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    (Characters with names in CAPS are historical, others fictional)
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  1


  For nostalgia’s sake, Fleetlord Atvar called up the hologram of the Tosevite warrior he had often studied before the invasion fleet actually reached the world of Tosev 3. Nostalgia was an emotion that came easily to the Race: with a unified history of a hundred thousand years, with an empire that stretched over three solar systems and now reached out to a fourth, the past seemed a safe, comfortable place, not least because it was so much like the present.


  The hologram sprang into being before the fleetlord: a stalwart savage, his pinkish face sprouting yellowish hairs, clad in soft iron mail and woven animal and plant fibers, armed with spear and rust-flecked sword, and mounted on a Tosevite quadruped that looked distinctly too scrawny for the job of carrying him.


  Sighing, Atvar turned to the shiplord Kirel, who commanded the 127th Emperor Hetto, bannership of the invasion fleet. He stabbed a fingerclaw at the image. ‘If only it had been so easy,’ he said with a sigh.


  ‘Yes, Exalted Fleetlord.’ Kirel sighed, too. He turned both eye turrets toward the hologram. ‘It was what the probe led us to expect.’


  ‘Yes,’ Atvar said sourly. Preparing in its methodical way for another conquest, the Race had sent a probe across the interstellar void sixteen hundred years before (years of the Race, of course; Tosev 3 orbited its primary only about half as fast). The probe dutifully sampled the planet, sent its images and data back Home. The Race prepared the invasion fleet and sent it out, certain of easy victory: how much could a world change in a mere sixteen hundred years?


  Atvar touched a control in the base of the holographic projector. The Tosevite warrior disappeared. New images took the Big Ugly’s place: a Russki landcruiser, red star painted on its turret, lightly armed and protected by the Race’s standards but well-designed, with sloped armor and wide treads for getting over the worst ground; an American heavy machine gun, with a belt full of big slugs that tore through body armor as if it were fiberboard; a Deutsch killercraft, turbojets slung under swept wings, nose bristling with cannon.


  Kirel pointed toward the killercraft. ‘That one concerns me more then either of the others, Exalted Fleetlord. By the Emperor’ – both he and Atvar briefly cast down their eyes at the mention of the sovereign – ‘the Deutsche did not have that aircraft less than two years ago, when our campaign began.’


  ‘I know,’ Atvar said. ‘All their aircraft – all Tosevite aircraft then – were those slow, awkward things propelled by rapidly rotating airfoils. But now the British are flying jets, too.’


  He summoned an image of the new British killercraft. It didn’t look as menacing as the machine the Deutsche made: its wings lacked sweep and its lines were more graceful, less predatory. From the reports Atvar had read, it didn’t perform quite as well as the Deutsch killercraft, either. But it was a quantum leap better than anything the British had put into the air before.


  Fleetlord and shiplord stared glumly at the hologram. The trouble with the natives of Tosev 3 was that they were, by the Race’s standards, insanely inventive. The social scientists attached to the fleet were still trying to figure out how the Big Uglies had gone from barbarism to a full-grown industrial civilization in the blink of an historical eye. Their solutions – or rather, conjectures – had yet to satisfy Atvar.


  Part of the answer, he suspected, lay in the squabbling multiplicity of empires that divided up Tosev 3’s meager land surface. Some of them weren’t even empires in the strict sense of the word; the regime of the SSSR, for instance, openly boasted of liquidating its former ruling dynasty. The idea of impericide was enough to make Atvar queasy.


  Empires and not-empires had competed fiercely among themselves. They’d been fighting a planetwide war when the Race arrived. Doctrine from earlier conquests said the Race ought to have been able to take advantage of their factionalism, play off one side against another. The tactic had worked now and again, but not as well and not as often as doctrine suggested it would.


  Atvar sighed and told Kirel, ‘Before I came to Tosev 3, I was like any sensible male: I was sure doctrine held all the answers. Follow it and you’d obtain the results it predicted. The males who designed our doctrines should have seen this world first; it would have broadened their horizons.’


  ‘This is truth, Exalted Fleetlord,’ the shiplord said. ‘One thing Tosev 3 has taught us is the difference between precept and experience.’


  ‘Yes. Well put,’ Atvar said. The last world conquest the Race had undertaken lay thousands of years in the past. The fleetlord had pored over the manuals of what had worked then, and in the Race’s previous victory, even more thousands of years before that. But no one living had any practice using what was in the manuals.


  The Tosevites, by contrast, conquered one another and dickered with one another all the time. They made deception and deceit into an art, and were perfectly willing to educate the Race as to their use. Atvar had learned the hard way how much – or rather, how little – Big Ugly promises were worth.


  ‘The other trouble is, they make war the same way they conduct the rest of their dealings with us: they cheat,’ Atvar grumbled.


  ‘Truth again, Exalted Fleetlord,’ Kirel said.


  The fleetlord knew it was truth. Machine against machine, the Big Uglies could not match the Race: one landcruiser Atvar commanded, for instance, was worth anywhere between ten and thirty of its Tosevite opponents. The Big Uglies fought back with everything from mine-carrying animals trained to run under landcruiser tracks to set off their explosives to attacks that concentrated so many of their inferior weapons against the Race’s thin-stretched resources that they achieved breakthrough in spite of lower technology.


  Kirel might have plucked that thought from Atvar’s head. ‘Will we resume our assault on the city by the lake in the northern section of the smaller continental mass? Chicago, the local name is.’


  ‘Not immediately,’ Atvar answered, trying to keep from his voice all the frustration he felt at the failure. Taking advantage of Tosev 3’s truly abominable winter weather, the Americans had broken through the flanks of the assault force, cut off the lead element, and wrecked most of it. It was the worst – and most expensive – embarrassment the Race had suffered on Tosev 3.


  ‘We do not enjoy as many resources as we would like,’ Kirel observed.


  Now Atvar had to say, ‘Truth.’ The Race was careful and thorough: the weapons they’d brought from Home would have conquered a hundred times over the Tosev 3 they thought they would find, very possibly without losing a male. But on the industrialized planet they discovered, they’d taken major losses. They’d inflicted far worse, but the Big Uglies’ factories kept turning out weapons.


  ‘We need to keep working to co-opt as much of their industrial capacity as we can,’ Kirel said, ‘and to wreck that part which persists in producing arms used against us.’


  ‘Unfortunately, the two goals often contradict each other,’ Atvar said. ‘Nor is our progress in destroying their fuel sources as great as they would wish us to believe, though we persist in those efforts.’


  The three males who had bombed the refineries at Ploesti, which supplied the Deutsche with much of their fuel, were convinced they’d wrecked the place. Since then, a pall of smoke had continuously lain over it, making reconnaissance difficult.


  For as long as he could – for longer than he should have – Atvar believed with his pilots that that smoke meant the Deutsche could not control the refinery fires. But it wasn’t so; he couldn’t make himself think it was any more. The Big Uglies were shipping refined petroleum out of Ploesti every way they knew how: by water, by their battered rail network, by motorized conveyance, even by animal-drawn wagon.


