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Chapter 1

 


 


Jacqueline jumped when Dr. Peters called to
her. She shaded her eyes against the glare of the sun and watched
the geologist as he slid down the slope to the edge of the
river.

"Jacqueline," he said again, "there you are.
Finished with your tests?"

"Yes. Just now. Nothing out of the ordinary.
What are you doing out here? Did you find something?"

Peters shook his head. "No. We drilled
sixteen core samples today. All of 'em clean as a whistle."

"Well, that's good. It shows this place is
as pristine as they come. A clean planet, pollution-free. Also
shows we're doing our job keeping it that way."

"Yes, I guess so."

Jacqueline cocked her head and looked at
Peters askance. "What is it that makes me think something's
wrong?"

"No, no, nothing's wrong. I mean, our
analysis clearly shows no contamination from any of our activities.
There's no residual radiation from the mining efforts. No leeching.
Nothing."

"So what's the problem?"

"Well, the samples we've taken don't show
much of anything at all. For instance, under a 'scope, I should be
able to see fossilized protozoa and all kinds of plant leftovers,
but I don't find anything in samples dated beyond half a million
years."

"How deep do you have to drill to get a
sample that old?"

"Are you kidding? Where we're excavating, I
could shovel down to it in a couple of hours."

Jacqueline looked across the rapidly flowing
river to the opposite bank. The EnviroTech group had established
their base beside it, using it as a natural barrier against
predators. Despite the official EnviroTech stance, the word among
the old-timers was that all the natives on Pax Noma were not of the
friendly sort.

She began picking up her instrument
bags.

"Let me help you with that," said Peters,
taking the heavier bag and gently brushing Jacqueline's hand in the
process. She looked at him and he smiled.

Dr. Peters liked her and Jacqueline knew it.
He was an agreeable-looking man, intelligent, and like Jacqueline,
devoted to his work. Together, they started walking back to the
camp.

"You know," he said, "I didn't come all the
way out here just to talk about work."

"Oh?" She looked at him. He avoided her
gaze, preferring to concentrate on the path ahead.

"You've been out here almost six weeks now.
Is that right?"

"Six weeks at this camp. Two months at the
St. Regis escarpment base and preceding that, three weeks waiting
for orders at Prime."

"Yes, we heard about that. Sorry. Prime's no
place for a lady. The agents circulate through and they're a rough
lot."

"I saw them."

"I'll bet you did. They're hard to miss. I'm
sure they noticed someone as beautiful as you."

"Why, thank you, Doctor."

"I know I've noticed."

Although she smiled to herself, Jacqueline
offered no reply and kept on walking. They walked side by side atop
the river bank, following the trail south, going back exactly the
way she'd come.

"You know, Peters..."

"Yes?"

"Life on Pax Noma runs the gamut from the
simple to the complex. There's everything from viruses to plants to
animals. There's a sentient species here. A half million years
isn't enough time for all this to evolve."

Peters looked at her blankly for a moment as
he adjusted to the change of topic. He nodded his head in
agreement. "Yes, it's troubling."

"Maybe the problem is your instrumentation.
Check your dating process, re-calibrate your gear, and re-compile
the software routines."

"I did."

"I don't know then, except that your numbers
are too small. Way too small. The level of biological and plant
evolution doesn't match the geological evolution. It's got to be an
instrumentation problem. What do you think?"

"I think you're probably right. There's no
other explanation. I'm sure we'll figure it out. Meanwhile..."
Peters got in front of Jacqueline and placed his hands on her
shoulders, stopping her. "I need help tonight with the atmospheric
tests. Would you care to go along?"

Jacqueline considered Dr. Peters' request.
The tests measured the amount of variances in radio wave
propagation and high-speed particles entering the atmosphere of Pax
Noma. It also offered a romantic view of the sky. Dr. Peters, it
seemed, was asking her on a date.

He was a proper enough gentleman. Like
Jacqueline, he was an environmental scientist in the employ of
EnviroTech. He'd been on Pax Noma a few months longer than herself
and she wondered why he didn't have a girl-friend already. She
asked him.

