pinned her arms.

Flek! her mind screamed and she fought like a cornered hrinn, but the iron grip did not give and she
could find no purchase to wedge her way out. She had the impression of smooth chitin,



punched-in-looking faces. Her heart raced so that she could not distinguish between the beats. She
would not be taken! Not again! Never again! She went on fighting as the implacable hold tightened and
tightened, until, unable to breathe, she passed out.

* % %

Bey went through the camp and assigned the hrinn, male and female, to load ordnance and sedled
packets of foodstuffs on the shuttle. They would leave the unwieldy com for last. He till found it strange
to work with unrelated females. Back in the secret mountain hold of Levv, both sexes had lived and
toiled together, but that had been asocia aberration, born of necessity. After the great battle down on
the plains, when the honor of Levv had been restored, most of the surviving Levv maes had gpplied for
membership in traditional males houses.

Ke and Bey and five other Levv males, however, had e ected to follow the Black/on/black into the
Confederation armed forces instead. There, they were expected to work with both hrinnti malesand
femaes, aswell as humans. It had been adifficult adjustment.

Hefound Naxk, her gear aready stowed in her pack, taking down tents. She was sturdy and deek, her
earslarge, and her fur tawny with marvelous black points. Bey had practiced hand-to-hand combat with
her enough to admit she fought well, but she wasacull, after dl, and therefore inherently inferior.

"Leavethetentsto me" he said gruffly. "Y ou take care of the foodstuffs."

She brigtled. "Y ou are not Squad Leader."

He raised hismuzzle, let his unbound mane show to its best advantage. The Rangers had inssted he crop
it, upon enlisting, but it was dready growing back out. "Ke& has gone after the Black/on/black and Skdl is
not here, so for the moment | am biggest.”

Her handclaws sprang free. "The Black/on/black says Size does not matter. Y ou are not my superior!”

His hackles raised and afierce joy surged through him. After dl thisplaying a war, it was wonderful to
have someone confront him, almost like being on Anktan again. "1 am Leader now!"

Her ears were flattened, her clawvsfully extended. She was shedding anger-scent so thickly, it wasal he
could do not to strike her.

"The Black/on/black has forbidden this" she said and her throat was tight with fury. "We are not to
wagte our strength fighting one another, otherwise how will we ever defeat the flek?"

"What flek?' He gestured at the mountains and snarled contemptuoudly. "Have you seen any flek on this
soft, pretty world? | see only humans babbling about flek, dashing about, playing at younglings hunting
games. There have been no flek here until now, and we are supposed to close our eyes and just run
away d thefirg hint of afight!"

"Private Bey!"

The voice came from behind and Bey redlized Mgjor Dennehy had approached from downwind.

"Stand down, and that's an order!" The mgor had apistol in his hand. Bey was experienced enough
now to seethat the safety was off. "There will be no fighting in the ranks."



Naxk turned her eyes aside in submission and retracted her claws.

Bey glanced angrily from her to the human. "We are warriors! We cannot go on like this, never drawing
blood, never making akill, not even to eat fresh meat!”

"l see," Dennehy said. He lowered the pistol, but did not put it back in the holster. "Well, | suspected
you were not Ranger materid from thefirg."

Naxk caught his eye. "But the Black/on/black—"

"Blackeagle was an aberration,” he said. "A one-time happening born of unique circumstances. We
won't see another like him, and it's too bad. We could use awhole regiment. And Blackeagle made a
very strong case for the hrinn'sinclusion in Confederation forces. | waswilling to be proved wrong.
However, when we get back to headquarters, my recommendation will be to terminate this project and
return you peopleto your homes."

"Thisismy home!" Naxk's chest heaved with indignation. "Y ou aremy Line! | have no other!™

"Don't beridiculous," Dennehy said. "WEell just send you to your own world. Y ou can take up your
norma way of life. Not everyoneis cut out for the armed forces, but theré's no shamein that.”

But Bey understood the desperation in Naxk's black eyes and the cant of her ears. Shewasacull.
Kendd would not welcome her, if she returned, nor of course would any other Line. If she had remained
on Anktan, she would have been ahighly positioned servant, but now, after renouncing her Line, there
would never be aplacefor her.

"I will not go!" Naxk spat. She was breathing hard and her eyes were shining dangeroudy. "1 will stay
here and fight the flek, as | was promised!" She snatched up her pack and weapon and prowled off into
the darkness.

Dennehy stared after her, his mouth agape. The sparse iron-gray fur atop his head stirred in the breeze.
Hewaved ahand. "Never mind," he said. "Blackeagle can deal with that one. We have to get the rest of
you hrinn on the shuttle.”

Bey's earstwitched. Thismgjor intended to alow both the Black/on/black and Naxk to stay behind and
confront the flek, but force the rest of them to return to Anktan and admit they had never been alowed
anywhere near the war? His claws sprang free and he snarled.

"I don't like your atitude," Dennehy said. "Get hold of yoursdlf, Private.”

Thewind ruffled Bey's mane. He was not well marked, being only an unexceptiona brown/on/butff, nor,
despite his Sze, was he aparticularly renowned fighter among his own kind. He had hoped to remedy
that through Ranger training. The Black/on/black was not bigger than other males, yet in the greet battle
down on the plains he had fought with a strength and purity that was aready legend.

He pictured himsalf making gpplication to amaes house, any of the maes houses along the Mish River
Valey for that matter, and being chased away, perhaps even killed for his presumption. If he were not
good enough to fight alongside a bunch of soft-skinned, dead-smelling humans, his own kind would reject
him without a second thought.

"l will not go ether," he said, and felt afierce exultation at the decision. "'l will stay and fight at the



Black/on/black's sde!™

"No oneisstaying, if | can hepit!" Dennehy's face reddened. "It's bad enough we may haveto
rendezvous without asizable portion of Blackeagle's squad, including Blackeagle himsdf. I'm not
throwing away any additiond lives" He glanced at the Sllver-gray sweep of the shuttlejust visble against
the night sky aquarter of amile away. "In fact, forget the packing and go strap yoursdlf in on the shuttle.
I'll collect the rest of the hrinn. We don't want to cut the deadline too close." He holstered the pistol and
turned away.

Bey threw back his head and roared. "Iwill fight at the Black/on/black's sde! Wewill drench our claws
inour enemies blood until they flee at the very sound of our named!™

Shocked, Dennehy gripped his pistol, but Bey reached for the power buried deep in his body and went
into blueshift. The tents, the stubby human mae before him, the gun, al becameelectric blue . Now
Dennehy moved so dowly, it was child's play to reach out and snatch the weapon from his nearly
motionless hands.

Then, with skill born of long practice, Bey dropped back into norma speed and snarled in the shorter
human's face, though the telltale weariness brought on by blueshift without preparation aready dragged at
him.

Dennehy staggered back and stared at him with unbelieving eyes. Bey redlized this particular human must

never have seen ahrinn blueshift before.

"Wewill not fleethisworld whenit isfindly—finally—timeto fight!" Bey said as Visht, Kika, and Skd,
the three remaining hrinn in camp, sprinted up, eyes aglint at the thought of agood brawl. "Thisiswhat
we were bred for, what we have trained for since we left Anktan. We would shred both duty and honor,
if weran away merely to preserve our hides, and a hrinn has nothing else of vaue.”

"I'm—going to the shuttle now," Dennehy said. "'If you have any sense, you will go withmesowe can al
liveto fight another day.”

Bey understood then that this human feared they would prevent him from leaving. "Go," he said. "We will
not stop you."

"A dead hrinn brings no honor to his people.” Dennehy wet hislips and glanced behind. "Even
Blackeagle understands that.”

"Doeshe?' Bey said. His blood sang with anticipation. " Then why isn't he here, preparing to flee with
you like afrightenedzzl ?'

Visht snarled softly. "I weary of dl thispréattle,” the big ydlow/on/white sad. "Where are the flek? When
do we get to fight?*

"Soon," Bey said. "l think very soon.”

The four of them watched asthe mgjor turned his back and started down the path to the waiting shuttle.
They could smell the acridness of hisfear on the breeze.



Kei tracked the Black/on/black back to the tunnel opening on the hillsde. He squatted there asthe vines
shifted out of hispath, bristling at the thought of entering that terrible chamber again, with the crystas
wailing likeadako with itstail caught in the rocks. But that was where the Black/on/black had gone, so
that was where he must follow.

The Black/on/black had spared Kei's life upon so many occasions there was amost a Sponsorship
between them. Kei had never been Sponsored, but he had heard tales of how such relationships were
forged and he thought this must be very close.

When they had first met, the Black/on/black himsdlf had been under the prestigious Sponsorship of a
leader of ahighly ranked males house. All the older males of Levv had been killed by the flek when Kel
was till young, and of course at that point Levv had been outcast, despised. No reputable males house
would have accepted cublings born of that supposedly tainted Line, had they dared to apply.

Asit was, they had dared nothing, except to hide in the mountains and keep the existence of the
remnants of their persecuted Line a secret, until the Black/on/black had sniffed out the truth and restored
their honor. Kei would never hide again, nor turn away from danger.

He descended the rope ladder into the darkness, then used his nose, rather than a coldlantern, to follow
the Black/on/black. He ran one hand lightly over the stone to guide him. The teeth-gnashing wail of the
crystdline matrix made itsdf felt long before he could detect the blue glow.

He pressed his shoulder to thewall and edged closer. The crystas frequency climbed higher and higher,
the pul sating flashes accel erated until they were awave of blue highlighted with incandescent pinks and
greens and purples. His head felt as though it would fly apart. Hisvision blurred and he redlized he had to
get out of here, but hislegs wouldn't move. He tasted the flatness of blood on the back of histhroat and it
was hard to make his thoughts hunt together.

Thewall ascended even higher. The light flashed alambent green-white and then he could see nothing.
Therewas agresat inrush of hot, foul-smelling air. Hefdll to hisknees, jaws agape, and pressed his hands
usdesdy to hisears.

Something—or someone—had arrived.

Chapter Eight

Though it was quite late, the laka compound had never properly settled for the night. The grest, towering
barrier trees, which marked out the common area and held back the rain forest, were till open, the
leaves unfurled, and therewas agenerd air of anxiety. Luminaries had been simulated so that light il
flooded where there should have been only soothing darkness. Immature laka huddled here and therein
smdll groups according to caste. The breeders ill-advised rampage had required dl adultsto go out and
search, and the keepers had not come back to dispatch the youngest to their nests.

Something stirred in the surrounding damp darkness of the rain forest. Heads swiveled, thinking perhaps
the rebellious breeders had returned, then Third Gleaner emerged with alimp body and laid it sorrowfully
on the grass. Everyone gathered round. It was one of the strangers-from-beyond, a"human.” It lay, quiet
and pae, making not asingle sound, its energies gpparently quite disrupted. All were horrified,



cultivators, coordinators, trandators, and scouts dike.

Ninth Trandator-at-large, just returned from searching for the breeders down among the rocks by the
sea, worked her way to the forefront of the crowd, especidly dismayed. Beginnings were critica. All
relationships were set with the utterance of the first few words, thefirst carefully thought-out gesture. This
st of strangers-from-beyond had not yet comeinto the compound to establish essentia harmonies, and
thiswas amogt inauspicious way to begin.

It had been sometime since the last set had visited thisworld and, though she possessed
body-memories of other occasions, she had never personaly seen one of this species. She directed a
calow young cultivator to stimulate apair of nearby luminaries, then leaned forward to examine the il
face by their shimmering green light.

The head was eegantly sculptured and covered with fine black filaments. Each strand was like polished
onyx, shethought, like the bowl of the night sky itself when both moons had dipped below the horizon.

Sheturned back to Third Gleaner. "It isnot dead?' she asked in the stilted gleaner syntax.
The gleaner hesitated, obvioudy distraught. "No," shesaid, "l felt it move, when | set it down."”
"What iswrong with it then?' she said.

Third Gleaner turned her head aside and closed her eyes. "1 held it too tightly," she said. "It wastrying to
escagpe and | did not know it was so fragile.”

"Youinjured it?' Ninth Trandator was incredulous. First the breeders, and now this. Laka society was
experiencing critica discontinuities.

"I only meant to restrain it,” Third Gleaner said. "I thought to bring the creature here so it could be
dissuaded from running wild with the breederslike its companions.”

Ninth sat back on her haunches. And so it dways went, she thought, when a caste tried to perform
outside its carefully proscribed parameters. They could have expected no less. It was, after dl, the
bred-in function of gleanersto gather things and bring them back to the compound, and so she had found
thisaien and brought it here. "Where did you come upon it?" she asked.

"Inthe ceremonid arena,” the gleaner said, "near the tallest luminary.” Her first-hands dithered about
each other in atelltale dance of distress. " Sixth and Second Gleaner encountered the runaway breeders
along with apair of these creatures, but they were strangers-from-beyond-the-sky and we could not
reason with them.”

"And thisone?" she prompted.

The small form stirred, then sat up, put adender forearm to its head, looked about in what seemed like
uncertainty.

"It was hiding in the dark, calling to its companions, one of which was apparently struggling to freeitsdlf.
Perhaps it wished to leave the breeders, who have been so insolent tonight.”

The smdll creature struggled onto its two feet, though it till gppeared dazed. It was amazing how it could
gand at al, snceit lacked back-legsfor balance. The very sight of its graceful form made Ninth



Trandator fed dull and sumpy. Imagine having such exquisite coordination.

"And where are the other two?' She folded her first-handsin a gesture of forbearance. It never did to
rush gleaners. They were linear thinkers, aways having to put one foot down solidly before moving the
other three.

"They are ill back a the ceremonia arena," Third Gleaner said. " Should we have brought them too?"

Ninth Trandator shuddered. It was very bad form to impose oneswill upon any other sentient, but most
especialy this species. They thought so differently and carried such terrible weapons. One never knew
how they might take even the suggestion of violence. Harmony had to be established at dl cost so that
the two species could honor the sacred spark of consciousness that bound them as one. She would have
quite properly sacrificed her own life, rather than distress them, but gleaners were too unimaginative to
understand that.

Thisincident brought to mind the terrible stories of those days, so long ago, when the unharmonious ones
had nearly destroyed both thisworld and the laka. The ancient records said they had actualystruck
down any who opposed them, had tampered with the atmosphereitsalf, instead of adjusting their own
metabolismsto take advantage of the chemistries of thisworld.

The diminutive stranger edged closer to Ninth Trandator, spokein aquick, fluting voice. It seemed
agitated and drew awespon out of a cunning pocket fastened at itswaist. Ninth Trandator stood very
dill, not wishing to further darmiit.

"Areyou quite undamaged?' she asked in her best gpproximation of its dialect based on
body-memories.

It answered, but the sounds ran together. She concentrated, ng the specialized areas of her brain
meant for trandation. With afew more exchanges, she would be able to speak some rudimentary
phrases. "The gleaner did not mean you harm,” she said. "Might you do her the honor of overlooking her
tranggresson”?’

It backed away, then turned and ssumbled off into the night. Third Gleaner twitched.

"Do not go after it," Ninth Trandator said.

The gleaner sat on her back-legs and picked at amolting patch on her cargpace with quivering fingers.
"Y ou could not communicate with it?"

Ninth walked over to one of the luminaries and stroked its sensor knot so that it ceased to glow. "Not
ya'll

The other went rigid with grief. "But | wished to beg itsforgiveness™

"I asked for you, but | do not think it understood,” Ninth Trandator said, turning to the second luminary.
"It will be necessary for you to live with the shame for now."

"But," Third Gleaner said disconsolately, "I cannot!”

"Y ou do not have permission to remove yoursdf from the colony,” Ninth said hastily and wished amore
experienced head were present. She was not qudified to counsdl alower caste on such matters.



Third Gleaner folded in upon hersdlf, hiding her face with dl four handsin agesture of misery. "l shdl
Stay here and petition the coordinators for Leavetaking &t first light."

Linear thinking again. Ninth Trandator knew better than to say more. Gleaner logic had led to thisblind
conclusion and it would take a better trandator than she to guide her out again.

Heyoka snarled as the shuttle trailed orange-red fire across the night sky; perhaps, he thought, the
portent of what wasto come. If the flek were on their way back to thisworld, the sky would soon be full
of such comingsand goings.

He sagged back on the rocks and shook his head. Now he was marooned here, aswell as AWOL.
Even if he made it back home at some point, his career asaRanger was over. At least, with any luck, all
of hishrinnti recruits and most of the humanswere on that flight, stranding only Mitsu, Onopa, Montrose,
and himsdlf. Having grown up on Earth, he understood humans far better than hrinn. If he had to be stuck
here, it was probably better thisway.

At any rate, he had to catch up with the others before the flek made landfall on thisworld. Then the four
of them could hide up in the green mountains, live off the land, perhaps even commit the odd moment of
mayhem now and then against the flek. That at least would be of some service, unless, or until, they were

caught.

Thefiery afterimage of the shuttle's ascent till hung before his eyes when he caught another glow, low on
the horizon, bright green, ghostly. The lighted "tree” Montrose had mentioned?

Herisked acdl on hiscom, but Montrose didn't respond thistime. That didn't bode well. It was about
five hours beforeloca dawn and hefelt thelack of deep pulling upon him. He hadn't been on active duty
snce Enjas Two. No matter that he had worked out during training, it was hardly the samething.

Risng, he shook himsdlf, then sampled the breeze. Asusud, it blew from the windward sde of the
idand, carrying the rich scent of unfamiliar plants, rocks, the brininess of the sea, and . . .

His earswaggled. There was an unfamiliar eement in the melange tonight, the same scent held
encountered down in the cave, mogt likely the laka, since they were out and about. What had provoked
that? he wondered. Traumatized by their near extinction, the peaceful |aka normally went out of their way
to avoid humans. Y et tonight, they had been downright aggressive.

Weasit their intrusion on the crystas, or perhaps just the presence of the hrinn? They had encountered
humans before, but they had never seen one of hiskind.

He bent lower, scouting for human spore. The ground doped down here, littered with black, volcanic
rock and covered with vines and bushes. After amoment, he picked up Mitsu's scent amidst the sharp
greenness of the vegetation. Another snarl escaped him. Damnation! Shehad come thisway. He'd been
hoping against hope she had obeyed orders and circled back to base camp. Then she would have made
it off-world on that shuitle.

Her scent grew stronger, though he picked up amost nothing from Montrose and Onopa, as though they
were being carried, so that their feet rarely touched the ground. M ontrose had mentioned that Onopa
wasinjured. Now that the shuttle was gone, there would be no med for her. He bristled. Hisfault. His



responsbility. He should have foreseen this possibility. The laka had survived the flek, after all. 1t was
atogether concelvable they weren't as mild mannered as they had led the Confederation to believe.

Mitsu'strail was leading to the blaze of green light, as Montrose had said. Heredized that, if thelaka
had any sort of decent night Sight a al, histan uniform was going to be highly visible, so he stripped off
his shirt and stashed it behind some rocks. His black fur would blend in with the night. He paused a a
small mountain stream to drink deeply. The swift water was cool with afaint aftertaste of severa
minerals—iron, perhaps, and zinc. There was no point in worrying about local contaminants now. If he
were going to react, he might aswell get it over with. He doubted Dennehy had |eft them afive-year
supply of water.

Mitsu's scent was very clear now. Once he got his hands on his partner, he was going to shake some
senseinto her. Thishad as much to do with her former recklessness coming back into play aswhat the
flek had done to her. She was young, and the young thought they'd live forever.

The light radiated down from the center of aclearing ringed by alarge grove. Unlike most of therain
foredt, the trees here had |eathery |eaves that whispered against each other like mice brushing againgt a
wall. His hacklesrose. He caught a stronger trace of Montrose's scent, then Onopals.

The groveitsdlf smelled dark and earthy, wet. Perhaps there was a marsh within, or abog. He circled,
careful to remain downwind. Shapes moved, dark outlines silhouetted againgt the almost phosphorescent
green radiance. Thelight seemed to be emanating from the leaves of asingle tree so its outline was
brilliant in the night.

One of the shadows turned just so and his reflexes screamedflek! for a heart-stopping instant, but the
shapes did not reek asflek did and he forced himsdlf to remain calm.

He strained his earsto pick up some scrap of human conversation. The few words he caught were laka
and he could make nothing out.

Findly, he decided to risk adirect approach. He was armed, after al, and the laka had aways tolerated
the presence of Confederation forcesin the past. Most likely, he just needed to sort out the
misunderstanding that had resulted in the confinement of his personnel.

He stepped into the eerie green light and held up empty hands, though hisrifle was dung on his shoulder
and his pistol was dtill snug inits holster. "1 won't hurt you," he said dowly. "I just want my people back."

Three of the closest lakafroze.
"Sergeant Blackeagle!" Montrose called out of the darkness back insde the grove. "Over herel™

The three laka glanced over their shoulders, then blocked him shoulder to shoulder likealiving wall. This
felt wrong, Heyokathought, like they were angry, like they had areason for holding the humans.

"Is Corpora Jensen with you?' He forced hisvoiceto remain cam.
"No," Montrose said. "Onopais, though. Weredl right.”
He turned back to three laka. Even though these specimens were smaller than some holos held seen of

the species, they were still impressive this close up. Four arms and four legs, sinuous necks, carapaces.
Their pink eyesreflected green in thislight. "'I'm going to get my people,” he said, hoping at least his



manner would reassure. "Then well leave

He edged around the three, but they darted back in front of him. Damnation. He stood in place and
waited to see what they would do. After amoment, they began to wail in high-pitched voicesthat set his
teeth on edge.

Thiswas getting him nowhere. He wastired and worried and out of patience. "Okay, okay," he said,
though he knew they might understand no more than the tone of hisvoice, if even that much. He turned
away, gazed at the ground, as though he were leaving, and wandered in alarge careful circle that gave
him the angle to enter the grove.

When he thought the laka had relaxed their guard a bit, he lowered his head and sprinted toward where
he had last heard Montrose's voice. Thiswaswhere the ability to blueshift would have comein redly
handy, he thought regretfully.

The lakaintercepted him before held gone twenty paces, much quicker than they looked. They lined up
shoulder to shoulder again and blocked his path. With asnarl, he legped on the closest. It went down
with an agonized cry. Hisother surfaced and he had to force himself not to tear at the tender neck skin
with teeth and claws.

It was not a flek! hetold hisviolentother asherolled away. Thiswas not Anktan or Enjas Two or any
of adozen planets where he'd been in hand-to-hand combat with the enemy. Thiswasjust amisguided
laka. It only needed to be intimated.

He came up to hisknees. Thelaka hed attacked was ill down afew feet away, keening, asthough it
were hurt. One of itsforelegs was twisted a what looked to be an unnatural angle. The other two laka
were frozen, then as one, they tackled Heyoka and knocked him to the ground.

Hishead hit hard and rang like abell. Dazed, he fought with both tooth and claw now, drawing sour laka
blood. In another moment, the rest joined in, and he was smothered by a veritable mountain of |aka flesh.

The agonizing high-pitched wall of the transfer chamber continued to mount. Kei's teeth throbbed and he
thought his earswould rupture. Blood trickled from hisnose. If he didn't get away, he redlized he might
actudly diein this stinking flek warren without ever striking asingle blow. He dug his clawsinto the rock
and pulled himsdlf onto hisfeet, galed that the human maor had been right. Thiswas no placefor hrinn.

If the Black/on/black had been caught in there, he was surely dead now, either in glorious battle, or
because his body had been turned inside out by that unbearable noise. Kei wondered how many flek
their leeder had killed and what sort of tales might be told about this night.

None, hetold himsdf angrily, if he didn't make it back to Anktan to tell the first. Choked by the
nose-burning reek, he pulled himself along, step by step, back through the darkness toward the holein
the hillsde and the rope ladder.

The agony lessened with each bend in the tunnel until he was able to think again, able to draw a breath
without fighting for air. Then he heard oddly rhythmic footsteps behind. He pressed his back to the rock,
drew the laser pistol, and waited.

A flek strode around the last turn, visible by the red patterns painted on its chitinous white body. 1t had



evidently been treated with aluminous compound for just these circumstances. Kel raised hislaser pistol
and shot it point-blank as he had in so many smulations.

The beam bounced off and was absorbed by the cavern rock. A bubble of red-hot dag appeared
overhead and Kel fdt the heat on hismuzzle. The flek raised its own weapon, adim white tube, and
fired. Kei was dready moving asits arm came up, but even so the beam brushed hisribs as he ducked
and the gtink of hissinged fur filled the ddeair.

His head was whirling. He had forgotten about flekish armor, though held never heard it to bethis
effective. All the same, there should be vulnerable points, but he would have to am more carefully. Sand
and fight! hisinginctsingsted. This is the enemy and the time is now!

But the wisdom of the Black/on/black was strong in his memory. When the Black/on/black had first
found the flek entrenched on agreat plain on Anktan and known them for the enemy they were, he had
traveled with Ke back across the mountains to assemble a hrinnti and human force that ultimately
defeated the invaders. He had not thrown hislife away in avaorous, but unwinnable battle against
overwhelming odds, but smelled out adifferentpattern/in/progress , then used it to rid Anktan of flek
forever.

Kei reached for the power that lay hidden in his body and blueshifted. The flek seemed to stand till as
he snatched the tube from the flek's paw, then tried to use it himself. There were no visible controls
though and he could not figureit out.

And therewasthe very red possihility that, even if he spent enough time to puzzle the workings out, the
beam would bounce as harmlesdy off the flek's coated hide as his own weapon had.

Maybeif he had studied harder back at the training base, paid more attention, he would know what to
do now. He had been so certain though that al which was required to defeat flek was alaser pistol,
claws, fangs, and an undauntable heart. Snarling, he whirled and fled back toward the rope ladder and
the clean outside air.

Chapter Nine

After her escape, Mitsu found a depression that had once been apond in the forest and huddled there,
rocking, in the grips of arage so white-hat, it seemed a nova had exploded behind her eyes. Theflek had
put therr filthy hands on her!

The Oleagkan night, though hot as bath water, seemed cold and threatening. The wind from the sea
increased until it whistled through the treeslooming overhead. Intertwined limbs tossed and cracked
againg each other and the smell of rain rodein the air. Out at sea, a storm was brewing.

She closed her eyes and bent forward, pressed her face to her knees, trying not to scream. That terrible
white room, the conditioning that sent her spinning farther and farther fromreality, her growing
tolerance, then acceptance of flek tastes and songs and customs.

The only thing which had sustained her down through the long monthsin Rehab was her determination
never to fal victim to the flek again. She had sworn an oath to diefirst, and now she had just strolled into



their trap like anidiot and let them carry her off!

Did somewarped part of her still believe shewasflek? That farce down in the cave had revedled alot
about what was lurking in her subconscious. Perhaps she had even betrayed hersdlf into their hands on
purpose. If so, she might aswell go and throw hersdlf in the seg, for dl the help shewas going to bein
recovering Montrose and Onopa. She'd be of more use to Heyokaif she returned to the ship and locked
hersdf up.

She glanced up at the shifting canopy of leaves overhead. Neither the mountains or the seawerevisible
from here. Faceit, shetold hersalf. She had no ideawhere shewas. That flek had carried her off; then,
when sheld cometo in the middle of anest, sheld run off in ablind panic without even taking stock of the
surroundings.

One of thefirdgt tenets of Ranger training was to know the terrain and where you were a al times.
Instead, she was logt, and would continue to be, until the sun came up and she could get her bearings.
Unless. . . her hand strayed to the com on her belt. She keyed it on.

"Blackeagle?' Her voice sounded tinny and lost in the night.
No answer.

He was probably out of range, or even dead. The bloody flek had probably killed him, killed them all,
while she was unconscious. After the white room. . . she had fought even her partner . . . she heard
the ear-splitting squeal of the transfer grid on that night, saw herself run through the installation,
rallying the confused flek who were on the point of losing the battle—

She had been weak and there was no way she could make up for that. The enemy had broken her and
the crimes she had subsequently committed could never be put right. Kei was right to look upon her with
so much hatred. What he didn't understand was that she hated hersalf more.

Shetried the com again. "Blackeagl€?!
It crackled, then fdll Slent.

Too much interference. She had to get to higher ground, at the very least out of thesetrees. Then
perhaps she could find out if she were the only sentient left on this sodding world besides the flek.

When the breeders untangled themsalves from the great pile they had made with their bodies,
Twenty-fourth's foreleg was damaged beyond repair. The chitin was quite shattered. Second Breeder
stood over hisfellow as he lay keening, pae blood soaking into the earth, while the others milled about
the ceremonia clearing.

Once before, in the interval since Second had emerged from the sac, ayoung male, not yet officidly
released from the nest, had wandered off acliff and broken his body upon the rocks below. The adult
fema es had been indifferent, saying he had obvioudy been too foolish to breed and there were more than
enough drones asit was. It would have been necessary to discard some anyway. The young of al castes
had been anxious and more circumspect in the daysto follow.

Second Breeder judged thisincident to be quite different though. Thefirst had been caused by an error



in judgement, while thisinjury had been inflicted purpossfully.

The dien beadt's action had been so overt, so forceful. Second Breeder felt his mind brimming with
intriguing possibilities. A strident new song burned just below the level of his awareness, intoxicating and
different. He remembered how he and the other breeders had acted in concert, actualy leaped upon the
savage dien, borneit to the ground and pinned it. Such afeding of power and purpose! He thought he
might well burst fromiit.

The beast regained itsfedt, itsfur tinged with green by the light of the immense luminary. Its clavswere
no longer visible, and it looked harmless enough for the moment. It snarled and they dl retreated abit. In
the background, Twenty-Fourth Breeder continued to keen.

"It'slikethem ," Sixth Breeder's awed voice said, "the unharmonious ones, who took whatever they
wanted and then spoiled what was | eft. We are doomed!™

"Don't beridiculous. It doesn't look ahbit like them,” Second said. "My body-memories say they were
shaped morelike us, like red people, with four arms and legs, smooth, hard bodies, and one head.”

"It has only one head!" Sixth Breeder craned his neck as he studied the hulking black-furred stranger as
it paced back and forth.

"And that's asfar asthe resemblance goes,” Second said. "Can you think of any creature, sgnificant or
not, which does not have but asingle head?"

Sixth lowered hisgazein shame. "l am so utterly ignorant,” he said. "'l will never be able to sort out things
haf sowdl asyou.”

"Perhaps not," Second said. And he did fed an unaccustomed largeness within, a sense that he might
well be more than others.

The beast limped a bit, seeming to regard them warily, but was otherwise undamaged, which was more
than could be said for Twenty-fourth, whaose cries were weskening. Second felt that sense of largeness
swel ingde him again—rpride, it was cdled. They, he and the other breeders, had brought a dangerous,
clawed dien down dl by themsdved

Eighth Breeder approached. He had dways been anervousindividua and now both pairs of his hands
waved uselesdy. He glanced at the beast, then flinched and looked away. " Shouldn't we go back? The
night isalmost over and the coordinatorswill be here as soon asit'slight. They will be very sharp with us,
| fear, for opening the forbidden place.”

The coordinators would scold, and the kegpers would scold as well. He could hear them now: he and
the otherswere smply drones, useful for but one day of their entire lives, and far more in number than
were actualy needed. Some of them would be dispatched without ever being alowed to perform their
solefunctioninlife

He had aways pondered the strangeness, that the other castes should be so much more useful to the
colony, while drones had but asingle moment of service. They should be alowed to do more, see more,
perhaps evenlearn something.

The new song, hovering at the edge of hisawareness dl night, seemed closer than ever. Second closed
his eyes, feding asirange, sweet ache for something unnamesble, then let the song burst into his mouth.



He had heard its beginningsin the voice of the marvelous crysta forest, when it summoned them from
their nest. It waswild and riotous, something entirely unimagined, forthright, even brash.

The othersjoined in, their voicestentative a firgt, until they caught its rhythm, then louder and more
enthusiastic. There was emotion in that song, exuberant and charismatic. Hefelt wide asthe seaitsdf, as
he sang it, as though he could march acrosstheidand and—

What?

Hefatered. It was as though there was something immense he was supposed to do, perhaps even
somewhere he should go, but he had no ideawhat it might be.

The beast growled again, arattling, deep-throated sound that skirled at the edges of Second's mind.
Sixth edged closer until his side scraped against Second, though he was shorter by ahead. " Shdl we
jump onit again?' he said, and his voice quivered with an excitement Second had never heard before.

"Perhaps," Second said and hefdt very eager himself. Thiswas anew thing, never thought before, that
they should—should—

He groped for aword that would say what he felt, how they should watch the dien and make sure no
other lakawere injured. There should be aword that made clear al of that. It must be secreted down
there, deegp in hiscdlls, with al the other body-memoriesthat refused to make themsalves known. In the
old days, though, terrible things had been done, athough breeders were never told exactly what. Surely
the laka had needed such aword then.

"If the keepers come to fetch us back, how shal we bring the alien with usthen?' Sixth asked. "We do
not speak itslanguage so we cannot ask it to come.”

It had been s0 heady, being out on their own, Singing any song they chose, going wherever they might.
Second realized he did not want to go back, ever. The thought of having to return to the colony waslike
being stuffed back into the sac, after hatching. He was simply too large for that now.

"If the keepers come," he said boldly, "wewill tell them to go away. Wewish to remain here. Thiswill
be our colony."

Eighth's hands froze in agesture of shock. "But how will we eat?" he said. "Where will we deep? How
will we ever know what to do or whento do it?'

"Those arefoolish questions, fit only for hatchlings," Second said. "When we need something, we will
find it. Perhaps even the songswill tell uswhat we need to know."

The beast edged toward the trees and Second could see it was going to try to escape again. " Surround
it!" hecried. "Dont let it get away!"

Hisfelow breeders circled the black-furred aien, shoulder to shoulder, and settled in to keep watch.
Second felt awave of anticipation. The beast strode about the circle, quite agitated, and would most
likely try to forceitswill upon them again. When it did, they would have to respond. How wonderful, he
thought. How fascinating and utterly glorious. He could hardly wait.



At firg light, Kei stalked through the abandoned Ranger camp, so miserable he could hardly lift hisears.
Hisfirst encounter with aflek as a Ranger, and held run without even drawing blood. It was unbearable.
He didn't know what to do with himself. He could never show hisface to the Black/on/black again, never
return to theworld of hisbirth.

Hed heard the shuttle leave during the night, some hours before, as humans counted time. That was
bizarre anyway, chopping up timeinto tiny bits, like bresking up alog, then counting the pieces. Humans
were obsessed by numbers.

Nutrapaks lay scattered about and his ssomach ins sted food would be welcome right about now. He
started to open one as the wind whistled against the tents, then threw the plas package asde. Hewas a
hrinn. He needed fresh meat and grains, not this overprocessed grit. He would hunt for himself, now that
there was no one to stop him.

Beneath the murmur of the wind, he heard fur brush against fabric. Helooked up, bristling. Kikas
pale-gray silhouette stood before the farthest tent. Her unbound mane whipped in the wind and she had
discarded her uniform shirt.

He tensed, ways uncomfortable conversing with femaleswho were not Levv. Bey had reported that
she had been Jhii, but disgraced in some way, and had barely escaped Anktan with her life. " thought
you left with the others on the shuttle.

Kikasnarled. "We had no desireto leave just asthe enemy arrived!”

The rest cameinto view then: tawny, undersized Naxk; enigmatic Visht, who rarely spoke more than
two words a atime; piebad Skal, bad-tempered and hulking even for amature male, though not so tall
asKei; and hishuntmate, sturdy, faithful Bey. "All of you are here then,” he said in Hrinnti.

"Except the Black/on/black," Naxk said. "We scouted hdf the night, but could not find him."

"| tracked him back into the cave," Ka said, "before the flek came. | do not know if he closed with them
inafight or not."

Naxk'stawny ears pricked with interest. "Y ou saw them—the flek?!
Kei stiffened. The breeze teased at an errant strand of his mane. Heraked it aside savagely. "One."

"Whereisthe carcass?' Bey asked, eagerness written into every line of hisbody. His black eyeswere
aglint with joy. "1 want to seeit!”

Naxk and Kikarumbled approvingly.
"l—did not kill it." Kei felt hisheart shrivel with shame.

Skal pushed forward. He done of the six still wore histan Ranger shirt. It had come loose at the neck
and hung open so that his black and white markings were clearly visble. Hislipswrinkled back from his
teeth in afierce grimace. "It ran away?'

"No." Kei stood very till, thinking of the excruciating noise, of how his brain had threatened to boil out
through his ears, the way his vison had wavered and hed been dmost blind from the pain, how the air
itself refused to enter his chest. But those were only excuses. There could be no acceptable reason for



alowing hisenemy to escape.

They looked away, unable to process the enormity of what he had done. The biggest among them,
Squad Leader by right,had turned aside fromfirst blood .

Findly, Bey turned to Ska, next biggest among them, aswell asthe oldest, a seasoned fighter. Therest
turned dlso. Skd's ditinctive scent filled the air as he redlized what was coming. Kei had a flash of
white-hot anger. Skal was big, but nothing more, not fierce, nor clever, nor especially fast. He couldn't
even hold blueshift for more than a handful of breaths. Thiswas not thepatter n/in/progress they had
been seeking. They could not put themsel ves beneath the claws of such an inferior leader.

Skal threw his head back and roared. The sound echoed against the green-carpeted mountains above,
then out across the aguamarine sea. For a breath, Kel hovered on the edge of Challenge. Hot desire for
cleansing combat beat through his blood. He could defeat Skal, who was dow and had not absorbed the
hand-to-hand Ranger techniques aswell. He was il biggest.

Then he saw the cant of the others ears, the disapproving set of their shoulders. He had disgraced
himself and they would not follow him now, no matter how well hefought. If he disputed Skd, they
would turn and tear histhroat out on the spot. And he found it tempting to force them to end his shame.
One snarl, one sweep of hisclaws, and it would be all over.

Then he remembered how it had been back on Anktan. The Black/on/black had convinced them that no
one could hunt the flek alone. They had been forced to put Line politics aside, aswell asthe traditional
divisons between mae and femde, and bind themsel ves together into asingle massive hunt, strength
multiplied by strength, to sweep the flek from the plains and take back their world.

Now that the shuttle was gone, aong with the human Rangers, they were few and the flek were here,
They could not spare one even so unworthy as himsdf. He lowered both eyes and ears, and positioned
himsdlf at the rear of the pack.

The treeflickered out about an hour after Heyoka found himsdlf trapped by the laka. He spent the rest
of the night in darkness, unable to find away out without injuring another naive. Asgood as hrinnti night
sght was, the natives seemed even better. Every time hed so much asflicked an ear, they were dl over
him. Montrose had not caled out again and he was hopeful the two humans had escaped in the confusion
of hiscapture.

When dawn findly brightened the sky, he made out the mountainsfirgt, off to the left, rugged and green,
sweeping above the horizon. Severd large six-legged avians soared overhead on their way to the restless
sea. The air was humid and swest, the clouds so low upon the trees, they seemed to be growing out of
them.

His shoulder ached where held hit it in that earlier, ill-advised fracas. The laka he'd taken down last night
lay unmoving on the ground, probably dead. None of the rest had made any moveto aid or comfort it, or
takeit back to the village for help. They ill surrounded him, amulticolored lot, their pink eyes brilliant
with the rising sun. He prowled back and forth across the grass, assessing their strength, looking for
weak spots.

His savageother raged within at the delay in finding his people, but he subdued it with an effort. He had
givenintoit earlier, but attacking had been abig mistake. It seemed to have triggered aprimal response



in the natives, clumsy, to be sure, but unmistakably aggressive. He should have known better.

Way to go, Blackeagle, he told himself. Y ou managed to make a bunch of pacifists hot for your blood.
He should have kept his mind on persuading the lakato provide shelter and supplies, and perhaps even
defending their homes and themselves againgt the flek, but instead, like an idiot, he'd antagonized them.

He still had hislaser rifle, but he needed to conserve the charge for real battle. If he couldn't get out of
thiswithout drawing further blood, he didn't deserve to be a Ranger.

Now that there was enough light to see clearly, it wastimeto try diplomacy again. "Look," hesaid and
held up empty hands. "I don't want to hurt anyone dse."

The natives stirred, moved in closer. Each one was adifferent pastel color: pink, blue, green, yellow,
mauve, purple, asthough they were abunch of terran flowers. They had been "singing” off and on dll
night, achorus of odd atonal buzzing that set hisfur on end. They often moved in unison too, like a
bizarre dance, though there was nothing particularly rhythmic or graceful about it.

Their scent was strong, but not unpleasant, abit like the greenery of thisidand, which no doubt
comprised much of their diet. They watched him carefully, seeming to wait for something.

"I'm sorry about last night,” he said. He had no sense they understood anything he said, not even the tone
of hisvoice. "Well make reparations for your loss, | promise.”

Their eyes, largein ther oval faces, did not blink, did not even seem to havelids. Their hands, four each,
were poised, ready, for—something.

Heyokafet theother 's dangerousimpatiencerisng again. "Look, we can't just St here dl day. Either kill
meor let mego!”

Silence. All eyeson him. Stillness. What did they want?

He fingered the stock of hislaser rifle, then dung it onto his back. If they were so eager for him to make
the first move, then hewould. He couldn't stand thiswaiting anymore. "I'm leaving,”" he said, "but we must
do thisagain sometime.”

Suddenly their gaze shifted to something beyond him. He turned and found himsdlf confronted by dozens
more laka outsde the circle, every one of them bigger than these who had held him prisoner dl night.

Chapter Ten

After Sergeant Blackeagle tracked them back to the lighted tree, the laka dragged both Montrose and
Onopainto the dark recesses of the surrounding grove. Shoved down between the gnarled roots of an
old giant, Montrose could still hear the peculiar "singing” the laka seemed to go in for and Blackeagle's
occasiond snarl, but could tdll little about what was going on.

It was dark and quiet, though enough ghostly green filtered through the trees to cast pools of light on the
forest floor. The smell of stagnant water arose close by, reminding him that he was monstroudly thirsty.



His captors, however, wouldn't release his arms so he could access the canteen agonizingly just inches
away on hisbelt.

Onopa, lying beside him, seemed more aert and spoke to him through the darkness occasionally, but in
the end fell sllent. He hoped she had just drifted off to deep instead of succumbing to her head wound.

At some point, he must have dept himself, despite the discomfort of his cramped position, because
suddenly he jerked awake without knowing what had woken him. He blinked. The rose of early dawn
had crept into the eastern sky and Mitsu Jensen was standing in front of him, her face and uniform artfully
smudged with dirt, a sonic blade humming in her hand.

The head of adead lakalay againgt hisfoot, bleeding pungent ivory blood into the earth. His mouth
dropped open and he redized the three-fingered hands had dipped from his arms. He stumbled up onto
his feet and away from the headless corpse, heart pounding. Whati—7"

"Y ou okay?" Jensen whispered, then did around the tree without waiting for an answer. The second laka
thrust Onopatoward her asthough trading for itslife. Jensen severed its neck with an expert stroke. The
head dropped to the ground and rolled until it came to rest at the base of atree.

"You'reinluck," shesad. "l was having trouble down in the cave alittle while back, but apparently | can
il use aknife." Her face was sober, her tone offhand. " Of course, you haveto catch them right at the
neck joint, otherwise the knifejust dides off."

Montrose could have sworn the poor lakalooked surprised. He made agrab for her knife hand, but he
was gtiff and sore and she easily dodged him. " Stop that!" he whispered fiercely.

"Stop what, junior?" She stepped back, thumbed the knife off, and resheathed it in her boot. The green
afterimage danced in front of hiseyes.

"Sop killinglaka , goddammit! They just roughed us up alittle, nothing life-threatening. That'snot a
licensefor you to wipethem dl out.”

"These areflek, junior, not laka." Her face was unconcerned. "Y ou'd better learn the difference, if you
ever want to see home again. Now, take your partner here and return to camp.” She bent down and
brushed back Onopa's black hair to examine the bruise on her forehead. "It doesn't look bad, but you
should get it checked. I'm going to find Blackeagle."

She disappeared into the trees, and so help him, God, he was reluctant to go after her. She was even
colder-blooded than the hrinn, and that was saying something. How could she go after civilianslike that
without a second thought?

Helevered Onopa onto her feet. Thetall Kaanan swayed, but then found her baance.

"I'll bedl right," she said and pulled her arm free, "but | think our Corpora Jensen haslogt it.”

"Y ou may beright." He did some quick calculating, based on the position of the sun, then set out for the
base camp back up on the mountain, which rose above the forest. They could hear |aka off to the east,
making some kind of commotion, and steered clear, though it meant they had to wade through a blasted

swamp.

Maybe Blackeagle could handle Jensen. At any rate, the sooner they al got off-world, the better.



Fourteenth Coordinator positioned her retinue well back, then sat on her haunches and considered the
bizarre scene before her. After cavorting dl night, the errant breeders had now assembled in the
ceremonial area. Their postures were quite disturbing, many of them not the least bit deferentia or
uncertain, despite their shocking aberrant behavior.

One of thefurred diens stood inside their circle, no doubt inciting them to even more unacceptable
behavior. Thiswholetrain of events was probably itsfault. The colony had not experienced anything so
disruptive for many generations. She turned to her persond trandator, designated Fourteenth, of course,
like hersdif.

"Direct them to return to their nest,” she said. "They must be both tired and hungry. Tell them the
keepers are waiting to feed and groom them, and afterwards we will discusstheir disgraceful actions.”

Fourteenth Trandator, alovely, lithe individua tinted a delicate orange, bent her head and spoke to the
breedersin the smple, truncated grammar that was dl their limited minds could process.

At firgt, they made no answer. Instead, they milled about with quick jerks, quite unlike their normally
playful gestures, and looked to one another for guidance, rather than herself. She found that quite
disturbing.

Then, when onefinaly did speak, the reply was abrupt, histone actually defiant. The trandator,
quivering with disapproval, turned back to Fourteenth Coordinator. "They say they will not go. Thisis
their colony now and they want no other.” She ducked her e egant head in shame for having been the
vehicle of so rude amessage.

"Their colony?' Fourteenth Coordinator backed away in shock. "Do they think to build sheltersfor
themselves, gather food, perhaps even whelp their own young?' Each of those ideas was moreridiculous
than thelagt.

The trandator began to speak, but at that point the furred alien ducked out of the circle of breedersand
ran toward the cliffsleading down to the sea. To Fourteenth Coordinator's dismay, four of the sturdier
breeders actually pursued it, legped and brought it down in the grass before it had taken more than afew
seps. It struggled beneeth their weight, snarling and snapping.

"Letit go!" Fourteenth Coordinator cried and dimly redlized the faithful trandator was aready relaying
her words before sheld finished. ™Y ou know aggression is not permitted! Releaseit!”

The four breeders glanced up at her from the ground, but did not comply. Their eyes glittered strangely
intherigng sun.

Thiswaswhat came of diens mingling freely among them. Fourteenth Coordinator redled from the shock
of it. If droneswere dlowed to behave so, the terrible times would return. The colony would degenerate
into violence once again and they would lose al they had worked so hard to build.

Thaose four would have to be put down early. There was even the possibility none of this hatching were
fit to breed. Perhaps something had gone wrong in the brooding tower, the temperature had been too
high or low, the gene charts misread. Better to forego progeny this cycle and thin the ranks than to breed
vicious, unnatural savages.



Sheturned to her retinue and summoned her persona messenger. Small and unobtrusive with alovely
pale-green sheen to its carapace, it crept forward, obviousy unnerved by this outlandish Situation.
"Summon the rest of the coordinators,” she said in messenger diaect. "We must discuss what will be
done."

Thefurred dien was till struggling to freeitself. She waked closer, the trandator at her shoulder, trying
to stare down the wayward breeders who were pinning the cresture. Its teeth and claws were extracting
aheavy tall, but they did not seem to care. "L et that poor beast go,” she said. "This crude conduct is
doing great damage to your harmony, to dl of us, in fact. Lakado not behave likethis."

Thetrandator relayed her words. The breeders answered quite forcefully.

" "Thisisagood thing.' " Thetrandator's voice was strained and faint. She closed her eyes, obvioudy
gppalled. " "A right thing. This beast damaged one of us and wewill damageit!""

Fourteenth Coordinator was horror-struck. They must be put down immediately, as soon as the keepers
could be summoned. She saw that now and she was quite certain her sster coordinators would concur.
Such depravity! Any hesitation would only alow the outrageous behavior to spread further.

An dienvoice rang out from the grove, shrill and demanding. The words, athough not laka, were
tantalizingly familiar. She had the fedling that she could make sense of them, if only the creature would

Speak again.

The breeders, dong with her retinue, searched for its source up in the trees. The voice caled out again,
then abeam of hot green light pierced the morning air and struck one of the drones pinning the dien. He
screamed and rolled away, dl four legs thrumming against the ground, his deek blue carapace badly
scorched.

The shot had angled down from the treetops, Fourteenth Coordinator noticed. Off to the Side, the dien
beast used teeth and clawsto free itsdf from the remaining breeders. It leaped to itsfeet, leaving atrail of
injured malesin itswake, and called out to the shooter.

A second beam of light raked anearby breeder and the remaining laka scattered. The injured onefdll to
the ground and lay moaning. The others stared dumbly at histwitching body from a prudent distance

away.

Not since a generation born so long ago that only body-memories remained, had such violence been
perpetrated among them. Fourteenth Coordinator ssumbled toward the safety of the trees on the far side
of the clearing, urging her retinue before her. Terrible! her mind wailed. Terrible, terriblel What werethey
to do now, with such wickedness awakened within them? How could they ever achieve anything
gpproaching consonance again?

Mitsu gunned down athird screaming laka before Heyoka was able to climb high enough to stop her.
She had concedled herself in aclever blind made of dender boughs bound with grass, high up inthe
tallest tree. Had she been there dl night, watching hisfarcica attempts below to free himsdlf?

He grabbed the laser rifle and pushed it asde just as shefired again. The laser bolt Szzled through the
leaf canopy and set fireto alimb. "I said—stop it!" He wrenched the barrdl free of her hands and tucked



it underneath hisarm. "What do you think you're doing?"

Shewas pae, her blue eyes standing out huge in her drawn face. "They're just flek!" she said, her hands
clenched around alimb. "I know we can't get them dl, before they get us, but we can damn well go
down fighting!"

"Mitsu, take another look. Those arelaka ." Heyoka sagged back againgt the trunk and let his weariness
wash through him. "Noncombatants, aswell aspossible dlies, at least they were until you started
skewering them!" The wind was stronger up here, full of athousand new scents, shifting the leaves so that
shadows played across their faces.

"Y ou've been out of combat too long, furface,” she said. He saw that she'd smudged her cheeks and
forehead with mud, aswell as camouflaged her uniform. Her fingers played with the sonic blade sheathed
just ingde her boot. "Don't you know aflek anymore when you see one?"

