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I dedicate this volume to the memory of John
Lennon, and to the other peace-makers and love-makers on this
planet. Their skills are in shorter supply than those of the
money-makers and war-makers.

 


 


“The road to peace is paved with
understanding.” —Professor David Ogilvey

 


 



PART ONE: MOONRISE

 


 



Chapter 1

 


The tyrannosaurus was a big one. It stalked
across the brushy grassland of the Montana high plains smoothly on
two towering legs that somehow moved gracefully despite their
tree-like size. The huge carnivore placed one three-clawed foot on
the ground almost gently, followed slowly by the other foot in a
stealthy fluid motion. The immense tawny-furred animal blended into
the tan colors of the grasslands so well as to be almost
unnoticeable despite its size. Keeping its head low and its long
tail stretched out behind, it was stalking something it smelled on
the warm morning air currents. The brown and tan zebra-striped mane
along the crest of its neck stood tall with anticipation of a kill.
Its nose came up slightly each time it sniffed the light breeze.
Then it would adjust its course a little to follow the scent it was
homing in on.

That scent was far too faint for a human nose to
detect but was easily traced by the powerful sensory system within
the rex’s snout, one that rivaled or surpassed that of a wolf’s
nose. After a few more paces into the wind the rex sniffed again,
adjusted its direction once more—and caught sight of its
quarry. Now the big beast accelerated its pace, tracking
visually but still moving fluidly and silently on its well-padded
feet. It obviously hoped to reach its prey without causing it to
flee.

 


That prey, Chase Armstrong, adjusted the bill
of his green National Park Service ball cap to keep the sun out of
his eyes. “He’s seen us,” he murmured with just the hint of an edge
on his voice. “Here he comes!”

“Oh my God,” Kit Daniels whispered from just behind
Chase’s shoulder. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“I guess we’ll see.” Chase rose from his exposed
driver’s seat to face the oncoming rex. “Hey you!” he shouted at
it. “Want some of this?” He waved his arms to be certain the rex
was fixated on him. It was.

As the rex accelerated to a full charge with its feet
thundering on the ground, Chase turned around, bent over, and
slapped a butt cheek provocatively. “Nice and meaty!” he shouted.
“Come and get it!”

“Chase!” Kit cried, watching the rex loom larger with
each stride. “I don’t think you should be doing that!” She peered
around Chase from where she sat behind him in the second seat of
the Kra walking machine. She had planned to stand up with Chase
when this moment came, but something about a tyrannosaurus charging
in her direction made her too shaky to rise without her knees
buckling. After all, it had been she, not Chase, who had escaped
the jaws of one of these huge carnivores twice in a single day. And
those memories were recent enough that their terror hadn’t
faded.

When the rex was within twenty paces, it let out a
piercing shriek like the battle cry of a titanic eagle.

“Enough is enough, Chase!” Kit cried. “I’ve been
here, done this!”

“He’s gotta get closer.” Chase’s voice remained calm
somehow, though Kit’s heart was racing crazily. Maybe Chase’s years
as a park ranger dealing with angry grizzly bears had prepared him
better for this challenge. “Gar says we need to give him a good
look at us and make sure he knows it’s humans he’s trying to
eat.”

“It’ll be humans he does eat if you don’t do
something, quick!”

“Just let him get a bit closer.”

The rex loomed and Kit could see every glistening
saliva-draped fang in its gaping mouth, just like when the first
rex had burst its head through her kitchen window.

“Please Chase!” she squeaked, in a voice choked by
renewed memories of that awful moment. “He’s getting way too
close.”

She wanted desperately to look away, but she
couldn’t. As the monster rushed through the final paces to them, it
opened its mouth wide to take Chase. Kit couldn’t suppress a scream
that was drowned out by another deafening eagle screech from the
rex. At the last second, Chase sat down in the pilot seat of the
fighting machine and flipped the toggle that clamped the quahka’s
jet-fighter-like canopy down around them. The rex closed in and
tried to bite through the thick glass. As the toothy maw grazed off
the canopy, leaving streaks of saliva, Kit screamed again. “This
isn’t my idea of fun, at all!” she cried. Chase grabbed his
right-hand joystick and swung the machine’s right arm to point its
gun-barrel at the beast. He pressed the joystick’s trigger,
unleashing a bolt of blue electricity that crackled over the
beast’s jaws and snout.

The rex leaped away as nimbly as a startled cat. It
stood off a couple paces, glowering at its human quarry, safe in
its two-legged metallic fighter-walker. Chase had nestled the
machine into a thicket of sagebrush to make it less conspicuous and
encourage the rex to come after him. That much of his strategy had
worked.

Still not fully deterred, the rex took a step forward
again. But Chase fired another electric bolt that traced blue-white
outlines over the big tongue and toothy jaws. Stunned by the
strength of the bolt, the carnivore reared away once more. It took
several long steps backward, but was still unwilling to give up. It
dodged low, ducked under Chase’s third shot and began rapidly
circling the quahka, looking for an undefended opening. After
several paces it turned and came at them again. Once more, Chase’s
bolt lashed out and crackled over the rex’s teeth, tongue, and
nose. It reeled backward again.

“C’mon, ya big dummy!” Chase laughed. “Get the
message! Humans aren’t food.”

Now, another bolt of electricity struck the animal,
coming from the weapon arm of a second quahka that was hidden in
tall brush beside Chase’s machine.

“That’s it, Gar!” Chase shouted, looking over at his
dinosaurian friend piloting the second fighter-walker. “Give him a
double dose!”

Gar’s bolt struck the animal’s flank, while Chase
played another across its nose. The animal had seemed able to
resist Chase’s bolt, but with two arcs crackling over its hide it
reared back in agony and then turned and ran away. As the creature
retreated, Chase brought his quahka to a stand. He pressed his foot
pedal far forward in pursuit. Gar did the same and the two machines
fell in on the rear flanks of the rex, easily keeping pace with it
and firing their electric arcs along its tail and hindquarters as
it fled in a full sprint.

“Hah!” Chase laughed exultantly. “That’s one rex
who’ll never attack a human being again without thinking
twice.”

“I’ll think twice before I ride in this machine with
you again!” Kit pressed a hand to her chest, trying to still her
pounding heart.

Chase and Gar pursued the big carnivore until they
cornered it in a small rocky box canyon. It turned at bay and
roared at them, lashing the dark fur tuft at the tip of its tawny
tail. It turned sideways to present as large and intimidating a
profile as it could. Striped hackles stood high all along its back.
That profile was awesome to behold, but Chase knew the rex had lost
its nerve to fight. He halted his machine a safe distance from the
cornered animal and raised its canopy again, still covering the
creature with the quahka’s weapon arm. Gar did the same, pausing a
similar distance from the rex to cut off any escape from the
confines of the canyon.

Gar leaned back in his driver’s seat, making the
characteristic clucking laugh of a Kra, “Gahk, gahk, gahk!” He
bobbed his feathered carnivorous dinosaurian head with glee. “You
good bait, Chay-su. You too, Keetah.”

“Not funny,” Kit called. “I don’t want to be
anybody’s bait.” Then a hint of a smile came to her face as she
watched Gar’s head-bobbing, birdlike expressions of humor. His
sides heaved with each clucking laugh. He hadn’t dressed in his war
armor this morning, thanks to the peace that prevailed between
humans and Kra. His finely feathered, sleek black flanks positively
vibrated with mirth. The only piece of adornment on his body was a
chain with a pendant of platinum around his neck. On the pendant
was the enameled green crossed-sago-palm-leaf emblem that indicated
his leadership of the Kra Cult of Life. That cult was dedicated to
this sort of mission, one meant to assure the continued life of the
tyrannosaurus as well as the safety of the local humans and
Kra.

Behind Gar in the back seat of his quahka sat
Professor David Ogilvey. His corpulent, khaki-shirted sides were
heaving too, as he laughed his characteristic, “Hee, hee, heeh!”
His eyes, outsized behind thick glasses, squinted back tears of
laughter. A long-toothed smile split his gray-bearded face almost
from ear to ear. “Chase, my boy!” he called out. “I’d say your
T-rex aversion training is working splendidly! Just the way the Kra
did it sixty-five million years ago!”

“Gah!” Gar agreed.

Kit kept an eye on the threatening rex. “You guys
just about gave me a heart attack. What are you going to do with it
now?”

Ogilvey grinned. “That, my dear, is up to Mr.
Armstrong. What do you say, Chase?”

“I say this rex is the one. A prime specimen.” Chase
picked up and then shouldered his 30-06 hunting rifle. The rex
presented a perfect target. Standing sideways to them and puffing
itself up like an angry rooster, it was exposing its entire flank,
from its lashing tail to its gaping jaws. Chase sighted the rifle
on the optimum target point and slowly squeezed the trigger. The
rifle boomed and a Day-Glo orange dart flew quickly to the meatiest
part of the rex’s furry thigh. It sank in with a thwack!
Then it hung there, having delivered a massive dose of sedative.
“We’ll see what that does.” Chase watched the animal closely as the
paralyzing atropine traveled through its bloodstream.

After a few seconds, the lashing tail slowed its
rhythm. The head lowered from its up-tilted aggressive posture. The
animal let out a low threatening rumble from deep in its throat,
but it stood still. It was becoming confused as the drug drained
away its strength. After a few seconds, its knees buckled and it
sat down heavily onto the boot of its pubic bone, which easily bore
the bulk of its eight-ton weight. As its senses continued to fade
and it grew dizzy, the rex leaned forward until its wide breast
reached the ground, taking part of its weight. Growing still
groggier, it tucked its small, shaggy-furred forelimbs close to its
sides the way birds do, and lowered the point of its jaw to the
ground. Then it keeled over ponderously onto its side. It stretched
out on the grassy surface, immobilized by the drug.

“That was a whopping dose!” Chase called to the
others as he grabbed a kit bag and climbed down the footholds on
one leg of his quahka. “I hope it’s not too much.”

“I hope it’s enough,” said Kit. She stayed in her
seat.

“You’ve brought sufficient antidote?” Dr. Ogilvey
asked as Chase carefully approached the animal.

“Sure did,” Chase said as he moved near the animal’s
huge head to listen to its breathing. “Respiration is regular and
deep. I think I got the dose just right.”

“Good shoot,” Gar called enthusiastically in his
Kra-pidgin English. “You master over all dinosaurs now.”

“Yeah,” Chase agreed with a note of pride. “I guess I
am.” Moving near the shoulder of the beast, he reached out and
rested a hand on the furry hide. It felt much like a wolf’s
pelt.

“Hold that pose,” Kit called from the quahka. She
held up her cell phone and snapped a picture. She knew a great
portrait opportunity when she saw one—the wildlife biologist with
his field-study subject. She clicked off several shots, including
as much of the rex as would fit, and framing the
tall-dark-and-handsome park ranger and conqueror of dinosaurs in
the center of the images.

“Now, who’s going to help me collar this baby?” he
asked with a smile, looking meaningfully up at Kit.

“Oh, no,” she said. “This is as close as I’m going to
get to that monster.”

“C’mon, Kit,” Chase said. “Aren’t you the one who
singlehandedly fended off one of these—with a pitchfork?”

“Don’t remind me, please.”

Chase pushed on the animal’s meaty shoulder. The rex
was unresponsive. “He’s out cold,” Chase cajoled. “And he
will be for another fifteen minutes if I calculated his
weight and the dose right.”

“And if you didn’t?”

“C’mon, I need your help.”

“I hope you did your math correctly.” Kit climbed
warily over the cowling and descended the quahka’s leg ladder.

Chase pulled a long strap of cloth-covered metal out
of his bag. Working with Kit, he looped the strap around the big
carnivore’s neck and brought the two ends together at the front of
the throat, just above the animal’s wishbone. They pinned the strap
ends together with two pairs of heavy nuts and bolts that locked
the collar in place. A boxy radio transmitter was positioned at its
front.

“There!” Chase exulted as he tightened the second
bolt. “A metal collar strong enough that it can’t be scratched off
by those.” He pointed at a hind foot, which bore three hooked claws
nearly the size of sickles. “But it’s cushioned so it won’t chafe
the neck.”

“How nice for rexxy,” Kit quipped. “A cozy
collar.”

“Well done, you two,” called Professor Ogilvey. “But
have you noticed that the eyes are beginning to blink?”

“That’s a sign we’d better get back a ways,” Chase
said. He looked for Kit but she was already halfway to the
fighter-walker.

“That’s enough fun and games with a tyrannosaur for
one day,” she said. “Let’s go.”

They remounted the machine as the rex began groggily
moving its arms and legs. They watched cautiously as it slowly
rolled to its breast-and-boot posture and then tilted up to its
sitting posture. As it began to work its feet under itself, both
Chase and Gar backed their machines away, leaving the big carnivore
plenty of room to stand up on its still-shaky legs. When it tried a
few tentative steps toward the opening of the box canyon, they
backed their quahkas farther away to watch in relative safety as it
began to regain its senses. Finally, it walked off with nothing in
its behavior to suggest the faintest hint of aggression toward
humans or Kra.

“A job well done,” said Dr. Ogilvey. “I feel
absolutely certain that this particular specimen will never
threaten a human again. At the first sight of one of us tailless
but formidable creatures, it will turn away and move along to
pursue its long-tailed dinosaurian prey.”

“I hope you’re right,” Kit replied. “I’ve had a
couple too many bad experiences with rexes.”

As the predator moved away more swiftly, Ogilvey
remarked, “Gar is right, Chase. With a quahka and your dart rifle,
you are indeed the master of all the mighty beasts.”

Chase shrugged. “My job is the same as it ever was.
I’m just a ranger trying to make sure the carnivores of Yellowstone
Country get along peaceably with their human neighbors.”

***

 


That afternoon, Will Daniels put on his
tattered old cowboy hat and went out the back door of the ranch
house. He walked down the back steps and out past Chase Armstrong’s
parked quahka. Zippy, the old Border collie, tagged along. Zip Dog
limped slightly from the still-healing slashes of utahraptor claws
on his flank, which had given him a lingering twinge in his left
shoulder as he walked. Will remembered how Zippy had saved his life
in a showdown with a half dozen of the fierce carnivores. He patted
the Colt .45 holstered at his hip for reassurance that he was
prepared if any of those nasty critters had survived, despite
assurances that Chase and Kit had killed them all.

“Where is she, boy?” he asked the dog. “Where’s
Kit?”

Zippy gave a little panting doggie smile but
predictably had nothing to say. Will circled around Chase’s quahka,
which was hunkered down with its canopy open and its two occupants
missing. Will had been impressed when it had returned with Kit in
the driver’s seat and Chase behind her giving driving instructions.
She had piloted the machine all the way back from the T-rex hunt.
She was learning to be a pretty good “quahka jockey” as Will liked
to call those who drove the fighting machines. Maybe he’d learn the
knack someday himself, but right now he had other concerns. He went
to the white equestrian fence that enclosed the pasture adjacent to
the big red barn and set his elbows on the top rail. He scanned the
pasture to see if Kit had gone out to check on Lucky, her old brown
quarter horse mare, and Buck, Will’s own young dun American
saddlebred stallion. She wasn’t out where the two horses grazed on
the green grass in the middle of the pasture, nor was she anywhere
farther out where the duckbill dinosaurs tended their nest and
gaggle of baby dinos. Those fuzzy little things had hatched as big
as full-grown ducks and now, not much more than a week later, had
already grown as big as adult geese on a steady diet of great green
gobs of chewed-up grass and hay vomited up by their parents. The
parents, Rufus and Henrietta, standing watch over their brood, were
two of the giant long-crested duckbill types that Professor Ogilvey
called parasaurolophuses. Their scientific name was something Will
had a hard time pronouncing, so he called them
para-whatchamacallits.

