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FOREWORD

 


This book, Confederation, is the
second novel of the In Her
Name: Redemption trilogy, and
picks up right where Empire, the first
book, leaves off. So, if you haven’t yet read Empire, go
back and grab a copy and dig into that first or you’ll be wondering
just what’s going on!

The nice thing is that you don’t have to worry about paying
anything extra for it: Empire is free on my
web site in all major
ebook formats, and is also free at just about all the on-line
retailers.

While we’re on the topic of free, make sure you also grab a
copy of First
Contact, which is the first
book of the In Her Name: The
Last War trilogy, and is also
free on my site (on the same web page).

Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, I hope you enjoy
the continued adventures of Reza, Esah-Zhurah, and their companions
as the In Her Name
story continues!
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CHAPTER ONE

 


“It’s going to be light
soon.”

The statement was more than simple
fact. Coming from the young Marine corporal, whose left leg ended
halfway down his thigh, the bloody stump capped with crude bandages
that now reeked of gangrene, the words were a prophecy of doom.
Like many of the others clustered around him, broken and beaten, he
was beyond fear. He had spent most of the previous night taken with
fever, whispering or crying for the wife he would never see again,
the daughter he had never seen beyond the image of the hologram he
held clutched to his lacerated chest. There were dozens more just
like him crammed into the stone church, waiting for morning.
Waiting to die. “They’ll be coming.”

“Rest easy, my son,” Father
Hernandez soothed, kneeling down to give the man a drink of water
from the clay pitcher he carried. “Conserve your strength. The Lord
shall protect and provide for us. You are safe here.”

“Bullshit.”

Hernandez turned to find Lieutenant
Jodi Ellen Mackenzie, Confederation Navy, glaring at him from where
she kneeled next to a fallen Marine officer. Her foul mouth
concealed a heart of gold and a mountain of determination, both to
survive and to keep the people who depended on her – now including
these Marines – alive. Momentarily turning her attention from
Hernandez, Mackenzie closed Colonel Moreau’s eyes with a gentle
brush of her hand.

Another life
taken in vain, Hernandez thought sadly.
How many horrors had he witnessed these past, what, weeks? Months?
And how many were yet to come? But he refused to relent in his
undying passion that his way, the way of the Church into which he
had been born and raised, and finally had come to lead, was the way
of righteousness.

“Please, lieutenant,” he asked as
one of the parish’s monks made his way to the side of the dead
Marine colonel to mutter the last rites over her cooling body, “do
not blaspheme in my church.” He had said the very same thing to her
countless times, but each time he convinced himself that it was the
first and only transgression, and that she would eventually give in
to his gentle reason. He was not, nor had he ever become, angry
with her, for he was a man of great if not quite infinite patience
and gentleness. He looked upon those two traits and his belief in
God as the trinity that defined and guided his life. They had
served him and his small rural parish well for many years, through
much adversity and hardship. He had no intention of abandoning
those tenets now, in the face of this unusual woman or the great
Enemy, the demons, that had come from the skies. “Please,” he said
again.

Mackenzie rolled
her eyes tiredly and shrugged. “Sure, Father,” she said in a less
than respectful tone. “Let’s see, what is it you guys say?
Forgive me, Father, for I have
sinned?” She came to stand next to him,
the light from the candle in his hand flickering against her face
like a trapped butterfly. “The only sin that I’ve seen is you and
all your people sitting around on your butts while these poor
bastards,” she jabbed a finger at one of the rows of wounded that
now populated the church, “throw their gonads in the grinder for
you.” She saw him glance at Colonel Moreau’s body, now covered with
a shroud of rough burlap. “She can’t help you anymore, priest,”
Mackenzie muttered, more to herself than for his benefit. Moreau
had been as sympathetic to Hernandez’s beliefs as much as Jodi was
not. “I guess I’m in charge of this butcher shop now.” She closed
her eyes and shook her head. “Jesus.”

Hernandez regarded her for a
moment, taken not so much by the callousness of her words but by
her appearance. Even exhausted, coated with grime and smelling of
weeks-old sweat (water conservation and Kreelan attacks having
rendered bathing an obsolete luxury), she was more than beautiful.
Although Father Hernandez and the other dozen monks who tended to
the parishioners of Saint Mary’s of Rutan had taken the vows of
celibacy, he could not deny the effect she had on him and, he
suspected, on more than one of the monks under his charge. Even for
a man of sixty-five, aged to seventy or eighty by a rough life on a
world not known for its kindness, she was a temptation for the
imagination, if not for the flesh. Hernandez did not consider
himself a scholar, but he had read many of the great literary works
of ancient times, some even in the original Latin and Greek, and he
knew that Helen of Troy could have been no more radiant in her
appearance. He could hardly intuit the heritage that gave her the
black silken hair and coffee skin from which her ice blue eyes
blazed. In his mind he saw the bloodlines of a Nubian queen merged
with that of a fierce Norseman. Perhaps such was the case, the
result of some unlikely but divine rendezvous somewhere on the
ancient seas of Terra.

“You’re staring,
father,” she said with a tired sigh. It
was always the same, she thought. Ever
since she was ten and about to bloom into the woman she someday
would become, she had been the object of unwanted interest from
men. The boys in her classes, sometimes the teachers; countless
smiling faces had flooded by over the years, remaining as leering
gargoyles in her memory. The only man she had ever truly loved had
been her father, who had been immune to her unintentional power: he
was blind from birth, beyond even the hope of reconstructive
surgery. Jodi was sure that the fate that had placed this curse on
him had been a blessing in disguise for her and for their
relationship. He had never seen her beauty beyond what the loving
touch of his fingers upon her face could reveal, and so he had
never felt the craving or lust that her appearance seemed to
inspire in so many others. He had always been wonderful to her, and
there were no words to describe her love for him.

Jodi and her mother had been
equally close, and with her Jodi had shared her feelings, her
apprehensions, as she grew. But while her mother could well
understand Jodi’s feelings, she had never been able to truly grasp
the depth of her daughter’s concerns, and in the honesty they had
always shared, she had never claimed to. Arlene Mackenzie was a
beautiful woman in her own right, but she knew quite well that Jodi
was several orders of magnitude higher on whatever primal scale was
used to judge subjective beauty. Jodi was only thankful that her
mother had never been jealous of the power her daughter could wield
over others if she had ever chosen to, which she never had. Jodi
had always been very close to her parents, and she reluctantly
admitted to herself that right now she, Jodi Mackenzie, veteran
fighter pilot of the Black Widow Squadron, missed them terribly.
The priest’s appraising stare only made her miss them
more.

“What’s the matter, father?” she
said finally, her skin prickling with anger. “Did you get tired of
popping your altar boys?”

Red-faced, Hernandez averted his
gaze. A nearby monk glanced in their direction, a comic look of
shock on his face. The Marines lying on the floor beside them were
in no condition to notice their exchange.

“Please,” Hernandez said quietly,
his voice choked with shame, “forgive my trespass. I cannot deny a
certain weakness for your beauty, foolish old man that I am. That
is an often unavoidable pitfall of the flesh of which we are all
made, and even a hearty pursuit of God’s Truth cannot always
prevent the serpent from striking. But I assure you,” he went on,
finally returning her angry gaze, “that the vows I took when a very
young man have been faithfully kept, and will remain unbroken for
as long as I live.” Hernandez offered a tentative smile. “As
beautiful as you are, I don’t feel in need of a cold
shower.”

Jodi’s anger dissipated at the old
joke that sometimes was not so funny for those in Hernandez’s
position. More important, she appreciated the priest’s guts for
admitting his weakness with such sincerity. That, she thought, was
something rare on the outback colony worlds, where men were still
men and women were still cattle.

“Maybe you don’t,” she told him,
her mouth calling forth a tired but sincere smile of forgiveness,
simultaneously wrinkling her nose in a mockery of the body odor
they all shared, “but I could sure as hell use one.”

Visibly relieved and letting her
latest blasphemy pass unnoticed, Hernandez took the opportunity to
change the subject. “Now that you are in command,” he asked
seriously, “what do you intend to do?”

“That’s a good question,” she said
quietly, turning the issue over in her mind like a stringy chunk of
beef on a spit, a tough morsel to chew on, but all that was
available. She looked around, surveying the dark stone cathedral
that had been her unexpected garrison and home for nearly three
weeks. Shot down by Kreelan ground fire while supporting the Marine
combat regiment that had been dispatched to Rutan, she had bailed
out of her stricken fighter a few kilometers from the village of
the same name, and that was where she had been stranded ever since.
She had never worried about being shot at while floating down on
the parachute, watching as her fighter obliterated itself against a
cliff face five kilometers away, because in all the years of the
war, the Kreelans had never attacked anyone who had bailed out. At
least, that is, until the unlucky individual reached the
ground.

In Jodi’s case,
friendly troops happened to reach her first, but that was the
beginning and the end of her good fortune. As she was drifting
toward the black-green forest in which Rutan was nestled,
the Hood, her
squadron’s home carrier, and her escorts were taking a beating at
the hands of two Kreelan heavy cruisers that a few days earlier had
landed an enemy force to clean out the human settlement. After
destroying her tormentors in a running fight that had lasted nearly
three days, Hood had informed the regimental commander, Colonel Moreau, that
the ship would be unable to resume station over Rutan: her battle
damage required immediate withdrawal to the nearest port and a
drydock. The captain expressed his sincere regrets to Moreau, but
he could not face another engagement with any hope of his ship and
her escorts surviving. There were no other Kreelan ships in the
area, and Kreelan forces on the planet were judged to be roughly
even to what the regiment could field, plus whatever help the
Territorial Army could provide. On paper, at least, it looked to be
a fair fight.

But
neither Hood’s captain, nor the Marines who had come to defend the planet
had counted on a colony made up entirely of pacifists. Normally,
the two thousand-strong Marine regiment would have been able to
count on support from the local Territorial Army command that was
supposed to be established on every human-settled world in the
Confederation. In the case of Rutan, that should have been an
additional five to eight thousand able-bodied adults with at least
rudimentary weapons, if not proper light infantry combat
gear.

Unfortunately, the intelligence
files had contained nothing about the colony’s disdain of violence.
But that was hardly surprising, considering that the information
contained in the files was for an entirely different settlement.
Only the data on the planet’s physical characteristics – weather,
gravity, and the like – happened to be correct. Someone had called
it an administrative error, but most of the Marines had more
colorful names for the mistake that was to cost them their lives.
They were bitter indeed when they discovered that what should have
been a comparatively swift human victory through sheer weight of
numbers rapidly became a struggle for survival against the most
tenacious and implacable enemy that humans had ever
encountered.

Now, a month after the Marines had
leaped from the assault boats under protective fighter cover from
Jodi’s Black Widows, the proud 373d Marine Assault Regiment
(Guards) had been reduced to twenty-two effectives, eighty-six
walking wounded, and nearly five-hundred stretcher cases, most of
them crammed into St. Mary’s. The rest of the original one
thousand, nine hundred and thirty-seven members of the original
Marine force lay scattered in the forests around the village, dead.
Among the casualties were the regiment’s surgeon and all thirty-one
medics. The survivors now had to rely on the primitive skills of
the two local physicians (Jodi preferred to think of them as witch
doctors), plus whatever nursing Hernandez and his monks could
provide.

The remainder of the population, on
order of the Council of Elders and with Hernandez’s recommendation,
had holed themselves up in their homes to await the outcome of the
battle. Jodi had often pondered the blind luck that had led Rutan’s
founders to build their village in the hollow of a great cliff that
towered over the forest, much like an ancient native American
civilization had done over a millennia before on Terra: it had been
the key to their survival thus far. An ordinary rural settlement,
situated in the open, would have forced the defenders to spread
themselves impossibly thin to protect their uncooperative civilian
hosts.

On the other hand, Jodi thought,
depressing herself still further, the human contingent was now
completely trapped. While the village’s natural defenses helped to
keep the enemy out, and the sturdy stone construction made its
dwellings almost impervious to the small arms fire the Kreelans
occasionally deigned to use, they also left no escape route open to
the defenders. There was only one way in, and one way
out.

She thought of how close victory
could have been, had the villagers cooperated. But Colonel Moreau
and her Marines had dished out punishment as well as they had taken
it, inflicting at least as many casualties as they had themselves
taken. Jodi was convinced that even now a completely untrained and
moderately motivated militia, led by the few remaining able-bodied
Marines, could take the field. They were the defenders, and in this
battle of attrition the humans had at least one advantage: they
knew where the Kreelans would attack, and when. The enemy did not
apply the principles of Clausewitz or Sun Tzu to their tactics and
strategy. In fact, it was not entirely clear at times if they
really had either, or cared. This confused the bulk of their human
opponents, who were conditioned to deal with “logical” objectives
like capturing terrain or severing enemy lines of communication,
all of which – hopefully – would help accomplish some particular
strategic objective.

More often than not, however, the
Kreelans simply preferred a stand-up brawl that was more typical of
the knights of Medieval Europe than the technologically advanced
race they otherwise were. Rarely did they seek a decisive
advantage, mostly preferring to duke it out one-on-one, or even
conferring a numerical or qualitative edge to the humans. They used
their more advanced weapons to strip the humans of theirs, lowering
the level of technology employed on the battlefield to not much
more than rifles, knives, fists and claws.

The humiliating – and frightening –
thing, Jodi thought, was that they usually won, even when fighting
at a disadvantage.

Here, on Rutan, Jodi knew that even
now the remaining Kreelans were massing for an attack on the
village. The first shots would be fired at dawn, as they had for
the last three weeks. She also knew that this would probably be
their last fight. There simply were not enough able bodies left to
cover all the holes in their flagging defenses. Once the Marine
line finally broke, the civilians who cowered in their shuttered
homes would be massacred.

“Father,” she said, trying to
drive away the oppressive desperation of their situation, “I’m
going to ask you this one last time: will you please at least let
people, anyone who wants to, pick up a weapon and help us. You
don’t have to ask for volunteers, just let them do
whatever–”

“And I have told you, Lieutenant
Mackenzie,” he replied, gently but firmly cutting her off, “that I
shall permit no such thing.” Jodi, her cheeks flushed with
frustration and rising anger, opened her mouth to say something,
but Hernandez waved her into silence. “I grieve terribly for the
deaths and suffering of these courageous people,” he went on
quietly, “but we long ago set aside violence as a part of our
lives. Rutan has not had a violent crime committed in nearly a
century, and neither I nor the council will condone our people
taking up arms for any reason, even our own self-preservation. We
did not ask you to intercede on our behalf; you came of your own
accord, uninvited. I am truly sorry, but this is how it must
be.”

Jodi just stared at him for a
minute, trying to calm herself down. It made her so mad to know
that her demise – as well as that of the Marines around her – could
have been so easily prevented. She wanted to scream at the old man,
but she was too tired, too worn out. “This is probably going to be
it, you know,” she told him quietly so the others nearby could not
hear. Most of them knew that their number was going to come up this
morning, but she did not see any sense in advertising the fact.
“They’re going to get through us today, and then you’re going to
have a real bloodbath on your hands, father. All your little sheep,
hiding in their comfy houses, are going to get more than fleeced.
They’ll be slaughtered to the last child.”