"Asamatter of fact, | do." He searched her eyes. Asbefore, they were too bright, too eager. "How
about you?'

"I couldn't do it before, down in the cave,” she said, the words tumbling out. "But I'm okay now. They're
going to pay for what they did to me, each and every one!"

The fur on hisback stood up. "Do what?'

"Degtroy the crystal power matrix for the grid,” she said. Her eyeswould not meet his. "l tried, but my
amwouldnt am graight.”

It wasaform of shell shock, he thought. She was gtill suffering from the aftereffects of Anktan. "We
talked about this before,” he said steadily, "how the laka bear a superficid resemblanceto the flek, but
it's no deeper than that of humansto other humanoid dien races, a certain symmetry of form arisng out of
gmilar function. Lakadon' redly look that much like flek, and they certainly don't smell like them, which
indicates an entirely different body chemistry. Stop for amoment and think!"

Her ribs heaved, asthough she'd run arace. "Admit it, furface. They had you down,” she said. "l saved
your life—agan."

"Yes" hesad, deciding not to debate the lakasintent, "you did."

She smiled and, though it was a pale imitation of former smiles, he redlized how long it'd been since held
seen one on her face. "So, we're even." She sat down on the branch and peered through the leaves at the
scene below.

The laka had scattered, leaving behind three either dead or dying bodies. They didn't seem to have any
concern for ther injured, he redized. That much, at least, they had in common with flek. "Have you seen
Montrose or Onopa?’ he said.

She raked her fingers back through her disarrayed hair. "1 released them afew minutes ago. Onopawas
alittle unsteady; she'd taken aknock on the head, but | got the jump on the flek who were holding them,
then sent them on ahead back to camp.”

There were more bodies then, he thought, probably hidden back in the trees. They were never going to
be able to repair the already tenuous relations with the laka after this. The bark bit into his back and he



shifted position.

"Thereisno camp,” hesaid, "or at least there's no one back at what'sleft of camp now. Didn't you hear
the shuttle? Wed better collect Montrose and Onopa, then head for the mountains and hide out. The
frontismoving thisway."

"Hell, thefront isadready here." She drew the knife from the sheath in her boot and thumbed it on. The
green blade thrummed at full charge. "Take alook around. This placeis crawling with flek."

"Right," he said, a aloss on how to dedl with her delusion for the moment. "'Let's go back to camp, then
well decide our next move."

She gazed at him with perfect clarity, more a ease than he'd seen her since she'd been rel eased from
trestment. ™Y ou want to take the point?'

"Yes" hesaid, "so let me hang onto therifle. Mineis down there somewhere. | lost it in that last
go-round.”

"No problem,” shesad. "I've il got my pistol.”

After the breeders drifted down to the sea, Second Breeder reclined on the warm, black-sand beach
and admitted to himsdlf that hewas both hungry and tired, as the coordinator had suggested. The air
reeked of salt down here, which was corrosive to cargpaces and not at al to hisliking. The shorelinewas
barren of anything but sand and rocks and dimy seawrack, and he had no idea where food might be
obtained, other than back at the nest. Gleanerswere alowly caste and he had never paid their activities
much mind. Breeders had a much higher purpose, the continuation of the colony. Still . . . he gazed
wistfully out over the pale blue-green water . . . it would have been nice to have aripe shdlfruit right
about now.

It had been aglorious night, filled with freedom and action and singing, but now it was over. Thedien
beast had escaped, though Second had picked up the stick it had dropped: along, dender, black tube
with astrangdly curved grip a one end. Thisstick had purpose, he was sure of it, like agleaner's scythe
or acultivator's hoe. It wasthe tool of some unknown caste.

Tenth Breeder came over and settled beside him. His brow ridges had been singed by the green fire
back in the clearing. Despite the pain, he was clearly in good spirits. "Come with me back to the cave,”
hesad.

"It was avery exciting song,” Second Breeder said glumly, "but we can't live on songs and, anyway, the
cave has stopped singing."

The waves threw themselves onto the shore, washing fractionaly higher each time, making them edge
back. The sun glimmered fat and orange-red asit dowly climbed. "It was more than just asong,” Tenth
said. "Thetrees of the crystal forest in that chamber were set into a particular order. I've been trying to
remember where I'd seen it before and now | know: it isthe same as my mark."

"What mark?' Second Breeder felt very dull, even though the light was increasing. Just ashort time ago,
he'd seemed on the edge of avast new understanding. Now he fdt like afoolish hatchling again.



"The mark on my back." Tenth craned his head around to look. " See?’

"Oh, that." Second Breeder glanced over at the dark blue pigmentation and was not impressed. All
breeders bore such blemishes; just like cultivators and trand ators, messengers and scouts, every
individua of every caste bore amark somewhere on itsbody. It was just achance of birth.

"It matches the placement of the crystd treed!” Tenth was dmost beside himsdlf, trying to make Second
understand. " See? Three blotches here, two there, seven on the other side? It means something!”

Second roused himsdlf to look closer. The scattered streaks did |ook something like the distribution of
crystals down in the cave chamber, but that could be said of many marks, he thought, if you looked at
them long enough.

"When | was down there and gazed upon them,” Tenth continued, "it was as though | remembered
something I'd never been told. My body wastelling me that the lightning should go firsthere , thenthere ,
andthere "

Second regained hisfeet and distastefully retreated again from the rising morning tide. Back in the forest,
he could hear chearful avians croaking. "Whét lightning?'

"Thelightning that makesthem sing." Tenth wasfairly dancing now in his agitation. Hed aways been
smaller than Second, but now he seemed almost large.

"But they're not Singing anymore,” Second said. "For dl we know, they will never sng again.”
"That'swhy | haveto go back. If they do sing again, | might remember even more.”

"] don't want to go," Second said. "I'm tired, and besides, the dien beast might come back searching for
itsstick and then | could hurt it."

"How would you hurt it?" Tenth asked. "Y ou don't have claws or sharp teeth like it does.”
"|—" Second began, but couldn't finish. What could he do? There must be something.

"And anyway you have amark too,” Tenth said. "Don't you understand? If mine means something, then
yours does too. Everyone's does.”

If hismark did have significance, it didn't concern crystals buried down in boring caves, Second thought.
It had to do with acting as one pleased, going places, saying whatever one liked, taking, leaping . . . none
of those words seemed quite right. As before, he was certain the words he wanted existed somewhere, if
only he could reach them. Once learned, he was positive they would never belost again.

"Come with me!" Tenth urged. "Don't wait here for the keepersto scold you back into the nest.”

Second heaved onto hisfour weary feet and followed Tenth up the sandy dope and toward the hills. His
former exhilaration had faded, but perhaps, if he did go, the cave would sing and he would fedl those
strange gtirrings again. Then he would know what the missing words were, what the mark on hisown
back meant, what more there might be for a breeder to accomplish in the short time that was given to

him. Everything.



Theflek reached the abandoned camp just after sunrise. Kea's hackles rose as he spied them from his
vantage point, amountain ledge high above their former camp. The flek were aswhite and gaunt asthe
onesKe had fought on Anktan, and, even at this distance, there could be no mistaking that acrid smell.
Mogt of these were smaler than the warrior-drones he'd fought before, though, and only afew carried
laser-sticks.

Little was left down there but tents, deeping mats, a bulky com unit, and some scattered food packages.
The wind tumbled discarded blue-and-white wrappers through the rocks. The hrinnti Rangers, under
Skal's direction, had stripped what ordnance Dennehy had abandoned, though they were by no means
proficient at al of its many forms.

So far, the flek were few, not more than twenty in the detachment sivarming over the deserted camp.
The crystals had been deactivated, for whatever flekish reason. Their nerve-wracking screech had cut off
abruptly sometime before dawn. Naxk and Bey had been dl for going back down to see what had
happened, but Skal had led them up into the mountainsinstead.

That had been good strategy, Kel acknowledged. The new Leader had not allowed hot-blooded desire
for battle to cloud his reason. Perhapsthis particular hunt was better off for not being under Kei's claws.

And that was a very hitter thought indeed.

Chapter Eleven

When the antiquated grid had been inexplicably activated from the other sde, Transfer Tech-Drone
4129 had been summoned from the city to examineit. He had waited up there on the hill to seeif anyone
came through, but though the grid generated the proper frequencies and stood quite ready, no one
transferred.

At length, he was ordered to go through with aminimal team, including guards, and search theimmediate
areaon the other sde. No Maker had breathed on that misbegotten world sinceitsfar-side grid had
been abandoned, many cycles ago, but obvioudy something or someone was tampering with it.

It was apparent as soon as he came through the grid that the air was too cold and thin for any sort of
comfort. Makers could survive in such unwholesome conditions, but no breeding project would ever be
successful on thisworld unless the atmosphere were drasticaly improved.

Thework to do just that had been initiated long ago, but the project had been terminated short of
completion and he did not know if it would ever befeasibleto take it up again, perhaps only when the
Makers ran short of proper worlds to sculpt. World-architecture was the ultimate art form, more
beautiful and beguiling than any other, but salection was the province of the long-range planners, and he
didn't pretend to understand their reasoning.

A hulking, fur-covered beast poked its nose into the transfer chamber just after he arrived. He followed
it back through the tunndl to a primitive fiber ladder that led up to aholein the mountainside. It fired an
energy weapon, then somehow, without seeming to move, disarmed him and escaped.



4129 knew himself to be abit dow these days. His tenure was amost up, and he was due to surrender
his body for consumption by his replacement shortly. He might have been injured and thereby spoiled the
planned transfer of memory if his body had not been sprayed with a sedlant of his own devising against
passage through this outdated and untended grid. Even protected, his side felt scorched.

The anima must possess &t least arudimentary level of sentience and so its presence herewas at odds
with what was known about thisworld. Since the Makers had abandoned the Site, it waslisted as
unoccupied, except for those few left behind at the time. They had been adisturbed minority, produced
by afaulty hatching and tainted with bizarre persondity quirksthat had actudly proved transmittable to
other Makers. The Deciders deemed them extinct by now. No one could be that insane and prosper.

Thefoliage around the exit hole, mostly sickly looking green ground-vines, had been thoroughly
trampled. The vinesflinched out of hisway, as he climbed up, slvery sap dill cozing here and there. He
left histhree tuners back in the transfer chamber to ready the grid for their return, but directed the rest of
his team to follow the tracks and broken stems back up the dope to a series of temporary shelters, now
deserted. Six full-grown and armed warrior-drones set a perimeter and kept watch over the company.

Agents of the Enemy had been here, and recently. Packages with amilitary indggniafamiliar to dl Makers
were still scattered about the hillside rocks, although nothing of value, as nearly as he could tell. Hewas,
however, just agrid specidis, digpatched because of afamiliarity with outdated systems, not a
xenologician. It was not for him to make sense of these random bits and shards.

He leaned over and picked at abroken piece of white sheeting that protruded from the dirt. Histeam
could carry out asuperficid analysis, but more knowledgeabl e experts would have to be sent through to
do afull scan.

If this particular grid even continued to function, that is. 1ts frequencies had skewed badly during the
years of untended crystal growth. It was just chance it had been activated when someone was around to
notice.

He turned to abandy-legged investigator. "Conclusons?'

Highly specidized, the investigator was but haf the sze of afull tech. Itssight organs had been
purposefully stunted to devote additiond cortical tissueto its remaining senses, which were exquisitely
acute. It swung its head to samplethe air for analysisin its specidly adapted lungs, retaining aminute
amount in aside membrane for later examination, then rubbed atattered piece of cloth between its
chemo-sendtive forehands. "Artificialy produced. Crude workmanship. Probably human.”

The anima he had encountered down in the cave was definitely not human, but the weapon it fired might
well have been of human manufacture. Imagine taking up with something so primitivel Humanswere
notorioudy indiscriminate in their choice of dlies, while Makers had no need of other speciesto augment
their ranks. If they required some ability not currently within their gene pool, they smply designed it into
the next generation of warriors, techs, or deciders. So much more efficient that way, so pure.

Other species of course did havether uses, especialy asfodder for dave markets. Many of the gdaxy's
more advanced races disdained trade in less technol ogically sophisticated goods, but would purchase
exotic daves or pets. If thisworld had become infested with furred primitives, the Makers could aways
use another shipment of unique daves.

Transfer Tech-Drone 4129 waited as histeam probed and dug and sniffed and pried until they had
extracted every bit of informeation available a thisleve of investigation. Then, when he was about to



summon them back to the grid, two bipeds approached the abandoned camp from alower elevation. It
had been s0 long since held seen one of thesg, it took amoment for him to recognize them as human.

Hisinvedtigators froze, then formed ranks. They had no skill with wegpons, but knew how to usetheir
bodies to advantage in a skirmish. The warrior-drones stepped forward in a precise formation bred into
them, raised their laser sticks and fired.

"Holy Mother of God!" Montrose dovefor cover, pulling Onopawith him. Thetwo of them hit the
ground rolling as laser bolts szzled into the dirt and blasted the raw rock beneath into dag. He sdled
desperately on bruised knees and elbows, keeping low. Of al the things they'd expected to find in camp,
flek were not even on thelist.

Hetook aglancing burn to the right leg, protected to some degree by histhermoinsular uniform, then
found cover behind adrooping tree insufficient for the purpose. He propped his back againgt the trunk,
tried to control hisragged breathing. Theinjured leg throbbed like a sonuvabitch. Onopahad gone the
other way, indinctively splitting the enemy'sfire.

By God, Jensen had been right. There were flek on Oleagka. He'd thought she was around the bend, as
crazy asthe day Blackeagle had rescued her back on Anktan. If they ever got out of this mess, he owed
her adrink. Hell, he owed her awhole bar.

Theflek chittered among themselves, high and screechy. Sweet ran down his face, soaked his back. The
materia over the burned leg looked charred. His vison wavered and it seemed he was at the bottom of a
deep dark well with only acircle of light above.

"Montrose?' Onopacdled from thet circle. "You dl right?
A laser blast answered and she didn't speak again, either dead or wiser, he didn't know which.

From the bottom of hiswell, he heard rustling in the grass, or wasit just the leaves of the tree overhead?
He squinted, but couldn't tell. Hisrifle lay inert in his hands and he wasn't sure he had the strength to lift it,
even if something were coming. Ifflek were coming, he corrected himsdlf. Not something, flek !

The rustling was louder now, like dozens of smdll feet creeping toward him. His mouth and his hands
were numb; his eyes seemed only to be able to stare straight ahead and he was so frigging cold. Shock,
stupid, some till functioning portion of hisbrain told him.Get up, move!

But wherewould he go? He closed hisfingers around the rifle stock, marshaled dl his strength to steady
the butt againgt his chest. Even that dight movement made hisleg throb, asthough it had grown five szes
too large, and he had to clamp hisjawsto keep from crying out.

"Montrose?' The voice was closer now, awhisper beside his ear. "Montrose, dammit, answer me!™
Fingersfumbled at hisbdlt, pulled off his medkit, gpplied it to the bare skininsde hisarm.

Coolness flooded through him as the kit went to work andyzing hisinjury, then released appropriate
meds. "W-what?" he said, unableto turn hishead.

"Y ou haveto stand up,” Onopa said. Her voice was strained as her fingerstook his upper arm and
pulled. "Weve got to get out of here. Give metherifle”



The pain retreated a bit, but he felt muzzy, confused, digtant. "No!" he said. "Theflek!"

"Y ou're just going to shoot your own foot off," she said. "Put the safety on and give me that thing." She
drew it from hisnervelessfingers and he couldn't resst. "Now stand up.”

He got hisgood leg underneath him and let her take hisweight. Fortunately, she was dmost astall ashe
was and sturdily built. The mountainside seemed to swirl around him in greet dizzying loops. He closed
hiseyesand let her guide him. Thetreg'slong trailing fronds brushed his face as they passed benegath
them and then he could smell the seain the distance. "Where's Blackeagle?' he said with greet difficulty.

"Hell if | know!" She was breathing hard. "Now, come on!"

She smelled good, he thought fuzzily, between throbs of pain so intense, despite the meds, they blotted
out al thought. She was redolent of soap and sweat and leather, like the barracks, like home: good clean
sndls

"I counted Six warrior-drones," she said, looping hisarm over her shoulder, "and they'real on thesmall
sde. Therest arejust dinky little techs of some variety I've never seen before. | took a couple out and
they've pulled back for the moment. At any rate, if we can avoid the big ones, | can take the rest.”

"How—many?'

"Twenty—twenty-five, maybe. | couldn't get agood count crawling around on my belly." She studied
the terrain, then started downhill.

Hefollowed her lead as best he could, hopping on oneleg, though his sight was distorted. After half an
hour of ssomach-wrenching diding and stumbling down uneven terrain, she eased him to the ground and
looked around, hands on her hips. Her chest heaved and her uniform was soaked with swesat. She
blotted her forehead with the back of her wrist. "I can't believeit. Therésno sign of them now."

His head spun and hefdt far too cold for thistropica climate. Somewhere high above them on the
mountain, he heard something small scream and diein the claws of apredator. "They must be up to
something," he said as ardentlessink-black tide encroached upon hisvison. "They're probably following
us, hoping well lead them back to the rest of the squad. They wouldn't lose usthat easily, not flek."

"Maybethey had orders," she said. "They could have had atime limit and had to return through the grid.”
"If 30," he said, "they'll be back."

Hefdt her knife cutting away his pantsleg, then the air assaulted hisraw burned flesh. Hisfingers clawed
the moist earth, then aspinning darkness swept him away.

Heyoka kept aclose eye on Mitsu as they worked their way up from the lowlands to the abandoned
camp. The sun beat down and he felt utterly lifeless under its glare, but she kept pace, looking morefit
and confident than he'd seen her since before Anktan. He wondered if she had regressed to an earlier
time when flek were just the enemy, abstract and unknown, and she had never betrayed him or the
Confederation or hersdlf.



It was by no means certain the flek would sweep back over thisworld, once Confederation forces
pulled out of their current position, but she had to come off it, in case they did. She was adanger to
hersdlf and everyone dse, including thetimid laka, in this condition.

Heled her away from their former route, keeping well clear of the recently unearthed entrance to the
cave. No point in stoking her delusions, he thought. Thewind had switched a dawn and now borethe
mysterious, wet smdlls of the rain forest that blanketed this side of the mountains.

"Well collect Montrose and Onopa,” he said as they skirted a mountain stream rushing over stair-step
rocks on itsway down to the sea. "Then welll establish acamp higher on the mountain, somewhere we
can s&t up a base station to communicate with any Confederation shipsthat comein range. TheMarion is
probably long gone by now, but sooner or later, someone will come back, even if just to gather data.”
They paused for acool drink. Kneeling, she bathed her smudged face in the stream, while he poured
water on his head and tried not to think about internal parasites.

Her black hair kept straying into her eyes and she tore a strip for aheadband out of thetail of her shirt.
"What about the flek?" she asked. "Y ou don't think they're just going to Sit on their so-called handswhile
wefour play Ranger up in the heights?"

His earsflattened. "Well worry about thatif , andwhen , they land.”
She examined along thin scratch on her arm. Her mouth quirked. "They're aready here, furface.”
"Thosewerelaka" A muscle jumped in hisjaw. "Not flek."

"They wereflek," shesad golidly. "Evenif | didn't know one from the other, which | do, | read the
reports back at base. Lakadon't attack, not even with provocation. Their brains aren't wired for it. They
let the flek nearly wipe them out once before and never raised afeder!”

"They don't have feders” he said, feding desperate. "And that whole mess was my fault. They kept
blocking me when | wastrying to reach Montrose, so | findly lost my temper and jumped one, injured it
badly too, I'm afraid. | seemed to have triggered some sort of mildly aggressive response, but even that
wasineffective

Shefedl dlent, staring off up at theriot of green that covered the low mountains, then grinned. ™Y ou're s0
full of it, Blackeagle! Y ou dmost had me going there for amoment.”

Let it go, he counsdled himself. Maybe later, she'd beready to listen. Hed try again in afew hours. For
now, she was just too caught up in her delusions.

Above them on the hillside, Heyoka caught a flash—the metd barrd of arifle, perhaps? Thewind wasin
hisface, but he couldn't detect any familiar scents. It had to be Montrose or Onopa, though. Who el se
would be lurking up there armed?

"Did you seethat?' He pointed out the flash to Mitsu. She snatched therifle out of his hand, dropped to
onekneeand sighted in. "No, itsMontrose!" he said in darm. "Dontt fire!™

She squinted, held her breath, then he took the rifle back and toggled the safety on. "There are no flek!"
He gripped her shoulder with hisfree hand and flexed his claws through her uniform. She flinched and
tried to pull away, but he held on and stared down into her ice-blue eyes.



"I know what happened to you on Anktan was worse than anything | can imagine, but you have to move
on. Thisis Oleaaka. The flek may be on their way, but they're not here yet!"

She dropped out from under his grip, whirled and took up afighting stance. She was breathing hard and
two bright red patches surfaced in her cheeks. "Don't ever do that again!”

IIM itg | n

"I'm not crazy!" She backed away. "I know what | saw, and you should trust me enough to believe me.
They wereflek!"

He stared at her in slence. If she bolted, either now or later, it might take daysto find her. Shewasan
expert, trained in both sabotage and losing hersdlf in rugged terrain. Even anose like hismight havea
hard time if she got aproper head start. Once she started stalking the defensaless|aka, they wouldn't
have a chance. Given enough time, she could easily exterminate the entire population of thisidand by
hersdif.

"Okay," he said. The wind down from the mountains ruffled his fur the wrong way, a prickly sensation. "l
bdieveyou."

Her eyes darted around, as though seeking an escape route.

"Let's find Montrose and Onopa before the flek do,” he said. "Then welll draw up a strategy for doing
the most harm with what little resources we have."

"l want my rifle" shesad, till unmoving.

Hetossed it to her and hoped he didn't regret it before the end of the day. Her mouth tightened and she
flipped the safety off.

Ke dug hisclawsinto crevicesin the crumbly black rock and climbed straight back up the cliff, afeat
that taxed even his powerful frame. There, he reported to Ska about the flek and the two Rangers.

The Leader prowled back and forth benegath thick overhanging greenery, considering, while Naxk and
Bey snarled with eagerness. "Thereisa pattern here," Skal said. " Perhapsstormy/against/stone , or
undue/transformations .

"Whatever thispatternis” Ke burst out, "we don't have the time to sniff it out! Our enemy waits below!"

Skal leaped a Kea with open claws and the big black ducked, his own handclaws springing free. The
two squared off and regarded each other with foolhardy directness, while the other four stepped back
and looked oninglence,

The blood thrummed in Kei's ears, whispered of power, chances to be taken, honor to be regained. He
could take Ska. The certainty beat through him. The big black and white was a card ess fighter. He had
Seen that over and over intraining.

"Y ou were not so eager for battle down in the cave when you encountered the flek," Ska said, histone
caudiic.



Shame flooded through Kei and he was forced to look away. He had run back in the cave, and it did
not matter that he'd thought he had no choice. He had lost his honor in that moment, and until he found a
way to regain it, he did not deserveto lead. He had no right to Challenge Ska or anyone else now.

Without another word, the black-and-white Leader picked up hisrifle, specialy adapted for hrinnti
double-thumbed hands, and led the five of them back down the hillside, his ears canted forward.

Ke gationed himsdf at the rear of the pack, puzzled that any humans had remained behind on this
world. During hisrdatively short contact with the pecies, held found them to be sticklersfor human
patternslikeorders ,chain of command , andregulations , and the mgjor had commanded everyone to
be on that shuttle.

They entered the camp, bristling with anticipation of afight, but found it empty, both of humans and flek.
The pervadive gink of their enemy was everywhere though, and thetrail led downhill toward the sea.
Human spoor ran in the same direction, overlaid by the flek.

Kikalooked up from examining the ground. "They're tracking the Rangers." Asadways, the pde-gray
femderan dightly apart from the others, a peculiar preference that had marked her out for scorn back in
traning.

At the head of the pack, tawny Naxk froze, her earsflattened, then gave the familiar spread-fingered
hunt gesture for them to disperse. She had evidently detected recent tracks. "Thisway," shesaidina
rattling whisper that was half snarl and the others automatically spread out, filtering down through the
gulliesand ravines, leaving no route unexplored.

Ke undung hisrifle from his shoulder and chose hisfooting carefully. A set of bouldersloomed, half
buried in therich black earth and he passed them on hisright. The scent was very fresh here, both flek
and human, very intense. Then ahuman head, topped with black hair, popped up from behind the rocks.
"Ke!" Anamwaved.

He started to respond, then heard the whisper of feet, many feet, in the long grass. He leaped forward
and flushed three diminutive flek from aweedy clump. Unarmed, they scuttled away in apanic, asthough
fleeing an overturned rock. Kei forgot therifle and raked the nearest with bared claws.

It hit the boulders with asharp clack and did to the ground, legs kicking. The other two got away, but he
heard Naxk snarling with eagerness. At least one had crossed her path.

Onopa scrambled out from behind the rocks and fired at the injured flek at close range. It emitted a
sngle high-pitched squed, then lay dead and smoking.

How strange. When held fired upon the one in the tunnd, the beam had just ricochetted without doing
the enemy any damage. Onopawas aready on the move, quartering the immediate area, trying to
surprise more of the enemy. Kel searched himsdlf and found M ontrose unconscious, one of hislegs
laser-burned.

Then he was as good as dead, he thought dispassionately, staring down at the human. Hed certainly
never run again with aleg that badly damaged, and they had no restorers to even attempt to mend the
injury. Asfor human doctors, well, he/d seen the mess they'd made of the Black/on/black's leg after held
been injured by flek fire and even humans thought there was no place in war for acripple. He rubbed the
ropy scar across his own muzzle, remembering. Held run afoul of aflek weapon himself asayouth.



Up ahead, Kikasgualled as awave of the smdler flek swarmed her. Kel signaled Bey and they charged
asthe team they'd dways been until earlier today, converging from opposite directions.

He heard something hard scrape against rock from higher up on the hill and whirled, earsflattened. A
green laser bolt seared the spot where he had been standing. The scent of earth and melted rock
permeated the air and athick, red rage exploded behind his eyes. He surged up the hillside, sending
clodsflying. It was the marked flek held seenin the tunnd. This close, though, it was obvioudy
undersized. Itsgtink filled his nogtrils and he threw aside the rifle, remembering how this one had taken a
direct hit down in the tunnelsto no avall.

Helegped and it collgpsed beneath hisweight, squedling, its four handsflailing. He raised hisclawsto
dashitsthroat, but that area was protected by the same specia coating and ressted his claws.

Onopa's head appeared above the rocks. " Stand aside!" she called.
Ke threw back his head and roared. "Thiskill ismine!"

"Stand aside, dammit!" She had abloody welt across her face and her black hair flowed |oose across
her shoulders like amane. "It took down Montrose!

"Theriflewon't work," he said. "l fired onit in the cave and the beam just bounced off!"

Theflek convulsaed into aquivering hard ball, legs and armsin the middle, head ducked againgt its ches,
eyesclosed. Kei tried hisclaws on it again, but the protective coating was too tough. With asnarl, he
kicked it away in disgust.

As soon as she had a clear shot, Onopafired upon it. The beam bounced off and melted afurrow ina
nearby boulder. She stood staring, eyeswild, chest heaving.

Kika, Vight, Bey, and Skd climbed into view a moment later, riflesin hand, then Naxk approached from
above. They gazed down at the enemy they had crossed light-yearsto find, an enemy who destroyed
worldswith the same casualness that ahrinn might crush atiny black nit, an enemy who, apparently,
could no longer bekilled by ordinary means.

Chapter Twelve

Ninth Trand ator-at-large directed the sanitizers to clear away the dead drones and deposit their bodies
in the compost pit outs de the compound. Sanitizers were Smple creatures without much ability to adapt
and they had not been able to work out for themselves what needed to be done. This Situation was
unprecedented in their lifetimes.

Fortunately, Ninth thought, the loss of a number of maes before breeding was not critical; there were,
after al, many more than were needed in every hatching, but the disharmony engendered by their night of
bravado and subsequent violent deaths would persist among the popul ace for some time to come.

A sturdy sanitizer passed, bearing a decapitated carcass. Severd of the drones, in fact, were smilarly



mutilated. Ninth turned her face away, quiteill at theleve of violence indicated. Such depravity, right
herein ther colony!

Fourteenth Coordinator entered the ceremonid clearing with her customary retinue of trandator,
messenger, and scout. Shewas well beyond her callow youth and so quite lovely, dl pae bluetinged
with rose at her joints. Ninth suddenly felt shy and ducked her head.

Fourteenth's trand ator, both smaller and younger than Ninth, stopped well back, a courteous
acknowledgment of Ninth's senior status and experience.

"Where are the survivors?' Fourteenth Coordinator asked.

"They fled to the beach,” Ninth answered with a pang. "Though the keepers report five of them left
afterward and were last seen climbing back up to—" She could not bring herself to finish.

"Thatplace?' Fourteenth Coordinator wasrigid with disapproval.
Ninth could have collapsed with shame. "I could not reason with them, though | tried.”

"Someoneisat fault here,” Fourteenth Coordinator said sternly. "Our males are designed to be as tender
asthe new grass and as biddable asivy in the spring. Laka have not bred such willful droneswithin living

memory!"

"If youwish, | will question the kegpersagain,” Ninth said, "athough they maintain it was the activation
of the crystalsin that—yplace—which skewed the breeders energiestoward violence.”

"That cavern should have been destroyed,” Fourteenth Coordinator said grimly. "We have done our best
to obliterate al traces of those before-times, but we should have tried harder.” She stared off toward the
seawhich sparkled under the midmorning sun. "Have the keepers fetch the rest of the breeders back,"
shesadfindly. "They areto have dl the hdp necessary, even from the gleaners and cultivators, if

needed. Asfor themissing five. . ." She stared out over the cliffs down toward the pale sea.

Ninth waited.

". .. they must be put down immediately. When the keepers finish ministering to those on the beach,
digpatch them to the cavern. They areto do it there, out of sight. Well have no more upset.”

Not in the ceremonia arena, with the luminaries ablaze and dl the colony in attendance, giving homage
for their sacrifice? Ninth giffened. "It will be—very hard,” Ninth said cautioudly, aready trying to think
how best to phrase this unprecedented instruction to the tenderhearted keepers. It would have to be
circuitous, leading them through several sequentia conclusions so they came to the necessary decison on
their own.

"Not as hard as putting down awhole generation, regardless of caste." Fourteenth Coordinator's gaze
was hard.

"That would never happen!" Ninth was aghast.
"It did happen—aoften—in the first days of the colony." Fourteenth Coordinator bent her neck a bit,

beckoning Ninth closer and signifying the intimacy of the moment. "And not just with breeders either.
With sanitizers and cultivators, even gleaners, though they were named differently then. Madnesswas



rampant and we had to sacrifice much to cut it out.”
Ninth was quivering. "l did not know."

"Y ou could not have known," Fourteenth Coordinator said. "It is an ancient secret, remembered by the
bodies of only afew in each generation againg the danger that we might inadvertently come around to
those days again in the greet cycle.”

The air seemed suddenly colder. Ninth did not know where to look, what to do with any of her hands or
feet. "Were even trand ators so afflicted?’

"There were no trandators then, child,” Fourteenth Coordinator said. "In fact, those wicked days were
the reason for the development of trandators, so caste could be divided from caste and the madness
therefore segregated. It was felt that if the castes could not communicate with one another, then the
madness could not spread and be therefore more easily rooted out. New languages were devel oped,
onesthat fit the function of each caste, asmple and direct tongue for gleaners, aquiet and peaceful one
for breeders. Each was given only what it needed.”

"I have dways known what we trandators do isimportant,” Ninth said, "but never suspected it meant the
colony'svery survivd."

"You arethe best of us," Fourteenth Coordinator said. "The daysto come may be very terrible and you
may see dmost unendurable things before we pass through this sde of the cycle, but you must never
forget how much we depend upon you."

Ninth was gavanized. "l will work harder,” she said. "'l will find more and better words to make the
breederslisten and smooth the way with the keepers.”

"I know you will, child," Fourteenth Coordinator said. "I only hopeit will be enough.”

When Heyoka and Mitsu reached the base camp at midmorning, they found trampled tents, scattered
shipping crates, and afew broken cots. The risng wind shrieked through the tent frames and the hillside
rocks, kicking up swirls of dust. Heyoka sniffed out the truth immediately.

"Hek!" Hislipsdrew back in asoundless snarl. Theyhad ether landed or come through the transfer grid
after al. Mitsu wasn't asfar off as she'd sounded, but how could she have known? Those had been laka
last night. HEd swear onit.

"Where?' She had her rifle a the ready, her grip so tight, her knuckles shone white through the skin of
her hands.

"Here," he said, "and recently.” Fur bristled across his shoulders and hisother wanted to roar with
esgerness.

Shetook cover behind the towering tree, pressed her back to the trunk, and scanned the empty camp
with apracticed eye. A windswept wrapper caught on abranch closeto her face. She flinched and
swore. "Montrose and Onopa?"

He sampled the air, then padded over to the tree and knelt. "They were heretoo,” he said, "along with



the flek. Montrose was down." He could smdll the length of Montrose's body where he had falen on the
grassand the stink of scorched clothing as plainly asif apicture had been etched into the earth. "There
was afirefight. Hetook abolt, in theleg, I'm guessing.”

Mitsu drew her sonic knife with her free hand and thumbed the blade on. "We haveto find them!" A
note of panic had crept into her voice. Y ou know what the flek do to their prisoners!”

"l have someidea," he said. His earsflattened as he remembered her pinched, crazed face, the dien
wildnessin her eyes. It had taken days for her to be able to speak even afew words of Standard again
instead of High-Flek, weeksfor her to understand who shewas. "WEll find them."

He wished now held searched harder for hisrifle. One of the laka had probably picked it up without
knowing what it was. But Mitsu had been so efficiently on the rampage, confusing laka with flek, he had
decided to let it go and dip back later, once they'd located their personndl.

They finished checking the camp. In spite of the hasty departure, little of value had been left beyond a
few foodpaks and a.com unit far too big to haul up to the mountains. He stuffed his pockets full and saw
to it that Mitsu ate the contents of one, then stowed as many as she could carry too. She was pacing
back and forth, in afever to be after the flek, and after ten more minutes of useless reconnoitering, he
agreed.

Again, hetook the point; his hrinnti nose had the advantage over her human senses. Twenty feet outside
camp, he had another artled redlization. Kel and Bey, Ska, Visht, Kikaand Naxk, every one of his
hrinnti recruits were tracking the flek too. None of them had caught that damned shuittle.

"Bloody independent to the last!" he muttered under his breath. This whole project was pointless. How
could he have been so dense? Hrinn didn't take orders because they couldn't even conceive of what an
order was or ahuman who had the right to give one. On Anktan, no hrinn obeyed anyone who hadn't
demonstrated the ability to tear hisor her throat out. They were never going to function insde human
command structures because their brains just didn't work that way. He, and the Rangers, had been
fooling themsalves. Despite the potentid of his people as superb warriors, this hodgepodge of human and
hrinn was never going to work.

Mitsu brought up the rear, dipping every now and then as weariness weighed upon her. Like him, shed
been on her feet dl night, except for when sheld climbed that damned tree and constructed afiring blind.
It was catching up with both of them. They were going to haveto find sometimeto deep.

Sure, hetold himsdlf, they would do just that, as soon astheflek called the war off. Then he wondered
at himsdf. That was dmost ajoke, and here folks thought hrinn had no sense of humor.

After about an hour, he tracked their quarry to arocky cliff overlooking therain forest. The grass had
been heavily trampled and the scent record was thick. The sun was high overhead, beating down on his
black fur and he regretted leaving behind his shirt. He and Mitsu checked the area and found one boul der
which bore adag mark where it had been struck by laser fire.

"Theywere here." Mitsu looked around, her eyes darting. Her face was wan and her blue eyes stood out
dark againgt trand ucent skin.

He sank to his hedls, then caught astrong jolt of flek rankness. "What—?" He prowled over to the cliff's
edge. Clawed and laser-burned flek bodies had been cast into the scree below. He counted at least eight
injust the top layer. Mitsu stood beside him, staring down, not blinking.



"Those aren't warriors," he said. "They'retoo smal and they look specidized, somekind of techs,
maybe."

"A scouting party?' she said. "Perhaps they came through to find out who tripped the grid.”

He turned back and quartered the area more thoroughly, reading the scent signatures like abook. "It
looks like the hrinn ran the flek down here. | don't think anyone besides M ontrose was wounded.” He
paused besides aclump of spiky grass. "Onopas scent is here, aong with the rest. They're al headed
downhill."

Mitsu clambered down the unstable dope to have a better look at the carcasses. " The entrance to the
caveisn't that far from here," she said over her shoulder. "1 bet they're headed that way."

Heread thetrail further, flattened his ears a what he found, then joined her on the dope. Shewas
garing fixedly at the pile of corpsesand her grip on the laser pistol was overtight.

Theflek were dready beginning to reek in the strong sun and his eyes watered. They needed to move
on. "Onemorething,” hesaid. "They're ill traveling with & least oneflek, and | can't tdll if our missing
Rangersareits prisoner, or it'stheirs.”

The miserable flek would not walk! Kel was ready to tear it gpart in frustration, except that his claws
could not make any impression on itsreinforced hide. He and Bey wereforced to carry it between them
and such close proximity to flek stink was dmost more than the sane mind could tolerate.

He sneezed, then sneezed again, felt disgusted, soiled. His clawswould never be free of thetaint! Kika
gave him aquick glance, but remained otherwise inscrutable, which was dl he expected of femaes
anyway. Who ever knew what they were thinking?

Naxk and yellow/on/white Visht kept well ahead and upwind, an odd pairing, though they seemed to
tolerate each other. Ska prowled just in front, bearing the injured human on his shoulder with lessthan
stoic patience. The other human, the sound one, kept pace, but was clearly struggling to do so.

Softsking! Kei wanted to spit with frustration. Why had he ever followed the Black/on/black acrossthe
skiesto their sprawling holds that reeked of dead meta, concrete, and plas? They talked and talked and
never once used their nosesto smell out what wasright before them. No wonder they werelosing the
war. They spent more time yammering than fighting!

The truth was that, after the destruction of the flek grid on the plains, he had felt caught up in the newly
named pattern, star s/over/stars , which was s0 large and lengthy, no one could say precisdly whereit
had begun or when, if ever, it would be complete. For himsdlf, he had felt certain its shape wasn't fully
known yet. He had something important Ieft to do, and that thing, whatever it was, would only make itself
known if he stayed at the Sde of the legendary Black/on/black.

At the training base, though, he had seen what humans had made of the Black/orvblack. There, this
hrinn-among-hrinn, was caled by the human name of Blackeagle and considered nothing more than a
commonsoldier , as humans named such things, an interchangeable unit, valued only whenit did asit was
told and trained othersto do the same.



It was true Rangers knew many exotic, innovative waysto fight and many more waysto destroy, dl of
them fascinating and quickly letha. On the battlefield, in case they were ever actualy let near one, ahrinn
so trained might truly make hisenemies quail.

But these Rangers had bizarre ideas. Enlisted hrinn should not fight among each other, even though there
was no other way to establish dominance, and males should live with females, should train and egt in
mixed company, aswell asfight together. Though he had lived his early life under smilar circumstances at
Levv, it was an aberration and they'd had no choice. And even so, male and female had kept apart as
much as possible. He could not imagineliving an entire lifetime in such unnatura circumstances.
Conventiond hrinnti wisdom dictated that mae and femae were meant to come together only inthetime
of Gathering. Additiona contact resulted in disaster.

Up ahead, Ska halted beneath a copse of swaying frond-trees and eased the wounded Montrose off his
meassive shoulders. A flight of tiny brown six-legged avians burst from cover at the noise and the human
groaned. He should be l€eft in peaceto die, Kei thought resentfully, or have histhroat torn out, to send
him cleanly through the Gates of Degth. This hauling about of dying meeat was pointless.

He and Bey deposited the inert flek afew steps away as Kika caught sight of ahandful of smdll,
gx-legged animas, shaped much like thejits of hishome world, only furred and flightless. Pale-gray Kika
immediately plunged after them and was gone. Naxk, no doubt just as hungry, whirled and followed.

Ke sat closeto Bey. Hisformer huntmate did not acknowledge him, but did not move away either.

Onopa settled on the ground beside Montrose, raked her long black hair back from her face, then
opened her canteen and gave the wounded man some water. Montrose's eyes opened. He stared about
wildly and then choked. "Drink it, damn you!" Onopasaid and tried again.

Montrose lifted his head long enough to swallow, then fell back, limp and spent by even that small effort.

"That onewill die" Kel said, "and, even if he doesn't, he will never be whole enough again to fight. You
dishonor him by hesitating. Y ou should cut histhroat before he weskens further.”

Onopa flushed. The bones of her face stood out in the sunlight. Her eyes went fierce and narrow as
though she would attack. "Humanstake care of their wounded," she said.

His earsflattened. "Like you took care of the Black/on/black? | saw hisleg before the heders restored
him. He could barely walk!"

"l don't know anything about thet," she said, "'but we don't believe in mercy killing."

The word "mercy" was one hed heard used before, but never fully grasped. Deep-deep language
studiesimparted vocabulary aong with basic concepts that had reasonable cognates in both species. The
explanations provided for "mercy" had made no more sense than the ones for "kindness' or "gentleness.”
The Black/on/black had tried tofill in, but Kei had never made the least bit of sense out of any of them.

Montrose's dark-haired head tossed on the grass and he groaned. His face was creased with pain.
Onopa gave him a second drink from the canteen, then took one hersdlf. She mopped at her golden-tan
skin with the back of adeeve. "Back off," shesaid. "I'll decide what to do."

Kei'slipswrinkled away from histeeth in a soundless snarl and he stalked away. Asif hewould dirty his
claws on amoaning, soft-skinned Outsider! If she wanted that one dispatched, she would haveto do it



hersdlf.

A few paces away, the flek was till curled up into atight white bal. He gave it an experimenta rake
with bared claws. They screeched harmlesdy across the tough surface. It was like scratching stedl. What
had the flek come up with? None of the warriors he'd encountered during the invasion of Anktan had
been smilarly armored.

Kikaand Naxk trotted back into the shifting shade, each bearing the results of a successful hunt. Kika
had two small carcasses over her shoulder and Naxk, always eager to prove hersdlf, carried four. The
scent of fresh blood overrode flek stink for the moment and he felt his own hollowness, though the meet
had an unfamiliar tang. He remembered Mitsu, just the day before, counsdling him againgt eating
off-world game.

The beasts were ddlicate and small, apparently built for tree-climbing and hardly more than afew
mouthfuls apiece. Kika handed him one, while Naxk apportioned hers out. There was no question, of
course, of wasting one on the wounded Montrose. Even if he had been in any condition to egt, food
could not be cast away on one who could not fight.

That still put thekill one portion short. Naxk was down to the final carcass before she came to Onopa
and turned aside to tear off amouthful for hersaf. Kei knew she could not share; it was, after all, her kill.
No one ese had any right to it, and it was apoint of honor that a hrinn dways fed from her own kill.

Onopa looked away, and Kei read the expression on her face. He had seen it hundreds of times during
traning.Hrinn were only savages, it said. They could not be expected to act any better.

With agrowl, he tore his own share in two and thrust agory haf at her. The blood spattered on his
uniform and had astrange yd lowish tint. It smelled even more aien than the meat and his nose twitched.
Onopa sat rigid and silent, then took the bloody leg and gave asmdl jerk of anod. "Thank you."

Kei raised his muzzle to the wind. He had learned the appropriate human protocol for this Situation, but
thiswas not Confederation territory and they might never see another human. Here, findly, it was
acceptable for him to be a hrinn again. He saw no point in muttering the meaninglessritua phrase™Y oure
wecome.”

Ska glanced sideways, threw down his unfinished med. "It's gone!™

Kel lurched to hisfeet and pushed through the others. The patch of grasswhere he and Bey had |eft the
flek was deserted. Their supposedly traumatized enemy had taken advantage of their inattention, unrolled
itsdf, and fled.

Chapter Thirteen

Mitsu wasin afever to catch up, but Heyoka set the pace. They had to be cautious, in case their
squadmates were captives of the flek, rather than the other way round. Avians were thick along the edge
of theforest and curious, often following them short distances and creating a disturbance that might mark
their presence to anyone who was paying attention.



The Oleaakan sun beat down from the blue-green sky, taxing both his endurance and hers. Hetried his
com repeatedly, but no one answered. Twice, they stopped to catch their breath and drink from one of
the tumbling mountain streams. Each time, Mitsu threw her head back and pressed her hands over her
eyes, looking on the thin edge of exhaustion.

"| think they're heading back to the cave'slower entrance,” he said as they worked their way downhill
aong the stream. The ground was soft and spongy, dueto the daily quotaof rain. The smdll of
sun-heated mud filled the air. "Maybe we should go back to where you fell through, and dip up on them,
just until we know what the Stuationis.”

Her face was set and white. He could see memoriesflickering in her eyes, what she had done back on
Anktan, what she had been.

"Y ou know you can't go down there," she said. "Not if the crystals are activated. They'll burst your
eardrums.”

Hedidn't look at her. "1 got through it before. | can againif | haveto.”

Shewhirled to face him and nearly lost her footing on the soft bank. One boot dipped into the water.
"Youdon't think | candoit by mysdf!"

"| think we're ateam,” he said. "We work better together.”

"Wedidn't a Anktan,” shesaid, "and it dmost cost your life.”

"Anktan was not your fault," he said. "Y ou can't blame yoursdlf for that."

She didn't answer, just pushed herself harder, pacing impatiently each time he had to smell out the next
turnin their quarry'strail, then legping ahead, running when possible, climbing, diding, asmall determined
enginein perpetua motion.

They reached athick stand of trees so dark green, they were amost black. His nose twitched as he
smelled blood, though it was neither human nor hrinnti. He examined the ground and found dirt hegped

where bones had been buried to avoid drawing scavengers. " Someone made akill here," he said.

Her face was pale, strained. Her haunted eyes flickered from point to point to point, as though every
tree, every bush held apotentia enemy. "Hek don't hunt and they sure ashell aren't neat."

"No." He cast about for thetrail. " So that must mean the hrinn aren't prisoners. | can't imagine aflek
alowing them to chase &fter local game.™

Her body sagged and she leaned against the dark-green tree, eyes closed.
"They're okay," he said, "and not too far ahead. Well catch up soon.”
"Dothey 4ill havethat flek with them?' she asked.

The gtink was unmistakable. "Yes"

"I don't understand,” she said. "Why don't they just kill the damn thing? Thereés no point in interrogating
it. Flek never talk when they're captured, no matter what you do to them, and they couldn't understand it



anyway, evenif it would tak. Why arethey hauling it dong with them?”
"Y ou can ask them in afew minutes,” he said. "They can't be much ahead of us now."

Mitsu pushed off from the tree and fell in behind him, her steps dogged and her face determined. He had
seen that same ragged ook on men and women who had been out for days under constant fire, he
thought. She was running on raw nerve.

When they reached the recently excavated cavern entrance, Aliki Onopa appeared from behind a stand
of bushes and waved. "Over here, Sergeant!”

They found Montrose stretched out on the ground, hisleg laser-burned and his dark face ashen. He
opened his eyes at the sound of their voices, but did not seem to see them.

"Do you have any meds?' Onopaasked. "I've dready exhausted my kit and histoo."

Mitsu pulled the standard medkit off her belt and handed over the thin black rectangle. Onopaknelt and
applied it to the feverish skin on Montrose's upper arm. The unit whirred into action and she sat back,
shaking her head. Loose black hair tumbled around her face. "I don't know why heisn't already dead
from shock.”

"Why didn't you answer your com?" he said, checking Montrose's pulse. It was thready and fast.

Her eyes darted to her pocket. "Oh," she said. "I shut them both off when we were hiding. | didn't want
theflek to heer it."

"So what happened?’ Heyoka said. Mitsu retreated to the cavern entrance and peered down inside, too
wired to stand till, and that made him even more nervous.

"Evidently agroup of flek came through the grid," she said. "They caught us up by the base camp and
took down Montrose, but then let us go. | think they wanted usto lead them to the rest of the Rangerson
thisworld."

"They couldn't know it wasjust atraining exercise," he said. "They probably figured we had ared base."
"When the hrinn caught up with us, the flek attacked, and al of them were killed except the one who
must bethe leader. At leas, it's biggest, though not near the size of afull warrior-drone.” She glanced
over & the tunnd entrance and Mitsu. "Unlike even the warrior-drones, it's armored somehow and
nothing touchesit, not laser rifles or claws or blades. We were distracted for amoment and it got away
again. The hrinn tracked it here and went in after it. | said I'd stay out here with Montrose. I—" She
stopped and stared down at her clenched hands. "I didn't want him to die dlone.”

Heyoka nodded.

"What about the grid?' he said. "How are they going to get past the noise?"

"| don't think they were even considering that," she said. "They just wanted to bring down that damn flek
before it went back through the grid and reported our presence.”

"WEell go after them," he said, "then come back for you once the Stuation isresolved.”



Onopa nodded. "When Montrose—if he doesn't need me anymore, I'll join you.”

Heleft her half of hisremaining foodpaks, then trotted over to Mitsu and took her by thearm. She
looked up sharply from the cave's entrance. "I want your promise you won' kill any morelaka," he said.

Sheblinked a him and jerked away. Her face was white with strain. "They were flek, goddammit. They
wereall flek! | wouldn't hurt acivilian!™

Thiswasn't going to work, heredized. "Give metherifle then."

With a practiced move, she drew the sonic blade with her left hand and thumbed it on. Shewas as
proficient with the left asthe right, and he had good cause to know it. "Y ou think I'm till working for
them!”

"No," he said and spread his empty hands out. "But there were laka down there before and | don't want
any more mistakes."

"I'll show you!" shesaid. "I'll kill that damn flek mysdf and bring back the body!"

He made agrab for her, but hisfingers closed on empty air. She ducked, whirled, and scrambled into
the entrance. He followed, but had to navigate the loose dirt and rocks inside and she was much more
agile. If only he could have blueshifted, he would have been upon her before she had time to react.

Sure, as his adoptive father, Ben Blackeagle, used to say, and if wisheswererifles, the Oglaawould
never havelogt ther land.

By the time he made it insde, Mitsu was gone. He et out after her.

Kei blueshifted and surged ahead of his huntmatesto enter the crystal chamber well before them. He
hadn't drawn power; indeed, as far as he knew, there were no thermal pools on this world where one
could do so, making blueshift arisky move. He could easily deplete his energies and pass out, but they
had to stop the nit-eaten thing. According to the stories held heard, once the flek knew the Confederation
held thisworld, warrior-droneswould flood through the grid by the thousands.