Will watched the dinosaur family posing sedately at
the far end of the pasture until the thunderous sound of footfalls
turned his attention to the parasaurolophus yearling triplets,
Huey, Luey, and Dufus. They were burning off some youthful energy
by sprinting around the pasture in their swift, two-legged run that
could easily match a horse’s gallop. As they raced by, Zippy caught
their enthusiasm and forgot his wounds for the time being. Slipping
under the fence, the old dog joined in their race and followed
their tails with his herd-dog instincts in full play. As the
mini-herd raced back toward the far end of the pasture, Will
glanced at Suleiman, the baby bull, nibbling at the grass near the
low-roofed loafing shed where Nelda, the Jersey milk cow, had taken
shelter from the late afternoon sun. Chewing her cud while lying
half on her side with a swollen udder bulging out from between her
back legs, Nelda looked at Will with her big brown eyes and lowed
loudly.

“I know, Nelda,” Will called back to her. “Kit’s
s’posed to have milked you a while ago, after Suleiman got his
fill. Now, where is she?”

He thought Kit might be in one of the equipment sheds
or garages that surrounded the turnaround, or out adjusting the
outflow from the windmill in the center of the pasture to assure
that all the animals got properly watered, or in the little flower
garden beside the house, but she wasn’t in any of those likely
places. He thought she might have gone up the road behind the barn
that led to Arran Kra, but she’d have needed the Jeep Wrangler for
that. It was still sitting in the garage right next to the little
red VW bug that she usually drove back and forth to college.

So, where had she gotten herself to?

“Kit!” he called out loudly, cupping a hand and
directing his shout out along the pasture fence line. Rufus, the
big parasaurolophus male, heard him and raised his tall crested
head high, sniffing the breeze and looking around for trouble.

Will turned in the opposite direction and called out
again for Kit, but again got no answer. In a land filled with
dinosaurs, a dad just didn’t feel all that easy about his little
girl disappearing without a goodbye, even for just a little while.
He slipped through the three-post gate and walked over in front of
the big barn and stood among the chickens that were pecking and
scratching in the loose hay that had fallen down from the open loft
door above him. Beginning to feel just a little anxious, he peered
past the two main barn doors left wide open as usual and scanned
the dim interior. The animal stalls were empty, as was the tack
room. And still no sign of Kit.

He lifted his hat and scratched at the white buzz cut
hair above one ear, trying to figure out where she’d gone. He
looked out past the flower and vegetable garden and up toward
Sandstone Mountain. The huge, orange pyramid of rock towered over
the ranch as the centerpiece of 60,000 acres that included the
ranch-house compound, the pasture, and a section of high prairie
where he had 500 black angus beef on the hoof, and where the lost
65-million-year-old city of Arran Kra was being excavated by its
former owners, the Kra. Had she gone up to the high prairie without
telling him? He doubted it.

He’d already looked around inside the house, figuring
she might be in her room gussying herself, braiding her hair in
that new-fangled style, putting on nice clothes and sprucing
herself up in ways she hadn’t bothered with before Chase Armstrong
came along. Prior to coming outside, he’d called from the pantry
down the steps to the basement, but got no reply. She hadn’t been
down there cleaning her gun or getting canned goods from the huge
stock for dinner, which wasn’t too far off.

Kit and Chase had both been missing more than an
hour. If they were together, that made them safer than alone,
because two guns were better than one if a try-annasaurus or one of
them utahraptors came out of nowhere. Still, his concern kicked up
a notch with each place he looked and didn’t find her. He cupped
his hands and projected his voice along the driveway that led out
to the asphalt county road a quarter mile away. “Kit!”

“Hi, Daddy.” Kit’s voice startled him, coming from
close behind and high above. Will turned and looked up to see her
standing in the hayloft door and smiling down at him with a
sheepish look on her face.

“I been looking all over for you, Little Girl,” he
scolded. “What you been up to?” He noticed she looked a bit
red-faced, like he’d caught her in the act of something, say back
when she was seven or eight years old. And he noticed she was kind
of messed up, not primped like he’d expected. Instead of fancy
braiding, her long sandy-colored hair was down and had straws of
hay in it, a bunch of ’em, and was tangled rather than combed out
straight like he’d expect.

He thought a minute. “Say,” he said. “Where’s
Chase.”

“Right here, sir.” Chase stepped out of the darkness
of the loft and stood behind Kit. He was stripped to the waist,
with some hay stuck to his lean arms and shoulders and a couple
straws in his tousled dark hair.

“What you two been doin—?” Daniels cut himself off
before finishing a question he probably had no business asking—and
didn’t want answered. Kit was twenty years old, after all, and
Chase was, well, as fine a young man as had ever come around the
ranch.

“Uh—” Chase stammered. “we, were uh…”

“What is it you want, Daddy?” Kit interrupted.

“You’ve got some chores to attend to. That is, when
you get done with… whatever you’re doin’ up there.” He wished he
hadn’t said that.

Kit and Chase exchanged embarrassed glances.

“Getting some hay for Rufus,” Kit explained. Will
noticed there wasn’t a stick of new hay thrown down from the loft
yet.

Chase glanced down at his own bare, well-muscled
torso. His chest was flushed a little red. “Hot work,” he offered,
sheepishly.

“Yeah, okay,” Will said, not really intending to have
a showdown over what his daughter was really up to with this man
whom he’d met only a month before. “Just come on down when you can,
okay, Little Girl? Nelda needs milking and I could use some help
cooking dinner.” He turned to go back into the house.

“Okay Daddy,” Kit called after him, taking up a
pitchfork and tossing some hay down from the loft. “We’ll get right
to it.”

Will walked to the house and went up the back porch
steps and into the kitchen. He thought maybe he’d have to stop
calling her Little Girl.

***

 


After a dinner of porterhouse steaks with
potatoes and carrots fresh from the garden, Kit and Chase decided
to enjoy the calm beauty of a midsummer evening, sitting on the
front porch swing. As the sun slipped below the shoulder of
Sandstone Mountain, the cloudless sky was washed with pink and
purple tones of twilight. Crickets began their nightly serenades
and the evening took on an idyllic quality found nowhere on earth
other than the high plains of Montana. In a murmured conversation,
they discussed nothing more than the delight of the sage-scented
breeze, the beauty of the sky, and the pleasure of spending quiet
time together.

“For once,” said Chase, leaning near and speaking
softly into Kit’s ear, “we’ve got nothing more important to do than
sit here and enjoy ourselves.” He put his arm around her shoulders
and rocked the swing gently with his feet. Kit pulled her feet up
and nestled her head on his arm and smiled. Zippy, lying stretched
out on his side nearby, took in a deep breath and let it out with
the contented groan of a dog whose belly held its fill of steak and
table scraps. In the eastern sky, the almost-full moon rose over
the treetops of the paper birch grove, serene and yellow against
the purple twilight. There was no sign of the blue beam at the
moon’s south pole, nor had there been for days now.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Will called
from inside the screen door. There was a scraping sound as he
pulled his rocking chair away from the fireplace, bumped open the
screen door with a hip and pulled the rocker out and positioned it
next to the swing.

“Mind if I join you two love birds?” he asked.
Without waiting for an answer, he sat and leaned far back in the
rocker and inhaled a deep breath of the evening air. “I love that
sunset glow behind Sandstone Mountain,” he said. “Ma and me used to
sit on that very swing…”

Zippy raised his head and panted contentedly, as if
he were remembering the same evenings long ago.

“Your scars are healing up pretty nicely,” Will said,
leaning forward to stroke the two long slash marks on Zippy’s flank
where the hooked killing claws of a utahraptor had barely missed
disemboweling him. Zippy lay his head down and sighed again as Will
patted his side with a hand that showed its own utahraptor bite
scars at the wrist. He said, “We haven’t seen a sign of them
utahraptors for how many days now?”

“Quite a few,” Chase replied.

Kit shivered, despite the balminess of the evening.
“I hate to even think about them,” she murmured, wrapping her arms
around Chase and embracing him for warmth.

“A nasty bunch of critters,” Will agreed. “I sure
hope we’ve seen the last of ’em. I guess you two got ’em all in
that big shooting spree.”

“It was them or us,” Kit affirmed.

“Sure was, Little Girl. I just hope you two took down
the whole pack.”

Darkness had fallen while they talked. Zippy sat up
and whined at a faint noise. Something was moving out beyond the
barn.

“Got company,” said Will, pointing in the direction
Zippy was looking. The green headlight of a quahka rounded the
corner of the barn, coming down off the road from Arran Kra. The
big machine walked into the light cast by a street lamp mounted on
a pole in the center of the turnaround and approached the porch. It
hunkered down and opened its canopy. Gar sat in the pilot’s
position with Dr. Ogilvey seated behind him.

“I wonder what them two buzzards want?” Will asked
under his breath.

Gar stood up slowly from the pilot’s seat and nodded
deeply and formally to Kit and Chase. “Toh sit anna Noquinan-ha?”
he asked.

Ogilvey chuckled, grinning at them from behind Gar.
“I see you’re struggling with the translation,” he said. “Allow me
to do the honors. Gar just asked if either of you have ever been to
the moon.”

 



Chapter 2

 


Two days later Kit and Chase stood on the
plains in front of Arran Kra. The ancient city’s towers, pavilions
and colonnades were gradually emerging from their encasement of
sandstone under the attention of dozens of Kra excavation workers
who piloted quahkas rigged with drilling and stonecutting
attachments on their weapon arms. The two young adventurers were
wearing form-fitting white flight suits with white gloves and
boots. These suits had been hurriedly but accurately assembled for
them by fabrication workers in Arran Kra, laboring in
newly-excavated shops already linked into the city’s growing power
grid and provisioned with materials such as vacuum-resistant
fabrics, latex pressure membranes and synthetic leathers suited to
the purpose of spacesuit manufacture.

In anticipation of their coming space flight, the
pair were saying goodbye to Will Daniels and Zippy, who had come
along in Will’s Jeep to see them off. The dog looked concerned,
sniffing at the unfamiliar white spacesuits and eyeing the
spaceship Questa with some doubt.

The Questa, a Kra orbital transfer shuttle of
glinting silver metal, stood on the plain with its many-angled form
starkly lit and shadowed by the late morning sun. Four wide wing
vanes projected from the rear of the ship, delta-shaped for
hyperspeed entry into earth’s atmosphere. Its blunt nose gave the
craft an overall appearance not unlike a giant metallic badminton
shuttlecock. On the upper portion of the rounded front of the
spacecraft were two slit-like pilot windows. Chase could see
Haneek, Gar’s second in command among the Kra, seated at one of
those windows. Haneek waved a hello with a three-clawed hand. Chase
returned the gesture.

Gar and Dr. Ogilvey were nearby, preparing to board
the spaceship as well. Ogilvey looked comical in a spacesuit that
fit too snugly around his plump midsection. It would have been
preferable if the Kra fabricators had left a skosh more waistline
and hadn’t fit his thin legs and bony knees so tightly. His scruffy
gray beard overhanging the suit’s smooth white collar seemed
incongruous as well. Nevertheless he wore a jovial grin on his
slightly buck-toothed mouth, and a happy squint in his
spectacle-magnified eyes. He had been babbling with Gar in a
mixture of Kranaga and English. Now he turned with enthusiasm to
Kit and Chase.

“Saurgon has offered to receive us on the moon in a
full, formal state visit.”

“I’m still not sure why we’re going at all,” Kit
responded.

“Because we are Gar’s friends and allies among
humans. Saurgon has invited us as an honor, but don’t let that go
to your head. He also invited the President of the United States
and a whole host of other human world leaders, as well as his old
adversaries General Davis and the newly-promoted General Suarez,
not to mention those two scientists from JPL—all of whom have
declined his offer. So we’re the best guests of honor he could
get.”

“Why invite any humans at all?”

“You see, my dear,” Ogilvey explained to her, “in Kra
society, victors of great battles are honored and always included
in peace negotiations. You two tipped the balance of the war when
you exploded the arms depot under Sandstone Mountain. Chase helped
Gar shoot down the nuclear bomber jet when humans tried to destroy
Arran Kra. There are plenty of Kra on both sides of the peace or
war issue who see the two of you as humankind’s greatest
warriors.”

“Warrior,” Kit repeated sarcastically. “Just what I
always wanted to be.”

“That’s all fine and dandy,” interjected Will. “But
I’m plenty nervous about Kit being the guest of somebody who’s been
blasting the earth with a death beam for a couple weeks now.”

“You are right to be concerned,” Ogilvey agreed. “And
that’s the very reason why Gar arranged this visit on short notice.
Gar has learned from his sources on the moon that the death beam is
currently down for repairs. It’s being connected to two more solar
power grids, bringing it from one-third to two-thirds of full power
capacity.”

“You’re saying that hellacious thing was at less than
full power?”

“Exactly. The strike by Clementine demolished the
connections to four out of six power arrays. They’ve been operating
it on only two of those six units during the recent, er, flare-up
of hostilities. Saurgon is on the verge of bringing the beam to
two-thirds power again, with plans for getting full power soon
after that, so time is of the essence. You see, with full power the
beam doesn’t shoot a stronger bolt, but rather it shoots more
often. Only the slow step of recharging his two available power
arrays has kept Saurgon’s strikes from coming at a much faster rate
of fire. That rate will double once these repairs are made, and
could increase by that much again once the fifth and sixth cells
are brought online. Hence the urgency of our diplomatic mission and
its unannounced departure. Gar intends to surprise Saurgon by
accepting his invitation well before the beam can be
re-activated.”

“Smart cookie,” Will said, nodding at Gar.

“Coo-kee?” Gar responded, puzzled by the term.

“Gar intends to demand Saurgon’s loyalty in person,”
Ogilvey continued.

“That sounds pretty risky.”

“Not compared to waiting here on earth while Saurgon
increases his military advantage. Personal interactions, you see,
carry a lot of weight with the Kra. Their society operates on a
dominance-hierarchy basis even stronger and more instinctual than
our own. More like a huge wolf pack than a democracy. Furthermore,
Gar has several agents on his side up there. And a backup plan as
well.”

“And, what’s that?”

“A secret,” Ogilvey replied with a long-toothed grin.
“Haneek has been entrusted with that part of the plan.”

“Haneek,” interjected Gar, who’d been listening to
Ogilvey’s explanation. “He my tinkoo.”

“Your what?” asked Will.

“Er,” Ogilvey murmured, searching for a translation.
“The Kra like to designate a valued comrade as their tinkoo. It
literally means ‘twin,’ but figuratively means ‘right hand man’ or
‘wingman’ or more simplistically, ‘buddy.’ He certainly needs a
trusted teammate in a world where few of his own kind fully support
his peace treaty with humanity. That’s why he’s entrusted Haneek
with some of the more sensitive aspects of this trip to the moon.
That task cannot be left in the hands of a Kra of questionable
loyalty, and there are far too few Kra who can be trusted right
now. I suppose a majority could easily be recruited to fall in with
Saurgon and resume the fighting.”

“Launch time now,” Gar said with an air of
finality.

“Well, Kit and Chase,” Ogilvey remarked. “Are you
ready for your first space flight?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” said Kit.

Ogilvey pointed a thumb at his own chest. “Double
dose of Dramamine here.”

“We go,” Gar said. He turned and walked up a gangway
that had been stretched down to the prairie grass.

As Dr. O and Chase followed Gar up the ramp, Kit
turned and hugged her father tightly. “See you soon, Daddy.”

“See you soon, Little Girl” he replied, patting her
on the back.

She turned, took up the white satchel of things she
had packed, and walked up the gangway. Zippy whined as she
disappeared inside the ship.

