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 Introduction

I’ve always had a
fascination with the Ring of Fire that encompasses the Pacific
Ocean along several continents. They’re subject to earthquakes,
tsunamis, volcanic eruption, and tectonic movements. My first
thought was to have apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic
tales.

However, the more I
thought about it, the more the idea of other angles on this
intriguing idea appealed to me. So I tossed it open to the authors
to see what they came up with.

They presented some
fascinating ideas. Trapped in a forest fire. Dragons. Volcanoes not just on Earth, but off planet as well.
Ancient Gods demanding tribute. Even a high
school reunion.

The mix of writers of
these unusual tales come from all over the world, each with a
different flavor.

So dear readers, sit back
in your chair before the blazing flames, open the book, and enjoy
the Ring of Fire.


 Mineral Rights

Wayland Smith

“Astari B643 shows a great
deal of potential for resource acquisition. There are readings
indicating high levels of assorted minerals and ores, possibly due
to the planet’s ongoing volcanic activity. While there is native
life, surveys indicate they are pre-space flight and should prove
no threat to VulcanCorp Personnel. The only thing worthy of note is
some anomalous energy readings our technicians have not been able
to identify.”

From the VulcanCorp initial survey of
Astari B643.

The Shrike, a standard mining and
processing ship, settled down on the clear
rocky area scans had indicated were the best landing spot. “Nice
job, Hal,” Isaac Richards said to the helmsman, laying an approving
hand on the man’s shoulder.

“Thanks,
Captain,” Hal Greene answered, smiling. He was new
to the ship, having recently gotten his pilot
certification from Vulcan Central. Hal
hoped he’d be able to see more of the galaxy and earn his share of
bonuses as a member of one of the mining ships. Not as exciting as
the Exploration Corps, but they spent a lot of time seeking and not
necessarily as much time producing and being rewarded for
it.

“Start
the setup process,” Captain Richards directed Helen
Grayson, his first officer.

“Already sent the order,”
she answered. Helen was bent over one of the readouts from the
survey probes. “It looks like there’s a lot of heavy metals here.
This should be a good score for us.”

Rhalocite, a key material
for FTL drive cores, was relatively rare, and the scans showed
several large deposits. That alone would have been worth the
landing, but they were seeing several other valuable minerals as
well.

“No leaks on this one,”
Captain Richards reminded everyone. “The last thing we need is
competition swooping down on us. We’ll send a full report when
we’re ready to leave atmosphere.” Technically, by company
regulation, new finds were supposed to be sent to the central
catalog for further analysis. In reality, thanks to competing
companies and even rival crews from their own corporation, most
crews stayed quiet until they were done mining. VulcanCorp bonuses
were generous, and no one wanted to lose out.

The mostly automated
process of setting up extractors was underway, and the ship’s
mechanisms hummed with power as they assembled the machines that
would do the harvesting. Efficiently and swiftly, new constructs
were put together from the stored parts and programmed to begin
their work as soon as they were complete.

“Send
out the scouts,” Richards ordered, after taking a
moment or two to make sure the
assemblers were working. Nothing was foolproof, and damage happened
in the transit between worlds. Everyone had been at least minimally
trained as a mechanic, just in case, but once all displays were
shown green, they could afford to dispatch crew to use different
scanners. Ship-based units were more powerful, but, as discovered
early on, various planets had strange ores or magnetic fields or
inherent energy disruptions that could scramble readings. The
devices mounted on ground transports operated at closer range, and
so with less distortion.

Mona Chen keyed the engine
on her scoutbike and smiled at the rumble. She loved the sound, the
feel of the powerful engine, and the sense of control it gave her.
Her dark eyes contrasted with her shockingly red hair, giving her
an exotic look, which was, she often complained, utterly wasted
under the thick helmet and protective gear she had to wear. Then
again, it didn’t matter how great her hair looked if she drove
through a patch of acidic fog or any of the other strange things
the company had found as they explored any world they could get to.
“Engine, check. Scans, check. Life support, check. Scout-One is
out,” she said into her coms and then shot out of the hangar. She
was intended to keep her number one spot, and to do that, she
needed to be the best and the fastest.

“Scout-Two, out,” she
heard a moment later as Juan Sedona, her most persistent rival,
followed her.