The question startled Peters and his jaw
hung limp for a full three seconds.

"Well, I did, but we had problems,
compatibility problems, you know, and I thought..."

His hands dropped from her shoulders.

"Are you still with her?"

"We share a space, but we're hardly ever
there at the same time. You're not sharing a space, are you?"

"No, I'm not."

"You've been here for six weeks and you're
not sleeping with anyone?"

"Dr. Peters, sir, I came here for the
science..."

"As did I, but I'm a scientist, not a
monk."

Jacqueline laughed. "All right," she said,
"I'll go tonight, but don't think that gives you permission
to..."

A loud snapping noise, like a tremendous
electric discharge, interrupted Jacqueline. Both she and Peters
instinctively turned in the direction of the sound and
crouched.

"What was that?"

"I don't know," said Peters, rising to his
full height again, "unless..." Without another word, he dropped
Jacqueline's bag and took off at a dead run up the path.

"Well, for goodness' sake," said Jacqueline,
"I hope you didn't break anything." She knelt, picked up the bag
and started after him, catching up at the top of a hill. Below them
was the EnviroTech camp. On one side the camp was protected by the
river, while the other sides were protected by a semi-circular
field fence.

"There's the problem," said Peters as he
pointed to a tree which had partially fallen onto the fence. "The
tree shorted the fence." He looked at the sky. "It's getting dark.
How about we meet in thirty minutes and..."

Jacqueline interrupted. "I'll meet you
there."

"You sure? I don't mind waiting for
you."

"That's all right," she said, "I want to
wash my face. I'll meet you there."

"Okay, see you in thirty minutes." Peters
turned away and started toward the group who were gathering around
the fallen tree.

Well, thought Jacqueline as she walked
toward her quarters, it's not much, but it is a date. And Dr.
Peters wasn't a bad-looking guy. Honestly, none of the EnviroTech
men were what you'd call handsome, but they were good people and
they believed in what they were doing. Like most scientists, Peters
wasn't a romantic. That didn't matter so much. The thing that did
matter was that Jacqueline finally had a date. She'd begun to
wonder if something was the matter with her.

When she got to the plastic dome they called
home, she went directly to her quarters -- not much more than a
closet with a sleeping pad -- where she washed, quickly changed,
and gathered a few protein bars for a moonlight snack. On the way
out, she stopped before a mirror and appraised her looks.

After a day spent outdoors, her face was red
with sunburn. Her hair was in disarray and she took a moment to
pull it back into the ponytail she'd come to prefer while in the
field.

Well, she was far from glamorous, but it
would have to do. She shrugged at her reflection and went back
outside.

Four of the guys were lifting the tree from
the fence, but Peters wasn't among them.

The test equipment was located atop a hill
some four hundred yards away. It was a pleasant evening for a walk,
quiet and peaceful.

Jacqueline was glad she'd come to Pax Noma.
It was one of the new worlds, enough like Earth to be a twin, but
enough unlike Earth to dedicate a life to studying the variations
-- although Jacqueline hadn't yet decided what she wanted to do.
Her family was rich by anyone's standards; she'd grown up with
everything she wanted: the best education, the wealthiest and most
handsome boyfriends, and now, back on Earth, a rich and powerful
fiancé whom she wasn't sure she wanted to marry.

At the test site, the EnviroTech camp was
obscured by trees, foliage, and two lesser hills. Peters had not
yet arrived, so Jacqueline began checking the data collected during
the course of the day, ensuring it was valid. By the time she'd
finished, the sky was entirely dark and Peters still hadn't
showed.

Just as she decided to return to camp, a
noise came from the trail. Peters' strained voice sounded from the
darkness.

"Jacqueline? Are you there?"

"Of course I'm here," she replied. "You're
late."

As he came forward, she knew something was
wrong.

"The camp," he said, "it's overrun."

"What do you mean? Flash-flood?"

"No, no, not a flood. It's the Rohr! They
attacked us! My God, they're hacking everyone to pieces!"

Jacqueline looked down the trail, toward
camp. "What are you talking about? I don't hear a thing." She took
a step but Peters stopped her.