 


As he had been told to do, Will started his
Jeep and drove himself and Zippy a quarter mile away to watch the
takeoff near a herd of black angus cattle grazing interspersed
among some medium sized, dark-furred duckbilled dinosaurs.
According to Gar via Ogilvey’s translation, the launch thrusters of
the Questa were more powerful than anything humans had ever built.
They used the vast power of kekuah-driven ram-jet engines to suck
in air at the front of the craft via two intake vents and then
ionize the atoms of the air and accelerate them to, as Ogilvey put
it, “near-relativistic speeds,” whatever that meant. Will guessed
it meant the ship could produce a thrust of almost unimaginable
power.

He scratched at the buzz cut white hair on the nape
of his neck under his cowboy hat as the ship’s engines whined to
life. He watched the Questa slowly rock backward on its four
metallic legs and then suddenly leap into the air with a blue flame
blazing out its rear thruster cone. The four legs snapped into
stowage compartments and the craft accelerated so rapidly that it
vaulted nearly straight up into the sky. It shrank quickly and
became a small racing point of blue light in the cloudless heavens.
And then even that point vanished somewhere high above the
stratosphere, well before the cattle finished lowing at the
disturbance.

“Dang,” Will remarked to Zippy, who sat on the
passenger seat beside him. “That happened fast.”

The dog cocked his head and looked at the now-empty
place where the Questa had lifted off. He whined as if wondering
how Kit could have vanished so quickly. There was nothing left to
indicate that a spaceship had stood in front of Arran Kra a minute
before except a scorched and smoldering circle on the prairie grass
and a rapidly dissipating vapor trail stretching high up into the
sky.

***

 


The Nkinta was a top-class Kra space cruiser,
immense, powerful, and bristling with weapons. Her black hull was
in some ways reminiscent of a colossal battleship more than five
hundred meters long, except that it lacked a distinguishable top or
bottom. It was comprised of a barrel-like bundle of six fuselages,
each of which housed multiple gun turrets, observation bays, radio
dishes and antennae of multiple sizes. The sextuplet fuselage spun
slowly to impart artificial gravity to the six decks, while six
huge ion engines glowed blue at the center of her stern, their
multi-megaton thrusts drawn from kekuah power sources. The Nkinta
had been parked in Earth orbit since the early days of the war, but
now she was two days out on a trajectory that would return her to
the world of her origin, the moon.

The Nkinta had been built in orbit around the moon
and completed just before the Kra began their invasion of the
earth. She was the only warship of her class now, although a fleet
of such ships had moved between the earth and moon 65 million years
ago. A heavily armed assault ship, she was nothing like the
streamlined invasion gliders that had traveled from the moon’s
south pole a few weeks previously to slice through the earth’s
atmosphere and land on water, moving to shore with immense cargoes
of Kra fighter-walkers and dinosaurs. Those big-bellied ships
looked like a cross between Noah’s Ark and a space shuttle. But
Nkinta was a true spaceship. She would never enter an atmosphere
and consequently had no wings, nor any need for streamlining.

The gyroscopic rotation of the immense craft provided
environments of artificial gravity for the ship’s crew of nearly a
hundred Kra, who were now joined by a limited number of humans. A
rounded command bridge bulged out at the front end of the ship,
arrayed with wide windows and bristling with antennas, radio dishes
and dozens of other instruments of various shapes and sizes. It
counter-rotated to hold its observation windows steady on a
non-spinning axis.

Within one of the wide windows, belted into chairs
against the lack of gravity on the command deck, sat Gar, acting as
ship’s captain as well as expedition leader, with Dr. Ogilvey
seated beside him and Kit and Chase standing behind them, relying
on the magnetic soles of their white space boots to hold them to
the metal decking.

“Beautiful view of the moon, isn’t it?” Ogilvey
bubbled.

“It sure is,” Chase replied, noticing for the first
time how much more awesome the moon’s beauty had become. It loomed
large as they approached through space, its fully lit surface
nearly overfilling the broad window’s view.

“Look at Tycho Crater’s rays,” Kit exclaimed, beaming
with excitement. “They dazzle the eye!”

“Quite a sight,” Chase agreed. He took a sidelong
look at Kit’s face, which seemed even more beautiful than usual in
the silver illumination of moon glow.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Ogilvey murmured,
adjusting his thick glasses, “except in astronomy magazines. From
this distance, you don’t need a telescope to see an absolute
plethora of craters, plains, and sinuous rilles! And look at those
starkly shadowed mountain ranges!”

“We’ll be down there soon enough, professor,” said
Chase. “Then you’ll really have a close-up view.”

“Look at that!” Kit exclaimed, pointing to one side
of the moon’s brilliant disk. A purplish shadow with a vague
outline had begun spreading across the moon’s face, darkening whole
craters, scarps and other features as it covered an increasingly
large semicircular arc of the landscape. “The eclipse has
started!”

“Yes, yes,” Ogilvey murmured. “Just as promised by
the ephemerides of both Kra and human astronomers. We’re watching
the leading edge of a total lunar eclipse.”

They fell silent, transfixed by the beauty of the
purplish red, fuzzy-edged projection of the earth’s shadow as it
grew to consume a quarter of the moon and then more. The
whitish-gray surface darkened with deep, blood-red tones painted on
it by light rays scattered through the edges of the earth’s
atmosphere.

“The deepest shadows are such an awesome color,” Kit
murmured.

“Zhenkoo u Noqui,” said Gar.

Ogilvey scratched at his gray chin whiskers. “Hmm,”
he said, pondering Gar’s statement. “Zhenkoo means blood in
Kranaga. Blood u Noqui? Ahh! Blood on the moon.”

“Gah.” Gar confirmed the doctor’s translation.

“That’s interesting,” Ogilvey responded. “It’s a
human phrase too, blood on the moon. And it refers to the same
phenomenon—the dimming and reddening of the moon in an eclipse. It
has been called that since medieval times and is considered an omen
of—” He paused. A concerned expression came over his face, now
tinged faintly red by the glow from the moon.

“Omen of what?” Gar asked.

Ogilvey swallowed hard. “—of war.”

As the shadow continued its advance across the moon’s
surface, the group watched in silence. After a moment, Gar
murmured, “It mean same for Kra, too.”

Chase said, “I hope Saurgon doesn’t have any tricks
up his sleeves.”

Gar responded with typical Kra humorlessness. “No
sleeves on Kra armor.”

“It’s just an expression,” said Chase.

***

 


Under the baleful red glow of the moon, a
Harrier jump jet landed in front of NORAD’s main tunnel entrance.
General Matthew Davis climbed down the rope ladder and traded
salutes with Brigadier General Holly Lewis, who had come out from
the inner catacombs to greet him. “Good to see you again, Holly,”
he said.

“I hope the D.C. brass haven’t made life too
miserable for you,” she said, opening her arms and sharing a brief
embrace with her commanding officer despite the lapse in military
decorum.

“D.C. is a tough place,” he replied. “Lots of
questions, not many answers.”

“As you expected.”

“The President insisted on seeing me four days in a
row in the Oval Office and the White House Situation Room. We
discussed a lot of sensitive information. Given that there’s no
radio contact between here and D.C. without the possibility of Kra
interception and decryption, it was probably worth my long trip and
all those meetings. At least now the President and the Pentagon
have been briefed on where we stand and I’ve got as much
information as they’re willing to allow.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ll tell you and the senior staff once were
inside.”

“They’re waiting,” she said.

They went in through the main tunnel entrance, where
teams of soldiers were re-establishing the bulwark of sandbag walls
and revetments that had been torn apart in the previous Kra attack.
Inside the tunnel, as they walked along the quarter mile of roadway
where the wrecked tanks and fighter-walkers had been cleared away,
Holly said, “It’s good to have you back, Matt. That was very pretty
ride you came here in.”

“Yes it was, indeed,” Davis agreed. “Harriers are the
perfect aircraft under the circumstances. They can operate without
airfields, which we assume the Kra are watching like hawks. And
apparently there are quite a few Harriers available.”

“Oh really? How did they get passed over by the
beam?”

“According to what I learned in D.C., there were
scores of them in the aircraft carriers of the southern
fleets.”

“Fleets?”

“Exactly, Holly. Two entire U.S. naval flotillas and
a British fleet as well. They survived untouched by dispersing
under clouds and hiding in the permanent seasonal darkness in the
waters around Antarctica. Maybe the Kra didn’t think to look for
them there. Whatever the reason, they’ve been safe, but
radio-silent.”

“That’s great news!”

“Yes. And it was news to me a few days ago. I left
here in a Humvee and now I’ve come back in a Harrier. With
communications equipment here mostly fried by the beam, and
ground-based radios as our only functional network, something as
far away as a fleet in Antarctic waters was impossible for us to
know about. But the Pentagon folks patched together some elements
of the Very Low Frequency radio network on the East Coast and at
Jim Creek in Washington State. So the President and his Joint
Chiefs have been in communication with submarines for some time.
They’ve been contacting the subs via VLF radio and the subs have
been communicating locally with their assigned fleets. There’s a
whole naval network out there that we’re not plugged into. You
haven’t been able to rebuild our VLF antenna yet, have you?”

Holly shook her head. “Our VLF antenna is toasted,
literally.”

Davis continued as they strolled. “So, while we’ve
been blithely unaware, the fleets have been sneaking dozens of
Harriers off the carriers and sending them north, jumping along the
spine of the Andes Mountain chain and the Sierra Madre to spread
across the U.S. They’re being surreptitiously deployed around the
country and kept hidden. They’re ready to provide air support in
any future flare up.”

“So, the strategic situation in the air is swinging
in our favor.”

“Exactly. Secretary of Defense Silverberg even claims
his weapons people are fitting at least one jet with a Kra light
cannon.”

“Permit me a moment of insubordination, here, Matt,”
said Lewis. “I’ve never trusted General Silverberg. He’s an empire
builder. He’s got plans every bit as big as the Kra.”

“I’m painfully aware of that, Holly. After three days
of meetings with him, I’m frustrated by all the information he
gathered without passing it along to us. And actions he took
without informing me. But he’s the boss.”

“It’s great to know we’ve got some air support if we
need it,” Holly said. “But I can’t help feeling both sides in this
conflict are being too tricky. We’re talking peace, but
Silverberg’s rearranging forces that could be used in a military
action. Meanwhile, I’ve been monitoring Kra moving around the U.S.
as diplomats and functionaries. But some of them, I’d guess, might
be double agents working for Saurgon.”

“We’ll never have real peace until we get together
and hash things out at the negotiating table.”

“Agreed, Matt.”

“Any overtly warlike incidents since I left?”

“Nothing. Every indication is the Kra are abiding by
their promises.”

“So far, so good then, in North America at
least.”

“Not so good somewhere else?”

“Africa. Everybody in D.C. was watching events there
pretty closely.”

As they talked, they moved past the outer
nuclear-bomb-rated blast door, which was still off its hinges, but
had been moved aside on a massive, treaded, crawling pallet in
anticipation of repairs yet to be made. Proceeding through the open
but intact inner blast door and down several hallways, they reached
the command center. Looking around at the busy staff, Davis
remarked, “I used to think this assignment was a dead-end job, back
in the days before the attack. Just right for an old has-been
general watching over an old has-been facility. I guess we’re all
pretty lucky we had a small force maintaining this place despite
the public announcement of its closure.”

“I guess NORAD wasn’t as obsolete as everybody
thought,” said Holly. “Now, we’re the best nerve-center the
nation’s got.”

“Hold that thought,” Davis responded. “We might not
be as central anymore as we were just a few weeks ago. But I’ll get
to that.” His senior staff were gathering at their places around
the command center’s board table, having been made aware he would
give an immediate debriefing of the information he gleaned in
Washington. Most of the officers, though young, sported new stars
and bars they had been awarded for outstanding service in the
recent conflicts.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” Davis began.
“It’s good to see your bright faces again. I’ve got quite a bit of
news from the Capitol and I’m sure you’re eager to hear it.” He
handed a computer flash drive to an Air Force Captain seated on his
right and told the man, “Bring those maps up on the screens, will
you please?”

While the Captain brought up the images on the
command center’s main video screens, Davis explained, “While we’ve
been busy feeding information to Washington D.C. about the
strategic situation in Western North America, the folks at the
Pentagon have keyed on getting the best information they can about
the worldwide situation. They’ve recently re-established
trans-Atlantic cable communication with Europe and the rest of the
world. There’s a lot we hadn’t been privy to out west here, but as
of this update,” he paused to gesture at the big screens on the
command center walls as their views of the continents of the world
refreshed with detailed dispositions of battle lines and
Kra-occupied territories, “we will all be much better informed.

“As our local networks had already told us, North
America reports only static placements of human and Kra forces.
Armies on both sides have stood down. That goes for most of the
rest of the world as well. In the last round of fighting, Aktanna,
female Kra leader in East Asia, didn’t restart her part of the
conflict. She held her troop positions in support of Gar. The
Pentagon monitored Saurgon raging at her over open communication
channels but she refused to budge. Same thing applies for the Kra
forces in Australia under General Teedok and Eastern Europe under
General Nalkoo. The South American Kra under Gleentanna remained
inactive and silent too, perhaps undecided on which side to
take.”

“That’s great news, Matt,” Holly said, taking a seat
on his left.

“Yes, it is,” Davis agreed. “It’s solid evidence that
we can rely on most Kra to follow Gar’s lead and keep the
peace.”

“Most Kra?” Holly questioned.

“Africa’s a problem,” Davis responded. “Nothing going
on there like open warfare, but there are signs of a limited
conflict.”

“The last we heard,” Holly said, “there were two Kra
armies in Africa, one in the east and one in the west. And both
were moving generally northward before the cease fire.”

“That’s right,” Davis confirmed. “They’re supposed to
be holding their positions. But there have been a few sightings of
Kra units under General Doolah still moving north from the Skelton
Coast into Angola, and recently all the way up at the Zaire border.
Not much reported in the way of human opposition. The dictators of
those countries are finding it hard to rally their oppressed people
to support them.”

“And in the east?”

“The eastern Kra under General Karrik had moved north
against weak resistance in Somalia. They knocked off the warlords
there like the petty bullies they were. Up in the Sudan, the
camel-born militias proved to be drug-soaked the punks we’ve always
thought they were. But when the Kra followed the Nile Valley
northward, they met a joint Egyptian and Israeli tank force that
fought them to a standstill.”

“Egyptians and Israelis collaborating!” Holly
exclaimed. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Pretty effectively, once they decided to be allies
instead of enemies. Some beautiful teamwork can happen when the
objective is common survival. Aswan was the point of contact
between the joint Egyptian and Israeli force and the Kra units
moving up the Nile River Valley. There was a fair amount of
bloodletting, but coordinated maneuvering on the human side
resulted in a stalemate that both sides have maintained since
then.”

Davis paused and looked around the table at the
attentive faces. “That’s the world situation in a nutshell. With
the exception of Africa, things have settled down pretty well. Now,
Holly, what I’d like to hear about is the status of our local
situation. Has there been any change on the standoff lines around
the American west?”

“No trouble to report.”

“Even the new front in Washington State?”

“We know a lot more than we did just a couple weeks
ago, Matt. The Kra leader of the Olympic Peninsula invasion force
is General Zeddaki. He and his female subordinate, Quai, were the
spearheads of the force that engaged Suarez and Crom at Satsop and
again at the Hood Canal floating bridge. Zeddaki was on that bridge
when it was torpedoed and sunk by the submarine. But he was near
enough to the far shore that he was able to escape back to the
Olympic Peninsula side. He and some others have apparently fished a
number of fighter-walkers and their pilots off the bottom of Hood
Canal. They dragged them up and out of the muck by firing grappling
lines out into the water where they detected signals from the
machines’ radios.”