The cave did not appear the telltaleblue of blueshift in the dark, but as soon as he entered the primary
trangport chamber, he recognized the blueness that stained everything so that the garish pinks and greens
of before were washed away and the blue was twice as intense. The sound was not nearly as bad,
though, in blueshift, becoming attenuated, dowed down, lowered, more of athunderous rumbling than a
bone-shattering shrill.

Threetiny flek were cowering in the center of the grid, while hisformer captive, limping badly, stroked
the crystas, touching one here, another there, using al four hands at once. Sometimes, one or two hands
lingered in along stroke, sometimes using only light, staccato flicks. The vibrations dtered with each
touch. Kei could tell that much even in blueshift. His vison wavered and he had apang of sudden
ravenous hunger. He couldn't hold this much longer. He ran to the flek, took hold of two of its spindly
forearms and thrust it back against thewall.

The world snapped back to normality and the terrible keening of the crystals assaulted him like an
electric shock. He snarled with pain and fought to keep hisfest.



Theflek struggled, bracing itself with dl four legs, but could not break his grip. The three smdler flek
swarmed over him. He had to release the larger one to ped them off and fling them one by one against
thewall. They each hit with a satisfying crack and did down to the floor to twitch. He turned back to the
larger flek and thrust it away from the crystals, but his movements were dow, his coordination off. He
should not have risked blueshift, he thought.

Then the two females staggered into the chamber. In the lead, Kikas jaws were agape, her black eyes
glazed. She spotted him struggling with the flek, turned as though to attack, then went down as surely as
if she'd been struck, pawing at her ears.

Naxk legped over her, but the flek fired its laser stick with afree hand and she squaled with pain. The
gtench of burned fur mingled with the hated stink of flek.

Kei closed upon theflek again and held on with the grim certainty that, if helet go, he would be crisped
in the next breath. The agonizing, teeth-grinding sound of the grid resonated ingde his skull. Therippling
lightsincreased in frequency, faster, faster, so that the modul ations came one upon the next.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Bey and Vight enter, running as though they had been paired dl their
lives. Quite properly, they then split up to attack the flek from opposite sides, so that it wasforced to
pick only oneto fire upon. Its bolt caught Bey, the faster of the two, squarein the chest, and Ke thought
he would hear his huntmate's anguished shriek even after he himself was long past the Gates of Degth.

Visht's massive shoulder knocked both the flek and Kel against the wall. Kei's skull struck hard. His
clawsloosened and his thoughts dissolved into white satic . . .

... He could hear again before he could see. He was lying on the cavern floor, which was rock, unlike
thewdll, and very rough. His muzzle was jammed uncomfortably against something and one arm twisted
painfully behind his back. The noise had incredibly risen yet another octave and his brain threatened to
boil out through his ears. Deep within, hefelt the familiar gnawing emptinessthat blueshift drain crested.

Heknew by itsfamiliar scent that the body lying on top of him was Bey, and that he was dead. Laser
fire crackled again. The acrid aftermath filled the air along with the stench of scorched meat and hide. He
heard Visht roar with pain.

Cold. Hewas savagely, thoroughly cold, as though anicy predator were eating him from the inside out.
He blinked furioudy, willing his dazed eyesto see, even one finger to move. He could not make sense of
this. They werelosing . Therewas only one flek |ft, not even afull-sized one at that, and Six grown,
Ranger-trained hrinn could not bring it down!

He smelled Skal asthe Leader broached the chamber. Where had he been? Ska should have led the
attack, for the honor of his postion in the hunt, if not his gender, and yet he had alowed two femaesto
precede him.

Kel struggled up onto his hands and knees, levered himsdlf out from under Bey's corpse. His huntmate
was dill warm, the muscles limp. The familiar smdll of hisfur, the scent marker for Levv, their materna
Line, was strong. Kel redlized that he might never smell that scent again.

The whiteness before his eyes contained small prickles of blue and green now. He pressed hispalmsto
the smooth wall and felt hisway up. The crystals wound on and on, aterrible, wrenching sound. He
wanted to throw back his head and how! with pain.



Skal was strangely slent and he felt the flek brush past him unhindered. Why did the other not attack?
"Skal?' Ke said, but could not hear his own voice abovethe shrill. "Tell mewhereitisand | will distract
it whileyou atack!"

"Shut up, mush-for-braind™ Skal caled. " Iwill say when we hunt and how, and | say thetimeisnot now.
L et the earless thing go back where it came from. What do we care?’

"No!" Kei fdt hisway dong thewal in the direction of Skd'svoice. "You can't let it escape! The
Black/on/black has said it will bring back thousands—"

"The Black/on/black!™ Ska said. "Who is Leader now? Do you see him here?"

The sound emanating from the crystals was so high, so dhrill, the very caveitself vibrated. Soon the
whole structure would come tumbling down and bury them all.

Ke heard feet scrape, smelled the lessening of Skal's scent. Wasthe otherleaving ?

Then he detected another scent, human—M itsu. She came bursting into the chamber, yelling words that
were unintdligible over the crystaline wail. Ska answered, then roared.

Kel rubbed desperately at hiseyes. If only he could see!

The pink-green-blue sparkles intensified. He could dmost make out shapes within them. He pressed his
back to thewall and let it guide him toward the two mingled scents, hrinnti and human. Theflek was
behind him, moving about, busy.

He pushed away from thewall and hisflailing hand brushed one of the crysta pillars. Energy surged
through him as though he had touched alive wire in some human contraption. A note more piercing than
any yet stood his hair on end. Air whooshed out of his chest and hefdl to hisknees, but in that split
second, he hadseen clearly. Ska's black-and-white form had retreated to the far side of the chamber,
well back in the tunnd. Mitsu had her knife out and was hurling herself at the flek.

Then hisvigon went white again and he could make out only random sparkles zigzagging before him like
excited molecules. The crystal's ascended another agonizing note, then agreen so intense, that even he
could seeit, flashed over into white—

Hefound himself on his back, head throbbing, tongue lolling. The smell of burned fur and ozone and flek
filled the air asthe noise spirdled down to alow, teeth-rattling hum.

Theflek postioned itsdf in the middle of the crystaline matrix. Mitsu had just enough timeto fling hersdlf
at it when the light went green, then apure, incandescent white. The cavern twisted ingde out. Theair
flashed colder than ice-mdlt and she wasfalling .

Her armsflailed for support which was no longer there. Her ssomach cramped andup switched suddenly
todown , thenup again. The technician had triggered the transfer, she thought numbly. It wastraveling
home viathe grid and she, with it, no doubt back to one of the numerousflek hellworlds they had crafted
from lovely green jewdslike Oleaaka



Abruptly, she waselsewhere , facedown againgt a hot, dick surface. Sheinhaled reflexively, then
fumbled at her shoulder for her rifle. Damn, it was gone, no doubt lying on the floor back in the cave. The
ar stank of sulphur, brass, synthetics, and athousand other particularly flekish scents. Unbidden,
memories surfaced like air bubbles from the bottom of adank and noxious marsh. The flek breeding
chambers had smelled like this on Anktan, and the chambersfor growing the edible fungi that they
consumed, andthe white room .

She coughed, then coughed again. Her eyes burned. Tests had proven that mammals could survive for a
number of days breathing the noisome mixture that fleks preferred, but in the end, they dwaysdied, and
in the meantime, it was never pleasant.

A hazy, mustard-colored sky arched overhead like a poisonous dome. She was outside, on top of arise
with apartia view of the surrounding area. A large transfer grid lay several milesaway, recognizable by
itsfiveirregular towers. It was not lit though, and she saw no other flek.

In the opposite direction spread the patchwork of avast flek city: large, oddly shaped, white buildings
without doors or windows, typica flekish design. They used porosity generatorsto pass through walls.
She had worn one on her belt once.

Trembling, she scrambled to her knees and looked for the knife. Just seconds ago, it had beenin her
hand. It lay afew inches away, till activated and humming. She snatched it up and glanced around. Her
heart was racing amillion light-years a second as the noise generated by the matrix wound down into
slence and she was | eft done with the sound of the flek's breathing, soft and sibilant.

Though it had been seemingly stunned by the transport, the flek now began darting about, fussing with
the crystals. She ducked behind acrystdline pillar. This set of power crystals was large too, but not
nearly as massive asthe onein the cave.

She should kill thisflek beforeit reported to the hive, but firgt, if she had any hope of returning, she had
to reset the grid. And to do that, she would have to question this technician.

In High-Fek.

The very thought made her sick. Cold swest trickled down her back and her hand shook so badly she
had to grasp the knife with both hands to keep from dropping it. Every time she talked to aflek, it meant
accessing the part of her mind that had been duped into believing she was one of these creatures back on
Anktan and that way skirted madness. It had taken monthsto dig her way out of what had happened in
that white room. She could never giveintoit again!

Heart pounding, she crab-walked off the grid's central platform. The flek made afew more adjustments,
itsfour hands deft and sure. The strobing pinks and greens and bluesflickered, faded, so that the only
light left waswhét little filtered down through the yellow haze.

The flek touched atiny crystal embedded initsright forewrist and the gem pulsed an intense pink.
"Replacementsrequired,” it said. "Loss of dl tuners, warriors, and investigative crew on Planet 873." It
touched the gem a second time, and the light winked out.

Kill it! her mind inssted. As soon asit reportsto its hivemates about what it found, warrior-droneswill
flood through here and exterminate everyone back on Oleaakal

But she didn't want to die, and she most especialy didn't want to die here, where the air reeked of flek



and their concerns and the white room seemed so close. She wanted to live, and that surprised her.
If you're going to go back, shetold hersdlf, then you have to makeit talk.

The flek scuttled forward, evidently drawn by the inadvertent scrape of her boot. "Desgnation?' it said
in pure High-Hek.

All-Father blast it! Appropriate answersrose up in her mind and she shivered, despite the hegt. She had
spoken to the flek back on Oleaaka, but just afew words, skimming over the surface of al those horrific
memories. She didn't want to dig deeper after working so hard to banish everything flek from her mind.

It edged closer, craning its spindly neck, seeking the source of the noise. It stepped into view and
blinked at her. "Purpose for being in thisrestricted place?’

Chapter Fourteen

Heyoka skidded to a stop in the crystal chamber as the pulsing of the light began to dow. There wasno
sgn of Mitsu, but hed encountered Ska urking in the tunnel just short of the entrance. Their eyes had
met, then the big black-and-white male had followed him in without aword, head lowered, glowering.

In the waning bluelight, he saw hrinnti bodies scattered along the wall around the grid. The sound hed
aready subsided to abearable level. Fur bristled down his back; the peculiar flatness of death mingled
with the lingering stink of flek hung in the air. Whatever had happened, he wastoo late. The flek seemed
to have escaped, and Mitsu was nowhere to be seen.

Kikalay closest, her pae fur luminousin the fading light. She was groaning, both hands clasped over her
head. Red-orange hrinnti blood stained the fur around her ears. He bent over and touched her shoulder.
Sheflinched violently. "It's Blackeagle," he said in hrinnti, not sure she could hear him, then reached down
and detached the med unit from her belt.

The versons carried by the hrinn were especialy configured for hrinnti bodies, which metabolized drugs
differently than humans. He applied it to the hollow between neck and shoulder where the fur thinned out
abit. It whirred, then the green treatment light flashed. "Where's Mitsu?' he asked. "Did you see her?"

Kikadid not respond, so he motioned to Ska who was making no effort to help. "Check the other
tunnd and seeif she'sdown there."

He pulled a coldlantern off hisbelt and activated it before the crystals failed completely. On thefar side
of the chamber, Bey's honest dark-brown face gaped blankly at the ceiling. A terrible laser burn seared
his chest and abdomen. Hislegswere limp and twisted at unnatural angles. Heyokaknew that vacant
look well; he was dead. Ten feet away, within reach of one of the massive transport crystds, Kei
sprawled on hisback, tongue out, struggling to breathe in great, shuddering gasps.

He st the coldlantern on the floor and knelt beside Naxk. Like Bey, she'd taken adirect hit. Heyoka
unhooked the med unit from her belt and set it againgt her neck. Naxk shuddered, then the tension melted
from her body and he knew the med had dedlt with her pain, at least for the moment.



They were unseasoned troops, he thought, and that factor was partially responsible for this utter failure,
but worse than that, they had made contact with the flek without the voice of experience, without his
supervision. If he had been here, he would have directed them to be cautious, use the pillarsfor cover,
creep up on the enemy, but instead, they had reverted to aclassic hrinnti assault, dashing in, depending
onintimidation, pitting teeth and claws againgt alaser.

And what in the devil had happened to Mitsu? There was no sign of her dead or wounded body, thank
goodness, but she should be here somewhere, unless shed gone on through to the tunnel on the other
Sde, or—

Sheld transported with the flek.
Helooked up. Skal hadn't moved. "I told you to check the tunndl!”

Skal scratched apatch of white fur on his shoulder and gazed brazenly into Heyokas eyes. "'If she's
down there," he said, "shelll come back. If she's dead, thereis nothing to do.”

Heyokaleaped to hisfeet, his murderousother lusting for blood. His handclaws sprang free. "Rangers
take care of their own! If you've learned nothing el se over these past months, you should have at |east
learned that!"

Skal flicked adismissive ear, but every linein his powerful body denoted belligerence. "The wesk fal,
the strong live to hunt another day."

Challenge. Heyoka understood the nature of the moment now. Skal had chosen this particular bit of
chaosto make hismove. "Y ou think you smdll a pattern here, don't you?' He strode over to Visht and
bent down to check the big yellow male's pulse. He was till dive, his heartbeat strong. He'd taken a
glancing laser bolt across the top of one shoulder and hit his head on the wal. Unclipping the medkit,
Heyoka gpplied it to Visht's neck without looking up. His own pulse pounded. "Y ou think thisis
undue/transfor mations orsteal th/in/intent or something equally deep and meaningful.”

The mention of the sacredpatter ng/in/progress gavanized Skal. He shook himself and snarled. Hisown
particular musk, fraught with fight pheromones, flooded the chamber. Provocative scent molecules
danced through Heyokas head, setting into prima links, and he felt how hisother longed to match teeth
againg teeth, claws against clawsin the oldest and best of ways.

"Thereisapattern heredl right." He straightened, earsflattened to his skull. "It's called Chain of
Command, but | don't have to name the damn thing to know the first time you come against me, I'll whip
your sorry tail from one end of this planet to the other!"

Skal's cod-black eyes blinked. "Hrinn do not havetails."

Heyokas claws retracted a bit. Gods, that was funny, amost worthy of a human. Hrinn did not possess
alaugh reflex, but he felt an dmost human response to that non sequitur way down deep, in his most
secret places where his human upbringing had insured he would never befully hrinnti.

Hisviolentother fumed, but the moment had been defused and he could think clearly enough to choose
his plan of action now. He didn't have to tear Skd'sthroat out, not today, anyway.

"You don't deserve atail,” he said and gestured at Naxk. "Take her outside to Onopa, then come back
and help Vight. | don't want anyone lft in herein case the grid activates again.”



Ska glared a him with hot black eyesthat knew nothing of humor or military niceties, and most certainly
nothing of mercy. He glowered back, willing himsdf to remain cool and not let Skal provoke himinto a
pointless fight. They were so few, they couldn't afford to lose anyone ese. Asit was, Bey's death was a
terrible blow to their tiny force. Somehow with only five hrinn and two humans, most of them injured, he
had to hold this gate againgt the flek.

Finaly, Skal dropped hiseyes. "1 will take Vight."

"No," Heyokasaid, looping Kikas limp arm over his shoulder. "Take Naxk. She's the worst injured.”
"But sheisfemde!” Thewrinkle of the other's nose said he wasinsulted at the very thought.

"Y ou noticed,” Heyoka said. "Very good. | wasn't sure you could tell the difference.”

"Males do not touch females out of season!”

"Don't worry," Heyoka said. " She'sin no shape to make advances."

Skal snarled, snatched up Naxk's unresponsive form, and disappeared into the dark tunnel that led back
to the surface.

Heyoka struggled to pick up Kika. Unlike diminutive Naxk, Kikawas amature, rangy female, dmost as
tall ashimsdlf, and he was very tired. Her nogrils flared and she stirred againgt his chest. "Don't struggle,”
he said. "I'm going to take you back to the surface.”

She murmured something unintelligible that trailed off after thefirst few words. He shifted her weight to
his shoulder and set out through the dark tunnel after Ska, leaving the coldlantern behind for the rest of
the survivors. Hismind raced ahead, trying to plan, salvage some sort of opportunity out of what seemed
to be nothing but disaster. And, once held gotten his personnd to safety, he had to figure out what the
devil had become of Mitsu.

He had asinking feding he dready knew.

"Purpose for being in this restricted place?' the tech-drone repeated. It crept forward to peer around the
crysta pillar at Mitsu, then scuttled back to pick up its discarded laser stick. It brandished the weapon at
her. " Surrender, Despised Agent of the Enemy!™

Her face blazed hotter than the blood-orange sun beating down through the haze. She thumbed the sonic
blade off, did it back into the sheath in her boot, then dowly stood. She should have killed the tech while
she had the chance, then taken out as many flek as possible before she died.

With only a sodding knife? some incredul ous part of her brain asked. She would never have gotten
within reach. Though thiswas just atech, she had seenit fire at the hrinn back in the cave without
hesitation. The situation had gone beyond knives and stedth. She had to think of something else.

A memory surfaced. The white room. A lesson, one of many imparted there. Her fingerstwitched,
then beat out aflekish song for Safe Arriva. She lacked the chitin necessary to make the beats resonate
asthey ought, but, despite the length of time since sheld learned it, got the rhythm right. Rhythm was al



important, she knew, to the songful flek.

The tech-drone raised its own hands and joined in, accompanying her song through to the end. Itsclicks
sounded clearly and she was taken back for a heart-wrenching second to Anktan,the lowly flek worker
assigned to instruct her, the sense of accomplishment when she had mastered the complex and

alien rhythms, the white room. . . always and forever would she be imprisoned in that white room

Theflek cocked its head, fixed her with scarlet eyes. "Purpose for being here?”

She blanched. "To report,” she said in High-F ek, her mouth very dry. It was so hot, so damn hot, and
her throat was dready raw from the sulphur fumes. All the knowledge of the flek and their ways she had
been force-fed bubbled up through her subconscious, white-hot and dangerous, an unknown seawhere
she could lose herself forever. She had to stare out over the flek's back, not focus on its dien face, or she
knew she would scream.

"Desgnation?’

"Spy-Drone 87650," she said, the classification she had received from the flek on Anktan. Her hands
were swesting. Her somach cramped. All-Father, she couldn't do this. She felt twisted inside out; she
couldn't go back in her mind, remember what she had been and thought and done during those terrible
days. Why not just attack it and be finished with thiswhole miserable screw-up?

"Y ou were assigned to theworld linked to thisgrid?" Its off-ba ance posture communicated disbelief.
Don't look at itseyes, shetold hersdf. Don't think about whet it redly is. "Yes."

It sat back on its haunches and processed what she had said. It was only atech-drone, not qualified to
make important decisons concerning anything but its assigned grid. Shewas gambling that it had little
specific knowledge beyond crystals and mechanisms and adjustments.

Over on the city sde of therise, athin whiteline of flek emerged from alow building on the outskirts,
too small for her to make out their type. Shefelt an additiona stab of panic.

"That world haslain fallow for many units" the tech-drone said. ™Y ou were in resdence during the entire
time period?’

"Yes," shesaid, speculating that an ordinary drone would know nothing of human biology or potentia
life-gpan. "Thisbody is quite durable, though | shdl be gratified to leaveit behind."

"We have no facilitiesfor xeno-information processing.” Itsfirst-hands hesitated and it looked forlorn.
"Thisworld, though very beautifully rendered, has been classified as Failed and supportsonly asingle
garrison. Dueto certain environmenta irregularities, optimum parameters could not be maintained. No
breeding has been carried out here for over two hundred units. It shall be necessary for you to travel to at
least atertiary nexus.”

"l see" Shedid not, however, have the dightest ideawhat it was talking about. "I will—have to go back,
then, to the abandoned world, to pick up some—information | left behind. After that, | can go to the
tertiary nexus.”

Theflek marching from the city complex started up the transfer grid'srise, singlefile. She could see now



that they were small, less than knee-high, and of two distinct types. Thefirst she had encountered before,
back at the transfer grid on Anktan, dthough she had never been told their function. They had long,
delicate arms, completely out of proportion with their dwarfed height, and double-jointed fingerson al
four hands.

The second type were even stranger, possessing only vestigia eyes and bizarre raised pads that spread
like blisters across the pams of their forehands. She shuddered.

"Further access will require input of aDecider," the tech said placidly, and sood aside for the arriving
workers.

"I haveto returnnow ," Mitsu said, her heart racing. " The inhabitants there cannot be trusted to leave my
information cacheintact and | have gathered news of the Enemy."

Theflek was thoughtful. "I am surethe Deciderswill beinterested in your findings. They have dways
been reluctant to part with that particular world. The Makers came close to crafting something very
beautiful there”

"You must send me back now!" Mitsu indsted.

The smdl workers sorted themsalves out, the nearly blind ones positioning themsaves well back and
waiting, while the others each embraced a different crystaline pillar. Soft pinks and blues and greens
gprang into life at their touch. A faint hum became audible.

"Thisgrid must beretuned,” the tech said. It passed among the smaller flek, adjusting the lie of afinger
on thispillar, the bend of ahand on the next. "Units of untended growth skewed the harmonics of the
abandoned grid and havein turn skewed this one to alesser degree. Transfer grids of thisold design
must be congtantly recdibrated. The one you came through no longer accesses anywhere but here.”

"How—Iong beforeit isready?' Mitsu was trembling.

"Thesetuners are quite adept," it said. "They were bred especialy for this outdated grid's specifications.
They will sgna when the matrix isprimed.” It settled back to wait, forelimbs crossed, hands resting on its
chest.

Mitsu was familiar with that position. Once, on Anktan, it had meant her captors would leave her done
for awhile. The tech had gone dormant, a state not quite the same as deep, as ahuman would recognize
it, snceit could go on indefinitely, but the tech would not stir again until needed.

So, now what was she supposed to do? Deciders were much cannier than drones and techs, and
doubtless knew enough of the Enemy to recognize her sham for what it was. She couldn't risk running
into one of them. Whatever happened, she had to avoid the flek city.

After thefurred dliens had ferried the last of their dead and wounded out of the cave, Second Breeder
coaxed hisfour fellow breeders out of the rear tunnel, where they had concealed themselves, back into
the gpacious main chamber.

The acrid taste of the bluelight lingered in the air. Subtly different from the scent of the light which had
killed their fellows at the ceremonia grounds, it conjured imagesin Second's mind, dimly seen shapesthat



were dmost like memories.

The crystd trees stood in the center, growing from the floor in a pattern which did mimic the mark on
Tenth'sback. Thick and glassy, they only flickered now, just the palest imitations of their colorful
magnificence ashort time before. They were il humming, but so softly, the sound was barely audible,
even to their keen laka ears. Before, when they had been in full soaring voice, Second Breeder had
wondered if it were possibleto die of joy.

And that white creature who had stood againgt dl the off-worlders—it had looked like areal person,
except for certain odd proportions of leg and arm, neck and head, dong with itslack of tint and piercing
red eyes. Second couldn't get over how attractive it had been, compact and yet graceful. It had been a
drone like himsdlf, but so competent, so functional. Obvioudly, it understood the crystd trees growing
down herein the dark, what they were for and, best of al, how they could be persuaded to sing.

They arranged themselvesin ahaf circle and let the last of thelight play over their wondering faces.
"Perhaps the stranger will come back," Second said. He had propped the firing stick, lost by the dien
back in the ceremonid arena, against thewall. It was wider a one end than the other, and amechanism
of some sort was built into it.

"This can be our colony," Tenth said. He was large for abreeder, his carapace amottled blue, except at
hisjoints, which shaded to asdlow and disgppointing white. "Then we could dways have such exciting

songs

Sixteenth Breeder indicated doubtfulness with the cant of his head. "Thereis nothing to eat here," he
sad.

It was true the want of food was making itsalf very much known. Second was fedling decidedly
dow-witted. "We must find agleaner,” he said, "and make her bring food down here."

"How will you make her?' Sixteenth said. "1 have never yet heard agleaner spesk asingleintelligible
word."

Second mulled this over. " Then we must secure atrandator too."

"Trandators never listen to breeders,” Tenth said. "They only tell you when to eat and whereto deep
and dl the things you should not do." He reached out and touched a wondering first-hand to the
tranducent length of the nearest crystd. I1ts hum modulated to adightly higher register. He snatched his
hand back and stared. "1 could fee—that tree is not—right, not whereit should be."

"Where dse should it be, except here where it started?' Second said, testy with hunger. "Do you want it
to sprout legs and walk outside?' He drummed both pairs of hands on his sides with impatience. Words
hovered at the edge of being spoken, ideas glimmered just out of reach—forceful, brave, clever idess, dl
of which, of course, were far beyond the capability of amere breeder.

Tenth stroked the crystal tree again, longer thistime and with al four hands. The light phased from pink
to blueto purpleto green, rippling faster. The hum changed pitch as he touched it high, then low. "That is
somehow—nbetter," he said findly. "I don't know why, but it feeds more—complete.”

"Bah! Playing with these glasstreesisfor hatchlings! At some point, the kegperswill come and make us
go back to the colony. That's what we should be thinking about.” Second stalked to the edge of the
chamber where he had |eft the dien's stick propped against the curving white wall.



"They won't come down here," Tenth said. "They say it'sabad place, that terrible things happened here
and could happen again, if |akaever forget.”

Second snatched the stick up, turned it over in hisfirst-hands while his second-hands probed each swell
and protuberance. The highly polished surface felt cool and deek, welcoming to the touch. He thought
again of the furred aien, how it had leaped upon the breeders, how in turn they had leaped upon it and
then pinned the wretched beast to the ground.

That was what abreeder ought to be doing, taking red action, doing something beyond waiting for the
opportunity to breed, an opportunity which might not ever come. A breeder should . . . at . . . tack.
Attack. That was the word he had been seeking as a keeper seeks an errant hatchling. When someone
attacked the colony, you shouldattack back!

How wonderful! It was asthough the right word had opened up entire new vistasinside his head. He
saw hints of other things one might do, other waysto live and found himsdlf dancing with joy.

"What's the matter with you?' Tenth demanded.

"l understand!" Second could not be till. He spun around, flung out hisarm and pointed the stick asthe
dien had. "1 understand now what | am supposed to do! When somethingattacks the colony, | am
supposed toattack back!™

"What does that mean?' Tenth sounded quite sullen.

Second'sfingers played over the stick, pressing each knob in turn. One of them closeto thewide end
gavewith adight click. A tiny spot of green bloomed like an exctic flower. "It meansthat, when the
off-worlders hurt us, we don't have to stand back and let them.”

"Getintheir way?" Tenth looked at Sixteenth, then back to Second. "Wetried that. It didn't work."

"No," Second said. "We make them get out of our way!" His probing fingers touched the same lever as
before, but thistime, it yielded to pressure. Bright green fire splashed across the room. Sixteenth cried
out, then collgpsed, his off-shoulder ablack smoking ruin.

Chapter Fifteen

Ke'svison cleared by midafternoon, except for alingering bit of static. Theterrible drain of blueshift
was still upon him so that his musclestwitched, and hisright palm had been burned in that brief contact
with the crystd. At the moment, he could not hold hisrifleto fireit, but he still had hisclaws, if it cameto
afight, and, by the VVoice, he wished it would. He craved an entire horde of the enemy upon whom he
could vent hisrage and frusiration.

Bey's seared body lay twenty paces uphill, hidden behind arock formation. Kel had trailed dong as best
he could, hisvison phasing in and out, when Onopa and the Black/on/black carried it up there. It
troubled him to abandon Bey as though he were some cast-off carcass. The dead should be given
honorably to the sky, though perhaps this sky on this adien world would not receive him.



From his earliest memories, Bey's dark-brown form had been with him, in the stark, cold cave that was
al thenursery Levv could giveits cublings, when the flek attacked the mountains of hishome and scarred
his muzzle, and then later on the plains, when, following the fabled Black/on/black, they had finaly
defested the invaders.

Bey, who had been dways at his side, deferring to his Leadership, until today. A low-throated snarl
escaped histhroat. Hislifelong huntmate had died knowing he had fled the flek in the cave and it was
more than Kel could bear. Even if hisbrains had boiled out through his ears, he should have stayed down
there, fought to a clean and honorable death as Bey had. Now, if hekilled every flek in the entire
universe, it would not be enough to reclaim hishonor.

Kikalooked up, then left Naxk's prostrate body to wak unsteadily to the mountain stream just & the
forest'stangled edge. A covey of scarlet avians cried out, then burst away at her approach. Her ears
never twitched.

She had recovered consciousness fairly soon after being removed from the cave, but her damaged ears
dtill leaked blood. Her balance was off and her hearing severdly impaired. Whether the effectswere
temporary or permanent remained il to be seen.

The pae-gray femde dipped astrip of cloth torn from her uniform in the rushing water, then returned to
Naxk, who had suffered abad burn across her chest and wasfighting for every breath. Kikalifted the
smaller femal€'s head and squeezed the cloth so that water dripped into her panting mouth. Naxk snarled
and pushed feebly a Kikas pae-gray hand. Kikaheld her more firmly and forced her to drink.

On the other side of the clearing, Visht sat hunched over, head in hands, staring at hisfeet with
pain-glazed eyes. He had a so been burned, but not as badly as Naxk. Aliki Onopa had tried to spesk to
him earlier, but he refused to answer.

Ke could amost read histhoughts. They had trained hard to fight the flek and had been so foolishly
certain none of it was necessary, that with tooth and claw and alaser rifle, they were more than the equa
of any ordinary Confederation soldier. They would succeed where humans had not. At the first
opportunity, they would drive the flek before them like frightened yirn back on their home world.

But then one undersized flek, not even awarrior-drone according to the Black/on/black, had defeated
them. They had al lost their honor today. Only Bey, who had died, had preserved hisintact.

A hrinn had but two legs, severa maleswho had long ago trained Kel had been fond of saying: Duty and
Honor. Honor had fled. All that was left now for them was Duty.

Montrose was soaking his burned leg in the stream and seemed more dert. His uniform had protected
him to some extent, being specialy treated to resist laser fire, and the medkit had worked against
swlling, shock, and pain. The Black/on/black was sitting on his hedls beside him now, discussing
something.

Thetal femae, Onopa, had disappeared into the rain forest, probably to forage. Food . . . Another snarl
rattled in histhroat. He felt the urgent need to replenish what he had fruitlesdy spent in blueshift earlier.

The Black/on/black gripped Montrose's shoulder, then rose to walk back acrossthe clearing to Kei. He
stood over him, blocking the sun. "How isyour hand?'



Ke snorted. "It does not matter.”

The Black/on/black gazed down at him. He had shed his shirt somewhere in the last day and his black
fur gleamed in the sun, not asingle off-color hair anywhere, the ancient legend cometo life. His mane had

come unbound and whipped in the breeze. His eyes smoldered like black flame. Kel |ooked away,
ashamed to bein his presence.

"We were whipped,” the Black/on/black said, and though his voice waslow, it carried acrossthe
makeshift camp.

Kikafollowed him with her eyes, though Ke doubted she could hear him. Visht struggled to hisfest.
Montrose swung his burned leg out of the stream and turned around to listen.

"And well be whipped again and again, if we survive,”" the Black/on/black said. "That'sjust part of being
aRanger."

Visht looked doubtful, while Ke flattened hisears.

The Black/on/black sighed. "Think of it as thesomething/in/motion which rulesal soldiers. What makes
this pattern specia isthat, when you get the stuffing knocked out, you pick yoursdlf up, go back and
make the enemy pay!"

Visht's ears pricked forward and there was ahopeful gleam in hiseyes.

Montrose cleared histhroat. "What about Jensen, sir? Did the flek take her prisoner?”

The Black/on/black raised his nose into the wind as though seeking her scent. "1 don't know. | got there
too late."

"Shefought well," Kea said gruffly. "After | hit my head, | could see only alittle, but she was charging the
flek, knife drawn, just asthe grid flashed white. Then they were gone.”

"If shewasfar enough inside the platform not to be vaporized, then she must have transported.” The
Black/on/black's tone was bleak. He closed his eyes, pulled hislips back, asthough in pain. "l hope she
took out a hundred of the bastards when she got to the other side.”

Even thetraitor had fought with more honor than he had, Ke thought wearily. He should have thrown
himself through the grid with her, whether he could see or not, brought down as many flek asclawsand
teeth could manage before he passed through the Gates of Desath.

He could stand it no longer and lurched to hisfeet, stiff and sore from noseto claws. "1 must tend to
Bey," hesad gruffly.

Visht stood too, ears drooping. "'l will go with you.”
"No!" Ke brigtled. "He was my huntmate!
"We are Rangers," the Black/on/black said. "That makes usal huntmates, human and hrinn dike.”

"Yes" Montrose said. Hisdark face was lined with pain. "I'll go too. What can we use for shovels?



The Black/on/black shook his head, a particularly human gesture which aways looked odd to Kei.
"Hrinn do not bury their dead. They are "givento the sky." "

Kikawas looking from one face to another, unable to hear what they were talking about. The
Black/on/black put one hand on her shoulder. "Bey," he said loudly and jerked his head upward. "He
must enter the sky.”

Understanding dawned in Kika's black eyes. She glanced up at the rugged green mountains that formed
the backbone of theidand. Clouds were scudding across the peaks and accumulating in dark patches as
though it might rain soon.

"Thereisno placefor that here,” she said.

"Wewill make one," the Black/on/black said. "A Ranger place.” He turned to Montrose. "It hasto be
high up, where the clouds touch the peaks. | don't think you could make it with that leg, and besides
someone needs to stay with Naxk and Kikauntil Onopa gets back."

Montrose bowed his head.
Kei could see he did not want to stay, an dmost hrinnti response to the situation.
"What about Skal?* Montrose said findly and looked around. "Couldn't he stay?"

"That'sagood question,” the Black/on/black said grimly. "' haven't seen him since we evacuated the
cave. Has anyone d=?'

The survivors looked at each other, but no one remembered seeing the Squad Leader since he'd carried
Naxk out and deposited her unconscious on the grass.

"Hell be back," the Black/on/black said, "and then he's going to have alot of explaining to do.”

Mitsu was limp from the intense heet by the time dusk fell on the flek world. The brash red sun, diffused
by the thick atmosphere, dipped toward the horizon with agonizing downess. Her uniform was plastered
to her body by swest. Her throat burned and the effort it took not to cough was draining what little
reserves she had | eft. If thistook much longer, she wouldn't have the strength to enter the grid.

The tuner-drones went about their work with dogged persistence, ignoring her. The tech remained off to
one side, dormant, and she could see slvery splotches across its smushed-in face now. It was old. They
must be hard-up indeed for techs on this so-called "failed world,” she thought. She had not seen one half
s0 old on Anktan. Theflek prized efficiency above dl e se. Most were sacrificed long before achieving
this age and then consumed by their successorsin order to pass aong crucia memory engrams.

Shefingered thefail of the only remaining foodpak in her pocket, but put off egting it just yet. Shewas
merely ravenous and thirsty for the moment. If she didn't get off thisworld soon, she would need it much
worse |ater, aswel as a decent water source, if there was such athing on thisworld.

The lights down in the flek city were easier to see asthe sun faded: typically flekish pinks, blues, and
greens, dong with the occasional purple. How many of the flek down there were warrior-drones? She
ought to go, shetold hersdlf, and find out. If she ever made it back through the grid, that kind of



knowledge could beinvauableintd.

The very thought of venturing into aviable flek hive made her ill though. No one would expect it of her,
after what she had been through. She paced around the grid platform, wondering if these misbegotten
tunerswould ever be done. Perhaps the tech was just toying with her. Maybe they al knew shewas an
imposter and were just waiting for her to make amove. That might even be what passed for flekish
humor.

Findly, asthe shadows lengthened, a pink sphere detached itself from the city and drifted toward the
grid. She watched it with sick fascination. It was moving too fast to be aworker on foot.

Thetech gtirred, then checked the tuners, making minute adjustments here and there. She watched the
approaching sphere nervoudy, dizzy with the heat, but unable to stand till. "Isthe grid reedy?' she
asked.

"Not yet. It isantiquated,” the tech said, "very ddlicate, and these tuners are inexperienced. The last set
died on the previous world and these had no opportunity to ingest their knowledge, athough | will
attempt to retrieve at least one of the bodiesfor that purpose when you return.”

The pink sphere reached the bottom of the rise and then winked out. A large flek unfolded itself and
ambled up the hill toward the transfer grid.

Mitsu was frozen. There was no placeto hide, and, if she did run, they would know she was an imposter
for sure, if they didn't aready. She had to bluff it out.

Thisflek did not seem to be awarrior-drone, but that gave her little relief. Though much larger than the
tech, it was not a Decider either. She had seen severa back on Anktan and they were at least twice the
sze of atech with overlarge heads and stunted arms.

Theflek stopped at the edge of the crystal matrix and studied her, itsred eyes glittering in the sunset. It
wore abdt around its gleaming white middle, fitted with severd devices, of which she recognized only
one, aporogity generator for entering buildings. "Designation?” it said crisply.

"Spy-Drone 87650," she said, her mouth dry. "Y our designation?’

"World-Architect 549." It canted its head. "We had not received word of aspy-drone left in place on
Panet 873."

"|—was trapped there," she said, "for avery long time, until this tech opened the grid and brought me
back through.”

What in the name of the Thirty-Nine Systems was a "world-architect,” she wondered. She'd never heard
of that caste before.

Theflek architect waswatching her closdly.

" left an information cache behind," she said. "Thistech isgoing to effect my temporary return, then send
me on to atertiary nexusfor information processing.”

"The Primary Decider will confer with you," the architect said. "Y ou are directed to accompany meto
the Integrating Chamber for inquiry."



"Thegridisamost tuned,”" she said. Panic ricochetted through her. She gripped her sweating hands
together to keep them from trembling. "I must return as soon as possible. Delay might impair any chance
of retrieving therecords. | can report to the Decider, when | return.”

"Thistech reported contact with the Enemy on Planet 873, the architect said, "which supersedes all
other priorities. The Primary Decider will evaluate the details you supply so response can be planned.”

She would have to go with it for now, then giveit the dip as soon as they reached the city and circle
back here. Refusing in front of the tech would only give her away.

Heart pounding, mouth dry asthe desert back on Anktan, Mitsu followed the architect down the dope.
It paused at the foot, while she gazed out over the flek city. More spheres were visible among the
buildings and broad walkways, some larger, others smdller, pink and blue and purple. Shehad a
flashback of the grid on Anktan.Beautiful under the night sky, like a wonderland of fairy lights, and
S0 hig, large enough to transport thousands of warrior-drones.

With an dmogt sublimina hum, afield of pink light envel oped both hersdf and the drone. She put out a
finger and touched the shimmering pink skin. It tingled and hummed more loudly, but did not giveto the
pressure asthey lifted into the air and floated toward the city. She withdrew her finger and watched
through the field of tranducent pink. The city grew nearer with surprising speed and the architect did not
appear to be controlling their progressin any way. Their "vehicle' must be managed from some centra
area. Since she was supposed to be aflek spy, familiar with this, she did not dare ask how it worked.

She would get avay, shetold hersdf over and over. They would not flay her mind open thistime. She
would diefirgt, and as many as she could reach would die with her.

White, irregularly-spaced towers passed below, some low and stubby, others almost etheredl, rising high
into the murky yellow twilight. And everywhere, she saw flek, striding purposefully with that terrible
sngle-mindedness only their species had perfected. The entire city was dive with them. There had to be
amillion at least, she thought, dl of them poised to invade Ol eagka.

* * %

Heyokawould have liked to wrap the corpsefor its last journey, but they had nothing suitable, soin the
end, hetook the shoulders, leaving Visht and Kel to carry the legs and they climbed toward the rugged
center of theidand. The afternoon was waning, but it was still devilishly hot and they were dl three
panting before they had gone afew hundred feet.

The clouds gathered above, ever more dark and ominous. The humidity seemed only to increase and it
was soon obvious why hrinn were never meant for atropica climate.

Thewind streamed against their faces, filled with alien green scents, and, beneath that, the sdt of the sea
at their backs. Because of hisburned hand, Kel could only carry left-handed and did not speek at all.
Vight, slent by nature, said nothing either, but it was Kel that concerned him.

Something had happened, during the battle perhaps, or earlier during the day, which had affected him.
Even theway he carried himself was different, and the fact the others deferred to Skal now, instead of
Kel, spoke volumes. Dominance had shifted, which ordinarily never happened among hrinn without
Challenge. Had Skal and Kel fought? Ska had appeared to be the only uninjured survivor of the battle,
and he did not believe the black-and-white's fighting skills were good enough to come away from an
encounter with Kei unmarked. Heyoka could not make sense of it.



They stopped to rest, easing Bey's poor body to the rocks, then gazing back down the dope at the
idand spread out below. Green sward, just subtly darker than the greens of Earth, covered broad
terracesto the east, while the green tangle of rain forest dominated the rocky dopes. The wind gusted
and aripple of slver undersides flashed like dow lightning. It was alovey land, with its black sand
beaches and lush vegetation. If Oleaakawere not dready inhabited, humanswould gladly have
colonized.

Without aword, Ke picked up Bey'sleg and stood waiting to continue. Heyokaresumed his place at
the shoulders and Visht joined them. They needed a high place, open to the sky. Heyokaremembered
that much from Anktan. When he had recovered enough of his strength, after the find battle, they had
taken him to the peeks, at hisinsstence, and shown him the dead.

He had known there would be casudlties, but, despite their victory, the numbers were staggering, dl
placed on the highest summits, where the fierce wind and sun desiccated the corpsesin short order and
predators did the rest. The humans of course had asked for plots of land to bury their dead, mightily
shocking the hrinn, who found the practice barbarous.

The light ebbed as they climbed until, high up, on arocky ledge, Visht dipped on loose scree, breaking
open the wound on his shoulder. He sprawled on the dope, ears flattened, eyes narrow with pain.
Heyoka set his burden down, then reached to help him up. Visht struck at him with bared claws.

He drew back and waited while Visht collected himself. Ke had tactfully averted his eyes, and Heyoka
now redized he should have done the same. It was difficult to avoid giving insult when you had not been
rased in aculture. A portion of his mind was hard-wired with hrinnti ingtincts, but even those had by
necessity been dulled by years of living with humans.

"Why did Skd leave the squad?’ he asked Kei, while they were waiting.

Ke brigtled. "HeisLeader now, so he goes when he pleases. No one can question hisright.”

"When did he become Leader?'

Thewind gusted, rattling the leaves of a stunted tree growing at an angle out of therock. Kel snarled,
but would say no more.

"He should be here," Heyoka said, "hel ping us, honoring his huntmate for the last time.”

Ke turned on him, teeth bared, claws flashing. He looked adtogether unsoldierlike, savage. "Heis hrinnti,
not human, and he will never fit into your hidebound human patternsd Whatever is a work hereismuch
larger than anything a human has ever named!”

"Thisisnot just apattern/in/progress " Heyokawas breathing hard and the blood was surging in his
ears. His savageother strained to break free. This could not be settled with words, it ingsted.Only
teeth and claws and blood could resolve this matter. With an effort, he turned away from its seductive
whisper. "Thisisacombat Stuation! If hrinn are ever going to have a chance to make a contribution to
thiswar, we have to maintain order and discipline, the chain of command!”

"Those are patternsfit only for softsking" A voice rang down from above.

Heyoka, Kel, and Visht looked up the dope. Skal's black-and-white form stood on arocky point, legs



braced gpart, unbound mane flowing in thewind. ™Y our pattern isfinished, Black/on/black, just like you!
Everyone knows you're a burnt-out wreck now. Y ou should have stayed on Anktan, listening to the
storiesthe old Tellers spin for cublings about you. Thisis anew place and needs fresh eyes and ears. We
will make our own pattern herel”

"Likeyou did down in the cave when you hung back?' Heyokathrew back. "That didn't look the least
bit new to me. | would have caled that fiascodeath/in/longing , wouldn't you?"

With asnarl, Skal disappeared.

Heyokajust had timeto realize Ska had entered blueshift before the fight was upon him.

Chapter Sixteen

Ska's legp blind-sided him; no one could see ahrinn moving in blueshift, except another hrinn doing the
same. Heyokarolled with his attacker, then used the momentum to regain hisfeet. Skal was momentarily
vigble, off-baance, his black-and-white face reminiscent of a human-style harlequin mask, then he
disappeared again and Heyokawas regling from a dozen unanswered claw marks.

His savageother roared at the pain, and then he was no longer thinking at all, just reacting in awhite-hot
fury. How dare this upstart Challenge him when so much was at stake! He would tear Skd's worthless
ears off and feed them to him aninch at atime!

Off toone side, Visht and Kel guarded Bey'slifeless body, black eyes unreadable. Thiswasa
pattern/in/progress they al understood, one that could only be settled between him and Skal. No one
would interfere. Hrinn dways respected Challenge.

A spatter of cold rain struck hismuzzle. He shook it off and circled warily, waiting for the next strike.
One dash across his chest was particularly deep and the hot scent of blood filled the air as it soaked into
hisfur. He caught awhiff of Ska, too, rancid with fight pheromones, then; without warning, hewasfaling
back. His head cracked on the rocks. His earsrang, and Ska wastearing at his throat. He threw an arm
up to fend him off, then saw an opening and buried his own teeth in Ska's shoulder.

His opponent threw himsaf backwards, roaring with shock. Heyoka pursued, but a buzzing whiteness
obscured hisvison and hislegs gave way. Ska's blood was hot and sweet in his mouth as he struggled to
rise. How strange, he found himself thinking. He had never tasted hrinnti blood before. Who would have
thought it would be sweet?

Hefloundered, groping for Skal. Hisfingers brushed againgt fur, then lost contact. He whirled, cursing
himsdlf. He had to finish thisnow. A hrinn who lived to fight another day would take down hisenemy,
sooner or later. He had to find—

Hisvison cleared just as Ska came at him again. He caught tiny flashes of black-and-white fur asthe
other dropped in and out of blueshift, creating a series of startling static images. He was playing with him,
Heyokaredlized, as he struck uselesdy at empty air where Skal had just been again and again. Ska



could finish him off anytime he chose. Thiswas achump's game, what humans caled "shooting fishina
barrd "

Heleaped a a half-seen blur of white and again his claws closed on nothing. Overbaanced, hefell, then
Ska was upon him, fingers knotted in his mane, yanking his head back, exposing histhroat for afind,
fad dash.

Hisfierceother reached deep within, where Heyoka could have sworn there was nothing left. For an
ingtant, lessthan the wink of an eye, thefamiliar stain of blueshift colored the sky, the mountaintop, his
opponent's face. Time dowed to acrawl and he was donewith Skal in achill universe of crystdline blue.
Moving too fast for Skal to see, he broke hishold and scrambled away.

Normal colors burst back into hisvison. He sprawled nose-first on the ground, so exhausted, he could
barely flick an ear. Drawing upon cellular energy without preparation could be fatd, hisformer sponsor,
Nisk, had dwayswarned, and he'd found that to be true, to hisregret. Ignorant of ancient techniquesfor
supercharging cells, he had often been careless back on Anktan, but he had never expected to be able to
draw power again and certainly hadn't expected to face Chalenge up here.

Ska was dowing down too, though obvioudy held found some way to prepare for thisfight. The big
male dropped out of blueshift and regarded him with savage black eyes.

"Thisispointless" Heyokasaid, struggling to get up. He got one leg undernesth him, but the other would
not support hisweight. Rain began in earnest, the large drops close together and cold. Thunder cracked
on the other side of the valley below. He dug his claws into the rock and tried harder. "Our enemy isthe
flek, not each other! If either one of usdies here, that just makes onelessto hold the grid and we are far
too few asitid"

"Weakling!" Skal threw back, but he was panting heavily and his ears were askant. "'Y ou are not fit to
leed!™

"I am the only onefit!" Mustering the dregs of his strength, he heaved to hisfeet. The scene before him
wavered, asthough hewere viewing it underwater. "Y oure a Ranger now. Think back on your training,
al you've learned these last months. Y ou know what we have to do here, how important it isl™

Skal disappeared into blueshift. Heyokawhirled, claws bared, but it was no use. He would not see his
opponent until it wastoo late. How ironic that the Black/on/black, whose body supposedly contained the
highest number of power receptor cells of dl hrinn, should diein apointless blueshift brawl with a
third-rate punk like Skal.

He could retrest, the human-educated part of hisbrain whispered, and live to fight another day.

His savageother roared in outrage. Honorable hrinn did not run from Challenge! It was unheard of,
unthinkable! Such cravennesswould shred his honor! Better to die cleanly!

Hefdt the edge of the ledge behind him, aswell asthewind of Skal's approach. He ducked an invisible
blow as unseen claws grazed his neck. Certain desth was at histhroat. He could do as hisother
demanded, accept it and die, or—

Without thinking further, he turned and plunged over the ledge, armsflailing at the distant canopy of the
forest below.



A coughing fit overtook Mitsu in the travel sphere and she could not stop. She knotted her fistsand
leaned againgt the spongy covering, holding her breath. This toxic atmosphere would kill her, probably
sooner rather than later, and permanent lung damage would no doubt set in even before that. Her tearing
eyes burned and she had difficulty swallowing.

World-Architect 549 regarded her with indifference. "Are you damaged?’

"This—shell—is not suited for these conditions," she said hoarsdly. "1 must either abandon it soon or
return to Planet 873."

On Anktan, to her everlasting shame, the flek had made her believe such athing was possible, that aflek
could be dtered to pass as human, though, as far as Confederation scientists could tell, it was not. Every
flek spy ever unmasked had turned out to be a mind-twisted human. She hersalf had been betrayed into
enemy hands by just such a person. He'd died in Heyokasraid believing hewas aflek trappedin a
human body and she'd come very closeto sharing the same fate.

The pink sphere dissolved and she blinked at the scene before her—a dazzling white concourse
suspended amidst at least twenty more, al looping over and under and even through one another without
guardrails or supports of any kind. Flek of dozens of body types she'd never seen before thronged the
broad surfaces. They were dl the same dead-white with demon-red eyes. A flekish song of joyous
service was being broadcast and the chittering of the thousands singing along filled the hazy air.

She fet closed in, though they were out in the open air, trapped and claustrophobic. Theflek city
vibrated around her, dive with multitudes of the enemy. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. | can't do
this, she thought. Shefelt dizzy and her chest hurt. | can't be that person, the spy-drone clothed in human
flesh. | can't go that close to madness again.