“I am an old man,” he told her
solemnly, “but I am still young enough at heart to believe, to have
faith in God. I don’t believe that divine miracles disappeared with
the passage of Jesus our Lord from the earth. God has already
granted us one miracle in our time of need: your coming to protect
us as the enemy was knocking at our gates. I believe that He has
not yet abandoned us.”

Jodi regarded him coldly. She liked
him, respected him. Deep down, she wanted to believe him. She
wanted to throw herself on her knees and beg forgiveness if only
things would just be all right, if the enemy would just disappear,
if someone would wake her up from this nightmare. But she knew it
was an illusion. The enemy was not about to simply be sucked into
some miraculous celestial vacuum cleaner. The wounded and dying
around her and the bloody carnage outside the village gates was
clear evidence that, if there was a God, His benign interests were
obviously elsewhere, not worth expending on the inhabitants of this
insignificant grain of dust in the cosmos. No, she thought grimly.
The Kreelans would not just go away, whisked to some
never-never-land by a momentarily preoccupied God. They had to be
fought and killed to the last warrior, hacked to pieces,
exterminated. Only then would Jodi feel justified in thinking about
tomorrow.

“The only miracle,” she told him,
“would be if you and your people suddenly got some balls.” Turning
on her heel, Jodi stalked away toward the rear of the church to get
her equipment ready for what she already thought of as Mackenzie’s
Last Stand.

Father Hernandez stared after her,
not knowing if he should be angry or ashamed at the woman’s words.
His leathery face shrouded in a frown, he bent to his work, doing
what he could to comfort the wounded.

God has not
abandoned us, he told himself
fiercely. He has not.

Amid the cries of the wounded and
the dying, Father Hernandez prayed.

* * *

Jodi picked up the ancient-looking
pitcher and poured some cold water into the hand-made clay basin.
After soaking a worn strip of cotton cloth, she wiped her face and
neck, scraping off some of the grime and dirt that had accumulated
since the last time she had allowed herself such a luxury. She
considered undoing her uniform and wiping down the rest of her
body, but decided against it; not out of modesty, but because she
did not have the time.

Here, alone in Father Hernandez’s
private quarters submerged beneath and far behind the altar, she
could have danced nude had she wished. Hernandez had donated his
tiny rectory to the female officers, insisting that they take any
necessary moments of privacy there. Jodi had originally resented it
as a sexually oriented distinction that she initially found
offensive, but Colonel Moreau had accepted, if only to mollify the
headstrong priest. But now, Jodi was glad to have this little room
to herself, just to be alone for a little while. There were no
other occupants. She and Jeannette Moreau had been the last two,
and now Moreau was gone. That left Jodi as not just the last
surviving female officer, but the last surviving officer,
period.

She looked for a moment into the
palm-sized oval of polished metal that Father Hernandez used for a
mirror, studying the face she saw there. She was not afraid of
having to lead the Marines in what was probably going to be their
last battle, for she had been doing that since shortly after she
had been shot down and Moreau had needed her to fill in for Marine
officers she had lost. Jodi had not had the Marines’ specialized
training, but she was tough and quick, both mentally and
physically. It had not taken her long to prove that she was more
than just another pretty fighter jock, and the Marines had quickly
adopted her as one of their own. The Marine NCOs had given her a
crash course in how to fight that made a mockery of the
self-defense training she had received as a part of her pilot
training. And, fitted with a Marine camouflage uniform and armor,
she was indistinguishable on the battlefield from her rival service
colleagues, such was her courage and tenacity. She had put their
teaching to good use and had somehow survived, keeping as many of
her people alive as she could in the process.

She set the mirror down. She could
handle the upcoming fight, win or lose. She was ready, except for
the one thought that nipped at her heels like a small but vicious
dog: she was afraid to die. Unlike many of those in her profession,
she was terrified not just of how she died, but of death itself.
The courage to face the end of life – or at least to ignore the
possibility that death would someday come – was the one thing
neither her parents nor the years she had spent fighting the
Kreelans had given her. Her only religion was flying, but it was
little consolation when faced with the prospect of the end of one’s
existence. Jodi was and always had been an atheist, despite her
parents’ best efforts, and it had made her life somewhat more
straightforward, if not necessarily easier. It was only when one
contemplated the end of the line that things became complicated.
Not surprisingly, Father Hernandez had taken up the challenge with
his customary gusto, but Jodi had argued him to a standstill, as
she had with other would-be converters. A belief in any afterlife
required a kind of faith that Jodi just did not have, and their
intellectual sparring had left them consistently deadlocked, if for
no other reason than Hernandez could not prove to her that there
was a God or Devil, Heaven or Hell. Her beliefs, of course, did not
require proof of anything except the given facts of human existence
and the inevitability of death.

Therefore, she had little trouble
defending her own views while easily finding logical faults in his.
Faith, virtually by definition, transcended logic and empirical
knowledge, which always made it vulnerable to attack. Still, Jodi
respected the man’s vehemence in his beliefs, and was even a little
afraid on a few occasions that maybe – just maybe – he might have
something. But then he would go on about his “miracles” or some
other patent silliness, blowing away any thoughts Jodi might have
had of more closely examining her own beliefs.

Despite his apparent latent
lecherous tendencies, for which Jodi easily forgave him, she liked
the old man, and knew she was going to miss talking to him about
things most of her regular companions took for granted.

But the person she would miss the
most was her squadron commander, with whom Jodi had fallen
hopelessly in love when they met four years before. Jodi tried
desperately to push from her mind any thoughts of the woman she
loved for fear that she would break down and cry now, just before
her last battle. But the image of the woman’s face and the imagined
sound of her voice were more powerful than the fear of failure,
even the fear of death. Jodi knew that the lover of her dreams
would never look upon her as anything more than a close friend,
because she had chosen a different way of living, finding whatever
solace she required with men. Outside of one very tentative advance
that was gently rejected, Jodi had never done anything to change
her love’s beliefs, and had done everything she could to remain her
closest and best friend, no matter the pain it had sometimes caused
her.

Jodi knew she would never see her
again.

“Come on, Mackenzie,” she chided
herself as she wiped a threatening tear from her eye. “Get a
fucking grip.”

Grimacing at the opaque water left
in the basin after rinsing out the rag, Jodi forced herself back to
the present and bent to the task of putting on her armor, donated
by a Marine who no longer needed it.

The candle on the washbasin table
suddenly flickered, a tiny wisp of black smoke trailing toward the
ceiling as the flame threatened to die. Then it steadied again,
continuing to throw its melancholy light into the
rectory.

Jodi, concentrating on closing a
bent latch on her chest plate, did not need to look up. She had not
heard the door open, but had no doubt that the regiment’s acting
sergeant major had come to fetch her.

“I’ll be there in a minute,
Braddock,” she said, smiling. She liked the crusty NCO, lech or
not. “If you want a peek or a piece of ass, you’d better try the
monks’ quarters.” She finished dealing with the recalcitrant latch
on her breastplate, then grabbed her helmet and turned toward the
door. Braddock had been almost like a big brother to her since she
had fallen from the sky, and she was going to give him one last bit
of hell before they plunged into the real thing. “This is off
limits to enlisted scum–”

There was someone
– some thing – in
the rectory with her, all right, but it was not Braddock. Looming
in the shadows just beyond the candle’s reach, she saw that it was
neither a Marine nor one of the church’s robed inhabitants. In
fact, it did not appear to be human at all.

Her hand instinctively went to the
pistol at her waist, but she never had a chance. With lightening
speed, so quick that it was only a dark blur in the dim
candlelight, the thing covered the two or so meters between them.
Before Jodi’s hand was halfway to the gun she sought, her arms were
pinned to her sides in a grip of steel as the Kreelan warrior
embraced her. As she opened her mouth to shout a warning to the
others, a gauntleted hand clamped down over her lips, sealing her
scream in a tomb of silence and rapier-sharp claws that rested
precariously against her cheek. She struggled, throwing her weight
from side to side and flinging her knees upward in hopes of
catching the warrior in the crotch and at least throwing her off
balance, but it was to no avail. It was like she was being held by
a massive slab of granite. The pressure around her ribs suddenly
increased, crushing the air out of her lungs and threatening to
break her upper arms. Gasping through her nose, she closed her eyes
and relented, helplessly surrendering herself to the
inevitable.

But Death did not come. Instead,
the pressure eased to a bearable, if not exactly gentle, level.
Then she felt the hand over her mouth slowly move away. She wanted
to scream, but knew it was probably futile. The warrior now holding
her was stronger than anything or anyone she had ever encountered,
and she had no doubt that with a single determined twitch the arm
still around her chest could crush the life out of her. She bit her
lip, stifling a moan that threatened to bubble from her throat. Her
eyes were still closed; she had seen enough Kreelans close up to
know that there was nothing there that she wanted to see. It was
sometimes better not to look Death in the face.

She heard a tiny metallic click in
the darkness. So quiet that normally she would never have noticed
it, the sound echoed in her skull like a thunderclap. It was a
knife, she thought. Or worse. Involuntarily, cursing her body for
its weakness in the face – literally – of the enemy, she began to
tremble. She didn’t want to be afraid, now that her time had really
come, but she was, anyway.

Something touched her face. She
tried to jerk her head away, but realized that she had nowhere to
go. Her breath was coming in shallow pants, like an overweight dog
forced to run at his master’s side under a hot sun. The dark world
behind her closed eyes was beginning to spin, and suddenly the most
important thing in that tiny world seemed to be that she was on the
verge of losing control of her bladder.

She felt something against her face
again, but this time she did not try to draw away. She knew that it
must be a knife, drawing a pencil-thin bead of blood down her
cheek, painless because it was so sharp. Strange, she thought, that
the Kreelans so often used knives and swords when they had such
weapons built into their bodies. Of course, she absently reflected,
as she imagined the skin of her face being carved away, they used
their claws often enough, too.

The knife
– What else could it be?
she wondered – slowly traced the bones of her
cheeks, then moved along her proud and intelligent brow, pausing as
if to investigate the anomaly of her eyebrows, of which the
Kreelans had nothing but a ridge of horn. Then she felt it spiral
around her right ear, then move to her lips.

God, she thought,
there won’t be anything left of
me. She wanted to cry at what must be
happening to her once-beautiful face, but she stifled the urge. It
would avail her nothing. Surprisingly, she neither felt nor smelled
any blood, which should by now be pouring from her wounds and
streaming in rivers down her face and neck.

Whatever it was continued to probe
at her lips, gently insinuating itself into her mouth to brush
against her teeth. Like some absurd dental probe, it dallied at her
canines. Then the thing – a finger, she suddenly realized –
extracted itself, leaving Jodi to ponder the tracks and swirls upon
her skin that were now burned into her memory.

Again, she waited. She wondered how
much time had passed, hoping that someone would come looking for
her and burn this alien thing into carbon. But a hasty reflection
revealed that only a minute or two, if that, could have passed
since the thing mysteriously appeared. And how–

Her thought was suddenly
interrupted by a sensation she instinctively recognized, and it
jolted her with the force of electricity. She had no idea what had
run its course over her face only a moment before, but what touched
her now was immediately recognizable. A palm, a hand, gently
brushing against her face. She could tell even without seeing it
that it was rough, callused, but warm and almost timid in its
touch.

Unable to control her curiosity at
what was happening, and against her better judgment, she forced her
eyes open.

What she saw in the dim candlelight
stole her breath away: a face that was unmistakably human. The
skin, while not exactly any easily catalogued shade, was obviously
not the cobalt blue of the enemy. She could see eyebrows where
there should be none, and hair that was somehow of the wrong
texture – a bit too fine, perhaps – and undeniably not the
ubiquitous black found among the Kreelan species. It was instead a
dark shade of brown. Even the general shape of the face was
different, slightly narrower in a jaw that did not have to
accommodate large canines. He even smelled human somehow, if for no
other reason than the almost-sweet musky smell of Kreelan skin was
absent from the air.

But even with all the other
differences immediately noticeable, the most obvious giveaway was
the eyes. They were not the silver-flecked luminescent feline eyes
of the Kreelans, but displayed dark, round pupils surrounded by
irises that were an unusual color and brilliance of green, easily
seen even in this murky light and with the pupils dilated fully
open. The eyes were not exactly cold, but were nonetheless
inscrutable, impenetrable, and she could see that the intelligence
that lay behind those eyes was not human, not by any
measure.

There was another difference, too.
It was more difficult to pin down until she noticed the shape of
the chest plate against which she was pinned. The creature – human
or otherwise – that now held her captive was male. It was not just
the chest plate’s lack of the two protrusions that customarily
accommodated the females’ breasts that grabbed her attention. It
was also her instinctive understanding of the signals that defined
sexual orientation on a primal level, the way one could tell if an
unseen speaker was a man or woman. And the individual now holding
her was unmistakably male.

She blinked once,
twice, to make sure she was not just seeing things, but the human
apparition in Kreelan garb remained. It – he – stared at her, unblinking, as
he gently ran his hand over her face, acting as if he had never
seen another of his own kind.

It was then that she saw the wet
streaks on his face. He was crying. That sight shocked her more
than anything else.

“Who…” Jodi whispered, trying not
to speak too loudly for fear of frightening her captor into using
his powerful grip to silence her, “… who are you?”

His hand stopped its inquisitive
caressing, and he cocked his head slightly, his face silently
voicing the obvious fact that he did not understand her
words.

Jodi slowly repeated the question,
for lack of any better ideas at the moment. “Who are you?” she
asked him again, slowly.

His lips pursed as if he was about
to speak, but then he frowned. He did not understand.

Awkwardly, her movements hampered
by his arm around her chest, she began to raise a hand toward him.
His grip tightened at her movement, eliciting a grunt of air being
pushed out of her lungs, and his eyes flashed an unmistakable
warning. But Jodi was unperturbed, and after a moment of
indecision, he allowed her to continue.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she
said, hoping that she sounded convincing. She did not really know
what she should – or could – do in her present situation. On the
one hand, she desperately wished that one of the Marines outside
would suddenly burst in and free her from this surreal rendezvous.
On the other, she found herself oddly captivated by this… man. If
he was what he appeared to be, a human somehow converted by the
Kreelans, and not one of the Marines playing out a cruel joke at
the eleventh hour, his discovery might be terribly important.
Assuming, of course, that any of the humans here survived long
enough to tell someone about him.

And that he would allow her to
live.

Tentatively, she touched the hand
that had been exploring her face, feeling a tiny jolt of
excitement, almost like an electric shock, as her fingertips
touched his skin.

“Please,” she said, her trembling
fingers exploring his opened palm, “let me go. I’m not going to
hurt you. I promise.” She almost laughed at the words. Here she
was, pinned by a man who had extraordinary strength and whose
intentions were entirely unknown, saying that she was not going to
hurt him. It was ludicrous.

But, much to her surprise, it
worked. Slowly, his other arm fell away from her, and she breathed
in a deep sigh of relief. He was holding her hand now, gently, as
if he was afraid of damaging it, and his blazing green eyes were
locked on her face, waiting. It was her move.

“Thank you,” she said, taking a
small step backward, giving herself a little breathing room, but
not moving so far as to arouse any suspicion that she might be
trying to flee. Besides, with him between her and the door, and
only a tiny dirty window looking to the outside behind her, there
was nowhere for her to escape to.