A private com channel
opened, and Juan said, “Today’s the day I get your
slot.”

“You’ve
been working on the engines without a filter again.
Those fumes rot your brain,” she answered. The two
split off in opposite directions, and Mona
directed her attention to navigating, checking for new and unique
(or old and still problematic) threats, and the all-important scan
results. If she could luck out and find something the ship had
missed, especially Radissite, the major component of ship’s fuel
systems, she’d leave Sedona in the dust, where he
belonged.

~ * ~

Shaorrell wasn’t sure why
the strange visitors ignored the tall ridge near their ship, but
she was happy to take advantage of the lapse. It was a perfect spot
to observe the ship and its activities, and Shaorrell peered down
at the strange visitors. Old Habicon had said they would come, and
he had been right. He always was. That’s why he served as Speaker.
Shaorrell watched, taking in as much as she could of what the
strangers were doing. Their big ship was making smaller ships and
they were starting to dig into the ground. Did they know they had
to be careful? Did they know the Rites to ease the Rock Lords?
Shaorrell didn’t think so. She eased away from the spot she’d been
using to watch the newcomers, and slid back down the other side of
the rocky pile. Her thick, grey hide protected her from the sharp
stones that made up so much of her world, and helped her blend in
with a lot of the landscape.

Once she was sure she was
far enough away, she ran. Her people were durable, and tough, and
didn’t tire easily, although they were not made for stealth. She
knew enough to wait for enough distance from the strangers before
letting her heavy feet pound on the ground. Before the sun was at
its highest, she made it back to the Grotto of her
people.

She rushed past the
youngsters, dodged around some of the old ones who tended the many
kinds of moss her people needed. Finally, she reached Old Habicon’s
cave. “They came! Just as you said!” Shaorrell boomed from the
entrance. Even with important news like this, she wouldn’t dream of
entering an elder’s cave uninvited. After a few moments, Habicon
shuffled out to see her. He was old, his hide cracked, the blue
glow of his eyes dimmed with time. His shoulders were low and bent,
and Shaorrell had always thought this was from the weight of his
knowledge and the duty of guiding the people.

“And what have you seen?”
he rumbled. His voice was low and rasped in his throat.

Shaorrell took in a breath
and focused her mind, trying to make things orderly, to relay her
observations in a way that would help the old one, and show she was
more than just a youngster. She told about the ship from the sky,
the strange things it made, the way it tore into the ground without
blessings or ritual, and the fast ones that had zipped away like
the eels in the deep water. He nodded a few times, and asked a few
questions. “What should we do?” she asked when she had finished and
he had fallen silent.

“We must send someone to
speak with them, to find out why they are here, what they want.”
Habicon let out a rumbling sigh. “We must select an envoy. It can’t
be me, nor you.”

“But I found them,” she
protested, feeling slighted.

“And you are furthest
along in your studies. I told you when you began, you took on the
burdens of the people’s needs above your own. That means preserving
the teachings, and not running off to do what you want, instead of
what is needed.”

She slumped her shoulders.
She was still a youngster after all, in spite of trying so hard not
to be.

Habicon chuckled, a sound
like gravel falling. “You have much to
learn, but you are trying. I see that, and thank you for
your efforts.” He patted her on her
shoulder, and both of them wondered for a moment when she had
gotten taller than he was. “I will select someone. Now,” he said in
a different tone, “I believe your mother is looking for
you.”

Shaorrell sighed, almost
asked if there was anything, anything at all, he might need,
remembered what he’d just said about her own wants set against what
was needed, and shuffled off to her home cave, albeit a lot slower
than she’d gotten to Habicon’s home.

~ * ~

Mona stopped her scout,
triple checked the atmospheric readings, and pulled her helmet off. In one of the vids, her red hair
would have cascaded down, possibly ruffled by a convenient
breeze. As it was, her hair was a sweaty mass from
being jammed up in the helmet, and bits of it escaped her braid.
She laughed at herself for the image, and took a long drink from
her water bottle, then placed it back in the skimmer. A useful
little device, the skimmer collected air particles as she rode,
tested and purified them, and combined hydrogen and oxygen into
more water. There was a complicated scientific theory behind it
that Mona didn’t even pretend to understand, she was just glad it
worked.