Another coughing fit overwhelmed her. She hunched over, braced hersdf as she fought to control it.
Cough-tears streamed down her grimy face. "Water!" shefinaly croaked to the waiting architect. "This
shdll cannot function efficiently without weter."

The architect diverted asmall round courier. It paused for instructions, then scurried away, rgoining the
service song. The scrabble of itsfeet on the gleaming white concourse made her skin crawl.

Her guide started off and she had to follow or be left behind. It strode purposefully ahead of her with its
four long legs, much faster than she could manage. She hung back at its hedls, trying not to breathe too
deeply and trigger the coughing again.

The courier returned and scuttled along at her Side, matching her pace, handing up a haf-moon carafe
filled with water. It was stde and bitter, left over, she suspected, from some sort of cleaning job, but she
let it trickle down her parched and aching throat, then felt moderately better.

She passed back the carafe. The courier snatched it out of her hand and turned away, both sets of
shoulders hunched. It thinks I'm disgusting, she thought, and remembered how she too had once found
hersdf s0, had longed to shed her loathsome pink skin and regain the deek purity of flek chitin.

They entered an open chamber thronging with the caste known as Deciders. Pink and yellow globules of
light danced over their heads. Huge, irregular-shaped screens formed the three walls, each displaying
different scenes or marching lines of statistics. The architect continued on to the far sde, but Mitsu found



she had stopped without meaning to. Her legs smply would take her no closer.

A Decider turned its heavy carndlian gaze on her and she fdt it could see right through her shabby
deception. " Spy-Drone 87650."

Her fingers danced over one another and she redlized she was beating out the flek service song with her
inadequate fingers. Cold fear raced through her nerves and she made hersdlf lower her handsto her
gdes "That ismy designation.”

"We had not retained notice of your deployment on Planet 873," the Decider said.

"Preparationswere hasty,” she said. "There wasllittle time when | was assigned.”

"Your origind phaanx?'

All-Father, she had no ideawhat that term meant. Her hand itched to draw the sonic knife from her boot
and bury the shimmering green blade in the hulking Decider's chest. And what good would that do? the
rational part of her mind asked. Y ou should have killed that grid-tech when you had the chance. Now
they know everything it knows.

"Y our phaanx?' the Decider repested. The hot red eyes bore down on her like the visua components of
someterrible, sentient machine.

"Dead," she said, for lack of anything better to say.
"On Planet 8737

"Yes" Sweat soaked her uniform, plastered her hair to her head. The scene before her winked in and
out. Everything seemed far away and the rotten-eggs reek of sulphur was overwhelming. Heatstroke, she
thought fuzzily, was becoming ared possbility.

"How?'
How—what? She had lost track of the conversation. She blinked unsteadily at the Decider.

"How did your phaanx die?" it said. "Did the Enemy sweep back over Planet 873, after the Makers
retreated, or did the perverted oneskill them?'

Thelaka?"Yes" shesad, for lack of anything better to say, "they killed them."

The Decider fell back into a contemplative posture, arms bent, oversized head lowered to prevent
distraction. "We had hoped, if we withdrew our forces, the Enemy could be enticed to overrun Planet
873" it said findly. "Once they had eliminated the perverted ones, we would return and exterminate them
inturn, which ismuch easier. Then we could finish the needed atmospheric adjustmentsto transform the
planet according to the architectural style of that period.”

They were afraid of the laka. How strange. Mitsu wasfast losing her grip on redlity, but shefiled that
tidbit away for later examination. Humanity had fought the flek for generations, in varying degrees of
intengity, and more often than not, they were the oneslosing territory. How had the gentle laka managed
to frighten flek off their world?



Sweat ran down her back, pooled at the base of her spine. Shefelt cold and hot at the sametime. "
have gathered information on the perverted ones, aswdl asthe Enemy," she said, "which ishidden on
Planet 873. | must go back and retrieveit.”

"The grid-tech spoke of furred anima s who fought with manufactured energy wegpons," the Decider
sad.

"Yes" Mitsu said, "but they were very primitive. One tech and afew warrior-droneswere more than a
metch for them.”

"True," the Decider said. "However, you will be accompanied by afull phalanx of warrior-drones, when
you return. They will be respongble for the recovery of the information, as well asthe procurement of at
least one specimen of this new speciesfor our records.”

Mitsu's knees wobbled. She forced hersdf to straighten, though black dots shivered like dancing
molecules behind her eyes. "And the perverted ones?’

"Kill al who come. . . reach of . . . wegpons. Under no circumstances, listen.. . . thingthey ... or Sng.

The voice had gonetinny and flat, far away. She knew she should focus, that her very surviva, aswell as
those back on Oleaaka, depended on it, but the hot, thick air closed in on her and it was so difficult to
breathe. She felt hersdf falling, and too late, put out her hands. The hot floor seemed to rise up and strike
her. Her lungs strained, as afierce red tide rolled in and swept her thoughts away .

It took Sixteenth Breeder sometimeto die. He thrashed about between the crystaline columnsin agony,
his shoulder burned to blackness, pleading with his nestbrothersfor release.

Second told him to go ahead and dieg, if he wished, but Sixteenth didn't appear to understand. His
screams should have been disturbing. Certainly, Second Breeder's three remaining companions found
them sufficiently so that they |eft the cavern in search of their own gleaner and trandator, as planned. But,
for some reason, Second was intrigued. The cries of pain summoned picturesin hismind that hinted at
great doings, brave accomplishments, wildly satisfying pleasures. He could not tear himsalf away until
Sixteenth findly uttered along, sibilant Sgh and died.

It had been reminiscent of aNight of Leavetaking, Second reflected, though vastly more exciting. Degths
on those occasions were abrupt and unexceptiona, each one inevitably brief and the same asthelast. He
hed attended five of the annua ceremonies during his short life, though of course this season would have
finaly brought histurn to participate.

The thought of the Leavetaking made him hungrier than ever. If one of the utilitarian |aborers had been at
hand to prepare Sixteenth's body, he and the other hungry breeders could have at |east eatenthat . Ashe
recalled from previous ceremonies, processed properly, discarded breeders were quite tasty. Well, when
their new colony was established, he would seeto it that they had a plentiful supply of laborers.

He hoisted the stiffening corpse between histwo sets of shoulders and carried it through the tunnelsto
the surface. If they acquired atrandator before the body spoiled, they could still prepare afeast of their
own.



Outside, the light had dwindled to faint rose on the western horizon. The clouds overhead were low and
black and the sweet scent of rain hung heavy in the air. It would rain soon, and long too. He deposited
the body close to the cavern entrance.

Shortly thereafter, his companions returned, dragging ong addicate trandator. All three breeders were
besting out Second's forceful new song on their second-hands and the rhythm was quite stimul ating,
though the trandator appeared distraught. Her color had faded to a pasty white-green and she had
actually cracked her carapace trying to escape. Tenth Breeder had afirm grip on one of her forearms
and was dancing about, looking quite pleased with himself.

"Y ou cannot do thigl" the trandator cried. "Y ou must al return to the colony a once!™
"Thisisour colony," Second said boldly, "and you are now our trandator.”

"We could not find a gleaner,” Tenth said and released the trandator. She scuttled out of reach and then
cowered. "They have dl returned to the compound for the night."

Another disma night without foodstuffs. Second contemplated that prospect and felt quite displeased.
Heturned to the frightened trandator. "Are you familiar with the preparation for the Feast of
Leavetaking?'

Her face paled beneath its green tint. "No, of course not,” she said, clearly aghast. "That isthe
responsibility of the keepers.”

"But you have seenit,” Second persisted. "Trandators go everywhere, talk to everyone, or €l se nothing
would get done."

"It has been my privilege to be atrandator-at-large the last two seasons,” she said and averted her eyes.
"Then you know what to do." Second studied her closdly.

"That isnot my function!" Shewastrembling now. "And it isnot yours either!”

"“Each to her own function," Second said testily, quoting the keepers.

"That isthe true and proven way of things,” the trandator said. Her voice was shaded with misery. "All
eseismadness!”

"We will make anew way," Second said. He dashed forward and twisted her arm. "We are hungry.
Prepare that body for consumption.”

Obvioudy, she had not noticed Sixteenth's charred form before, because now she stiffened and then
folded in upon hersdf.

"Thisisusdess” Tenth said in disgust. "She won't perform any tasks outside her caste. None of them
will."

Second glared down at her trembling form. "Then we will esther !"

"How?' Tenth said.



Hedid not know. In fact, he knew nothing at dl of any real use, Second redized. He was just amouth
to feed, abody waiting to breed and then be sacrificed in the annua Leavetaking, useful for one brief
moment in an entirelifelime.

The only time he had felt large and important was back in the ceremonid arenawhen the furred alien had
stood against themand hehad . . . had . . .fought . Yes, that was the word he'd been searching for all of
last night and most of today. When heldfought , and then later again, when he had watched the gleaming
white strangerfight the furred ones down in the cave, everything had seemed possible.

"Never mind," he said, and realized hetruly didn't care anymore about eating. His hunger was growing
familiar, like an everpresent shadow with amean little edge to it, and he found heliked that, the
meanness, the sense of sharpness. "Detain her," he said. "Whenitislight, | shal go to the compound and
fetch back both alaborer and agleaner.”

Heyoka's claws shredded the forest's top layer of leaves as hefdll. His scrabbling right hand gained
purchase on adender limb for asecond, then dipped, and he plunged through the emerad shade again.
Desperate, he used both hand- and footclaws on the bark of aforest giant. He scored the soft wood,
amogt arrested hisfal, but then the tree contracted, as though in pain, and threw him off.

He hit the fork of the next tree over, bounced, then dug his clawsin again. Thistime, they held and he
found himsdlf clinging to amassivetrunk at least two hundred feet in the air. His heart raced and the
breath rasped in and out of his straining lungs. The tree quaked beneath him and he quickly retracted his
claws, clinging instead with hisarms and pulling himsalf up to amore secure set.

Thetree dill trembled, and he began to climb down, hand over hand. This speciesmust have at least a
rudimentary nervous system, hetold himself. It flinched when he paused, then shuddered violently. He
cursed and dipped agood fifty feet before he was able to stop thistime, and took a solid blow to the
ribs.

He'd be damned lucky if he hadn't broken something, he thought, then eased himsdlf down asfast as
possible. The tree swayed, seeming uneasy, and he thought what his adoptive father, Ben Blackeagle,
might have made out of thisencounter.Everything is related, he had dways said,the plants and the
earth and the animals and the stars. They are all your relatives.

The tree gpasmed and then he was free-faling, arms and legs windmilling until he landed, spread-eagled,
inastand of dense, prickly bushes. He lay there, stunned, scratched and bruised from end to end. These
were no relatives of hisand thiswas certainly no place for ahrinn.

The brush rustled, then parted. A startled lavender face peered out at him with pale-pink eyes.

Chapter Seventeen

World Architect 549 stood by as the Deciders consulted the records. The smdll figure on the floor had
not moved since collapsing. Whether that was normal for the species or not, the architect did not know.
It might just be adormancy cycle, but he had little interest in Enemy physiology, or anything € se beyond



hisinbred fascination with world-scul pting.

When word had spread that a grid-tech had reported advertent transport of a Maker spy back from the
prohibited world, he had been mildly curious. What was Planet 873 like now? Had the Makers aborted
conversion process persisted to any degree? For most of hisadult life, he had been posted on thisfailed
world, trying to reverse the chemica disunity which made breeding impossible. The exquisitely scul pted
landscapes here included sector-wide renowned sulphur flats and possessed many other singular
beauties, but he was sultified by hisfailureto find effective remedies.

Panet 873, though, was rich with possibilities. Others had failed there long ago, not his particular
generation of architects, and the failure had been of a more extreme nature, having nothing to do with the
chemicd limitations on the gite. If only they would let him assess the landscape, something lovely il
might be accomplished.

"It speaks pure High-Maker," said the largest of the Deciders, the Venerable Seven hersdlf. "It must
have been conditioned by our own hands. The Enemy has never displayed any ability onitsownto
acquire our tongue to that degree.”

"But thereisno record of aturned Enemy spy assigned there," ayounger Decider said. "And that world
has lain falow since the monstrous perversion. The Enemy was not there then. How could one such as
this have been assgned snce?'

Architect 549 bowed his head and edged forward, Signdling his desire to speak before this august
company.

Decider Seven raised her forearmsin aggravation. ™Y ou are not needed here until we make adecision,”
she said severdy. "Go back to concocting your atmospheric potions, impotent though they are.”

"I had athought, unworthy for your consideration, | am quite certain." He waited, neck twitching. A
Decider's displeasure was usudly, and swiftly, fatal.

The Decider sat back on her haunches, folded both sets of arms across her chestplate. Pinks and greens
glinted off her highly polished chitin so that she gppeared to glow. She did not go so far asto give her
assent, but nelther did shekill him for hisimpunity.

Emboldened, he continued. " Send this creature to Planet 873 and assign me to accompany it. | will
asess the conditions there and report back with the cache of information it mentions.”

"We cannot be cartainitisasit claimsto be," Decider Seven said. "Evenif it isour creation, better to kill
it out of hand than takerisks."

"But it oesks o well!" he blurted, before he could stop himself, foolish in his youthful eagerness. "What
arethe odds that an unturned Enemy could present itself this elegantly? Has one ever done so before?!

"True." The Decider rose and walked over to the crumpled form. Its breathing was quite ragged now, its
thoracic cavity heaving. "We have not had information on the perverted ones since abandoning 873, but
the transfer-tech did not encounter any sign of them. Perhapsit istime to have amore thorough look.
That world may yet be slvagesble.”

The architect was dready planning which hatching of investigatorsto take, which line of searcherswould
give the most accurate readings. He had recently heard of a promising genetic offshoot of the standard



type which could interpret wavel engths of up to—

"Remember.” The Decider prowled over to him and stood breathing through her spiculeson his
unprotected back. "Fifty phalanxes had to be terminated upon our initial withdrawal from that planet.
Should you become tainted by the perverted mind-set, we will sacrifice your worthlesslifeimmediately
upon your return, aswell asthat of your entire hatching.”

A direthreat indeed. Such adrastic action would indicate to al extant hives that the genome which had
engendered his branch of architects was faulty and therefore not worthy of continuance. He would have
to bevery vigilant.

"l wish only to be of service," he said humbly.
"Very wdl, then," she said. "Revive this pathetic shell, if it isnot dready too late.”

The disgusting creature had called for water earlier, so the architect sent another courier for more, then
directed it to pour some upon the creature's mouth in hopesthat it might swallow.

* % *

Coolness bathed Mitsu's face, drawing her out of the steaming red dark. Water trickled down her nose.
She sputtered, coughed. Her hand flailed weekly at her cheek and came away wet. She could not think
where she was, or how she'd cometo be here. It was so hot, so sodding, sodding hot, and her lungs
drainedtoinhae.

She sat up, ran trembling fingers back through her soaked hair, cracked her eyes open. Garish flek pinks
and purples and greens assaulted her and the smdll of sulphur was overwhelming. She wrapped her arms
around her chest and rocked. She had dreamed this repeatedly on Anktan, that she had returned to the
flek, and now had to fight her way back to sanity al over again. Only, thistime, it wasredl.

Her hands trembled and she struggled not to be sick. Shewas till in the Deciders chamber, seated on
the dick whitefloor, surrounded by screenswith filled with incomprehensible scenes. One of the small
flek couriers stood afew feet away, holding an empty container.

"This Enemy shell isweek," the Decider said in lilting High-Fek. Disgust colored itstone.
"|—regret itsinadequacy,” Mitsu said.

"Y ou must return,” the Decider said, "before the shell expires. There, you will retrieve the information
you collected on the perverted ones and bring it back here for our evaluation.” It beckoned to arow of
waiting warrior-drones. "These shall accompany you, along with the world-architect, who wishesto take
readings a the Site of the abandoned environmenta engines.”

She counted over thirty warriors, far too many to ded with hersdf, without even taking into account the
blasted architect. Her heart sank. They must suspect her story, and no wonder. It was utterly lame. If she
could get back to the grid without collgpsing again, perhaps she could disable it from thissde. Every
bresth now was more difficult than the last. Her time was growing short. If she died here, without closing
the grid, Oleagkawould fal again to the flek, and Heyoka and his hrinn dong withit.

There had to be away.

The architect loomed over her, dmost bumbling for aflek. She shuddered and tried not to look &t its



eager, smashed-in face. "'l am ready,” she said, and set off at its Side down the broad white sweep of the
concourse. The city was broadcasting a unity song now and she could hear thousands of synchronized
feet walking in time on the plazas.

The phalanx of warrior-drones followed.

Ninth-Trand ator-at-large cowered outside the cavern entrance. She was surrounded by out-of-control
breeders. She had always been warned breeders were unstable, that one had to maintain constant
vigilance, lest they veer away from communal harmony and the old horror sweep back again, but she had
never before seen any evidence that such cautionswere valid.

She saw it now. The miscreants had taken hold of her, actualy dragged her here, so closeto this site of
ancient troubles. On the way, Tenth Breeder had thrust her into arock wall when she struggled and
cracked her side. She trembled at the memory, sickened. It was all true, the old stories of violence and
grife, folly and hatred. She realized she had never really believed them, not in the same sense that one
trusted one's own day-to-day sense memories.

They had to be put down, as Fourteenth Coordinator had ordered back in the ceremonial arena, and,
now that she was damaged, her own time of service was over. Shewould never be whole again. At the
first 9gn of dysfunction, she would be put down herself aswell.

Thelight was fading. Soon it would be dark. She should be back in the compound with the other
trandators, sharing everything that had been seen and said and done this day among the laka, comparing
notes, deciding how to serve the colony even better.

Miserable and shaken, she crept asingle step closer to the trees, whenever her captors were not
watching her. Thefoolish breeders boasted among themsalves, strutted about Singing songs she had
never heard before, forceful chantswith strong, bold rhythms. Where was their concern for the needs of
the community, she wondered. How could they be so misguided?

A low hum sprang up, traveling through earth and rock as much asthe air. Tenth Breeder's head
swiveled and his pink eyes gleamed with eagerness. "It returng!”

Second Breeder, the most vulgarly aggressive of the lot, beat his hands more loudly againgt his sides, so
that hiswicked song of fighting echoed throughout the clearing.

The sound was coming from the recently reopened cave, she redlized and shuddered. Down there was
the most forbidden place on the entire idand, worse even than the ruinsin the forest, and they were
ghastly. She could not go down there. If necessary, she would struggle until they killed her, but she could
not bear to bein the presence of such hitter wrongness.

She edged closer to the treeline, closer. Thewall of silver-green leaves stirred in the breeze, promising
conced ment. Two of the four breeders had disappeared into the cave by the time Second Breeder
glanced her way and redlized what she was doing.

"Stop!" hecried in the smple breeder diaect.

Instead, she bolted into the dark pool of shadows, keeping her head down, going dways toward the
most tangled vines, the dimmest opening, the deepest cover.



Behind her, the terrible hum which had presaged dl this grew louder, more shrill. She could fed her
pursuer's dilemma. Breeders found that sound exciting; it seemed to mean something to them. Now, he
had to decide whether to ignoreit and chase after her, or return to the depths and bask. She pressed on,
weaving through protruding roots, squeezing between trees, climbing outcroppings of rock.

Sheran and ran, going aways uphill, away from the colony, since he would not expect thet, until
abruptly, she was aone with the screams of disturbed avians, the scuttle of minuscule feet fleeing her
approach, the whisper of leavesin the breeze.

He had given up the chase.

Heyoka realized the creature was laka. He extracted himself from the prickly bush, leaving agood dedl
of black fur behind, and stood dowly. Rain pattered down through the dense leaves and dripped off the
native's head asit studied him. The figure was smaller than the specimens held seen back at the grove,
though sturdily made, graceful inits quick, precise movements.

"I'm sorry,” he said in Standard. "I didn't mean to frighten you."

The native scuttled backwards at the sound of hisvoice. A basket full of pale green melonswas
strapped acrossits back; it had probably been gathering wild fruit up here on the dopes.

Theinsstent rain trickled down branches and trunks, pooled on leaves, then overflowed and soaked into
the dready soft ground. The sharp green scent of the forest intensified with each passng moment. He
spread his hands, careful to keep his clawsretracted. "I won't hurt you."

It froze, obvioudy terrified.

He pressed his hands over his eyes, wishing it would just go away. His head was spinning with weariness
and there was no way to communicate with it. No one had bothered with even rudimentary lakalanguage
tapes on thetrip over. Little progress had been made in deciphering the language over theyears. A
successful trandation of lakawould have required at least one lakato speak to on aconsstent basis, and
the natives were notorioudy shy, avoiding Confederation forces on al occasions possible.

At any rate, he didn't have time to attempt contact now. He needed to get back down the mountain to
Onopaand Montrose before Ska returned. He didn't know how the new Leader felt about working with
humans, but he suspected a break was planned, perhaps even afatal one.

To hisrelief, thelakalowered its head and melted into the underbrush. He pushed a handful of wet mane
out of hisface, leaned back against the nearest trunk and took stock. The aching drain of blueshift il
pulled a him and he wasfar colder than the temperature warranted.

Anger smmered benesth that exhaustion though. He stared back up at the looming gray mountain with
its verdant greenery and his savageother |ooked with him, snarling in the recesses of hismind. Hed never
lost afight to anyone but his sponsor, wily old Nisk, and he had been aworthy opponent, respected by
hrinn al up and down the Mish River Valey. Ska, on the other hand, was only an ignorant brawler. He
should have been able to disable him with both hands tied behind his back and not even breathing hard.
Maybe Skd was right, though; a hrinn who couldn't hold blueshift wasn't fit to lead. The rest of the hrinn
would follow Skal now, until one of them successfully Challenged him, or Heyoka found some way to do



it himsdif.

He made hiswobbly legs carry him to a clearing and then tried to get his bearings. The sun had amost
s, but he noted its position, dimly visible just below the clouds, aswell as the downward dopethat led
eventually to the sea, and calculated roughly where he was. The base camp must be off to the east,
probably agood hour's hike or more. The lower cave entrance itsalf waslessthan ahaf mile down the
sdeof the mountain.

Priorities, he counsded himsdlf. Skd, Kei, and Visht did not have much farther to go to place Bey's
body close to the sky, then they would be coming back. He had to |locate his human personnel and move
them to safety, though he didn't know how he was going to do that without laying atrail Ska could easily
follow.

One hand braced on his aching ribs, he started working hisway downhill. Motile Slver-green vines
snared hisfedt, dithering as often into his path as out of it. The air wasthick and humid, the forest
claustrophobic and dark and dripping with the persistent rain. Although hrinnti night sight was better than
ahuman's, he still needed a bit of light to see by, and, between the clouds and the dense canopy, little
penetrated.

Panting, he stopped at arushing mountain stream and drank hisfill. He waded into the shallows and
dribbled ahandful over his head and ears, closed his eyes, thought again about the fight up on the ledge.
Hed gotten histail thoroughly whipped, there was no doubt about that. But hehad blueshifted, there at
the end, just for a second.

It had taken weeks, after he'd overextended himsalf during that last battle on Anktan, before he'd been
ableto see norma colors again, longer before everything didn't taste and smell of ashes. Nisk had said
he'd burned himsalf out and would never be able to draw power again.

Thiswasthefirgt indication held had that perhaps Nisk was mistaken, he might be able to use metabolic
overdrive again, at least to alimited degree. If only there were athermal pool somewhere he could soak
into recharge his cellsand find out.

Then he snorted. Get real. There was no time for soaking in pools at the moment or for anything else. He
had to find Onopa and Montrose, then come up with some clue asto what the devil had become of
Mitsu. He feared she was dead on someflek hellworld. And, if she weren't dead, then shewasa
prisoner again, a scenario far worse.

Hetook onelast drink, then plodded on through the dim, sweltering forest, paralleling the stream, the
aultry air thick enough to ladle. After afew minutes, though, he became aware of a definite throbbing
presence, more of a sensation than a sound, rumbling up through the earth.

It was the grid. Someone had set the crystals of f again as Kel and Mitsu had inadvertently done the day
before. Perhaps the laka had gone back down there for their own inscrutable reasons.

On the other hand, it could be the first wave of aflek occupation force coming through. Damnation! |
only he had some demalitions! He would have to sweep back by the abandoned base camp at some
point and see if Dennehy had left any behind. That cave needed to be collapsed, no matter how
disappointed Confederation scientistswould be later on.

For now, he had to get down there and see who, or what, was coming through that grid. He climbed a
half-fallen snag and took his bearings again to make sure he wasn't walking in circles.



Something stirred in the underbrush on the opposite stream bank. He caught the scent of lakaand
pinned his ears back. He didn't have timefor more of their bizarre fun and games.

Claws bared, he eased into the stream, up the far bank, tracked the telltale movement in the vegetation
for afew strides, and pounced. He brought down awarm, thrashing body and pinned it on the mossy
ground with one knee. He raised his handclaws, threatening to strike. "Be till!™

Theterrified laka squaled, then went limp. Its pink eyes were fixed and staring, and he could see each
beat of its blood benegath the pale-green skin of its delicate neck.

"I won't hurt you, if you don't fight me." He eased the pressure. "What are you doing here?”
It spoke in asoft hurried voicein its sbilant tongue. He did not understand a single word.
"Were you going down into the cave?' He pantomimed "down," pointing to the earth.

It shuddered and struggled to regain its feet.

"So you do understand that much.” He pulled it up, keeping an iron grip on the closest of itsfour wrigts.
Its Sdes heaved, as though with emotion, and it braced both pairs of legs. Four arms and four legs, he
thought with a prickle of disgust. Even though the pigmentation and proportions were wrong, its body
had adigtinctly flekish cast. "Isthat how you survived al those years ago?" he asked. "Because you look
likethem?'

The vibrationsfrom the grid increased. At thisdistance, it was merdly annoying, likethe whine of a
mosquito in hisear. Down in the cave, though, it would be brain-rettling. Helooked at the trembling laka
Now that he could seeits other side, it was obvioudy injured. Green had pooled below a cracked body
plate likeabruise.

Killing it was out of the question. The natives were civilians and relations were dready precarious a
best, but he couldn't just release the damn thing ether. If it fetched its fellows while he was busy checking
out the grid, their sheer numbers could overwhelm him.

"S0," he said, more to himsdlf than thelaka, "you'll have to comewith me.”

It didn't understand at first, but when he dragged it downhill in the direction of the cave, it suddenly
reared back and struggled anew to freeitsdlf.

It reglized where they were going and was terrified. He shook it into submission, then wondered what it
knew that he didn't.

Chapter Eighteen

The acrid yellow haze seemed thicker than before, when Mitsu stepped out of the travel sphere. The
phalanx of warrior-drones, world-architect, and transfer-tech, along with Mitsu, could just fit onto the
transport pad of the grid, and she had to squeeze through the flek who had arrived before her. The



sckening touch of dick white chitin againgt her bare skin brought back even more unwel come memories.

Off to one sde, the tech had itself sprayed with a nacreous substance by one of its small assstants, then
entered the grid and made final adjustments on the power matrix. Shetried to note what it did, but it was
hard to make out much between fits of coughing and through tearing eyes. Her throat was raw and an
ominousréttlefilled her lungs.

Once again, the grid's sound wound up and up, quickly reaching thelevel of unlubricated machine parts
grinding each other to metdlic dust. She gasped and covered her ears. The pulsing lights quickened. The
ar crackled with energy, as though something aive were holding them in its mouth. The temperature
dropped, and she wasfalling .

She fought to make her shocked lungs breathe. The sky switched places with the floor, then righted itself
with a stomach-churning wrench. Spent, she opened her eyes and sagged against the warrior-drone on
her right. It bore her weight without even seeming to notice. Multicolored lights writhed over the pure
whitewalls: magenta, tedl, azure, violet. They had arrived once again in the underground chamber.

At least, she thought it was the same chamber. Her heart pounded. Perhaps many flek transit points
looked dike. What if they had changed their minds and taken her somewhere e se?

The transfer-tech bustled about, dampening the crystals with furtive little strokes, so that the screech
subsided to amere teeth-rattling hum. The warriors, laser-sticks in hand, spread out with typical flekish
efficiency and searched both tunnelsleading out of the main chamber. She could hear their Sides scraping
agang thewals.

There was no sign of Heyokaor the rest of the squad. If thiswasthe right place, then at |east one of
them must have survived, or there would have been aheap of bloated hrinnti corpses down here.

"Where isthe cache you spoke of 7' the architect asked her. ™Y ou must return with it as soon asthe grid
isreset. The Deciders are most eager to examine your information.”

"It'soutsde—hidden in theforest.” Thiswas Oleaakathen. A tremendous sense of relief ran through
her. She tried to remember which passage led out, but she was so tired and her head seemed to befilled
with the poisonous ydlow atmosphere of the world they had just |eft behind. Theroom did Sdeways She
braced her hands on her thighs, even more disoriented than when she had gone through the grid before.
Perhaps the effects were cumulative, she thought, or perhaps the toxicity of the flek atmosphere would
take time to wear off, if indeed it ever did.

She glanced around surreptitioudy for her logt rifle, but it was nowhere in sight. Whoever had removed
the bodies must have taken it too. She only hoped it had been Heyoka.

Thewarriors returned from searching the back tunnel and presented themselves for instructions. Their
eyes gleamed fiery red in the flickering lights, as though rubies had been set deep into the sockets. "We
must go to the surface,” the architect told them.

"Pogition yoursdlf in the middle of our formation,” one of the drones ordered. "We can protect you there.
Abovedl dse, do not converse with, or listen to, the perverted ones. Any sign of contamination will
result inimmediate termination.”

Shefdl into theindicated postion asthey entered the other tunnel, but there was only room in the
twisting passageway for them to proceed singlefile. Hek hemmed her in, fore and aft, inundating her with



their acrid odor in the confined space. She had been in battle against them many times, seen them sweep
down abeach or aplain or afield. It felt bizarre to be on the other sde, protected by them, rather than at
their nonexistent mercy. Swest rolled down her neck and back and the bresth till rasped in her lungs.
Therewasatinny ringing in her earsthat had nothing to do with the grid. She plodded on, one foot in
front of the other.

When they findly reached the narrow hole that led out onto the mountainside, the warriorsin front
scrambled up and wedged themsalves through. The fresh air revived her dightly and she quickened her
pace. Once outside, she would give these flek the dip, then double back and find away to destroy the
grid. Heyoka and the others, if there were any hrinn or humans eft, would have to take care of the
warrior-drones. The grid had priority.

The crigp Sizzle of alaser-stick came from outside and her heart raced. Heyoka? She lurched forward,
pulling herself up over the tumbled rocks hand over hand. Another bolt was fired and panic made her
desperate to find out what was happening.

She dug her fingersinto the black earth and pulled herself out. The cool night air, freshened by arecent
ran, was like an exotic perfume, and, for the first time, she fdt like she might really escape with her life.
She heard the gurgle of a stream nearby. The darkening sky held afew glimmering stars out over the seq,
while overhead, clouds obscured the view. The forest stretched around her on three sides of the horizon,
asolid black outline againgt the lighter twilight. She couldn't see anyone but her flekish escort.

Flek had better night sight than humans, so obvioudy they were seeing something she couldn't. She
gathered her energy to dash for the safety of the trees, then one of the drones caught her by the arm.
"Thisway," it sadflatly.

Itsgrip was painfully tight, and, if she struggled, shewould give herself avay. She had to play aong for
the moment. "What were you firing a?" she asked breathlesdy, fighting not to cough.

"A perverted onewaslurking,” it said. "But wefired upon it and it hasfled.”

Heyokahad timeto thinkMitsu is still alive , before alaser bolt boiled the mud just short of his boot.
Startled, he let the lakatwist free. It turned and fled back across the stream.

Mitsu's pae face gazed out from behind awall of white flek bodies. At this distance, and without light,
he couldn't tell if there was any sanity |eft in her eyes. They hadn't restrained her, though, and actualy
seemed to be protecting her. There was only one reason why the flek would ever bring her back to this
world. They must have turned her again. It had probably been easier the second time, sSincethe
groundwork was dready laid.

The nose-burning stink of flek filled the air. He shuddered and then dashed after the laka, following it
into the hot, sticky closeness of the rain forest. It seemed to have someidea of whereit was going, and
since he didn't, its path was as good as any.

The flek showed no sign of coming after them, so he finally stopped and listened. He didn't want to get
too far from the cave. Mitsu would rather be dead than be controlled by the flek again. Of that, hewas
certain. He had to do what he could for her, evenif al he could manage wasto release her from her

misary.



Leaves rustled upwind and the fur across his shoulders bristled. A silent snarl bared histeeth. His
handclaws sprang free and he readied himsdlf to spring.

Thefoliage parted and he smdlled the ditinctive musk of laka before he saw the same hesitant
green-tinted native. He couldn't afford to waste time trying to keep it from giving him away. "What do
you want?" he said roughly, hoping at least it would understand his tone of voice. "It's not safe here. Go
back to your village."

It gripped its front two hands together in acurioudy human gesture, like achild caught misbehaving, met
his eyes, looked away. "Badt," it said in heavily accented Standard. "Very, very badt.”

"Wha—7?" His ears drooped with surprise.

"Badt!" it said again. "Run now."

"l can't run," hesaid dowly. "I haveto go back for my friend.”

"Not know “friend' word," it said. "Just “badt.' One musted run."

"You run," hesaid. "Theres no reason for you to stay. | must go back to help my friend."

"Very oldt ones" it said. "No tak. Run."

Evidently some of the attempts to communicate with the laka had gone far better than Confederation
linguists and officias had ever known. The lakamust possess at least a rudimentary understanding of
Standard; they just didn't want to talk to humans. Or hrinn, for that matter. Without mirrors and other
hrinn around to remind him, he kept forgetting which heredly was. "Go back," he said. "1 will stay.”
"Y ou stay—thisone say," thelaka said. " Spesk for you."

"Not to the damned flek, you won't," he said. "I don't want to talk to them anyway. | want to tear their
sodding heads off!"

Thelakaturned its face aside and cringed. He felt irritated with it for being so fastidious, and irritated
with himsdf for being so blunt. Rangers worked with the indigenous popul ation, whenever possible. Such
dliances multiplied their strengths, and he might be stuck herefor avery long time. Loca support could
mean dl the difference. "They will kill you," he said, "without hesitation. Go back and | will handlethis"

"Nokill." It turned back to him. "No back. Talk. Sing. Make ligten.”

"Tak won't do any good here," he said, "or songs. | don't speak High-Flek anyway, so we can't talk."
Though Mitsu did spesk excelent High-Flek, he thought with a pang.

"Tdkislife"

Y eah, right, he thought. Typica pacifist palaver. It was amazing the flek hadn't wiped out the laka
forty-eight years ago when they had the chance. From where he stood, the job looked al too easy.

"Look," hesaid, "I don't care what you do, aslong asyou stay out of the way and don't attract their
atention. | have to shadow them and find out what they're up to."



The lakaregarded him with an uncomprehending stare. He shook his head and then plunged into the
undergrowth. Theflek couldn't have gotten far.

By thetime Aliki Onopafound her way back to the makeshift camp, dusk had fallen and a stiff
sdt-tanged breeze was blowing inland from the sea. This sea smdlled subtly different from the ones of her
home world, Kaana Colony. Different chemidries, she thought wearily, unshouldering her ding woven of
dead vines, but thisworld seemed to be harmonious with most human needs.

Montrose was adeep off to one side. On the other, Kikarose and shook herself, alooming pale-gray
shape in the degpening dark. Naxk was still stretched out on the ground and Aliki could hear the rasp of
her bregthing.

"How isshe?" She gestured at theinjured hrinn.

Kikarubbed at her ear with afretful hand. "My hearing is till bad,” she said. "Tak louder.”

"How isNaxk?" Aliki said at thetop of her voice. A flight of startled avians burst from anearby tree and
veered toward the mountains.

Kikas nosewrinkled. "Weak."

Aliki picked through what sheld gathered, including several smdl furred game animals she had brought
down with her laser pistol, and handed Kika one. "Do you think she could eat something? That might
hdp."

Kikatore off ahaunch and sniffed. Her earsflattened. "Poison.”

"You cantdl just by the smdl?* Aliki took the haunch herself and sniffed. It smelled gamey, abit rank,
but no worse than many cuts of fresh meat. Shelaid it aside and selected an orange and green furred
avian ingtead. "How about this?'

Kikaexamined the smdl corpse. "Yes" shesad, with typica hrinnti brusqueness. "Thisissafe” She
ripped the carcass in two, then bent to wake Naxk.

The smaller hrinn jerked up, claws bared, snarling. Kika put ahand on her shoulder. Y ou must edt,” she
sad in Standard and pushed the raw mest into her flailing hand.

Naxk stared wildly around. "1 am not hungry," she said. Her black eyes were hugein the sarlight.

"Y our body needsto repair itself," Kikasaid, even though Aliki did not see how, with her damaged
hearing, she could have understood. "Y ou must est.”

"There are no restorers here to repair my body," Naxk said, "so it does not matter if | eat. | will die, but
it wasagood hunt.”

Kika settled beside Naxk with her nose in the wind. Her mane, now unbound, whipped around her
head.

Aliki looked from one furred face to the other and exasperation welled up. "Y ou will not die," she sad,



"because that would be giving up, and Rangers do not give up! Thisisafight, like any other, and you
arent dlowed to quit!”

Naxk lay back against the ground and snarled weekly.

"Eat!" Aliki shoved the other haf of the still-warm carcass a Naxk. "Eat, or I'll shove it down your
throat!"

Naxk bristled. "Y ou are not big enough to shove anything down my throat!"

"Try mel" Naxk was probably right, but Aliki felt desperate enough to make the attempt anyway. They
were so few, they could not afford to lose any more. " Sergeant Blackeagle was wounded by flek fire too,
year beforelast. Do you think he just lay down to die, when it happened? And where would you be now,
if hehad?'

"Y es, the Black/on/black," Naxk said, reverencein her voice. "He brought his own pattern.”

"The Black/on/black would never give up." Aliki took Naxk'slarge hand, trying not to think of the
three-inch claws conced ed there, and wrapped the hrinn'sfingers around the carcass. "It's not that much.
Just egt afew bites”

With difficulty, Naxk raised the mest to her muzzle and tore off amouthful. The effort exhausted her, but
she chewed with grim determination.

Aliki was able to encourage her through two more bites, then Naxk fell into an uneasy, twitching deep.
Sheredly wasvery beautiful, Aliki redlized, gazing down at her. Hrinn were obvioudy made for fighting,
with their double rows of teeth and claws, but beyond that, they were e egant, muscled and tall with that
plush two-toned fur. It was as though she had never taken timeto really look at one before.

Kikacame up behind her and stared down. ™Y ou were firm with her, like ahold-sster, or evena
blood-cousin.”

"Rangersarefamily,” Aliki said loudly enough to carry to Kikas damaged ears. "We leave everything
and everyone e se behind to fight the flek, so we take care of each other.”

"Shewill dieanyway," Kikasaid. "Her wounds are too severe."
Aliki grimaced. "I won't let her diel”

Kikaregarded her with those space-black eyes that seemed deeper than even the night around them.
Her nose twitched, asthough an unfamiliar scent filled the air. " There issomething/in/motion here, very
large and powerful. | thought we had left dl such behind on Anktan. The Line Mother warned, when she
drove me away, that | would be forever outsde dl patterns, but tonight | fed this one strongly. | must
think about it, whether | have ever heard its name, whether something so broad and encompassing can
even be named by one aslowly asme."

Aliki had been told alittle about hrinnti patterns/in/ progress during training, how hrinn believed grest
unseen forces governed dl of life o that the trick was figuring which one was arising a any given moment
in order to anticipate events. "I'll namethisone," she said. "It's caled Recovery. It startswith uspulling
Naxk and Montrose through, no matter what it takes, then reorganizing, and kicking those damn flek off
thisworld!"



Kikas earsflattened, and for amoment, Aliki thought she had gonetoo far. "If so, maybewe are till in
themidst of stars/over/stars ," she said. "That oneis said to be powerful and far-reaching enough to
dtretch even between worlds.”

"Yeah," Aliki sad, baffled, but willing to play dong. "That must beit,starsover/stars ."

"Then extraordinary measures must be undertaken,” Kikasaid. "Things never before attempted,
impossible tasks. We must be reedy for anything.”

"All right by me," said Aliki.
"I must prepare,” Kikasaid, then disappeared into the night.

Aliki gtared after the form, wondering what exactly she had set in motion.

Skal did not offer to help carry Bey's body, but stalked stiffly aong behind as Visht and Kei boreit ever
upwards toward the velvet night sky until the ancient rock crumbled beneath their boots at every step,
and they could climb no higher. The big Leader had raged for some time after the Black/on/black had
thrown himself over the cliff and escaped honorable death at Ska's claws. They could not be certain
what had become of him, but it was aways a bad portent when an enemy did not die before one's eyes.
Kei did not envy anyone who had the Black/on/black as his enemy.

Thewind raged against their faces up this high, filled with the verdant greenness of therain forest below,
and aways, as base note, the alien tang of the sea. Kel positioned Bey's body carefully, face-up, so the
gtars and sky could look upon him, as he and hisfellow cublings had been taught al too young back in
Levv'sdisgraced days.

It was difficult to leave him here, decent, honest Bey, who had always hung back, letting others take the
lead, but never stinted to give hisal. Kel would miss his support, aswell as his sober, steadying
influence. Bey had been athinker, ararity among hrinn. He resolved to cultivate more of that qudity in
himsdf asamemorid to hislifdong huntmate.

"Enough!" Ska spat.

Vight, who had been leaning slently againgt arock shdlf, lurched upright. Thefur acrossthetop of his
right shoulder had been singed away. Exhaustion and pain were written into every line of his body and
Kei did not know how the big yellow was going to make it back down the mountain without rest.

"We should st with Bey," Vight said stolidly, "until either the V oice speaks his name one last time or
dawn comes. That isonly proper.”

"Don' tell methat you are one of those earless priests! | thought we had Ieft al that behind!" Ska bared
hisclaws.

Visht tensed, a pae outline against the onyx night sky. The clouds parted and afew stars appeared. His
breathing was hard and fast.

"Only apriest would be stupid enough to listen for the Voicein an dien placelikethis!" Skal said.



The Black/on/black did not believe in the great V oice who had spoken hrinn into existence, or in priests,
yet he would never have behaved to those who did with such disrespect, Kei thought. He, himsdlf, was
currently undecided. He had doubted before the arrival of the Black/on/black on Anktan, but was no
longer certain such things did not possess meaning.

He glanced down a Bey's limp body. The wind ruffled the dark-brown fur, reveding the lighter buff
undercoat. He smelled like Levv, like home. Abruptly, Kei sat beside him and leaned his head back to
dareup a the dars, ligening with al hismight.

Visht sat too, noseinto thewind. "We are being sllent as Uwn Firs-Madetaught us," he said, "if
someone wishesto speak.”

That had thering of ritua, though Ke was unfamiliar with thewords. Behind hisleft shoulder, Ska gave
alow, rattling snarl and Kei's hackles rose. He was Leader, Kei thought, and had every right to strike
them down for their insubordination, but if he did, who would he lead? The two injured females waiting
back down the mountain? The Black/on/black who, if he wasn't dead, was no doubt plotting at thisvery
moment to tear Ska'sthroat out? That pair of soft-skinned humans?

Likeit or not, heand Visht were dl Ska had |eft.

Chapter Nineteen

The phalanx |eader-drone ingsted their time on this failed world was limited. It was cold and the air was
miserably thin. Mitsu wasto retrieve her cache of information on the Enemy and perverted ones
immediately so they could return through the grid.

Therain forest stretched around them to the west, an impenetrable dark mass, rich with sound even at
night. It smelled glorious, after the sere poison of the flek world, wet and green, brimming with
compatible life. She started to speak, then broke off in afit of coughing, her breathing passages il
irritated. She hunched over and closed her eyes, fighting to control the spasm.

About thirty feet away, asmall stream cascaded down the mountain and over rocks. She lurched to her
feet, thinking adrink would help her abused throat. Even this unexpected movement alarmed her warrior
escort and they enclosed her with their towering white bodies. This close, she could smell their distinctive
odor and remembered how the hrinn hated it.

"l need—water," she choked out. "L et me pass!™

The ones between her and the stream parted just enough for her to squeeze by. She knelt on the wet
bank and scooped up adouble handful. After the bitter flatness of the water earlier, thiswas cool and
soothing. Shelet it trickle down her tortured throat, then bathed her face.

"Wemust go," the phalanx leader said behind her back. Its voice was harsh with disgpproval.

"This shell does not have good night sight. It cannot find the cache in the dark,” she said without turning
around. The forest began about ten paces beyond the stream. The breeze stirred a strip of low bushes



and she could smdll their fragrance. So close. If only she could lose hersdlf in there, hide out until dawn,
then search for her lost squadmates. Perhaps they had gone back to the base camp. Once reunited, she
and Heyokawould form a battle plan, destroy the grid and drive these sodding flek into the sea.

"We can guide you," the phalanx leader said stubbornly.

And they could. Like hrinn, flek had superior night sight. Flek technology employed light for other things,
transport among them. They did not require artificid light in order to see at night. "No," shesaid. "Wewill
wait for dawn. It won't belong, and when it'slight, I'll be ableto find it quite easily. Thisshell must rest
until then. Y ou will keep watch."

She bathed her face again, then stretched out on the mossy bank. The damp earth beneath her cheek
amelled wonderful. She dug in her wet fingers and felt the mat of tiny living roots beneath.

The quick, precise four-beat rhythm of flek steps surrounded her asthey set up their perimeter, two of
them even splashing across the stream to the opposite bank. Damn. She closed her eyes, trailed one

hand in the water, and waited for them to grow careless.
* % %

When Heyokalocated Mitsu and the flek again, they had not moved from the cavern entrance. Were
they guarding the grid? He watched from the trees as she discussed something with one of thewarriors,
then dispersed them to stand guard while shelay down to deep.

Since shewasn't bound, or agitated, or ressting them in any way, it was quite clear she'd gone over
agan. Theredization hit him like ablow. He hadn't redly believed it before. It wasn't her fault, anymore
than if sheld taken alaser bolt to the head. He knew that, but he il felt sck. He had put her in danger's
path. If it wasthelast thing he ever did, he would see her free of them.

Hemade aquick count. At least thirty, afull fighting unit, and more might be stationed out of sight or
back ingde. An additiona undersized drone with an unfamiliar body configuration moved into hisline of
sight, some variety of tech perhaps. It carried an array of instruments and busied itsalf taking readings of
the soil, water, and air. He didn't like the looks of that. Flek had attempted at least once to make this
world over, and, even though they'd failed, five of its Six idands were ill poisoned ruins.

Perhapsthe great chemica enginesthat were to have transformed thisidand had malfunctioned, or the
lakawould have died too. Flek technology had no doubt improved over the last forty-eight years. If they
were st to try again, they might well succeed thistime.

Mitsu was surrounded on three sides by warrior-drones and several more had crossed the stream. They
were dl armed and held never get at her with any kind of direct assault. He cudgeled hisweary brain for
asolution. If he went back for Onopaand Montrose, the flek would probably move on by thetime he
returned, and Montrose was injured anyway. This might well be his best chance to rescue her.

Earsflattened, he ghosted through the vines and trees, huge patches of fernlike plants, relying on hisnose
for guidance as much as his eyes. Thunder rumbled overhead; a sform seemed to be moving down the
mountain. He could smdll therisng humidity.

He climbed upstream until the flek were well out of sight and earshot, then broke cover and crossed to
the stream. The rushing water glimmered white over therocks a the fal line as he dipped into the
current.



It was only chest-deep, so he waded out to the middle, then immersed himself, leaving only his nose and
eyes exposed, and let the current take him. A series of low falslay between him and Mitsuy, tricky to
negotiate, but the flek would not expect infiltration from that direction. He rolled over on hisback, aimed
hisfeet at the V of rushing white water, as he had been trained, and approached the first set of boulders.

Hisright shoulder took aglancing blow as he plunged over and he bit off a curse. The water smoothed
out into a pool, then picked up speed and careened toward the next fals. He could see two V's between
the submerged rocks this time and had to guess which was the safest. He aimed for the one on theright,
but raked his ankle on a sharp edge and drew blood.

At thisrate, hed bein pieces by the time he got there, he told himsalf. Some Ranger he was these days.
Hetightened hismuscles asthe third and last falsloomed.

This one had a steeper drop, which wasto his advantage, if he could keep from braining himsdlf on the
rocks. Once he was over, he would dive to the bottom, then surface beside Mitsu.

And once you have her, he asked himsdf, what are you going to do? She's gone flek again. Shell fight
you tooth and nail, just like she did on Anktan and she'sferocioudy efficient for her size.

Wéll, there were methods of keeping a captive quiet. Rangers were schooled in those too. Once she
redized who he was and that she was safe, she might well snap out of it again.

But would he and the rest ever be able to trust her again at their backs?

The gentle susurration of water over the rocks soothed Mitsu to the point where she wasn't quite asleep,
but drifting abit, dmost dreaming. Sleep dragged at her, adeep midnight blue, so tempting, but she
couldn't let go. The sun would be up soon and she had to make her escape before then. It would be
much harder to eludeflek in full daylight.

Theidand breeze sghed againgt her hair, warm and languid. She was so tired, aweariness that saturated
both head and limbs, reaching al the way back to Anktan. How long had it been since she felt both safe
and sane? She couldn't rememb—

A powerful hand seized her wrigt, and, with aquick jerk, tumbled her into the stream. Her mouth
opened reflexivey to cry out and she inhaed a shocking lungful of water. Choking, she thrashed and
opened her eyes, but saw only liquid blackness.

Laser bolts szzled through the water and she felt the heat of them on her face. The imprisoning hand
drew her deeper. She reached down to the knife hidden in her boot. A second hand came out of the
darknessto pin her freewrist and draw her onward through the water. Her lungs burned with the need to
bresthe and the bubbling stream sounds were fading. She could make out nothing beyond the terrible
ringingin her ears.

She kicked out, made contact with abody |ess than afoot away. She fought to kick it again, but was
flipped over and held tightly so that was impossible too. Who would want to drown her like this? Not the
flek, she thought. They were putting her to use. Keli, perhaps? The laka?

The water picked up speed. Shetwisted, trying with the last of her strength to free herself. Everything
was receding. Or maybe she was receding, diding aong adark tunnel, toward another place, black as



onyx, silent and isolated, another redlity.

In the darkness, her head struck something immense and solid. She cried out with the last of her air as
night closed around her likeagresat cold fidt.