Taking his hand, she held it to her
chest, just above her breasts. “Jodi,” she said, hoping to convey
the idea of a name to her uninvited guest. She felt slightly
foolish, because she had no idea if Kreelans even had names. No one
knew the answers to even the most mundane questions about their
culture. “Jodi,” she repeated. Then she moved his hand to his
armored chest, gingerly, shocked at how warm the ebony metal was,
and asked, hoping her tone might convey her message better than the
words themselves, “Do you have a name?”

He looked at her for a moment, his
brow furrowed in concentration. Then his eyes cleared. In a quiet
tenor that made Jodi’s flesh prickle with excitement, he said,
“Reza.”

“Reza,” Jodi repeated, smiling as
she felt a shudder of nervous relief through her body. Perhaps he
was not going to kill her after all. At least she had some hope,
now. She might yet leave this room alive. Surely he would not
bother with this little game if he had come only to kill her. But
then again…

“Say my name, Reza,” she said,
moving his hand back to her chest. “Jodi,” she said.

“Jo-dee,” he managed. Even that
simple utterance was nearly lost to the guttural accent that
filtered his speech.

“Good,” she said, elated by this
tiny success. She edged slightly to one side, trying to move closer
to the door without him becoming suspicious of her intentions.
“Come on, now. Say it again.”

He did, and she nodded, breathing a
little easier. As she looked at him, forcing herself to ignore the
door that was only a few feet away, but still so far out of reach,
she was taken by the moist tracks that ran down his face. With her
free hand, she touched them, feeling the wetness against her
fingertips. “Why are you crying?” she whispered wonderingly. She
did not expect an answer.

Reza worked his mouth, as if he
wanted – or was at least trying – to say something more than just
repeat her name, but a change flashed across his face, a look of
such cunning and knowing in his expression that it frightened Jodi.
His eyes narrowed suddenly, and he took hold of her and spun her
around in his arms like they were on a dance floor, whirling to
some insane waltz. In the blink of an eye, she found herself facing
the door to the rectory, staring into Gunnery Sergeant Braddock’s
surprised and confused face as he opened the door.

“You, ah, all right there, ma’am?”
the regiment’s acting sergeant major asked quietly, a frown of
concern turning down the corners of his mouth as his hand gripped
his rifle a little tighter.

Jodi spun back around to where Reza
was and found… nothing. She was alone in the rectory.

“There was…” she began, then shook
her head. “I… I mean… oh, shit.” She looked back at Braddock, her
face pale, then reddening from embarrassment. She was shaking. “I
think I’m flipping out, gunny,” she said with a nervous smile. “I
could’ve sworn I was just talking to a Kreelan that looked like a
human, a man.”

“That’d be a bit
odd for you, wouldn’t it?” he joked, poking fun at her sexual
preference, but he got only an uneasy grimace in return.
Jeez, he thought,
she’s really spooked. He
came up to her and put a hand on her shoulder, offering her a
sympathetic smile. “Look,” he said quietly, “I know what you mean,
lieutenant. I’ve had some pretty freaky spells myself lately. We’re
just strung out a bit thin, getting tired and a little jumpy, is
all. You’ll be okay.” He handed her the helmet that had been
sitting on the priest’s tiny bed. “We’ve still got a job to do,
ma’am. Morning’s on the way, and our blue-skinned lady friends will
be along any time, now, I imagine. I’ll get the troops started
along while you get your stuff together. Maybe we can have one last
formation before the carny starts.”

“Yeah, sure,” she said, trying to
control the trembling that was shaking her so hard that her teeth
threatened to chatter as if she were freezing. “Thanks, Braddock,”
she told him.

Favoring her with a compassionate
smile, he left her in peace. A moment later she could hear him
barking orders in the main part of the church, rousing the
remainder of the able-bodied Marines to yet another fight, their
last. Shaking her head in wonder, Jodi rubbed her eyes, then
stopped.

Her fingertips were noticeably
moist. With her heart tripping in her chest, she looked at them,
saw them glistening wetly in the candlelight. Cautiously, she put a
finger to her lips, tasted it with the tip of her tongue. It was
not water, nor was it the bitter taste of sweat. She tasted the
soft saltiness of human tears.

“Jesus,” she whispered to herself.
“What the hell is going on?”

* * *

She met Father Hernandez as she was
moving toward the front of the church and the roughly aligned ranks
of her gathered command.

“I see that, yet again, you refuse
to have faith, lieutenant,” he said somberly, his eyes dark with
concern. He had said the same thing to all of them every morning
that they had gone out to fight, hoping that someone would accept
his wisdom as the truth and lay down their weapons to let God do
the work of feeding them to the Kreelans’ claws. “If only you would
believe, God would–”

“Please, father,” she said,
cutting him off more harshly than she meant to. But the incident,
hallucination, or whatever the hell it had been back in the rectory
had really rattled her, and she did not need his well-intentioned
mumbo-jumbo right now. “I don’t have time.”

She tried to push her way past him,
but he held her up, a restraining hand on her arm. “Wait,” he said,
studying her face closely. “You saw something, didn’t
you?”

There was no disguising the look of
surprise on her face at his question. “What the hell are you
talking about?” she blustered, trying to pull away.

“In there, in the rectory,”
Hernandez persisted, his eyes boring into hers with an intensity
she had never seen in him before. He gripped her arm fiercely, and
she suddenly did not have the strength to struggle against him. It
reminded her too much of what had happened only a few minutes ago.
“I know when people have seen something that has touched them
deeply, Jodi, and you have that look. Tell me what you
saw.”

“I didn’t see anything,” she lied,
looking away toward the crucifix hanging above the altar. The
wooden statue of Christ, forever pinned to the cross by its ankles
and wrists, wept bloody tears. A shiver went down her spine as she
imagined the statue’s eyes opening, revealing a pair of
unfathomable green eyes. “Please, father, let me go.” She looked at
him with pleading eyes that were on the verge of tears.
“Please.”

Sighing in resignation, the old
priest released her arm. “You can close your eyes and ears to all
that you might see and hear, you can pretend that it never
happened, whatever it was, but He is persistent, Jodi,” he said.
“Even you cannot ignore God’s Truth forever.” He leaned forward and
kissed her lightly on the forehead, surprising her. “Go then,
child. I do not believe in what you do, but that will never stop me
from praying for your safety and your soul.”

Jodi managed a smile that might
have been more appropriate on the face of a ten-year old girl who
had yet to experience the pain and sufferings of adult life.
“Thanks, father. For whatever it’s worth–”

“Lieutenant!” Braddock’s voice
boomed through the church over a sudden hubbub that had broken out
near the great wooden doors that led to the outside. “Lieutenant
Mackenzie! You better take a look at this!”

“Now what…” Jodi muttered under
her breath as she made her way through the rows of invalid Marines,
running toward the doorway.

“What is it?” she demanded as she
pulled up short next to Braddock.

Her voice was all
business now, the acting sergeant major saw. She had it back
together. Good,
he thought. “Look,” he said, pointing through the partially opened
doors toward the village gates. “Just who – or what – the hell is
that?”

Jodi looked toward where Braddock
was pointing. The village gates were at the apex of the
semicircular stone wall that formed Rutan’s external periphery
beyond the cliff into which the settlement was recessed. The
church, located under the protective shelter of the cliff itself,
was in line with the gates and elevated by nearly fifteen meters,
giving anyone at the church’s entrance an unobstructed view of the
approaches to the village. The only approach of concern to the
Marines had been the stone bridge that spanned the swift-flowing
Trinity River. It was there, along the deforested stretch from the
river to the village gates, that most of the battles for Rutan had
been fought. The Kreelans had taken refuge in the thick forest on
the far side, unable to find any suitable ground closer or to
either side of the village, and it was from across the bridge that
they attacked each morning. It had not been so in the first week or
two, when they had engaged in fluid battles away from the village.
But after the humans’ heavy weapons and vehicles had finally been
knocked out, the Kreelans had set aside their more powerful war
machines and contented themselves with a small war of attrition,
virtually forcing the humans into daily fights at close quarters,
often hand-to-hand.

“I don’t see…”

Then suddenly her voice died.
There, facing the bridge and the Kreelans already advancing across
it, was the man who had come to her in the rectory, standing like
an alien-inspired Horatius.

“Reza,” she whispered. She
suddenly felt very, very cold.

Braddock was staring at her. “Is…
is that him?” he whispered incredulously. “He was real?”

“Looks that way,” Jodi replied
hoarsely. She did not have enough energy for anything more. “I, ah,
think we better get out there and get ready. Don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Braddock replied absently
as he pulled out his field glasses and held them up to his eyes,
focusing quickly for a better look.

But neither of them moved. Behind
them, the Marines murmured among themselves, unsure and afraid at
their leaders’ strange behavior. A few of them were standing up on
pews to see what was happening, peering out the narrow windows and
reporting the action to their fellows. The church grew
uncharacteristically silent, even for a holy place filled with the
injured and dying.

Nearby, Father Hernandez watched
the two figures peering out the door. A curious smile crept onto
his face.

Fascinated into inaction by what
they saw, Jodi and Braddock watched the Kreelan phalanx converge on
the mysterious figure that awaited them.

* * *

La’ana-Ti’er stepped forward from
the group of warriors who had come in search of combat. Kneeling,
she saluted her superior. Behind her, the other warriors kneeled as
one.

“Greetings, Reza of the Desh-Ka,”
she said humbly. “Honored are we that you are among us, and
saddened are we that your song no longer sings in our veins.” She
bowed her head. “To cross swords with you is an honor of which I am
unworthy.”

Reza regarded her quietly for a
moment. He was chilled by the emptiness he felt at no longer being
able to hear in his heart what she and the others could, at being
unable to feel the Empress’s will as a palpable sensation. Although
he had possessed that ability for only a brief period, its absence
now was nearly unbearable. The severed braid that had been his
spiritual lifeline to the Empress throbbed like a violated
nerve.

“Rise, La’ana-Ti’er,” he told her.
They clasped arms in greeting, as if they had known each other
their entire lives, had been comrades, friends, as if they were not
about to join in a battle to kill one another. “It is Her will.” He
was left to interpret Her desires from his own memories of what
once was. With his banishment to this place, wherever it was, all
he had left were his memories and the single, lonely melody that
sang to him in the voice of his own spirit.

La’ana-Ti’er looked upon him with
respectful and sympathetic eyes. She did not pity him, for pity was
beyond her emotional abilities; she mourned him. “Should you perish
on the field of battle this day,” she told him, “it will bring me
no joy, no glory. I will fight you as I have fought all others, but
I pray to Her that mine shall not be the sword to strike you down
and cast you into darkness.” She dropped her eyes.

“My thanks, warrior,” he told her
quietly, “and may thy Way be long and glorious.” He drew in a
breath. “Let it begin.”

* * *

Jodi blinked at the sudden violence
that erupted on the bridge. One moment, the Kreelans who had come
to finish them off were all bowing in front of the strange man who
had come to her. In the next there was nothing to see but a
whirlwind of clashing swords and armor. A memory came to her from
her days as a child on Terra, when a neighbor boy released a single
black ant into the midst of a nest of red ones. The savagery and
intensity she had seen in that tiny microcosm of violence was an
echo of the bloody chaos she was witnessing now. The church
reverberated with the crash of steel upon steel, the cries of blood
lust and pain raising gooseflesh on her arms.

“What the hell’s going on?”
Braddock whispered, his eyes glued to the binoculars. “Lord of All,
they’re fighting each other!”

“Can you see
him?” Jodi asked. Her eyesight was phenomenal, but the distance was
just too great to make out any details in the raging rabble that
had consumed the old stone bridge. All she could see was a swirling
humanoid mass, with a body plummeting – hurled might be a better word, she
thought – now and again from the bridge like a carelessly tossed
stone. She had lost sight of the man after the first second or two
as he waded into the Kreelans’ midst, his sword cutting a swath of
destruction before him.

“Yeah… No… What the hell?”
Braddock wiped his eyes with his hands before looking again through
the binoculars. “I see him in one place, then he just seems to pop
up in another. Damn, but this is weird, lieutenant.” He turned to
her. “Should we go take a closer look?”

“How much ammo have we got?” she
asked.

Braddock gave her a grim smile.
“After we redistributed last night, three rounds per rifle and a
handful of sidearm ammunition that isn’t worth shit. Everybody’s
got their bayonets fixed for the rest of it.”

Jodi sighed, still concentrating on
the scene being played out on the bridge. It was no worse than she
expected. “Let’s do it.”

Braddock turned to the Marines now
clustered behind them. “ALL RIGHT!” he boomed. “MOVE
OUT!”

Twenty-two Marines and one marooned
naval flight officer burst from the safety of the church’s stone
walls and began to move in a snaking skirmish line toward where the
unexpected battle still raged at fever pitch.

* * *

Reza paid no attention to his eyes
and ears, for he had no real need of them at the moment. His spirit
could sense his surroundings, sense his opponents far better. He
was living in a state of semi-suspended time as the battle went on,
his opponents appearing to move in slow motion, giving him time to
analyze and attack with totally inhuman efficiency, his body and
mind acting far outside the normal laws that governed physical
existence. His fellow warriors knew that they would die at his
hand, but none of them would ever have dreamed of turning their
backs upon an opportunity to face a Desh-Ka in a battle to the
death. It was unspeakably rare to engage in such a contest since
the Empire had been born; the Empress had sought external enemies
to fight, allowing Her children only to fight for honor among
themselves in the Challenge, without intentionally killing one
another except in the most extreme of circumstances. To face one so
skilled, regardless of whether they lived or died, would bring much
honor to the Empress and their Way.

Now their blood keened with the
thrill of combat, and as they died, slain upon Reza’s sword, their
spirits joined the host that awaited them and welcomed them into
the Afterlife. By ranks they charged the warrior priest who for the
briefest of times had been a part of their people, throwing
themselves into his scything blade like berserkers bent upon
self-destruction. Time and again they converged upon him in a ring,
swords and axes and pikes raised to attack, and time and again he
destroyed them. There was no sorrow in his soul for their passing,
save that they would no longer know the primal power of battle, and
never again could bring glory to Her name through the defeat of an
able foe.

At last, it was over. His great
sword still held at the ready, Reza surveyed the now-quiet scene of
carnage around him. There were no more opponents to fight, no one
else to kill. The bridge was slick with the blood that still poured
from the dead Kreelans’ veins, blood that turned the churning white
water of the river below to a ghastly crimson swirl. La’ana-Ti’er’s
lifeless body lay nearby, her hand pressed to the hole in her
breast, just above her heart, where Reza’s sword had found its
mark.

Replacing his bloodied weapon in
the scabbard on his back, he knelt next to her. He saw
Esah-Zhurah’s face on the woman sprawled beside him, and a terrible
realization struck him. He knew that he would see his mate’s face
upon every warrior he fought, and would feel the pain of loneliness
that now tore at his heart, that burned like fire in his blood, for
every moment of his life. Worse, he knew that she would be enduring
the same pain, and would never again sense his love, or feel his
touch.

He had touched her for the last
time but a short while ago, and already it seemed like an
eternity.

He bowed his head and
wept.

* * *

“My God,” someone
whispered.