  The story wasn’t much different at the other refinery complexes scattered across Tosev 3. They were easy to damage, hard to eliminate; since they were huge fire hazards just by existing, the Big Uglies had built them to minimize danger from explosions. They ferociously defended them and repaired bomb damage faster than the Race’s alleged experts had thought possible.


  Atvar’s phone squawked at him. He welcomed the distraction from his own gloomy thoughts. ‘Yes?’ he said into the speaker.


  ‘Exalted Fleetlord, the male Drefsab awaits your pleasure in the antechamber,’ an aide reported.


  ‘I am still conferring with the shiplord Kirel,’ Atvar said. ‘Tell Drefsab I shall see him directly I’m finished.’


  ‘It shall be done, Exalted Fleetlord.’ The aide switched off.


  Being reminded of Drefsab did nothing to improve Atvar’s mood. ‘There’s something else that hasn’t worked as well as I’d hoped,’ he complained.


  ‘What’s that, Exalted Fleetlord?’ Kirel asked.


  ‘The whole problem with that vile Tosevite herb, ginger,’ Atvar said. ‘Drefsab recently tracked down and eliminated the Big Ugly who was a major supplier of the horrid drug, and I had hoped that would help us control our addicted males’ demand for it. Unfortunately, a thicket of smaller dealers has sprung up to take the exterminated major supplier’s place.’


  ‘Frustrating,’ Kirel observed, ‘to say nothing of dangerous to our cause.’


  Atvar swung one eye turret toward Kirel in a sidelong glance of suspicion. The commander of the bannership was the second highest ranking male in the fleet, his body paint less elaborate only than Atvar’s own. If Atvar’s policies led to disaster, he was the next logical choice as fleetlord. He was stable and conservative and had always acted loyal, but who could say when the fangs of ambition would begin to gnaw? Any remark that sounded like criticism made Atvar wary.


  Not that ginger wasn’t a problem. One more thing we didn’t learn from the probe. Atvar thought. The cursed herb made males feel they were brighter and stronger than they really were; it also made them want to recapture that feeling as often as they could. They’d do almost anything to get ginger, even trade weapons and information to the Big Uglies.


  ‘With the problem ginger poses to our security, it occurs to me that we may have been lucky the Big Uglies succeeded in blowing up the ship which carried the bulk of our nuclear weapons,’ the fleetlord said. ‘Otherwise, some male seeking pleasure for his tongue might have sought to convey one to the Tosevites in exchange for his precious herb.’


  ‘There’s a pleasant thought!’ Kirel exclaimed. ‘The Tosevites are barbarians without care for tomorrow – they would not hesitate to ruin their own planet if it meant defeating us.’


  ‘Truth,’ Atvar said glumly. After initial in-atmosphere bursts to wreck Tosevite communications with electromagnetic pulse (unsuccessfully, because the Big Uglies’ electronic devices were too primitive to use solid-state components), the Race had expended only two nuclear devices: against Berlin and Washington, centers of local resistance. But resistance had continued anyhow.


  ‘Ironic that we have a greater obligation to maintain this world as nearly intact as possible than does the species that evolved on it,’ Kirel said. ‘Of course, the Tosevites are not aware our colonization fleet is on the way behind us.’


  ‘Indeed,’ Atvar said. ‘If it arrives and finds Tosev 3 uninhabitable, we will have failed here, no matter what else we accomplish.’


  ‘We also have to bear in mind that the Big Uglies are engaging in nuclear weapons research of their own, certainly with the material their guerrillas captured from us in the SSSR and, the evidence would suggest, with projects altogether their own as well,’ Kirel said. ‘Should one of those projects succeed, our problems here will become measurably more difficult.’


  ‘Immeasurably, you mean,’ Atvar said. The Big Uglies would not worry about what they did to Tosev 3, as long as that meant getting rid of the Race. ‘Deutschland, the SSSR, the United States, maybe those little island empires, too – Nippon and Britain – we have to keep both eye turrets on every one of them. The trouble is, a planet is a very large place. Their projects will not be easy to track down. But it must be done.’ He spoke as much to remind himself as to tell Kirel.


  ‘It shall be done,’ the shiplord echoed loyally.


  It had better be done, they thought together.


  The horse-drawn wagon pulled to a stop in New Salem, North Dakota. Sam Yeager looked around. As a seventeen-year veteran of bush-league baseball and its endless travel, he was a connoisseur of small towns. New Salem might have had a thousand people in it; then again, it might not.


  He scrambled out of the wagon. Barbara Larssen handed him his Springfield. He took the rifle, slung it over his shoulder, then held out a hand to help Barbara down. They clung to each other for a moment. He kissed the top of her head. The ends of her dark blonde hair still showed traces of permanent wave. Most of it was straight, though; a long time had gone by since she’d got a permanent.


  He didn’t want to let her go, but he had to. He grabbed the rifle again, pointed it at the wagon. Military routine, he thought, and then, military fiddlesticks. But since he wore a corporal’s stripes these days, he played the game by the rules. ‘Come on out, boys,’ he called.


  Ristin and Ullhass, the two Lizard POWs who accompanied the Metallurgical Laboratory’s wagon train on the way from Chicago to the Lab’s planned new home in Denver, poked their heads up over the side of the wagon. ‘It shall be done, superior sir,’ they chorused in hissing English. They dropped down in front of Yeager and Barbara.


  ‘Hard to think – things – so small could be so dangerous,’ Barbara murmured. Neither of the Lizards came up even to her shoulder.


  ‘They aren’t small with guns in their hands, or inside tanks, or inside planes, or inside their spaceships,’ Yeager answered. ‘I fought against them, remember, before my unit captured these boys.’


  ‘We thought you kill us,’ Ullhass said.


  ‘We thought you kill us, then eat us,’ Ristin agreed.


  Yeager laughed. ‘You’d been reading too much science fiction, both of you.’ He laughed again, more reflectively. If he hadn’t been in the habit of reading science fiction himself to pass the time on trains and buses, he never would have volunteered – or been accepted – as the Lizards’ principal guard, translator, and explainer of matters Earthly.


  He’d been with them continuously for better than six months now, long enough to come to see them as individuals rather than mere creatures. They never had been much like the bug-eyed monsters he used to read about. They were short and skinny and, even dressed in multiple layers of warm clothes that hung on them like sacks, complained all the time about how cold it was (it wasn’t just midwinter on the northern Great Plains, either; they’d complained about all but the hottest days back in Chicago, too).


  By now, Yeager took for granted their turreted eyes that, chameleon-like, moved independently of each other, the green-brown scales they used for skin, their clawed hands and feet, their wide mouths full of little pointed teeth. Even the bifurcated tongues they sometimes used to lick their hard, immobile lips were just part of them, although he’d needed quite a while to get used to those.


  ‘We will be warm tonight?’ Ristin asked. Though he spoke English, at the end of the sentence he tacked on the little cough the Lizards used: sort of an audible question mark.


  ‘We will be warm tonight,’ Sam answered in the Lizards’ language, punctuating his sentence with a different cough, the one that put emphasis on his words.