At thefirgt red-orange hint of dawn, Kei and Visht shook the stiffness out of their backs and stood. The
rain-laden wind buffeted their faces, blew their fur back the wrong way, and yet Kel felt srangely at
peace. He had not heard the V oice in the depths of the night, and he had not really expected to, but Bey
would remain up here on the pesk, close to sky and stars and clouds, as was proper. Wherever and
whatever the big brown/on/buff was hunting now, he had died with honor and that would have been of
paramount importance to him.

"Now," Kei said, looking askant at Skal, who perched glowering on aboulder a body length above, "we
must find the others and seeif the flek have returned. They could aready bein the middie of afight
without us™

"Who are you to say what we must do, rag-ear?* Skal rose bristling to hisfull height, His handclaws
gprang free; he was clearly spoiling for another fight. "1 am strongest! | say what we do, and | have not
yet decided!"

"This cannot wait," Kei said, his own shoulders bristling in response to Skal's abrasive scent. "Flek
invaded Anktan once before and they may return, if we show weskness. After dl thistime, we havea
chanceto finaly draw blood and our huntmates below may aready be dying!"

Ska prowled back and forth on the narrow ledge, but there was an acrid undercurrent of nervousnessin
his scent that had not been there before. "The flek fled to its own world. It saw how many we were. It
won't come back."

"That's not what the Black/on/black said!"

"I have no interest in that cull-face's usdesswordd™ Skd's handclaws gleamed red in the raw morning
light. "Like the humans he's so fond of, he taks and talks, but words do not win fights! He's a burnt-out
toothless wonder, fit only to be adoddering old Teller entertaining nursdlings! Helookslike uson the
outside, but insde he's a soft-skinned human. He has no ideawhat it really meansto be hrinn!”

Long smmering anger surged through Kei. His earsflattened. "Y ou hung back," he said, "in the cave,
when you should have taken the lead. | asked you for help, but you said to let the flek escape! No
wonder you were the only one uninjured.”

"I wastrying to read the arisngpattern/in/progress ," Ska said sullenly. "Y ou saw what happened to dl
those who rushed in. Therewas no point in acting until | sniffed out its shape.”

"Y ou want to know what pattern rises around us?' Kei met his eyes with brash disrespect. "1 think |
caught awhiff offire/in/water ."

Skd snarled at the naming of the notorious hrinnti pattern of bitter deception.

"As Leader, you should have been first into that chamber, before dl other males, and certainly before
any femael Instead, you let ayoung cull like Naxk take the lead while you watched your huntmates bare



their throats to death and did nothing!" He had lost the right to Challenge, but he knew suddenly that he
could no longer just turn his eyes avay and follow thisone.

Humans did not always select the biggest or strongest of their kind to lead. The Black/on/black had
explained this repeatedly during training back at the base. They believed that experience, temperament,
and intelligence counted at least as much as strength and size and peed.

Without warning, Skal blueshifted and was upon Kei. He stumbled backwards beneath both their
weight, struck his head on the rock ledge and felt unconsciousness snarling like ahuge black beast at his
throat. He struggled to tear hisway out of the encroaching darkness. Though he had been unworthy to
offer Challenge himsdlf, Skal had attacked first, aswas hisright. Kei was now fully judtifiedin

responding.

Thejoy of battle sang in hisears, or perhapsit was only the pounding of hisblood, but it sounded and
fdt likepurejoy.This, unlikedl the drilling and following of pointless orders;this , he knew how to do.
This waswhat al hrinn were meant for, from the day they first fought their way out of the nursery. He
shook his head until his ears flapped, fought to see, dl the while raking Skal's body with feet and
handclaws.

The other bellowed with pain. The weight on his chest eased. Kel lurched onto hisfeet and blinked
furioudy. The air seemed hazy and he could only make out vague forms. Where was his opponent? He
lashed out in wide arcs, unable to make solid contact.

A boot scraped to hisleft, toward the rock. He whirled and hisfoot caught on something heavy and
limp—Bey'slifeless body. He ssumbled, then, before he could recover hisbalance, Skal legped on him
again from above.

His opponent's teeth dashed at histhroat. He felt the hot gush of his own blood soak hisfur. Beaten
again, he thought numbly, as he had been so many times at the claws of the Black/on/black. Clearly,
whatever the name of this pattern, it did not mean for him to lead. Perhapsit was better to die honorably,
so that others, more capable than he, could blaze the difficult trail before them. Thiswar was o
important. It was only amatter of time before the flek swept back over Anktan again. Hefdt itin his
teeth and claws.

Then he heard Skal's sneering voice again in hismind."1 say when we hunt and how, and thetimeis
not now. Let the flek go back where it came from.” Ska wasn't the oneto lead either. He probably
wouldn't know this patternif it bit him!

With aroar, he broke free and threw Skal off. The black-and-white rolled away, snarling, came up into
afighting crouch. Hisblack eyesglittered a Kei inthe dim morning light.

"If thetimeto hunt isnot now," Ke said, "when will it be? Tomorrow? The next day? Or perhaps
never?'

"Wewerefew!" Ska skulked just out of reach. "The flek was armed. It had already cut everyone else
down! Someone had to keep his head!”

"Wewere few?' Blood soaked Kei's neck and matted hisfur. The hot, rich smell of it enraged him
further. "It wasonlyone , but now it will come back and bring thousands more! We could have stopped it
before, but how will we now fight thousands? Did you understand nothing of what happened on Anktan?
These are not honorable enemies who fight one to one. They war ship to ship, world to world!"



Skal charged Kel again, but thistime Ke wrenched himself into blueshift. He had made no preparations,
and was injured and exhausted. He would pay for it, he knew, was dready paying for it, with the
fearsomedrain of cdlular energy. The rocks and the sky and Bey's corpse were stained a shimmering
deep blue and he was shockingly, dangeroudy cold. Ska's movementss| o w ed. Time stretched out.
From his chill, blue perspective, he watched Skd's clawsinch toward his neck and considered. He could
duck aside, dash Skd'sthroat, shove him over the cliff or break his neck where he stood, but Skd's
death would only reduce their numbers even further.

If you would be Leader, then lead! he told himself. He dropped back out of blueshift, Sdestepped Ska
and used the momentum of his charge to throw him, a Ranger trick, which did not require that one be tall
or fast or brimming with energy.

Skal thudded heavily to the rock and Kel pressed bared teeth to the tender throbbing vein in the neck
where the blood sang close to the surface. His black eyes held Skd's from above. "Yidd," he said
hoarsdly, "or | will end this here and now!"

"I am Leader!" Skal struggled, but stopped when Kel dashed just degp enough to nick thevein. "You
dishonored yourself, when you ran away! Y ou saw how the squad turned away from you afterwards!
They'll never follow you!"

Dishonor. He would never escape thetaint. It would always be with him. He did not deserve to win. For
abreath, he dmost backed off, then an image rose up in hismind:Kel, as he would have been,
honorably dead in the cave at the flek's feet. No subsequent warning would have been given to the
rest of the Rangers above. No Kei would have fought alongside the Black/on/black and Visht and
Kika and Naxk. First Oleaaka, then perhaps Anktan would have been overrun.

At lagt, he understood the choice he had made back there. "If | had stood and fought in the cave, when
the flek first came through, | would have died honorably, just like Bey," Ke said. "Ingtead, | lived to fight
another day and make the flek pay. Do you wish to do the same, or shall | grant you athoroughly
honorable desth?*

Ska dtilled beneath him. His breathing was ragged, the smell of his seeping blood overpowering. Kel
had dl he could do to stay hisclaws.

The former Leader turned his eyes away in the traditional gesture of surrender.

After Second Breeder lost the captured trandator in the forest, he wandered about in the cool night
shadows for agood long while, hoping to come across her cowering somewhere. She was damaged,
after dl, and probably in pain. How far could she go? Instead, he found nothing of interest except the
other three errant breeders.

"Why didn't you go back into the cave?' he asked. "The crystal treeswere Singing again and it was
bound to be glorious down there. Perhaps the colorless one even returned and would havetold his
secretd”

Tenth Breeder looked to the other two. They dropped their dispirited gaze. Their hands drooped. Their
shoulders were downcast. "We were afraid,” Tenth said. "After what happened to Sixteenth, thisisn't
amusing anymore.”



Thunder cracked. Dark, brooding clouds had drifted over the mountains and blotted out the nascent
dawn. Second begat hisforehands restlesdy againgt his sides. "What happened to Sixteenth is not
important,” he said. "Likedl of us, he would have been put down anyway, after the Feast of
Leavetaking. What mattersisthat, by leaving, wefindly have the chance to think exciting new thoughts,
choose our own actions.”

"I'm so hungry,” Eighth said glumly. "'l don't care about new things anymore. | just want to go back to the
compound and edt.”

"Then go!" Second brandished hisdien light-stick, though he prudently kept hisfingers off the protruding
knobs that had activated it before. "I want to sing that new song | remembered, and make more songs! |
wantto...to...attack someone!” He savored the fed of that lovely new word.

He broke into his new song with its delightful bold rhythms. After amoment's hesitation, the other three
sang with him, and by the end, he could see their shoulderslifting.

"Now," he said, fedling larger and braver than ever before, "let's go back to the compound and take as
much food aswelike."

"Takefood?' Tenth said.

"All the melons and shdllfruitswe want," cried Second, "aswell asagleaner and atrandator to tak only
for us Then well go back down into the cave, wait for it to Sing, and do whatever welike."

"I do want to touch the crystd treesagain,” said Tenth. "I could fed the life brimming in them. They
gpoketo me. | just don't understand yet what they are saying.”

"Youwill,"” Second said solemnly, "just as| am remembering more of what we used to be with every
step. | don't care what the keepers say. My body-memories make me think drones were not awaysthe
timid creatures we are today, and very soon we will find our true voices. The lakawill haveto listen to us
then."

Chapter Twenty

A faint green-tinted light penetrated the forest canopy, though the morning clouds hung low and thick.
Ninth Trandator thought it would rain soon. Her cracked carapace throbbed with each step, but she did
not spare hersdf. The violent ones had returned! No wonder the breeders were so disgusting and bold.
In the space of asingle night, al the lakaswors fears had sprung back to life.

And that furred one was hardly any better, with its brash manner, vicious teeth and claws. It had made
the situation worse back at the ceremonia arenain that unseemly brawl with the runaway breeders. They
had obvioudy been roused enough by its aggression to access some of their deeply buried
body-memories passed down from long-ago progenitors. The cycle had begun again and there was only
one placeit could end, if the coordinators and trand ators did not act.

The colony had prevailed before, she kept telling hersdlf, as she struggled down the winding gleaning



trail. But the truth was, the ones who had been so clever were long dead. No one living had resolved
these things, and, though al laka possessed relevant body-memories of that period, so did breeders. It
worked both ways.

Low-hanging spikeleaves brushed her face, surrounding her with their cool spice, which usudly would
have given her pleasure. Now they only made her shake her head and chafe a the delay. The smell of
imminent rain intengified, as though the air were about to overflow. Hurry. Hurry. She must summon the
castes and organize what must be done. Everyone must act in concert before it wastoo late. Everyone!

Theland dropped steadily; she was descending into the main bowl of the colony with its broad,
moss-covered sweep and hatching tower at the center. Her heart swelled at the familiar sight. Gentle
home, where everyone had her function and no one ever presumed to want more than she was given.
How much longer would it survive?

Five smal rose-colored builders, specidized for housing repairs, bustled toward her on their way to the
forest to gather raw materials. She stopped and spoke to them in the preemptory mode. " Go back to the
builder nests and summon your fellowsto the commund area,” shetold them. "I have something
important to say and it cannot wait."

They turned and each headed off in adifferent direction, having sorted out their destinations through
subtle nuances of gesture anyone but atrandator might have missed. She hurried on to intercept atrio of
gleanersjust leaving with woven baskets on their shoulders and directed them to spread the word among
their own.

Each new caste she encountered turned aside from its current task and complied with her directives. By
the time she reached the communa areawith its great luminary trees, her Sde ached so that she could
barely walk. One of her sster trandators, Third, spotted her distress and supported her until she had
settled in ashady hollow dug out of the earth. A processor brought her a container of restorative nectar
and awedge of sweetcane.

She ate dowly, letting the needed energy kindle within as she waited for the colony to gather. Her mind
roiled with al she must relate. It was agonizing to be the source of such terrible news, and yet they had to
know.

What they would think, once they were told, she could not even begin to say.

When Heyoka hauled Mitsu's limp body out of the water, for a heart-stopping instant, he thought she
was dead. Her skin was cold and alabaster-pale, her lips bloodless. He tilted her head back, brushed the
wet hair back out of her eyes, checked her pupils, her pulse. Shejerked, gulped in aragged breath, then
coughed up so much water, he fet ill with guilt. His probing fingers found aknot behind her ear that
would have rivaled an ogirich egg.

But shewas dive. He hdd onto that.

Mindful of theflek, who must be pursuing, he carried her into the deep silver-green of therain forest,
forcing hisway through thick stands of bushes and sapling treesthat grew close together until hefound a
secluded ddll. Unlike hrinn, flek were sight-hunters. Warrior-drones didn't have an acute sense of smell,
though they could detect heat Sgnatures. This spot dipped bel ow the forest floor though, and he doubted
the two of them would stand out to flek senses. They should be safe for ashort time.



Supporting her head, he eased her back onto alayer of damp leaf mold, then parted her black hair to
examine the lump again. The swelling was receding, dowly. Her pupils seemed equal though. He checked
her belt for the medkit, but it was nowhere in sight. Nonregulation equipment for aflek, he supposed.
They'd probably confiscated it, or perhaps sheld even cast it aside hersdif.

Wind whipped through the trees, tangled his mane over his eyes. Thunder rumbled, once, twice, then
again. He gazed up through the tossing leaves. It was going to rain, definitely. Hetied his mane back with
atuft of grassto keep it out of hisface. Hislips pulled back in a soundless snarl. Damnation. He hated

getting wet.

Hunched under the dubious shelter of atree that trembled when he touched its mottled bark, he
retrieved the com from his own belt and keyed in acommand code. "Montrose?"

A few feet away, Mitsu groaned. Thefingers of one pae hand twitched.

He studied her Hill face, the dark lashes contrasted againgt her trand ucent skin, remembering that
sobering day on Anktan when they had finally brought her to see him after the conclusive battle. He had
been confined to athermd pool, critically wesk, suffering from blueshift burnout, but she had been so
thin, hed thought he could see the cavern wal through her pitiful frame.

Her head turned. She murmured an indistinguishable word, then another. His heart raced. He prepared
for the struggle that was bound to come when she covered consciousness, but then she quieted.

A dark-green vine dithered over his hand and he jerked away, cursing. The vine continued on, oblivious
of hisreaction. He turned his attention back to the com. Perhaps the elevation here wastoo low. The
system should till be working through atiny satellite they'd released upon arriva in the systlem from the
ship, but if the flek fleet had made orbit, the satellite was probably history.

He might have to switch to the com's secondary terrestrid mode and then climb one of these sodding
overgrown trees, not an enticing prospect, especidly when they were prone to buck one off. He tried
again. "Montrose? It's Blackeegle."

"Sarge?" Montrose's voice was faint and filled with static." We expected you guys back hours ago.
Areyou all right?"

"Still kicking," Heyokasaid. "Has Kel come back yet?"
"No." Montrose sounded worried."lsn't he with you?"

"Long story," Heyoka said. He batted atiny four-legged flyer out of hisface. "I won't get into it right
now, but | have retrieved Mitsu."

"Then she didn't go through the grid after all,” Montrose said. Relief colored his voice.
"Unfortunately, | think she did, but she'sback, dong with at least afull unit of flek." Helet Montrose
digest that tidbit. "Move camp immediately and don't leave any trace behind. Find safer, less exposed
ground."

"What about Kika?" Montrose said."” She left camp about an hour ago. There's just Onopa and
Naxk and me left, and Naxk is too bad off to move under her own power."



"Kikacan find you, wherever you go. Trust me on that. Asfor Naxk . . ." Heyoka hesitated. Humans
aways underestimated hrinnti stamina. "If she's il breathing, she canwalk. Y ou only haveto ask her."

"Where should we hook up?" Montrose said." The beach, maybe, or somewhere in the forest?"

Heyoka considered. "No," he said astherain findly pelted against the leaves overhead, "meet us at the
lakavillage”

A chill, driving rain made the climb back down the mountain torturous. Kei, favoring his burned pam,
kept having to catch himsalf one-handed whenever he dipped, while Vight's shoulder made him tiff and
proneto sumble. Lightning flashed ariver of molten white fire across the brooding sky, and though he
had never before been cold on thistoo-warm world, Kei was now. He ducked his head to keep therain
out of hiseyes and thought longingly of Anktan'sarid climate.

By thetime they reached the cover of the trees below, their fur was sodden. Kel staked aong in front,
feding the other two behind. Visht remained as silent as ever, while Skal was a skulking, malevolent
presence. Even the sound of his breathing infuriated Kei and he longed to whirl and rip the
black-and-white's throat out, but Skal had yielded, and, for now, their numbers were too few for him to
indulgein such afrivolous luxury. Maybe later, when they returned to Anktan . . .

By the time they reached the stresmside clearing where they had |eft the others, he waslonging for afire.
Oneflavored with gynth leaves, he thought sourly, though held smelled nothing the least bit like gynth on
thisworld. At the very least, perhaps Kikaor Onopa had hunted, and fresh game would be waiting.

The grasswas trampled, but otherwise he saw no sign their fellow Rangers had ever been here. Hisears
flattened. Had they been captured or driven away?

Visht looked to him with expectant black eyes and he redized he was L eader now. He must decide
what they would do next. "The com," he said and fished his unit out of his pocket. Onopas code? He
wracked his brain. The rain streamed down and he felt like afool, standing there, trying to remember
something as stupid as a string of numbers.

"Over here" Visht said suddenly. "I've found their trail, though it's dmost washed out. They'vetaken a
lot of careto erase their tracks.”

"Any dgn of flek?'
"No," Vight said. His yellow mane clung to his neck. He looked like a haf-drowned cubling.
Ke joined him and cast about for spoor himsdf. "Did they dl leave together?”

Nosetwitching, Visht quartered the verge. "All but Kika Sheleft sometime earlier. Her trail iseven
more faint and heads down toward the sea.”

"Stupid femalel" Ska threw back his head and snorted hisdismissal.

Ke whirled and, open-clawed, struck him to the muddy bank. " Sheisyour huntmate now, and afellow
Ranger. Y ou will give her your respect!”



Red-orange blood welled in the claw marks across Ska's neck, then washed away in therain. He
snarled, but did not lift hiseyes. Visht stood back impassvely, gazing over both their heads, studying the
trees beyond the stream as though they were brimming with game.

"We must catch up,” Kei said, "and find out what they know. They may have had word from the
Black/on/black, or perhaps the ship has come back." He swiveled his head. "Is there any sign of him?”

"No," Visht sad, "only histrail from when heleft with us.”

Ska pushed himsdf up from the mud. His handclaws were flexed and Kei could smell his eagernessto
fight. Kei loomed above him. "Do not even consider it," he said. "We cannot afford the timeit would take
for meto spare your life—again. Thistime, if you comeat me, I'll rip out your throat and leave your
bonesfor the scavengers.”

Skd did not meet hiseyes, but defiance was obviousin every rigid line of his body.

"Why did you come here?' Kel asked suddenly. He clenched his hands to keep from striking Ska again.
"Why did you join the Rangers, if you had no wish to follow the Black/on/black and honor hisways? We
knew it would be strange and difficult, but most of usfought at his sde on Anktan. We had smelled the
flek and knew they werered, that the pattern which had brought him back to us was huge and
al-pervading, so no one was outside its influence. But your males house did not answer the
Black/on/black's call. Y ou weren't there with us on the plainsthat night, so | do not understand why you
volunteered.”

Skal did not answer.

"Hewas cast out,” Visht said, hisvoice unexpected in the silence.

"What?' Even wet, the fur bristled dong Kei's neck.

"For randomkilling," Vight said. "They said he craved the smdl of blood—hrinnti blood.”

Ska lunged to hisfeet and stood, head hanging, sides heaving with emotion.

"How do you know this?' Kei asked dowly.

"AsaPriest of the Voice" Vight said, "l visited many of the males houses dong theriver valey that
summer before the Black/on/black returned from the stars. My fellow priests, scattered throughout the
valey, thoughtsomething/in/motion wasin thefirst stages of pulling itself together, something vast and
powerful. Many hrinn felt it and | wastrying to learn its name before it was upon us.”

Ska lowered his ears and the look in his eyes was haunted.

"At the Vandd Peak Males House, there was much talk of ayoung black-and-white who had killed
twice without any hint of Challenge.” Visht's eyes glinted. "He had been chased away and would have
been daughtered on sight had he ever dared return. | heard similar tales at the next two males houses. A
rogue, they caled him, throwback to the days of chaos, totally without honor."

"Then why didn't you tell the Black/on/black?' Kei said. "Why let him go off-world with us?’



"Many are marked with black and white. | had no proof," Visht said, "only suspicions, until now."

Visht hadn't revealed himsdlf either, Kel realized with a start. The Black/on/black was not overly fond of
priests, having been forced to Challenge and kill one before the Council would listen to hisrequest to join
himin fighting theflek.

Helooked at Skal. His wet fur was plastered to his body, so that he looked much smaller. Kel tried to
decide what he felt about this shocking new bit of information. Anktan was far away. He himself had
been raised outside of many hrinnti conventions, and none among them could be spared, if he could be
put to use.

"It doesn't matter what you did before," he said finaly to Skal. "Humans don't care about the same things
important to hrinn. Thisisan entirely new pattern and al that countsis what you do from now on. Just
keep your head down and follow orders!”

Skal flicked an ear, sgnifying he had heard. Satisfied, Kel waded across the stream and followed his
fellow squadmates trail into the forest.

Kikafindly found an outcropping of rock overlooking the black sand beach that would suit her purpose.
She had known from earliest memory that she possessed the potential for healing. Restorers cropped up
inthe Jhii Lineage fromtimeto time, asthey didinal Lines, but Jnii had aways considered them
sf-indulgent failures; contributing nothing to the continuation and improvement of the Line.

Thefirst time she had produced afat blue spark at the end of one claw, she had till been in the nursery.
It had seemed amarvd to her, something wonderful and dive, dl her own. Upon learning of it though, the
current Line Mother, old Menn, had ordered her beaten until she couldn't move. As she lay bleeding at
the Line Mother'sfeet, she was told Jhii did not breed cublings only to have them stolen by the Restorers.

She had come very closeto dying that day and her ribs still bore the scars. Even now, she trembled at
the memory. In order to survive, sheéd learned to suppress any hint of the ability to accumulate power,
though it had been difficult to ignore the energy smmering through her nerves whenever she had been out
too long hunting in the sun on atorrid day.

Then last year, on one such day, she had been unwary enough to lose control after an exhausting hunt
and loose a spark in the presence of two of her huntmates. As dutiful daughters of Jhii, they had told the
new Line Mother, and she, in afit of white-hot rage, had gone after Kika herself. The thought of being
Challenged by the Line Mother was so stunning that she had given too much ground and not fought well.
Only the intervention of the Black/on/black, who had been there recruiting for the Rangers, had
preserved her life.

But this was another place, another time, and there was no one el se here, human or hrinn, who could do
what must be done. As Onopa had pointed out, events now unfolding were undoubtedly part of
stars/over/stars and new things must be attempted. She had left Jhii and crossed the stars. Now Naxk
and Onopa, and even Kei, Visht, and Skal were her Line. If Naxk died, it would be her fault. Though
she had no training, she had seen this done upon more than one occasion when Restorers had treated
resdents of Jhii. Shemust at least try.

Firgt, she had to draw power. The best source would have been atherma spring, but thiswasan dien
world with avery different geology, and she had seen no such spring here. The next best source wasthe



sun, and it would shine again today. She was sure of that. Though it rained often here, sncethey arrived,
it never went on for long. Already, the downpour seemed to be fading into mere drizzle. If she walited,
the sunlight would blaze down again, feeding the specid cellsin her body. She would absorb asmuch as
she could, then go back and see what could be done for young Naxk.

Second Breeder led the other three until they found alone gleaner working in agrove closeto the
compound. Her carapace was dull orange, quite unremarkable, and she was undersized aswell. He
rushed forward to block her path. She hesitated, astalk of sweetcane, green outside, white within, held in
one hand. Her placid pink eyesflickered from hisface to those behind him, but she did not speak.

The reasons gleaners did not use the same diaect as breeders, Second decided suddenly, wasthat they
were too stupid. Breeders were obvioudy much the superior caste. He darted forward and seized the
sweetcane out of her hand. She cried out, then fell back, shaken.

He bit off achunk, then passed it to Tenth Breeder. It tasted glorious, much better than anything he'd
ever eaten. Tenth ate abite, then gave the rest to the other two. They squabbled over it, each demanding
to befirgt, and that was amost better than the food.

The gleaner tried to creep away, but Second charged and bowled her over. The blood sang through his
head as shelay on her side, crying out, legs and arms waving in distress.

"How slly," said Tenth, who was growing more bold. He edged closer and peered down &t her. "Why
doesn't shejust get up?'

"She'safraid,” said Sixteenth. Green sweetcane juice dribbled from hisjaws. " She thinkswéll hurt her.”
"Well, | certainly will!'" said Second. "I'llattack her, if she getsup again!”

"But she hasto get up, if she'sgoing to bring usfood,” said Tenth. "I'm till hungry. What €lse does she
havein her basket?'

Eighth and Twenty-seventh crowded the trembling gleaner and sorted through the basket's contents,
which yielded severd small shellfruits and a bluemelon. Second snaiched the melon and |et the others
dividethe rest. They complained, but ate their share anyway.

"Now," said Second to the mewling gleaner, "I've changed my mind. Y ou can get up and find us some
morefood."

Instead, she closed her eyes and buried her facein her forearms.

"| don't think she understands,” said Eighth. " She still believes you're going to hurt her.”

"I will, if she doesn't find us somefood!" He picked up a sharp-edged rock. The weight of it felt
wonderful in his hand and he lobbed it at her shoulder. It only bounced off, so he bent to sort through the

undergrowth and find alarger one.

"Wait," said Twenty-seventh. "Right now we only need atrandator. If you damage her, then well il
have to find both another gleaner and atrandator.”



That made sense. Asdiverting asattacking was, Second was forced to be practical. "All right. Stay here
and watch this gleaner. Do not let her return to the colony. | will movein closer to the compound, hide,
and secure atrandator as soon as one happens by. Then well have everything we need.”

"Thisisone of the main trailsinto the compound,” said Eighth. "If we stay here, someoneis sureto come
along, maybe even akeeper. Then welll haveto go back.”

"All right," Second said. "Take her to the ruinsin the forest then. They aren't far away. I'll meet you
there

Chapter Twenty-One

Water dripped, dripped, dripped onto her face. Mitsu brushed at it with the back of her hand, but the
irritating trickle continued. She was hot and sticky, aswell as soaked, and lying on the ground, she
redlized. Had she bunked down in adamn creek bed?

Her eyesflew open and she stared bewilderedly up at slver-backed leaves and tightly interwoven limbs
shifting in thewind. The air was redolent with mud and |leaf mold and rotting wood, which struck her as
wonderful for some reason. Rain pattered against the leafy canopy above and asmall percentage of the
errant drops were working their way through and hitting her in the face. She turned her head away and
tried to think. Thiswas obvioudy aforest, o she must be in the field somewhere on patrol. But on what
world? Theair didn't smell like Earth or Anktan or Enjas Two. And where was furface?

When she raised up on her elbowsto look, blinding pain stabbed through her head and she dumped
back to the waterlogged ground with a strangled moan. Heyoka's face sivam into her field of vision.

"Liedill," hesadin tha familiar rumbly voice of his. ™Y ou took in some water when | snatched you from
the flek, and then there was thisrock—"

The flek? She massaged her aching forehead, trying to think.

"Can you il spesk Standard?" His voice sounded strained. Y ou were entrenched with aflek unit just
outside the cave, spesking High-Flek again like anative.”

"Hek?" She couldn't make it come together. "Come off it. What would | be saying to astupid flek?!

"Youtdl me"

"|—" She had an intense flash of apoisonous yelow sky, the everpresent stink of sulphur, ardentless
red sun. Her heart lurched into overdrive as memory flooded back. "I went through the grid after that
tech," shesaid in surprise. Why hadn't she killed it on the other side? She massaged her throbbing
temples. Surely sheld meant to take it out.

His black eyes were enigmatic, but she thought she read worry in them, or perhaps even fear. "What
happened?’ he said. "How did you persuade it to transport you back here?’

The oddly shaped pieces were jJumbled insde her head and some of them seemed to be missing



atogether. "l lost my rifle," she said. She remembered being so afraid, she couldn't bregthe, the bitter
flatness of the water they'd provided in the flek city, how the Decider had looked at her. Had it known
shewas faking? Why hadn't it just done away with her on the spot? A great shudder wracked her body
and for a second she was trapped in that white room again, and trapped as well in ahuman body. She
sretched atrembling hand out to touch the wall and it faded.

"| redlizeit's not your fault, but | have to know," Heyokasaid. "What did you tell them? Do they know
how few we are here?"’

The shattered pieces of her memory drifted just out of reach, refusing to assume their correct shape.
"Wherearewe?' She didn't seem to be able to make linear connections between his questions and the
proper answers, asthough al her thoughts were being rerouted along safer passages and she had to
arive a the desired information by circuitous means.

"Werein therain forest hafway up the mountain, closeto the lakavillage," he said. Hetook her face
between his hands and tried to make her meet hisfathomless onyx gaze.

The slkiness of hisfur againgt her skin was startling. For amoment, she recoiled. Flek didn't touch each
other that way , her traitorous subconscious whispered. But she wasn't flek, shetold hersalf. She didn't
have to abide by flek rules.

"What did you tell them?"

She jerked free, then struggled up to her hands and knees. All-Father, but her head ached! "How did |
Oet here?'

"| told you—I stole you out from under their noses," he said. "L ook, we don't have timefor this. I've
designated the village as our raly point, so we can rendezvous with Montrose, Onopa, and Naxk, but
before we go, | need as much information as possible so | can plan. What do the flek want here? Why
have they come back after al thistime? Are they going to reoccupy Oleagka?’

"They came because of me," she said. Rain dripped down her neck and she shivered, even though the
forest was asteam bath. "I told them | had hidden information here, so we came back for it."

A dlent snarl wrinkled hisforehead. "What information?”

"There—isntany."

"Right," he said. "Y ou brought them dl the way back here for information that doesn't exig."
"I madeit up," she said unsteedily. "I could, because | didn't lose mysdlf thistime."

"Sure," he said and pulled her to her feet. Her knees buckled and he took her weight. "Come on. You
can rest, once we get to the village, then maybe you'll be able to make more sense™

"Thelakavillage?' Pinwhed s of light were bursting behind her eyeslike fireworks—red and green and
white . Like theroom on Anktan. Sheflinched. "They won't go there, the flek. They're—"

"What?" His black eyes pierced her soul.

"They're afraid of them,” she said unsteadily. Her somach was on the point of rebelling. She felt so sick,



she could hardly see. She blotted the cold sweat on her forehead with the back of her deeve. "The flek
think they're "perverted.’ They're afraid to talk to them or even listen to anything they say."

"Why?" Heyoka bent down to maintain eye contact. "Mitsu, thisisimportant! Y ou've got to remember!”

"|—dont—know why," she said. The trees spun and she pressed the heels of her hands over her eyes.
Sodizzy.

Heyoka picked her up. Hed logt his shirt somewherein the last day and her cheek was pressed to the
familiar musk of hisfur. "l didn't lose mysdf," shewhigpered into the plush blackness. "I held on this
time"

"It doesn't matter," he said, but hisvoice wasfading. "Just tell mewhat . . ."

But it wastoo late. She couldn't hear him anymore. For such along time back in Rehab, she would have
given anything to hear hisvoice again, but now it wasjust too bloody late.

The warrior-drones remained quite agitated after the furred beast abducted the Enemy-born spy.
World-Architect 549 had stood back as six of them plunged into the cold water and attempted to
retrieveit. The current was swift, though, and the stream bed studded with rocks. Two of the largest
warriors were swept into boulders at thefal line and damaged themsalves going over. The rest detoured
around and swvarmed down the cliff.

The architect had followed at a safe distance, curiousto seeif they would recover the creature. By the
time they reached the pool below, though, both the furred one and the Enemy had disappeared into the
foredt.

Warrior-Drone 21487, who had been assigned command of this phalanx, was furious enough to tear off
the head of the unfortunate drone who was closest at that point. The neck joints gave with a dreadful
snap, then he cast the skull into the water and watched it bob downstream out of sight. The headless
body fell to the bank and spasmed.

The architect sat back on his haunches, mildly disgpproving. Wasteful of their limited resources, he
thought. That drone might have proved useful later on. 21487 should have been practica and killed one
of the damaged onesinstead. "Before we return, | must take readings at the former site of the
environmentd engines” hesaid.

"Nol!" 21487 said. Hisred eyes had aterrible, wild look. "I cannot spare an escort. We must recover
the oy unit!”

The architect took care to remain well out of reach. "1 believe the Deciders may be quite pleased with
my findings, upon our return, and therefore with you too. With what I've dready recorded, my
preliminary readings suggest it may be possible to tip the balance herein our favor with less commitment
of resourcesthan previoudy calculated.”

"And what will you do if the perverted ones approach?’ thewarrior said.

"Only one has presented itsdlf so far,” the architect said. "And it ran away without attempting to spesk.
Much time has passed since Makers walked thisworld. Perhapsthey are afraid of us now."



Thewarrior hesitated, and the architect turned his head away, giving the commander a chance to work
through the variables. It was awell-known fact that warriors, bred for fighting, were poor at making
decisions outside of combat conditions. And that was asit should be. Decision-making was, of course,
the province of Deciders. Architects, however, were bred with afair amount of leeway in their mental
parameters. Crestive world design required unfettered thinking and an eye for possihilities. Hiskind had
to be able to see beyond the moment and manipulate abstractions, aswell as project viable aternatives.

"The Deciderswill be displeased, if you do not recover the spy," said the architect, "but they might be
persuaded to overlook theloss, if | have moreinteresting matters for them to consider. And, if we return
later in force, the spy might be recovered more easily then.”

The warrior-drone's front hands clenched. It squared up both pairs of shoulders. "Take ten drones as
your escort. Therest will search with mefor the spy. We will meet back at the transfer grid, when all
objectives have been achieved."

That might be avery long time, in the case of the departed spy, the architect thought, though he
prudently did not voicethis. Ten of the guardsfell in as he headed downstream.

Ninth Trandator, waiting beneath aluminary tree in the compound's center, heard numerous reports of
the gpproaching aliens before she actudly saw them. Fortunately, there were only two, returning scouts
sad. They were of widdy divergent somatic types, both very strange. She wondered if this meant the
diens had finally succeeded in differentiating their body types. That would signal amarked step forward
intheir socid development. They might actudly become civilized.

The gentle rain filtering through the great tree's leaves was soothing, but her side ached so that she could
hardly remain sill. Longing for the moment she could lay down her life, she had to concentrate to turn her
attention from her fear of the violent ones and focus on this new devel opment.

Oneof thedienswas quitetal, covered with luxurious black fur, walking on two legs, rather than four. It
caried initsarms asecond dien, small and ddlicate, nearly as devoid of hair asalaka, but as soft of skin
and defensdless as a hatchling. Asthe two drew closer, she redized she had encountered them both
before, though separately.

The entire colony was gathering, waiting for what she had to say. Cultivators and gleaners scattered out
of the furred one's path as it descended into the communal area. Why had it come here, she wondered
numbly. Why didn't it just go back to its own world? Didn't they have enough problems asit was?

It laid its burden down beside her, arranging the head and limbs with what seemed to be grest care,
amost with the tenderness of a keeper, she thought.

"Why come?"' she asked, using her limited command of itslanguage.

It regarded her with glittering black eyes, then spoke. Most of the sound combinationsit used were
unfamiliar, but she did extract one bit of meaning out of the voca stream—"help."

Did it want lakahelp? Or wasit offering to "help” them? From what she had seen dready, its notion of
"help" would doubtless be forceful and violent, and that would be of no use at dl. The breeders needed
to be soothed, not encouraged in their current path. And as for the disharmonious ones, violence would



not work there either.

"We must handlethisoursalves” she said in laka. ™Y ou cannot do what must be done. Only we can."”
It shook its head.

"No hdp,” shetald it in what little she had of itslanguage. "Go back. We help."

It spoke again, but she understood nothing. This was getting them nowhere and she had o little strength
|eft, she needed to saveit for what lay ahead.

The smaller one stirred, dragged an arm over itsface and sat up. Its eyesweren't black, like its
companion's, but a startling combination of blue nested within white. It seemed weak, though there were
no overt cracks in what she could see of its outer covering. Perhaps itsinjuries weren't serious.

Everyone was watching Ninth Trand ator-at-large now, sanitizers and coordinators, gleaners and scouts,
keepers and even afew of the rounded-up breeders. She gazed out at the sea of bodies and faces. They
were S0 beautiful, she thought, each giving her or his best to the colony, never asking for more. In away,
they were like a song, each caste contributing its particular note. Thelaka could not give up what they
had worked so hard to establish on this gentle world. Somehow in the past, they had made the violent
oneslisen before. They must do it again.

"Wise ones," she said, speaking firgt in the coordinators dialect, “the disharmonious invaders have
returned. | have seen them mysdlf."

A wave of disquiet ran through the assembled coordinators. The other castes waited patiently. They
would betold al they needed to know when the moment wasright.

Fourteenth Coordinator pushed forward, accompanied by her full retinue. Both pairs of her shoulders
were set with determination. " Then the proper songs must be sung at once.”

"Yes," Ninth said. "And the breeders should be shut away, lest they become further agitated.”

"Have they al been brought in?' Fourteenth Coordinator asked.

"No," Ninth said. "One smdl group isill at large. They dragged me away and held me against my will
for ashort time, though | was able to escape. | fear the four of them have veered too far out of
synchronization and will have to be put down as soon asthey can be located.”

"That must wait," Fourteenth Coordinator said. "First we will attend to the violent ones. Then we must
find some way to destroy that wretched cave. We gave up before and sedled it from without. We should
have made sure there was no way they could ever come back.”

"But who knows the songs?' Ninth asked wearily. She stared out at the gathered multitude of smple
workers. Their pastel sdes shimmered in the rain and they gazed back, as yet uncomprehending. "Which
of those among us can we ask to go to these creatures?”

"You will go, child," Fourteenth Coordinator said, "aswill I; weal will, coordinators, gleaners, sanitizers,
scouts. This song iswoven through our very blood and it will cometo you at the proper moment.”

"Y ou must be mistaken,” Ninth said, trembling. "1 know every diaect of the colony, but | do not



remember any such song.”
"Y our body remembers,” Fourteenth said. "When the time comes, you will know what to sng.”

The knowledge was hidden within body-memories then. Ninth hung her head and tried not to think
about how very tired she was, how her cracked side ached and life fluids were hemorrhaging beneath her
cargpace. It was strange how one might contain things never suspected in the mundanities of day to day
life, how one might well be larger than she ever suspected.

"Ingtruct the keepersto seclude the breeders,”" said Fourteenth Coordinator. " Then we will go to the
cave"

Severd of her Sster trandators took up Fourteenth Coordinator's instructions, repeeting them first in the
gleaners dialect, then in al the others, one by one. With asigh, Ninth gathered her feet beneath her and
went to the keepers, who were doing their best to restrain the headstrong breeders.

"Rest now," shetold them astheir pink eyesrolled and their feet shifted restlesdy. ™Y ou had along, tiring
night without food. Stay here with your keepers, feast on bluemelon, and al will bewell."

A chunky young breeder with a carapace of such adark pink, it was almost red, advanced upon her
with far too much assurance in the jaunty set of his head. "We refuse to be shut away in the darkness
anymore. We want to run through the forest on our own, go wherever we will!" Several more breeders
crowded in behind him and pressed close upon Ninth. "There are things," he said importantly, "that we
were meant to do."

Appalled, she backed up, as the dismayed keepers surged forward to deal with their unruly charges.

III_

Behind her, the shorter dien cried out in surprise, then turned to the furred one and rattled something of
intheir own choppy language. Ninth could not separate out more than one or two words—something
about "speaking” and "Hek," whatever that meant.

The furred one snarled.

Mitsu was flushed. "It's spesking flek, | tll you!"

Heyokafdt the fur bristle across his shoulders. Could she possibly beright, or, more likely, was she just
disoriented, as when she'd fired upon defensaess civilians?

The sea of laka swung their gaze to him, to both of them, and he redlized a snarl had escaped histhroat.
Heforced hisother to quiet. "Areyou sure?' he said as evenly as he could manage.

"Damnright I'm surel" Mitsu darted forward, then swayed and had to catch herself on the tree trunk.
Her face went pale as watered milk. He could see cold sweat on her brow. "And | wasright thefirst time
back there in the grove too! Theyare flek!"

"Weve been over thisbefore," he said. "Theyresemble flek, just like some adien sentients are humanoid,
but not human. Form followsfunction and dl that."



"And I'm telling you that laka just spoke High-Flek!" She was breathing too fast, perhaps having another
breakdown right before his eyes. Two hectic spots of red bloomed in her cheeks.

"All right,” he said, desperate to divert her attention. "Cam down. | believe you."
"You do?'

"Sure, shortstuff.” He gestured at her as the sun broke out from behind the clouds and therain drizzled a
last, few rainbow-tinted drops. "Now sit down, before you fal down, and stop frightening the locals."

"We haveto get off thisworld,” she said, "and report back to Command. This planet is crawling with
flek, and has been for years!”

"Yeah," hesad, "well dothat." And dl thewhile, he was trying to decide what to do. Sheld obvioudy
flipped out again. Being wrenched through the grid, then trapped on aflek world, for heaven's sake,
would make anyone crazy. If she hadn't been over the edge before, she certainly was now.

"We have to rendezvous with Montrose and Onopa," he said. "L et's pick apoint out in the forest and
mest there."

"No," shesaid, "you dready said they were coming to the village. Besides, | want to question the laka
and find out why they never told the Confederation anthropol ogists they wereredlly flek."

"Not now!" he said. Her right hand twitched downward and he eyed her boot sheath with worry. Shed
lost her rifle somewhere aong the way, but she probably still had that damn knife. If so, with her
experience and training, she could carve up haf thisvillage and never break a swest.

"Yesnow ." Shereleased the tree and tottered toward the pale-green individua who'd spoken to them
ealier.

The lakalooked up and he redlized this was the same one hed met in the forest.

Mitsu started to speak, but he took her arm and jerked her back. "Don't tip our hand!" he said in alow
urgent voice before she could protest. "Think! They've been covering for the flek for years and were
stranded behind enemy lines. Don't blow whét little advantage we have."

She blinked, seeming to consider what he was saying, asthough it made sense. "1—"

A green bolt of laser fire sizzled through the air, scalding the edge of Heyoka's boot and carving a deep
fissurein the towering tree. The trunk convulsed as he and Mitsu both dove for cover, but the lakajust
stood there, frozen, uncomprehending. A familiar, telltale nose-burning stink permeated the air and his
hands itched for aweapon.

"Get down!" he called, even though he doubted the laka understood. He groped for the com unit on his
belt and punched in Montrose's code.

"Sarge?" Montrose's voice said."We're almost within sight of the village, but | thought | heard
laser firejust a minute ago. Areyou all right?"

"Take every precaution on your gpproach,” Heyoka said. "We're pinned down by flek fire."



Chapter Twenty-Two

Kel took the point asthey entered the rain forest and the three of them matched one another stride for
gridein slence. High overhead, wind whispered through the leaves, laden with exotic scents that had no
andogsin their homeland. Except for that and the sultriness of the air, Kei mused they might have been
hunting in awooded area back on Anktan, each reading the body language of the others, for oncein
perfect accord.

Visht had assumed the second position, backup to the Leader, while Skal, bleeding and chastened,
brought up therear. Y et that position was important, Kei thought, ducking alow-hanging limb, aswere
all the dements of any successful hunt. None of those selected could afford to be wesk, and certainly
none could be spared.

Occasiondly, something dithered out of their path into the dark-green brush as they approached. At
first, Ke had thought these to be small animals, but upon closer examination, the source usualy turned
out to be plants, either scurrying or creeping aside, another indication thiswas not home. His hackles
rose. Very strange.

His com unit buzzed and he realized held thrugt it into a pocket while they were up on the mountain,
gtting vigil for Bey. His heart legped. He stopped and dug it out, then keyed it on. "Black/on/black?"

"No, it's me, Montrose," ahuman voice answered."|'ve heard from Blackeagle though. Is this Kei ?"
"Yes" Ke's earsflatened. He had never much liked talking into these foolish mechanical devices. It felt
too much like conversing with a piece of wood or rock for histaste.

"Where are you?"

"Werein theforest, following your trail," Kei said. He gestured at Visht and Ska to come closer and
ligen.

"Then you can't be far." Montrose hesitated.” Blackeagle and Corporal Jensen are pinned down by
flek fire at the laka village. Can you hear anything from your position?"

Then the flek had dready come back. Kel swiveled his ears and listened hard. Therain had eased, and,
above the whisper of the wind, the susurration of leaf against lesf, it seemed he did hear adistant crackle.
"Yes" hesad, "butit'svery fant.”

"Move up and join us from the north," Montrose said." Then we'll go in together and relieve
Blackeagle."

Kei'slipswrinkled back in an automatic snarl. He was L eader! He would decide what was to be done!
But then he caught himsdlf. They couldn't afford to settle matters of dominance now. Too much was a

stake. Whoever was to be L eader, they were al Rangers and the Black/on/black was under attack.
"Yes" hesad shortly. "Give me your postion.”



"We'rein alow marshy area by a pond at the far end of the village," Montrose said." From here,
we can see a ring of those big trees with the leathery leaves that glow at night rising up out of a
clearing. We'll sit tight and wait for you. Naxk can't move that fast anyway, and neither can I.
Just follow our trail."

Ke switched the com unit off. He could hear the sizzle of laser fire more clearly now. They had to hurry.
"Thisway," he said to the other two and crashed through the undergrowth.

Kikasat on the rock, fur plastered to her body by the rain, staring out at the restless aquamarine ocean.
It was awaysin motion, like something dive and staking its prey. The white-frothed wavesrolled in and
inand in. She could hear them only faintly with her damaged ears, but the rhythm possessed an
enormoudy soothing qudlity.

When therain finaly stopped, she raised her head to the thinning gray clouds, then stripped off the rest
of the confining wet uniform and laid it asde. Y es,she thought as thefirst rays of the yellow sun broke
through and warmed her soaked fur. The welcome hest tingled through her, down into the smallest
gpaces between, where she was ordinarily never warm. The glorious sensation built, fierce and exciting at
the same time, as though awondrous flame were being kindled within her core.

Shetilted her head back, closed her eyes, let the sun pour down on her, panting excess heat away asit
built up. There had been days, running between the House of one Line and the next to carry messages,
when she could not avoid the sun's effect. Power had smmered adong her nerves and through her
muscles, until it seemed she would burst trying to contain it. But she had never mentioned it, never let
anyone seethe faintest manifestation of it again, after that first nearly fatal incident in her cubhood until
that last fateful day.

Wil-being surged through her now. She felt more whole than she had ever felt in her entirelife. The pain
of her bruises faded from her consciousness, her wrenched leg, the ache in her ears. She was drifting
adonginariver of molten sunshine—

Her com unit buzzed. Not now, she thought. Not when the sun was pouring down over her back and
shoulders, filling her to the brim. The warmth wastingling, eectric, driving out thelingering physica
misery of thelast few days.

The link buzzed again, and she realized with a start that she couldhear it, not faintly, asthough muffled
with layers of cloth, but clear and sharp. She put awondering hand to her ear, then picked up the soggy
uniform pants and extracted the com unit button from their pocket. 'Y es?'

"Kika? Blackeagle and Jensen are under attack in the laka village." It was Montrose's husky voice.

Her ears pricked and she stared back over her shoulder at the trees. "On my way!"

"We've moved from the camp by the stream into the forest,” Montrose said."” Let me give you
directionsto our current position and we'll rendezvous.”

"Thereisno need,” she said, bundling the wet clothing underneath one arm. "Unlessyou flew, | will find
you."



Therewas great consternation on the seaward side of the compound, so Second Breeder circled around
and approached from the opposite direction, using first the vine corra, then the shellfruit arbor to screen
his path. The mottled-green vines shifted restlesdy as he passed, but no one else seemed to pay him any
heed a all.

As he entered the concentric circles of thatched nests, bolts of the alien's marvelous green fire sizzled
through the air. He heard cries of pain, saw gleaners and builders dashing back and forth without the
sensetotake cover .

Someone wasattacking ! How ddightful! He till had the alien's deadly stick and wondered if perhapsit
would dlow himtoattack too. Rising from the degpest recesses of his mind, he had flegting images of
otherbattles , they were caled, otherwars . Thiswas evidently what breeders had been alowed to do in
earlier times, not merdly sit about the compound, complacently eating and growing, waiting for thet fina
day when they would finally be alowed to fertilize a selection of viable egg sacs. They were supposed to
fireweapons , killenemies ,rend heads from bodies! Long buried concepts and words flooded into his
consciousness and he feltarmed and ready for anything.

He quivered as he edged forward, straining to see the source of the brief flashes of eectric greenfire .
White chitin glimmered in the sun. It was the others, he redized, the oneswho had long ago made the
crysta forest in the cave. By their scent, they were dl mae, like himsdlf, but so forceful, so potent. He
could not wait to tell hisfellow breeders back at the ruins about thig!

Then hethought of hismission —tocapture atrandator, so that they could speak through her to their
gleaner and complete their plansfor anew colony. What a perfect timetosteal one. The compound was
in complete disorder. The coordinators hadn't reached consensus evidently, so the other casteswere
milling without direction. The keepers kept trying to herd the young males back into the nests, but their
charges were resisting and he was certain, in the midst of this disorder, no one would pay much attention
to yet another stray breeder.

Second dipped through hysterica knots of sanitizers and cultivators, keeping his gaze down, affecting to
be frightened. He wasn't afraid though; he was stimulated. Thiswas exhilarating, wondrous. HeEd never
felt so utterly present and involved in hisentirelife.

The trandators were busy directing the colony's evacuation in the absence of coordinator instructions,
and he could find none who were alone. Theweaponsfire was fiercest towards the compound's center,
30 heworked hisway in that direction, using nest wallsforcover , avoiding theline of fire . He gripped
hisweapon stick with greet care, considered adding his contribution to the melee, but, as exciting asthat
would have been, it would aso have drawn attention, and he was not ready for that yet.