"Not that way, they'll kill you for sure if
they see you."

"I can't believe this, the Rohr never
bothered us before. We've got to go back -- we've got to help the
others."

Peters shook his head. "We should stay here
until it's over."

"How can you say that? Come on! We've got to
help!"

Peters grabbed her. "Don't you understand?
There must be a hundred of them! There are only twenty-eight of us!
We're scientists, not soldiers!"

Jacqueline pulled away. "I don't care! We've
got to help!" She turned and ran down the trail.

The closer she got, the better she could
hear. She began to hear shouts and screams. With the camp in sight,
she crouched and approached slowly, taking in the scene.

Peters had been right about the number of
Rohr warriors: there were at least a hundred of the aliens swarming
inside the fence. As she watched, two of the tall, angular
creatures took a man she recognized as Roger Timmons, the systems
controller for the group. He screamed as one creature dragged a
serrated forearm across his neck, effectively slashing a gaping red
gash. Timmons collapsed to the ground and, like insects, the Rohr
crawled over him.

Elsewhere, Jacqueline caught sight of other
colleagues similarly overcome. Because they were scientists, they
didn't rely on weapons, and so they'd been caught by surprise. The
few guns they had were stored inside one of the domes. Obviously,
no one had reached them in time.

Overmatched, the aliens swept over them as
Jacqueline watched in horror.

Something touched her from behind and she
pivoted, a scream stuck in her throat. Peters clamped his hand over
her mouth.

"It's just me," he whispered. "Come on,
we've got to get away!"

She didn't argue. They walked in the
darkness through the brush inadvertently making more noise than
they intended. Peters kept hold of Jacqueline's hand and led the
way until the sounds of battle faded away.

Jacqueline felt something on her face and
touched her cheek. She was crying and the realization released a
sob which was soon followed by another and another. Her knees grew
weak and she sunk to the ground.

Peters tugged at her. "Come on," he urged,
"pull yourself together."

"They're gone," Jacqueline said, "they're
all gone!"

"We will be too if we don't get out of
here!"

"Where will we go? We have no food, no
provisions, no maps, and no way out of here! How far to Prime?
Sixteen hundred miles? What are we going to do? Walk?"

"I don't know, but we can't stay here.
They'll find us if we don't get farther away."

"What's the use? We're dead anyway!"

"You're hysterical! Get a grip!"

Although the tears still rolled down her
cheeks, with effort, Jacqueline took a deep breath and allowed
Peters to pull her to her feet. Once again, they started off into
the darkness.

Minutes passed and Jacqueline asked where
they were headed. "I can't see very well," she added.

Peters sighed. "Actually, neither can I. I
just hope this is the right..."

He stopped short and froze.

"What is it?" whispered Jacqueline. Then she
saw for herself: it was the camp. They'd managed to lose themselves
and circled back in the darkness. The good news was there were no
longer any aliens in sight.

Peters stepped into the open.

"What are you doing?"

He glanced back at Jacqueline. "We're in
luck. I think they've gone. Come on."

Jacqueline shivered and held herself
back.

Peters looked at her. "All right then. Stay
here and I'll check it out." When he started away, she found her
voice.

"No," she said," don't leave me alone." She
stepped beside him and together they entered the wrecked camp.

The bodies of their colleagues littered the
ground. None were alive. Jacqueline lowered her eyes as they
passed, but Peters inspected each one.

"Oh Lord," he said, "there's Darrin. His
head's crushed."

"I don't want to see." She turned away but
everywhere she looked there was another body.

"Why did they do this?"

"It's obvious. They don't want us here."

"But they've never gone to these lengths
before. The Rahman have always been friendly to us."

"The Rohr are a breakaway group. It was
political." Peters looked around. "I guess it's more than political
now."

"What are we going to do?"

"We need to contact one of the other
EnviroTech groups and get help. Let's go to the comm shack."

Together, they picked their way through the
darkened camp to the dome that housed the communications center.
The entrance stood open.

"Maybe I'd better take a look inside while
you stay here."

"Not on your life," said Jacqueline.