Only a few minutes after Jodi,
Braddock, and the others had reached the village wall, only a
hundred meters or so from the church, the battle was over. The
Marines who now overlooked the scene on the bridge were not new to
battle and its attendant horrors, but none of them had ever
witnessed anything like this. Even Braddock, a veteran of eight
years of hard campaigning ashore and on the ships of the fleet, had
to look away from what he saw. Fifty warriors, perhaps more, lay
dead upon the gore-soaked bridge, or were now floating downstream
toward the distant Providence Sea. They had ceased to be a threat
to the inhabitants of Rutan, and Braddock seriously doubted that
there were any more to contend with, except maybe injured warriors
who would only kill themselves to prevent capture.

Braddock turned to Mackenzie.
“Looks like Father Hernandez got his bloody miracle, doesn’t
it?”

“Yeah,” she whispered, still not
believing the incredible ferocity and power of the man who now
knelt quietly among the dead. “I guess so.” Somewhere down the line
of Marines, huddled against the stone of the chest-high wall,
someone vomited, and Jodi fiercely restrained the urge to do the
same.

“What do we do now?” Braddock
asked, clutching his pulse rifle like a security
blanket.

Jodi licked her lips, but there was
no moisture in her mouth, her tongue dry as a dead, sun-bleached
lizard carcass.

“Oh, shit,” she murmured to
herself. There was only one thing they could do. She began to undo
her helmet and the web gear that held her remaining weapons and
ammunition. “I want you to keep everyone down, out of sight, unless
I call for help,” she told him.

“What are you going to do?” he
asked, suddenly afraid that she really had flipped. “You’re not
going out there by yourself, are you?” he asked, incredulous.
“After what we just saw?”

Shrugging out of her armor, glad to
be free again from its clinging embrace, Jodi smiled with courage
she didn’t feel inside and said, “That’s the point, Braddock. After
what I just saw, I have no intention of giving him the idea that
I’m a Bad Guy. I don’t know how he’s choosing his enemies, since he
just waxed a wagon-load of what I suppose are – were – his own
people. But walking up to him with a bunch of weapons in hand
doesn’t seem too bright.” Finally free of all the encumbrances
demanded by modern warfare, she fixed Braddock with a look of
concern that failed to mask her fear. “If he polished off that
crowd by himself,” she said quietly, “we wouldn’t stand a chance
against him should he decide to turn on us. I don’t know who – or
what – he is, but he scares the piss out of me, and I want to do
everything I can to try and get us on his good side before he
starts looking for some more trouble to get into.”

Standing up, she put her hands on
top of the wall. She did not have the patience to walk the fifteen
yards to the bolted gates. “Give me a boost, will you?”

“You’re nuts, el-tee,” Braddock
grumbled as he made a stirrup with his hands to help lift her over
the wall.

“Look at it this way,” she told
him as she clambered to the top. “At least he’s human. Besides,”
she went on with faked cheerfulness as she dropped to the ground on
the far side, “I know his name. Maybe he’ll take me out for a
beer.”

Worried like an older brother whose
sister has a date with a known psychopath, Braddock kept an uneasy
watch through the sight of his pulse rifle. He kept the cross hairs
centered on the strange warrior’s head, as Jodi slowly made her way
toward the bridge and the silent, alien figure that knelt
there.

The closer she got to the bridge,
the faster Jodi’s forced upbeat attitude evaporated. She was
excited, which was good in a way, but she was also terrified after
what she had just witnessed. The memory of this man holding her
captive only a little while ago, holding her closer than she had
ever allowed a man to hold her, overshadowed all her other
thoughts. It was also a sliver of hope: he had not harmed her then,
and she prayed to whatever deity might listen that he would not
harm her now.

As she stepped onto the old stone
blocks and saw more closely the destruction that lay just a few
meters away, she stopped. The thought that one individual, wielding
what she had always considered to be a very primitive weapon, a
sword, had shed so much blood in so brief a time, was beyond her
understanding.

But looking at Reza now, she saw no
trace of the monstrous killing machine that had slain her enemies
only minutes before. He appeared bowed under, crushed by some
incredible pressure, as if his spirit was that of an old, broken
man.

Stepping gingerly around the
ravaged Kreelan bodies, Jodi slowly made her way toward
him.

“Reza,” she said quietly from a
meter or so away, trying not to startle him.

After a moment, he slowly lifted
his head to look at her, and she cringed at the blood that had
spattered onto his armor and his face, coating him like a layer of
crimson skin. He stared at her with his unblinking green eyes, and
she began to tremble at what she saw there, not out of fear, but
with compassion for another human being’s pain. Kneeling beside
him, she took the sweat-stained bandanna from around her neck and
began to gently wipe some of the dark Kreelan blood from his face.
“It’s okay now,” she soothed. “Everything will be all right
now.”

Reza did not understand her words,
but her feelings were as plain to him as if they had been written
in stone. He had found a friend.




 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Fleet Admiral Hercule L’Houillier
was not by nature an excitable man. Small in stature, but with the
courage – or so some said, and he would sometimes allow himself to
believe – of a lion, he had survived many long years of combat by
maintaining his composure and his wits in the most desperate
situations. His war record and an instinctive political savvy
eventually had placed him in the position of Supreme Commander of
the Confederation High Command, the highest military posting in the
human sphere.

But today, during the emotional
discussions and heated arguments that had swept over his staff and
the other assembled notables sitting around the table, his normally
placid demeanor had been shaken with the possibilities and
responsibilities that now lay before him. Around him, the other
members of the hastily assembled commission continued to argue
while L’Houillier remained content to listen. He would take the
floor when he judged the time was right.

“I tell you, this is the first and
only opportunity of its kind! We must take full advantage of it,
regardless of the consequences for a single individual.” Major
General Tensch, a notable conservative on the crisis council that
had been convened to review the situation, had echoed his
sentiments with the dedication of a modern-day Cato. “The
destruction of–”

“Yes, general, we know,”
interrupted a woman with close-cropped blond hair who wore an
extremely expensive – and attractive – suit of red silk. “‘The
destruction of the enemy is the first and only priority,’” Melissa
Savitch, a delegate from the General Counsel’s office, finished for
him, rolling her eyes in disgust. “Your single-minded approach to
the issue has been well noted on numerous occasions, general.
However, there is more at stake here than the information you can
pull from this man like juice squeezed from a grapefruit. Until we
have all the facts at our disposal, we just don’t know what we’re
dealing with, and this office will not support the kind of action
you are advocating.” Looking around the table, careful to make eye
contact with every one of the people gathered around her, she went
on, “I would like to remind you, all of you, that we are discussing
the future and well-being of a Confederation citizen here, not one
of the enemy.”

“I think that has yet to be
determined, Ms. Savitch,” interjected T’nisha Matabele, a young
aide to Senator Sirikwa. She was standing in for the senator who
was at the moment dozens of parsecs away on Achilles and unable to
return in time for the meeting. “There is no evidence to prove
beyond a shadow of a doubt, as your office loves to quote, that
this – what’s his name – Reza Gard was forcibly abducted by the
enemy.” She paused, confident now that she had everyone’s
attention. She did not bother to feel foolish for momentarily
forgetting the subject’s name. That wasn’t important. “At this
point, there is no way at all to prove his identity, even if we had
a DNA sample right here. All we have is a report that he presented
local Marine Corps authorities with a letter allegedly written by a
war hero who died over fifteen years ago in an enemy attack that
has never been explained in terms of motive or method. Any records
on this Reza Gard were destroyed there, and the chances of
stumbling across any validating birth or orphanage records on
another planet are slim, to say the least. In my estimation, the
entire affair is simply too convenient. I think the enemy is trying
to lead us on somehow.” She looked around the table, daring anyone
to contradict her assessment of the situation. “While I sympathize
with Counselor Savitch’s position,” she went on smoothly, wearing
her conceit like an overpriced perfume, “I firmly believe, and am
going to recommend to the senator as our course of action, that a
deep-core brain scan is the best approach to deal with this…
problem.”

“I agree,” said General Tensch,
obviously satisfied with her reasoning, and certainly with her
conclusion.

Melissa Savitch
noted with dismay that more than half the heads in the room and on
the far end of the holo links bobbed their assent.
Some of the fence sitters just took a
side, she thought. She was about to make a
rebuttal when another voice intervened.

“Poppycock.”

As one, the three dozen heads, real
and holo projections, turned toward a huge bear of a man in a dress
black Navy uniform who sat in the shadows at the periphery of the
gathered luminaries. The gravelly voice, barely understandable
through a carefully cultivated Russian accent, belonged to Vice
Admiral Evgeni Zhukovski, one of the Confederation’s most brilliant
officers and an unabashed Russophile. His left breast boasting more
ribbons and decorations than most of the others in the room had
ever seen in their lives, Zhukovski had more than paid his dues to
humanity. Glaring at Matabele with his one good eye, the High
Command’s Chief of Intelligence did not try to conceal his contempt
for her and some of the others in the room. After facing the
Kreelan enemy so many times in his life, the potential opponents
arrayed around him now seemed entirely laughable, save that they
had a great deal to say about their race’s survival. It was what
continually terrified him away from retirement.

Squinting theatrically at the table
console, Zhukovski said, “Obviously, I have been remiss in my
understanding of what was said in good Lieutenant Mackenzie’s
report, as well as progress of war in general,” he paused, glancing
at Counselor Savitch, “and articles of Confederation Constitution
in particular. Perhaps review of facts may help eliminate ignorance
of old sailor.

“Fact,” he said,
thrusting his right index finger into the air as if he was poking
out someone’s eye. “Since war began long ago, certain humans have
tried to betray their own kind – for whatever insane reason – and
Kreelans have never accepted them.” He paused, glaring at Matabele,
then at Tensch. “Never. In fact, from what little is known from
exposed cases, would-be betrayers fare even worse than normal
victims, getting nothing for their trouble but slow and painful
death. This is no war of nation against nation, fighting over land
or competing ideologies, where at least some participants of both
sides may find something in common, even if only greed, and
therefore find reason to betray side they are supposed to be on. We
have nothing in common with Kreelans. Or, if we do, we do not know
what. Nearly century later, we know nothing of their language,
culture, customs; nothing of their motivations, their weaknesses:
only their name – and even that we assume from what dying Kreelans have
said before death. We know much about their biology, but we cannot
explain what we see. And their technology, which covers such wide
scope, we do not understand on anything other than strictly
application level, and sometimes not even that. They build
incredibly advanced starships to come and find us, and then use
swords and spears to kill us.”

He had to pause
for a minute, taking a dramatically noisy gulp from his water
glass. “Please excuse,” he said, cutting off one of Tensch’s
supporters before he could open his mouth, “I am not finished yet.”
After another gulp, he went on. “Now, where was I? Ah, yes. So, we
know nothing of importance, really, about our enemy, which makes
basic tenet of most human martial philosophies, ‘know your enemy,’
rather useless, da?

“Another fact: over fifteen years
ago, planet Hallmark blows up. Poof. No distress signals, no
evidence that orbital defenses worked, nothing. No people left, all
blown to little pieces. We know it was Kreelan handiwork, because
navigational traces were found in system and orbital defenses
destroyed, but we do not know how or why. Bigger question is why
did they only use this weapon that one time? Why not use it on all
human planets? And why use it on defenseless Hallmark, world of
orphan children, in first place? Could they not find better target?
What were they doing there, and why did they not want us to find
out about it, why cover their tracks with such vigor?

“Now, fact that brought us
together today.” He pointed at the console and the display of Jodi
Mackenzie’s report. “Less than twenty-four hours ago, strange young
man masquerading in Kreelan armor shows up on tiny settlement where
Marines are, shall we say, not doing well. According to young
Lieutenant Mackenzie’s report, he somehow appeared inside and
somehow got out of small room that had only one door, and that was
watched by remnants of Marine regiment on far side – all without
being seen.” He jabbed his finger in the air again. “Then he
appears on field of battle and proceeds to kill over fifty Kreelan
warriors by himself in close combat in only minutes.”

“So what, admiral?” Anthony
Childers, another senatorial aid filling in for his master, asked.
“First of all, how do we know this Mackenzie is reliable and not
just coming up with some nutty concoction to get back to her ship
or something? Frankly, I find it hard to accept this magical
mumbo-jumbo about popping in and out of rooms like a cheap
magician.” Heads nodded around the room, with several hands
covering not-so-innocent smiles. “Secondly, this guy killing a
bunch of his own doesn’t prove anything. He could have done that
just to get into the confidence of those grunts down there on the
colony, and from the way this drippy report reads, he did a damn
fine job.”

Zhukovski could do nothing but
glare at the man. The admiral lost his arm and an eye nearly ten
years before after ramming his dying ship into a Kreelan destroyer,
and he now regretted not having taken up the surgeons’ suggestion
that he get a prosthetic. He would have liked to strangle Childers,
but would have needed two hands to grasp the man’s fleshy neck. “I
will ignore insulting comments to men and women of military
services,” he growled, his accent deepening. “Not having served any
time in military sometimes makes people say and do unkind things to
those who have, instead of truly appreciating their
sacrifice.”

Childers reddened at the insult. It
was not a widely known fact that he had obtained an under-the-table
exemption from mandated military service through the intercession
of his powerful shipping magnate father, and he would have
preferred to keep it that way, especially in this crowd.

Zhukovski knew that he had just
made yet another enemy by humiliating the man, but he did not care.
What could they do, retire him? He shrugged. Childers had more than
deserved it.

“But, comrade,” Zhukovski went on,
“to answer question, I have reviewed Mackenzie’s records in detail.
I have no reason at all to believe that what she said is not so. As
for this Reza Gard pulling off so-called ‘snow job,’ I do not
believe it. As Chief of Intelligence, I cannot and will not rule it
out as possibility, but it goes against what few hard facts we have
obtained, and – more importantly – nearly century of deadly
experience.”

“Then what exactly do you believe,
admiral?” Melissa Savitch asked. Based on previous encounters with
the man, she had long regarded Zhukovski as another conservative
military hard case whose brain functioned on one level only, if at
all. But she got the feeling that she was in for a
surprise.

Zhukovski
regarded her quietly before he answered. What a strange world I live in, he
thought to himself, considering that this woman, who usually was in
vehement opposition to his position, now appeared to be his only
potential ally. He had noticed the shift in the room, seeing that
the likes of Tensch and Matabele now had clear control of those who
would allow others to make their decisions for them, and those who
simply wished to be politically correct.

“Yes admiral,” Tensch prodded
acidly, “please enlighten us.”

“Very well,” Zhukovski replied,
biting his tongue to keep from telling Tensch how much he needed to
be enlightened. “I believe that we must take this Reza Gard at face
value until or unless he shows us otherwise. He perhaps is only one
who can answer our questions, even if only about his own personal
history, about what happened to Hallmark and why.”

“So why the big argument,
admiral?” Matabele interrupted, even more impatient and
self-important than Tensch. She flashed a quick glance at Childers,
just to let him know that she had usurped his influence, and was
immune to attack, at least from that angle: she had done her time
in the Territorial Army. “Why worry about whether he’s for real or
not, when a core scan can tell us all we need to know right
away?”

“Two reasons, young lady,”
Zhukovski sighed as if he was speaking to a complete idiot. “First,
while I confess I am not overly moved by Counselor Savitch’s
emotive arguments, I nonetheless support her position. This is not
because I am great humanitarian that you know me to be,” he noticed
Savitch suppressing a smile, “but because of something she herself
commented upon very early in our meeting today. It is something all
of you have so far overlooked or ignored: I believe Reza Gard is
not a spy, something for which our enemy has no use, but some kind
of emissary from the Empire.”