She tapped the side of the
scanner with a frown. Garcia in the tech bay told her it didn’t
help and wasn’t good for the instrument, but she swore it gave
better readings after the occasional manual realignment. Mona
squinted at the readings, which stubbornly refused to show her
something that would make her rich, and pulled out a protein bar.
They tasted like nothing in particular, and kept her body going
when she was away from the mess hall. She choked on her bite when a
huge form came out from between the small stone formations to her
right.

First contact training
tended towards, “Don’t piss off the native and don’t get yourself
killed,” but she found her fingers curling around the butt of her
pistol without remembering moving her hand. It was tall, maybe
eight feet. Roughly humanoid, it had broad shoulders, mottled grey
skin, and three fingers and a thumb on each hand. She knew that
because those hands were up at what was about its waist height,
fingers splayed wide. It was always dangerous attributing your own
culture norms on a species that hadn’t been approached by any of
the Corporations or the notional Planetary Alliance government, but
it looked a lot like an “I come in peace” gesture to Mona. The head
seemed to sprout from the shoulders with no neck, or none that she
could see, and the eyes burned a brilliant sapphire blue. It had
some kind of belt around its waist with many pouches hanging from
it. At a guess, Mona thought it looked like some kind of
leather.

“Um…hi?” she
tried.

It tilted its head at her,
which was a weird sight with no neck involved. It made a low
rumbling sound that she almost felt more than heard. It sounded
like a question to her.

“I’m going to try and see
if this thing will work,” she said, reaching into a storage bin and
pulling out the translation matrix. This, too, was something Mona
couldn’t begin to explain, although she was happy enough to make
use of as needed. This was the first time she’d been the one to
start the dialogue, which left her battling a case of
nerves.

The stranger said (at
least she was pretty sure it was talking to her) something else,
and Mona held the translator out towards him. She probably didn’t
need to get it closer to him, but she was at a loss for what else
to do. The creature lowered its hands, but didn’t seem to be
reaching for a weapon or anything. Then again, it was probably
twice as tall as she was, and looked massive. It could probably
kill her just by falling on her.

Finally, the displays
glowed, and the speakers crackled. “I can understand you now,” she
said, slowly and clearly, realizing she sounded like an idiot but
unable to stop herself.

“My words are clear
now?”

Mona nodded, and then
realized that might mean something different to these people, and
said, “Yes, I can.”

“We need to talk,” it
said.

~ * ~

“So, the natives made
contact with you and want to talk to us?” Captain Richards drank
some more coffee and gestured for Mona to continue.

“Yes, sir. They’re really
big. Like, I don’t think the conference room will work. I’m not
sure they could come in any of the hatches. Maybe the assembly
bay?” Mona had served under Richards for some time now, and had
gotten used to his informal command style. Mostly.

“Well, I guess we’re going
to have to hear what they want to say.” He went over the scans
Mona’s scout had taken during the exchange. “They’d make a hell of
an addition to the Security Teams if we could recruit any of
them.”

“We’d have to refit the
ships,” Mona said. “Even the exos aren’t that big.” Some of
Corporate Security used massive exo-suits in combat, and their
transports had been modified to handle the suits’ dimensions, but
Mona was pretty sure that wouldn’t work for these
aliens.

Richards nodded. “Be a
hell of a thing to see, though.”

Mona eyed her wrist unit.
“Is there anything else you need from me, sir?”

“No, I think I’ve got
everything.” He glanced at a screen and looked over some figures.
“Trying to get back out there and outdo Sedona?”

“If that’s all right, sir.
He hasn’t beaten me yet, and I’m not going to let him start
today.”

Richards nodded. “Go find
us some good deposits. I’ll make sure your time reporting to me is
taken into account when we tally up bonuses.”

Mona left with a salute
and a smile, and Richards keyed some orders into his command
console. Armorer Wilson was going to need the heavy weapons if
things went south. These things weren’t actually made out of rock,
no matter what they looked like, but if the scans were right,
they’d be tough as hell.