Peters shrugged. "All right." He turned and
entered the building. Jacqueline followed a step behind.

It was dark outside; inside, it was a total
black-out. From somewhere nearby, she heard Peters mumble something
about flashlights. Then, a beam knifed through the darkness,
frightening her.

"Ah," said Peters, "there we are."

He shined the light around until it pointed
at a corridor.

"This way." He took a step but stumbled and
fell. The flashlight went rolling across the floor. Jacqueline
reached for it, but as she did, its beam settled on the face of
mechanic Walter Smithers. He was lying on the floor with his head
turned to the side. Dried blood caked the one ear Jacqueline could
see. Both eyes were wide open, but his eyeballs had rolled back and
all that remained were blood-filled whites. Like the others, he'd
been beaten to death. Instead of retrieving the light, Jacqueline
drew back. It was Smither's body Peters had tripped over.

Peters got up and fetched the light himself.
Jacqueline began to shiver again. Spasmodically, her teeth
chattered.

In another room they found the smashed radio
equipment. They stared at it in disbelief.

Jacqueline broke the silence. "What
now?"

Peters scratched his head and drew in a
breath. "Welll..." His voice trailed off.

The EnviroTech domes were constructed of
durable, lightweight materials. For what they were, they were
strong, yet they didn't keep out noise, and even less so,
vibrations. From outside, they both felt, rather than heard,
footfalls.

"They're back," Jacqueline whispered. She
crouched and moved into a corner where she tried to make herself as
small as possible. Now she shivered uncontrollably and her teeth
clicked together like a cheap wind-up toy.

Peters looked around the room. There was
nowhere to hide. He took Jacqueline by the hand.

"Come with me."

"No, no," she moaned, "they'll hear us."

"This is no good, but I know a place for
you. Come on."

He pulled her to her feet and led her out of
the radio room, down the outside corridor, and into a lab used for
biological testing. In the rear of the lab was an isolation room,
called the containment module, where the biologists performed
dissections and ran chemical tests. The space was airtight and
solid, large enough for someone to climb into. It was a good place
to hide if a window didn't run the length of it. But there was a
maintenance access that someone could squeeze into.

With his light, Peters showed Jacqueline the
entrance. It was well-hidden and, from an engineering error, it
could also be locked from the inside. He opened the portal and
looked inside. There was barely enough room for Jacqueline by
herself.

"Where are you g-g-going?" she asked through
clattering teeth.

"I'll be all right."

Something moved in the corridor.

"Quick, get inside."

Jacqueline had no choice. She slipped into
the access and Peters, without another word, shut the hatch behind,
instantly throwing her into blackness. It was a tight fit. She lay
on her back, her head at the hatch with barely enough room to raise
her arms so that she could reach the lock. She fumbled with it,
finally finding the latch and turning it just as a thump came from
outside.

Alone in the darkness, Jacqueline held her
breath and shivered uncontrollably.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


O'Toole rubbed the stubble on his chin. He
wasn't sure if he'd heard the translator correctly. Had the seven
foot tall Rahman standing before him said he wanted to trade? Or
had he said he wanted to mate?

The creature looked at O'Toole
dispassionately with its big, bug eyes and repeated the phrase. The
device worked on the translation for a moment, then cranked it out.
O'Toole was relieved to hear the computer voice say that, indeed,
the Rahman was willing to enter into trade negotiations.

He clapped his hands together. "Excellent!
What do you have to offer for the metal?"

Again, there was the slow process of
translation. O'Toole toed the dirt and watched the dust rise. It
was a hot day and O'Toole was sweating, but he didn't mind the heat
so much. It was talking to the Rahman he minded. It took so long he
was beginning to get a headache. He already knew they wanted what
he had. Question was: what did they have in exchange?

He was hoping for relics. Alien relics went
for a pretty penny on the black market. It was all the rage back on
Earth with private collectors paying zillions for single pieces.
O'Toole himself had been the first to export dried Rahman
feces.

In reply to O'Toole's question, the Rahman
worked its outer mandible and made the rasping noise that passed as
its language. Simultaneously, its tongue flicked out, testing the
air.