  He had reason for his confidence. The Lizards’ bombers hadn’t hit North Dakota badly: not much up here needed hitting, Yeager thought. The flat farming country reminded him of the flat farming country in eastern Nebraska where he’d grown up. New Salem could easily have been one of the little towns between Lincoln and Omaha.


  The wagon had stopped not far from a snow-covered boulder with an unnaturally flat top. Barbara brushed off the snow with her sleeve. ‘Oh, it has a plaque on it,’ she said, and brushed away more snow so she could read the words on the bronze. She started to laugh.


  ‘What’s so funny?’ Yeager asked. He absentmindedly tacked the interrogative cough onto that question, too.


  ‘This is the Wrong Side Up Monument,’ she answered. ‘That’s what the plaque says, anyhow. Seems one of the early farmers had just started breaking the ground so he could plant for the first time when an Indian came along, looked at a chunk of sod, set it back the right way, and said, “Wrong side up.” The farmer thought about it, decided he was right, and went into dairying instead. This is part of a big dairy area now.’


  ‘We should eat well tonight, then.’ Yeager’s mouth watered at the thought of milk, cheese, probably big steaks, too – the folk around here might well be inclined to do some slaughtering for their guests, because they wouldn’t be able to keep feeding all their livestock now that the Lizards had made moving grain and hay on a large scale impossible.


  More wagons from the convoy came into town, some carrying people but more loaded down with the equipment that had filled much of Eckhart Hall back at the University of Chicago. Not all the wagons would stop here tonight; they were spread out for miles along the highway and back roads that ran parallel to it, both to avoid looking interesting to the Lizards and to keep from taking too much destruction from an air attack if they did.


  Enrico Fermi helped his wife Laura down from their wagon, then waved to Yeager. He waved back. He still felt a rush of pride at hanging around with scientists and even helping them when they had questions for the Lizard prisoners. Till a few months ago, his closest brush with scientists had been with the near-supermen who populated the pages of Astounding.


  The real ones, while bright enough, weren’t a lot like their fictional counterparts. For one thing, a lot of the best ones – Fermi, Leo Szilard, Edward Teller, Eugene Wigner – were dumpy foreigners with funny accents. Fermi talked like Bobby Fiore’s father (he wondered what had happened to his old roommate, the second baseman on the Decatur Commodores). For another, just about all of them, foreign and American, were much more human than their fictional analogs: they’d have a drink (or more than one), they’d tell stories, and they’d argue with their wives. Yeager liked them more for it, not less.


  Steaks there proved to be, cooked over open flames and eaten by the fireside – no gas and no electricity in New Salem. Yeager cut his into very small pieces as he ate it: though he wouldn’t be thirty-six for another couple of months, he had full upper and lower plates. He’d almost died in the influenza epidemic of 1918, and his teeth had rotted in his head. The only teeth of his own he had were the ones that gave everybody else trouble: seven or eight years after the epidemic, his wisdom teeth had come in fine.


  Ullhass and Ristin, by contrast, held big chunks of meat up to their mouths and worried bites off them. The Lizards didn’t chew much; they’d get a gobbet in and then gulp it down. The locals watched with undisguised curiosity – these were the first Lizards they’d ever seen. Yeager had watched that at every stop all the way across Minnesota and North Dakota.


  ‘Where you going to put those critters tonight?’ a man asked him. ‘We sure as hell don’t want them getting loose.’


  ‘They’re not critters. They’re people – funny kind of people, but people,’ Yeager said. With small-town politeness, the man didn’t argue, but obviously didn’t believe him, either. Yeager shrugged; he’d seen that happen before, too. He asked, ‘Do you have a jail here?’


  The local hooked a thumb into the strap of his denim overalls. ‘Yah, we do,’ he said. Yeager hid a smile – he’d heard ‘yah’ for ‘yes’ at every stop in North Dakota. Grinning, the local went on, ‘We’ll put a drunk Indian in there every now and again – or sometimes a drunk square-head, too. Hell, I’m an eighth Sioux myself, even if my name is Thorkil Olson.’


  ‘That’d be perfect,’ Yeager said, ‘especially if you can put a board or a blanket or something over the window, if there is one. Lizards can’t take as much cold as people can. Can you take us there, let me look it over?’


  With Ristin and Ullhass safely behind bars, Yeager figured he had the night off. A lot of times, he’d had to stay alert because they were in the next room of a private house. He didn’t think they’d try to escape; they risked both freezing and getting shot on a world not their own. You couldn’t afford to take chances, though.


  He and Barbara went home with Olson and his wife Louise, a pleasant, red-cheeked woman in her late forties. ‘Take the spare bedroom for the night, and welcome,’ Louise said. ‘We’ve rattled around the house since our boy George and his wife headed down to Kansas City so he could work in a defense plant.’ Her face clouded. ‘The Lizards are in Kansas City. I pray he’s all right.’


  ‘So do I, ma’am,’ Yeager said. Barbara’s hand tightened on his; her husband Jens, a Met Lab physicist, had never come back from a cross-country trip that had skirted Lizard-held territory.


  ‘Plenty of blankets on the bed, folks, and Grandma’s old thundermug under it,’ Thorkil Olson boomed as he showed them the spare room. ‘We’ll feed you breakfast when you get up in the morning. Sleep tight now.’


  There were plenty of blankets, heavy wool ones from Sears, with a goose-down comforter on top. ‘We can even get undressed,’ Yeager said happily. ‘I’m sick of sleeping in three, four layers of clothes.’


  Barbara looked at him sidelong. ‘Stay undressed, you mean,’ she said, and blew out the candle Olson had set on the nightstand. The room plunged into darkness.


  Afterwards, Sam peeled off his rubber, then groped around under the bed till he found the chamber pot. ‘Something for them to cluck over after we leave,’ he said. He dove back under the covers as fast as he could; without them, the bedroom was a chilly place.


  Barbara clung to him, for warmth, but for reassurance, too. He ran a hand down the velvety skin of her back. ‘I love you,’ he said softly.


  ‘I love you, too.’ Her voice caught; she shoved herself against him. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without you. I’d have been so lost. I—’ Her face was buried in the hollow of his shoulder. A hot tear splashed down on him. After a few seconds, she raised her head. ‘I miss him so much sometimes. I can’t help it.’


  ‘I know. You wouldn’t be who you are if you didn’t.’ Yeager spoke with the philosophy of a man who had spent his entire adult life playing bush-league ball and never come close to the majors: ‘You do the best you can with the cards you get dealt, even if some of them are pretty rotten. Me, I never got an ace before.’ Now he squeezed her.


  She shook her head; her hair brushed softly across his chest. ‘But it’s not fair to you, Sam. Jens is dead; he has to be dead. If I’m going to go on – if we’re going to go on, I have to look ahead, not backwards. As you said, I’ll do the best I can.’


  ‘Can’t ask for more than that,’ Yeager agreed. Slowly, he went on, ‘Seems to me, honey, that if you hadn’t loved your Jens a lot, and if he hadn’t loved you, too, you wouldn’t have been anybody I’d’ve wanted to fall in love with. And even if I had, just on account of you’re such a fine-looking woman’ – he poked her in the ribs, because he knew she’d squeak – ‘you wouldn’t have loved me back. You wouldn’t have known how to.’