“Can’t blame them for rescuing their comrades. We’d
do the same. But I hope there haven’t been any actual incidents of
violence in the western U.S.”

“Correct. When the Kra rebels in the U.S. were told
Chase Armstrong had defeated Neggok, they stood down. That status
still holds true. So the news continues good in the U.S., but I
can’t help worrying. Am I the only one who thinks Gar going to the
moon is a bad risk?”

“I advised him against it,” said Davis. “But he
insisted that a direct face-to-face negotiation is the only way two
equally ranked Kra can come to terms. He lacks the authority to
summon Saurgon here, so he has to travel to the moon. I’ll place my
bets on Gar. He’s as good a diplomat as a warrior.”

“Agreed,” said Holly. “If all goes according to
plan.”

“I know what you mean. That’s why I want this
facility up to one-hundred-percent functional, ASAP.”

“I’ve been working our teams full time, Matt.”

“Okay folks,” Davis said, looking around the table.
“Let’s get to it.”

 


As the group dispersed to their duties inside
and outside the command center, Davis motioned to Lewis to follow
him to his office. They sat down on opposite sides of the desk and
Davis began, “There’s one more matter that’s, well, of a sensitive
nature. I want to share it with you, but please don’t tell anyone
else just yet.”

“What is it, Matt?”

Davis shook his head. “Things sure happen fast when
peace comes.” He wore a wry smile.

“How so?”

“Silverberg plans to relegate us to a back-up
position from here on.”

“Back-up?”

“That’s right. He has already re-established the
Pentagon as the nerve center of worldwide intelligence information.
That makes us redundant. He stopped just short of saying he wants
NORAD back in mothballs like before the war broke out.”

“That would be rather extreme.”

“I agree. I think maybe Silverberg didn’t like it
when I was more in control than he was.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, there are no immediate changes in the
offing. But we’re to be the western end of a network that revolves
around Washington D.C. again.”

Holly thought for a moment. Then she sighed. “I
suppose it’s to be expected. There can’t be two chains of
command.”

“That’s right. Keep your chin up. We’re still the
main conduit of information to D.C. from Arran Kra and the West
Coast. That’s a pretty important role to play.”

“Sure, Matt. Anything else?”

“No.”

She rose to go. Matt called to her at the doorway.
“Oh, Holly. There is one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t worry. Silverberg assured me we’ll all be
keeping our new ranks and pay grades.”

She smiled thinly as she walked away. There was a
slump to her normally square shoulders. Davis knew she had taken
the news of her effective demotion hard. Others would too. So had
he.

“Peacetime,” he murmured. “It can sure change a
soldier’s life.”

 



Chapter 3

 


In the Oval Office, the President swiveled
his chair away from the windows where he had been watching the
progress of the eclipse. He looked across his big desk at the
evening visitor seated in one of his guest chairs, Secretary of
Defense General Paul Silverberg.

“The more I learn about the Kra,” he said, “the more
amazed I am that we’ve been able to strike a deal with them at
all.”

The secretary nodded. “The Kra were definitely more
advanced than us when the asteroid wiped them out. Their weapons
are more than a match for ours. We’ve just barely prevailed in the
last two conflicts. Numbers are our main strength. There are a lot
more of us than them.”

The President nodded. “I used to think dinosaurs were
sixty-five million years behind us. But now I see they’re fifty
years ahead of us in many ways.”

“It’s similar to the balance of power at the
beginning of World War Two,” Silverberg said. “America’s strength
lies in numbers of people and equipment versus an enemy with
superior weapons but far fewer soldiers. We might be able to win a
continued war of attrition by sheer force of numbers—”

“But we might not—if the Kras’ technical lead is too
great.”

“Exactly.”

The President knit his fingers and leaned back in his
chair. “They need to keep the peace as badly as we do. The Kra
might have a technical edge, but they don’t have Star Trek or Star
Wars technology any more than we do. As we’ve heard from Major
Abercromby, even the Nkinta, despite her impressive size, isn’t
that much more sophisticated than a space shuttle.”

“My hat’s off to the Kra for the sheer mass of what
they’re able to put into space,” Silverberg said. “I suppose you
could say the Kras’ technical superiority is exactly why we’re
waiting patiently here while our emissaries are delivered to the
moon by their spacecraft.”

“The biggest difference between Kra and human
technology has got to be that doggone kekuah power source.” The
President wore a worried crease in his brow. “How did the Kra ever
come up with a way to make light stop in its tracks and sit in a
containment bottle? That’s way beyond me. We could sure narrow the
technical gap if we could figure out how it works.”

“And we’re doing our best to accomplish that, sir.
We’ve completely dismantled and reassembled that weapon arm we
lifted from the battlefield at Arran Kra, and several captured
tintza rifles as well. My CIA buddies assure me they can duplicate
every part of them, even if they don’t quite understand how their
kekuah-to-light converters function. I can see why the Kra don’t
have a handgun version these things. It takes quite an assortment
of gadgets and long tubes to re-accelerate the light
particles.”

“It’s a shame. I’d feel a lot better if our troops
were toting around laser pistols like the Star Wars rebels
had.”

“It’s all in the physics of kekuah, so the experts
tell me. The Kra never figured out a way to restart the motion of
light with less machinery than one of those hefty tintza rifles.
That’s the smallest version of a kekuah-powered firearm that’s
possible, at least as Kra technology now stands.”

“So, no laser handguns for us, or the Kra, either.
Let’s hope they don’t make that breakthrough anytime soon.”

“A tintza rifle is almost the size of a TOW-missile
launcher. It’s not exactly suited to sling on your hip or carry as
a concealed weapon. That puts a limit on their technical advantage.
Anyway, we’ve got a small production facility up and running at the
Naval Research Laboratory. We’ll be cranking out our own version of
their rifle within a month or two. That will close the technical
gap quite a bit. Although there is one detail we still lack.”

“What’s that?”

“We don’t have the foggiest notion how to manufacture
that kekuah stuff. We’ll have to rely on captured or stolen
supplies for now.”

“How much do we have?”

“Some, but not nearly enough. We hope to get
more.”

The President shrugged. “Perhaps we should just ask
Gar for it.”

The general shook his head. “That would inform him
that we have his technology. As it is, he’s still unaware. Best to
keep that ace in the hole, if you want my opinion.”

The President sat thoughtfully for a moment. Then he
said, “Let’s leave that for now and turn to the main matter I asked
you here to discuss—the situation in Africa. What’s the latest? Is
it just a few incidents or a full-blown war?”

“Only a trickle of information coming in,” Silverberg
replied. “Random reports from sources on the ground giving
conflicting information. It’s an intelligence nightmare without our
surveillance satellites. But something’s definitely up on the
continent. The Kra have been on the move for some time.”

“Supported by death beam attacks from Phaeon
Crater?”

“Yes, sir. A limited number of hits, but definitely
greater then zero.”

“That violates our treaty with the Kra.”

“Apparently that Saurgon fellow up there has a
different interpretation of the treaty than Gar. He’s used the beam
sparingly and only in Africa, but it’s had some deadly effects. He
keeps knocking down any organized military force that tries to
oppose Kra troop movements.”

“Movements where?”

“Out of their main invasion beachheads on the
Skeleton Coast of Namibia and in Somalia.”

“World leaders have already conceded some territory
to them there, permanently. Why is that not enough?”

“Apparently the Kra in Africa want more and they’re
of a mind to just reach out and take it. I’d guess they’re aware of
the lack of strong governments in most of the sub-Sahara and East
Africa. They’ve been taking advantage of that fact to increase
their land-holdings despite the treaty.”

“And Saurgon’s been double dealing with his death
beam.”

“Yes, sir. He’s maintaining the peace strictly, in
America and most of the world. But he’s slowly supporting an
expansion in central Africa. I assume that’s one reason Gar has
gone to see him personally. They’re going to have some sort of
geopolitical showdown over the matter.”

***

 


As the last traces of earth’s shadow crept
off the edge of the moon’s face, the travelers on the Nkinta’s
bridge looked to Gar expectantly as he activated the communications
microphone at his helm station and addressed a hailing transmission
to the base. “Nkinta, tennonta Illika. Eskeeta, Illika?” he
said.

The operator at Illik Base replied, “Dooleeno Nkinta.
Geesooto tanto neggo?”

“An exchange of greetings,” Ogilvey translated for
the benefit of Kit and Chase, while Gar continued his conversation
with the moon base. “I see by that puzzled expression, my boy,”
interjected Ogilvey, “that your grasp of the Kra language still
leaves a bit to be desired.”

“Mine too,” Kit added.

Chase nodded. He had been learning Kranaga for the
last few weeks but his comprehension was nowhere what the professor
had accomplished through prodigious mental exertions and an
obsessive focus on the subject. Conveniently, Dr. Ogilvey had
developed a habit when listening to Kranaga conversations, of
voicing a translation into English. “The operator at Illik Base,”
he went on, “is asking us our location and our business, and Gar is
filling in the details. I’m sure they’re surprised to hear that Gar
himself is on board, and that, as he’s just stated, we’ve come to
pay a diplomatic call on Saurgon. We will be landing at Illik in
just one orbital period. That’s less than thirty-seven
tiggoks—ninety minutes—if I’ve converted correctly from Kra
time.”

Gar looked at Ogilvey and nodded his toothy
snout.

“The Kra,” Ogilvey said as an aside while Gar waited
for a response from Illik, “used to have communication satellites
around the moon. But sixty-five million years degraded their
orbits. They have long since crashed into the moon. The Kra have
yet to replace them, and that works well for our element of
surprise.”

“All this intrigue!” said Kit. “It makes me a little
nervous. What if Saurgon just melts us with that beam cannon of
his?”

“Rest assured, my dear,” said Ogilvey. “Gar’s
informants have made doubly sure that the cannon is inoperative.
That’s precisely the reason for all the hurry and secrecy to this
point. We’ve crossed from the earth to the moon while Saurgon has
had no weapon that could reach us if he detected us halfway.”

“Why tell him who we are now?” Chase asked.

“If I understand Gar correctly, we are about to come
within range of the secondary light-guns mounted on the four
corners of the top of the pyramid. They surround and protect the
primary beam turret—and, they are fully functional. If Saurgon
should mistake us for an incoming human ship, he might open fire
once we’re within range of those smaller but deadly guns. I’d say a
diplomatic hello makes sense right about now.”

“But couldn’t Saurgon still use the smaller guns to
blow us up?”

Gar had been listening to them. He chuckled and said,
“Untooto vah!”

“Not likely,” Ogilvey translated. “The Nkinta is
heavily armored and bristling with guns that could fire back. It’s
unlikely Saurgon will fire at us, unless he fully intends to
restart the rebellion.”

“And if he does?” asked Kit.

“Gar assures me that the outcome would strongly favor
Nkinta. She’s an ancient design intended to engage Khe forces on
their way to the moon if they ever attacked, which of course they
didn’t, having become extinct before that could come to pass. Now,
however, Nkinta is formidable enough to attack Illik’s defenses on
a roughly equal basis, given that the primary beam cannon is out of
service.”

“Good timing on Gar’s part,” said Chase.

“Precisely,” said Dr. O. “That’s why we’re here at
exactly this moment. Saurgon’s strength is compromised and Gar has
firepower equal to his for a short time.”

“How can he be so sure the beam is down?” Chase
persisted.

“Gar has a loyal agent who can pass along such
information coded within other messages going back and forth
between the moon and earth.”

“Clever dinosaur.”

“Gah,” Gar agreed.

 


Saurgon stood in the communications center of
the beam turret, dressed in full formal war attire. His golden
breast armor and a golden headdress with tall golden plumes
signified his top ranking in the third division of Kra religious
and military organization, the division of Wealth and Power. His
golden regalia compounded the radiance of his own golden-yellow
hawk-like feather covering, and he exuded strength, grandeur and
authority that caused the other Kra working around him to
instinctually bow their long necks when near him. He viewed a
large, wall-mounted video screen that showed a telescopic image of
the Nkinta floating in the blackness of near-moon space. “Skesh!”
he exclaimed. “Kello delookto ne tenho. They come to ruin all my
plans.”

The Communications Officer nodded deeply,
acknowledging Saurgon’s words.

Through nearly clenched jaws, Saurgon seethed, “My
plans for a new war are laid. My operatives among loyal Kra on
earth are in place and awaiting my signal. And now this. I had
expected them to decline my offer of a state visit, and yet here
they are, nearly at my doorstep. Warnings from our operatives came
too late. If Gar had but waited a few days, I could have smoothly
accelerated my African campaign, carried out the planned
assassinations of those who led the fight against us, and set in
motion my plans for a new worldwide offensive backed by the light
cannon. Ach!” He raised a three-fingered fist. “I was so close to
the final destruction of our hoonah enemy.”

Two Kra soldiers appeared, roughly dragging a third
Kra, who had been stripped of armor and weapons and was bound at
the wrists. They forced him to the floor at Saurgon’s feet.

“Is it true, Tallot,” Saurgon asked with an imperious
air, “that you have been secretly communicating with Gar?”

Tallot hung his head and refused to speak.

“It is the fault of Kra such as you, and of Gar, more
than any others, that we now face compromise rather than victory.
When we were winning easily, Gar took the part of the hoonahs and
showed them how to fight against his own kind. Are you, Tallot,
also among those who share this false ideal?”

Tallot still refused to speak. Saurgon looked at the
two Kra restraining Tallot and drew an index claw across his throat
to signify the fate of the captive. One of the warriors drew an
aseeta from a scabbard at his hip and quickly sliced it across
Tallot’s throat. As blood spurted and Tallot fell to the floor,
Saurgon turned back to the video screen, uninterested in Tallot’s
death throes even though the sight of an enemy’s final defeat was
usually a Kra’s greatest delight. “Dooletto ne seenvah Gar!” he
barked to the communications officer. “Put Gar on audio.” A moment
later, after a nod from the communications officer, Saurgon cried,
“Estah Gar-hoo! Hail Lord Gar!”

“Estah Saurgon-hoo!” Gar responded over a radio link
that was loud and clear due to the Nkinta’s proximity to the
moon.

“Seez tutohn tengua ahn,” Saurgon hissed in forced
cordial tone. “You surprise us with your visit, Lord Gar. We are
not prepared to receive you properly.”

“We need no formalities,” Gar replied. “We have come
swiftly to hasten the unification of command here and on Eka.”

“Understood,” Saurgon said curtly. “Who commands the
Kra on earth now?”

“Teesa commands at Arran Kra.”

Saurgon nodded in understanding. “Of course. She is
Haneek’s mate. I am sure she is among your most loyal
generals.”

“When so many are unloyal,” Gar murmured, “I thought
it wise.”

“You are no fool, Gar. On that, you and I can
agree.”

A Kra wearing the silver armor and blue-plumed helmet
of the Beam Commander moved near Saurgon and pointed to a monitor
screen, where four green circles had appeared on the telescope
display that showed the Nkinta. The circles were targeting sights
for the four smaller pyramid guns, with cross hairs on their tops,
bottoms and sides. They searched across the image momentarily and
then converged onto the Nkinta. Flashing brighter to indicate their
targeting locks, all four crosshairs tracked the Nkinta across the
star field against which the ship moved.

The commander leaned close to Saurgon and whispered
so that the radio microphone could not pick up his words. “The
secondary light cannons are all active. We could fire when they
come within range…”

Unaware of the side conversation, Gar said, “Prepare
for our arrival. You and I must meet immediately.”

Saurgon’s eyes met his subordinate’s. He thought
silently for a moment. Then he replied loudly enough for the
communication microphone to transmit. “As you please, Lord
Gar.”