When the translation came through, O'Toole
was disappointed. "Land," it said. "All mineral rights to the
surrounding land."

O'Toole took another look around. There
wasn't much to see. It was all desert and scrub brush from the spot
he stood upon to the foothills which lay twenty miles to the east.
O'Toole wasn't interested in mineral rights to any more land. He
wanted something he could turn into cash -- fast cash. He shook his
head but the motion was lost on the Rahman.

"Just a minute," said O'Toole. He set down
the translator as it cranked away at his translation, and he walked
back to Sera.

Kiri was waiting in the cab, standing on the
driver's seat. When she saw O'Toole returning, she began to jump up
and down, her delicate fingers furiously signing for candy.

"No candy, no way," said O'Toole, signing
back in the negative.

Kiri stamped her tiny feet and crossed her
arms as O'Toole climbed inside.

"What did he offer?" asked Sera.

O'Toole looked at the electronic eye on the
dash of the truck cab. "Land again. Specifically, mineral
rights."

"You're not surprised are you?"

O'Toole shrugged. "Disappointed, I
guess."

"Well, you shouldn't be. How many times have
I told you that it's these kind of deals that'll ensure your
future?"

"Yeah, yeah, I know, but it don't pay the
bills. I can't eat land rights. And who knows if I'll live long
enough to make use of 'em? This is baloney."

"Did he offer a sample or say what might be
under the ground?"

"No."

"Well, make sure you get a sample."

"So you think I ought to make the
trade?"

"Yes. I think you should make the
trade."

Despondently, O'Toole shook his head as he
opened the driver's door. "Hell of a note. This time around, I been
out here three weeks and all I got to show for it is a couple of no
good promises from the ant people saying I can dig on their land.
Big deal."

Kiri began to jump up and down again.

"I told you no. Any more sugar and you'll be
bouncing off the walls. What's the matter with her, anyway?"

"Same as always. She wants to go with
you."

"Well, she can't. One look at her and the
bug would change its mind. It'd want to trade for her." O'Toole
looked at his pet, pointed at the seat upon which she stood, and in
a stern voice told her to sit.

Kiri collapsed in a heap on the passenger's
seat and pretended to sob. O'Toole ignored her and got out of the
truck. In the distance, a sound like thunder came rumbling over the
plains. O'Toole paused and looked at the horizon. As usual, there
was nothing to see. There was no accompanying lightning, barely a
cloud in the sky. Whatever made the noise was still a mystery. A
planetary meteorological event the scientists could not yet
explain. Sometimes they blamed radio wave propagation for it, as
well, simply because they couldn't explain the broadband
interference. In any case, they called it by what it sounded like:
rolling thunder.

The Rahman hadn't moved. It waited
patiently. When O'Toole approached, its multiple eyes shifted,
following his movements .

He stopped in front of the thing and picked
up the translator. "Sorry to keep you waiting."

The Rahman said nothing in reply. O'Toole
knew it was so single-minded, it probably wouldn't speak again
until it had the answer it wanted. Well, O'Toole was about to give
it to him, or in a Rahman's case, hir.

"All right," said O'Toole, not wasting any
more time. "It's a deal."

The translator already had the phrase in
memory and it gave the Rahman equivalent.

This time the Rahman's reply was: "So be
it."

Upon completion of the translation, the
creature stepped closer. This was the part O'Toole hated the most.
He held his breath and closed his eyes as the Rahman bent over him,
nuzzling its darting tongue through his hair, as it alternately
sniffed, licked, and nuzzled him.

The intimacy wasn't just a show of good
faith. Actually, all the secreting and licking worked to imprint
O'Toole's scent upon the mind of the creature. Later, the Rahman
would re-create the odor and pass it among other Rahman so they
would recognize O'Toole if they ever came across him on their
lands. It was an unbeatable contract.

In addition, the creature gave him a smooth
rock the size of his fist and a traditional carafe of essence.
Essence was a particularly nasty concoction of Rahman body oils and
excrement. They usually gave up a bottle or two at the conclusion
of a deal. All the years he'd been trading with the Rahman on Pax
Noma and O'Toole still wasn't sure what he was supposed to do with
it. The rock was supposed to be a sample from the lands. O'Toole
already had a collection, all marked by name of their location.
He'd planned on having them analyzed, but hadn't gotten around to
it yet.