  ‘You’re sweet. You make good sense, too. You seem to have a way of doing that.’ Instead of clutching, now Barbara snuggled against him; he felt her body relax. The tip of her nipple brushed his arm, just above the elbow. He wondered if she felt like making love again. But before he could try to find out, she yawned enormously. Voice still blurry, she said, ‘If I don’t get some sleep, God only knows what kind of wreck I’ll be tomorrow.’ In the darkness, her lips found his, but only for a moment. ‘Good night, Sam. I love you.’ She rolled over onto her side of the bed.


  ‘I love you, too. Good night.’ Sam found himself yawning, too. Even if she had been interested, he wasn’t sure he could have managed two rounds so close together. He wasn’t a kid any more.


  He rolled over onto his left side. His behind brushed against Barbara’s. They chuckled and moved a little farther apart. He popped out his dentures, set them on the nightstand. Inside a minute and a half, he was snoring.


  Jens Larssen most cordially cursed the United States Army, first in English and then in the fragmentary Norwegian he’d picked up from his grandfather. Even as the oaths fell from his lips, he knew he was being unfair: if the Army hadn’t scooped him up as he was making his way across Indiana, he might well have got himself killed trying to sneak into Chicago as the Lizard attacks on the city rose to a climax.


  And even now, after General Patton and General Bradley had pinched off the neck of that attack, nobody would let him fly out to join the rest of the Met Lab team in Denver. Again, the brass had their reasons – save for combat missions, aviation had almost disappeared in the United States. Human aviation had almost disappeared, anyhow. The Lizards dominated the skies.


  ‘Hellfire,’ he muttered, clinging to the rail of the steamer Duluth Queen, ‘the damn Army wouldn’t even tell me where they’d gone. I had to go into Chicago and find out for myself.’


  That rankled; it struck him as security gone mad. So did everyone’s refusal to let him send on any word to the Met Lab crew. He couldn’t even let his wife know he was alive. Once more, though, the mucky-mucks had a point he couldn’t honestly deny: the Met Lab was America’s only hope of producing an atomic bomb like the ones the Lizards had used on Berlin and Washington, D.C. Without that bomb, the war against the aliens would probably fail. Nobody, then, could afford to draw any sort of attention toward the Metallurgical Laboratory or communicate with it in any way, for fear the Lizards would intercept a message and draw the wrong – or rather, the right – conclusions from it.


  The orders he’d been given made just enough sense for him not to try disobeying. But oh, how he hated them!


  ‘And now I can’t even get into Duluth,’ he grumbled.


  He could see the town, which lay by the edge of Lake Superior where it narrowed to its westernmost point. He could see the gray granite bluffs that dwarfed man’s houses and buildings, and felt he could almost reach out and touch some of the homes atop those bluffs, the taller business buildings that climbed the steep streets toward them. But the feeling was an illusion; a sheet of blue-gray ice held the Duluth Queen away from the Minnesota town that had given it its name.


  Jens turned to a passing sailor. ‘How far out on the lake are we?’


  The man paused to think. His breath came out thick as smoke as he answered, ‘Can’t be more than four, five miles. Up to less than a month ago, it was open water all the way in.’ He chuckled at Larssen’s groan. ‘Some years the port stays open all winter long. More often, though, it’ll freeze for twenty miles out, so this ain’t so bad.’ He went on his way, whistling a cheery tune.


  He’d misunderstood why Jens groaned. It wasn’t at the cold weather; Jens had grown up in Minnesota, and spent enough time skating on frozen lakes to take for granted that water – even as massive a body of water as Lake Superior – turned to ice when winter came. But a month before, he could have gone straight into town. That ate at him. Probably the same blizzard that let Patton launch his attack against the Lizards had also finally frozen the lake.


  In any other year, the Duluth Queen would have stopped sailing for the winter. The Lizards, though, had paid much more attention to knocking out road and rail traffic than to knocking out ships. Jens wondered what that meant about their home planet – maybe it didn’t have enough water for them to take shipping seriously as a way of getting things from one place to another.


  If that was so, the aliens were missing a trick. The Duluth Queen carried ball bearings, ammunition, gasoline, and motor oil to keep resistance to the Lizards strong in Minnesota; it would take back steel from Duluth and milled grain from Minneapolis to forge into new weapons and feed the people who fought and built.


  Lots of little boats – boats small enough to haul across the ice, some of them even rowboats – clustered around the steamship. Deck cranes lowered crates to them and picked up others, with a lot of shouted warnings going back and forth with the goods. A quasi-harbor had sprung into being at the edge of the ice: crates from the Duluth Queen went back and forth toward town on man-hauled sledges, while others, outbound, were muscled onto the boats for transport out to the Queen.


  Jens doubted the system was even a tenth as efficient as a proper harbor. But the proper harbor was icebound, and what the locals had worked out was a lot better than nothing. From his point of view, the only real trouble was that cargo was so much more important than passengers that he couldn’t get off the steamship.


  The sailor came back down the deck, still whistling. Larssen felt like throttling him. ‘How much longer before you’ll be able to start moving actual real live people off?’ he asked.


  ‘Shouldn’t be more than another day or two, sir,’ the fellow answered.


  ‘A day or two!’ Jens exploded. He wanted to dive into Lake Superior and swim the mile or so over to the edge of the ice. Being a Minnesota native, though, he knew perfectly well, though, that he’d freeze to death if he tried it.


  ‘We’re doing the best we can,’ the sailor said. ‘Everything’s screwed up since the Lizards came, that’s all. Wherever you need to get to, people will understand that you’ve been held up.’


  That this was true made it no easier to bear. Unconsciously, Larssen had assumed that because the Lizards had been beaten back from Chicago and he was free to travel again without the Army trying to tie him down, the world would automatically unfold at his feet. But the world was not in the habit of working that way.


  The sailor went on, ‘Long as you’re stuck on board, sir, you might as well enjoy yourself. The grub’s good here, and there aren’t many places ashore where you’ll find steam heat, running water, and electric lights.’


  ‘Isn’t that the sad and sorry truth?’ Jens said. The Lizards’ invasion had badly disrupted the complex web the United States had become, and pointed out the hard way how much every part of the country depended on every other – and how ill-equipped most parts were to go it alone. Burning wood to keep warm and depending on muscles – animal or human – to move things about made America feel as if it had slipped back a century from 1943.


  And yet, if Jens ever made it to Denver, he’d get back to work on a project that seemed to belong at least a hundred years in the future. The world to come would spring into being amidst the obtrusive reemergence of the past. And where was the present? The present, thought Jens, who had a weakness for puns, is absent.


  He went below, to get out of the cold and to remind himself the present still existed. The Duluth Queen’s galley boasted not only electric lights but a big pot of hot coffee (a luxury that grew rarer as stocks dwindled) and a radio. Jens remembered his parents saving up to buy their first set in the late twenties. It had felt like inviting the world into their parlor. Now, most places, you couldn’t invite the world in even if you wanted to.