~ * ~

At noon the next day,
Richards was in the vehicle bay. The assemblers had been shut down
so they’d be able to hear each other. They were just about done,
anyway. Atmospheric scans showed the air was breathable, and no
toxins or pathogens had registered. The translators had been
updated with data from Chen’s encounter, and now, all he had to do
was wait. Chen had thought the meeting was set for mid-day,
however, concepts like time could be very different from one
culture to another, and they didn’t have a large enough sample of
the aliens’ language to be any more confident. He could wait.
Richards could do his reports and review the scans from down here
as well as he could on the bridge. Lundquist was a capable first
officer, and would let him know if something came up.

Finally, he saw what Chen
had described earlier. Her recordings and the report hadn’t done
the figure justice. It was roughly double the height of a human,
and incredibly thick-bodied. The glow in its eyes, or what seemed
like they should be eyes, was a piercing blue that just hadn’t read
in the video. Maybe it had some kind of biochemical quality that
didn’t show up on recordings. Dr. Ramsey’s voice sounded in his
ear. “That’s amazing. I’d love any kind of samples to
study.”

Very quietly, Richards
said, “I’ll see what I can do, but I wouldn’t count on it. And stay
off this channel.”

The creature came to the
entrance and stopped. Richards couldn’t tell if it was staring,
waiting, or sizing him up for a fight. “Please, come in,” Richards
said after a few moments. It nodded, which was just as
disconcerting as Chen had said with no visible neck, and stepped
in. The creature’s large feet boomed hollowly on the deck plating,
and it looked down. It raised a foot, looked at it, set it down
again, and nodded at the sound this time. “My scouting officer said
you wished to speak with me?”

“I am Dizrell, appointed
as envoy to you of the unknown clans.”

“I am Captain Richards. We
are from VulcanCorp.” Normally, he’d make some sort of gesture to
indicate the ship and all the crew, but the guides suggested
minimizing such things until better communication was achieved. No
sense risking offending the natives, or declaring war by
accident.

“Why are you here, Captain
Richards?” The voice was low and rumbled, and the translator was
giving him a strange accent that Richards was finding
distracting.

“My company harvests
resources for our people,” he said, trying to keep his answers as
short and literal as he could.

“You come to our lands to
take things for your people, without talking to us, without making
the proper rituals.” It was more a statement than a
question.

Richards shifted uneasily.
He hated being the point of contact with new people. It never went
well. “We mean no harm, and we can offer payment.”

The creature stood taller
and leaned forward. “What is that word?”

“Payment? We give you
something in exchange for what we take.”

It appeared to ponder
this. “We do not need anything from a people so…” it looked around
the bay and regarded Richards for a few moments. “…small.” It
finished.

“We have medicines, foods,
tools,” Richards said. “As you can see, we have technology you
don’t.”

It leaned back for another
few moments. “You have things that move in the air, and things that
dig. You have things that move quickly on the ground. We do not
need any of these things.”

Richards pursed his lips.
“I’m sorry to hear that. Your healers are always successful?
There’s no task you do that could not be made easier?”

Another long pause slowly
ticked by. Richards wondered if the translator was performing as
well as it was supposed to. The indicator lights on it were moving
crazily, indicating it was learning a lot. “We have healers.
Nothing and no one is infallible. The best of healers, hunters,
foragers, make mistakes. Leaders can not see the future, and made
decisions that later seem wrong. Do you claim your healers save
every person who ages, is wounded, becomes ill?”

Richards flicked off the
com channel when Ramsey started protesting something loudly.
“Nothing is perfect,” he agreed, “and many things can be made
better.”

“You are not our people.
You are not from our lands. You are taking things that do not
belong to you. I am to say this to you: you are here, and this
valley is not a home to any people. Take what you feel you must,
and be on your way. Do not go beyond the valley with your
fast-moving things and your digging things. Do not bring your
things to our homes.”

Richards felt his pulse
speed up and gripped the control surface on his chair more tightly.
“We will do what we need to do. We mean you no harm, but we will
not be dictated to.” His voice was tight and strained
now.

The creature leaned back.
“I have said what I was asked to say. We did not invite you here,
you came. You did not ask our permission, you simply began taking.
This is not your land, it is ours.”

“We have
claimed this land, it’s on file with the Alliance
government.”

“I do not know what this
Alliance is, but they did not speak to us. They may not give you
something that is not theirs.” It turned and began to walk out, the
heavy booming noise louder this time.

“This
doesn’t have to be a problem,” Richards called after
Dizrell.