As O'Toole predicted, when the creature was
finished, it didn't waste any time. It turned away without another
word and started its loping gait across the land, dust clouds
rising from its motion.

When O'Toole returned to Sera, he
hand-signed to Kiri to get him a towel. She darted out of the cab
into the living quarters as O'Toole tossed the rock onto the
passenger seat.

"There's your sample."

"Thank you," said Sera.

Kiri returned, dragging a towel behind.

"Here, give me that." O'Toole took the towel
and began drying his hair. "Get us out of here," he said.

"Sure," answered Sera, "but you don't have
to be so cranky about it."

O'Toole didn't answer the computer, although
the truck's engines roared to life.

"You're just not satisfied with your
bargain. That's understandable. But, you know, I have a feeling
these deals of yours will work out in the future."

"Great. In the meantime, I'm going broke
giving everything away. I had to give them a quarter of my metal
goods."

Sera's voice took on an outraged tone. "A
quarter? You didn't tell me that!"

"I know, I know, what could I do?"

"It's highway robbery."

"Of course, it is, but what could I do?"

"Nothing. They've got you over a barrel for
now, but it'll pay in the end."

"If you say so."

Kiri sidled over and leaned against O'Toole
as the truck drove onto the dirt track and turned east.

"Maybe I should take an early pension. I
could buy a condo in orbit and live it up in low gravity."

"Yes, it would make that cross of yours so
much lighter."

"Very funny. Seriously, maybe I could run a
way-station for drivers and agents."

"Pax Noma already has a way-station at
Prime."

"There's going to be more some day. They'll
need more stations. You know, I could sell fuel pellets to the
drivers. But only light maintenance. Nothing heavy."

Kiri crawled into O'Toole's lap and pulled
his hand atop her feathered head where he automatically began to
scratch.

"Do you want to drive?"

"No, you go ahead. We're headed for..."

"I know where we're going. The maps reside
in my data banks. We're swinging by the nerd camp for a fuel
pellet."

"Right-o."

"Are you going to sleep?"

O'Toole adjusted his seat. From his
perspective, he could still see out the windshield, but now he
reclined. Trusting Sera to get to the camp, he relaxed and closed
his eyes. Kiri curled up and went to sleep on his lap.

"No. VR leads, please."

Fleshlike appendages came out of holes in
the bulkhead behind O'Toole and attached themselves to his skull at
a number of points. A visor slid out and colored patterns danced
across its interior, throwing shadows onto O'Toole's closed
eyelids.

"Ah," he said, "that's better. I was getting
a headache."

"Anything special you want to do?"

"Yeah. I'd like to lie around the beach for
awhile."

"By yourself?"

"Of course not. You come too. And bring
Wanda. Tell her to put on the pink T-back."

"What would you like me to wear?"

"Oh, come as you are and we'll work on it
from there. Don't forget the lotion."

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The truck bounced to a sudden stop, rousing
both Kiri and O'Toole. Sera interrupted the beach party.

"You'd better take a look outside,
chief."

In the simulation, O'Toole sunned himself on
a white beach that stretched both directions as far as the eye
could see. For entertainment, Wanda was doing an energetic watusi
while Sera rubbed his feet. Sera was attired in loose shirt and
shorts, but Wanda was down to nothing at all.

"Huh?" O'Toole sat up and the VR leads
withdrew into the bulkhead.

In the meat world, it was dark. The truck's
headlights shined on a sign proclaiming the entrance to EnviroTech
Camp 6. Just beyond, O'Toole could see the fence. But something was
amiss. The fence was crooked, leaning inward. And there were no
lights.

"We're here," he said. "But what's
wrong?"

"I guess this qualifies as an emergency,"
said Sera.

"What do you mean?"

"As we speak, I'm doing a sensor scan. So
far, no lifeforms."

"Let me drive."