Thefurred dien, who had shown itsalf back at the ceremonia arenato be quite good atcombat , had
taken to the moss-covered ground and was now crawling toward the nearest circle of nests. With that
move, theangle of thecross fire which had it pinned down was much less efficient. Second Breeder
caught himsdlf watching thetactics of the two forces with admiration, when he should have been working
toward hisobjective .

The other dien, the smaller one with only abit of dark fur on its head, had gone to ground too and was
heading in the opposite direction. Something long and metallic caught the sunlight and glinted in its hand.
The two of them were going toflank theenemy , Second redlized with delight.



Beneath the leaf shadow of atal luminary lay asingle trandator, head back, eyes closed, gasping with
the effort to breathe. She was an odd shade of pale green and the plate on her side was damaged. He
looked closer; hisfellow breeders had cracked that carapace only the day before! Second regarded the
injury with afond sense of recognition.

Thetwo diensdrew most of theincoming fire , and by watching the patterns carefully, Second was able
to advance step by step, aways keeping tocover , once even using the smoking carcass of ascout. It
was S0 exciting, he had all he could do to make himsalf stop, once held reached hisgodl.

Thetrandator did not open her eyes as he gpproached, not even when he hunkered down beside her,
watching the surrounding trees and the deadly rain of greenfire . Smoke and the stench of burned bodies
permeated the air. He leaned over and prodded her with hisdien stick. "Get up!”

"No," she said wearily, till not opening her eyes, "do not attempt to move me. This position should
prove safe enough.”

"| don't care about “safe!" Second Breeder reared back, swung theweapon and struck her injured side.
Hecks of shattered green cargpace flaked off in avery satisfactory fashion at the blow. She squaled with
shock and pain.

"Get up!" hesad.

Her eyesflew open and she shrank at the sight of him.

Heloomed over her, relishing the sensation. "If you don't get up, | will strike you again!”

Her pink eyesswirled with fear. "1 cannot!” she said hoarsaly. "1 am injured and will die, if | movel”

"| think you can," hesaid. "And | don't careif you die."

She trembled. "Where do you want meto go?"

"Away from here," he said, "so we breeders can start our own colony.”

"But,this isour colony.” Her head swiveled as she gazed around at the familiar surroundings, the
luminaries, the circular rows of nests, the carefully tended berry arbors and shellfruit patches, the vine

corrd. "Thereisno other."

"Now there will be." He gave her fird-arm a savage jerk and her jaws gaped at hisdaring. "Thisone no
longer suitsus.”

She nervoudy eyed hisweapon . "But breeders have the best food, the softest, quietest nests. Y ou do no
work and are served by al. One entire caste devotestheir livesto your welfare. What more could you
want?'

"Wedon't know yet," he said, "but we are going to find out. Get up, or | willhurt you again!™ Hefound
himsdlf hoping she would refuse just S0 he couldstrike her one moretime.

Evidently reading hisintention, she shuddered and managed to lurch to her feet.

Thefiring seemed to have shifted away from thisend of the village for the moment. He caculated the



bestescape route . "Thisway!" He pulled her roughly by the arm toward the far end of the compound.

"l don't understand,” she whispered, more to hersalf than him, asthey wove through the abandoned
dwellings. "What could you want out there on your own? What could you do?!

Hedid not answer. He was too busy thinking about all the ddlicious possibilities this experience had
opened up in hismind. More deeply buried body-memories were surfacing with every breath.

He wasn't sure what they wanted in the end, but they would begin by taking whatever, and whomever,
they wished.

Green death blazed through the air in awide arc from the east. Heyoka recognized the standard star
firing pattern; hed encountered it athousand times on other worlds, other battlefields. But in those distant
places, the flek had been pitted against seasoned soldiers. Here, there were only himsalf and Mitsu, both
unarmed, except for knives, and the clueless lakawho were being cut down in droves.

The smdll of scorched flesh and burning thatched walls was overpowering. He kept his head down and
crawled across the moss, seeking better cover. Mitsu had dived in the other direction, properly dividing
theflek firejust as she had been trained, strange behavior for one who had just been through the flek mill
again and had to be thoroughly brainwashed.

According to Montrose, therest of the squad was ralying at his current location in the forest. Though
some of them wereinjured, most still had laser rifles, but it would take time for them to arrive. By then, it
would probably betoo late, for him and Mitsu, and for the village. He had to take action now, but he
needed aweapon. For the hundredth time that day, he cursed himsdlf for being careless enough to lose
his

A laser bolt caught another hel plesslakaand it went down afew feet from him, screaming and clawing
at itsburned shoulder. He flinched, remembering whet it was like to take the full brunt of aflek bolt. He
had been wounded in a battle on Enjas Two last year, taking a serious burn to the knee and leg. Hed
endured months of rehabilitation afterward, and even that had proved insufficient until held received a
unigue restorative treatment from his own species.

He used the screeching lakafor cover and hitched on his elbows until he reached the nearest hut. It was
aconical structure, made entirely of thatching bound to limber posts set in the ground. He parted the
aromatic hay and scanned the interior. Circular pits had been dug into the floor and filled with
cream-colored down of some sort. Knots of fresh herbs hung from the ceiling and scented the air with a
dry tang. It was soothing and cool and quite uselessfor protection. He pushed through and stood up in
the dimness.

More screamsfilled the air outside. The laka didn't even seem to know they should hide or run away.
Some of the largest were just standing there, staring at the flek with horrified pink eyes as though they
couldn't conceive of what to do next.

Damnation! His earsflattened with rage. He had to do something, anything! He couldn't just hidein here
until relief arrived. By then, the village would be reduced to a scorched ruin, thelaka a pile of smoldering
corpses, and Olesaka overrun once again with flek.

He stalked around the hut, his empty hands clenched. Just one wegpon, even a—



The supports for the hut jJumped out of shadows at him, dender saplings bent into arches, long and
supple and strong. He wrenched one out of the earth and tested its tensile strength. Not the best
homemade weapon held ever seen, but something solid at least to wield against the flek.

Heflattened himself againgt the wall and dug aholein the thatching to peer out. Acrossthe cleared circle
of earth, awarrior-drone spotted him and fired at the hut. The thatch wall burst into flames. He jerked
back, cursing as smoke curled through the air.

Snarling, he ducked back to the rear of the hut, but flek had aready swept past and surrounded him.
The smoke thickened and burned his nose. He was going to have to get out of here, surrounded or not, if
he was to avoid being suffocated or burned dive.

He thought he heard his name; the voice sounded like Mitsu. He keyed his com unit to hers. "What's
your position?”

"I made a break for it into the next ring of huts,” shesaid."I'm clear for the moment. How about
you?"

"| thought you lost your com,”" he said suspicioudy. "I didn't seeit back inthe forest.”
"I put it in my boot. | didn't want the flek to find it."

A bright orange curl of flame appeared overhead and ate down through the roof. He could fedl the hest
onhisears.

"Where are you?" shesaid."I'll come and bust you loose.”

But could he trust her? He didn't know. She sounded like her old self, but the director at the research
station had too, back on Anktan, and al the while he'd believed he was aflek transferred into human
flesh, Maybe they'd been able to finish the job they'd started on Mitsu thistime and she was just waiting
for her chance to betray him and everyone e se she knew.

The com unit crackled." Furface, where the hell areyou?"

He shut it off and shoved it back into his pocket. Better not to involve her, crazy or not. Hed make a
breek for it himsdf.

Edging toward the low doorway, he peered out again. No flek in sight. Perhaps they had moved on,
counting onthefireto do himin.

Or just waiting to pick him off, once he bolted, the savageother indde his head suggested.

Hed go out trying, then. Damned if he was going to squat herein the shadows and wait for death.
Gripping his makeshift saff, he darted out into the sunlight. The air wasfilled with the cries of injured laka
and the acrid gtink of the approaching flek.

Then he saw them, apair of warrior-drones who had taken up positions at forty-five-degree anglesto
catch himin acrossfire. They had a dead center bead on him. It wastoo late to go back, too late for—

Thefirst shot caught him on the upper arm. Reflexively, he twisted away from it and then watched,



dumbfounded, as the electric-green bolt passed in its straight-line trgjectory. His arm was singed, but not
toasted. He stared down at hisfur in amazement and redized it had goneblue . Everything wasblue , the
huts and the rocks, the ground, the laka and the flek. He'd falen into blueshift.

The other flek's hand inched toward the firing stud. He studied the angle for a second, then sidestepped
the bolt beforeit fired. The cold of blueshift drained at hislimited reserves. It was dmogt sllent, al sounds
dowed down to the point of incomprehensibility.

Blueshift transformed the landscape and had afascination dl its own, beautiful and quite deadly asit
spent hislife. He shook himsdf. There was no telling how long he could hold this accel erated Sate,
certainly nothing like the hours that had once been possible. He had to attack now, before he lost what
little advantage he'd gained.

The flek seemed frozen in the dappled shade where they were just emerging from the trees. Laka had
gathered at thefar end of the village, instead of fleeing, as common sense would seem to dictate. He
reached for the savageother he dways carried within, bared his claws and raced toward his enemy.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Thiswasit, Mitsu told hersdlf, as she dodged from tree to tree in the village. One screaming laka went
down after another and the air was choked with black, roiling smoke as the rows of huts caught fire. A
laser bolt sang past her cheek. She dropped without thinking and felt the heet trail expand above her like
adeadly flower.

Thiswasdl her fault. She had convinced the flek to bring her back here just to save her own worthless
hide. Why hadn't she found some way to destroy that damned transfer grid when sheéd had the chance?
Maybe shewas il suffering from the aftereffects of the conditioning, like everyone thought. Why ese
was she pulling such stupid grunt-level stunts?

And where was Heyoka? She tucked her head, eased belly-down along the rain-saturated ground, but
saw no sign of him anywhere. She wiped ahand over her face and felt the cool smear of mud left behind.
Then, on the perimeter of the village, the firing dowed to a crawl and stopped. She hazarded another
glance. Two charred lakalay ahead of her, their carapaces still smoking and blocking part of her view.
Beyond them, three downed flek sprawled, their red eyes staring up Sightlesdy at the sky.

But she hadn't taken them out, and Heyoka, who'd also logt hisrifle a some point, certainly couldn't
have donein three a once ether. The laka, then? She turned her head and gazed back acrossthe village.
The natives had coalesced into afrazzled rainbow knot down at the far end and were Saring in this
direction with frightened pink eyes, no more help in afight than aherd of stupid cows.

She risked getting up to her hands and knees. Her head throbbed, but the knife felt good in her hand,
likeatrusted old friend who would not let her down. The village thrummed with dread and she sat back
on her heds. Where were they? At least twenty more flek warriors were out there somewhere. Why had
they stopped firing? It could just be atrap, to lure her and Heyoka out of cover so they could be picked
off.

Warily, sheregained her feet and gazed around, still damnably dizzy. Maybe Heyokawas injured, or



even . . . dead. No. Shewould find him. It was just going to take sometime.

Unseen silk brushed her face, and then, between one blink and the next, Heyoka's seven-foot frame
appeared on his knees, head bowed, tongue lolling, panting as though he'd just completed a twenty-mile
quick march.

"Areyou al right?' She sheethed her knife, then took hisarm.

"| could ask—the same about—you." His breath was coming in shuddering gasps. He closed hisblack
eyes, shivering asthough he werein the depths of winter.

"Never mind that,” she said, trying to lever him onto hisfeet. "1 only counted three flek down. Let's get
under cover beforethe rest find their nerve and swing thisway."

"Oh, they'll be back,” he said. "I took out asmany as| could, before | lost blueshift, but it wasn't nearly
enough.”

"Y ou blueshifted?' she said, then grunted as he lurched onto hisfeet and she took hisfull weight. The
throb in her head intensified and bright specks of red and gold danced before her eyes. She blinked hard.
"| didn't think you could do that anymore.”

"Neither did I," he said. "Guess we both screwed up.”

"That was dmost funny,” she said. "Y ou go on like thisand you'll have your own stand-up routinein
some space station bar."”

"Don't beinsulting.” He pushed away from her and straightened. "Did the laka get out okay?'
"No, they're having some kind of convention,” she said, "over there on thefar sde of the village."

"Idiotsl Why didn't they just scatter into the forest?' Heyoka shook his head. "They have to know this
idand insgde out. They could have dispersed and run rings around the flek.”

"Becausetheyare flek," shesaid. "Or at least they spesk flek. The warriors who came back with me
through the grid were deethly afraid of them, kept calling them “the perverted ones.' | told you that
before. Why don't you believe me?"

"Because it doesn't make sense,” he said grimly. "That knock on the head cross-circuited your brain.
Y ou just think they're speaking flek."

"Comeon, then,” shesaid. "I'll show you." She set off toward the milling laka. Heyoka made agrab for
her arm, but she dipped out of reach.

The lakaignored her as she approached. One of the more hulking specimens was sorting them into
groups. What had seemed like chaos amoment ago had become purposeful orchestration. She stopped
before asmal lavender one who was standing apart, speaking to another of approximately the same size.
It till sounded like flek-speak to her, though oddly accented. Her skin crawled. For al the superficial
differencesin body structure and the oddball pastel coloration, these creatureswere flek. It was obvious.
"Why didn't you run away?' she asked it in High-Flek.

Thetwo of them stared at her. Then the closest craned its neck as though seeing her for thefirst time,



"Y ou address me, alowly breeder?" it said finally.
"Why not? Y ou spesk the language of the Makers," she said, while Heyoka looked on in amazement.

"I speak the breeders didect,” it said, "which isgiven only to us, the keepers, and trandators. How isit
that you, an dien, spesk it too?"

"Thisisthe language of the oneswho attacked your . . . facility,” she said, not having ever encountered a
flek word for "home." "I learned it on another world."

"Theforceful ones, yes" it said, and she thought atinge of longing colored that statement. "They have
come back."

"Y ou have heard of them before?" She was aware that Heyoka hovered just behind her shoulder now.

"They do what they want,” it said, "take anything they want, and it isrumored they areal mae!" It turned
its lavender face toward the other side of the village, where the flek had emerged from the forest. "I
would like to see such creatures close-up just once before the Feast of Leavetaking.”

A larger laka, its cargpace a breathtaking blue that shaded to midnight along its joints, stepped between
her and the smaller ones. It spoke to her sharply, but Mitsu could not understand. She answered in
High-Flek. "I do not understand.”

"Do not further agitate the breeders,” it replied, switching to flek asthough it were the most naturd thing
intheworld. "We shdl be days snging them down asitis"

"How isit that you speak the language of the Makers?' Mitsu asked.

Thelakaseemed to fold in upon itself and turned its head aside. Do not name them so!™

"Why not?"

"They do not "make anything,” it said. "They destroy! Look at our compound, our poor builders and
sanitizers. The shellfruit arbor isin ruinsand haf the vines have fled. We shdl haveto use gleanersto
clean up the mess and they will find that very upsetting. The terrible ones “make nothing except death
and destruction!™

Heyokatook her shoulder and pulled her around. His black eyesboreinto her. "Did you redly
understand any of that?"

"| told you before—they're speaking flek." Her heart raced. "Theyare flek.”

He stared at the grouping and she could see the wheelsrolling in his head as he tried to make sense of
thisbizarre set of facts.

She turned back to the laka. "The Makers were here, on Oleagka, before, many units ago. They tried to
change thisworld, but in the end they gave up and abandoned it. Do you know why?*

The laka started to speak, but the two smaller ones shoved past it and darted toward the forest. It
flinched, then broke into acomplex, atona collection of soundswith rhythmsthat did over each other,
merging in piercing tones that scraped aong her nerves.



Heyoka, who had much more sensitive hearing, sank to his knees and clamped hishands over his
pinned-back ears. For her own part, she could not move. It was as though she were caught in aweb of
sound, both terrible and wonderful, that bound her to the spot.

The two who had called themsalves "breeders’ stood transfixed too, then returned dowly, step by step,
to the heart of the village. Their posture was unwilling, their heads downcast. They had no choice, Mitsu
redized.

When the song was over, she stood blinking in the sultry sunlight, trying to remember what she had been
about to do beforeit started.

A few feet away, Heyoka muttered an expletive and lurched to hisfeet. Shelooked up. A line of
dead-white flek stood &t the edge of the village.

Thelakahurriedly burst back into song.

Montrose breathed asigh of relief when the three hrinn emerged from the forest. The black-coated one,
Kel, wasin thelead. The other two, yellow Visht and black-and-white Skd, trailed at hishedls. Thiswas
new, he thought. That particular order obvioudy meant something had changed. Skal hadn't been with
them before, and the other two certainly hadn't |ft for the mountain in that particular order. Hrinn never
did anything like this casudly.

Onopas stocky form backed him up, sldwart and ready, as he lurched to hisfeet, heavily favoring his
burned leg. "Kikashould be here in afew minutes, then well head for the village and relieve Blackeagle
and Jensen.”

Ke regarded him with those enigmatic black eyes and the air between them crackled with the intensity
of hisgaze. Such adirect stare meant out-and-out defiance, Montrose remembered from Blackeagl€'s
lectures on the psychology of hrinn. Don't ever hold such astare, the sergeant had warned, unlessyou
mean to back it up with your life.

The nape of hisneck prickled. He was tempted to drop his own eyes and let Kei lead the mission but,
dammit, thiswas critical. Blackeagle and Jensen were pinned down, maybe dying at this very moment,
and he had more actua combat experience against the flek than anyone else here. Blackeagle had
designated himin charge.

"l am Squad Leader, by Blackeagle's order,” he said dowly. "Y ou are my Second.”

Ke snarled, soft and rattling beneath his breath, and his handclaws sprang free. He paced back and
forth.

He seemed bigger than Montrose remembered but, then, hrinn dways had that effect on him when he
came upon them unexpectedly. Hed never been able to decide whether they looked more like Terran
wolves, bears, or jungle cats, probably an amalgamation of the most ferocious features of al three. "We
don't havetimeto argue,” he said. Swest soaked the back of his uniform shirt. He was painfully aware he
couldn't have taken afull-grown hrinn, hand-to-hand, even at the best of times, and, at the moment, he
was not only crammed to the gillswith pain killers from the medkit, but one-legged aswell. "Blackeagleis
depending on us. Come and sit down. We have to plan our attack.”



Aliki Onopawatched, but didn't say anything, didn't even move. Naxk's feverish black eyeswatched
from where she lay on the ground. She was il too weak to do more than bresthe, and walk for short
distances, when it was required of her.

"Thereisapattern/in/progress at work here," Kei said finaly, then glanced aside at Skd. The
black-and-white hrinn's nose wrinkled in what might have been asilent snarl and he looked quickly away.
Kei turned hisback and sat down beside Naxk. "I have been trying to smell it out, but | do not haveits

shapeyet.”

Patterns. Montrose nodded grimly. Religion again. Better not to get started on that subject. He'd be sure
to stick hisfoot in hismouth.

The other two hrinn also took seats on the damp ground. Visht looked perfectly at ease, but Skal's ears
kept twitching and bloody claw marks crisscrossed his neck, which made Montrose even more nervous.
"As soon as Kikareaches our position,” he said, dry-throated, "well head for the village. It's abouit five
hundred yards to the northwest, near as| can figure. We heard laser fire earlier, but it's stopped now."

Ke''s nose quivered as he sampled the air from severa directions. "We should go on without Kika. She
istraveling faster than our injured and will catch up.”

And shewould easily, Montrose redized. Kel was right. She could smell them out, just like the others
had. He should have thought of that, but it was hard enough to think like a hrinn and plan for their specid
abilities under the best of circumstances, let alone under pressure. "Y ou'reright,” hesaid. "Let'shead

Without aword, Onopatook Naxk's arm and helped the tawny young female to rise. They had both
tried to persuade her to remain here, when they made contact with the enemy at the village, but Naxk
would not hear of it. "1 would rather be dead,” shed said, "than lie here, safe, while my huntmatesfal in

my place!”

Asfor himsdf, Montrose had cut astaff from anearby tree and could walk, or at least limp for now, as
long as the medication in the medkit held out. He didn't like to think about the consequences of pushing
himsdlf like thisthat would surely come in the not-too-distant future, when the drugs wore off. But then,
they might not even have afuture, so he decided he would worry about it when, and if, it happened.

Water il dripped from the leaves, but the rain had stopped and shafts of green-tinted sunlight filtered
down through the forest canopy. Tiny blue and gold avians burst into flight at their gpproach, screeching
like out-of-tune violins. The dampnessintensfied al the smells so that M ontrose was overwhelmed by
the scent of leaf mold, wet wood, bruised leaves, and rich, black mud. Hrinn lived in an even more
concentrated sea of odorslikethisal the time, he thought, and wondered what that would be like, to
know the world around you so intimately through this other underused sense.

Ke and Ska stopped at amost the same ingtant, their ears pinned, their black eyes darting. Naxk
stiffened and looked at Onopa. Visht continued afew more steps, then flinched back.

"What?' asked Montrosein alow voice.
"A noise" Ke sad. Hisearsswiveed. "Very srange.”

"Fighting?" he said.



"No," Ke sad. "Something else, but definitely not naturd.”

Montrose forged on, trying to be as silent asthe hrinn, but it was difficult. They made no sound, except
for wounded Naxk, traveling like ghosts, despite their bulk. Since hisleg was tiff and wouldn't bear his
weight, he had dl he could do to put one foot in front of the other. If he gave them away with his
clumsiness, the reason would not matter.

The othersfdl into line behind him, then he Sgndled Ke. "Take the point,” he whispered. "Don't let us
walk into atrap.”

The big black's eyes gleamed. He disappeared into the wall of foliage without disturbing asingle lesf.
Montrose limped after him, wondering how something so big could move like that.

Then he heard what the hrinn had dready picked up: awretched teeth-rattling racket that grew louder
with each step. It vibrated along nerve and bone, built up painfully behind the eyes. He felt asthough he
were wading upstream againgt a stiff current.

Ke hated and they bunched behind him. Naxk was breathing hard, her head back, eyes half-lidded.
Onopalooked grim and weary beneath Naxk's weight.

Montrose peered ahead and saw a huge clearing with concentric rings of nest thatched huts: the laka
village. It was surrounded on thisside by at least twenty, perhaps more, flek warrior-drones. The sun
glinted off their luminescent white bodies as they stood there, frozen, laser-sticks raised.

The squad could not possibly take so many head-on, he thought. Their only chance wasto ambush
them. He motioned to Onopato ease Naxk to the ground. No matter what she said, she wasn't mobile
enough for this.

She sagged, then braced her back against atree. He bent down in the shade and spoke close to her ear.
"Stay here and guard our flank. We're going to dip around and drive them back thisway. Don't let any

get past you."

She was panting too hard to speak, but her hands tightened around her rifle. Damn, she was game, he
thought and squeezed her shoulder.

Then hejerked hishead at therest. "L et'sflank thelineto theleft,” he said softly, "then pick them off one
at atime. We can take out sSix or seven before they realize what's happening. Stay spread out and
maintain your position. Don't give them a decent target.”

The hrinn melted again into the trees. He and Onopawere | eft to follow. Hisleg was aching again and he
was dizzy. Rainbow auras surrounded the light, wherever it pierced the leaves, and he knew hewas
running on raw nerve.

"Yougofirg," hetold Onopa "I'll follow."

"Maybe you should stay with Naxk," she said. Her cheek was smudged with mud and her wet black hair
was plastered to her head. "Make the best use of what mobility you have.”

She was probably right, he thought, but he couldn't doit. Aslong as he could still move under hisown
power, he had to be with the squad. Thiswas his command.



"No," hesad, "I'll take thelast position, but | can keep up.”
She nodded, then her tall sturdy form disgppeared between apair of saplingsinto the foliage hrinnti

fashion. Not aleaf stirred and he couldn't hear her footsteps above the torturous racket coming from the
village. He checked hisrifle, disengaged the safety, then limped after her.

Theflek waited, aline of white statues at the edge of the village. Heyoka gritted histeeth, willing the laka

to stop that goddamned awful racket, so he could mount some defense, even if it wasjust to take cover.
Inits own way, thiswas amost as bad as the transport grid revved up to full power.

"Tdl them—to—stop!" he gasped. A red mist obscured hisvision. "Tel them—they'rekilling—ud™

Mitsu was pale, but fortunately not asincapacitated. Hands over her ears, she darted forward and
shouted at the assembled laka. When they didn't respond, she beat her fist against the one which had
spoken to her afew minutes ago. It stumbled back, fatered, blinked at her with surprised pink eyes, then
stopped singing. The rest trailed off into Slence.

Mitsu questioned it, then turned back to him. "They haveto sing," she said shakily. "It'sfor the Makers,
the flek, aswe cdl them, to keep them from—something. I'm not sure what. Their accent is different and
| don't know all thewords.”

He glanced up at theflek. They wereraisng their laser-sticks, taking aim—

A laser bolt burst out of the trees and cut down the fourth flek from the end. Two morein quick
succession killed the next pair, then the flek responded with fire into the forest.

"Comeon!" Heyoka seized Mitsu's arm and hustled her to dubious cover behind a hut. "It's the squad,”
he said. "They've re-formed and are coordinating an attack.”

Thelakawere again milling in the line of fire asthough they <till had no idea.of how much danger they
werein. Severd more died in thefirst seconds of fighting. "Tdll them to take cover!" he said.

She poked her head around the hut long enough to relay the message. One of the laka broke off and
joined them in their hiding place.

It spoke to Mitsy, itstone urgent. She shook her head. It repeated itsdlf, gesturing at the fire fight.
"What'sit saying?' he said.

"It wants usto break off this attack,” she said. "They hate fighting and al forms of violence. They would
rather die than be part of this."

"But the flek will kill them!" he said.
"They don't care." Her blue eyes were red-rimmed.

She had adark, purpling bruise across one cheek and he was suddenly reminded that he had stolen her
back from the flek just hours before. Prior to that, she had been their prisoner. Was she accurately



interpreting what the laka were saying, or was she just rewriting the scenario to the flek's advantage?
Maybe that 1aka had redlly been begging for them to defend the village.

"They can't sng them down with dl thisgoing on!" she said. "The flek will hear, though, if you just call
the squad off for now."

The Mitsu he knew would fight to the death before surrendering, he thought. She would never give up,
no matter how hopeless the odds, and she would never |et someone esefight her battles. This had to be
theflek talking.

Another warrior-drone went down, then he heard a harsh cry in the thick underbrush. One of his squad
was hit. He couldn't stand it any longer. Claws bared, he launched himself at the flek's unprotected flank.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Kikajoined the squad just asit began the assault. Without thinking, Kel motioned the pale-gray into a

gap at thefar end of the line and then redized belatedly he'd acted as Leader. Well, Montrose with his
injured leg was till lagging back in the forest. Kei was surprised hed madeit thisfar. The Ranger must
be stronger than most humans held encountered during training.

They took out four of the flek before the enemy returned fire. That il left at least three timestheir
number, not good odds. Though he had not been interested in the sacred patterns until recently, Kel
wondered what sort might be at work here. Why would it have brought them so far just to let them fail?

Then he knew the answer. Patterns had to be deciphered, then ridden, like a current in aswift river.
They didn't change direction to suit you or care what you did or wanted; they justwere , coming into
being to shape events. If you meant to use one, you had to sniff out what was arising. So, he asked
himself, as hefired another bolt, what was the shape of the particular something/in/motion here? How
could he merge with it and gain advantage?

Visht worked steadily on hisleft, firing and advancing, firing and advancing. Ska fought hard too, but not
as carefully, risking open shots, then taking a second and even athird before retreating back into
adequate cover. Kel was about to shout at him not to expose himsalf so blatantly when aflek laser bolt
took the black-and-white full in the chest.

Skal bellowed and lost hisrifle, fell back into the brush. Visht surged acrossto hold his postion. Ears
pinned, shoulders bristling, he took down two of the enemy in quick successon.

Ke wasfurious. Ska had no right to risk himsalf so! None of them did! If he weren't dready dead, he
would have been tempted to kill theidiot himsdf. With aroar, he blueshifted and crossed the clearing,
ableto see gapsin thefiring pattern in hishighly accelerated state.

The noise was replaced by an eerie, brittle quiet. The air grew nose-burning cold and he could amost
fed frost forming on his ears. He glimpsed the mountains rising high and deep blue above the trees and
thought of Bey. They had been huntmates their whole lives. It was strange fighting without him.

Claws extended, he ripped the head off the closest flek and went on to the next without waiting for the



first to drift to the ground. Vaguely, he was aware of someone closing in and turned to see Visht's blue
form moving with himin this chill blue place a the same speed. Nether of them could hold this state for
long, he knew, and both would pay heavily for the energy expenditure when they fell ouit.

Motioning to Visht to take the next flek, he swerved after the one beyond. His breathing rasped in his
earsand hefdt his control dipping. So cold here. So cold. His hands and legs were going numb, hisears
and nose. They'd had little to eat and ddmost no deep for the past day. Preparations were supposed to be
made for blueshift, excess energy absorbed. The scene flickered, blue /normd colors/blue. A few more
geps, hetold himsdlf. If Visht, who was considerably less able at this, could hold it, he could! Without
Montrose, he was Leader, strongest of the hunt. He had to show the way.

He struck the flek, saw it begin to recoil, the weapon inch out of its startled hands. It oozed toward the
ground and he ran on. How many |eft? He couldn't take time to count. Had to go on. Take out the next
and the next.

Hislungs burned and hislegs were weskening. Hewas Levv, hetold himsdlf, strongest of al Lines, no
matter that hrinnti males discounted materna heritage. Traditionas had never been outcast as he and his
agemates had been, never had to scratch and fight to wrest food out of the unforgiving mountains or
redeem their stolen honor.

Let them dl stay behind on Anktan, living their oh-so-proper lives and congratul ating themselves on
exterminating the flek on their own world. Through him,Levv would hunt flek acrossthe entire universe!

With ashudder, he lost blueshift and found himsdlf on his hands and kneesin front of a startled flek.
Drained from expending so much energy, hetried to lift hisrifle, but hisarmswere too weak. He snarled
and struggled to rise as the warrior-drone swung its laser stick around, took aim. His legs were dead
wood, hisarms stone. It was very bitter to come so far, only to die a the hands of this despised enemy.

A shot over his shoulder singed his fur and blasted the flek cleanly in the throat, its most vulnerable point.
It gave astrangled cry and lurched backwards, clawing at the charred wound.

Kei jerked around to see Montrose's dark face peer out from the trees.

The human gave him that curious "thumbs-up” gesture humanswere so fond of. "That'sthe last on this
sde" he caled. "Sweep back the other way and seeif there are any stragglers.”

Ke heditated, then found the strength to raise histrembling right hand in a salute. Montrose sa uted back.
Kei lowered his head and lurched to his feet to somehow sweep the remainder of the perimeter as hed
been ordered.

Kikareached Ska'sfallen body just as he took alast shuddering bresth. She kndlt at hisside. So much
damage, she thought, as she surveyed the charred topography of the terrible wound across his chest. It
had been adirect strike, searing through layers of skin. His eyes were glassy and staring. She was too
late.

But the power sheld absorbed brimmed inside her like an inrushing tide, barely restrained. It wasn't
meant to be contained like this, but to be used. That much she could fed, even though she had no
training, nothing on her sde except unhoned potentid. She didn't know exactly what to do. When shed
st out, she'd only hoped the knowledge would come to her at the right time.



Heisdready dying, her mind whispered. She couldn't just knedl here whilethelife drained out of him
and do nothing. A breeze threaded through the trees, stirred her mane, ruffled her fur asthough trying to
get her attention. No one else could do this, it was saying. It was up to her. She had to try.

Shots continued only yards away. Her ears flattened as something, or someone, very close, screamed
and died. Theair reeked of laser discharge worse than any firing range she'd ever trained upon.
Trembling, she placed apalm on the motionless chest, closed her eyes, as she had seen other Restorers
do, waited.

Stillness descended over her and she became aware of the blood flying through her body, the pathways
for power crackling with blue energy. The wound was serious and painful, but it had not yet taken Ska's
life. Some portion of him ill lingered, though fading even as she watched.

She released ameasure of raw energy into hislimp form. He flinched beneath her hand, then quieted.
Not enough, she thought. He needed more. How much, though? Surely too large an amount would kill
him.

But he was dead anyway, unless she managed this. She placed her other hand on his chest, palm down,
tried to quiet her mind, not think or plan, just be ill and |et the knowledge rise like abubble from the
bottom of aclear pond, fed the shape of thismoment . ..

Power burst from her hands, and, once started, she could not hold it back. Skal convulsed beneath her
touch, chest heaving, arms thrashing. It was as though she were the conduit for an immense wave, no
eader to contain than ariver in flood. She could not control any aspect of it, only hold on and endure until

it spent itsdlf.

The outpouring lessened, faded. Breathing hard, she opened her eyes and glanced around, dazed. Her
entire body was dternately numb, then filled with tiny, prickling pains. The trees seemed to dip around
her in great, Sickening circles. Ska was staring up at her from the wet ground, more frightened than she
hed ever seen an adult hrinn.

With asnarl, he threw off her hands. She fell back, tried to speak, but words wouldn't come. It was as
though she were il wide open to something so immense, there was no room |eft ingde for her own
thoughts. A pattern? She gazed at her shaking hands. What were the name of Restorers patterns

anyway?

Ska lurched to hisfeet and loomed above her, teeth bared in afierce growl. The raw, gaping wound on
his chest had transformed into ridged yellowish scar tissue. And, bracketing the affected area, wasthe
distinct outline of two outstretched hrinnti hands.

Heyoka saw Kei drop out of blueshift and fall, then saw Montrose take the flek out from behind.
Montrose shouted something and then, after along heart-stopping moment, miracle of miracles, the two
saluted each other. His mane whipped in the breeze as he stared. Evidently afew things had changed
while he'd been separated from the squad.

Ke picked himself up and dogged off around the village outskirts, weariness written into every line of his
powerful frame. Fresh from blueshift himsdlf, Heyoka knew that feding. He was as bondess as a stewed
tomato.



He prowled forward, keeping an eye out for conced ed flek, then bent down to pry afalen drone's
laser-gtick from its dead hand. The flek weapon was short and stubby, designed for spidery flek digits,
not for human or double-thumbed hrinnti grips, but it felt good in his hand, like being whole again after
daysof illness.

Mitsu came up behind him, trailed by a number of laka. The bruise across her face had darkened and
her |eft eye was nearly swollen shut. "Isthisal?" she said and looked from one body to the next. "By my
count, there should be at least ten more warrior-drones, not counting the world-architect. | don't seeit
anywhereether.”

"World-architect?' Heyokalooked at her sharply, trying to decide if she was rambling or making sense.

"The Deciders sent one along to survey Oleaakaand seeif it could be redeemed from their previous
falureto convertit." Her brow wrinkled. "The architect must have split off to check the environmenta
engineswhile therest came here. | bet the missing warrior-drones went aong.”

"Therésmore, then." Heyoka bit off acurse, then closed his eyes and tried to think. He massaged the
bridge of his nose with one hand. He was so sodding tired! They had to intercept them before they went
back through the grid. Once the exploratory party returned and reported, it was probably only a matter
of time, and very little a that, before an invasion force came back through. With the flek lines sveeping
back toward Oleaaka, it would be very much to their advantage to establish a base here.

"Y ou should have let the laka sing them down,” she said. "Theflek areterrified of them and, if we can
learn why, we might be ableto useit too."

That nonsense again. Heyoka grimaced. "Those warrior-drones didn't look so damned afraid when they
were shooting up the village. There must be at least fifty dead lakalying around here.”

"But didn't you see how theflek reacted during that few moments when they were singing?' she said.
"Those drones couldn't move.”

"Hél,l couldn't move," he said irritably. "They were shorting out my neurons with that racket.”
A large mauve-tinted native approached and spoke to Mitsu. Its tone seemed to be urgent.
She answered, then turned to Heyoka. "One of their femalesismissing.”

"Then it's probably dead,” he said.

"No, they haven't found her body. She was the pale-green one | overheard talking when we first entered
thevillage"

"That one?' Helooked around, but could not spot it anywhere. "I think she was the same one who
spoke Standard to mein the forest.”

"They say she'satrandator,” she said. "Apparently, each caste peaks a different diaect so they can't
communicate with each other. The trandators are the only ones who spesk acrossall castelines. Their
brains must be especidly wired to decode and acquire languages, even one asdiento them as
Standard.”



Montrose emerged from the trees and limped toward them, using arough staff to take the weight of his
bad leg. "Wdll," Heyokasaid, "I'm sorry about the trandator, but, if she'sdive, shell probably turn up.”
He held ahand out to Montrose, who was ashen-faced and looked like hell. "Nice op, Corporal."

Montrose saluted, then reached out and took his hand. His grip was warm, but shaky. Helooked like he

needed some serious downtime. "Good to see you il breathing, Sarge.” Then he glanced curioudy a
Mitsu. "Y ou too, Jensen."

Mitsu nodded. "Weve got to get back to the cave,” she said. "What's |l ft of the flek must be headed
that way."

Kikaand Ska emerged from the trees. The pale-gray fema e walked dowly, head down, asthough she
were dazed. Skal stalked well ahead of her, hislipswrinkled back in asnarl, earsflattened to his skull.

"Well, I'll be—" Montrose shook his head. "Hetook adirect hit back therein the trees. | thought he was
agoner for sure

"l think hewas," said Mitsu. "Look at hischest."

Heyoka stared. Two shimmering double-thumbed handprints bracketed a patch of yellow scar tissue.
"But there are no Restorers here,” he said.

"I wouldn't be too sure of that." Mitsu fingered her own swollen eye wistfully.

From thefar end of thefiring line, Visht's yellow form appeared, riflein his hand as though held done this
al hislife. Heyokadid amenta count. "Where's Onopa?"

"She's coming,” Montrose said. " She went back for NaxKk."

Thelakawere chattering at him urgently, but heignored them. "Good fight," he said. "Everyone worked
together, like soldiers are supposed to, like Rangers.”

Kei finished his sweep for stray flek and returned, moving ever dower, just as Onopa and Naxk
broached the forest's edge. Kel trotted over and supported the injured fema e the rest of the way.

"Thisisjust the beginning, people,”" Heyoka said asthey gathered before him. "Corpora Jensen here
informs me there are more flek, probably out at the ruinsin the forest, or headed back to the cave. We
have to intercept them before they return to their own world and report.”

"Thisisher fault!" Skd washbristling at Mitsu, stalking back and forth, radiating edgy defiance. "She
brought the enemy back herel”

"They would have come anyway," she said, though her cheeks flushed. "They want information on the
hrinn and what the Confederation is up to here, and they're talking about rebuilding the environmental
enginesto finish the converson of Oleagkafor flek habitation.”

Montrose looked stricken. "If the flek learn that the Confederation has pulled out—"
"If they want thisworld, they'll swarm in here and takeit," Mitsu said, "whether the Confederation isin

occupation or not. Faceit, they've kicked us from one end of this quadrant to the other for decades.
They never hesitate to engage us, if we get in their way, but for some reason they're very leery of the



laka. These people drove them off thisworld forty-eight years ago and they've kept them out ever since,
until we came aong like meddling idiots, and reactivated the grid. We should be begging the lakato tell
us how they did it dl those years ago, instead of fooling around with laser rifles, one on one.”

"You said the lakawere flek," Heyokaput in, "that they speak High-Flek."

"Wdll, aform of High-Flek anyway," she said, then turned and studied the agitated natives. "L ook at the
configuration of their bodies, the shape of their arms and heads. They must be flek who decided at some
point in their history not to be flek anymore.”

"But the atmosphere," he said, "and the temperature, they're dl wrong for them.”

"They adapted, | guess." She spoke to the largest 1aka, whose carapace was pale mauve. It answered at
some length. She pressed for what seemed to be clarification, then turned back to him. " She sayslong
ago, the lakawere Makers—"

"Makers?' Montrose said.

"That'swhat theflek call themsdves." Sheran ahand back through her stiraggling black hair. "They
looked the same, thought the same, even cameto thisworld to live as Makerslive on dl worlds, by
ripping it gpart and putting it back together in their own distorted image. But then one clutch was born
whose bodies remembered something everyone e se had forgotten—how to sing certain long-forbidden

ongs.
The lakainterrupted.

She nodded. "Thisis Fourth Trandator and she'samazing. In just these few minutes, she's dready
picked up enough Standard to understand agreat deal of what we say and she'slearning more with every
word. She says the ones who were born were what we would call throwbacks, acoming together of al
the recessive genes of many generations, and they remembered what the Makers were like, before they
became Makers."

Heyoka faced Fourth Trandator. "What does the singing do?'

Thelaka spoke again and Mitsu trandated. "For drones, it scrambles the violent impul ses and makes
aggression impossible. For therest of us, it soothes and reminds us who we are and what we must hold
onto, if we are not to dip back into those savage, dark days."

They were tame flek, Heyoka thought numbly. Who would have thought such athing could exis? All his
adult life, he had fought thisfierce, predatory species. Flek never gave up, never backed away, cared
nothing about individua lives and could only be overwhelmed by superior numbers, grester firepower, or
acombination of both, and now these pacifist natives said what had been needed dl thistime was only
the proper tune?

"We haveto get thisinformation, unbelievable and sketchy asit is, back to headquarters,” hesaid. "'l
certainly don't know what to make of it."

"What about the grid?' Mitsu asked.

"Ask Fourth Trandator if we can leave Naxk here," he said, though the tawny young female jerked her
drooping muzzle up and found the strength to snarl. " She can keep us gpprised viathe com unit if any



hostiles show up back at the village. Therest of uswill return to the grid and see if we can destroy it
before they get there."

"Fourth Trandator says Naxk may stay,” Mitsu related, "and she and anumber of her Sster trandators
will gowith us. Shefearsthat iswherethey will find Ninth Trandator.”

Heyoka started to protest that thiswould likely be afight to the desth and no placefor civilians, but then
he redlized that he did not have al the answers and thiswas, after dl, their world.

"All right," he said. "Collect the rest of the flek laser-sticks and meet back herein five minutes. Seeif the
laka can spare us some food. Those of uswho used blueshift must egt or well going to be nose-down in
thedirt.”

They sorted themselves out and he noted even Mitsu and Kel did not give each other a second glance.
Ska kept to himsdlf, while Kikamoved as though her mind were somewhere e se entirely. Heyoka
shook his head, humanstyle, and went to strip the flek dead of their weapons. It was going to be abizarre
assault force.

Second Breeder had not been to the echoing white ruinsin some time. The keepers avoided this
location, finding it too reminiscent of ancient troubles, and so he and the other breeders had only been
ableto dip off oncein awhile when their attention was otherwise engaged.

Even the hardiest of wandering vines shunned this place. Mottled red-trees, all that would grow here,
towered over the falen columns now and shed their leaves with greater frequency than usud. Some
element in the soil pleased them and their |eaves were much redder than trees of the same variety which
grew elsewhere. Their shade was degp and cool, the air filled with atantaizing hint of chemicalslong ago
leeched into the earth, balances that had once veered sharply out of stasis. The soaring wa kways
between the towers had falen and lay shaitered in the naked dirt, yet an elegance of line remained which
cdledto him.

Hetightened his grip on Ninth Trandator and dragged her into the ruins shadow. She averted her head
at the sght. The dark green bruise beneath her shattered carapace had spread. She might die after dll, as
she had clamed. If S0, he thought, that would at |east be entertaining. They could watch, then havea
Feast of Leavetaking of their own.

His brother breeders must be here somewhere, dong with the gleaner they had captured. He sniffed the
breeze, hoping to come across some hint of their scent. He detected the faint menthol of shellfruit upwind
and the spice of a patch of ripening sweetcane, tiny green-furred rank-smelling climbers who made
themselves pests at the colony and ate the thatching, and something else, strong and hearty, familiar . . .

A lineof tal white figures emerged from behind afalen column. Their red eyes gleamed in the dimness.
They carried deadly wegpon sticksin their first-hands and there was a uniformity to them that seemed
both right and pleasing. The ones from the cave, the Makers, they had come to this ancient place too!
Did they revereit ashe and hisfellow breedersdid?

Thelargest one cocked its head and spoke. Itsforceful voice carried through the tiliness. A covey of
shrieking scarlet avians burst from cover and flew away. Second Breeder thought he would die of joy.He
had understood the words.



The Maker had said, " Sing one note and you will be destroyed.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

Thelakapiled arainbow assortment of fruit at the edge of the village, then retreated, edgy and uncertain.
Most of the fires had been extinguished, but smoke still curled through the outer ring of huts. Heyoka
picked through the choices, trying not to think of what his starving cdllsredlly craved a this point—fresh
mest. Thelaka, no doubt, would be horrified if he snatched an avian out of the bushes and toreiit into
pieces before their fastidious eyes.

Hewasintensdly hollow in away he doubted any human could ever imagine. It was afiery, yet glacia
hunger that ate dl the way down into the core of his cells and he knew only too well what spending
onesdf thisway without renewa could do. For months after that |ast battle on Anktan, hisvision had
been stained blue and every mouthful of food and water had tasted like ashes.

Nisk, the hrinnti male who had administered his delayed education, had advised him of the dangers
repeetedly. Though Heyoka thought he was exaggerating at the time, he knew now Nisk had been using
typica hrinnti reserve when stating the potentia effects. Hrinn never said things they did not mean. He
should have paid more attention.

It still amazed him that he had managed blueshift—twice—in the last twenty-four hours. Hed tried
numerous times since his recovery back on Anktan, always after hours of soaking in atorrid therma pool
to absorb excess energy, and never managed it for a second. It just brought hometo him that he ill
thought too much like ahuman.

Ke dumped an armload of thick green sticks on the supply pile, sniffed one with disdain, then threw it
down. His manner was subdued, but Heyoka noted how Skal, skulking nearby, avoided meeting the big

black's eyes. "What happened up there on the mountain, after I—Ieft?' he asked, skirting the painful issue
of hisfallureto thrash Ska himsdf.

"We sat vigil for Bey until thesunrose" Kel said. "Ska Chalenged me and then we came back down to
find the others.”

So.Heyokas ears pricked. Typica hrinnti brevity, leaving out everything of interest and trusting context
to tell most of thetade. "And youwon?"

Kel brigtled. "Of course, | won!"
"Of course," Heyoka agreed. "So now you are Leader?”

"No," Kei said giffly. "Montroseis Squad Leader." Hisblack eyesdrilled Heyoka. "Y ou designated him

"But you haven't fought Montrose."

"Rangers do not fight one another,” Kel said. "They fight flek." His black eyes narrowed. "Y ou are the
onewho said that!"



"True," Heyokasaid. "I'm just not accustomed to you paying attention. But Ska isa Ranger. Why did
you fight him?"

"That isdifferent. Heisdso hrinnti. We had to settle dominance.” Ke'stone was one of an adult
lecturing a backward child. "Even you should seethat.”

He would, Heyoka thought gloomily,never understand hrinn.

Mitsu emerged from the crowd with five varioudy colored laka, including mauve Fourth Trandator.
"They areready,” shesad.

"Then let'shit thetrall," Heyokasaid, till doggedly chewing agrainy mouthful of fruit. It tasted like faintly
swest grit. He picked up another ribbed fruit to eat on the march. Three laser-ticks were tucked into the
waistband of his uniform and he wished he hadn't been so quick to discard his shirt somewherein the
course of thelast day.

Ska hovered until they al passed, then fell in at the rear of the procession, straggling behind even the
laka. Heyoka smelled trouble there.

The leafy shade closed around them as though they'd plunged back into alake of slver and green, and
Heyokadill felt unutterably weary. But if Mitsu wasright and they could stop the flek from returning
home, they might yet find away to destroy that grid and sedl off Oleagka.

"We breeders do know afew songs," Second Breeder said to the gleaming white Maker, "but most of
them are very dull. | have just remembered awonderful new one, though, bold and exciting, but I won't
ang if you do not wishit."

The Maker leaned forward and snatched the alienweapon he'd been carrying out of his hand, smashed it
againgt atree and threw the shattered piecesto the ground. ™Y ou were whel ped from the perverted
ones," he sad diffly. "We are forbidden to listen to such.”

All of thesetal white Makers bore packs full of equipment and carriedweapons . One seized the
trandator's arm and Second regretfully released her. Well, perhaps they needed atrandator too, he
thought. They seemed to have brought none of their own, and he could alwayssteal another. That would

be amusing anyway.

"Will youattack the compound again?' he asked. "My fellow breeders are supposed to meet me here
and we could dl help! When | was at the compound earlier, theattack was going splendidly. | wanted to
stay and watch, but | needed tocapture thistrandator.”

"Y ou made contact with our other detachment?' The Maker glanced sharply at hisfellows. They moved
in and encircled Second with their gleaming white bodies.

"At the compound.” Second crept even closer, letting their digtinctive odor stimulate the chemical
receptorsin hisbrain. The scent seemed to lingerhere ,there , unlocking even more previoudy

inaccess ble information recorded deep in his cells. He could fed new body-memories hovering just on
the edge of consciousness, morefierce new words. "They werefighting thediens.” Thewild, forbidden
word lingered in his mouth and conjured up enticing images. Inside his head, he saw buildings burst gpart



inafiery rain of debrisexplosions , they were caled.

"Wherever you're going, take uswith you," he said. "The keepersforbid everything that is pleasurable,
most of dlweapons andfighting . And soon it will betimefor the Feast of Leavetaking. Then we will
havenothing at dl.”

"Bequiet!" The Maker'sintensered eyesglared a him. ™Y ou talk too much! Obvioudy your early
conditioning was sorely lacking."

Even thisrebuke stimulated him so that he longed tochastise someone himsdf in turn. So many new
concepts, so many new skillsl Why were breeders never permitted these things on Olesaka?

Another Maker emerged from the ruins, but this one was smdler, less sturdily made, though mde like
the rest. He carried a complicated machine of some type and referred to it from time to time.

The largest Maker strode forward. "According to this prisoner, the other detachment took the
compound, therefore they will have encountered the perverted ones. We should return to the grid at
once. They may well have been contaminated by the contact.”

"Indeed?’ The smaller Maker looked curioudy at Second Breeder. "And isthis one of the infamous
perverted ones?

"Yes. It hasnot tried to Sing, so we have spared it for the moment in anticipation of gaining further
informetion."

The smdler Maker sat back on hishindquarterswith an air of fastidious disdain. "It isavery unsettling
color.”

"We are hatched white, just asyou," Second said, "but then atint is chosen for each. | requested red
and Fourth Breeder wanted a deep dark green, but the guardians permit only pallid, washed-out colors.”

The largest Maker swung itsweapon in a backhanded arc and knocked Second to the forest floor. "Be
slent unlessyou are questioned directly!"