  But the Duluth Queen didn’t depend on distant power plants, now likely to be either wrecked or out of fuel, for electricity. It made its own. And so, static squawked and muttered as Hank Vernon spun the tuning knob and the red pointer slid across the dial. Music suddenly came out. The ship’s engineer turned to Larssen, who was getting a mug of coffee. ‘The Andrews Sisters suit you?’


  ‘They’re okay, but if you can find some news, that would be even better.’ Jens poured in cream. The Duluth Queen had plenty of that, but no sugar.


  ‘Let’s see what I can do. I wish this was a shortwave set.’ Vernon worked the knob again, more slowly now, pausing to listen to every faint station he brought in. After three or four tries, he grunted in satisfaction. ‘Here you go.’ He turned up the volume.


  Larssen bent his head toward the radio. Even through the waterfall of static, he recognized the newscaster’s deep, slow voice: ‘—three days of rioting reported from Italy, where people went into the streets to protest the government’s cooperation with the Lizards. Pope Pius XII’s radio appeal for calm, monitored in London, seems to have had little effect. Rioters are calling for the return of Benito Mussolini, who was spirited to Germany after being placed under arrest by the Lizards—’


  Hank Vernon shook his head in bemusement. ‘Isn’t it a hell of a thing? A year ago, Mussolini was the enemy with a capital E because he was buddies with Hitler. Now he’s a hero because the krauts got him away from the Lizards. And Hitler’s not such a bad guy any more, since the Germans are still fighting hard. Just because you’re fighting the Lizards doesn’t make you a good guy in my book. Was Joe Stalin a good guy just on account of he was fighting the Nazis? People say so, yeah, but they can’t make me believe it. What do you think?’


  ‘You’re probably right,’ Larssen answered. He agreed with most of what the engineer had said, but wished Vernon hadn’t chosen just then to say it – his loud, nasal tones drowned out Edward R. Murrow, to whom Jens was trying to listen.


  Vernon, however, kept right on talking, so Jens got the news in disconnected snatches: ration cuts in England, fighting between Smolensk and Moscow, more fighting in Siberia, a Lizard push toward Vladivostok, a passive resistance campaign in India.


  ‘Is that against the English or the Lizards?’ he asked.


  ‘If it’s all the way over in India, what the devil difference does it make?’ the engineer said. On a cosmic scale, Larssen supposed he had a point, but for someone who was trying to catch up with what was going on in the world, losing any facts felt frustrating.


  From the radio, Murrow said, ‘And for those who think the Lizard devoid of humor, consider this: outside of Los Angeles, the Army Air Force recently had occasion to build a dummy airport, complete with dummy planes. Two Lizard aircraft are said to have attacked it – with dummy bombs. This is Edward R. Murrow, somewhere in the United States.’


  ‘Nobody on the radio admits where they are any more, you notice that?’ Vernon said. ‘From FDR on down, it’s “somewhere in the United States.” It’s like if anybody knows where you are, you can’t be a bigshot, ’cause if you were a bigshot and the Lizards knew where you are, they’d go after you. Am I right or am I right?’


  ‘You’re probably right,’ Jens said again. ‘You don’t happen to have a cigarette, do you?’ Now that he didn’t get the chance to drink coffee often, one cup kicked the way three or four had in the good old days. The same was even more true of tobacco.


  ‘Wish to hell I did,’ Vernon answered. ‘I smoked cigars myself, but I wouldn’t turn down anything these days. I used to work on the rivers in Virginia, North Carolina, and we’d go right past the tobacco farms, never even think a thing about ’em. But when it can’t get from where they grow it to where you want to smoke it—’


  ‘Yeah,’ Larssen said. It was true of more than tobacco. That was why the Lizards didn’t have to conquer the whole country to make the United States stop working. It was why the Duluth Queen sat off the ice and unloaded: anything to keep the wheels turning.


  He stayed stuck for the next three days, biding his time and biting his nails. When he finally did get to descend into one of the small boats that was unloading the Duluth Queen, he almost wished he’d stayed stuck longer. Clambering down a cargo net with a knapsack and a rifle slung over his shoulder was not his notion of fun.


  One of the sailors lowered his Schwinn on a line. It banged against the side of the steamship a couple of times on the way down. Jens grabbed it and undid the knot. The line snaked back up to the Duluth Queen.


  The small boat had a crew of four. They all looked at the bicycle. ‘You’re not going anywhere far by yourself on that, are you, mister?’ one of them said at last.


  ‘What if I am?’ Larssen had ridden a bicycle across most of Ohio and Indiana. He was in the best shape of his life. He’d always look skinny, but he was stronger than most people with bulging biceps.


  ‘Oh, I won’t say you couldn’t do it – don’t get me wrong,’ the crewman said. ‘It’s just that – this is Minnesota, after all.’ He patted himself. He was wearing boots with fur tops, an overcoat over a jacket over a sweater, and earmuffs on top of a knitted wool cap. ‘You don’t want to get stuck in a snowstorm, is what I mean. You do and you won’t even start to stink till spring – and spring comes late around Duluth.’


  ‘I know what Minnesota’s like. I was raised here,’ Jens said.


  ‘Then you ought to have better sense,’ the sailor told him.


  He started to come back with a hot reply, but it didn’t get past his lips. He remembered all the winter days he’d had to stay home from school when snow made the going impossible. And his grammar school had been only a couple of miles from the farm where he’d grown up, the high school less than five. If a bad storm hit while he was in the middle of nowhere, he’d be in trouble and no doubt about it.


  He said, ‘Things must move, or else you guys wouldn’t be out here working in the middle of winter. How do you do it?’


  ‘We convoy,’ the sailor answered seriously. ‘You wait until there’s a bunch of people going the same way you are, and then you go along with ’em. Where you headin’ for, mister?’


  ‘Denver, eventually,’ Jens said. ‘Any place west of Duluth now, I guess.’ In a pocket of his overcoat he had a letter from General Patton that essentially ordered the entire civilized world to drop whatever it was doing and give him a hand. It had got him his cabin on the Duluth Queen but the Duluth Queen was going from Chicago to Duluth anyhow. Even a sizzling letter from Patton probably couldn’t call a land convoy into being at the drop of a hat. But that sparked a thought. ‘Any trains still running?’


  ‘Yeah, we try to keep ’em going, best we can, anyhow. I tell you, though, it’s like playing Russian roulette. Maybe you’ll get through, maybe you’ll get your ass bombed off. If it was me, I wouldn’t ride one, not now. The Lizards go after ’em on purpose, not for the hell of it like they do ships.’


  ‘I may take my chances,’ Larssen said. If the trains were running right, he could be in Denver in a couple of days, not a couple of weeks or a couple of months. If they weren’t – He tried not to worry about that.


  The boat drifted to a stop at the edge of the ice. Gunnysacks made the treacherous surface easier to walk on. The crew handed Larssen his gear, wished him good luck, and headed back to the Duluth Queen.


  He headed over toward a dog-drawn sledge that didn’t have too many crates in it. ‘Can I get a ride?’ he called, and the driver nodded. He felt like a character out of Jack London as he got in behind the man.