Sera responded by switching to manual.
O'Toole gripped the joystick and the truck rolled forward.

"Run the spotlight for me."

A beam of wide-angle light lit the area and
he started to see the bodies.

"What happened?"

There was no reply from Sera, which meant
she didn't know.

"Open a comm channel, please."

"Sorry. No can do. We have wave propagation
distorting all the short waves."

"Damn rollin' thunder!"

With O'Toole at the controls the truck
slowly moved through the carnage. Suddenly, he braked. Kiri fell
off the passenger seat onto the deck. She popped up quickly,
rubbing the top of her head.

"There," said O'Toole, pointing as he opened
the door.

"What are you doing?" asked Sera. "Don't
open the door! It's not safe!"

But he was already out and walking to
something caught in the glare of the headlights. It was half of a
Rahman walking stick. In the years he'd spent on Pax Noma, he'd
seen hundreds. This one was broken, but still over three feet in
length. The accompanying half was sticking out of some poor
bastard's chest. O'Toole picked up the broken piece and carried it
back to the truck for a closer look.

Sera chided him when he returned. "It's not
safe here. Please do not go wandering off without following
security procedures."

"Oh Sera," O'Toole waved his hand, "take it
easy. You sound like you're having a security override."

"That's affirm, chief. My sensors are
showing lifeforms in the vicinity."

"Rahman?"

"Can't say for sure, but they're straight
ahead."

"Looks like it's Rahman who did this. The
Rohr, no doubt. I thought I recognized Rohr markings on the stick.
They finally got up the nerve to do more than threaten. Jeez, what
a mess. Are the movers coming closer?"

"Negative. They seem to be maintaining their
position."

"How many?"

"Hard to say, for sure. Two, maybe three.
Seventy yards northwest."

O'Toole shifted the spotlight and drove the
truck toward one of the domes.

"Do you think anyone's inside?"

"Well, my sensors indicate something's
inside."

O'Toole stopped the truck. Its headlights
shined into the open entrance.

"I don't see anything."

"TL, what are you considering?"

O'Toole turned toward Sera's electronic eye.
"I have to help the survivors."

"Make that survivor in the singular. I've
got a good fix now. The other scan is a Rahman."

"What are they doing?"

"Nothing, as far as I can tell. Here, I'll
give you a thermal image."

The monitors above the windshield all
suddenly changed, displaying Sera's thermal scan of the interior of
the dome. There were two distinct images, one upright and the other
prone. The one lying down looked to be the human. The odd thing
was, although they looked as if they were a foot or so apart,
neither moved.

O'Toole stared at the monitor. "Looks like
the Rahman's got somebody backed into a corner."

"Maybe," said Sera.

O'Toole shook his head and opened the door.
"No. That's exactly what it is."

"So where do you think you're going?"

"I'm going to help my fellow man."

"I was afraid of that. You know I don't like
it when you leave. We're safe here. You're safe here. Besides, what
are you going to do about the Rahman? You know how they are when
they have their minds set. It'll kill you if you don't kill it, and
I don't want to think about that and all the problems we'll have if
you kill one of them."

"I'm not going to kill anything. I'm going
to shock it with the baton."

"Oh great. Remember what happened last time?
You didn't adjust the charge high enough and it almost got you." A
tone crept into Sera's voice that O'Toole dreaded, a way she had of
making him feel guilty. He knew what was to follow.

"What'll happen to us, Kiri and I, if
something happens to you? Do you think about that?"

"Only every time you bring it up."

Sera had momentum. She ignored him and
continued. "Kiri would be abandoned. She can't fend for herself out
here, eventually she'd die. Probably murdered by a predator maringi
or a capher. And me? Well, I don't go anywhere when the pellets run
out and besides that, I'm programmed for you. We're made for each
other, you and me..."

O'Toole rolled his eyes and retrieved the
stun baton from under the seat. The baton was a defensive weapon
he'd won in a dice game with another agent. It was an older model,
but it still worked and it could kill, if necessary. That's not
what O'Toole intended, however. Killing a Rahman could be very,
very bad for business.