“It does not. If you do as
we have said, it will not be,” Dizrell said and kept walking. For
something so large, it moved fast, and was out of the bay and away
from the landing area swiftly.

“That could have gone
better,” Richards said to himself.

~ * ~

The next few days passed
peacefully and uneventfully. The mining
machines gathered a decent amount of ore, nothing broke down, and
although there were a few sightings of the aliens at a
distance, they didn’t come in close or interfere
with any of the teams’ operations. Until
they did.

Late in the afternoon,
Laramo, the coms specialist, startled Richards out of his
contemplation of the bonuses they’d be getting for this expedition.
“Sir, I’m getting a distress alarm from Scout-Two.”

“Details,” Richards
snapped, leaning forward in his chair. He knew things had been
going too well.

“I’m reading massive
damage to the scoutbike, a distress alarm from Sedona, and a
request for immediate extraction.”

“Tell Hawkins to get his
team together and take the skimmer.” Richards brought up the data
he could on his console. There wasn’t much. It looked like
Scout-Two has been destroyed. “If that damn Sedona wrecked his
bike…” Richards muttered under his breath.

~ * ~

Kim Hawkins checked her
power-armor again. The security team was used to sudden callouts,
so they kept their gear in ready condition as much as they could.
Every crew member had secondary duties, since the
Shrike wasn’t a huge ship
and needed redundancies, but theirs were always low priority, so
they could be dropped at a moment’s notice.

“Status?” she
asked.

“We’re coming up on the
beacon for Sedona,” Hanes answered. A tall man with long silver
hair, he was a quietly competent pilot who was difficult to faze.
Hawkins did her best to use him for the skimmer pilot on all their
missions. “Weapons and sensors all read green.”

Hawkins watched the
various screens, and marked a clear spot among the jumble of rocks,
pillars, and chasms. “Put down there.”

Hanes moved the skimmer to
the indicated spot, hovered, rescanned the
ground for surprises, and set down. There was usually a noticeable
jolt when a skimmer landed anywhere besides a smooth hangar bay,
but Hanes, as usual, put them on the ground without even a
bump.

Hawkins nodded her
approval. “Hanes, stay at the controls, be ready for emergency lift
or weapons backup. Everyone else, grab your gear and let’s go find
our scout.”

Hawkins led the four-man
team out, and checked the display on her wrist. Sedona’s beacon was
not far away, and getting closer. She keyed up the amplifier built
into her helmet. “Scout Sedona, report!” Her voice echoed off the
rocks, sounds muddied and less clear with each passing
moment.

She heard running feet,
and then Sedona came into view. He was sprinting flat out, panting.
His helmet was gone, and his short dark hair was sweat soaked,
standing up in every direction. “Are they coming?” he yelled, then
skidded to a stop, breathless, bending over, hands on his
knees.

“Is who coming?” Hawkins
asked. Three of the team took up cover positions, rifles ready. The
fourth pulled a bio-scanner out of his equipment bag and ran it
over the gasping man.

“Crazy natives…destroyed
my scout…thought they were after me…” he panted. Finally
straightening up, he looked back the way he had come.

Hawkins frowned. She
checked her scanners. There was nothing showing, although the
creatures here were so far from most of the life forms, they’d
encountered, she wasn’t sure they’d register. “Everyone, back to
the skimmer,” she ordered. Following company protocol, she noted
the loss of the scout, then paused. “Where’s your
helmet?”

“Threw it…when they were
chasing me.”

She nodded, then logged the
admission of his loss of company property. It damn sure wasn’t
coming out of her pay.

~ * ~

After a conference,
Captain Hawkins led a team to where Sedona’s sensor trail ended.
They landed the skimmer about a half kilometer away and approached
on foot. Hawkins and her team were ranged around him, Hawkins
frequently throwing disapproving looks at her captain. She was sure
this wasn’t a good idea, and if anything happened to him, it would
look bad for her. But, aside from noting her recommendations, and
the names of everyone who had witnessed them, there wasn’t anything
she could do.

They walked through the
labyrinth of stone formations. No one had reported seeing anything
approaching trees, grass, or the kind of plant growth they’d come
to expect on inhabited worlds. Just the occasional patch of lichen
or moss, in an impressive array of colors.