  The trip across the ice gave him more time to think. It also convinced him that if he was going to live in the twentieth century, he’d use its tools where he could. He’d do better even if the Lizards did bomb him while he was just partway to Denver. When at last he got into Duluth, he went looking for the train station.


  The hauler aircraft rolled to a stop. Ussmak stared out the window at the Tosevite landscape. It was different from the flat plains of the SSSR where the landcruiser driver had served before, but that didn’t make it any better, not as far as he was concerned. The plants were a dark, wet-looking green under sunlight that seemed too white, too harsh.


  Not that the star Tosev adequately heated its third world. Ussmak felt the chill as soon as he descended from the hauler onto the concrete of the runway. Here, though, at least water wasn’t falling frozen from the sky. That was something.


  ‘Landcruiser crew replacements!’ a male bawled. Ussmak and three or four others who had just deplaned tramped over to him. The male took their names and identity numbers, then waved them into the back of an armored transporter.


  ‘Where are we?’ Ussmak asked as the machine jounced into life. ‘Whom are we fighting?’ That was a better question; the names the Big Uglies gave to pieces of Tosev 3 meant little to him.


  ‘This place is called France,’ a gunner named Forssis answered. ‘I served here for a while shortly after we landed, before the commander decided it was largely pacified and transferred my unit to the SSSR.’


  All the males let their mouths fall open in derisive laughter at that. Everything had seemed so easy in the days right after the landing. Ussmak remembered being part of a drive that had smashed Soviet landcruisers as if they were made of cardboard.


  Even then, though, he should have had a clue. A sniper had picked off his commander when Votal, like any good landcruiser leader, stuck his head out the cupola to get a decent view of what was going on. And Krentel, the commander who replaced him, did not deserve the body paint that proclaimed his rank.


  Well, Krentel was dead, too, and Telerep the gunner with him. A guerrilla – Ussmak did not know whether he was Russki or Deutsch – had blown the turret right off the landcruiser while they were trying to protect the crews cleaning up nuclear material scattered when the Big Uglies had managed to wreck the starship that carried the bulk of the Race’s atomic weapons.


  From his driver’s position, Ussmak had bailed out of the landcruiser when it was stricken – out of the landcruiser and into radioactive mud. He’d been in a hospital ship ever since till … now.


  ‘So whom are we fighting?’ he repeated. ‘The Français?’


  ‘No, the Deutsche, mostly,’ Forssis answered. ‘They were ruling here when we arrived. I hear the weapons we’ll be facing are better than the ones they threw at us the last time I was here.’


  Silence settled over the transporter’s passenger compartment. Fighting the Big Uglies, Ussmak thought, was like poisoning pests: the survivors kept getting more resistant to what you were trying to do to them. And, like any other pests, the Big Uglies changed faster than you could alter your methods of coping with them.


  The heated compartment, the smooth ride over a paved highway, and the soft purr of the hydrogen-burning engine helped most of the males doze off before long: veterans, they knew the value of snatching sleep while they had the chance. Ussmak tried to rest, too, but couldn’t. The longing for ginger gnawed at him and would not let go.


  An orderly had sold him some of the precious herb in the hospital ship. He’d started tasting as much out of boredom as for any other reason. When he was full of ginger, he felt wise and brave and invulnerable. When he wasn’t – that was when he discovered the trap into which he’d fallen. Without ginger, he seemed stupid and fearful and soft-skinned as a Big Ugly, a contrast just made worse because he so vividly remembered how wonderful he knew himself to be when he tasted the powdered herb.


  He didn’t care how much he gave the orderly for his ginger: he had pay saved up and nothing he’d rather spend it on. The orderly had an ingenious arrangement whereby he got Ussmak’s funds even though they didn’t go directly into his computer account.


  In the end, it hadn’t saved him. One day, a new orderly came in to police up Ussmak’s chamber. Discreet questioning (Ussmak could afford to be discreet then, with several tastes hidden away) showed that the only thing he knew about ginger was the fleetlord’s general order prohibiting its use. Ussmak had stretched out the intervals between tastes as long as he could. But finally the last one was gone. He’d been gingerless – and melancholy – ever since.


  The road climbed up through rugged mountains. Ussmak got only glimpses out the transporter’s firing ports. After the monotonous flatlands of the SSSR and the even more boring sameness of the hospital ship cubicle, a jagged horizon was welcome, but it didn’t much remind Ussmak of the mountains of Home.


  For one thing, these mountains were covered with frozen water of one sort or another, a measure of how miserably cold Tosev 3 was. For another, the dark conical trees that peeked out through the mantling of white were even more alien to his eye than the Big Uglies.


  Those trees also concealed Tosevites, as Ussmak discovered a short while later. Somewhere up there in the woods, a machine gun began to chatter. Bullets spanged off the transporter’s armor. Its own light cannon returned fire, filling the passenger compartment with thunder.


  The males who had been dozing were jerked rudely back to awareness. They tumbled for the firing ports to see what was happening, Ussmak among them. He couldn’t see anything, not even muzzle flashes.


  ‘Scary,’ Forssis observed. ‘I’m used to sitting inside a landcruiser where the armor shields you from anything. I can’t help thinking that if the Tosevites had a real gun up there, we’d be cooked.’


  Ussmak knew only too well that not even landcruiser armor guaranteed protection against the Big Uglies. But before he could say as much, the transporter driver came on the intercom: ‘Sorry about the racket, my males, but we haven’t rooted out all the guerrillas yet. They’re just a nuisance as long as we don’t run over any mines.’


  The driver sounded downright cheery; Ussmak wondered if he was tasting ginger: ‘I wonder how often they do run over mines,’ Forssis said darkly.


  ‘This male hasn’t, or he wouldn’t still be driving us,’ Ussmak said. A couple of the other landcruiser crewmales opened their mouths at him.


  After a while, the mountains gave way to wide, gently rolling valleys. Forssis pointed to neat rows of gnarled plants that clung to stakes on south-facing slopes. He said, ‘I saw those when I was in this France place before. The Tosevites ferment alcoholic brews from them.’ He ran his tongue over his lips. ‘Some have a very interesting flavor.’


  The passenger compartment had no view straight forward. The driver had to make an announcement for the males he was hauling: ‘We are coming into the Big Ugly town of Besançon, our forward base for combat against the Deutsche. You will be assigned to crews here.’


  All Ussmak had seen of Tosevite architecture was the wooden farming villages of the SSSR. Besançon was certainly different from those. He didn’t quite know what to make of it. Compared to the tall, blocklike structures of steel and glass that formed the cities of Home, its buildings seemed toys. Yet they were very ornate toys, with columns and elaborate stone- and brickwork and steep roofs so the frozen water that fell from the sky hereabouts would slide off.


  The Race’s headquarters in Besançon was on a bluff in the southeastern part of the town. Not only was the place on high ground, Ussmak discovered on alighting from the transporter that a river flowed around two sides of it. ‘Well sited for defense,’ he remarked.


  ‘Interesting you should say that,’ the driver answered. ‘This used to be a Big Ugly fortress.’ He pointed to a long, low, gloomy-looking building. ‘Go in there. They’ll process you and assign you to a crew.’