Baton in hand, he stepped down from the cab.
"Lock the doors, keep the lights on. I'll be back in a minute."

"I hope so."

O'Toole shut the carbo-steel door and waited
until he heard the locking bolts click into place before stepping
up to the dome entrance.

Using a penlight to see, he stepped inside.
As soon as he did so, he heard banging sounds and, remembering the
thermal image on the monitor, he imagined the Rahman beating its
armored forearms against whatever was between it and the human.
O'Toole stepped across the debris-strewn floor and followed the
noise.

He'd never been in this particular dome
before, but he knew most had the same basic design. He followed his
instincts and moved forward, holding the baton out in front of him.
Now the banging noises were louder. They came from an open doorway.
There was a body lying just outside the door and O'Toole crept up
to it. Whoever it was, he hadn't been dead long.

Peeping around the corner, O'Toole saw the
faint outline of the creature etched against the darkness. It
raised its forearms and beat them down against something that rang
like metal. The monster hadn't noticed him yet. That was good. It
would be a whole lot easier to sneak up behind the thing and give
it a shock than to approach it face-to-face.

O'Toole stepped into the room. Crash! The
Rahman pummeled metal once again. O'Toole took a step closer. The
Rahman dragged its serrated forearms across the hard surface, the
sound making the short hairs on O'Toole's neck stand on end. By
then, he was close enough to lunge at the alien, and he was about
to do just that when the Rahman got a whiff of him. It jumped out
of the way and O'Toole's baton hit air.

In the confines of the darkened room, the
Rahman couldn't stand upright, but it made an effort as it stood
over O'Toole, hissing its dissatisfaction, bumping its insect head
against the ceiling.

"Whoa, boy," said O'Toole as he backed
toward the door.

It reached for him but O'Toole used the
baton to knock the claws away. Rahman had sturdy exoskeletons and
it took far more than blows to get their attention. It came at
O'Toole again. This time, O'Toole lost his balance and fell
backwards. The Rahman grabbed him by the foot and began pulling him
back into the room.

O'Toole kicked out with his free foot,
landing solidly just below the thing's left bug-eye, causing the
creature to turn its head sideways. O'Toole kicked again, this time
catching the claws that surrounded his ankle. The Rahman turned him
loose, but it did not retreat. When it reached for O'Toole again,
O'Toole stuck the end of the baton in the center of the creature's
thorax. There was a loud pop! and the Rahman was thrown backwards.
It fell atop a table, which held only moments before bowing and
finally breaking in half. The creature lay still. Its raspy breath
rattled in its throat, assuring O'Toole he hadn't killed it.

O'Toole rubbed his ankle. It wasn't broken
but it was going to be bruised solid all the way around. He tested
it by getting back on his feet.

The rest of the room was in full disarray.
Anything breakable had already been broken. He was in a lab of some
kind, but there was supposed to be another human, so he shined the
light around. Finding nothing, he was about to leave when he heard
a faint, muffled voice. It seemed to come from behind a wall.
Gently, he tapped on it with a knuckle. A voice answered, faint but
clear.

"Help me," it said.

"How?"

A tapping came from farther down and O'Toole
followed the noise to a small door placed at knee level. He pulled
on the latch but the door wouldn't budge. There was an audible
click and it pushed open. A hand, a woman's hand, reached out.
O'Toole gripped it and pulled.

She came out gradually, with great
difficulty. Shivering in great waves, she fairly collapsed into
O'Toole's arms.

"Hey! You all right?" Obviously she wasn't
and O'Toole wondered why he'd asked. Behind, the Rahman started to
move.

"Sorry," he said.

"Wha?"

"It was a stupid thing to say." Without
really looking, he raised the stun baton and jabbed it at the
Rahman's forehead. The baton discharged with a snap and the Rahman
lay still.

Although she still didn't see the alien, she
was startled by the noise. "What was that?"

"Nothing. Can you walk?"

"I don't know."

"Here, let me help." He slung her arm around
his neck and lifted her up.

"I'll take you out to my truck. Watch your
step."

They stepped over the body.

"What truck?" She looked down, saw the
corpse, and gasped. "It's
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