Saurgon watched the Nkinta grow larger with the
targeting crosshairs blinking on four separate parts of its hull. A
ridge of lunar hills appeared on the screen, and the Nkinta sank
toward them as it entered orbit on what would be a single pass
around the moon before landing one or both of its two shuttlecraft
at Illik Base. The Beam Commander continued to look expectantly at
Saurgon. Saurgon watched the screen, agonized by indecision, until
the ship moved out of sight behind the hills and the targeting
crosshairs disappeared. Saurgon murmured to the Communications
Officer, “Inform my staff to prepare a full diplomatic
welcome.”

 


Aboard the Nkinta, a wailing alarm noise from
the ship’s loudspeakers abruptly ceased.

“What the devil was that?” Dr. Ogilvey asked Gar.

“Akka neeta, Ogil-vee,” Gar replied. “Saurgon’s
targeting compfuters lock on us.”

“Ah,” Ogilvey replied. “As you anticipated they
might. Are we out of range of the secondary cannons now?”

“Yesss,” Gar replied in the hissy, reptilian style of
English he used when stressed. “Usss safe—for now.” He seemed to
relax as seconds elapsed without a further alarm. He turned to
Haneek and nodded. Haneek saluted with a thumb claw to his chin and
chest and then wheeled and hurried away through the rear doorway of
the command deck.

“Where’s he off to?” Kit asked.

“Questa separate now. Haneek go to Quayo.”

“Again, according to plan,” Ogilvey explained for the
benefit of Kit and Chase. “The Questa is to land at Amundsen
Crater, which the Kra call Kollaka Quayo. It’s a sixty-mile-wide
crater whose south rim is just fifty miles from the south pole and
Phaeon Crater, which is called Kollaka Tanka, the Ice Crater. Once
on the ground at Quayo, Haneek’s team will be only a short striking
distance away if we should encounter any treachery at Illik
Base.”

“I’ll come along and see you off,” Chase called to
Haneek, following the Kra along the ship’s central corridor. The
magnetic soles of his white boots held him to the floor against the
weightlessness within the central axis of the Nkinta.

Haneek wore white magnetic boots as well, although
his were three-toed, to accommodate the birdlike feet of a Kra.
Even after a month of encountering Kra as friend or foe, Chase was
still amazed at the look of a Kra warrior in his prime. Haneek was
about human sized and two-legged, but any resemblance ended there.
The rest of Haneek was all brown feathers, talons, teeth and long,
feather-covered tail. He strutted like a big ostrich in motion,
with his heavily clawed hands folded against his sides. This
birdlike posture and gait were well suited to weightlessness and he
moved quite fluidly compared to Chase, whose human strides made him
tend to bound somewhat as he took each step. Haneek looked back at
Chase and gave a birdlike blink, calmly acknowledging Chase’s
presence behind him. Haneek’s appearance was made even more
dramatic by his orange-and-black striped head crest, the impressive
social signaling device of the Kra, with which he nodded a
companionable assent to Chase’s tagging along.

Nkinta’s central corridor was a remarkable place to
walk. Rather then having a flat, rectangularly arranged floor,
ceiling and walls, it was circular in cross-section like the inside
of a long tube. As he followed Haneek, Chase felt mildly
disoriented as Haneek angled to the right and seemed to ascend the
wall of the corridor until he was walking almost perpendicular to
Chase. Following Haneek’s course, Chase shifted right to follow him
and somehow seemed upright again. After walking perhaps one hundred
yards along the corridor, Haneek reached a place where the corridor
ended at a bank of six elevators arranged in a radial pattern. He
entered the one marked with the Kra symbol for the number six,
which looked much like the human symbol for ten. The doors closed
and the elevator car descended, moving outward toward Deck Six of
the Nkinta. As they moved out from the central axis, the rotation
of the spaceship gradually became noticeable as centrifugal
gravity. Chase felt the sensation of his weight returning as the
elevator’s seemingly downward course actually took them outward to
the ship’s periphery where Deck Six had a g force approaching
one-half earth gravity.

The elevator doors opened onto the main corridor of
Deck Six, where Haneek followed the normal looking, flat-floored
and rectangular corridor a short distance to an airlock, whose
elevator-like doors closed behind them when they entered it. A
second pair of doors on the far side of the airlock opened and they
passed through to board the Questa, which was moored amidships
against the much larger bulk of the Nkinta. Though the Questa was a
smaller spacecraft, it was still quite large and they stepped
directly onto a capacious hangar deck, which was packed with war
machines and bustling with the activity of a mixed crew of Kra and
human soldiers.

At each of the four corners of the hangar deck, a
quahka had been lashed in place with cables. These were the Kras’
logical choice for lunar duty because the bipedal fighting machines
were equally suited to stride across the landscapes of earth or the
airless moon. Each quahka sat with its canopy open while its Kra
pilot fitted it out with supplies and gear.

In the center of the hangar floor, lashed by straps
with turnbuckles to hold them in place, were four human-made
machines, lunar rovers with six large wheels each. Readying these
machines were eight men selected from among the tank crews who had
fought at Arran Kra and survived. Each man was freshly trained in
the unprecedented art of armed lunar rover operations. These men
moved busily around the flight deck, stowing duffle bags and battle
gear, spacesuits and weapons aboard their fighting machines. Chase
had seen these vehicles as they were loaded aboard, but now as they
were readied for duty, he looked them over again in more detail.
Anything that ran on air and fuel, of course, would have been
pointless on the moon. So there were no Humvees, no Abrams tanks,
nor any Bradley assault vehicles on the flight deck. Instead, four
copies of a prototype large lunar rover that had been under
development at Boeing Corporation for the return to the moon, had
been quickly completed and pressed into military service. Much
larger than the original moon buggies of the Apollo Program, these
two-man vehicles were equipped with a heavy .50 caliber machine gun
in front of the driver’s seat and a 25mm cannon in front of the
passenger seat, each of which were presumed workable in lunar
conditions. The weapons and their ammo boxes were insulated against
the fierce heat and cold of the lunar environment with white paint
and gold foil. But all of the gear was going to be tested for the
first time in the vacuum of the moon, along with small arms like
white, insulated M-16 rifles, hand-held grenade launchers, and
pistols. These weapons would only be used if hostilities broke out.
Everyone aboard the Questa hoped that would not happen, but
everyone was fully prepared. This was first and foremost a mission
of peace, but preparations for conflict weren’t being
neglected.

Near one of the machines and attending to its loading
was a space-suited but un-helmeted soldier who looked familiar.
“You’re Crom, aren’t you?” Chase asked, approaching the man.

“And you’re Chase Armstrong,” Abercromby responded,
reaching out to shake hands.

“I just stopped by to wish you good luck, Major.”

“Lot of new equipment,” Crom replied. “I hope it
works like it’s supposed to.”

“And I hope you don’t need to use it.”

“Me too. You guys take good care of your diplomatic
business. We’ll be counting on you. But we’ll be ready and waiting,
just in case.”

Haneek approached and head-bobbed a greeting to Crom
and Chase in turn. “Chay-su,” he said. “It time to go now.”

Chase nodded and moved toward the airlock door. “Good
luck to both of you.”

Haneek cocked his head. “What is luck?”

“Never mind,” Chase said as he moved into the airlock
and the doors began to close. “I just meant I hope things go well
for you down there.”

The doors closed and Chase went out into the Deck Six
corridor. An alert tone sounded over a loudspeaker, followed by a
female Kra voice saying something unintelligible in Kranaga,
followed by a female human voice in translation. “Questa separation
in one hundred thirty-two seconds.”

Chase went to a window bay and sat down on the seat
at the bottom of the bay. He looked out the window at the moon, so
near now that it overfilled the window and only part of its
cratered surface could be seen moving beneath the Nkinta. The
window also looked across at the flight-deck windows of the Questa,
where Haneek sat flipping switches and making adjustments to
equipment. Finally, with a whirring sound and a clunk that
propagated through the metal hull of the Nkinta, the Questa came
loose of its moorings and slowly moved away under the force of
several small, flaming blue thrusters arrayed fore and aft on its
hull.

Chase watched the Questa shrink against the backdrop
of the moon until it reached a point sufficiently far from the
Nkinta to fire its main engine, which ignited in a retro burn that
moved Questa rapidly away from the Nkinta to ply a separate course
down to the moon’s surface.

The warning voice spoke again. “Orbital entry burn
about to commence. Please assure all goods and personnel are
secured.”

“Okay, lady,” Chase murmured, “how’s this for
secure?” He braced a foot against the edge of the window bay to
hold himself in place. A few seconds later, a rumble at the stern
of the Nkinta propagated through the warship’s hull, accompanied by
the surge of acceleration from her mighty ion engines. Chase’s
bracing foot held him in place as the Nkinta slowed into her own
lunar orbit, which in less than one revolution would bring her
above Illik Base—and Saurgon.

***

 


To a Kra mother, the first faint vocalization
of her chick within the egg brings a thrill like a human mother’s
delight at the quickening in her womb, when her baby makes its
first tiny kicks. A faint “peep-peep” roused Gana from the torpor
she had fallen into while sitting on her nest couch. She stood and
turned and listened with mixed feelings of delight and pride and
heartrending sorrow, the latter emotion due to Gar’s absence at
this moment of traditionally shared parental joy. The growth of her
chick within the egg and its ultimate hatching date had been
delayed by the terrible cold that had come into the nesting chamber
when the space probe had knocked out the power within the pyramid.
Even after the power and heat were restored, Gana had worried. The
necessity for her to leave the nest without her mate to take over
the incubation when she went for food or other needs could have
been fatal to her chick. But Gana knew Kra eggs were tough, and
could handle much adversity. And this little chick had shown what
it was made of. Fondly, Gana nuzzled the egg, turning it slightly
with her nose so that a new side would be nearest her body heat
when she nestled down on it again. She said softly to the egg,
“Isseeka kanda Gar-hee lokah. I wish your father, Gar, could be
here for your hatching. You would be as proud of him as I. You
would marvel at the beauty and majesty of his tall crest, and the
luster of the shining black feathers on his arms, legs and tail,
and the beautiful armor and green feather plumes of his rank. He is
like no other, your father.”

 


“Kallahk toolonee,” Saurgon said, startling
Gana as he strode in through a quickly opened door, unannounced.
“Indeed, Gar’s bride is like no other.” Saurgon approached and Gana
sat down defensively on the nest, hiding her egg from Saurgon’s
inquiring eyes.

Saurgon chuckled. “No need to shelter your egg from
me,” he said unctuously. “I would not harm it.”

Gana retorted, “I see no need to trust someone so
untrustworthy.”

“Ah, Gana!” Saurgon scolded mockingly. “Such an
attitude.”

Gana sat tightly on the nest. She stared with
undisguised hostility. “You have sought to thwart Gar on Eka—and to
destroy his marriage here on Noqui!”

Saurgon clucked his tongue. “You would be unwise to
tell Gar of my words with you.”

“Overtures of marriage,” Gana hissed, “are not mere
words. Especially when spoken to a female who is not only married
but also incubating her husband’s egg.”

“Consider it only a moment’s foolishness,” Saurgon
said. “Only the loss of my own mate, Chookta, among the Kra legions
seeking to overwhelm the place of gold called Fort Knox—only that
great loss caused me, in turn, to lose my reasoning.”

“Which loss was greater, Saurgon? Your mate or the
hoonah gold?”

Saurgon stiffened and let out a small snarl. “You
test my patience, Gana!”

Gana clucked with derisive laughter. “Loss or no
loss, such an overture of mate-switching in time of war is unheard
of. You must know I cannot keep anything from Gar, who is dear to
me above all else. I would have already told him, had I been
allowed to communicate with him.”

Saurgon regained his composure and turned away from
her to look at a framed portrait of Gar and Gana hung on the wall.
A classic love image, it showed the two facing each other with
hands entwined and necks arched to trace the halves of a
valentine-like shape, in which the pair’s noses nuzzled together
and the front edges of their crests just touched. He said, almost
wistfully, “Still, if you had joined me, we would have represented
the strongest power among the Kra.” He turned to her again and held
up his three-clawed hands to explain. “Consider how the ravages of
time and war have disarranged our team of six leaders. According to
the Watcher’s plan, we were to be a hexumvirate of power, shared
between three males,” he held up the clawed fingers of his right
hand, “and three females, our mates.” He held up the three fingers
of his left hand. “But Oogon’s mate died before birth.” He folded
the thumb claw of his left hand. “And Oogon died in battle against
Gar.” He folded the thumb claw of his right hand. “And now that
Chookta has fallen,” he folded the third finger of his left hand,
“only three are left out of six. You and Gar,” he touched the index
fingers together leaving only the third right-hand claw unpaired,
“can out-vote me on anything. But if you were to join me,” he moved
the left index to join the right third finger, “then we would share
the controlling votes—for war!”

“I will not vote for war, Saurgon. Perhaps you should
choose a mate from among the yearling females, or those widowed on
the battlefield. Your new mate might then vote for your cause.”

“But our votes would then be two versus two, a tie,”
Saurgon resisted. “Better to try to convince you to change your
mated allegiance and thereby gain a majority.”

“Your gambit is understandable, Saurgon. But in
vain.”

“It is not too late to switch. Together we could
declare Gar’s friendship with hoonahs null and void. Together we
could restart the war! If you will throw in your lot with me, then
I propose our immediate marriage and titles of Emperor and Empress
on Eka and Noqui.”

“Never!” Gana squawked. “Let me speak with Gar,
now!”

“You shall have your wish soon enough,” Saurgon
muttered. “Even now Gar orbits Noqui, bringing a demand that I
acquiesce to the truce he says is inevitable with our hoonah
foes.”

“Gar here?” Gana gasped. “Now?”

Saurgon nodded deeply in affirmation and
capitulation. “His ship now circles Noqui. He will land in a short
time. He comes to convince me of his case for peace. But I may yet
persuade him of the logic of war. Perhaps he will even forgive my
indiscretions regarding you, given the right inducements of wealth
and power.”

“No,” Gana countered. “He will neither agree with
your plans nor forgive your duplicity with me. Gar sees things as I
do—a world at peace, a spirit of sharing, fairness to hoonahs—”

“Fairness!” Saurgon roared. “Fairness to creatures
who killed my mate? Fairness to rodents whose ancestors climbed in
trees when our civilization stood tall? There can be no fairness
with vermin. No matter how powerful they have become in the
sixty-five million years since our kind were frozen away here at
Illik, there can be no compromise with them.”

Gana settled tighter on her nest couch. “I don’t
expect you to see it Gar’s way. But I will remain faithful to his
vision of peace with hoonahs.”

“Those who keep faith,” Saurgon hissed over his
shoulder as he strode toward the door, “may share each other’s
fate. Be it life—or death!”

“The same may be said of those who are
faithless.”

Saurgon paused before going out. Hackle feathers
stood high on his neck. “The hoonah glory tales have been relayed
to me,” he seethed. “Kra agents on Eka who are still loyal to
Oogon’s plan have told me of our foes in triumph—of General Davis,
the hoonah who led their armies against us, and Suarez, who turned
the tide of the battle at Arran Kra. Of Porter and Johnston, who
used their space probe to strike the blow that silenced the light
cannon at a crucial time. And of Chase Armstrong and Kit Daniels,
who together exploded the ammunition chambers at Arran Kra and
brought our forces to their haunches. But worst of all, my
informers tell tales of your beloved mate, Gar, betraying his own
kind to save the hoonahs from certain defeat, all to satisfy his
belief in peace as the alternative to Oogon’s way, the way of
war!”

He turned on an impulse and approached her again. “I
implore you, Gana, when Gar arrives, convince him to reverse his
decision and join me in a joint strike with his troops and my light
cannon. It will soon be armed again and more powerful than before,
ready to rain death upon the hoonahs with no more than a moment’s
notice.”

Gana shook her head slowly. “I will not ask Gar to do
that.”