The room suddenly became a
maelstrom of gesturing hands and animated faces that matched the
flurry of conversation that erupted at the admiral’s statement.
Melissa Savitch was impressed not only by what the man had said,
but by the contrast in effects between when she had brought up the
idea this morning and now. Her attempt had been solidly brushed off
by everyone who cared to comment on it. But after Zhukovski’s
delivery into the vacuum left by all the arguing and fighting that
had gone on all day, the delegates at least were willing to shout
about it.

The man has
timing, she had to admit to
herself.

Admiral L’Houillier let the
pandemonium continue for a few moments before he brought the
meeting back to order with several raps of the gavel upon the
table. “Order!” he called. “Order!” The conversations rapidly
tapered to silence.

The admiral directed his attention
to Zhukovski. “Evgeni, you said there were two reasons to take this
individual at his word. You elaborated on the first. What was the
second?”

“The second is
that he presented to good Lieutenant Mackenzie what I believe to be
authentic letter written by retired Marine Colonel Hickock, may he
rest in peace.” Again he studied the transmitted image of the
yellowing letter, his old friend’s distinctive scrawl immediately
recognizable. Wiley, he thought sadly, whatever became
of you? “Kreelans,” he went on, not
wanting to think of how few old friends he had left, “have never
shown interest in our literature and correspondence, even military
signals as far as we can tell, approaching fray each time as if
they were rediscovering us. There is no reason to suspect that he
was given letter with intent to use it as bona fides for espionage. Besides,
if that was truth, why would he appear in guise that was so
obviously Kreelan? Because they do not know how to spy on us
properly? Bah.” He shook his great head. “I believe letter is real,
and that Reza Gard knew Colonel Hickock at some time before he came
under control of Empire. And, if estimate of Reza’s age is good to
within few years, only place they could have met would have been on
Hallmark when he was young boy.”

“Which we can’t prove,” said
Melissa. It was not an attack against Zhukovski’s reasoning, but a
statement of unfortunate fact.

“Da. Which we cannot prove. For
now, anyway.”

Tensch was shaking his head. “I’m
sorry admiral,” he said, “but all that’s fantasy, as far as I’m
concerned. I understand your respect for Colonel Hickock, but that
has nothing to do with the subject of this meeting. We’re talking
about a human being who was indoctrinated into the Kreelan Empire,
and then returned to the human sphere for reasons unknown. I
believe he poses a serious security threat and I think he should be
dealt with accordingly. Assuming he cooperated, it might take years
to reintroduce him to humanity, and that’s time that we just don’t
have.” Tensch’s expression hardened. “If he has to be sacrificed,
so be it.”

Zhukovski leaned forward like a cat
about to pounce. The balance of power in the room had shifted
again, with most of the delegates on the fence again, and he was
determined that Tensch and his band of reactionaries would not have
their way. Zhukovski had a gut feeling that the young man now
waiting in a monastery on a faraway colony could be the deciding
factor in humanity’s continued survival, and he was not about to
let a mistake here seal the fate of Zhukovski’s
great-grandchildren. His gut instincts had seldom steered him
wrong, and he was not about to dismiss them now.

“Then perhaps
you will be one to carry out deep-core on him?” he hissed. Tensch
looked shocked. “Surely you, much-decorated general of the Marine
Corps, will have no difficulty in getting man who slaughtered fifty
Kreelan warriors single-handed to willingly submit to excruciating
procedure that will leave him as permanent vegetable?” He swept his
hand around the room, then banged it against the console in front
of him so hard that the entire table shook. “You do not seem to
understand, my friends. If half of what Mackenzie’s report says is
true, you may not have any choice but to accept him for what he
claims to be, because we may not be able to control him –
may not even be able to kill him
– otherwise.”

The room was dead silent. Very few
of them had considered the problem from that angle. They had been
so concerned with the end result that they had ignored the
difficulties of how to achieve it. Clearly, assuming the report
from Rutan was credible, if Reza did not want to submit to the
deep-core scan, it was extremely unlikely that he could be
convinced or coerced into doing so. Jodi Mackenzie had not reported
any trouble with him, but she had been treating him well. So far,
it seemed that her approach of kindness and respect was paying
off.

“What is it that you suggest we
do, Admiral Zhukovski?” L’Houillier’s question told the others in
the room that Zhukovski’s recommendation would be undersigned by
the Supreme Commander. L’Houillier had listened patiently to all
the arguments during the day, not because he did not have his own
views, but because a committee had to be allowed the latitude to
discuss what it might in order to reach a workable consensus. It
was the chairman’s job to keep it on track without crushing it with
his or her own bias. But there came a time when discussion had to
end and a decision had to be made. Zhukovski’s arguments, judging
by the expressions on the faces of those around him, had carried
the field. They had also convinced the Supreme Commander. There
might still be opportunities for some of the others to dissent
L’Houillier’s decision to go with Zhukovski’s recommendations, but
not in this room, and not today.

No, L’Houillier thought.
If anyone wants to take it up later, they will
have to do so with the president himself.

Inwardly relieved, but not showing
it except for a surreptitious wink in Melissa Savitch’s direction,
Zhukovski said, “I propose that we do exactly what Colonel Hickock
originally intended, admiral. I believe that Reza Gard should be
inducted into Marine training and put into military service, at
which he appears to excel already, at earliest possible
convenience.”

Tensch was about to interrupt when
L’Houillier angrily hammered the gavel against the table. Tensch
visibly jumped, startled by the sound. His face reddening with
anger, the general bit his tongue as he gave L’Houillier a glare
the admiral returned until Tensch, thinking better of it, looked
away.

“As I was saying,” Zhukovski went
on, allowing himself only a moment to relish Tensch’s humiliation,
“this will serve several purposes. It will let Gard do what he
apparently wishes, which will make him easier, perhaps, to deal
with in near term.

“Second, military training centers
are good place to indoctrinate people into Confederation. Long ago,
concept was called ‘school of nation,’ and it is no less applicable
in this case. He will learn language and customs, how to be more
human and less alien.

“Third,” Zhukovski continued,
“military service will make it easier for us to watch him without
him feeling like he is being watched. There will always be someone
– superior, subordinate, whoever – nearby. If he is not who he
says, or does something untoward, it is more likely to be noticed
than if he is given job selling flowers on street corner or reading
poetry on mall.

“Finally, we
will learn much more from him if he willingly cooperates, which I
feel is based in large degree on what we decide today, how we treat
him in future. That way, we get much more information over time. I
know that time is factor, because it translates directly into lives
lost. I have children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, and
many members of my family have already given their lives to our
cause, and I understand this well. But war has gone on for century
already, and I doubt there is knowledge in his head that will let
us win in week, if at all.” He nodded to Tensch. “Also, those who
would like to do core scan on brain forget one very important
thing: we have no Kreelan linguists and thought interpreters to go
through what might come out of your chekist machine. We have never
successfully interpreted their language, and know nothing of their
cultural images. I do not think Gard’s brain will provide
convenient translation for data thus extracted.”

L’Houillier nodded, satisfied with
the intelligence officer’s reasoning. “Very well, admiral,” he
said. “Please meet with the operations officer and work out the
details as soon as possible, beginning with the retrieval of Reza
Gard and the Marines now on Rutan. That operation has
uncompromising priority over all other tasks for the fleet, and the
operations orders will carry my signature. Once that has been
arranged, I want you to work out a long-term development plan for
this young man and have a draft copy to me by twelve-hundred hours
the day after tomorrow. After I have reviewed it, we will brief
your plan to the president and Special Council as soon as
possible.” He made a few quick scribbles on the table’s scratchpad,
putting notes in his daily log file for later retrieval in the
privacy of his office. Then he looked up and surveyed the committee
members. “Ladies and gentlemen, does anyone have anything else to
add?” Aside from a few disappointed looks, no one did. They were
all anxious to get back to their parent organizations and agencies
to hatch their own operations. “Very well then. This meeting is
hereby adjourned.”

The gavel pounded the table a final
time.

History, Evgeni Zhukovski thought
somberly to himself, has just been
made. He prayed to God that they had made
the right decision.




 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


“This just came in, ma’am.” A
young Marine handed Jodi a message.

Jodi took it and gave the man a
quick nod. “Thank you, corporal.”

Braddock saw her face light up.
“What is it?”

“Task Force-85 is on its way,” she
told him, “ETA thirty-six hours.” It was not their home task force,
TF-1051, but it would do.

“Hot damn!” Braddock cried. “Man,
that’s the quickest reaction I’ve ever seen from fleet.”

Smiling with excitement, she read
him part of the message: “As of 2385.146.1958T, prior regimental
mission and priorities rescinded, repeat, rescinded. New priority
as follows: imperative that safety and well-being of subject Reza
Gard be maintained until arrival TF-85. Regiment is to stand down
except for security details until relief arrival.”

She turned to Reza, who knelt
quietly on the ground nearby, watching her and Braddock’s
conversation as if he were a dog listening to its masters talking
to one another, intensely interested, but unable to
understand.

“Well, my friend,” she said
happily, “it seems as though somebody thinks you’re awfully
important.”

“Yeah, enough to send a whole
frigging task force!” Braddock announced.

Reza cocked his
head at her words, his expression intense but unreadable, and she
found herself pierced by his gaze. The
hearts you could break with those green eyes of
yours, she thought to herself, then
smiled. She knew that hers would not be among
them.

* * *

“Nothing’s ever easy, is it?”
Braddock sighed.

Jodi looked through the trees to
the village walls and the several thousand heads peering over it.
They had thought that the news of the task force’s approach would
make everyone happy. While the Marines had been elated, the
Rutanians had taken a somewhat different approach to the news. A
hastily called council meeting that had excluded Jodi and the
Marines had ended with demands that Reza be brought into the
village for what Hernandez had called an “inquisition.”

Had her orders not been so out of
the ordinary and Hernandez’s request not so blunt – it was very
obviously a demand – Jodi might have considered taking Reza into
the village herself so Hernandez and the others might meet the
instrument of their salvation that morning.

But, in light of the strange
circumstances and fearing for Reza’s safety – and that of the
villagers – Jodi had managed to follow orders for once and refused.
Much to her surprise, Hernandez had stalked away, silent with what
could only be rage.

Not long afterward she heard Father
Hernandez on the steps of the church. He was shouting something
about “the Antichrist,” and she ordered Braddock to have his
Marines keep the townspeople back behind the wall while she took
Reza to a secluded stand of trees where they could be fairly
comfortable, yet inconspicuous. They were out of sight of the
townspeople, but Jodi could still see out to keep an eye on
things.

After seeing to the positioning of
his Marines, Braddock had joined her, careful to let Reza see that
he had no weapons. Reza accepted his presence without any comment
other than his unblinking stare.

“I hope these people don’t decide
to do anything rash,” Braddock murmured, looking back toward the
city gates. Through his field glasses, he could see that the number
of gesticulating hands and angry, frightened faces had multiplied
considerably since his last observation. “Tomlinson,” he said into
his comm link, “what’s the situation over there?”

Lance Corporal Raleigh Tomlinson’s
voice crackled back through the receiver in his ear. “I don’t like
it, gunny. These people are starting to look a little ugly, if you
know what I mean. I’m not a Christian, but I know that some of the
stuff they’re saying isn’t real nice. They’re starting to get
pretty hot under the collar, and I heard some saying stuff about
crossing over the wall, mention of heretics, and so on. Looks like
the old priest is making it into a religious hocus-pocus thing,
talking about ‘signs’ and the Antichrist and such. He and some of
the others on their council have been shouting garbage like that at
me for the last couple hours.” He paused. “I don’t know, gunny,
looks like refusing to let them talk to whoever you’ve got there
might have been a bad idea. It kind of reminds me of when we were
on Dehra Dun a couple years ago.”

Braddock frowned. “Okay. Keep me
posted, and for God’s sake don’t feel bashful about singing
out.”

“Roger. Tomlinson out.”

“What about Dehra Dun?” Jodi
asked, having heard the conversation through her own comm link.
“What happened there?”

The gunnery sergeant looked at
Reza, then at the gates, before he turned to face her. “Two years
ago, when the regiment was due for some R-and-R, the task force
dropped us off on Dehra Dun before moving off to a rendezvous to
take on the regiment scheduled to replace us in the line. Dehra Dun
wasn’t described in the info bulletins as a garden spot, but it
didn’t look too bad.” He shook his head slowly. “Man, were we in
for a surprise.

“About a week after we arrived,
me, Tomlinson, and a few others from my old squad were wandering
around the capital when we saw an inter-city bus cream some poor
kid that just ran out in the road. We were gonna try and see if we
could help, but we couldn’t get near the accident. It seemed like
people all of a sudden just appeared out of nowhere and surrounded
that bus like a human wall. They didn’t do or say much of anything
at first, like they were only rubbernecks or something. Then
somebody shouted something and it set them off. First it was only
murmurs and grumbling, but in a few minutes they were all shouting
and angry as hell, buzzing around that bus like a bunch of hornets.
It wasn’t long after that when they started in, attacking those
poor bastards in the bus. Even then, the driver might have been
able to get away, but he waited too long. He never should have
stopped.” The memory gave him the shivers. “The crowd ripped open
that bus like an army of red ants tearing into a caterpillar. They
dragged all those people off, maybe a couple dozen, and beat every
last one of them to death. They took the driver, who was probably
already dead, and trussed him between a couple of skimmers. They
took off in different directions, and that was the last of him.” He
smiled grimly. “Then they turned on us.”

Jodi silently wondered if he had
ever told this story to anyone before. She had only known the man
for several weeks, but she felt she knew him well. In the daily
battles they had fought, she had never seen him show fear; he had
been an idyllic leader to his Marines, fierce and courageous, and a
welcome support for her. It was difficult to imagine him being any
other way. But, listening to his tale, she caught a glimpse of
something else, of a time when Gunnery Sergeant Tony Braddock had
indeed been afraid.

He looked back at the crowd that
was beginning to gather at the city gates. “I had already gotten my
people moving back down the street, away from the trouble, but it
wasn’t soon enough.” He made a nervous laugh that caught in his
throat. “You can’t imagine what it feels like to be running like
hell, with the ground shaking under your feet and your ears filled
with the screaming of a few thousand pissed-off indigs chasing
after you. Lord of All,” he said quietly, “I’ve never been so
scared by anything, before or since.”

“Why were they after you guys?”
Jodi asked. “You didn’t do anything.”

Braddock shrugged. “Who knows? I
guess it was because we were there, and we were different. Just
like the people on that bus. They happened to be Muslims on their
way through a Hindu town to somewhere else. But, from what we read
later about the place, it just as easily could have been a bunch of
Hindus in a Muslim town. Wouldn’t have mattered a bit.

“Anyway, we managed to get away
with a few cuts and bruises from bottles and rocks, running fast
enough to leave most of the rioters behind to look for someone else
to beat up on. A few minutes later, a bunch of Territorial Army
guys were heading back down the street to bust some heads and get
those people under control, but it was too late for the people on
that bus, and almost too late for us.” He shook his head. “The news
reported that eighty people died and over three hundred were
injured in the rioting that day. That’s what you get when religious
fervor mixes with fear and hate. A bloody frigging
mess.”