The slight slope they’d
been coming down flattened out, and the area ahead of them was
mostly clear. Hawkins saw a few irregularities on the ground, and
wondered what they were. Finally, as they moved on, she realized
they were probably what was left of some of the pillars, which had
been taken down for some reason or other.

Ahead, the cleared area
ended in a rock face. Several caves were visible along the rock
wall. They found the scoutbike, mangled and bent at an impressive
angle along the main frame of the vehicle. Dizrell strode toward
them out of one of the caves.

“There seems to have been
a misunderstanding with one of our scouts,” Captain Richards
called.

Dizrell moved a lot closer
than Hawkins was comfortable with and stopped. “There was no
misunderstanding. We told you to not come
to our homes. We told you to stay in the valley you landed
in.”

“I’m sure he didn’t
realize what he was doing,” Richard said. Hawkins admired how calm
he was, and wondered at the same time if it was a sign of mental
illness.

“He was warned. He came
on.”

“Our property has been
damaged,” Richards pointed out, indicating the scout.

“By right, that is ours
now. We do not want it. Take it. Stay where you landed, finish your
collecting, and go back where you came from. Soon.”

Richards managed, with
effort, to not show his annoyance. “We’ll be gone when we finish.
It is our custom,” that seemed to be the best word, “for someone
who damages another’s property to in some way pay for the
damage.”

Dizrell rumbled, and
Richards thought his eyes shifted to a slightly brighter shade of
blue. “It is our custom to punish those who disobey the word of the
elders. We allowed your scout to leave. That was a warning from our
people. There will not be another.”

“All right,” Richards held
up his hand in a placating gesture. “We’ll take the scoutbike and
return to our ship.”

“We watch your people.
They go much farther than we have said. There will be no more
warnings. Leave soon.” Dizrell didn’t fold his arms across his
chest or perform any other body language Richards recognized; even
so, the implied threat was unmistakable.

Richards pointed to two of
the security team, and gestured to the scout. They slung their
rifles over their shoulders, pulled out the grav-lifters, and
attached one to each side of the scout. When the lights glowed
green, they lifted the machine easily and retreated, pushing it
along easily.

When the team was back in
the skimmer, Hawkins turned to Richards. “They let us take our
bike. Let us. And
you’re all right with this?”

“No, I’m
not. I’m also not interested in a fight unless it
becomes necessary. Make sure we have guards
posted. When we get back, have one of the techs see if they can
find the recorders in that mess,” he pointed towards the small
cargo hold where the mangled scout was stored.

~ * ~

Chen bent low over her
scout, and kept the throttle at maximum. It wasn’t the safest thing
to do, shooting between towering pillars and random rock
formations. She thought the whole planet looked like it had been a
normal inhabited one once, and it had somehow been turned to stone. She was pretty sure she’d
read something in the old stories about a
woman who could petrify things with her eyes. She’d have to look
that up later. For now, she focused on not slamming into a rock of
one kind or another.

She didn’t slow down until
she passed the first marker buoy for the area they had judged to be
“safe.” There had been a few more incidents with the natives, but
nothing in the valley they’d landed in. Chen cut down to
half-speed, and then slower as she got the ship. She zipped up the
ramp, spun the scout in a tight turn, and coasted perfectly into
the charging dock. It looked like showing off, and it had been the
first few times she’d done it, but she’d practiced the trick so
many times, she didn’t even think about it now.

With a flick of her
fingers, she pulled the data-stick, and plugged it into her wrist
unit as she jogged across the hangar. She typed in the command to
send the information to the analyzing computer.

“You’re still coming in
too fast,” Max Hugo, the head mechanic, groused as she trotted
by.

“Argue later, big news
now,” she said, smiling as she passed him. She was in such a good
mood that even grouchy old Max couldn’t bother her.

In more civilized areas,
she’d have gone to her bunk, showered, and changed. Out here, she
figured it was more important to relay the news. She jogged to the
captain’s office, hit the com button, and waited, bouncing on the
balls of her feet.

The door slid open. “Yes,
Chen? More problems with the natives?” Richards asked.

“Didn’t see any today. Not
a problem, something really good and really big,” she said. “Check
the analysis.”

He raised an eyebrow and
bent over his console for a few moments. She could tell when he
read it, because he straightened up suddenly. “Are you sure about
this?” he asked.