Saurgon nodded. “I thought not. But be aware that
there are many here, and on Eka as well, who would resume the fight
instantly, even if that means fighting against Gar and his few
supporters. Not many Kra are happy to stand down their superior
fighting machines and obey Gar’s orders to be meek. It is not the
Kra way.”

Gana raised her crested head high. From her elevated
position on the nesting couch, she matched Saurgon’s height and
even looked slightly down upon him. “As Gar’s mate I carry the
deciding vote, by Kra tradition. And I will give Gar’s view the
force of majority. Together, we will compel all Kra, no matter how
unwilling, to do as Gar bids!”

“I should have known I would get no help from you,”
Saurgon hissed. “Your loyalty to Gar is strong—foolishly so.”
Saurgon looked meaningfully down at the nest couch. “I wonder,” he
said, “if your loyalty runs as deeply for that egg.”

“Leave me!” Gana hissed.

“I would invite you to greet Gar with me,” Saurgon
gloated as he turned to go. “But you dare not leave that egg. It
might get too cool.”

“Or broken?” Gana muttered with thinly veiled
fury.

“An egg sitter could be provided,” Saurgon
suggested.

“No one I would trust.”

“True,” Saurgon murmured. “There are few here at
Illik to whom you could entrust your precious one. Perhaps Tallot,
if he had not met with an unfortunate accident today. Can you name
another among the Kra here whom you would trust to guard your
egg?”

“If I told you such a name, you would deal harshly
with that friend. As harshly as with Tallot.”

“You see through me well.” Saurgon chuckled as he
paused at the door of the nesting chamber. “You would make a
well-matched mate for me, if you were suddenly bereft of a
husband.”

Gana was so enraged she could say nothing more. She
closed her eyes and nestled down more closely onto her egg.

Saurgon withdrew. But outside the door he told a
waiting subordinate, “While Gana tends her egg, I have plans to
hatch. In this chamber are two things Gar holds dear—his mate and
his first offspring. They may be useful to me as bargaining chips.
See that they remain safe, for now. And see that they remain
here. Post two guards. Tell them to use force to restrain
Gana if necessary.”

 


As Saurgon turned and hurried away down the
corridor, a hoonah, bearded and bedraggled, peeked around the edge
of a side corridor, watching him go. The man hadn’t caught every
word spoken in rapid-fire Kranaga, but he wasn’t entirely unaware
of the meaning Saurgon’s words and actions. He had come to this
corridor intending to slip into Gana’s nesting chamber, but
Saurgon’s arrival had caused him to shrink into the darkness for
fear of capture after eluding the Kra for many months. Now, two Kra
guards appeared with tintza rifles and stood beside the door. The
hoonah shrank away and crept off along the side corridor, wondering
if he had heard correctly that Gana was now a prisoner.

The hoonah was longhaired and scrawny. Holes worn in
his blue flight suit, and grime and black dirt on his sleeves and
pant legs bespoke years of wear without washing. The mission patch
on his right shoulder read RECON I. The name strip over his left
breast pocket read CAPTAIN JOHN LINDMARK. He hurried down the dim
corridor on bare, grimy feet, mumbling quietly to himself, “You’d
better stay away from here for a while, Johnny John Johnny, if
Johnny Boy doesn’t want to get himself eaten up all gone!” He
slinked into the darkness of an unlit corridor, as he had been
doing for more than three years, unseen and unsuspected by all the
Kra at Phaeon Crater—except Gana.

“Maybe Johnny John’s mind is a little unhinged,
scurrying around like a rodent for a couple years,” he mumbled
animatedly to himself as he hurried down the hall. “But he can
still tell something important’s about to happen. Oh yeah!” He
leaped a high, low-gravity bound as he ran. “Now if Johnny just
knew exactly what was going on, that would be goody-good-good!”

 



Chapter 4

 


The dark floor of Kollaka Tanka—Phaeon
Crater—although hidden from the sun, was partially lit by a diffuse
glow from the sunbathed light-cannon turret atop the central
pyramid, and sunlight on the crater rim. The deeper recesses of the
crater were illuminated here and there by other light sources as
well. Arrayed around the base of the pyramid were dozens of lesser
buildings connected to the pyramid by pressurized causeways and
covered promenades that linked all the buildings in a hexagonal
grid. These buildings, which housed the social institutions,
factories, and pleasure centers of the colony, were illuminated by
floodlights and spotlights that dispelled the crater’s darkness
from their facades, towers, and domes. Although some of these
buildings were of substantial size, nevertheless all were dwarfed
by the grand central pyramid, which itself was lit by floodlights
that washed the ornately finished metallic sides of its six
steps.

Kit, Chase, and Dr. Ogilvey observed all this from
the command-deck windows of Nkinta’s second shuttle, the Dosta. Gar
manned the pilot seat, throttling the main engine to bring the
spacecraft down slowly over Illik Base, moving smoothly toward a
touchdown point on a wide, floodlit landing pad adjacent to the
bottom step of one of the four sides of the pyramid.

“I never imagined anything so huge!” Kit exclaimed,
staring at the pyramid as the ship descended slowly beside it.
“It’s nearly as big as Sandstone Mountain. And that light cannon
is… it’s immense!”

“No wonder it packs such a punch,” said Chase. “That
barrel has got to be a hundred yards long.” The cannon barrel,
pointed in the direction of earth, glinted in sunlight. Although it
was inactive, it still gave the impression of lethal potency beyond
any weapon humanity possessed. Seeing Kit shudder as she looked at
it, Chase put an arm around her and hugged her reassuringly. “Let’s
hope it never fires again,” he said.

“That’s what we’re here to make certain of,” Dr.
Ogilvey concurred, gaping at the pyramid and its gun in a similar
state of awe. The Dosta settled down onto the landing pad with
several gentle thuds from its landing legs. On one side of the
landing pad, a spaceport terminal building with wide windows
overlooked the newly landed spacecraft, illuminating it and the pad
with dozens of floodlights. A ramp, shaped much like an earthly
airport jet-way, moved out from the terminal to connect the shuttle
with the spaceport. While the pressurized causeway was being
solidly linked to the spacecraft, Gar clacked his teeth together
softly, a sign of nervousness in a Kra. When the hiss of hydraulic
actuators made it known that the Dosta’s exit door was open, he
said, “Come. Saurgon this way.” He led the others off the command
deck, down a short corridor and out through the Dosta’s open port
to the connecting ramp.

 


Within the terminal, Saurgon stood at an
observation window in his full, feathered regalia, watching the
newly landed Dosta and the passageway connecting it to Entrance
One, the main portal and diplomatic entrance to Illik moon base. He
eyed the shuttle disdainfully, and then turned to Loji, a dark
female Kra in golden armor similar to his. “Inha netto dooya,” he
began. “I don’t understand. What is Gar’s need to make peace with
hoonahs? With my death ray, I could devastate the entire hoonah
population of Eka. But Gar’s orders have stayed my hand. Why? What
insanity rots his mind?”

“Perhaps he knows more than he has told you.” Loji
wore the crest-covering golden helmet of a lieutenant with its
black-enamel inlaid designs, which made her a formidable yet
radiant sight to behold. “Perhaps the hoonahs are more capable than
you think. They have, after all, fought our invasion armies to a
standstill.”

“And then they convinced Gar to accept their
worthless offers of peace and brotherhood.”

The running lights of the Dosta began to shut down,
one by one.

“My killing ray,” Saurgon went on bitterly, “has been
silent too long. But Gar may be playing into my hands if the plans
I have laid on Eka come to pass. If my secret communications with
dissident Kra come to fruition, then Gar’s weakness in the face of
these pathetic hoonahs will be at an end. And we shall press
forward to victory.”

“All this may come in time,” Loji suggested.

“I do not have the luxury of time,” Saurgon muttered.
“Gar has come to consolidate his power here as on Eka. I shall have
to move quickly or forever stay my hand. What I fear most is that
Gar will immediately relieve me of command. He has not said as
much, but when he joins with Gana it will be too late for me to
stop him. If I am to act, it must be soon.”

He looked down at the shuttle and Loji followed his
gaze. She said, “They will be inside the terminal soon, Lord
Saurgon.”

“And I shall be the first to greet them.”

“But what if Gar immediately demands your
submission?”

Saurgon thought a moment. “Alert the Pyramid Guards.
Order them to stand by at Entrance One and await my orders. Tell
them to come fully armed. Do it quickly!”

 


“I’m afraid it may take me some time to
acquire the knack of locomotion in one-sixth g,” said Dr. Ogilvey
as he, Gar, Kit, Chase and two of Gar’s subordinates walked along
the gangway to the moon-base terminal. The others had adjusted
their walks to the odd lightness of lunar gravity and the pull of
their magnetic boots on steel flooring, to give the semblance of
smooth earthly strides. But the professor seemed incapable of
mastering the trick. His portly body lurched with each footstep.
One moment he would float free of the floor with too great a step,
adjusting by taking several windmilling steps in mid-air. A moment
later he would trip over an inadequately raised foot. Combined with
his round-in-the-middle, scrawny-on-both-ends body shape, his
movements presented a comical series of missteps and recoveries.
Meanwhile the others walked smoothly beside or behind him.

“Keep at it, Professor,” Kit encouraged him. “You’ll
get it sooner or later.”

“Later, I think,” said Chase.

Their lighthearted chatter stopped abruptly when they
emerged from the corridor and came into the wide, glaring space of
the terminal proper. The walls were lavishly sculpted from silver
metal, with barbaric Kra scenes of death in battle and the murder
of war prisoners. In the center of the terminal, dressed in golden
armor and plumes, stood three Kra greeters: Saurgon, backed by two
of his lieutenants. Gar led the group directly to Saurgon and
stopped several paces from him. Both he and Saurgon hissed softly,
betraying their inner loathing for each other without guile, which
was not a Kra strong point. The two leaders squared off and took
several circling paces, the hackle feathers of both rippling but
not puffing out fully. For a moment, neither spoke. Gar opened his
mouth as if to say something, but stopped when a large door hissed
open behind Saurgon. A column of battle-ready Kra soldiers entered,
each armored fully and carrying a heavy tintza rifle. The troop
jogged in at the double-quick and divided to form two lines of
nine, one on each side of the door they had just come through. They
hoisted their weapons at attention.

Saurgon bowed deeply to Gar and Gar nodded back at
him.

“Deesoko, Gar-hoo,” Saurgon hissed. “Welcome to
Illik. May your stay here be most pleasing to you.” With a gesture,
he invited them to pass before the guards and enter the doorway. As
Gar and his companions moved forward, Saurgon and his lieutenants
accompanied the group and the guards fell in on either side.

 


Far from Phaeon Crater, the Questa’s
retrofire brought her swiftly and smoothly down to the walled plain
that constituted the broad floor of Amundsen Crater, or Kollaka
Quayo. Crom watched out a window on the hangar deck as a small dot
on the vast crater floor grew and took on the shape of a hexagonal
habitation building with an oil-derrick-like tower next to it. This
was Shovahl Station, the argon and mineral mining operation Crom
had been told to expect. The small outpost operated a gas well sunk
to 30 miles deep to harvest argon seeping from the moon’s interior,
as well as three bulldozer-shaped, four-legged vehicles that were
parked nearby at a whitish, mounded mineral deposit the Kra had
been exploiting intermittently for phosphate and nitrate salts. The
deposit, which resulted from a comet impact several billion years
previously, had been a key source of minerals 65 million years ago
and now the mine outpost had just been re-opened by the Kra after
eons of abandonment. At present, the mine was staffed by only a
small crew of drill- and excavator-maintenance specialists. Most
significantly for Haneek and Crom’s purposes, the outpost was over
the horizon from the main base at Phaeon Crater and hence outside
direct radio contact with Illik due to the Kras’ current lack of
lunar communication satellites.

At touchdown, the four quahkas were already piloted
by Haneek, Gleendook, his female Kra second-in-command, and two
other Kra. They immediately moved to the pair of large airlock
doors on one side of the flight deck that allowed them access to
the outside. They entered the locks in two pairs. The inner doors
had scarcely closed behind them when the outer doors opened,
letting them descend via two ramps to the dusty gray lunar
surface.

At a window, watching them walk away, Crom said to a
soldier beside him, “Let’s hope this first bit goes okay.” The
fighter-walkers bearing Haneek and the other Kra were already
nearing Shovahl base at a swift walk.

 


Inside the control room of the base building,
the commander, Tolteek, was confused. Seated at an
observation-window desk, he turned to his subordinate, Narkah, who
sat beside him watching the quahkas approach with his jaw slacking
in disbelief. “No visit has ever been scheduled here,” Tolteek
murmured in Kranaga. “Certainly not a visit by a space cruiser’s
shuttle.” He pressed a button on the desk console in front of him
to open the microphone channel of his radio communication system.
“Please identify yourselves,” he said into the microphone.

The quahkas drew nearer with no answer.

He pressed the button again and repeated, “Quahkas,
please identify.”

There still was no answer. He clacked his teeth
together nervously and looked at Narkah, who blinked back at him,
dumbstruck. Tolteek could feel consternation raising the hackle
feathers of his neck.

The quahkas moved in under the building’s overhanging
roof and stepped two-by-two inside the building’s airlocks, which
automatically opened to allow them to enter the base. Tolteek
hurried down a staircase to the operations deck on the ground level
just as the four quahkas emerged from the airlocks and hunkered
down. As they opened their canopies, he abruptly stopped and
Narkah, who was hurrying after him, collided with him from behind,
jostling him and increasing his open-mouthed, hackle-bristling
expression of doubt, concern and confusion.

Haneek, the first of the newcomers to dismount his
quahka, approached Tolteek. He nodded severely and authoritatively.
“Teenahn doh’l Eka,” he said cordially. “Greetings from earth.”

Tolteek was speechless. He eyed the three other Kra
warily as they moved to stand behind Haneek, holding tintza rifles
at the ready.

 



Chapter 5

 


Saurgon and his armed guards led the
travelers on a tour of the buildings of Illik Moon Base. They
visited the colony council building, where petty functionaries
obsequiously bowed to both Saurgon and Gar. They passed by the
marquee of the base’s movie theater, where a crowd had gathered for
a showing of a romance that Dr. Ogilvey said was entitled “Gone
With The Asteroid.” The guards followed everywhere they went. As
Saurgon led the group along yet another corridor, Ogilvey murmured
to Kit and Chase, “We’ve seen the spaceship manufacturing facility,
the weapons firing range, even the sewage treatment plant, but I
notice Gar is becoming frustrated. We must have visited half the
buildings inside Phaeon Crater, but it’s Gana, of course, whom Gar
wants to see most. For some unknown reason, Saurgon seems
determined to show us everything but her.”

They paused while Gar conversed with Saurgon in low
but heated tones, whereupon Saurgon bowed and then led off in a new
direction. They followed and were soon within the pyramid itself,
rising rapidly on one of the elevators that carried them from the
ground level to the upper stories of the immense structure. Just
short of the top level, the elevator car stopped. They got off,
still accompanied by Saurgon, his lieutenants, and four of the
armed guards who had dogged their steps the entire way.

Saurgon led them along several more corridors and
then stopped at a chamber door flanked by two additional armed
guards, who stepped aside to let them enter.

“Gana-hai!” Gar immediately exclaimed when he saw who
was there.

Seated on her nesting couch, Gana cried out,
“Gar-hee!” in return. She rose from her brooding squat on the couch
and stepped down to the floor as Gar rushed to greet her. Had they
been humans, an embrace would have followed. Given that these were
Kra, however, the greeting came off somewhat differently than Gar’s
human companions expected. Gar and Gana paused several paces from
each other and bowed deeply. Then, in unison, they held their heads
high and swiveled their necks to show each other the tall crests on
their heads. Their feet began, almost automatically, to prance in
place. They each raised their arms with hands high on either
side.