  ‘It shall be done.’ Ussmak hurried toward the doorway; the cold was nipping at his fingers and eye turrets.


  Inside, the building was heated to the point of comfort for civilized beings – Ussmak hissed gratefully. Otherwise, though, the local males were mostly using the furnishings they’d found. A planet was a big place, and the Race hadn’t brought enough of everything to supply all its garrisons. And so a personnel officer seemed half swallowed by the fancy red velvet chair in which he sat, a chair designed to fit a Big Ugly. The male had to stretch to reach the computer on the heavy, dark wood table in front of him; the table was higher off the ground than any the Race would have built.


  The personnel officer turned one eye toward Ussmak. ‘Name, specialization, and number,’ he said in a bored voice.


  ‘Superior sir, I am Ussmak, landcruiser driver,’ Ussmak answered, and gave the number by which he was recorded, paid, and would be interred if he got unlucky.


  The personnel officer entered the information, used his free eye to read Ussmak’s data as they came up. ‘You were serving in the SSSR against the Soviets, is that correct, until your landcruiser was destroyed and you were exposed to excess radiation?’


  ‘Yes, superior sir, that is correct.’


  ‘Then you’ve not had combat experience against the Deutsche?’


  ‘Superior sir, I am told the guerrilla team that wrecked my vehicle was part Deutsch, part Soviet. If you are asking whether I’ve faced their landcruisers, the answer is no.’


  ‘That is what I meant,’ the personnel officer said, ‘You will need to maintain a higher level of alertness hereabouts than was your habit in the SSSR, landcruiser driver. Tactically, the Deutsche are more often clever than perhaps any other Tosevite group. Their newest landcruisers have heavier guns than you will have seen, too. Combine these factors with their superior knowledge of the local terrain and they become opponents not to be despised.’


  ‘I understand, superior sir,’ Ussmak said. ‘Will my landcruiser commander be experienced?’ I hope.


  The personnel officer punched at the computer again, waited for a response to appear on the screen. ‘You’re going to be assigned to Landcruiser Commander Hessef’s machine; his driver was wounded in a bandit attack here in Besançon a few days ago. Hessef compiled an excellent record in España, south and west of here, as we expanded out of our landing zone. He’s relatively new to the northern sector.’


  Ussmak hadn’t known España from France until the moment the personnel officer named them. And no matter what that officer said about the superior skills of the Deutsche, to Ussmak one band of Big Uglies seemed pretty much like another. ‘I’m glad to hear that he has fought, superior sir. Where do I report to him?’


  ‘The hall we are using as a barracks is out the door through which you entered and to your left. If you do not find Hessef and your gunner – whose name is Tvenkel – there, try the vehicle park down past the antiaircraft missile launcher.’


  Ussmak tried the vehicle park first, on the theory that any commander worth his body paint took better care of his landcruiser than he did of himself. Seeing the big machines lined up in their sandbagged revetments made him eager to get back to the work for which he’d been trained, and also eager for the tight-knit fellowship that flowered among the males of a good landcruiser crew.


  Crewmales working on their landcruisers directed him to the one Hessef commanded. But when he walked into its stall, he found it buttoned up tight. That presumably meant Hessef and Tvenkel were back at the barracks. Not a good sign, Ussmak thought as he began to retrace his steps.


  He longed to feel a part of something larger than himself. That was what the Race was all about: obedience from below, obligation from above, all working together for the common good. He’d known that feeling with Votal, his first commander, but after Votal died, Krentel proved such an incompetent that Ussmak could not bond to him as subordinate was supposed to bond to superior.


  Then Krentel had got himself killed, too, and Ussmak’s original gunner with him. That worsened the driver’s feeling of separation, almost of exclusion, from the rest of the Race. The long stay in the hospital ship and his discovery of ginger had pushed him even further out of the niche he’d been intended to fit. If he couldn’t have ginger any more, crew solidarity would have been a good second best. But how could he really feel part of a crew that didn’t have the simple sense to treat their landcruiser as if their lives depended on it?


  As he walked back past the missile launcher, bells began to ring down in the town of Besançon. He turned to one of the males. ‘I’m new here. Are those alarms? Where should I go? What should I do?’


  ‘Nothing – take no notice of them,’ the fellow answered. The Big Uglies just have a lot of mechanical clocks that chime to divide up the day and night. They startled me at first, too. After a while here, you won’t even notice them. One is spectacular for something without electronics. It must have seventy dials, and these figures all worked by gears and pulleys come out and prance around and then disappear back into the machine. When you get some slack time, you ought to go see it: it’s worth turning both eye turrets that way.’


  ‘Thanks. Maybe I will.’ Relieved, Ussmak kept on toward the barracks building. Just as he pushed the door open, the sweet metallic clangor ceased.


  Even the cots the males were using had formerly belonged to the Big Uglies. The thin mattresses looked lumpy, the blankets scratchy. They were undoubtedly woven from the hair of some native beast or other, an idea that made Ussmak itch all by itself. A few males lounged around doing nothing in particular.


  ‘I seek the landcruiser commander Hessef,’ Ussmak said as some of those males turned an eye or two toward him.


  ‘I am Hessef,’ one of them said, coming forward. ‘By your paint, you must be my new driver.’


  ‘Yes, superior sir.’ Ussmak put more respect into his voice than he truly felt. Hessef was a jittery-looking male, his body paint sloppily applied. Ussmak’s own paint was none too neat, but he thought commanders should adhere to a higher standard.


  Another male came up to stand beside Hessef. ‘Ussmak, I introduce you to Tvenkel, our gunner,’ the landcruiser commander said.


  ‘Be good to have a whole crew again, go out and fight,’ Tvenkel said. Like Hessef, he couldn’t quite hold still. His body paint was, if possible, in even worse shape than the landcruiser commander’s – smeared, blotched, daubed on in a hurry. Ussmak wondered what he’d done to deserve becoming part of this substandard crew.


  Hessef said, ‘Sitting around the barracks all day with nothing to do is as boring as staying awake while you go into cold sleep.’


  Then why aren’t you out tending to your landcruiser? Ussmak thought. But that wasn’t something he could say, not to his new commander. Instead, he answered, ‘Boredom I know all about, superior sir. I just spent a good long while in a hospital ship, recovering from radiation sickness. There were times when I thought I’d been in that cubicle forever.’


  ‘Yes, that could be bad, just staring at the metal walls,’ Hessef agreed. ‘Still, though, I think I’d sooner stay in a hospital ship than in this ugly brick shed that was never made for our kind.’ He waved to show what he meant. Ussmak had to agree: the barracks was indeed a dismal place. He suspected even Big Uglies would have found themselves bored here.


  ‘How did you get through the days?’ Tvenkel asked. ‘Recovering from sickness makes time pass twice as slowly.’


  ‘For one thing, I have every video from the hospital ship’s library memorized,’ Ussmak said, which drew a laugh from his new crewmales. ‘For another—’ He stopped short. Ginger was against regulations. He didn’t want to make the commander and gunner aware of his habit.


  ‘Here, drop your gear on this bed by ours,’ Hessef said. ‘We’ve been saving it against the day when we’d be whole again.’