There were over four thousand
adults in the village of Rutan, Jodi thought. What if Father
Hernandez’s zealous pacifism was fired into righteous anger and
fear? Jodi, while not an ardent student of history, had read enough
to know that some of humanity’s bloodiest wars had been fought in
the name of one god or another. And the Rutanians outnumbered her
Marines by about two hundred to one.

“Jesus,” she whispered.

* * *

For one of the few times in his
life, Father Hernandez was truly enraged. He was angry that he and
his people were being held like prisoners within their own walls by
the people who allegedly had been sent to protect them from the
Enemy, from the powers unleashed by Satan upon the Universe. How
ironic, he thought: the miracle for which he had prayed, and which
he at first thought had been answered this very morning, appeared
to be only an agent of the Evil One, a demon under whose
enchantment the Marines beyond the gates had fallen. When he had
seen Jodi’s face that morning, he knew that she had seen a sign,
but he had been so sure that it had been from God that he had never
even considered the possibility of Satan’s deceitful treachery.
That morning he was certain that his call to God for help had been
answered, and that an angel had been sent to save and protect them
from the demonic hordes that had descended unbidden from the
skies.

But it had not been so. As the last
of the Marines followed the young Navy lieutenant down Waybridge
Street toward the city gates, Father Hernandez had finally allowed
himself the privilege of gazing firsthand upon the miracle God had
delivered. At first, he was sure that his eyes were deceiving him,
but then it became clear: an angel had arrived, no doubt, but it
was not from above. As the thing made some unholy communion with
its fellow demons, Hernandez understood that the angel before his
eyes was the Angel of Death. He became sure of it as the beast
suddenly turned upon its own kind in a ritual of slaughter designed
to seduce the Marines in a demonstration of power, of a kind they
could easily understand and accept.

Now, as he stood at the gates, he
knew that Satan had won the hearts of these strangers with his
clever tricks. The unbelievers stood now facing the thousands of
Hernandez’s flock, uniformed victims of a plague that needed no
rats to spread. He felt pity for them, especially Mackenzie and
Braddock, whom he had come to like and admire a great deal. But
they apparently had never had the strength of faith possessed by
Hernandez and his people, and so they were unprepared for Satan’s
insidious assault. God’s miracle would indeed come, but it would be
wrought by the hands of His faithful servants. It was a thought
that repelled Hernandez and his fellows because they so abhorred
violence. But it also thrilled them that God was giving them this
opportunity to strike back at Satan, using their own hands as the
divine instruments of the Evil One’s undoing.

Still, Hernandez was a stubborn
man, even in carrying out God’s just vengeance. He had spent most
of the years of his life saving souls, and he would not be content
with himself until every avenue into the hearts of the weak had
been tested. Not every man and woman on Rutan had died in the last
half century with the Savior in their hearts, but none of them had
died without hearing Hernandez’s voice at least once in their
lives, begging them to open their hearts to Him and be saved. He
had encountered Satan’s mark many times over the years, and only on
a few occasions had he been forced to concede defeat or resort to
the staff and rod. He knew his enemy was tenacious, and he was
determined to be no less so.

“Corporal!” he called to the
nearest Marine on the other side of the wall. “You must allow us to
see the thing, that we may know if it is Satan’s messenger!”
Hernandez was as conscious as Corporal Tomlinson of the
townspeople’s increasingly agitated state, but he viewed it from a
different perspective. What Tomlinson saw as religious fervor about
to explode into undirected violence, Hernandez viewed as the
gradual massing of God’s power within his people. It was the means
to slay the embodiment of Evil that had arisen, as champion of its
own kind in a contest to be fought not for blood, but for the souls
of Hernandez’s people. “Please, corporal, you must let me speak
with Lieutenant Mackenzie!”

He saw the Marine speak into his
communications device, but knew that this meant nothing. He was
merely sending information to be used by the Evil One cowering
among the trees. Around Hernandez, men with crude weapons – hoes,
scythes, axes – quietly began to move from the rear of the crowd
toward the wall, to act as the vanguard of God’s army.

Dread and excitement competing for
dominance in his heart, Hernandez waited.

* * *

“I think we’ve got what’s called
‘a situation,’ el-tee,” Braddock said. “Farm tools and axes may not
be much, but it’s more than a match for whatever force we can
muster against them.”

“I don’t want that to happen,
dammit,” she hissed. Tomlinson’s last report had been the first
page in the last chapter of tranquility; the next move would be a
very short-lived battle between the Marines and a few thousand
frenzied villagers, and she and Braddock both knew that the Marines
would not be among the victors. “Tomlinson,” she called over the
comm link.

“Yes, ma’am,” answered the young
corporal’s voice, a bit uneasily.

“Tomlinson, tell Father Hernandez
that he and one other person – only one – of his choice, can come
out here. Tell him, again, that we don’t want trouble, but that
we’re dealing with something – someone – that’s very dangerous and
his people need to stay where they are for their own good. You got
that?”

“Roger, ma’am. Right away. Out.”
He sounded relieved.

Jodi watched through her binoculars
as Tomlinson called out to the priest who waited by the
gates.

“Here they come,” Braddock said as
Father Hernandez and a somewhat younger man whom Braddock knew to
be on the council quickly passed out of the gate and came toward
them at a brisk walk. Hernandez, in fact, was walking so fast that
the other man occasionally had to trot to keep up. The gunnery
sergeant went out to meet them.

“Listen, Father–”

“No, my son, there is no time for
talk!” Hernandez brushed by Braddock as if he were a pocket of cold
air. “I know that Satan has already worked his powers upon you, and
that you are now his unwitting servant. My only hope is that you
can yet be saved from his clutches!”

“Wait!” Braddock cried, torn
between tackling the old man and risking the consequences or
letting him charge into the tines of Reza’s claws. He decided that
he had no choice but to opt for the latter.

Storming into the little clearing,
Hernandez found only Jodi. “Where is he?” Hernandez demanded, his
eyes darting into the shadows of the trees that lay around him like
the bars of a cage. “Where is the servant of the
Antichrist?”

“Father Hernandez,” Jodi said
evenly, straining to control the anger and fear that sought to
creep into her voice, “if you turn around, very slowly, you’ll
see.”

“Enough games, child!” he said
angrily. “There is no–” He felt a tap on his arm, and turned to
find his companion staring at something behind them, his eyes wide
with disbelief.

Following his companion’s gaze,
Hernandez found what he had come for. “Mary, mother of God,” he
whispered as he crossed himself.

Backlit by the sun, Reza was an
animate shadow that soundlessly stepped a pace closer to the
elderly priest and the councilman. Jodi had not seen or heard him
get up and move to where he stood now, even though he had been
right beside her a moment before. More fascinating, however, was
that when she did not look directly at him, if she looked at
Braddock or the priest and Reza was only in her peripheral vision,
he completely disappeared, as if he were an illusion, not really
there.

“Please, father,” she said
quietly, keeping her eyes riveted on Reza, “don’t make any sudden
moves or threaten him. He has been very cooperative, but he’s a
complete unknown. Anything might set him off.”

“What has he said to you, child,”
Hernandez said through his astonishment at the apparition before
him, “to convince you that the ways of Darkness are
best?”

Jodi shook her head. “Father, he
hasn’t said a word other than what I believe to be his name, which
is Reza. I don’t think he knows our language, or if he does, he’s
either forgotten it or has just chosen not to communicate with
us.”

“Foolish child,” Hernandez chided
softly. “So easily have you been led astray.” He held up the wooden
crucifix that hung from around his neck on a length of ivory cord.
“As darkness flees from the light, so too does Evil retreat from
the sign of the cross.” Like a mythical vampire hunter, pushing the
stunned councilman aside, Hernandez stalked toward Reza, the
crucifix thrust before him just like the weapon he believed his
faith to be.

“Father, no!” Both Jodi and
Braddock reacted instantly, trying to stop the priest from carrying
out this lunatic act of self-destruction, but they may as well have
been miles away. In a movement so swift that it barely registered
in Jodi’s brain, Reza’s sword sang from the sheath on his back, the
ornate blade reflecting the glory of the sun as it sought its
target. The air was filled with the ring of metal striking bone,
and Father Hernandez crumpled to the ground at Reza’s feet. As he
fell, the tip of Reza’s sword caught the cord of the crucifix,
deftly lifting it from around the priest’s neck and prying the
cross from Hernandez’s powerless hands. With a tiny flick, the
cross flew into the air to land in Reza’s outstretched
fingers.

The councilman dropped to his knees
and began to pray for deliverance with eyes tightly closed as Jodi
and Braddock knelt beside the fallen priest.

“Oh, shit,” Jodi cried. “You
stupid old fool, I tried to warn you.”

“I don’t see any blood,” Braddock
remarked quietly. His eyes and hands worked over Hernandez’s body,
but there did not appear to be any sign of injury. “Reza’s sword
was so bloody fast I didn’t even see where it hit him,” he
muttered. But then he saw the swelling near Hernandez’s hairline,
where the flat of Reza’s sword must have hit the old priest’s
head.

Hernandez moaned, and his eyes
flickered open. “Has the beast fled?” he whispered.

“Father,” Jodi said, relieved that
he seemed to be all right, “just be thankful you’re still alive,
although I can’t figure out how. Where are you hurt?”

“My head,” he groaned, his face
wrinkling in pain, “but that is not important. Where is the child
of Satan?”

“At the moment,” she told him,
taking a quick glance at Reza, “your demon is giving your crucifix
a good looking over.”

That was something Hernandez did
not expect to hear. “That cannot be!” he exclaimed. Struggling
mightily against the hands that sought to gently restrain him, he
propped himself up on his elbows to see for himself.

There, as Jodi had told him, stood
Reza, raptly staring at the crucifix in one hand, his sword held
easily at his side in his other, the shimmering tip held just above
the ground. He turned the old wooden cross over in his taloned hand
with great care, as if it were a priceless family heirloom that had
survived generations of hardship to arrive safely in his hands.
Then, as if noticing the others for the first time, he leaned over
Hernandez and dangled the cross by the cord from his fingers.
Speechless, the old man reached for it with one trembling hand, and
the cross came away in his fist.

“This cannot be so,” he whispered.
“All my life, I have believed that evil must flee from God’s sign,
but Satan has somehow transcended even this.”

“Have you ever considered,” Jodi
told him, “that maybe you’re not being confronted with something
evil? Just because he’s different, he’s not necessarily the work of
the devil, you know. Braddock and I are different from you, but you
didn’t seem to have too much trouble accepting us.”

Hernandez shook his head, stubborn
to the last. “It is not the same.”

“No,” Jodi said, “it’s not. It
looks like he’s more like you than we are.”

“What does that…” His voice died
as he watched Reza pull something from a black leather pouch at his
waist. Looking at it carefully, as if not sure of what he was
seeing, an almost-human expression – longing, perhaps – crossed his
face before the inscrutable alien mask descended once more.
Squatting down, Reza held out his hand to Hernandez, palm up.
Something small glittered on his palm.

Slowly reaching forward, careful to
avoid the rapier claws at the ends of Reza’s fingers, Hernandez
came away with a chain that was attached to a small crucifix that
might be worn around one’s neck. The metal of the crucifix and the
chain had long since oxidized to an inky blackness, but the few
spots where the original material showed through left no doubt that
it was made of silver. Rubbing his fingers over the surface of the
cross, he was rewarded with a dull glimmer of beauty. Holding the
cross from the chain, he looked at Reza. “This is
yours?”

Reza seemed to concentrate for a
moment, then slowly and deliberately nodded his head.

Hernandez could not say what lay in
the green eyes that were fixed upon him, but he could not honestly
tell himself that he believed this stranger was lying to him, or
was in any apparent way an instrument of evil.

Perhaps Jodi is
right, he thought. Although Satan could
choose any form he wished, why would he choose such an easily
penetrated disguise? Were there not better forms in which to
deceive the simple folk of Rutan? The chameleon seeks to blend in
with its surroundings, he thought now, not to stand apart from
them. Hernandez’s people had been segregated from the human sphere
for many years, making Rutan a place where different ways of any
sort were viewed with skepticism, especially since the harshness of
life ruled heavily in favor of community over individuality. Just
as Jesus had shown his disciples the need to seek out and touch
those who were wretched in the eyes of their fellow men, so too had
Hernandez striven to reach out to others. Not with his staff or a
scathing tongue, but with his love and compassion. He was not yet
ready to dismiss his fears that this Reza was an instrument of the
Devil. But he was prepared to consider the alternative, that this
was a man like any other in the eyes of God, flawed and imperfect,
molded of the same clay by His hands. For Hernandez, that was still
a great leap of faith, but it was a chasm he was sure – in time, at
least – he could cross.

But for now, holding the tiny
crucifix in his hand, he could not restrain himself from asking one
more question of the stranger looming over him. “Do you believe in
God?”

Reza cocked his head to one side in
what Jodi now thought of as some kind of Kreelan gesture or body
language, and then he looked to her and Braddock, in turn, as if
for help.

“I don’t think he understands the
question Father,” she said. “Sometimes, it’s almost as if he can
sense your thoughts or feelings and react to them, and not the
words you say. But that’s only been with very simple or obvious
things. What you’re asking now, especially after what he must have
lived through in the Empire, goes well beyond the simple and
obvious, even if you just want a yes-or-no answer.”

Hernandez nodded, favoring Reza
with a smile that was sincere, if not entirely trusting. “So true,”
he said. The priest was more inclined to believe in Reza now,
because he was sure that a demon under Satan’s power would have
tried to deceive the priest with an answer, be it yes or no,
because Hernandez wanted so badly to hear it.

Somewhat relieved, he would be
content to wait for the Truth to be revealed.

* * *

As evening turned to night, the
trio began to tire under Reza’s unflinching gaze. It was not long
after four bedrolls were brought from the village and a fire
started that all of them were ready for sleep.

All, that is, except Reza.
Eschewing the bedroll and the fire’s warmth for the lonely chill of
the nearby darkness, he knelt on the ground at the edge of the
grove and stared into the star-filled sky.

“Do you suppose he is praying?”
Father Hernandez asked. The possibility that this strange man knew
of the existence of God was quickly becoming an obsession with him.
Hernandez was aware that he was falling into that spider’s web, but
he was powerless against the force that propelled him into
it.

“He might,” Braddock said. “But it
looks more to me like he’s homesick as hell… ah, sorry
padre.”

Hernandez waved it off “I am used
to it by now,” he sighed, gesturing at Jodi, who rolled her eyes.
“But what makes you think he is homesick and not simply praying,
perhaps confessing for killing those on the bridge this
morning?”

Jodi frowned, not so much at
Hernandez’s curiosity at Reza’s beliefs, but that he automatically
seemed to equate the killing of anyone or anything – regardless of
the circumstances – to some form of murder. She was not happy to
have to kill anyone, either, but there were circumstances that
justified, even necessitated, the taking of another being’s life.
In the war against the Empire, the Kreelans had laid the ground
rules: fight and have a chance or die. Even among humankind, the
score was often the same. Jodi had been forced to kill a man once
as he brutally assaulted and then tried to rape a woman in a
suburban park on Old Terra. Jodi had not known either of them, she
had only been a casual stroller-by, but her duty then had been
every bit as clear as the duties she had sworn in her commissioning
oath to undertake on the part of her race. She had felt terrible
after the fact, was sickened by the knowledge that one human being
could do something like that to another when the survival of their
entire race was in jeopardy in a much larger war. But she had
never, not once in all the years that had passed, regretted
shooting the man when he turned with a knife to fight her off. He
had been an enemy to everything Jodi believed in, perhaps even more
so than the Kreelans were. To Jodi, not having tried to help the
woman would have left nothing inside her but intolerable guilt.
Perhaps if Father Hernandez underwent a similar experience, he
might gain an appreciation for what lay beyond the idealistic cloak
of his pacifism.