“A greeting dance!” exclaimed Ogilvey. “Look at those
wing feathers!”

With arms extended high, both Gar and Gana displayed
to each other fine and glinting arrays of
black-and-iridescent-green wing feathers, spread wide and shown
proudly in a posture reminiscent of a Roman Eagle emblem. In
unison, they voiced their greeting call, “Ah-kee-ah!” Then they
tucked their wing feathers tightly to their sides. The greeting was
done.

“My, my,” murmured Dr. O. “I knew Gar was re-growing
the arm feathers he plucked out for war. But they have become truly
magnificent without my notice, thanks to his tendency to keep them
folded against his forearms and tucked in at his sides.”

Gar turned to listen as Ogilvey explained. He nodded
to indicate Ogilvey had it right.

The professor went on. “Gar, you sly old dog, er,
bird! Why didn’t you show me those? I would have measured them and
charted their growth as the quills sprouted and expanded into full,
vane-shaped feathers—”

“Dat,” Gar said emphatically, “exactly why I no show
you.”

Everyone laughed, with the exception of Saurgon.

“Gar will need those brooding feathers when he takes
his turn on the nest,” Ogilvey explained for Kit and Chase’s
benefit. “Kra instincts run strong.”

“Gah,” Gar agreed.

Gana went back on the nest and sat, eyeing Saurgon
with contempt.

Gar approached her closely. He leaned his long neck
over her. She nuzzled his fang-lined snout with hers.

“Aw, look,” Kit gushed. “They’re kissing.”

Indeed, it appeared so as the pair opened their
mouths and meshed their fang-lined jaws together.

“Not so much a kiss, my dear,” Ogilvey explained, “as
a feeding.”

The pair, with mouths deeply engaged, seemed to lock
their fangs together and begin a sort of tug of war. Gana pulled
Gar’s mouth downward with her upturned mouth. Gar’s throat gurgled,
and then he coughed a mouthful of vomit into Gana’s mouth. She
eagerly gulped it down.

“Ew!” Kit cried.

“You must understand, my dear,” said Dr. O. “It’s all
part of Gar’s birdlike behavior, and his most tender expression of
love for Gana. A male must demonstrate his willingness to provide
food for his chick and his mate while she’s on the nest.”

Kit shook her head. “I wonder if I’ll ever get used
to all the differences between Kra and humans!”

Gana gulped twice, and then spoke softly to Gar. The
professor puzzled, “What’s that she said? Something like, ‘not bad
for spaceship food’?”

Beneath Gana, a faint noise had begun to make itself
known. It was a small, “Peep-peep-peep,” from the egg. Gana rose
and stepped off the nest. She and Gar leaned near the egg and
nuzzled each other while listening to their baby’s tiny voice.

“Picture perfect,” Kit murmured. She snapped a photo
with her otherwise useless cell phone. She glanced at her photo
approvingly as Gar and Gana went on sharing their tender family
moment. “Phone’s good for something,” she said, “even if I am a
quarter million miles outside the coverage area. They don’t have
roaming charges up here, do they?”

“They’d be, er, astronomical, if there were any,”
said Ogilvey.

Saurgon motioned to Gar, and Gar went to confer
softly with him for a moment. Then, as Saurgon bowed and withdrew,
Ogilvey mumbled a half-translation. “Something, something, I’ll
leave you two to get reacquainted, something, something, don’t
overreact to anything Gana says before you consult with me.
Whatever does he mean by that?”

There would be no clarification. Saurgon and his two
lieutenants exited swiftly, leaving the armed guards standing at
attention outside.

As the doors slid shut behind them, Ogilvey said,
“Well, Gar, now that the formalities of state and family are done,
why don’t you introduce us to your lady? I’ve been dying to meet
her.”

“You—dying?” Gar asked with concern.

“Just an expression,” Ogilvey replied.

***

 


Maria Suarez sat on her front porch talking
with her friend and neighbor Anita Harvey. It was a hot El Paso
afternoon and their small children were playing in and around a
little plastic wading pool on the lawn.

A whining sound interrupted their chat. They looked
up between the branches of the cottonwood trees and saw a
camouflage colored jet aircraft hovering a couple hundred feet
above them. It was a Harrier jump jet, descending straight out of
the sky on downward-pointed thrusters. It was coming in for a
landing in the paved center of their cul-de-sac.

As soon as the jet touched down on its four landing
wheels, the canopy opened and a man who had been riding in the seat
behind the pilot threw a rope ladder over the side and descended.
He wore a forest green camouflaged Army uniform and field helmet.
The sunglasses he wore made it hard to see who he was. For a moment
Maria was seized with the scary thought that this was the way you
were notified of the loss of your husband. But an instant later she
was sure from the shape and size of the man that this was…
“Victor!” She jumped up from the porch and ran to meet him as he
put his sunglasses into a shirt pocket, pulled off his helmet and
grinned at her. “Victor!” She threw herself into his open arms and
they embraced tightly. He spun her around until her feet came off
the ground.

Suddenly she was weeping and laughing and kissing Vic
over and over. Evan had been pouring water into the pool, but he
dropped the hose and rushed to hug Vic’s camo-trousered legs.
“Daddy!” cried the five-year-old in pure joy. Little Manny, the
two-year-old, remained sitting in the pool with Anita’s kids, too
young to understand the significance of the reunion and perhaps a
little unfamiliar with the father who had been absent for so long.
But he smiled nonetheless.

When Vic finally released Maria from his arms and
bent to pick up Evan, the boy hugged his neck like he would never
let go. Maria asked, “How? Why? What are you doing here?”

Vic pointed a thumb at the Harrier, which revved its
engines and began to lift off.

“Special delivery,” Vic shouted over the roar of the
engines. “Thanks to the U.S. Marines.” The plane rose vertically on
its downward-directed thrusters before converting to forward motion
at one hundred feet off the ground. It was gone within seconds,
roaring away over the neighborhood treetops on a course for the air
base at Fort Bliss.

“That’s better,” Vic said when the jet noise faded.
“Now we can talk. And we’ve got some important things to talk
about. First, these.” He took a collar point between finger and
thumb and showed her a silver star pinned there.

“General’s stars?” Maria asked, incredulous.

“With all the rank and privilege—and pay—that goes
with them. And a new home, too.”

“A new home?”

“Much, much bigger than this one.” He swept an arm
across their little base-housing bungalow. “Real senior officer’s
quarters in a big old house!”

“Where?”

His face clouded somewhat. “That’s another thing I
wanted to talk to you about. We’re moving to Washington State.
Joint Base Lewis-McChord, to be exact.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“That’s so sudden!” She looked at her friend, who sat
on the porch wearing a shocked expression. “I don’t know…”

“It’s not optional, cara mia,” Vic said. “The
Army insists. I’m to be head of the forces keeping an eye on the
Kra in Washington. I don’t think we can say no.”

She thought just a moment longer, and then her happy
smile returned. “Okay, General Suarez!” She saluted and hugged him
again.

***

 


Matthew Davis found Holly Lewis at her desk
in NORAD’s communications center. “Unless you have a situation to
report,” he said, “I’m starting to believe we’re really at peace
with the Kra, at least here in North America.”

“Nothing new on the home front, Matt. Other than the
African situation, we haven’t heard of a single incident.”

“And in Africa?”

“Nothing at all new in the last twenty-four
hours.”

“Good enough, then. I have a personal matter I need
to attend to.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t like the idea of leaving NORAD,” Davis said
uneasily, “but family duty calls. My sister is not in very good
shape. She’s not too emotionally stable under the best of
circumstances, and my son-in-law tells me she’s had some kind of a
breakdown.”

“Sorry to hear that, Matt. We’ve all been under
tremendous strain.”

“If I go and see her, I may be able to calm her down.
I’ve been thinking of going to stay with them for a day or
two.”

“Sounds okay, Matt. Things are calm enough for the
time being. The African incidents don’t amount to much more than
the brushfire wars we used to see there all the time between human
communities. And the beam has completely ceased fire for several
days now, just like Gar told us it would.”

“Okay. I guess I’ll go ahead and check up on my
sister, maybe sometime tomorrow if things remain calm. But I’ll be
relying on you to notify me immediately if trouble crops up
anywhere in the world.”

“Go ahead and make your plans, sir. I’ll hold down
the fort, as they say.”

“Thanks, Holly. I’ll count on you to do that.”

***

 


One dome-shaped building among the many
edifices that covered the floor of Phaeon Carter was dedicated to
recreation. Called Akanna Neesta, or Pleasure Palace, by the Kra,
it housed attractions on a magnitude as great or greater than the
finest resorts humans enjoyed on earth. Its central atrium was a
huge circular dome with a glass ceiling affording a view of
millions of stars overhead in the black lunar sky, as well as Illik
Base’s central pyramid looming on one side. A ring of immense
lighting panels like those used in baseball stadiums, lit the place
like a sunny day on earth. The air had a steamy quality nearly as
humid as a Roman bath. Tropical palm trees growing to full height
ringed the space, which was larger than the largest domed stadiums
on earth. Attractions and diversions abounded beneath the
overhanging fronds. There were courtyards where Kra played ball
games or, being carnivores, participated in mock hunts of prey that
they consumed at the end of the event. In the middle of the dome
was a huge blue swimming pool with an irregular curving outline,
punctuated by thatched cabanas serving food and drinks. On one side
of the pool, a quartet of Kra musicians and singers squatted on
hassock-like seats. They performed a song that contrasted with the
warlike drum-driven chants the three humans had heard in the Temple
of Death at Arran Kra. This music was more melodic and harmonic,
accompanied on a pair of small tabla-like drums, a flute, and a
stringed instrument shaped somewhere between a guitar and a banjo.
Although the singers intoned a peaceful sounding melody,
nevertheless their distinctive Kra vocalizations had a raucous,
crow-cawing essence. They sounded much like the backup vocalists on
John Lennon’s classic “Tomorrow Never Knows,” to which the entire
composition seemed melodically and rhythmically related. Across the
pool from the singers, a high prominence of native moon rock jutted
up from the floor as though it might be a remnant of Phaeon
Crater’s central peak. This prominence had been modified by the Kra
to provide a waterfall, a water slide, and a high dive for the
entertainment of the dome’s visitors. Water cascading from the
brink of the fall descended in slow motion in the low gravity of
the moon and churned up waves where it hit the pool’s surface that
propagated outward in slow-moving concentric rings.

“Nowhere but on the moon,” said Chase, watching the
water with amazement. “Even waves move in slow motion.”

“Naturally,” replied Dr. O. “The speed at which a
wave on water propagates is directly proportional to the pull of
gravity. The less gravity, the taller the wave and the slower its
motion.”

“I hear what you’re saying, Doc,” said Chase. “But I
had to see it to believe it.”

A pair of small, bright-green-bodied and
orange-headed pterodactyls flew past them and soared up to land
high on the trunk of a palm tree, hanging on by all fours and
screeching like parakeets.

Not far from where Ogilvey, Chase, and Kit stood, Gar
and Gana settled down at a poolside table, squatting on
hassock-like, back-less leather chairs, typical Kra furniture. They
talked quietly about the object Gana had brought with her and
placed on another smaller table at her right hand. This was a
portable incubator shaped like an Easter basket, in which she had
placed the precious egg.

Ogilvey murmured, “It’s good to see Gar taking Gana’s
revelation about Saurgon’s overtures in stride, or at least keeping
his thoughts to himself. There is much at stake diplomatically.
Anger would only inflame the differences when agreement is what’s
needed most.”

“Right now,” said Chase, “I’m more interested in
taking Saurgon up on his suggestion we go swimming. What do you
say, Kit?”

 


Within minutes Kra attendants had provided
specially made bathing suits prepared in anticipation of their
arrival. After changing their clothes in poolside cabines, Kit and
Chase walked partway up the central peak and stood at the top of
the high dive.

“I don’t know,” Kit said edgily. “It’s got to be a
good thirty feet down.”

“C’mon,” Chase urged. “It’ll be a slow motion fall.”
He took her hand, stepped to the edge of the diving platform, and
called, “One, two, three, jump!” They stepped off the platform in
unison and plunged down toward the pool’s surface in what was
indeed a slow-motion descent. They hit the water feet first,
splashing up walls of white froth that shot far out to each side of
them and rained down gently on the pool’s surface. They submerged
in the warm water but easily rose to the surface in time to watch
the tall waves they had made spreading slowly and gracefully
outward from their landing spot.

“Whoo-hoo!” Kit cried. “Let’s do it again.”

“Okay,” Chase said, hugging her as they treaded water
easily with slow kicks. “But I want to get on that water slide
too.”

“Look up there!” Kit exclaimed, pointing at a Kra who
had climbed to the highest crag of the rocky hillock and stood on
the summit a good fifty feet above the water’s surface. The Kra
stood poised for a moment and then launched itself into the air
like an Acapulco cliff diver. It fell gracefully downward,
headfirst in a swan dive. But just as it was about to hit the
water’s surface, it gave a strong flap of its wings. Despite the
apparently insufficient length of its wing feathers—it flew!

Dr. Ogilvey, who had come to the edge of the pool
nearest Kit and Chase, called out, “Another advantage of low
gravity. Even stubby Kra wing feathers are sufficient for
flight.”

The Kra, rather than touching down on the water,
flapped vigorously and rose high into the air of the dome. It
followed a leisurely course around the upper reaches of the dome
for several minutes and then returned to land on the same pinnacle
of rock from which it had started its sojourn in the air.

“I wish I could do that!” Kit exclaimed.

Gar called a few words to Dr. O, and the professor
translated. “According to Gar, that can be arranged.”

Within another fifteen minutes, both Chase and Kit
had been fitted out with artificial wings made by attaching real
Kra feathers to mechanical apparatuses that fit on each arm,
approximating the mechanical wings of the legendary human flyers,
Icarus and Daedalus. As they stood at the brink from which the Kra
had flown, Ogilvey called up an explanation. “When the Kra pluck
their wing feathers for war or other necessities, they substitute
these artificial wings for their real ones. Go ahead, give them a
try!”

Without hesitation, Chase dove as he had seen the Kra
do, plummeting in slow motion. Then with a few vigorous flaps, he
turned upward and gained altitude. “Come on,” he called to Kit.
“It’s great!”

She stepped to the brink, voiced a nervous,
“Geronimo!” and then leaped into the air. She fell until she
duplicated Chase’s feat of flapping upward just before reaching the
water. Suddenly, they were flying together like a pair of birds, or
like the pterodactyls they had watched a few minutes before. The
feeling of moving freely in the air, propelled only by the movement
of one’s own arms, was indescribably wonderful.

“This is better than the Skybax riders of Dinotopia!”
Kit exclaimed.

However, after several minutes of briskly flying
around the dome’s interior, fatigue in muscles never before used
for this purpose brought them both back to land on the pinnacle.
They were tired and panting, but delighted beyond measure.

“Only on the moon,” Kit concurred breathlessly with
what Chase had said earlier.

Suddenly Chase’s expression grew serious. “Look,” he
said, nodding toward the poolside. “We’ve got company.”

Below them, Saurgon had arrived with a small retinue
of imperiously dressed officials and his ever-present armed guard.
He was talking with Gar and Gana. While Gana remained seated beside
her egg, Gar stood in a stiff, formal posture facing Saurgon, who
likewise seemed stiff and confrontational. Kit and Chase flew down
from their lofty viewpoint, intent on learning the nature of the
visit. They arrived at poolside just as Saurgon turned and walked
off, followed by his retinue.

As he and Kit pulled off their wing devices and set
them aside, Chase asked, “What was that about?”

Gar was silent, watching Saurgon exit through a
portal leading to the pyramid.