Second lay blinking up at the sunlight seeping down through the leaves. His head spun and the hide was
split across his brow so that hot ivory blood trickled down into his eye. It hurt more than any casua
scrape or scratch held ever acquired. Wound , thiswas called.Injury . The Maker hadstruck him and this
distressin hisbody waspain . He struggled back onto hisfeet, head and neckthrobbing , vison
distorted. "That was wonderful!" he said. "Teach me how to do it!"

In answer, the Maker raised his weapon and took aim at Second's head, but the smaler one stepped
forward. "Not yet," he said. "Doesit not strike you that this oneis curioudy unperverted? Not only hasit
not attempted to sing, but seems eager to cooperate. We might well learn about the more dangerous
onesfromit.”

"Architect, what about the other one, the femae?' thelargest Maker said.
"Oh, shée's not dangerous now," said Second, forgetting thepainful admonishment of amoment before.

Thetal Maker moved itsweapon menacingly and his blood sang through hisveinsin anticipation of yet
anotherblow . "It takes at least five femalesto Sing properly so that we breeders are forced to listen.”



"Five?' thesmadler Maker said. He turned to the largest male. " See? Our young prisoner has dready
made himself useful. Aslong asyou kill sufficient numbers of femaes so that they can never gather as
many asfivein one place, we could perhaps take back this promising world." He held out his machine
which conssted of a dark-gray exterior with colorsthat flowed acrossitsflat surface like water in ariver.
"By thesereadings, | calculate it would not take more than fifteen orbital periodsto set thisecology to
rights and establish optimum breeding conditions. Thereis till achanceto craft thisworld into aclassic
example of my hatching's best work."

Something rustled in the undergrowth, then aclump of bedraggled breeders appeared, herded by three
more of the proud white Makers. Second Breeder recognized Eighth and Twenty-seventh Breedersin
thelead, Tenth in the back, along with the cowering gleaner.

"They will hdptoo!" he said quickly, hoping to divert any moretak ofkilling from being applied to their
own potentially useful selves,

"Thisoneis neuter,” said another Maker, indicating the gleaner. "A worker caste of some sort.”

"It'sagleaner,” Second said. "Westole it so we could form our own colony out herein the forest, but we
would much rather go to yours."

"Yes," sad the ddlicately built Maker with the machine, the one they caled Architect, "bring them aong.
L et the Deciders examine thislot with their own thorough methods.” He turned to Second, who was
standing now with hisfellow breeders. "But if thereisasingle note of song, if you even think they are
goingtodang, kill them dl.”

The three human members of the squad ranged up ahead at the front of the column with the
Black/on/black, Kel, and thelaka. Visht and Kikatook up the middle, while Ska relegated himsdlf to the
rear. The miserable forest was so choked with underbrush, he had to fight for every step and find hisway
by scent, rather than follow the squad by sight. Tiny scarlet insects buzzed around his eyes. It was hot
and close and wretched in every way.

His earsflattened. He hated this claustrophobic place; it reeked of stagnant pools and decay and was
filled with ankle-deep mud that sucked at the boots, entirely the wrong environment for ahrinn who was
used to large, arid spaces.

Anger smoldered within him, abanked fire ready to burst into open flames. His chest still ached where
the flek wegpon had caught him, which made him even moreirritable. The leaves rustled, then he
glimpsed Kika's graceful pale-gray form momentarily before she disappeared in the curtain of foliage
again. A snarl escaped him. He should have been standing beyond the Gates of Desth right now, safely,
and honorably, dead. What right had she to deny him?

All hislife, he had sought to matter. He was of average sizefor amae and well enough marked, but
there was dways someone bigger at the time of Gathering who paired off with the female he had been
tracking. He had stalked and killed severd of theselater outside of Challenge, something Visht had
referred to back on the mountain. That fed hisanger too. He had known it was wrong, even as he
committed the crimes, and hoped to leave such dishonor behind on Anktan. A clean desth in battle
would have given him that.

Asthough she could hear histhoughts, Kika hung back, then gave him an gppraisng stare when he



caught up. "You're still lagging,” she said, her voice pitched low so asnot to carry. "That was avery
serious wound, even though it closed well, but | am not experienced in restorations. Why not save your
drength and return to the village to wait with Naxk?"

With aroar, he sprang and carried her down to the forest floor. Her head struck aknobby root, but she
was dready fighting back as she fell, employing the Ranger tricks sheéd learned in base camp, diding out
from under his claws and turning his momentum againgt him.

He was not weak, he was not, and no one would ever suggest such a shameful thing to him again! He
sruggled for akilling grip, but could not pin her writhing form. She caught him with her handclawsand
opened a gash across his shoulder. The pain enraged him even further until he was white-hot with anger.
All around him, the forest seemed stained white, and he redlized it wasn't white at dl, but achill,
heart-stoppingblue . Kikalay motionless before him, her black eyes wide, her arms bent at unnatura
angles. He had entered blueshift. Her unprotected throat lay exposed before him. She would not
humiliate him again. Heraised his clawsfor akilling stroke.

A hand caught hisarm and he looked up into the scintillating onyx eyes of the Black/on/black himsdlf.
"Sheisyour huntmate!

Ska tried to free himsdlf, but could not break his grip. " She shamed me," he said in hrinnti, "denied me
an honorable desth! She shames me il with al thistalk of weaknessand injury!™

"Y ou do not need an honorable death,” the Black/on/black said, and then he disappeared while the
world turned green and brown and silver again. He had lost blueshift.

Kikascrambled up to face him, ears pinned back, loosened mane like a cloud around her face. "Come
at meagan!" she spat. "l will suff your ears down your throat, onetiny pieceat atime!™

The Black/on/black appeared between one breath and the next as he too left blueshift. "Stand down,
Privatel" hetold Kika over his shoulder ashefaced Skd. "I'll handle this."

Shewas breathing hard, bristling from nose to feet. "I will finish what lies between udl”

The Black/on/black put a hand on her shoulder and pricked through her uniform with his claws. She
flinched. "l said “stand down'!" He met her eyes until she dropped her gaze and gave way.

He turned back to Skal. " ou don't need an honorable death,” he said more evenly. "What you need is
an honorablelife . No matter what you did, or did not do, back on Anktan, thisis another place, a
chance to be part of an entirdly new pattern. Fall in and guard our backs, as ordered, or | promise we
will leave your bleeding corpseto feed the nits."

Skal stared. "1 cannot befirst again," he said. "Kdl isthe strongest and | will never be Leader.”

"No one knowsthat for certain,” the Black/on/black said. "We only know the shape of this moment,
today, now. In the meantime, our enemy increases hislead with every breath, and you are holding us
back. Choose now whether to hunt with us or stay here and eat death.”

Degth at such noted hands could be considered honorable, Ska thought. He could make the
Black/on/black take hislife, yet if there were achance for something larger, something held never been
abletofind anywheredse. . .



"We don't havetimefor this," the Black/on/black said. "Choosal"

Skal dropped his own eyes and took up his place at the rear of the pack. "No one will get by me," he
sad solemnly.

The four young drones bore the distinct markings of their castes, athough, World-Architect 549
reflected, they seemed to know amost nothing about themsalves or their intended function, slamped into
their genes by thousands of generations of careful breeding. One bore the distinct mark of an outdated
tech caste, rarely bred these days, except on worlds where antique technology required appropriate
maintenance. The other three had been bred out of decent, though not outstanding, warrior-drone stock.

They were s0 eager, as though they'd just been hatched. They wanted to know everything, go
everywhere. The warrior-drones had to be quite severe to keep them from wandering off to explore the
ruins, and each time they struck one, the young drone actualy seemed to enjoy it. He supposed that was
understandable after being reared by thistainted colony. They had been crafted for only onethinginthis
life, which had been consstently denied them. How could they be expected to have any pride of function,
when they had apparently been reared only to breed and die?

The other two, the so-called trand ator and gleaner, refused to move unless beaten, but they, unlike the
drones, did not appear to enjoy it.

The architect decided it wastimeto return to the transfer grid. He wished to present thisvaluable
information to the Deciders as soon as possible. They would know if conditions were optimum for
retaking thisworld and carving it into something both strategically useful and gppeding to the senses. It
had the virtue of being located in aquadrant of space where the Makers had once held sway before their
terrible Enemy had driven them out.

"1 have completed my readings,” he told Warrior-Drone 21487. "Escort us back now."

The efficient warriorsfdll into astandard combeat pattern. "Take the middle,” the warrior replied. "We
may meet more resistance on the way back.”

This pronouncement brought on wriggles of joy by the young drones, but the seasoned warriors took it
in stride, readying laser-sticks, checking charges. They were experienced troops, rotated out from the
front lines of severd hot engagements. They had met the Enemy before on many occasions and prevailed.
The set of their jaws, the line of their shoulders said they would do so once again.

They set off into the forest.

Mitsu didn't like having Ska at her back. Sheld been around hrinn long enough to know abad apple
when she saw one. They should haveleft the black-and-white hrinn behind, even if they had to tiehim to
atree.

She didn't say anything, though. Heyoka kept checking her as though he expected her to explode, and
she could tell therest of the squad didn't yet trust her either. They dl thought her story was suspicious,
that in her heart sheld goneflek again.



Therain forest thinned, then gave way to grass and sweet-smelling moss. A cloud of minute orange
insects rose as they stopped at the mountain stream and she had to fan them away. She knelt besde the
rushing water and bathed her perspiring face. Water trickled down her hot neck and under her uniform
shirt. Shetilted her head back, closed her eyes, dizzy with fatigue and hunger. She had eaten only a
couple of bites of asour red fruit back at thelakavillage, not knowing if it would agree with her. 1t would
be stupid to incapacitate hersalf just before a battle.

Heyoka motioned to Kel and continued on toward the cave, ordering the rest to wait until they returned.

A lump of resentment rose in Mitsu'sthroat. He should have taken her. She watched as he disappeared
over therise. Then the laka knelt beside her, surprisingly graceful, despite their four-legged anatomy.
They were al about the same size, though tinted different colors, smaler than flek, or at least flek
warrior-drones. "Why did you come with us?' she asked in High-Flek.

Fourth Trandator bent her mauve-colored head. "Because you cannot sing for yoursaves," she said.

"l did sing, long ago, in afaraway place," Mitsu said. Unbidden, her fingers beet out alittle flek working
song of which she had once been fond.

Fourth Trandator's high-pitched voice took up the cadence, and for amoment, it was as though she
were back on Anktan, taking instruction from asurly egg-matron. She had astrong flashback of being
surrounded by athousand flek, each of whom was born knowing its purpose and skills. She could almost
hear the shrill caterwauling of the huge grid being tuned, smell the flek's ditinctive odor. The white room.
Pain. Disorientation. Loss of all sense of salf. It was as though they had extinguished her in that room
and ingalled someone esein her place. In away, Mitsu Jensen had been dead until Heyoka had brought
her back. Cold sweat broke out on her brow and her hands shook so that she could not go on.

The laka broke off and regarded her with shimmering pink eyes. "Y ou are distressed.”

"The—Makers—took me prisoner, made me believe | was one of them,” she said. "When they were
done, | didn't know my companions anymore, or even mysdf.”

"Didthey sing?'

"Yes." Mitsu closed her eyes, fighting to hold on to the here-and-now. For a heartbest, she was back at
the Anktan grid.Garish rainbow lights played over the white walls, pinks, blues, purples, greens.
Thetraditiond colors of the flek—and of the lakatoo. Why hadn't anyone noticed that before?

Heyoka reappeared on the opposite bank, and she lurched to her feet, face till wet. Sometimes, like
now, when she was caught by surprise, she could dmost see him asa stranger might, tall and savage,
black eyesinscrutable.

"They aren't here yet. There was only a single tech-drone down in the cave," Heyoka said, out of breath.
His ears were drooping and hisjaws gaped between words. "It scuttled into the back passage, so | |eft
Kel to keep watch."

He was pushing himsdf too hard, she thought. HEd never been the same since Anktan.

The black-furred Ranger gestured for his odd force to crossthe stream. "Fall in! Thisisour chanceto
take them out!"



Chapter Twenty-Six

Before Heyoka had led them a dozen paces, the crackle of laser fire charged the air. Damnation! His
savageother urged him to plunge ahead, but he brought the ragtag column to ahdt and turned to Mitsu,
trying to gauge the effect her proximity to the flek was having. If he had any doubts, he could send her
back with the laka. She gazed up a him with clear blue eyes, or at least one clear blue eye; the other was
gtill swollen amost shut. But he detected no trace of that lost wildness that had possessed her on Anktan.

Shelooksal right, he thought. And maybe sheis. The next few minuteswill tell. "Tell thelakato take
cover."

She spoke to the five trandators, who turned and scattered back down the hillside without protest.
Heyokaswiveled his ears, trying to pinpoint enemy positions. After amoment, hewasfairly certain they
had approached from the south, seaward along the beach. The wind was out of the mountains for now,
which would have hidden their scent.

He motioned for Mitsu and Onopato circle around and back up to Kei. They nodded, scaled atumble
of boulders up the closest ravine and headed for higher ground to obtain afiring advantage. Onopawas
nobody's fool, he thought, and she knew Mitsu's history. She would keep aclose eye on her.

Heyoka dropped back down the dope to Montrose who was struggling to catch up. He was drenched
in swesat and his hands shook with fatigue. " Stay here and guard thelaka," he said. "Don't let the flek
break past us and sweep back toward the village."

Montrose's dark face creased. Heyoka could see how badly he didn't want to be Ieft out of this. Hisjaw
tightened, but the younger man just saluted and limped toward cover, his bad leg supporting amost no
weight now.

That left Kika, Visht, and Ska. The three hrinn followed Heyoka over the next rise, then flattened to the
ground as they took in the scene before them. Kel was perched above the cavern entrance in full view,
firing at anything that moved.

"Fall back!" Heyokayelled to him. Ke's earsflicked, then he faded into the rocks.

Theflek, ranged in their standard star figure, kept firing, though severa peeled off and opened up on
Heyoka's position. He took advantage of the cross-fire angle to take out one, then another, before they
adjusted their firing cadence and forced him back.

Visht and Kikawere shooting steadily from just afew paces behind him. The hillsde's exposed black
rocks afforded some cover, but not enough. They needed to improve their position. His com buzzed.

"It's me." Mitsu sounded out of breath."Kei thinks two, maybe three flek made it into the cave
before he drove the rest back."

Heyoka stiffened. "Damnation!" he muttered under his bresth. "That tech's aready in there, so they can
transfer any time. It's not going to be enough to cut them off out here. We haveto goin.”



"Affirmative,” shesaid." That's the way | seeit too. I'll go back up the hillside and enter the cave
from above while you finish them off on this end.”

His earsflattened. "Not by yourself, and that's an order!”

"I'll take Onopa with me," shesaid."Even if the grid's fired up, once we get there, her ears can
takeit."

"Wecan dl takeit," hesaid grimly, "if we haveto."
"See you inside," she said and clicked off.

He squinted aong theridge line. After afew seconds, two figuresin stained tan fatigues scuttled up and
over without taking a hit, though more than one laser bolt dagged rocks at their feet. He shook himsdlf,
then turned his attention to the problem at hand. There was no way around it. They had to get insde.

With blueshift, he might be able to get through the flek firing pattern, but held aready pushed himsdlf to
the limit. The gnawing hunger was dtill with him and would be, until he found some decent food. Kika,
being femae, couldn't blueshift, and he didn't know how much reserve Visht or Skal had | ft.

Visht fired three rapid rounds, then bolted acrossto Heyokas side. He was panting hard, but his eyes
werethoughtful. I think | findly haveitsname”

Heyoka ducked asflek fire, drawn by Visht'sdash, intensified. The air siwelled with hegt trails and the
acridness of expended charges. "The name of what?' he said.

"This pattern!" Visht's nogtrils flared with excitement. "1've been listening for the V oice to spesk ever
sincewe arrived on this planet, but it never did and | thought perhapsthis place was just too far from
Anktan for it to ever makeitsdlf heard.”

Heyoka stared, jaws dightly agape with surprise. During al the months of training, held never heard
Visht put together that many words a onetime.

"Then, just now, | realized we haven't ever taken the time to understand what's rising around us. We just
keep blundering ahead, never thinking about the shape of events. That's why things have gone so badly."

Patterns again, those supposedly sacredsomethings/in/motion that dmost dl hrinn worshipped. His
earsflattened with aggravation. Supergtitious nonsense. They didn't have timefor this. Too much was
riding on the outcome of this particular firefight. "Well talk about it later."

"It'sdillstars/over/stars ," Visht said as though he hadn't spoken. His black eyes gleamed and there was
anew animationin hisface. "1 don't know why | did not see that before. It began on Anktan with your
birth, continued on Earth with your rescue and upbringing, then returned to Anktan for the greet baitle.
Now it has reached out to include Oleaaka. It'stoo big for just one world, or two, or three. Who knows
how much farther it will stretch?'

"Evenif you'reright, that doesn't do usany good,” Heyoka said, marking an overbold flek before he
took it down. The laser-stick flashed. Theflek fell, rolled, then regained its feet and took cover. "1 never
understoodstar s/over/stars to begin with."

"That's because you're an integra part of it," Visht said. "Trying to perceivestar s/over/stars would be



like trying to see yourself. No one can see his own back.” He gazed at Heyokawith that worshipful
hrinnti intensity he always found so unnerving. "It'sinto your birth, your very blood. Y ou are the pattern
itsdfl”

"Great." Heyoka sghted in on another flek warrior-drone that had become too bold and dropped it inits
tracks. Two more swarmed over it and dashed up the hill after Kel. It wasafeint. Damn, hed falen for
that one. He keyed his com unit. "Kei, get out of therel"

Only static answered.

"Reach insde and listen to what the energy tells you. Whatever you do will beright,” Visht said
confidently.

Heyoka groaned under his breath. What redlity was Visht inhabiting? The truth was nothing he did these
dayswas right, from requesting Mitsu for this so-caled "training run” to challenging Ska up onthe
mountain. He'd broken at least a hundred regulations trying to integrate hrinn into the Rangers, trashed
what was | eft of his career by refusing to evacuate, reopened atransfer grid that had lain dormant for
untold years, and then incited at least a portion of the apparently peaceful lakato run amok.

With a sudden burgt of fury, he lurched to his aching feet. He wastired of fighting like ahuman, civilized,
precise, dways following protocol. Maybe it wastimeto fight like asavage. Hisviciousother surged to
the surface, aready whispering suggestions. "We'regoing in,” he said to Visht, Kika, and Skal. "Stay on
my hedd"

Helaid back hisears and fired as he ran, weaving back and forth. The three closet flek froze, trying to
adjust to thisfoolhardy strategy; then he was upon them, too close for ether Sde to bring wegponsto
bear. Heraised hislaser-stick and bludgeoned the closest. Kikaand Visht swept past him and fell upon
the next, moving as a perfectly coordinated pair as though they'd hunted together their entire lives.

Thewarrior-drone went down with a startled squall even as Heyoka leaped upon the next. A laser bolt
caught the edge of hisright hand asit took the flek in the shoulder. He glanced back; the flek werefiring
upon their own troopsin an effort to take out the hrinn.

It had been agood gamble, but he'd lost. HEd never find cover intime—

Thefirst notes pierced the air just as Kikafinished off her prey. She glanced up, clawsivory with flek
blood, then shuddered.

The lakawere advancing up the hillside, flanked by Montrose. They were Singing the same strange, shrill
song that wrenched at Heyokals nerves and set his teeth on edge. It was too high, too piercing, full of
odd harmonicsthat madeit difficult to bresthe.

He covered hisears, trying not to let his nervelessfingers drop the laser-stick.

Kikathrew back her head and roared with pain.

"Run!" hetold her. "Get out of rangel"

She staggered afew steps, then crumpled to the ground, gasping. Visht'slipswere pulled back ina
fierce growl, hisblack eyes narrowed. Every musclein hisbig strong body stood out with Strain.



Montrose limped forward, one painful step at atime, hisrifle trained on the remaining flek, who were
dotted around them like aforest of statues.

Heyokawanted to tell him to finish them off while they were helpless, but the words wouldn't come,
There was only the terrible music, winding around through his head, dipping into unsuspected nooks and
crannies, making him see bizarre colors that weren't there, smell odorsthat had never existed.

But thelakacould sing al day and it wouldn't resolve anything, he thought. Whenever they ran out of
steam, asthey must at some point, the flek would still be here. His Rangers had to get into that cave and
stop the oneinsde from returning to whatever world lay on the other sde of the trandfer grid. In the
meanwhile, Mitsu wasin there with only Onopafor support.

Panting, he fought to take astep, just one step toward the yawning black entrance of the cave. Hisright
leg responded stiffly somewherein that distant country benesth him as though it were made of robotics
and under someone else's control.

If he could take one step, then he could take another, he told himself. Move, dammit! He was trembling
with exertion, but the left leg shuffled forward.

The flek warrior-drones were transfixed as he edged around them, hands till over hisears. Kika
writhed on the ground, but he couldn't help her, could barely help himsdlf. Visht was watching himwith a
fervent intengity he had seen only once before, back on Anktan, when he had been forced to kill apriest
to satisfy the expectations of a primitive culture he could never fully understand. They had cdlled for him
then by the name of aancient legend, and hed known al the while he was a sham.

If Visht could make himself heard through al of this, he thought numbly, the yellow-furred hrinn would
be shouting it too.Black/on/black! Black/on/black!

But the Black/on/black wasjust an ancient legend with atiny grain of truth at its heart. He knew better
than anyone that he wasn't part of any so-called sacredsomething/in/motion . Hewasjust asoldier,
trying to do hisduty. Another step. If he could get insde the cave, that might lessen the song'simpact.

Visht'swords came back to him—"It's woven into your birth, your very blood."

If only that were true, he wouldn't make so damned many mistakes. Another step, hetold himsdlf. He
was admost there. One more—step.

The cave's entrance was adark holein the hillside set on an angle to the ground, and enlarged by dl the
activity. Helunged at it, grasped the sides and pulled himself through. He fell down the rocks that led
down to thefloor. Insde it was cooler and noticeably quieter. The laka song could still be heard, but was
not so overwhelming. Helay for amoment on the cavern floor, trying to collect himsdf, then lurched
down the passage toward the grid.

He could hear itsterrible squed in the distance.

The second entrance turned out to be farther back up the mountain than Mitsu remembered. Thewind
blew steadily in their faces, making it harder to climb. Onopafollowed on her hedls, much taller and more
wind-resistant, far too weary and out of breath to ask questions.



She couldn't find the cave, when they had findly climbed high enough. She rotated, examining the
green-shrouded hillsfor familiar shapes. By her calculations, the abandoned base camp was about thirty
minutes back to the east. Sheidentified the outline of astone cliff above, and alightning-split tree about
twenty feet away.

"It'saround here somewhere," shetold Onopa. "We can't be that far off.”

Onopa shaded her eyes with one hand. Her face was splotchy with heat and exhaustion, her long black
hair dick with sweat. "Think back,” she said hoarsely. "Y ou and Kei found the entrance first. What
landmarks did you notice?"

Ke had been stting on a huge boulder, cleaning hisrifle, when she found him. They'd argued, then
headed back to camp, going downhill al the way, so they'd been higher up. She squinted into the sun,
then thought she spotted the flat-topped rock.

Shelet her eyefollow the ravine downhill. She'd caught her hedl on that variety of stupid dithering vine,
which wouldn't stay put, and tripped, so she scoured the ground, looking for the same pattern of mottled
green-and-white.

Then she saw it, ahole scarcely wider than aman's shouldersin the midst of amat of the low-growing
vines. They shuddered and did aside a her gpproach. "Here!" she said, knedling, and motioned to
Onopa. Therope ladder was till in place. Shethrust her flek laser-stick through a belt loop, so that it
poked her in theribs, and started down the rope.

"Becareful." Onopahovered in the circle of sunlight and blue-green sky above. "They might have set
guards.

The cool darknesswas ardlief after the sultry seambath above. Mitsu inhded the drier air gratefully and
stepped off onto the rock floor. "Okay!" she called back up to Onopaand held the ladder while the
stocky woman followed.

Shefdt at her waist for her coldlantern. "Damn. | lost my light somewhere.”
"| dill have mine," Onopasaid and switched it on.

The cavern looked undisturbed. Mitsu placed her pam on the rock wall and felt it vibrate under her
hand. "The grid isdready activated," she said. "They're getting ready to leave. Come on!™

Onopajogged in front, playing the light over the uneven floor. Mitsu kept one hand on the wall, guiding
hersdf as much by fed asby sght. If only they had some explosives, they could sedl this gate off forever,
but of course the mgjor had left nothing of that sort behind. Hed expected them al to be on the shuttle
whenit left.

The vibration became apparent in the cavern floor beneeth their feet, then the squed of the grid itself.
Mitsu was sweeting as they followed the twists of the musty passageway. The laser-stick seemed
ridiculoudy light in her hand. She longed for a decent human-made laser rifle. How long did the chargein
one of these flek weapons last anyway? She had no idea.

"Dousethelight,” she whispered finaly asthey drew close enough to see rippling blue interspersed now
with other colors, not agood sign.



Onopaclicked it off as Mitsu edged ahead, trying to glimpse how many flek were dready in the
chamber. It didn't sound as though anyone were firing, so either Heyoka hadn't made it yet, or it had
taken them so long to find the entrance, the battle was aready over.

In the center of the grid, the tech-drone was fine-tuning the crystalline matrix while three armed
warrior-drones waited, covering the other entrance. Off to one side, the world-architect watched the
tech with apparent patience. Its four hands danced over the crystals and with each touch the rippling
lights accelerated. The grid must be amost ready.

Shejerked back and pressed her shouldersto thewall. They would cut Heyoka and the rest of the
sguad down asthey entered, and she couldn't warn him; coms didn't work down here.

"Theresthree, five, counting the tech and architect,” shetold Onopa. "They've set an ambush and are
waiting for the squad. We have to take them out from thisend.”

Onopa nodded.

Mitsu thought for amoment. There was something shewasforgetting . . . She cudgeled her brain. "Don't
waste any shots on that tech. It's covered in some sort of protective sedlant that works better than flek
armor. All-Father help usif therest ever gart using it.”

They checked their wegpons, then nodded at each other, but before they could attack, the flek fired into
the other passageway. The squad must be making their run.

"Now!" Mitsu yelled above the screech of the grid, skidded around the bend and threw hersdlf to the
floor just ingde the chamber, firing a the warrior-drones.

Onopafollowed, using the crystdline pillarsfor cover. Mitsu winged the drone on the far €ft, but then it
whirled and fired back. She cursed under her breath. It required adirect hit to avulnerable areato take
out aflek. They not only wore body armor, but had the natura resistance of their chitinous bodies.

The screech from the grid wrenched into an octave higher and Mitsu felt waves of distortion sheeting off
it. "Get out of therel" she told Onopa who was standing, one leg on the transfer pad, one leg off, but the
other woman couldn't hear.

Desperate, she charged the flek and took aglancing bolt aong the ribs. Her uniform protected her to
some degree, but agony sizzled through her. Shefdl, rolled, and came up hunched over against the pain
and shooting. The air crackled with laser fire, so acrid she could hardly breathe. Onopa ducked through
the crystalline matrix, emerged on the other side and took down the warrior-drone on the far right.

The grid flashed ablue so bright, Mitsu could tasteit, could fed it imprinted on her bones, slamped into
her blood. She pressed back againgt the dick whitewall, turned her head aside, held her breath. Her
heart lurched into asickening overdrive. Had Onopa gotten clear?

If not, haf of her body was onitsway to the flek.

Heyokaretreated at the first hint of flek laser fire. Kika, Kel, Skal, and Visht crowded up againgt himin
the darkness. Hefelt their hot, eager breath on his neck; evidently they'd broken the song's hold too.
"Wait until Mitsu and Onopa distract them, then well charge.”



They could hear the grid's painful wall al too clearly from here, smell the reek of flek. Kikawas dready
in distress from the sound, her ears being the most sengitive.

"Go back," hesaid. "Y ou won't be any good to usif you go down again.”
"l will not go down," shesaid grimly.

"Y ou don't know that." Hisfingers checked the flek laser-stick, made sure he had the darn thing front
forward.

"I do know," she said, and somehow, he believed her.

Ke edged around Heyoka, hisears pricked. "I can doiit,” he said. Fight pheromones were pouring off
him. "Let mego firg!"

"No, wait," Heyokasaid. "Mitsu will get through and draw their fire."

The grid's racket cranked up another notch. Someone inside there was going to transfer soon. Then he
heard human voices, increased discharge of wegpons. "Now!" He made sure of the firing stud and
charged into the transfer chamber.

Mitsu and Onopa had dready dropped one drone, but two more were till firing and in the center of the
room the grid had gone incandescent, the color sequence flashing by too fast to distinguish. Mitsu was
pressed againgt the wall, her head turned away. Two forms stood inside the glow, glowing brighter and
brighter until they disappeared.

Too late! Heyoka roared with frustration. They had gotten away. The two escapees would report back,
the Flek would know this gate worked, and that this world was unprotected.

The grid'swail wound down as Visht and Kei threw themsalves on one of the remaining drones, while
Kikatook out the other. Though their body armor and chitin were effective against |aser fire to some
degree, their neck joints were no proof against the strength of hrinnti muscles and claws.

Kika, so mild under other circumstances, tore the flek's head from its body, then stood over it, chest
heaving. Kei and Visht made short work of the other, then wiped their gory claws on the stone.

"They're gone," Mitsu said. Her face was as pae asanewly risen moon. "l guess we could just wait for
them here. Once they report, they'll be back."

Footsteps rustled in the outer passageway. Six laka, led by the pale-mauve form of Fourth Trandator,
entered into the chamber hesitantly. Montrose, hisface set with pain, limped at their hedls.

"Where are the rest of the flek?' Heyoka asked.

Montrose shook his head. "It was the damnedest thing. They laid down their weapons and Started
singing too. | guessthey're ill singing out there on the hillsde, if no one hastold them to stop.”

"Well, it doesn't matter. It'stoo late anyway," Heyoka said. "Two of the onesin here escaped through
thegrid.”



Fourth Trandator's pink eyes blinked at him, then she consulted the other laka, including an unfamiliar
light-green one that hadn't come with them from the village. After amoment's discussion, the group
parted and made way for the newcomer, who was smaller. It stared at the grid, then rushed over and
touched acrygdline pillar with one hand.

The grid sprang back into life, though the sound was wildly dissonant. Fourth Trandator bent her neck
and spoke to Mitsu, who listened gravely, before turning to Heyoka.

"She saysthey are not beyond our reach, aslong asthe grid ishere. Thelakawish to quit hiding and
take an active part." Mitsu's eyeswere wide. "They want to go to the flek world on the other end of this
grid."

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mitsu stared. The grid'swail echoed in the constricted space, already waning. The air had aflat, dmost
brackish taste, as though somehow depleted by the transfer. "There is no way to go through the grid
now," shetold thelaka. "Thetech has aready transferred.”

"Thisyoung breeder comes of tech stock,” Fourth Trandator said, indicating the smaller laka dashing
from column to column like a mad scientist. " The knowledge of how to operate this deviceis coded into
his cells. He must only be stimulated in order to remember.”

o, like flek, each laka was born with body-memories. Then perhapsit was possible. Mitsu felt sick at
the thought of walking that stark, flek-infested world again. Her hands knotted together. "Y ou have never
been there," she said, fighting to keep her voice leve, "so you do not know how many thousands of
Makerswait on the other side of that grid. Whatever you did there, however much you sang, it would
never be enough, not even if dl the laka on Oleagka transferred with you.”

The pae-green lakalimped forward. The dark-green bruise beneath her cracked carapace had spread.
"I am Ninth Trandator,” she said. "Asyou can see, | am broken, but before | die, | wish to sing down the
madness.”

"But you do not necessarily haveto die. We have—" Mitsu broke off, unableto find aword in her flek
vocabulary that meant doctor, hedler, nurse, or anything comparable. "We have castes who mend broken
bodies." She had to resort to aterm meant for the repair of machinesrather than living tissue. "Thereis
much we may be ableto do for you."

"Broken isbroken,” Ninth Trandator said. She seemed quite unperturbed. "One equally able will be
hatched in my place to serve the colony, but | wish to spend my last bresth singing on that other, terrible
world where al they know isviolence and destruction.”

Heyokaand the rest of the squad listened, unable to trand ate for themselves, while the young laka drone
dashed around the grid, stroking first this crysta pillar, then that. With every touch, the sound altered,
became | ess chaotic.

Mitsu turned to Heyoka and trand ated.



His ears drooped with doubt. "Y ou've been there. Can you find your way around, if we could get back?
Could wefind the two who transferred in time to prevent them from reporting?”

"Maybe," she said. "But they have agood head start, and don't forget how toxic the atmosphere isthere.
| passed out after a couple of hours and could barely breathe by thetime | persuaded them to bring me
back."

"Then wewould haveto finish quickly, if wewereto have any chanceat dl," hesad.

"Of course" shesad, "thelakaareredlly flek, though they've obvioudy dtered themselves genetically to
adapt to Oleaaka. It's possible they may be much more tolerant of flekish conditions.”

Montrose shook his head and limped closer. Lines of strain creased hisface. "How can we be sure this
laka can operate the grid? It's never done it before. For al we know, our atoms could wind up scattered
acrossthe gdaxy.”

"That'strue." Heyokas brow furrowed. "So I'm only accepting volunteers.”

Mitsu closed her eyes, trembling, fighting not to give hersaf away. Insde, she was screaming—she
couldn't go back there, straight into the arms of the flek yet again. It was amiracle sheld escaped the last
timewith her mind intact.

But they couldn't just hide here on Oleaaka, waiting for the enemy to return in the thousands either. She
pictured cowering in the hills, trying to pick them off asthey came through the grid, and shuddered.
Perhapsit would be better to take the fight to them and use the advantage of surprise. That was certainly
onetactic they would never expect.

"I'll go," she heard hersdlf say and opened her eyes. The blue lightsflickered over their grim faces as
though they were dl| drowning.

"Aswill I''" Every hair on hisbody britling, Kei glared at the rest of the squad as though someone meant
to deny him.

"And 1," Kikaand Visht said together, then glanced at each other.

"I've comethisfar,” Onopasaid. Her broad face was determined beneath smudges of mud. ™Y ou're not
leaving me behind now."

Skal edged forward and stood behind the human woman's shoulder, his eyes downcast, making his
commitment understood.

Montrose gazed around, clearly in pain. The meds were wearing off, Mitsu thought. He was nearly out
on hisfeet. "Metoo, then," he said.

"Look," Heyokasaid quietly, bending close, "you have agimpy leg and it makes perfect sensefor you to
stay. If we don't come back, someone has to report to HQ."

"Then it will have to be someone else.” A muscle jumped beneeth Montrose's glazed eye. "Writethem a
message or paint a picture on the damned wall. If the rest of the squad isgoing, | am too.”

Heyokaturned to Ninth Trandator. "WElIl al go,” hetold her, "but it hasto be now, if wereto have any



chance"

"Good," Ninth Trandator said in Standard. " Stand there.” She indicated the center of the grid, insde the
irregularly spaced crysdline pillars.

They crowded together, |aka and human and hrinn, asthe little drone continued its dance between the
pillars with what appeared to be joy. What wasit like, Mitsu wondered, to be born for something, and
never dlowed to do it, not even to speak of it, your entire life? It was not surprising the breeders had run
wild at thefirdt hint of forbidden behaviors. The stresslevd of this society was very high. Even the
dightest manifestation of aggressve behavior must awaken the outlawed inclinations written into their

genes.

With each new adjustment, the grid's sound wrenched higher. Kikathrew back her head in pain, held
her earswith both hands. K&l snarled and knotted hisfists. Heyoka paced, adifficult fegt in that confined
gpace. The vibrations doubled, doubled again. The coruscating blue light separated into purple and green
and pink, brightened, flashedwhite .

Her eyes closed reflexively, but the light was so intense, she could see the chamber clearly through the
flesh of her eydids.

Between one breath and the next, cold swept through her body, penetrating to the marrow of her bones.
The sound fell away, as though they'd been plunged into the till, frozen, blue heart of aglacier on some
distant arctic world. She couldn't see Heyoka anymore, couldn't tell if she stood on her feet or her head.
Directions swirled around her, traded orientation, then switched back again. Her head was whirling. Her
stomach cramped.

Then, druptly, they wereel sawhere . She blinked at the appalling scene which had greeted her before, a
barren yellow and brown landscape doping downward in dl directions. The white towers of theflek city
stood in the middle distance and an overbright sun was rising in an incandescent mustard sky. Theair
assaulted her face, aready too hot to breasthe comfortably, thick with sulphur.

And downd ope about thirty feet, two flek stood beside a pale-blue transport sphere, staring back up at
them.

With aroar, Kei dashed out of the grid, but before he could reach the sphere, the laka surged behind
him, singing. The strange notes shivered along his nerves, scraped as though trying to reshape something
essentid.

The two flek stood transfixed as the laka gpproached, singing, weaving something between them that
amost had physicd substance. Kei closed hiseyes. He saw wild colors, dark, impenetrable blue mingled
with moody rose and vibrant green, something atogether new, another way to think about the world, a
new way to be.

But he did not want something new. He wanted only to follow the Black/on/black wherever thiselusive
something/in/motion took him, to drive the flek off every world they had solen, to fight with dl his
strength until the despised enemy lay in bloody shreds benegth his claws. Without that, he was nothing.

He bowed his head and fought to hold on.



Kikabrought her hands away from her ears. Blood stained her fur again, but not so much as before, as
though the sun-fueled restoration had not only healed her body, but made her stronger. She could till
hear too, though her |eft ear was less acute than her right.

The laka song twined around her, dissonant to hrinnti sengbilities, but clearly of greet effect on the two
laka. She composed hersdlf to endure. When the time was right, the pattern arising here would make
itsdf known.

Onopa watched the hrinn from the back of the group. It was obvious they found the song unpleasant,
but elther the less sengtive hearing of human ears protected them or human nervous systems did not
mirror the flek's so closdly. To her, it sounded abit like the grandmothers singing in her home village,
off-key and thready, but with great warmth and sincerity.

She dipped through the stationary hrinn and laka and headed, rifle at the ready, for the strange
semi-transparent blue globe waiting just beyond the transfer grid. Were those two the same flek who had
just fled Oleaaka? If so, they had to be stopped.

One of the laka, the pale-green one, reached out and laid arestraining first-hand on her arm as she
passed. Stay, the hand told her more eoquently than words.Let what is going to happen be born.

She bowed her head and stood aside.

World-Architect 549 stood, one foot inside the travel sphere, the rest without, his mind ripped open.
Body-memories were being awakened by thisterrible song, ancient ones, far older than any he had ever
experienced, memories of atime before hiskind had become Makers.

They had lived on only one world, very similar to this one,the memories said,had in the end grown

restless and gone exploring. The new worlds had called mutations into being, new castes who had
given their species a militant focus, but in that quiet time before, they had been Sngers and knew
an entirely different purpose.. . .

He shuddered. That had been another species altogether! They were Makers now. They roamed the
universe and crafted the raw materia of each world into something morelovely than the last.

Listen, the song whispered,it was/is you. Despite all that has happened, we are the same.

No! HewasaMaker, aworld-architect! It was hisfunction to remake entire planets so that they were
both beautiful and useful, equipped with aromatic loveliness and utilitarian chemistries. Makers fashioned
their own worlds. They were shapers!

Shape your self then, the song said. Remake your self for each new world aswe did. That isthe real
challenge. All eseisfoolish, vicious carnage.

And it washed over him, how once the Singers had found joy in remaking themselves, how the genes
could be twitched, just so, certain traits could be selected, others suppressed. In that light, there could
never be any failed worlds because Singers could live anywhere.



Remember, the song indsted. Open your self and remember.

They had been part of their worlds then, in perfect accord with each unique chemistry, so every planet
had been a neverending song and hiskind, its Singers. Then, sometime afterward, the warrior caste had
comeinto being. After that, they had set themsalves againgt each new environment they found, bent it to
their own specifications, so that it no longer sang at al and they were the violent Makers.

But he was aworld-architect. He understood nothing else.

Understand your self, the song said.Look inward and see. It has been done before and we had joy.

The Singers had been content. Body-memories bubbled up, faster and faster until he wasimmersedin
that ancient time. Emotions he had never before experienced flashed through him like slorms until he was

spent.

All thefighting, warrior-drones pitted againgt al opposition, lives spent in taking whatever they wanted,
wherever they found it, then defending their acquisitions against the enemies accumulated in the process.
So much energy expended, so many worlds tuned to the same exacting, difficult-to-achieve design. A

waste, aswell as abore.

Before the Makers, world-architects had been something el se, his body-memories whispered.
Something lovely and respected. They had . . .

He gtrained, the lost knowledge shimmering amost within hisreach.

Sng with us,the song urged and he found himself swept aong. He could not help but do so. If the song
ended, he would never know what had once been.

Thetransfer-tech was singing too. They were dl singing and the song was much richer for the new
voices carefully woven through the spaces.

They certainly had stopped at |east these two, Heyoka thought, but thiswhole world must befull of flek.
Thosein charge would figure out what was going on shortly, and then this position would be overrun with
warrior-drones. Five lakacouldn't sng them dl down.

Mitsu doubled over in a coughing fit. Her face turned red and Montrose thumped her back. She
shouldn't have come, he thought. She'd already had afull dose of this poisonous atmospherein the last
twenty-four hours and it was hotter than any world he'd ever set foot on before. He wanted to strip out
of hisfur and he could see the rest of the hrinn were dready panting and limp-eared with the hedt.

"Areyou going to bedl right?' he asked her, fighting to make himself heard above the Singing.

"It doesn't matter,” she said hoarsaly and wiped the cough tears from her eyes with one hand. "Evenif |
won't, we haveto go on."

She wasright, of course. He wrenched his mind back to the problem at hand and studied the sprawling
city of dick white buildingsin the distance.



The Confederation attacked flek-held worlds with bombs and laser cannon from orbit, when tactics
dictated, but never landed and fought hand-to-hand. It wasn't profitable and worlds such asthis one
were usdessto humans, after flek had ruined the atmosphere.

As he watched, hundreds of colored spheres, smilar to the one downd ope, rose from the city and
drifted toward the hilltop. His ears flattened. "Okay, people, they've figured out we're here," he said.
"Find cover!"

The lakaturned their serene facesto the city and continued to sing.
Heyokatook Mitsu'sarm. "Tell them to take cover!”
"l did," shesad.

"They'll come out of those podsfiring,” he said. "Thelakawill be cut to pieces before any of the flek
hear thefirs note.”

Mitsu stared at the gpproaching flek, then at the blue sphere afew feet away. "All-Father, that's right!
The pod!" She ran to the transfer-tech, who was now singing too. It looked dazed and unwilling to turn
its attention away from the song. Mitsu spoketo it angrily and it shook itself, asthough just awakening.

The swarm of colored sphereswas closing. Heyoka estimated their number at least three hundred,
maybe more. Panting from the heet, he took cover behind one of the crystaline pillars and readied his
flek laser-stick. The breath rasped in his straining lungs; it was like bresthing heated goo. Maybe they
could pick the atacking warrior-drones off asthey charged up the hill. At least the Rangers had the
advantage of adefensible pogtion.

Lights blazed from the city, the familiar garish pinks and greens and purplesthat fleks aways employed.
More spheres rose and headed their way. The fur on his back bristled. They were going to be inundated.

Mitsu dragged the tech into the trangport sphere and Heyokareadied himsdf. Thefirst wave of spheres
was|landing just out of range. In amoment, they would sweep up the hillsdein one of their standard flek
firing formations. He glanced back at histroops. Human and hrinn dike, they had taken up defensive
positions and were ready. He felt a surge of pride, even though no one back at Headquarters would ever
know of this, human and hrinn working smoothly together, adding strength to strength, instead of
squabbling over differences.

The laka seemed not to redize their danger. They stood exposed halfway down the hillside, shoulder to
shoulder, and sang. The world-architect sang with them, its eyes closed in apparent flekish bliss. Mitsu
and the tech were in the other sphere, out of sight. What was she up to? he wondered, then sighted in on
the closest craft as it approached. "Make every shot count!” he called to the rest.

Flek warrior-drones emerged from their trangports and he fired upon histarget. The flek stumbled, then
regained its balance and headed up the hill. Cursing, hefired again and it went down. Two shotsfor akill.
Not bloody good enough! he told himsalf. He had to do better! They all did!

One dropped to the left, Kikaskill, then two more to the right, Onopa and Visht, he thought. The rest of
the flek emerged, one by one, from their transports, but except for the crackle of Ranger lasers, he heard
no return fire. He looked closer.

The flek were landing and leaving their spheres, but they weren't firing. Instead, they were standing at the



foot of the hill and—singing.

"Hold your firel" he called even as Kei took out another warrior. They were surrounded by averitable
sea of gaunt white warrior-drones, al armed and armored, but focused on the laka, who were till

patiently Snging.

Mitsu emerged from the blue transport, holding onto the side for support and wheezing. Her bruised eye
stood out livid against her bloodless skin. "'l opened the com,” she said with effort, "so they heard the
song before they landed.”

Shewasgoing to dig, if they didn't get her off this forsaken world soon, he thought. "Make the
transfer-tech take you back to Oleaaka," he said.

"Soon," shesaid. Her lipslooked blue. "Listen, thisisjust the beginning. If we can broadcast the laka
song to the whole city, this entire world could go down.”

And if that happened, he told himself, the Confederation would comein, before the flek ralied to take it
back, seefor onceintact flek technology, including aworking grid, possibly even divine how to put such
devicesto their own advantage. This could turn the wholetide of the war.

A shiver ran through him at the thought. "What now?" he said.

"We haveto goto theflek city," shesaid. "Just point mein theright direction.”

Kei's ears drooped with frustration. He paced back and forth, his extended claws empty. The enemy, so
long sought, was just standing there in scattered clumps on the hillside, caterwauling along with the
irritating laka. As soon asthislong-awaited battle had begun, it was over.

"Come on!" The Black/on/black beckoned to him. "We're going to the city."
Hisears pricked. "Therewill befighting?'

"We should meet plenty of resstance," the Black/on/black said. "'l want you and Skal and Onopato
sweep ahead of the main group and clear the way for the laka. If they go down, we don't have a chance.”

Kei glanced at Mitsu. She stood beside the transport, pale except for her cheeks, holding onto its edge
with both hands. Her eyes |ooked dazed. He didn't like the thought of that one at his back, especidly
here, on aflek world. She could not be trusted.

"That'san order." The Black/on/black met his eyes with his own smoldering black gaze until Kel looked
away. His pulse pounded and he wanted to Challenge, could taste the hot blood on histongue, smell the
fight pheromones dancing through the air.

But not here, not now. Perhaps one day there would come the right moment for him to pit his strength
againg the Black/on/black again, but for now, the flek were his enemy, no one dse, and if the squad
didn't hunt together on this day, they would certainly never hunt anywhere ever again.

With aroar, he charged, leading Ska and Onopatoward the gleaming white city.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

It was more difficult to walk this planet than Ninth Trandator had expected. The yellow and umber
landscape was strangely compdlling, extending out to an dmost invisible horizon logt in the haze. The
carefully crafted amosphere so closely mimicked the ancient world which had first given birth to her
kind, it awoke s ckening body-memories of strife and war and unending violence.

Part of her remembered what it was like to be bold and take whatever she wanted, to settle for nothing
lessthan what she'd dways known, though she had to turn whole ecologiesinside out to achieveit. That
fearful legacy was coded into her cells almost as deeply asthe story of the Singers.

But they were becoming many now, as Maker after Maker was seduced into their song. A growing
army of identical white formsturned and marched with them toward the city. Actinic green flashed
through the murky air asthe furred ones fired back at attacking Makers who had not yet responded. The
waste grieved her, but then many lives dso had to be sacrificed at the Feast of Leavetaking each year,
and thiswas similar, the sacrifice of arelative few, so the rest could be returned to harmony.

The way was long, the air thick and hot. Her cracked carapace gave with each step so that the
splintered ends stabbed tender skin and organs benegth, but she thought she might yet live long enough to
sing amidst the canted spires of the city itsaf. Her participation was no longer vital, of course. They had
acquired more than enough voices to be effective without her, but she found a curious strength of will
sugtaining her. 1t would be rewarding to wak that oddly familiar city, to have apart in turning its
inhabitants away from wanton violence, before the pain forced her to terminate her body.

She misstepped, staggered, and nearly fell. Fourth Trandator surged forward on one side so that she
could hold fast to her, while Eighth pressed against her undamaged side on the other. They each took a
portion of her weight, steadying her, and so, in tandem, the three sang their way toward the white city in
the distance.

It was s0 abominably hot! Kikafelt like snapping at the torrid heet of thisterrible place. It deluged her
until she was overflowing with it and no amount of panting helped.

A tiny blue spark bloomed at thetip of one claw, as she plodded aong, then another, welling up like
bright drops of light, and then she understood. This gruesome heat was fueling the specid receptor cdlls
in her body far more effectively than the milder sun of Olesaka. But restoring took concentration, and, in
the middle of battle, she doubted she would be effective. Still, shetried to relax and open hersdlf to the
heat. The moment might come when she was needed.

* * %

The hodgepodge force moved through the noxious yelow haze in a sea of sound that was not music to
Heyokas human-trained ears. It scraped aong the nerves, too shrill at its heights, deeply resonant
whenever two or three of the diding rhythms came together unexpectedly at asingle note. Hewas
growing accustomed to it, so that it was easier to function, but its effect on the flek they encountered was
gartling, the result of body-memories, as Mitsu had tried to explain. Long ago, the flek had been
something ese entirely, and, deep down, their cells retained the stamp of that other mind set.



Not so with hrinn, he thought. What they were now was what they had aways been—fierce, proud,
stubborn. 1t had been hisjob to help them adjust to human behavior patterns so they could leave Anktan
and carry thisal-important fight across space to the flek. They hadn't been able to remold themselvesto
fit human ided s though, and that had to be hisfault. With Ben Blackeagl€'s guidance, he had doneit, so
obvioudy it was possible. He just hadn't shown them clearly enough, found the right words, used the
proper examples. If only he had amedium as potent as the laka's, he might have been able to make them
understand.

When they were nearing the city itsdlf, with itsirregularly spaced towers and soaring walkways, anew
swvarm of twenty or o air vehicles arose from itsinterior, not spheresthistime, but tiny military craft, fleet
individud fliersthat would be imperviousto laser rifles at thisrange. He had encountered them in battle
on adozen worlds. They would be armed, while hisforce was caught out in the open with inferior
weapons and no cover.

"Run!" Hetook off, though his legs were leaden and his head felt asthough it were solid wood. "We
have to reach the city!"