“Before I joined the Corps,”
Braddock told them quietly, not noticing the momentary glare Jodi
leveled at the priest, “I spent my whole life in a little town on
Timor. I worked as a mechanic after I got out of secondary school.
I did all right, but I never would have gotten rich at it.” He
smiled wistfully, suddenly remembering how awful it had been, how
wonderful it had been. The long hours, the hard work, the ribbing
he had taken from his friends because he studied in his free time
instead of playing pool at the local bar. The loves he had had, had
lost. It had been his home, and he knew it always would be. “I
never saw anywhere else on that whole planet, just that little
town. Doing or seeing other things was something I didn’t think
about much, because I didn’t really have time for it, not when you
have to do all you can just to get food on the family’s
table.

“But then my draft notice was
posted, and I decided to join the Marines. I figured it was a
better shot than the Navy. No offense, ma’am.” Jodi shook her head.
The two of them had shared times that had long since dissolved any
seriousness in jibes about their rival services. “After the papers
were signed, I felt good about it. My folks and little sister would
have money to make ends meet, and I’d get to see something of the
outside, which really began to appeal to me after a while. And
fighting, that was something I’d always been good at, since I was a
little kid. And if I was going to be fighting the Blues, so much
the better.”

He looked at Reza. “It wasn’t like
I thought it would be, though. Boot camp went by in a flash, all of
us so busy we didn’t have time to think about anything but making
it through the next day.

“But when I reached the regiment
and saw what the war really meant to a grunt like me, to all of us,
I suddenly realized that I’d probably never see home again, except
maybe in a box. It hit me just like that. That night, while we were
waiting to ship out to the fleet, I went off by myself a little
ways and knelt on the ground, just like Reza there. I looked up at
the sky, but damned if I could figure out which star was home,
where Mom and Dad and Lucille were. All I wanted then, more than
anything in the world, was to be at home, sitting in the kitchen
and having dinner with my folks, or maybe having a beer with Dad
out on the porch, a thousand other little things. I wanted to be
home so bad that I just started bawling like a baby.” Braddock was
silent for a moment, taking the time to look at the stars himself.
“Since then, Father, I’ve seen a thousand other guys and gals do
the exact same thing. He might be praying all right, but if he is,
my money says that it’s not inspired by guilt from his work this
morning. If he’s praying, it’s a wish to wake up from all this and
be at home, wherever his home might be, tucked into a nice warm
bed.”

The three of them were silent with
their own thoughts for a while.

“Well, folks,” Braddock said,
finally breaking the spell and stretching out with obvious pleasure
on the heavily padded bedroll, the first real chance to sleep that
he could claim to have had for the better part of a month or more,
“I think I’m going to shut down for the night. I don’t know about
you, but this Marine needs his beauty sleep real, real bad. ‘Night,
all.”

“Goodnight, my son,” Hernandez
replied. He, too, was tired from the ordeals of the last weeks, and
today especially. His mind was wound tight as a clock spring, but
his body needed rest. “I think I will avail myself of sleep, as
well. Goodnight, Jodi.”

“Goodnight, Father, gunny.” Jodi
sat at the fire by herself for a while, still thinking about what
Braddock had said. That Reza might be homesick had not occurred to
her. She had naïvely assumed that Reza would be happy to be back in
the Confederation, among his own people. She saw how precious the
old letter from Colonel Hickock was to him and the respect he had
shown Braddock after Reza understood that Braddock was a
Marine.

But believing that Reza should be
happy to be “home” again had been silly, she understood now.
Whatever Reza was thinking, it could hardly be from a perspective
akin to hers. After all, how long had he been under the Empire’s
influence? Since early childhood? Since birth? And what – if
anything – was left inside him that someone could point to and say,
“That is human”? What did he really have in common with anyone in
the human sphere, other than his genetic origins?

It was these questions that brought
on a sudden wave of compassion for the dark, silent figure kneeling
a few meters away. In the short time since he had been among them,
he had demonstrated powers that made Jodi wonder if her disbelief
in the supernatural, benign or otherwise, might be unjustified, and
she wondered with uneasy curiosity at what other secrets might yet
lay cloaked behind his green eyes. But for all that, he still
boasted at least some of the frailties of his kind. He could shed
tears of sadness, although she did not know exactly why he might be
sad. Looking at him now, she knew that he could feel loneliness,
too, just as Braddock had thought. Severed from the culture he had
grown up in and whomever he might have been close to, how could it
be any other way?

Quietly, so as not to disturb
Braddock or the snoring priest, Jodi got up from her bedroll and
went to sit beside Reza.

“Listen,” she said softly as he
turned to her, the pendants on the collar around his neck
glittering brightly in the glow of the fire, “I know you can’t
understand what I’m saying, but I want you to know that you don’t
have to be alone.” She reached out and found one of his hands. With
the armored gauntlet and its rapier claws, it seemed huge and
menacing against her tender flesh, but she held it anyway. “I don’t
know why you’re here, or what or who you left behind. I hope that
maybe you’ll tell me those things someday, when we can speak in a
language we both understand, because I really would like to know.
Because I care. And there will be others who will care about you,
too, and will be your friends.” She touched his face with her other
hand. There were no tears there now, just his glowing eyes. “I’m
sure life won’t be easy for you,” she went on. “It never is for
people who are different from the others around them, and you’re
different from every other human being who has ever lived. But
you’re still human, and that’s what counts most. It’ll be enough. I
know it will.”

She heard a tiny click, the same
strange noise as when he had been holding her in the rectory, as he
took off one of his gauntlets and clipped it to his waist. He took
her hand in his, flesh against flesh, and did what Jodi thought was
the most extraordinary thing.

Shyly, like a bewildered teenage
boy on his first date, he smiled.

* * *

Jodi dreamed. Her nose was filled
with the heady aroma of meat cooking over an open fire, and saliva
flowed in her mouth like the warm waters of a deep subterranean
river. Her stomach growled in her dream, and she moaned with almost
sexual pleasure at the prospect of feasting on a thick, juicy
steak, even one out of the shipboard food processors.

The dream, strange though some
might have considered it, was rooted in one of Jodi’s deepest
desires since she had been marooned on Rutan. Penned up within the
village walls for most of their stay, unable to hunt because of the
threat from the Kreelans, the Marines had been eating little more
than the stored bread, beans, and some vegetables of dubious
origin. The Rutanians, being vegetarians, found this no great
hardship, but Jodi and many of Colonel Moreau’s people had become
almost desperate for the taste of meat, especially when edible game
was so plentiful in the nearby forest. Father Hernandez had chided
her that it was an addictive vice akin to overindulgence in
alcohol, and Jodi had not argued the point. If he and his people
were content to live eating nothing but what came directly from
plants grown and harvested by their own hands, Jodi would be the
last to condemn them. But she and many of the others wanted
something more.

She turned over on her side as the
object in her dream floated into crystal-clear focus: a thick
tender sirloin, this time not lean and healthy, but edged with a
centimeter of delicious fat. Its plate-sized sides were streaked
with the charring marks from the grill and carried the scent of the
rare mesquite charcoal used to cook it.

Her stomach growled so loudly that
it woke her up. Up to that point, the dream had been more
satisfying and pleasurable than any sexual fantasy she could
recall, if not because of its vividness, then perhaps because she
had not eaten since the afternoon two days before.

“Oh, shit,” she moaned, putting
one hand over her empty belly, wishing she were back in the village
rather than out here. But even though the villagers had all
peacefully returned to their homes and the village was quiet, there
was still a great deal of uncertainty regarding Reza. In light of
that and Jodi’s unusual orders regarding Reza’s safety, she,
Braddock and the priest had decided to remain in the tree grove –
surrounded by the remaining Marines – to await the arrival of TF-85
and keep Reza company.

The culinary dream fading, Jodi
came fully awake, her stomach grumbling even louder. The bedroll
next to hers, where she had finally convinced Reza to lay down and
sleep, was empty. “Where’s–”

As she turned toward the fire and
where Braddock and Father Hernandez had made their beds, her breath
caught in her throat. Not five feet away, suspended on a spit over
red-hot coals, was a forest gazelle. The aroma of cooking meat was
nearly overwhelming, and she realized that this is what had
prompted the dream about the steak. Her mouth suddenly was awash in
saliva in anticipation of biting into the golden brown
meat.

“Maybe there is a God,” she
murmured.

“To hear such words from your
lips,” came Father Hernandez’s cheery voice from somewhere on the
other side of the roasting animal, “makes me think that you are not
quite as stubborn as me after all.” His head popped up, his
cherubic smile clearly visible through the smoke of the mystery
barbecue. “Would you care to be baptized in the river this morning,
good daughter?”

“Very funny, pious priest,” she
said. She was not sure which was worse, being baptized into
something she had never understood, or having someone dunk her in
the freezing glacier water of the nearby river. She had always
thought that was a truly moronic idea. “Where’s Reza? And where did
this come from, besides heaven?”

“Reza and
your gunny,” he
said, as always emphasizing the term as if he had never heard it
before, “headed off toward the river a short while ago, presumably
to take a refreshing dip while leaving me temporarily in charge of
this most awful effort.” He made a show of rotating the carcass a
quarter turn on the spit, his face a tight grimace of disgust. “I
awoke to this horrid vision when dawn broke. Reza must have killed
the poor thing some time during the night and prepared it for your
culinary pleasure.”

“You just don’t know what’s good
for you, Father,” she said, taking one last look at the savory meat
and wondering how Reza could have done all that without any of them
waking up. Then again, they were all exhausted, and Jodi knew she
probably could have slept through a hailstorm. “Since you’re doing
such a good job, I’ll let you be and check out what the boys are
doing down at the river.”

“Wait! Don’t leave me with this…
this thing,” Hernandez called, but Jodi paid him no attention as
she trotted toward the sound of the rushing water. “Lord, forgive
me for saying this,” he muttered, glaring at the roasting beast,
“but great should be my reward in Heaven for enduring such
trials.”

Jodi found Braddock sitting on the
bank, a slender blade of grass protruding from his lips. Beside him
Reza’s armor and clothing lay in a meticulously ordered stack, but
its owner was nowhere to be found. “Where is he?” she
asked.

Braddock pointed to a group of
rocks in the middle of a swirling mass of white water a few meters
from shore. “In there somewhere.”

“What do you mean?” she asked,
panicked. “Can he even swim?”

Braddock chuckled. “He’s already
been to the far side and back. Underwater the whole way on a single
breath. I don’t think we have to worry about him drowning any time
soon.”

Jodi eyed the river, gauging its
width. She figured she might make it a quarter of the way to the
far side in one breath on a good day with a tailwind, but certainly
not in the current that flowed here. “Shit,” she said.

“Yeah,” Braddock
agreed.

Sitting down beside him, she asked,
“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“Officers get cranky when they
don’t get enough sleep,” he said lightly. “And you haven’t had much
sleep since you bailed out over this rock.”

“So, are you saying that I’m
cranky?”

Braddock laughed. The atmosphere
around them had changed; the battle was over, the pressure was off.
Reza’s appearance was an enigma, but no immediate threat had
materialized from him. Braddock felt like a human being again,
instead of a cornered animal fighting for its existence. “No
comment.”

“Braddock,” she said, serious
now.

“Yeah.”

“For whatever it’s worth, thanks
for keeping me in one piece.”

He nodded, then gave her a
mischievous smile. “It’s only because I kept hoping you’d go
straight and surrender to my masculine charms.”

Jodi laughed so hard that her
stomach began to hurt. “I’m sorry,” she said finally, trying to
control the spasms when she saw his face redden slightly. He had
said it as a joke, but she could tell that there had been more than
a grain of truth to his words. “Tony, really, I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to… well, you know. Make you feel bad. I mean, off-duty, I’d
like to be friends,” she shrugged, “as much as officers and NCOs
are supposed to be, anyway. But that’s all I can ever be with
you.”

“Oh, hell, Mackenzie,” he sighed
wistfully, “I know that. It’s just wishful thinking, is all. I
won’t hold it against you. Too much.”

“Thanks,” she said, patting his
arm. He was a good man, a rare commodity on any world, and a good
friend, which sometimes was even more difficult to find.

He suddenly nodded toward the
water. “There’s our boy.”

Jodi looked up to find Reza
standing chest-deep in the water, his gaze fixed on her.

“Hey, I think he’s got the hots
for you, too.”

“Oh, stop it,” Jodi chastened him,
but she wondered if what Braddock said wasn’t at least partially
true. While Reza seemed to have bonded to Braddock and at least
tolerated Father Hernandez, he related to her almost like a newborn
chick that had imprinted itself on a surrogate mother. The bond did
not seem to be sexually motivated; then again, there was no way for
Jodi to really know, either way. Until Reza could be taught
Standard – or he could teach someone Kreelan – only the most
rudimentary communications could be exchanged. “He’s only
interested in me for my mind.”

“Oh, Christ,” Braddock moaned, “he
can’t be that desperate.”

Reza watched them curiously, then
energetically gestured at them with an outstretched hand, beckoning
them to join him.

“Looks like he wants some
company,” Braddock said, shaking his head and holding up his hands
in deferment. “He tried to get me in there earlier, but this is one
I’ll pass on.”

“What’s the matter? Is tough old
gunny afraid to show off his wares?”

Braddock snorted. “Come on. You
know how cold that water is. One step in there and I’d be groping
around for a week trying to get a grip on myself again. If Reza can
swim around like a beluga whale, power to him. I’ll just sit nice
and dry and stinky for right now, thanks very much.”

“You better turn around, then,”
she told him as she began to undo the catches on her combat smock.
“No free peeks unless you do the same.”

“Jodi,” he cried, “are you crazy?
You’ll freeze in there!”

“I know,” she sighed as she made
him turn around to face the sloping wall of the river bank, “but
they don’t heat the water in the village, either, and I’d rather
not be the star of another peepshow for Hernandez’s monks. I found
the little hole they drilled in the wall of the bath.” After this
little discovery, the priest had been livid with his charges, and a
severe tongue-lashing left them suitably terror- and
guilt-stricken. But that was all ancient history now, having taken
place soon after Jodi had bailed out, when such luxuries as
personal hygiene had still been possible for the human combatants.
“I figure I can jump in, scream, rub off some of the scum and get
some of the shit out of my hair, and then jump back out and dry off
with my smock and get dressed again before I turn into a
popsicle.”

“You’re nuts,” Braddock said,
exasperated, as he faced the opposite direction. He heard the
whisper and rasp of the heavy combat uniform against Jodi’s skin as
she undressed behind him. With a subtle movement, he extracted a
small mirror, much like those used by dentists before more
sophisticated scanners became available, from a cargo pocket on his
uniform. He had used it on many occasions to see around corners
without exposing his head to attack, and the seemingly primitive
device had saved him from becoming a headless wonder on more than
one occasion. He had to smile to himself. The young Navy lieutenant
was going to have to work harder to outwit this Marine.