Ogilvey filled them in. “Saurgon remains quite
cordial, but he insists on a separate negotiation concerning
Africa. Apparently the Kra forces there have fought unabated during
the second truce. Although Gar strongly opposes, Saurgon insists
the final arrangement with humans must include complete Kra control
of Africa.”

“Sounds like a major problem,” Kit said.

“Saurgon suggests all-day meetings between him and
Gar to resolve the issue, after tonight’s sleep period. Gar has
reluctantly accepted.”

“Sagga toktee,” Gar muttered.

“Yes,” Ogilvey agreed. “Saurgon’s stalling for
time.”

“Maybe he’s waiting for the beam to be reactivated,”
Chase suggested. “That will shift the balance of power in the
negotiations.”

“Gah,” Gar agreed, deep in perplexing thought.

Ogilvey explained for Kit and Chase. “Gar and Gana’s
sources here at Illik tell them that the beam will be ready in
approximately twenty-four hours. Gar has been trying to court
Saurgon diplomatically rather than having a showdown. He hopes to
convince him of the futility of his war preparations.”

“It sounds like Gar doesn’t have much leverage,” said
Chase.

“He’s got the capital city, Arran Kra, under loyal
control,” Ogilvey responded. “That’s something.”

“I hope it’s enough,” said Kit.

“In any case,” said Ogilvey, “it’s not a matter the
three of us can resolve. We’ve been offered another option for
tomorrow by our all-too-magnanimous host.”

“What’s that?” asked Kit.

“A guided tour of the mines, which are the source of
the Kra’s vast and growing wealth. Have you ever seen a vein of
pure metallic gold, Kit?”

“No.”

“Tomorrow, you’ll get your chance.”

 



PART TWO: DARK SIDES

 



Chapter 6

 


The length of a day on the moon is just over
29 earth days. However, the day-night, wake-sleep cycle at Phaeon
Crater had been set by the Kra 65 million years ago, and
adjusted more recently to coincide with the day-night period of
their capital city, Arran Kra. In the depths of the crater there
was never any natural sunlight, so the light cycle was adjusted by
darkening the electric lighting of public places for approximately
half of the corresponding earth day, and then bringing the light
levels up for the other half day.

The visitors were given fine, multi-room suite
accommodations within the pyramid, furnished with human-style beds
and other furniture not normally present in Kra accommodations.
Each got as much sleep as was wanted or needed. In the late
morning, after a breakfast that Kit considered rather heavy on meat
courses and light on anything else, they were entertained with more
swimming and flying at the Pleasure Palace. Sometime past noon they
were brought, via a glass-covered causeway, to another building
adjacent to the pyramid. This was a massive, rectangular,
box-shaped structure that housed the Metals and Mining Operation.
Here, Saurgon had left orders for the human visitors to be given a
tour of the deep mines of Illik while he and Gar carried on their
deliberations, and Gana tended her nest.

Their guide was Nessoka, Saurgon’s second-in-command,
a haughty but cordial Kra whose brown-feathered body and
golden-feathered neck and head gave him a look reminiscent of a
golden eagle with fangs. Following Nessoka to a room with private
changing closets along one wall, and following their guide’s
example, they put on specially fitted pressure suits. Kra tailors
had measured them with laser 3D body-mapping instruments the day
before, while each stood naked in a booth. Overnight, those tailors
had assembled form-fitting suits of a thin and supple
maroon-colored fabric. Kit discovered as she stepped from her
changing closet, that hers fit with embarrassingly close precision
to every nook and cranny of her figure, from her head to the soles
of her feet. The only exception was a faceplate of contoured clear
plastic that allowed some breathing room, with a small white air
filter in front of her nose and mouth. Heavier, rubberized darker
brown plastic on the palms of her hands and soles of her feet
completed the snug outfit. She was uncomfortable at being so
seemingly exposed, though not exposed at all. The plastic fabric
was shiny and firm, but forgiving and easy to move in.

Nessoka showed no interest in Kit or Chase or
Ogilvey, but Kit blushed when she noticed Chase’s eyes wandering
from her face to the closely traced curves of her body.

“What are you gawking at?” she challenged when his
gaze lingered well below her neckline.

His eyes snapped up to meet hers. He grinned
sheepishly. “Uh, gee, Kit,” he stammered. “That suit fits you, um,
pretty well.” His eyes wandered again.

Kit sighed. She figured she would just have to make
the best of it. “Getting excited, are you?” she asked as a
provocation. But when she looked down Chase’s similarly snug-fit
body, she knew she had guessed right. She caught her breath and
looked back at his face again, amused to note it was now he who was
blushing. “Your suit fits pretty well too,” she teased. “Not much
left to the imagination.”

He deflected the conversation. “Look at those two
strange birds.” He pointed at Nessoka and Dr. O. The Kra’s normally
voluminous covering of feathers was compressed by the close fit of
his suit so that his legs and neck appeared scrawnier than normal.
Similarly, the owlish shape of the old paleontologist was
exaggerated into a comically plump middle section with bony
extremities. Kit giggled. Even their guide clucked a Kra laugh at
the professor’s preposterous shape. Ogilvey laughed too, looking
himself over from belly to toe. “The opposite of a flattering fit,”
he admitted.

Kit was still irritated. “Why do we need these
special suits, anyway? Why not use space suits if we’re going into
a vacuum?”

“That, my dear,” Dr. O replied, “is precisely the
reason. We’re not going into a vacuum.”

“Where, then?”

“Six miles beneath the surface! Can you imagine that?
Riches beyond measure, mined from the very heart of the moon!”

“But why no vacuum?” Chase asked.

“Down that deep, even the moon has an atmosphere,
albeit an extremely thin one. Fractures in the deep rocks convey
gasses up from sources near the very core of the moon, which is
still molten hot and fuming after four-and-a-half billion years. At
the six-mile depth, the crustal rock cools the gasses to a
comfortable room temperature as they rise through the fissures.
That in turn provides an ideal working environment for miners, as
long as those miners wear these vapor barrier suits. A thin suit is
fine, you see, because the gasses provide air pressure down there.
It’s a rather low pressure, but pressure nonetheless.”

“But why not just wear regular clothes, then?” asked
Kit.

“Because, my dear,” Ogilvey explained, “it’s not
exactly air that’s down there. It’s a mix of primordial fumes that,
well, wouldn’t be too conducive to continued good health—it’s
primarily a blend of inert gasses like helium, neon, argon and
xenon, all adding up to about a quarter bar of atmospheric
pressure.”

“What’s so bad about those gasses?”

“Nothing. It’s the trace amounts of other gasses that
can cause trouble. Poisonous gasses like hydrogen sulfide, ammonia,
and methane are present in minor amounts, but sufficient to
intoxicate and kill a person in a short time without the
vapor-protective suit you now wear.”

“Why not filter out the poisons and only keep the
good gasses in the mine?”

“That’s exactly what the filter on your faceplate
does. But it would be too immense an undertaking to do that for the
whole mine. As it stands, the Kra miners simply seal the gasses
into the mine spaces by plugging exit holes and fissures with a
sort of concrete made of plastic and moon dust, which you could
call ‘mooncrete.’ By sealing the exit holes, the Kra deliberately
retain all the gasses in the mine to provide pressure and warmth,
and they add oxygen for the crews to breathe. It’s a trade-off that
works well for them, but necessitates these suits we have to
wear.”

They followed Nessoka, who led them to a set of large
sliding doors, which opened to allow them access to a wide elevator
that was in itself an amazing work of technology. Shaped like a
bus-sized ski-area tram car, twenty feet by twelve feet by ten feet
tall, it lacked cables but possessed eight sprocket-like wheels or
pinions, one at each of the eight corners of the car. These
sprocket wheels meshed with huge toothed tracks set vertically into
the metal walls of the shaft to guide the tram up and down.

“It’s a cable-free elevator machine,” said Ogilvey.
“With eight kekuah-powered motors to drive the pinion wheels up or
down the toothed rack lines. And those rack lines will guide us
down for six miles. Correct, Nessoka?”

“Dooh,” Nessoka confirmed. “Dat is right Ogil-vee. We
go down to deepfest mine level.”

They boarded the tram and its doors slid shut.
Ogilvey went on, “There are two sets of sliding horizontal doors
below us that function as air seals between the mine proper and our
location here at the top of the shaft.”

As the tram began its descent, the first of the doors
could be heard sliding shut over their heads.

“Why are those needed if the mine isn’t airless?” Kit
asked.

“Because, my dear, mixing the air of the mine with
the air of the Mining Operations building would be rather
catastrophic for any Kra or human working or visiting here.”

They descended below a second set of airtight doors,
which closed above them. Then the tram descended at an accelerating
pace that gave a slight sensation of falling, while the toothed
tracks visible through the windows of the tram raced past in a
blur.

“How fast are we going down?” Kit asked.

“Teenzeeti gokakn,” Nessoka replied.

Ogilvey, after a little muttering and calculation on
his gloved fingers, translated. “Just over a mile-per-minute. We’ll
be there shortly.”

 


Their arrival at the main mining level was
another astonishing experience. When the tram slowed and stopped
and its sliding doors opened, the travelers found themselves in a
wide, metal-walled room surrounded by brightly lit office windows
in which Kra tended control panels and observed the movement of a
train of small hopper cars on a rail that had brought it from a
horizontal shaft to this central area. The hoppers, strung together
in a short line and pulled slowly by a small humming engine car,
were overfilled with black stone boulders in which glittering
native metal veins were prominently visible, admixed with white
stripes of quartz mineral. As the line of hopper cars rolled slowly
past them, the effect of the black rock, white quartz, and glinting
metal dazzled the eye.

“There are two additional elevator trams, similar in
size to the one we arrived on,” said Ogilvey. “They are dedicated
to moving ore, rather than workers. The hopper cars you see here
will dump their ore into those other trams, which will carry it to
the surface for refinement. The amounts of metals that are
recovered from this mine daily would put the entire capacity of
earthly mines into a wholly new, much less significant perspective.
Right, Nessoka?”

“Dooh.”

They disembarked the elevator car and proceeded to a
floodlit platform in front of one of the banks of windows. An
engine pulling a line of empty hopper cars back in the direction of
the mines stopped beside them. Nessoka motioned the visitors to
board the second car in line, which was fitted with benches on
either side for carrying personnel.

“The trains,” Ogilvey explained, “also serve as a
means of moving Kra to and from the working parts of the mine. Go
ahead and board.”

As they boarded and took seats, Chase asked,
“Professor, how is it that you know so much about all this?”

Ogilvey shrugged. “In the two days it took us to fly
to the moon, I had little else to do but interrogate Gar
mercilessly about the operations here. He was very generous with
his time and his explanations. For instance, the ore we just saw
represents metal alloys that are peculiar to the depths of the
moon. They’re free of sulfates, oxides and other contaminants that
taint the ores normally found on earth. And they contain a rich mix
of metals, which the Kra separate in kekuah-powered smelters into
pure iron, nickel, and a host of semi-precious metals like
titanium, molybdenum, cadmium, lithium, barium and more.”

Once all had taken their seats, the train moved along
its track for perhaps a half mile through a dimly lit horizontal
mine tunnel, the walls of which were bare dark rock with occasional
patches of blackish mooncrete where cracks that allowed escape of
the atmospheric gasses had been sealed. The train emerged from this
tunnel and halted at a brightly lit work area, in which a quahka
stood idle beside a wall of stone that it had apparently been
working. The rock face of this wall glittered even more brightly
than the stone loads of the hopper cars they had seen before. The
shine of metals here was so dazzling as to hurt the eye, and the
sheen of this seam of metal had a distinctly golden hue. “This,”
Ogilvey explained, “is the currently active cut into a truly
massive vein of metals that includes all the precious ones and then
some: gold, silver, copper, and platinum in large quantities, as
well as a host of strategic metals like vanadium, tantalum,
neodymium and on and on. This one vein produces enough ingots to
overwhelm Fort Knox’s storage capacity within a few months’
time.”

“They could flood the world’s gold markets,” said
Chase.

“If they wanted to,” Ogilvey agreed. “But if they’re
shrewd, they won’t disrupt humanity’s world economy. Gar suggests
that they’ll gradually buy their way in, joining in the profits and
keeping things mutually beneficial. Remember, according to the
peace agreement signed on Kit’s dining room table, the Kra have a
huge war debt to repay to humanity. Isn’t that so, Nessoka?”

“Gah!” Nessoka hissed, his cordiality colored
momentarily by a hint of irritation.

“But the Kra will all be rich,” said Kit.

“Dooh,” Nessoka agreed, returning to his previous,
more pleasant demeanor.

“I suppose there’s enough wealth here for both Kra
and humans,” Ogilvey observed. “As we’ve seen in the opulence of
Saurgon’s golden armor, the sight of wealthy Kra on earth may
someday be commonplace.”

“Dooh,” said Nessoka.

***

 


Matthew Davis was burdened with a
thousand-and-one details, and therefore couldn’t depart NORAD to
visit his sister until night was about to fall. He also wasn’t able
to follow the usual route to Denver as he drove his black Lincoln
Town Car away from the tunnel entrance of NORAD. On the way down
from Cheyenne Mountain he encountered a barricade of orange plastic
highway markers behind which were the charred remnants of a
burnt-out bridge. Two Army sentinels manning a watch post directed
him onto a smaller highway that branched off the main road and
wound through the foothills to bypass the blockage.

The road was a familiar one that Davis didn’t mind
taking. It was a pleasant and scenic drive winding through hill
country on a generally northward path that would ultimately lead
him out to the freeway south of Denver. Driving along the mountain
two-lane, he watched dusk fade to twilight tones of red and aqua
green that silhouetted the cliffs and trees he passed along the
way. His headlights came on automatically as the road darkened.
There was no sign of other travelers ahead or behind until he
noticed a metallic glint in his rear-view mirror. Rounding a bend
and entering a straight stretch, he got a good look in the
mirror.

His eyes widened. A dark object without headlights
was following him about a hundred yards back. A jolt of adrenaline
shot through him when he recognized it. It was Kra
fighter-walker, keeping pace behind him!

Knowing there was nothing right about this situation,
he immediately punched the phone button on his steering wheel. But
as the hands-free system responded with, “Please state a command,”
a flash of light shot from the fighter-walker’s weapon arm. Davis
heard and felt the puncture of his right rear tire. At sixty-plus
miles per hour, the Lincoln went into an instantaneous spinout. He
wrenched the steering wheel hard to the right and then to the left,
trying to regain control as the car spun on the pavement. But he
was at a place where the highway curved around the side of a tall
mesa. He felt the Lincoln veering off the road to the outside of
the curve. Unresponsive to his steering, the car slid onto the
graveled shoulder and then careened over the down-slope of a rocky
embankment. The front of the car crashed into a huge boulder and
the steering wheel’s airbag erupted in his face, saving him from
smashing his head. But the Lincoln was still in motion. It
cartwheeled downhill into a deep canyon, tumbling over and over.
Davis glimpsed a huge pine tree trunk looming, and the car smashed
broadside into it, crumpling the door beside him. The side of his
head smashed against the window glass through the already-deflated
side airbag.

He was knocked out cold.

 


The quahka stopped at the top of the
embankment and illuminated the mangled wreck with its headlamp. The
vehicle lay on its side, crumpled against the pine tree that had
stopped it. Its engine compartment was smoldering and hissing, but
nothing was burning. The Kra assassin, Tanto Vetto, code named
Operative One, carefully steered his quahka down the steep
boulder-covered slope to reach the wreck. It was well off the
highway and far enough down-slope to assure that no hoonah passing
by on the road above would spot it. He maneuvered his machine until
he could look through the shattered front windshield and see the
unconscious occupant inside the car.
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