Mitsu glanced up at the attack wave sweeping toward them, then spoke urgently to the singing laka. The
flek would surely know enough to keep their coms turned off by now and the transports were bound to
be soundproof.

The first bombardment took out the leading edge of their converted forcein ahdlish rain of orangefire.
Burning bodies tumbled to the ground and lay scattered in smoldering heaps. Thelakafaltered, but he
saw Mitsu urging them around the carnage. The pae-green one fell and her companions had to pull her
back onto her feet. The attack wave swept past, then banked for another run.

"Split up!" Heyokayelled. "Don't give them a decent target!”

Mogt of the combined force couldn't understand him though. Mitsu had to relay the message, which cost
precious seconds as the flek roared back toward them and the city. Heyoka saw the architect staring up
at theyelow sky, not even trying to hide. Being of ahigher caste, it might be of use, once they reached
the city. He reached inside for the speed to sweep it away from danger, then found himsalf nose-down in
therancid ydlow dirt with no memory of having falen.

He lurched back up, exhausted from even trying blueshift and furious with himsdf. Hislegs threatened to
buckle. Stupid, stupid! He couldn't afford the energy drain. They had too much to do here, too far to go.

Out of nowhere, someone el se caught the architect, carried it twenty or so yards, then left it on its feet,
out of thelineof fire. Mogt likely Kel or Skal. Unlike him, they were both gtill whole. He ought to resign
his commission and spend the rest of his daysin some out-of-the-way males housetelling wild talesto
cublingswho didn't know any better.

The complex of white walls and walkways began abruptly a hundred yards ahead. Severa lakahad
reached it now, though at least one had been killed aong the way. He swerved over to Mitsu, who
looked about to pass out.

Hetook her arm. She started to protest, but lacked the bregth to do so and he hustled her into the white
city.



The architect reded, then regained his balance. Strong hands had gripped hisarmsfor just an instant,
then he was abruptly somewhere else, dazed, but out of the line of fire. It was as though awhirlwind had
snatched him up, then released him some distance away, but he had fine-tuned this world's weather
himself. No whirlwindswere possible.

He had heard reports about battles with the Enemy of course. Makers had been at war with humans for
generations, but he had never once seen actud fighting before today. Dead and dying lay al around him
now, their bodies smoldering with asickly acrid odor. Even as he watched, the dying turned themselves
off, winking out like stars, one by one. It wasto be expected. They were now va udless to the community
and there was no point in prolonging their own suffering. Their lifelessred eyes|ooked curioudy empty
and hefound himsalf surprised not to be among them.

The furred ones, dong with the surviving Singers, reached the city ahead and disappeared amidst its
curves and crannies. Thefliers zoomed back toward the city, seeking their quarry, leaving him out here
aonewith the bodies.

The song had broken off, but he could still remember what it had promised, that beguiling glimpse of
another way to live, even more ancient than the culture he had been born into. Beside that, though,
remained the imperatives of the Makers.organize, build, possess, transform . These had aways proved
satisfying and successful, and to some degree still appedled. It was as though two different conversations
were raging insde his head at the same time and he did not know which to heed.

He stared around, trying to fathom his own reactions. It was histalent to craft worlds, tweaking chemical
balances, pH, the mix of atmospheric gases, to produce something workable out of what had formerly
been unsuitable; but crafting onesdlf, as the song had suggested, sounded far more challenging.

He wandered toward the city, hismind aready a work on exactly how that might be accomplished.

Once again, Mitsu found hersdlf insde the curving dabaster city, surrounded by whitewalls, staring up at
bizarre lopsded towers. There was light everywhere, streaming up from every square inch of building
surface so that the entire city was asource of light. Beams of colored light danced overhead, pinks and
greens and purples. The stench of flek bodies permeated the air and there was an underlying chitter that
she could fed in her bones.

Heyoka hovered over her like a black-furred duenna, ears drooping with fatigue. She wanted to tell him
to back off, but couldn't find the strength.

Kei was suddenly there, between one blink of the eye and the next, then Skal, both dropping out of
blueshift.

"Warrior-drones up ahead,” Kei said.
Ska waited for orders, head bowed, bresthing heavily, his piebald fur matted with thick ivory blood.
"Where would the communications center be?' Heyoka asked Mitsu.

"l don't know," shesaid. "Last time, | entered the city in atransport sphere and it landed on one of the
upper galleries. We need one of the flek, maybe the transfer-grid-tech or the world-architect. Either one



of them might have been there too.”

The smdler tech was nowhere to be seen, but the architect was strolling toward them, its head craning
casually asthough on asightseeing tour. Four lakawere huddled againgt one of the white walls, saring
about them with shocked pink eyes. Mitsu had aflash of anger at their naivete; they had thought they
would just sng afew carefully chosen notesto the flek and they would cave in. Now they understood the
full measure of what they had bitten off. She had tried to tell them, but it wastoo late.

A coughing spasm overtook her and she staggered back againgt the hot white wall. Montrose reached
for her arm, but she waved him away. No one could help. Tears streamed down her face before she
managed to control thefit, but the whole scene seemed unreal and distant and she didn't know how much
longer she had before she passed out again.

"The—architect!" she wheezed & thelaka "Bring the architect—here. We have to—question him."

Fourth Trandator ventured out across the bare, sul phur-stained earth hesitantly and urged him back with
her into the city. Umber dust rose with every step, then settled lazily back to the ground. Mitsu waited,
head down, hands clenched. Each breath was astruggle, far more difficult than the last.

The architect seemed in no hurry, asthough he didn't redlize his danger asthelast few fliers headed back
to the towers. He was not awarrior-drone, she thought, so quite possibly he redly did not understand.
The flek were very speciaized and other concerns were coded into his genes.

Onopadipped around the next corner, long with Kel and Visht. Scouting, Mitsu supposed. They
probably had only afew moments more before the flek organized themsa ves enough to confront this
combined force throughout the city.

Fourth Trandator brought the architect to her. Mitsu raised her head and tried to focus. "The
communications center,”" she said with greet difficulty, "have you ever been there?'

"Of course," he said, then cocked his head owlishly.

"Do you know how to find it from thislocation?' she said.

"Thisway," he said, asthough she'd asked directions to the nearest stream, and set off.
She nodded to Heyoka and he signdlled the group, such asit was, to follow.

"Tdl themto s—," he beganin alow voice, but before he could finish, the lakawere dready singing on
their own.

Heyokatrailed the architect through the bewildering maze of spirals and lopsided buildings. None of
them had doors or windows or openings of any sort. Flek had no need of openings. They used abuilding
materia that could be rendered porous with the right sort of field generator. Otherwise, what they wished
kept out, stayed out.

The gravity on thisworld must be higher than Oleaakas. Either that, or his attempt at blueshift had
drained him to the dregs. He doggedly put one foot in front of the other and plodded on.



Fourth Trandator had taken Mitsu up on her back and he kept his eyes on that improbable sight. His
partner was clinging to the laka and struggling to breathe. Under the double ondaught of heat and toxic
atmosphere, sheld already stopped sweeting, and he knew, for humans, that was avery bad sign. He had
to get her out of here soon, or she wouldn't makeit.

Asfor himsdlf, the hest seemed a pa pable presence, permesting his cellsand lighting fireswithin. It was
asthough held stegped in athermd poal al day and now wasfilled to bursting with power. He put that
thought aside, though. The last time held overextended himsdlf in blueshift, he'd nearly died.

The broad tilted walkways were the worst. Evidently flek had a much better sense of balance and didn't
require adaptations like guardrails and stairs. The walkways rose abruptly and dropped off on either side.
Montrose's bad leg dipped, and he did periloudy closeto the edge. Kika pulled him up, her ears
flattened.

He heard sporadic weaponsfire up ahead, but the flek could not get close enough to kill without being
exposed to the laka's song. Once they heard it, they were snared, and sang along with them. The sound
reverberated off the deek curves of the city, carrying far into the interior. Often, when they rounded a
corner, abevy of some utilitarian caste awaited, aready echoing their song.

Ninth Trandator fell finally at the foot of asteep ramp, her green Sdes heaving. "Sheistoo weak," Mitsu
sad, after the alling laka spoke. "But she says she has sung in the city and is ready to die now. We must
go on without her."

Heyoka knew that flek aways chose death when captured or disabled. That was why the Confederation
could never capture prisonersto interrogate. But there was too much death here aready today and,
besides, long ago the laka had chosen not to be flek.

"AsK her to try abit longer," Heyokasaid and urged the injured trandator back onto her feet. The
cracksin her carapace had spread to the edges and the stain beneath was now very dark indeed.

Ninth Trandator blinked at him, then spoke in recogni zable Standard. "Why?*

"Because you are important to us," he said, "afriend. We can't just throw you away like a used-up
power pack."

Mitsu passed a hand back over her clammy face. "Thereisno word for “friend' in High-Flek. I'm not
sure we can make her understand.”

Heyoka grimaced and took the laka's foreshouldersin hishands. "Don't die," he said to Ninth
Trandator. "Justdon't die”

Thelaka spoke hdtingly, then Mitsu trandated. " She says she won't, for now, if you do not wishiit."
"I don't!" he said more forcefully than he had intended.

And they went on.

The architect led them up and up, threading through tiny crevices that surely could not have been meant
as corridors, then along soaring walkways that seemed to lead only to precipices, where they had to



scramble down, hand over hand. She peered over the edge at one point and saw how the walkways
below formed swirlslikethe interior of seashells. There was obvioudy aflekish logicinvolvedin
navigating here, which Mitsu could not perceive. She found that oddly comforting. She never wanted to
think likeaflek again.

The air was hot and noxious, much worse than even the last time she had come here. Her eyes watered
until she could barely see. Lower castes emerged through the walls as they passed, then followed them in
droves.

If possible, it was even hotter on each new leve asthey climbed. Mitsu knew, if she had not beenriding
on Fourth Trandator, she would have fallen by the waysde long before now. Ninth Trandator struggled
on, closeto Heyoka. Theinjured lakawatched him with fervent eyes, asthough he were astar and she, a
ship using him to steer by.

Six times, awave of warrior-drones swept over them from out of the convoluted city byways, but
awaysthey held them off until the song took effect.

Montrose skidded over the edge of awakway during one of those flek charges, then Skal disappeared
after the next. She wasn't sureif the two Rangers were dead or just injured. They didn't dare stop to find
out. They had to keep the remaining lakatogether and safe. She was sure, if their ragtag force didn't find
the communications center soon, the flek would find away to stop them.

They were at least athousand strong when the architect stopped before a broad a cove made of three
screens and open at the top. The laka song shrilled around them like a coat of armor, but insubstantia, a
shield that could be disrupted any second.

From within the enclosure, severd dozen warrior-drones emerged, dready singing, leaving five grest,
hulking flek shoulder to shoulder beneath irregular screensthat formed the three walls. Pink and green
and purple lights bobbed just above their heads, tiny message couriers, she recognized from her stint on
Anktan.

Her fingerstightened on Fourth Trandator's shoulders. The architect was right. She had hazy memories
of standing in this place or one very much likeit. These flek were Deciders, perhaps even the same ones
who had dispatched her back to Oleagka.

"Spy-Drone 87650," one of the Deciders said, its voice amplified artificidly to carry abovethe laka
song. "Y ou have disregarded your instructions by bringing the perverted ones back to us, rather than the
information cache."

She rubbed her aching temples. Something was wrong. Why weren't the Deciders snging?

"But this does present an efficient way to ded with thetaint." It craned its head at an approving angle. "It

will be necessary to dispose of thisfacility, but we judge the opportunity to be worth the loss of one
flawed garrison world, not even suitable for breeding.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine



"They're not Snging.” Mitsu's heart raced. She did off the trandator's back, but had to steady hersdlf as
the garish scene seemed to darken before her watering eyes. Minute colored spheres bobbed before the
screens as though they had an appointment e sewhere and were impatient to be off.

Radiating disapproval, Kei paced back and forth, glaring at her with hishot, black eyes. He dways
made her uneasy, but he looked ready to tear her throat out at the moment.

Heyokawas watching her closdy. "What did it say?"

"It till thinks 1'm one of their activated spies.” Her fingernalls bit into the pams of her hands. It was so
hot, so bloody hot. Her lungs strained, but the oxygen content seemed depleted. "The song isn't affecting
them like the rest." She gazed back at the throng which had accompanied them here, unable to make
sense of it. Every other flek in this city within hearing distance was caught in the laka's trap.

"If were going to get at their communications equipment,” Ke said, "well have to rush them.”

"Wewon't get accessthat way," Onopasaid. Her long black hair had come loose and her cheeks were
flushed with the terrible hest.

She looks magnificent, Mitsu thought, so tall and competent. Onopa never fatered, never scemed at a
lossfor what to do. She had a sudden intuition that the flek would never have been able to make
scrambled eggs out of her mind.

"If we chargein there," Onopa continued, "they'll destroy dl the equipment. Flek in danger of capture
aways do that. They never leave anything useful behind for usto pick over.”

True. Mitsu ground the hedl's of her trembling hands against her eyes until al she could see were orange
blotches. She breathed deeply, trying to clear her head, but her lungs seemed to be on fire. "They think |
brought you herejust so they could kill you."

Ke raised hismuzzle and his bared teeth glinted with the pinks and greens. "Did you?"

"No," she said, then broke off in acoughing fit. She closed her eyes, fought for control. "But we can use
this" Each word had to scrape itsway out of her aching throat. "If | pretend to go aong with them,
maybe | can get close enough to open acircuit and broadcast the song into the rest of the city.”
Heyoka's earsflattened. "They'll kill you the minute they see what you're up to."

"I'm dead anyway," she said. "We all are, unlesswe can turn this city to our sde.”

"Do not trust her!" Kel prowled forward, claws at the ready. The hazy yellow light shimmered adong their
curving three-inch lengths. "' She betrayed us before! Shewill do it again!™

Mitsu faced the angry hrinn. Theterrible, bubbling cough waited in her chest like an angry hrinn, reedy to
spring out and take her down. "What | will do," she said carefully, "iswhatever getsthejob done, just
like any other Ranger.”

Heyoka shook himself. Thiswas getting out of hand. "Beredigtic,” he said. "In your condition, you
wouldn't get ten steps before you passed out. Stay here and trandate for the laka. I'll take the squad in



and secure the communi cations channds.”

"Y ou wouldn't know the right controls even if you did find them before the Deciders destroyed them,”
she said, so pae her skin was tranducent. Her pupils had contracted to pinpoints and he had the
impression she was looking through them al to another place, another set of faces dtogether. "At least |
know alittle about flek consoles, which is more than any of you can say. Eldrich had meworking on
severd, compiling information on Confederation forces, back on Anktan.”

"No." Hetook her shouldersin hislarge hands and made her look at him. "It'sa stupid idea."

"If you let her go, she will not open the channdls!" Kel said. "Just like before, sheistheir cresture and
does not even know it. Once inside, she will betray usal, if she has not already done so!™

"I'mgoing,” Mitsu said hoarsely, with what clearly wasthe dregs of her strength.

Inside the chamber, lights from the screens played over the Deciders unreadable faces, green and pink
and blue and purple. They were larger than any other flek held ever encountered, with solid, unwieldy
bodies and oversized heads, fera red eyes. None were armed, but Heyoka knew every array of flek
equipment was primed with a destruct mechanism. It would only take a second for them to trigger it.
There was only one way to move fast enough to thwart the flek, and that wasn't an option for him. He
would have to send Kei, who seemed as eager to kill Mitsu asthe flek.

The hovering spheres suddenly rosein asingle wave, swept out of the area dtogether and dispersed. He
swiped at one asit passed, and it burst, raining minute components.

All around him, the laka sang and the assembled flek sang with them, and further away, the sound of
lasers sang a different, more deadly song, as Kikaand Visht held off another warrior-drone attack, one
level abovethisone. "All right,” he said, in avoice that sounded nothing like his own. " Just figure out
which consoleit is, then welll provide cover, while you set the controls.™

She nodded, as though she lacked the strength to speak, then released her hold on Fourth Trandator
and walked with @l the assurance she could muster into the flek stronghold.

He had watched her back athousand timesin battle, and she had watched his. Thiswas harder, he
thought, than any of those. If he waswrong, if she had falen victim to their tampering again, he might
haveto kill her himsdlf thistime. The fur bristled across his shoulders and he didn't know if he could do it.

Ke giffened as she chittered at the Deciders. They did not respond. Mitsu cleared her throat and tried
again. Thistime, onedid answer.

Her face assumed unfamiliar curves, masklike, asit had been on that terrible day back on Anktan. Then
sheturned and dipped around the gaunt flek bodies.

WasKai right after al, hefound himself wondering. Was her conditioning taking hold again?

One of the Deciders uttered an unintelligible phrase, then, in asingle motion, dl five dumped to thefloor,
atumbled pile of limbs and torsos and heads.

Startled, he approached, laser-stick at the ready. They looked—dead. Surely not, he told himsdlf. It
must be some sort of flekish trick to fool them into dropping their guard. In another minute, they would al
leap up and attack.



Mitsu stared a him over the bodies. "They consder themsalves and everyone else on this particular
world hopelesdy tainted by contact with thelaka."

"So they just turned themsalves off?* That made a gruesome sort of sense, he thought. They had
preferred death to losing their identity asflek. "Open the channeld™ hetold her, scanning the consoles
lining the wals underneath the screens.

"They're dready open,” she said, and he detected the thin edge of panic in her voice. "Their command to
“cease being' went out al over the city.”

"Thenthey'redl—"
"Dead," shesad, "dl, but those snging with us aready."
"Shemay belying," Kea said. "Remember that. She may be saying exactly what they told her to say."

Heyokaran ahand back over hisflabbergasted ears. No wonder they weren't fighting with the kind of
sngle-minded ferocity flek usualy employed. They'd aready given up and cut their losses.

From the southern edge of the city, a distantwhump sounded. A segment of the outer ring of buildings
quivered, then fel in uponitsdf in glittering shards.

The lakafatered, staring at each other. Another implosion shook the city; then off to the west, atower
toppled to the lower levels, crashing through a series of the broad wa kways. The shattered pieces
followed like so much confetti.

"Before they died, they rigged the city to destroy itsdlf!" Heyoka said. "Isthere any way to stop it?"
Mitsu stared at him with stricken, bewildered blue eyes. "I don't know," shesaid. "I cantry.”

"No!" Ke blocked her way. "She knew al along what they were going to do and stalled to keep us
herel"

Another explosion shook the city. Console lights flickered. Mitsu attempted to circle Kel, but he seized
her arm, |etting his extended handclaws pierce her unprotected skin. Red human blood welled up and ran
down her arm. Shereded back, trying to free hersdlf. "Youidiot, | may be ableto turnit off!" shesaid.
"They must have someway of reversing an accidenta triggering!”

"Private Kel!" Heyokaput al theforce of years of Ranger training into hisvoice. "Stand back and let the
corpord through!”

Ke'sferd black eyes met hisin brazen Chalenge. They stood locked in one another's gaze, neither
willing to look away.

Heyoka snarled and the desire to fight burned through him. They wer e evenly matched , hisother
whispered. It would be good to finally give in and thrash that insolent arrogance within an inch of
itslife!

Hiswhole body trembled with anticipation, but then he took a deep, shuddering breath and drew back
from the edge.Not here, he commanded theother .Not now. Kel and | will settle this later.



With asudden roar, Kel threw Mitsu away from him and turned his back. She staggered, caught herself
againg abank of equipment, then regained her balance. She examined first one array, then another, and
another. The explosions wracking the city were coming closer. Thelaka had stopped singing so thet the
sound of the wind whistling againg the high walkways was evident. The wretched-smelling air was
choked with smoke and fumes.

"Damn!" she whispered, gazing up at the screens as she flipped through the flek information stores. Flek
squiggles danced across the surfaces, replacing themselves over and over again.

Heyoka leaned over her shoulder. "Tell mewhat to look for," he said, then anearby explosion shook the
room. Debrisrained in from a shattered tower and he shielded her with his body.

"I don't know," she said and pulled away. "It could be anything, a routine hidden within the most
uninteresting list or program. | just don't know." Shelooked up at him, exhaustion written in every line of

her bodly.
"What about the techs," he asked, "and the architect? Would they know anything?'

"They might," she said, "but were dmost out of time. | don't think the smal grid hasblown yet; | havent
heard an explosion that far off, but it can't belong.”

Helpless, he stalked over to the opposite screen, but he didn't read flek, had never had any reason to
familiarize himsdlf with the symbols. He didn't have the dightest idea of what to look for.

"Of course!" she said suddenly behind his back. "Why didn't | seeit before?' He turned and saw her
fingersfly over the controls. Symbols danced across al three screens. "I should have known!™

"Wha—" he was saying, but caught aflicker of movement where none should be. One of the
supposedly dead Deciders emerged from the tangled pile of bodieswith alaser-stick and took aim at
Mitsu's head. Without thinking, he found himsdlf in that chill sllent blueness only hrinn could ever inhabit.
Soblue . Socold . Every vestige of warmth leeched out of hisbody in asingle heartbest, even ashe
leaped toward the flek.

Hisfingersreached, but aready, he could fed himsdf losing blueshift, though he tried desperately to
hang on. Ke entered hisfidd of vison from the left, moving swiftly, while Mitsu and the flek and laka
were only statues.

"The Decider!" hetried to tell him, but the words were only a croak. Histhroat was numb. Hisvision
was tunneling down to asingle point—Mitsu's rapt, exhausted face as she studied the symbols on the
board above.

Never turn your back on an enemy, Heyoka thought, not even a dead one, a premise of basic training.
When had he forgotten that?

Ke saized Mitsu around thewaist and—
Sound and color assaulted Heyoka. He lay on the floor, his nose pressed painfully into the dick

whiteness. Hislimbsfelt boneless as he fought to get to hisfeet. Mitsu was cursing weakly, struggling to
free hersdf from Ka'sgrip.



"Let go, you rag-ear!" she cried and he found himsdf surprised she could think clearly enough to use
such aparticularly hrinnti insult at amoment like this. "'I'm saving our sodding lives, whether you believeit
or not!"

The laser bolt went wide of her head, burning along furrow into the screen, then Heyoka was upon the
flek. It waslimp in his grasp, before he could tear its head off, no doubt, dead thistime for red. Hetore
its head off anyway, then threw the reeking skull into the corner. Flek blood spurted hot and ivory across
his black fur and his own blood pounded in his ears. Hislegs gave way and he sagged against the wall.

Mitsu whirled and boxed Kei's ears to make him release her. His hands dropped away and she went
back to the console, muttering to hersdlf, fingersflying over the controls. Kel froze, his massive body
poised, claws sprung free.

"No!" Heyoka saw theother in Kei's fierce black eyes. She had struck him, in the earsno less, ahrinn's
most tender body part, given lawful Chdlenge, in hrinnti vernacular. He had every right to respond.

He recognized the struggle going on insde Kei's head. It was the same struggle he himself had endured
every day of hislifewhile waking among humans. Sometimesthe viciousother was easly subdued; at
others, barely restrained at dl, but he had warred against his own for years. He knew he dwayswould,
until the day someone carried hislifeless body to the barren top of some mountain and |eft it there.

"l did it!" Mitsu threw her hands up. "At leadt, | think | did." Her expression sobered as she cocked her
head, lisening.

Heyoka listened too. One breath passed, two, three. No explosions. Anywhere.

"| think maybe you did, shortstuff,” he said, still monitoring Kel.

"Andyou said | couldn't!" Sheturned to Kel in triumph, then doubled over in afit of coughing.
"No," hesaid, rigid with regtraint, "you arewrong. | said youwouldn't ."

"Oh." A bright trickle of blood appeared at the corner of Mitsu's mouth. Her eyesfluttered as she fought
to remain conscious. "That's—different.” She dumped to her knees.

"Comeon," Heyokasaid. "Weve got to get back to the transfer grid and get out of here. The humans
won't last much longer in this soup and whatever she did to their destruct routines may not hold either.”

Kei nodded, a strange bit of human body language when performed by hisbig frame. He stalked out of
the acove and gestured to the laka

Heyokawatched him. No one, he thought, except himsdlf, Kika, and Visht, probably had any ideathat
Ke had never in hisentire life suffered such a deadly insult and alowed the perpetrator to live.

He picked Mitsu up and carried her back to Fourth Trandator, who took the semiconscious human on
her back again. She shuddered in his arms as she struggled to breathe, heartbreskingly fragile. They
rounded up what was | €ft of their invasion force and made their way back through the eerie empty city.
Dead bodieslay scattered everywhere like broken toys and the explosions had made lace of the beautiful
soaring walkways, rubble of the towers.

Theflek who had sung with them followed bewilderedly, some wandering off, then seeking them again,



when they realized they were done. There was no oneleft to command them to turn themselves off, no
oneto explain they had lost this particular bettle.

"What will we do about them?' Onopa asked Heyoka. "We can't take them al back with us."

"Well ask thelaka," he said. "They should know what to do with converted flek."

"Makers," she corrected.

They found Montrose close to ground leve, hiding out behind a shattered column. Hisleg was brokenin
two places. He hadn't been able to climb back up, but had splinted it as best he could and waited to see
if they survived.

"Oh, we survived," Heyokasaid grimly, "after afashion.”

"You al look pretty damn lively to me!" he said. His voice was hoarse and cracked from the atmosphere
and pain was evident in hisdark face.

Visht took hisarm and hoisted him up onto his one good leg without being told. Montrose rested his
weight on the hrinn and together they picked their way through the debris and bodies.

Heyoka touched Mitsu's shoulder. She roused enough to open bleary, reddened eyes. "Make sure they
bring both the transfer-grid-tech and the world-architect back with us," he said. "Then ask what they
want to do about the rest of these flek—Makers—who sang with us."

Groggily, Mitsu relayed his message to Fourth Trandator, who considered before answering.

"She saysthey must al cometo Oleaaka. If they stay here, without their city, they will die from lack of
purpose.”

He shuddered at the thought of that many untamed flek running loose on the peaceful world &t the other
end of the grid. What if they reverted to their flekish personas, then refused to sing asecond time? But it
was the lakasworld and, if that was what they wanted, he had no right to say no.

When they reached the grid, they found the single laka drone dtill joyfully tending the transfer crystals,
running here and there, tuning each with reverence, itsinherited knowledge amost fully restored.

"The humans should dl go back inthefirst group,” Heyoka said, and not surprisingly none of the three
gave him any argument. Mitsu was nearly comatose and he directed Onopato monitor her breathing. He
put Ninth Trandator in that group too, because the pale-green laka aso was near death.

Kika stepped forward, her pale-gray fur yellowed with fumes. "Let me go with them,” shesaid. "I might
be ableto help.”

She had anew camness about her that he recognized, but couldn't name. "They need amed,” he said.
"As soon as you go through, use the com up at the base camp to try and contact the Confederation.
Someone may bein range by now."

"I will try," shesaid, "but | will dso dowhat | caninmy own smdl way."

Then he knew what he was seeing, the calm assurance of afully trained Restorer, who possessed the



power to addressillnessand injury. "Asyou did for Skal," he said.

"I have seen the shape of something big,” she said, "which stretches between the stars themselves and
bindsusal together. In this something, thereis even room for rogues like me who tried to be other than
what they are and for atime wound up being nothing at all.”

Looking into her serene eyes, Heyoka thought, whatever it was, he approved.

Chapter Thirty

Thetrip through the grid was il nearly unbearable, but when Kika's vison cleared, her earsdid not hurt
as much as before. Perhaps she was growing stronger, she thought, then hel ped Onopa herd the rest of
the group through the cave's [abyrinth until they reached the outside air.

Night had fallen on Oleaaka. It had just rained and the wind rushed over her muzzle, sweet with moisture
and life. A faint tapestry of stars glimmered through the thinning clouds far out over the sea. When they
first cameto thisworld, she had found the vast expanse of water troubling, but now the crash of waves
upon the unseen shore was soothing and she wished to Sit by the shore again.

Montrose made it asfar asthe mouth of the cave and collapsed gratefully outsde againgt the rocks. She
judged him to bein pain, but not in danger of hislife.

The smallest human, Mitsu, though, wasindeed near death. Every breath she drew brought more of the
gtartling bright red blood to her mouth. Kika settled beside her on rain-soaked moss and placed her palm
flat on Mitsu'srib cage

Wrongness flooded up through her, imbalance, injury. To be so small, compared to a hrinn, this one was
indeed very redlient, but her strength was nearly at an end. Closing her eyes, she reached for thewild
blue power stored in her own cells and fought for control. Ingtinct told her this release had to be dow,
very dow. Adult males often fought one another with thiskind of power, and astrong jolt could easily
kill. Ska's body had been much more resilient.

The energy seeped through the human's body cdll by cell, repairing ravaged tissues, simulating growth,
banishing pain and swelling. It felt good to acknowledge the power smmering through her aswell as her
craving to restore imbalances. All those seasons when she had repressed this gift could never be
regained. There were so many she might have helped who now lay irretrievably beyond her claws. But if
she had not turned away then, she would have been forced to flee Jhii and present hersdlf at a Restorers
House, and so never joined the Rangers.

That must have been part of the pattern, that sheliefallow for atime, so she might bein this place, here
and now, and if it were indeed the intended shape of her life, then she need regret nothing. All wasasit
should be.

The night wore on and shelogt dl sense of the scene around her as she struggled to maintain control.
Almost as much energy was being lost in her attempt to regulate it as she was managing to impart. If this
pattern ever took her back to Anktan, she must present hersalf for training at a Restorers House and
fully magter thisgift.



When Mitsu's breathing finaly grew more even, lesslabored, Kikawithdrew and sat for atime, head
down, gauging the depths of her own exhaustion. She had spent much, but perhaps there was enough | eft
to help another. With asigh, she moved on to the next most in need, the pale-green lakatrandator with
the shattered cargpace. The lakawas too weak to raise her head as Kika placed a palm over the spider
web of chitin.

Though her control was ragged and her skills poor, perhaps she could ease this poor creature's misery.
She bowed her head and began.

Onopawent into the forest for lengths of wood, then resplinted Montrose's leg. It wasn't much, she
thought, but it would have to do until they got him to a proper med.

That done, she decided to return to their base camp to use the bulky com unit left up there. Montrose
tried to talk her into waiting for dawn, but she didn't want Blackeagle to come back and find her ditting
on her duff when there was work to be done and ordersto be carried out.

She climbed through the night, haf-blind with weariness. Simy vines dithered across her path and caught
at her battered boots. The rocks were dick after the rain and she kept dipping, but they had casuaties
and she couldn't just it around and catch afew winks while others suffered and died. At least she could
breathe back here on Oleaaka. She could be grateful for that much. Her lungs still ached and her eyes
burned, but Jensen was far worse off and Montrose needed more pain meds.

Findly, though, she had to admit she just didn't know where the hell she was. She took shelter benegth a
cliff, which would protect her from thelast of the rain's runoff, and waited for dawn. She rested her head
back againgt the rock, too tired to deep. Every inch of her body was bruised and achingand . . .

With agtart, she felt the warmth of sun dance across her face. She opened her eyes and saw the
emerald tapestry of therain forest down below, therise and fdl of the diamond-topped seadl the way to
the horizon, and a black-uniformed Ranger captain standing afew feet away, hisarms crossed over his
chest and his expression stern.

It seemed to take forever for the flek transfer-tech to retune the grid to its satisfaction. With Mitsu gone,
Heyoka had to depend on the few words of Standard Fourth Trandator had picked up, which proved
atogether inadequate for the task at hand.

When the grid wasfindly pronounced ready, though, he went in the second group, aong with Visht,

Kei, the transfer-tech, and architect. That left mostly flek along with two laka, but their metabolisms
could take the atmosphere far better than hrinn and humans. The actua transfer was aswrenching as
before, cold as a Jovian moon and agonizing to his acute hrinnti hearing. If the Confederation ever did
adopt this mode of trangportation, they could forget about him using it. His earswere sill ringing when he
made hisway out of the cave and up into the sweet morning air.

He had expected to see miserable survivors huddled together, somber faces, perhaps even afew dead,
including Mitsu. Instead, he found an entire camp, complete with tents, akitchen dispensing warm food,
and anumber of unfamiliar human Rangers.



Montrose lurched to hisfeet, hisleg encased in afresh clean professiond-looking splint that couldn't
have been fashioned from the materids a hand. He saluted. "Welcome back, Sergeant!”

Heyoka saluted back. "At ease, Corpora.” He blinked at the bright sunlight and the organized bustle
before him. "What is—al this?"

Montrose grinned, looking years younger than just afew hours ago. "Theflek fell back unexpectedly, so
the front has shifted again. It could even have something to do with thefall of the flek world on the other
end of that grid. Once Oleagka wasn't behind the lines anymore, theMarion returned to pick us up.
Onopafound a search party up by the base camp and brought them down here. They transported Jensen
and Naxk up to the ship for treatment, athough they were aready doing alot better, but | requested to
stay until the rest of the squad made it back.”

"l see." Heyokamoved aside as Kel emerged from the cave and snarled with surprise.

"Master Sergeant Blackeagle?' A human came forward, male, fortyish, dark-headed, vaguely familiar.
Heyoka saluted somewhat sketchily, then nudged Kel to do the same. "Sir?"

"Captain Elias Tork," the man said and returned their salute. "Mgjor Dennehy had to remain with the
fleet, but he dispatched mein his placeto pick up survivors, if there were any, and seeif the transfer grid

you discovered was Hill intact.”

Heyoka blinked as a memory surfaced. "We were a Enjas Two together,” he said. "'l thought | knew
you from somewhere."

"Y ou were quite the legend back there," Tork said dryly. "It's not everyone who takes out an entire flek
advance by himsdf."

"Those were specid circumstances,” Heyokasaid, remembering the occasion of hisfirst involuntary
blueshift. "I don't think | could do it now."

"I heard you'd gone home," Tork said. "It lookslike you put together a crack unit, though | think they
tend to exaggerate. Y our people have been telling me wild tales about transporting to aflek world and

capturing the whole shebang?'

Heyoka could tell by the ook in Tork's eyethat he didn't believe aword of it. "It'strue,” he said
diffidently, "for the most part."

Tork's eyes narrowed. "Exactly which part isn't true?’

"Wedidn't doit by ourselves, and we weren't able to capture everything and everyone there,” Heyoka
sad. "To begin with, the laka provided what you might call “covering fire." We couldn't have gotten ten
steps beyond the other side without them, and then the flek destroyed alarge segment of their city before
we were able to intervene. Most of them had dready suicided at that point rather than be captured.”

"But youdid go through that grid?*

"Yes." Heyokasuddenly had an ideaof how crazy thisal sounded.

"And you could do it again—any time?'



"Aslong aswe had one of the laka drones dong who understandsits mechanism, or a captive flek tech.
We couldn't do it by ourselves. I'm not sure non-flek could ever operate that sort of technology. It seems

to be asmuch an art asascience.”
"Can | seethe grid?’ Tork asked. A fierce hunger burned in hiseyes. "1 want to be ableto say | have
firsthand knowledge when | report al this back to Mgor Dennehy.”
Kei bristled and his handclaws flexed. He whirled upon Heyoka, outrage blazing in his eyes. "He does

not believeyou! | will tear hisears off!"
"Stand down, Private," Heyoka said. "Humans are different than hrinn, though that shouldn't exactly be
news at this point. They're so doubtful, sometimes they don't even believe the evidence provided by their

own senses.”
"That isridiculous!" Kel said. "No wonder they don't perceive the sacredpatterns/in/progress !" He

staked away, snarling.

Tork stared.
"I'm afraid we're il training,” Heyoka said offhandedly. "Don't worry, though. He hardly ever attacks

without warning these days.”
"|—see" Tork clagped his hands behind hisback. "The grid?’
"Of course," Heyokasaid. "With any luck, the next group will be coming through about the time we get
there. Youll get to see an authentic flek transfer grid in operation.”
"How many of your people are left back on the flek world?' Tork asked.
"One," Heyokasaid. "A casudty, I'm afraid. Mot of the rest coming through now will be lower caste

flek, dong with afew laka."

Tork's eyeswidened. "Flek?"
"Tameones," Heyokasaid. "I'll explain whilewewalk. It'salong story."

When word reached Dennehy that the grid was operational and provided direct accessto ardatively
intact flek city, he returned to Oleaakawithin forty-eight hours with three shipfuls of experts. The news
about the |aka's potent song was an extra bonus.

"I don't mind admitting | thought this project of yours was a complete wash,”" he said to Heyoka afew

hours after viewing the now quiescent grid for himsdlf. "Humans and Anktan-raised hrinn just didn't seem
to be able to work together. I'm glad | can give you the green light now, as well as another well-deserved

promotion.”
"Thereisthe matter of my insubordination,” Heyokasaid. "1 did refuse adirect order to evacuate.”

Dennehy winked. ™Y ou know, | think | forgot to writethat up,” he said. "I guessit'stoo late now. At any



rate, you put your peoplefirgt, and it's hard to fault an officer for that.”

"Very generous of you, Sir," Heyoka said, "but I'm going to refuse that promotion. Infact, | intend to
resgn my commisson.”

The older man sagged. "Y ou can't mean that."

"l do," he said. "I've been going over thiswhole operation in my mind, replaying what worked and what
didnt, and why. It's clear to methat it's neither fair nor efficient to ask hrinn to constrain themselves
enough to function within human command structures. | could do it, but just barely, and only because |
was raised by humans.”

He gestured at Kel, working beside Kika now, taking inventory of the captured flek weapons. "They're
amazing warriors, blessed with boundless heart and courage, but we just hold them back by inssting on
petty rules and regulations meant for the human psyche. They've got strengths of their own that should be
encouraged, not beaten back and subdued.”

"Y ou sound like you aready have something esein mind," Dennehy said.

"l do." Heyokawatched Visht and Onopa emerge out of therain forest, Side by side, conversing easly,
gpparently oblivious of their different origins. "l want to take my unit back to Anktan and work out an
entirely new command structure, perhaps a cross between ahrinnti Line and amales house. If it works,
we can gill servein the war, but as Anktan troops, not Confederation ones. Well be your alies, rather
than your subordinates, fighting at your side, but not under your command. We haveto find our own
way, anew patternif you will, thet fitsusal.”

"Don't resign,” Dennehy said, "at least not yet. Take aleave of absence. Let me bring thisto
Headquarters. Perhaps we can work something out.”

"All right, I'll hold off," Heyokasaid. "For now, anyway." He turned to watch Visht, the reticent priest,
who had followed the Black/orn/black across space on the strength of his belief in this pattern; Kika,
outcast from her own Line, who would have died by the hand of her own kin, had she not left with the
Rangers, and Ke, the rebel, born of outlawed Levv, like himself, and raised outside hrinnti conventions.
Anktan had no rolefor any of them, and yet they dl made fine Rangers, in their own fashion. Even Skd,
with al hisfaultsand quirks, had done well in the end. He doubted a squad staffed with only humans or
hrinn could have been nearly as successful in this operation. Their strengths had combined in synergistic
ways.

"What about your human recruits?' asked Dennehy. "They've worked hard on this project too. You
can't just tell them “never mind' and send them packing.”

"They'rewelcome," Heyoka said. "I'll screen any and all gpplicants, as soon as | get set up. Those who
have dready trained with us can go now, or anytime later, if they wish."

Dennehy nodded. "Wdll, there's a shuttle due to land from the ship in afew minutes. I'm going back on it
to theMarion and seeif | can finish my reports. The holos of the flek city you sent back yesterday were
magnificent! Weve dready learned morein the last few days than we have in years of long-range
research.”

Heyokawaked with him to the edge of camp and saw the mgor off, then found Ke waiting for him
when he returned to the cave's entrance. The hole had been widened and stabilized by the Rangersfor



ease of access. Thelaka, busy with socidizing their newly acquired flek, stayed away for the most part.
The place till made them uneasy, but they had provided both atrandator and grid-tech on duty al of the
time

"Youtold him," Ke sad.

"Yes," Heyokasaid. "And he seemed to understood. He thinks we might even be able to work this out
and maintain an officid relaionship with the Rangers.”

The noise of an incoming shuttle shrieked down through the atmosphere and helooked up intimeto see
it landing up on aterrace on the Sde of the mountain.

"That isgood,” Ke said. "l thought hewould refuse. | fill have difficulty predicting what humanswill do,
and thefew timesthat | have beenright, | dwayswished | weren't.”

"| fedl the same sometimes about hrinn," Heyoka said, "athough | was glad to be wrong back in the flek
city when Mitsu boxed your ears. | thought for aminute there you were going to tear out her throat.”

"l was." Ke'shlack eyes, dmost invisible againgt hisblack fur, blinked solemnly.

"What stopped you?'

"I glimpsed something in her face, for just abreath,” hesaid. "l realized | had seen it before, in the faces
of humans on Anktan, when we came together that night to attack the grid. She was part of what was
arising both then and now, and | redlized, no matter how greet her offense, | had to et her live.”

"Y ou saw apattern?'

"The one that was named before, star sover/stars . Kikathinks she saw part of it too, and Vight. It'stoo
big for oneindividua to comprehend, and it's not yet complete. It's still taking shape, even hereinthis
digant place.”

"Y ou know, you didn't believe in patternswhen | first came back to Levv," Heyokasaid.

"Being caught up in onethislarge and overwheming would make a bdiever out of anyone,” Ke said
crosdy, "and al who come closeto you will dwaysbe caught upinit. It'splain you areits center.”

Heyoka had always been uncomfortable with thismystical stuff, but he supposed this sort of thing was
the price of resembling an old legend. He rubbed his earsin frustration.

"Heyokal" Mitsu's voice came from the dopes above.

"Down herel" Hewaved an arm, though he couldn't see her yet. Word was that she was much better,
though the meds said she would not have survived the night, if Kikahadn't intervened.

In his new unit, there would be a place for Restorers, aswdl as cublings, misfits, and cast-offs of every
rank. He would take them al, human and hrinn, male and female, and craft something unique that
combined their strengths.

Mitsu crested the last rise and waved back. Her black hair feathered in the wind. She was pink-faced
with exertion and grinning. "They wanted me to stay up there on the ship and interpret the flek data asit



camein, but | talked them into letting me rgoin the squad.”

"Y ou look good,” Heyokasaid. And shedid. Her cheeks had filled out again and the shadows that had
haunted her eyes since Anktan were gone. She seemed much more her old salf, but with anew
assurance.

"Oh, I'mfineg" shesaid cardlesdy. | redly didn't need to go back up to the ship in thefirst place. They
medeme.”

"Glad | wasn't there, then." He gave her abroad hrinnti smile, pulling hislips back and reveding wicked
double rows of teeth. Most humans, he knew, found it daunting, but Mitsu just grinned back.

"You wereright dl along about the lakaand theflek," he said. "I should have trusted you."

"Y ou couldn't know," she said. Her blue eyes sobered. "Heck, | couldn't know. The flek had messed
with my mind so thoroughly back on Anktan, | could have been as crazy asafleain null-grav and killed
usdl."

"But you held out,” hesaid. "Y ou madeit."
"Wemadeit." A smile crinkled the corners of her eyes.

" S0, how do you fed about going back to Anktan? I've got afew ideas | want to discuss with you, after
| bounce them off Command.”

"I think | need to go back," she said. "I need to stand on that plain beyond the mountains, where the grid
usedtobe, so | canfed it'sredly, truly over.”

They were companionably slent together for amoment, |etting the bright Oleaakan sun stream over thelr
faces, the breeze bathe them in pleasant green scents. It was going to be dl right, he thought, watching
her subtly atered expression. Theimpression of being wound tighter than a coiled spring had | eft her
body. Mitsu was not precisaly herself again—too much had happened for that—Dbut she was on the road
to someone that, perhaps, in the end, shewould liketo be.

She sighed, but he read contentment in the sound, rather than dissatisfaction, a safe coming to rest. "At
any rate," she said, "Command is so wired about thisfind. They think it's going to make a huge difference
fighting the war from now on. By the way, they've determined there definitely are no other citieson the
flek world. It was just asingle garrison, asthe captured flek techs have been telling us." She shaded her
eyes. "So, wherésKel, anyway?'

Heyokalooked around, but the hrinn had beaten a hasty retreat as soon as shed comeinto view. He
flicked an ear. | think he's embarrassed. He had the perfect excuseto kill you back in the flek city and
letit dip out of hisclaws."

Just then another of the around-the-clock exploratory teams emerged from the cave, complete with air

tanks, sound dampers, and protective masks, back from atrip through the grid. At thetail end of the
group, he was shocked to see agrimy hrinn, supported on either side by overwhemed humans.

"Skal!" He bounded forward to take the piebad hrinn'sarm. "I thought you were dead!”

"Probably too bloody mean to die," Mitsu muttered as she took the other arm and staggered beneath his



weight.

Skal raised his head and regarded them with bleary encrusted eyes. "That isaterrible place,”" he rasped
in hrinnti, then broke into a deep, rasping cough. His fur was patchy. One of his ears dangled and would
not stand erect. "After we became separated, | could not find asingle thing left to kill!"

Epilogue

Two weeks later, afew hours before the squad was to ship out for Anktan on the next scheduled
shuttle, Heyoka decided to make afinal vist to the [aka village. He meant to dip off and spesk to elther
Fourth or Ninth Trandator done, but Mitsu trailed after him.

Severd flek looked up, asthe two emerged from the rain forest's depths. Mitsu stared, then dipped
closer and jogged Heyokas elbow. "L ook at their chitin," she whispered.

He narrowed his eyes, then saw what she meant. "They'repink !"

"Likethelaka," she said. "Ninth Trandator once told metheir coloration was by choice, but I'd
forgotten. They must dye themsdves somehow.”

Fashion-conscious flek, he thought. Now he truly had seen everything.

The village seethed with life, no longer the quiet place Confederation anthropol ogists had once found it.
The vegetable patches and fruit arbors were again carefully tended. Most of the damaged huts had been
repaired. Lines of lakaand flek bustled back and forth, as though there were no difference between them
aadl.

"I was here yesterday," Mitsu said offhandedly. "1 would have asked you dong, if 1'd known you wanted
to come back." She covered her eyes and stared up at the amber sun. "They aren't going to put their
drones down anymore, you know."

He stopped. "What?"

"Their drones." She met his startled gaze. "They dways put them down—euthanize them—as soon as
they breed. It's called the Feast of Leavetaking. They couldn't think of any other way to preservethe
peace. Once breeding hastriggered hormonal surges, they start remembering things the lakawould rather
forget. You didn't know?"'

"No," hesad numbly.

"At any rate, some of them are naturd techs, so now they can help maintain the grid and show us how to
operate the remaining machinery intheflek city," she said. "Most of the rest carry warrior DNA, so
they're not wanted here on Oleaaka, but Dennehy thinks we might be able to train them to fight for us.
They don't care about palitics or Sdes, but they sure do love agood fight. Command is even thinking of
coating them with that Stuff the transfer-tech dreamed up so lasersjust bounce off."

"Well, they can count me out on that training assgnment,” he said fervently.



"Me, too," she said, then waved at a pale-green laka coming toward them. "Ninth Trandator!"

The laka stopped before them, her elegant neck bowed, her eyes calm. "1 have been practicing your
language," she said, dowly and ditinctly, "though it seems strange that your two species speak but a
sngle didect between them. Y our forms are otherwise so divergent.” She hesitated. "I have anew
designation, Trandator-to-Aliens. My descendents shall servein this capacity aswell, and perhaps even
leave Oleaskato travel with your kind and render assistance.”

He glanced at her side, but the once-fractured cargpace was smooth again. "Y ou have recovered.”
"Y ou would not give meleaveto die" shesaid, "so | did not.”
"Kikahad something to do with that too,” Mitsu said.

"Both of the furred onesdid,” said Ninth. " Such athing is unheard of among the laka, returning from the
certain path to death. We are il trying to sort out the meaning of this event. For years, we fled contact
with al other species, thinking them as violent and destructive as our forebearers. We vaued the peace
of our own hearts above dl ese, even our young."

"Humans can beviolent," Heyoka said, "when the situation calsfor it, and certainly hrinn can aswell.
Unfortunately, war is sometimesthe price of surviva.”

"The gray one, Kika, spoke to me of a pattern,' " Ninth said, "something large and complex that has
now reached out to include the lakatoo, but | do not yet understand what she meant.”

"You aren't the only one," Heyokasaid. "Don't let it worry you."
"We cameto say good-by," Mitsu said. "We're leaving soon."
Ninth blinked. "All of you?'

"No, the laka have planted the seeds of avery powerful weapon here," he said. "I'm afraid the
Confederation is going to remain on Oleaaka along time, whether you want us or not, trying to puzzle out
how to do what you aready know. For years, humanity has been trying to exterminate the flek, or
Makers, just asthe Makers once tried to exterminate you, and it doesn't work. Pound for pound, they're
incredibly effective fighters. The war has been essentidly at salemate for along time.”

He gazed around the village at the newly pink-and-green-and-blue tinted flek learning how to put their
wartime skillsto work in this agrarian setting and socia organization, a bit like hitching cobrasto plows.
"The key liesin persuading the Makersto eliminate the aggressive castes, asyou lakadid, so that a
some point coexistence between our species becomes possible.”

"Our way was not without flaws," Trandator-to-Aliens said. "We were forced to make difficult
sacrifices”

"But you were on the right track," he said. "We want to record your song, study and refineit, then
broadcast it whenever we come up against the Makers, compel them to listen to ustoo.”

He looked up at the green-blue sky above and fdlt the immense blackness of space that lay hidden
beyond. Hisfdllow soldiers were fighting and dying on countless worlds out there this very minute, and



the struggle would continue, the flek spreading across this quadrant with a speed and ruthlessness other
species could never hope to match.

It had taken humans, hrinn, and lakato prevail in the flek city, many divergent voices coming together to
sing one unigque song. None of them could have done it done. There was a sobering lesson here. It was
time to combine strengths.

Settling back in the shade of the luminary tree, he watched Trandator-to-Aliens practice her Standard
on Mitsu, while, al around them, transformed flek assisted lowly gleaners and builderswith their humble
tasks, asunassuming in their new roles as old dogs.

Tiny orange insects buzzed around his muzzle. He could smell newly harvested melons being piled afew

yards away, their scent abit like astringent lemon spiked with vanilla. His eyelids sagged, then, overhead,
tree limbs shifted in the breeze. The sun blazed through them and flashed as though reflecting off a
mirrored surface. He blinked.

Just for asecond, something had seemed to shimmer in the midday sun, asinuous, wide-sweeping curve
weaving through the village, linking laka and flek, human and hrinn, vast, complicated, asirresstibleasa
roaring river inflood, dl leading back to him.

Something/in/motion.

He shivered. Blasted hrinn. Now they had him doing it too.

It wastime to round up histroops and move on. After dl, they gill had awar to fight.