Holding it up in such a way as to
not be too obvious, he took a surreptitious look at the scene
behind him. He let his breath out slowly at what he saw when Jodi’s
undershirt and panties slid to the ground. Braddock had intimately
known more women than he sometimes cared to admit, but none of them
compared to this one. A non-practicing Christian, he marveled at
how Jodi could look at herself in a mirror and still not believe
that the Universe was a divine creation.

Feeling a rush of heat, he decided
that he better put the mirror away.

“You can look after I get in the
water,” she told him firmly.

“Whatever you say, ma’am,” he
replied innocently.

Jodi gingerly stepped toward the
water, suddenly wondering if this was not a serious error in
judgment on her part. “What the hell,” she sighed as the icy water
touched her feet, bubbling around her ankles. Reza watched her
patiently. “Here goes,” she cried, diving headfirst into the
water.

There was cold,
and then there was cold. Jodi’s reaction left no doubt as to what her body
thought.

“Shit!” she cried as her head
broke the surface. Her heart was pounding and she could barely
breathe, but she was still alive. As she stood precariously on the
bottom, resisting the swirling currents around her, the water came
to just above her breasts. “God, Reza,” she exclaimed, “how can you
stand this?”

Reza, of course, did not reply, but
watched with great interest as Jodi began to rub her skin with her
hands and then rinse out her hair to clean off some of the
accumulated grit and grime.

As she was dunking her head under,
coaxing water into her hair, a sudden surge of the current knocked
her off balance. Her arms flailing desperately, she lost her
footing and was pulled under. She opened her mouth to cry out, but
there was nothing but water, and it eagerly rushed into the void
between her parted lips.

But just as suddenly as the crisis
arose, it was put to an end. She felt a pair of strong arms gently
grasp her around the chest and pull her away from the current. Her
head broke the water, and the first thing she saw was Braddock,
quickly wading into the water toward her, his face torn with
concern.

“Are you all right?” he
yelled.

“Yes,” she managed, spitting water
from her mouth. Luckily, she had not inhaled any water. “I’m
okay.”

“Goddamn stupid officers,” he
grumbled as he watched, unsure if it was necessary to go any
further into the water. “Never have a lick of sense.” After another
moment of hesitation, he decided that Reza could handle her safety
better than he could, and he beat a hasty retreat to the shore,
already wet up to his waist and feeling every inch of
it.

As Braddock was trudging back to
dry land and comparative warmth, Jodi turned to Reza, who had one
arm around her torso and the other under her legs, holding her like
a groom carrying his bride across some watery threshold. She
thought she could feel the heat of his body where his skin touched
hers, although she knew that was impossible in water so cold. The
muscles of his arms and chest, difficult to see in the water, felt
as hard and resilient as his armor.

“Thank you,” she told him. She
kissed him on the cheek, just below an old scar that ran down his
face over his left eye. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she let
him carry her from the water, overseen by the ever-watchful gunnery
sergeant.

“Hell,” Braddock muttered, “I
should have just gone skinny dipping.” He was soaked past his waist
and already shaking with cold, and now had no dry clothes to change
into.

“We can dry off near the fire,”
Jodi told him as they reached the bank, “while we’re having
something to eat.”

“Amen to that.”

“Is everything
all right?” Father Hernandez appeared from the direction of the
camp. “I came to tell you that this barbarian ritual of
barbecue appears to be
nearing…” His voice trailed off and his eyes grew suddenly wide.
“Sweet Mary, mother of God,” he whispered.

“What’s wrong, Father?” Jodi asked
as Reza set her down. She thought for a moment that he was looking
at her, but he was not. As alluring as any man might normally have
found her, particularly naked, the old priest’s eyes were firmly
fixed on Reza. She turned to see what he was looking at. “Is Reza
well-hung, or some…thing…”

Following Hernandez’s gaze, she saw
that Reza’s skin boasted some differences that she at once found
fascinating and repellant, things that she could not have seen with
his armor on. For one thing, he had no hair except on his head. His
groin and underarms were bereft of even a single pubic hair, and
she could not see a single strand on his chest or arms, either,
even a patch of downy fuzz. And on his face, there was not even a
trace of a beard’s shadow.

But that was not what really caught
her attention. It was the scars. She had seen the half-dozen or so
on his face, of course, and had thought it unfortunate that such a
handsome man had to carry such terrible marks, especially the long
one that ran over his left eye. But the highways of pinkish
tendrils that coiled and meandered over the taut muscles of his
body was like nothing she had ever seen. It was like a catalogue of
pain and suffering, from the tiny puckers that seemed little more
than oversized pinpricks to the scar in his side that looked like
someone had skewered him like the gazelle now roasting on the fire.
Leaning to one side, she caught a glimpse of a matching scar in his
back. She had seen enough entry-exit wound combinations to know
what one looked like. He had been stabbed clean through with what
must have been a sword, just below the heart, and had lived to tell
about it.

Urged on by morbid fascination,
forgetting both her nakedness and the cold water that clung to her
skin, she slowly circled this stranger, marveling at the
unspeakable cruelty he must have endured.

“My God, Reza,” she whispered,
“what did they do to you?” She gently touched his back where seven
jagged scars remained where the Kreelan barbed whip must have once
struck him. Running a finger over the scar where another sword had
pierced him, she traced the gnarled tissue that was as long as her
palm and almost as thick as her hand.

“Yeah,” Braddock said quietly, “he
carries quite a history, doesn’t he?” He had already seen the
scars, when Reza undressed to go swimming. Braddock had seen enough
scars to not be shocked by Reza’s appearance, but he was still
impressed that a man, any man, could endure such punishment and
still function. “Look,” he went on, “I don’t know about you all,
but I’m heading back to the fire. I’m freezing my ass and I’m
starving.” He looked at Jodi until they made eye contact. “And I’d
recommend you get dressed and do the same.”

“I will… ah, prepare some dry
things for you,” Father Hernandez said quickly. He had gotten an
eyeful of Reza, and was not about to stay long enough that his
attention wandered to the other exposed body standing on the river
bank. He hurried back toward the camp, trailed only slightly by
Braddock, who was now so cold his teeth were chattering.

Entranced as Jodi was by the tale
seared into Reza’s skin, her own body finally made known its own
needs. “We’d better get dressed before we freeze,” she said.
Despite the warmth of the morning air, the cold water had
penetrated to her core, and the last thing she wanted was to catch
pneumonia just as the task force arrived and she had to start
answering a lot of questions. She hurriedly wiped herself off with
the battered smock. “Here,” she said, turning to hand it to him. “I
know it’s grungy and a little wet, but you can still dry yourself
off…” She felt her knees turn to rubber as she turned back around
to him and saw what was happening. The camouflage smock dropped
from her hand to the ground at her feet.

Reza still stood beside her, except
that now wisps of steam were streaming from his skin and hair like
cold water evaporating from hot pavement. She could feel the heat
radiating from him like she was standing near an open
fire.

“This is impossible,” she
whispered, reaching out to touch him. His flesh was hot, much
hotter than any fever a human being could survive, and painful to
her touch. “Reza, what are you?” she whispered.

Never letting her eyes wander from
the spectacle, she managed to dress herself, her only oversight
being that her undershirt was on backwards. When the steam stopped
streaming from Reza’s body, he, too, began to dress. His body
completely dry, he put on his clothing in a precise ritual that
Jodi found utterly fascinating. Watching his hands and the rest of
his body move through their motions was like watching a precision
drill team performing a ballet.

As she led him back to where
Braddock was carving the meat from the cooked gazelle, Jodi
wondered about the man who walked beside her, thinking that maybe
Hernandez’s first thoughts, that he was some kind of messenger from
God, might not have been too far from the truth.




 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Commodore Mauritius Sinclaire was
known and loved by his sailors as a jovial man who was not above
the occasional bout of wildness that had been part of naval
tradition since men had first set sail upon the seas of Earth. The
red-haired commander of one of the Confederation’s finest task
forces was claimed to have shared a pint or two, and sometimes a
glass of something more sturdy, with the lowly sailors of his
command, and was even reputed to have lost a game of poker now and
then. Or so the senior chiefs would boast in front of the wide-eyed
young sailors who had just set foot on the steel-plated decks of
the task force’s men-of-war.

Unlike so many of his peers,
Sinclaire spent as much time as he could prowling the lower decks
of the ships of his command. He sought out contact with the men and
women who only bore a few red or white stripes on their sleeves,
listening to what they had to say, telling them the things he
thought they deserved to hear and reassuring them that what they
did really mattered. Having started his naval career nearly thirty
years before as a lowly machinist’s mate on a long-dead destroyer,
Sinclaire was a firm believer in the extraordinary strength and
wisdom of the common man and woman.

He liked to laugh and tell jokes,
and was as colorful and alive as his family’s clan heritage had
destined him to be. More than that, since the day he pledged
himself to the Navy at the tender age of sixteen he had seen enough
of death to know how precious life was, how dear and worthwhile,
and he was loathe to squander it wastefully, or to see it so
disposed. Honest to a fault and just as outspoken, his thoughts and
tongue had cost him more than one promotion, but it was a price he
was more than willing to pay to maintain his personal and
professional integrity. He was certainly no angel, but no god could
deny that Sinclaire had always tried his best to do what was decent
and right.

And doing that
was just what perplexed him now. “Blast it, doctor,” he growled, “I
understand your point, but my orders – our orders – say that we are to
treat him as an ambassador until the powers-that-be decide just
where this lad’s supposed to fit into our way of doing
things.”

“That’s all fine
and good, commodore,” said Deliha Rabat, the chief of the army of
scientists, philosophers, clerics, diplomats, and seemingly
countless other last-minute arrivals that had swarmed aboard the
battlecruiser Aboukir for this mission. “But the Council expects a lot in the way
of results out of this group before we reach Earth, and the only
way that’s going to happen is if we approach this from the
scientific standpoint that it clearly warrants.” She frowned
theatrically. “I’m not talking about putting him in a straight
jacket, for the love of All. But you have to remember: we’re
dealing with a complete unknown here, and – in my professional
opinion – you would be well advised to follow my recommendations on
this and keep him in a suitably appointed cell in the brig where he
can be observed properly and kept under control.” She paused a
moment, waiting just until Sinclaire was about to speak. “Remember,
commodore,” she interjected as he was opening his mouth to reply,
“you have the crew of the Aboukir
to consider, as well. This man could prove quite
dangerous.”

Sinclaire clamped his jaws shut. If
there was one thing he could not stand, it was when someone tried
to use his vested concern for those under his command as leverage
to influence him into making a particular decision. “I thank you
for your concern for Captain Jhansi’s crew, doctor,” he said
coldly, noting with satisfaction the rise of color in Rabat’s olive
cheeks, “but I’ve my orders, and nothing you’ve said has convinced
me that there’s any reason to deviate from them. Any results you
want to present to the Council will have to be the fruits of your
own hard labor and Reza Gard’s willing cooperation. You’ll get no
support for coercion of any kind from me. Thank you, doctor, and
I’ll see you in the landing bay at fourteen-hundred sharp.” With
that, Sinclaire returned to studying his data terminal.

Deliha Rabat, Ph.D., M.T.S., etc.,
etc., had been dismissed.

The commodore did not have to look
up to feel the hateful glare he received before she whirled around
and stalked out of his day cabin.

* * *

“That’s where
we’re going,” Jodi told Reza, pointing out the shuttle’s small
viewport at the rapidly growing bulk of the Aboukir, orbiting majestically
against the backdrop of the blue-green sphere of sunlit Rutan. She
watched as he peered intently through the clear plastisteel,
leaning further and further out of his seat until his nose bumped
against the glass and he recoiled slightly, like a dog discovering
a see-through door for the first time.

How much like a
child he seems, she thought. There was so
much she would have liked to know about him, but she knew that the
knowledge would be someone else’s to learn first. Jodi was a
fighter pilot, not a trained interrogator, diplomat, or liberal
arts teacher, and her home was with her squadron on the
Hood. She had been
informed that a shuttle had been prepared to take her to Ekaterina
III where Hood was being repaired and refitted after her last mauling; Jodi
should arrive there just before the battlecruiser was ready to
sortie once again. She looked forward to returning to her
squadron-mates and flying duty, but she could not shake the feeling
of envy toward whoever would come after her and tap into the
treasure trove of information now sitting beside
her.

In the seats opposite sat Braddock
and Father Hernandez. Braddock, sound asleep, snored open-mouthed
in a ritual of fighting men and women that went back centuries: the
delight of sleep after a battle fought and won.

Father Hernandez also had his eyes
closed, but for an entirely different reason. Born on a planet
without indigenous spacecraft – or even the most primitive of
atmospheric craft, for that matter – he had developed a sudden and
dramatic case of motion sickness when the shuttle lifted from
Rutan, and had kept his eyes closed and his mouth moving in quiet
prayer ever since. Jodi was sure his handprints would be left ever
afterward in the shuttle, permanently embedded in the plastic
armrests of his seat.

Those who had sent the task force
had not planned on his coming with them, nor had it been planned by
anyone on Rutan other than Father Hernandez himself. In what Jodi
took to be a shocking course of action for one of their people, he
had insisted on coming with them.

“But Father,” Jodi had tried to
explain as Hernandez strode up the shuttle’s ramp amidst the
survivors of Braddock’s regiment, clutching the leather satchel
that contained his Bible and few worldly belongings, “this isn’t a
taxi service. If you come with us, there’s no telling when you’ll
be coming back. This task force is bound for Terra, and not many
ships happen out this way–”

Hernandez waved
her off. “So much the better, child, that I may see St. Peter’s and
the other great cathedrals of Terra with my own eyes.” He tried to
smile, but she was not returning it. For once, her irreverence had
disappeared, replaced with a businesslike attitude that would have
been well placed on a pit-bull terrier. “My child,” he went on
softly as the Marines trudged by behind them, “my time in this life
wanes, and my service to my parish is nearly complete. Only next
year was young Father Castillo to take my place at the altar. While
there was a time when I looked forward to quiet contemplation and
study of the scriptures to pass my days before Judgment, it holds
promise for me no longer.” He gestured toward the hatchway where
Braddock had already led Reza to get him settled in for the flight
up to Aboukir.
“God has offered me something more, a final challenge for my mind
and my faith before I come before Him. There are things I must know
about this young man’s spirit, things that will forever consume my
curiosity if I do not make this journey of discovery, a journey
perhaps not much different than his own. I realize I am not a
distinguished scientist or scholar as are those of the group you
have told me await him, but I am in no less need of the knowledge
that they also seek, and I am determined to find out what I must
know. If I cannot go as a priest and friend, then I will go as a
representative of the planet Rutan, of Reza’s chosen place of
redemption.”

Slowly, Jodi nodded. “All right,
you nutty priest,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you knew
what you were getting into.”

Hernandez smiled. “The Lord does
make some allowance for fools, young lady.”

“That He does,” Jodi said under
her breath as she helped Hernandez with his bundle of belongings
and led him into the beckoning interior of the shuttle.

Returning her thoughts to the
present, she asked, “How are you doing, Father?”
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