“Saw it myself, triple
checked the scans, and marked the spot.”

He sat back. “I’ve never
seen a Radissite deposit this concentrated.”

She shrugged. “I thought
they mostly found it in asteroids. Maybe one crashed
here?”

“If that’s what happened,
we need to try and figure out where it came from,” Richards said
absently, staring at the screen. Finally, he stood and walked to
the cabinet next to his desk. Opening it with the thumb reader, he
pulled out a fine crystal bottle and two glasses. “If this is what
it looks like, you just made us all very rich.”

“If this is what it looks
like, I can take my finder’s fee and buy my own ship,” she said,
taking the glass he’d filled. They both drank deeply. This was so
much better than what she could get in the crew’s mess.

“Captain
Chen, hmm? It has a ring to it.” He smiled again.
“Let’s get people working on this.”
They both drank again and thought about what they’d do with the
fortune they were about to make.

~ * ~

Richards came down the
vehicle bay, squinting a bit. He’d been woken up by the report
Dizrell was standing outside the doors.

“What can I do for you?”
The Captain asked.

“You have taken another
valley. You need to leave.”

Richards vaguely wondered
how these creatures, who had showed no
signs of technology or vehicles, knew what was happening on the
other side of their world. “We found something of value. We need to
bring it with us.”

“You have taken the place
where the stars fall. You may not stay there.”

Richards was tired, and
possibly a bit hungover. “You’re not going to tell us what to do.
Be glad we don’t just blast you to gravel and take whatever we
want. You have no weapons. What are you going to do?”

Dizrell regarded him for a
long, silent moment. “You have been warned. The spirits will right
the wrong.”

Richards managed not to
laugh. Barely. He’d heard a lot of threats, and assorted kinds of
divine wrath promised. He’d never seen anything happen and wasn’t
worried. “Well, they know where to find us,” Richards
said.

Dizzell remained
motionless for another long few moments and turned and left.
Richards keyed his com unit on. “Yellow Alert,” he said. “Full
guard shifts at all times. Security takes priority over all other
duties.” He had no idea what Dizzrell had planned, and he didn’t
want his crew getting caught unawares. Things were going really
well, the loss of the one scoutbike to one side. This would
probably be their most profitable trip ever, and might come close
to putting them in that golden upper ten percent on the earnings
report. That led to a lot of highly enjoyable daydreams. Really,
what could a few savages with no technology do to an armed ship
with a well-trained crew?

~ * ~

“There isn’t another way?”
Shaorrell watched sorrowfully as Habicon prepared the
ritual.

“They will not listen.
They can kill from a distance. They will keep taking if we allow
it. They are sick with greed, but that will save us.”

“How?” There was a lot she
didn’t understand. But she knew she had to learn whatever she could
in the very short time left. This cavern was used very rarely, and
the rite-worker didn’t come back from it.

“I do not fully understand
them. They have a way to speak across distances. They have not done
this, out of fear and greed. So when these takers are gone, none
will come to look for them.”

“You said the needs of the
people come before what we want to do. I’m not ready to guide them
without you.” It was the best argument she could think of to get
him to change his mind. It was the only one.

He turned to look at her,
and she thought, for a moment, she might have prevented this awful
thing from happening. Then she saw his eyes shift color just the
slightest bit. “That is the wisest thing you’ve ever said, and the
best hope I have that you might follow me.” The elder finished
tracing the circle on the floor of the cavern. “I believe you will
do your best, and that no one can do more than that.” Habicon reached up with a hand that was still
powerful despite his age and pulled the
deep purple crystal from his shoulder. He threw it to her. “Take
our knowledge. Use it well. Do what you must to make things better
for them.”

~ * ~

Habicon stood in the
center of the circle and let his power reach down. “You must go,”
he told her, the rumbling, grating voice softer.

Shaorrell fled as the dim
cave took on a reddish hue. The circle filled with heat and power, the smallest sample of what it
could become. Habicon called to the fire
that consumed all. He offered himself, his power, all that he was
or had ever been. All it needed to do was what it did best:
burn.

Hal sat at the sensor
station, bored out of his mind. He was a pilot, dammit. He should
be flying overwatch or keeping an eye
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