  Ussmak did as he was asked. The other two males crowded close around him, as if to create the unity that held a good landcruiser crew together. The rest of the males in the barracks looked on from a distance, politely allowing Ussmak to bond with his new comrades before they came forward to introduce themselves.


  Quietly, Tvenkel said, ‘You may not know it, driver, but the Big Uglies have a herb that makes life a lot less boring. Would you care to try a taste, see what I mean?’


  Ussmak’s eyes both swung abruptly, bored into the gunner. He lowered his voice, too. ‘You have – ginger?’ He hesitated before he named the precious powder.


  Now Tvenkel and Hessef stared at him. ‘You know about ginger?’ the landcruiser commander whispered. His mouth fell open in an enormous grin.


  ‘Yes, I know about ginger. I’d love a taste, thanks.’ Ussmak wanted to caper like a hatchling. Instead, the three males looked at each other for a long time, none of them saying anything. Ussmak broke the silence: ‘Superior sirs, I think we’re going to be an outstanding crew.’


  Neither commander nor gunner argued with him.


  The big Maybach engine coughed, sputtered, died. Colonel Heinrich Jäger swore and flipped up the Panther D’s cupola. ‘More than twice the horsepower of my old Panzer III,’ he grumbled, ‘and it runs less than half as often.’ He pulled himself out, dropped down to the ground.


  The rest of the crew scrambled out, too. The driver, a big sandy-haired youngster named Rolf Wittman, grinned impudently. ‘Could be worse, sir,’ he said. ‘At least it hasn’t caught fire the way a lot of them do.’


  ‘Oh, for the blithe spirit of the young,’ Jäger said, acid in his voice. He wasn’t young himself. He’d fought in the trenches in the First World War, stayed in the Weimar Republic’s Reichswehr after it was over. He’d switched over to panzers as soon as he could after Hitler began rearming Germany, and was commanding a company of Panzer IIIs in the Sixteenth Panzer Division south of Kharkov when the Lizards came.


  Now, at last, the Reich had made a machine that might make the Lizards sit up and take notice when they met it. Jäger had killed a Lizard tank with his Panzer III, but he was the first to admit he’d been lucky. Anybody who came out alive, let alone victorious, after a run-in with Lizard armor was lucky.


  The Panther he now stood beside seemed decades ahead of his old machine. It incorporated all the best features of the Soviet T-34 – thick sloped armor, wide tracks, a powerful 75mm gun – into a German design with a smooth suspension, an excellent transmission, and better sights and gun control than Jäger had ever imagined before.


  The only trouble was, it was a brand-new German design. Bumping up against the T-34 and the even heavier KV-1 in 1941 had been a nasty surprise for the Wehrmacht. The panzer divisions had held their own through superior tactics and started upgunning their Panzer IIIs and IVs, but getting better tanks became urgent. When the Lizards arrived, urgent turned mandatory.


  And so development had been rushed, and the Panther, powerful machine that it was, conspicuously lacked the mechanical reliability that characterized older German models. Jäger kicked at the overlapping road wheels that carried the tracks. This panzer might as well have been built by an Englishman,’ he growled. He knew no stronger way to condemn an armored fighting vehicle.


  The rest of the crew leapt to their panzer’s defense. ‘It’s not as bad as that, sir,’ Wittman said.


  ‘It has a real gun in it, by Jesus,’ added Sergeant Klaus Meinecke, ‘not one of the peashooters the English use.’ The gun was his responsibility; he sat to Jäger’s right in the turret, on a chair that looked like a black-leather-covered hockey puck with a two-slat back.


  ‘Having a real gun doesn’t matter if we can’t get to where we’re supposed to use it,’ Jäger retorted. ‘Let’s fix this beast, shall we, before the Lizards fly by and strafe us.’


  That got the men moving in a hurry. Attack from the air had been frightening enough when it was a Shturmovik with red stairs painted on wings and fuselage. It was infinitely worse now; the rockets the Lizards fired hardly ever missed.


  ‘Probably the fuel lines again,’ Wittman said, ‘or maybe the fuel pump.’ He rummaged in one of the outside stowage bins for a wrench, attacked the bolts that held the engine louvers onto the Panther’s rear deck.


  The crew was a good one, Jäger thought. Only veterans, and select veterans at that, got to handle Panthers: no point in frittering away the important new weapon by giving it to men who couldn’t get the most out of it.


  Klaus Meinecke grunted in triumph. ‘Here we go. This gasket in the pump is kaput. Do we have a spare?’ More rummaging in the bins produced one. The gunner replaced the damaged part, screwed the top back onto the fuel pump case, and said, ‘All right, let’s start it up again.’


  The crew had to take off the jack to get at the starter dog clutch. ‘That’s poor design,’ Jäger said, and pulled a piece of paper and pencil out of a pocket of his black panzer crewman’s tunic. Why not stow jack vertically between exhausts, not horizontally below them? he scribbled.


  Cranking up the Panther was a two-man job. Wittman and Meinecke did the honors. The engine belched, farted, and came back to life. After handshakes all around, the crew climbed back into the machine and rolled on down the road.


  ‘We’ll want to look for a good patch of woods where we can take cover for the night,’ Jäger said. Such a patch might be hard to find. He checked his map. They were somewhere between Thann and Belfort, heading down to try to hold the Lizards away from the latter strategic town.


  Jäger stuck his head out of the drum-shaped cupola. If he was where he thought he was – He nodded, pleased with his navigation. There ahead stood Rougement-le-Château, a Romanesque priory now in picturesque ruin. Navigating through the rugged terrain of Alsace and the Franche-Comté was a very different business from getting around on the Ukrainian steppe, where, as on the sea, you picked a compass heading and followed it. If you got lost here, heading across country wasn’t so easy. More often than not, you had to back up and retrace your path by road, which cost precious time.


  The woods were still leafless, but Jäger found a spot where bare branches interlaced thickly overhead. Behind scattered clouds, the pale winter sun was low in the west. ‘Good enough,’ he said, and ordered Wittman to pull off the road and conceal the Panther from prying eyes in the sky.


  Within the next half hour, four more tanks – another Panther, two of the new Panzer IVs with relatively light protection but a long 75mm gun almost as good as the Panther’s, and a huge Tiger that mounted an 88 and armor poorly shaped but so thick and heavy that it made the panzer slower than it should have been – joined him there. The crews swapped rations, spare parts, and lies. Somebody had a deck of cards. They played skat and poker till it got too dark to see.


  Jäger thought back to the splendid organization of Sixteenth Panzer when the division plunged into the Soviet Union. Back then, the thought of getting tanks into action by these dribs and drabs would have caused apoplexy in the High Command. That was before the Lizards had started plastering the German rail and road networks. Now any movement toward the front was counted a success.


  He squeezed butter and meat paste from their tubes onto a chunk of black bread. As he chewed, he reflected that a lot of things had happened to him that he never would have expected before the Lizards came. He’d fought against the alien invaders side by side with a band of Russian partisans, most of them Jews.


  He hadn’t had much use for Jews before then. He still didn’t have a whole lot of use for them, but now he understood why the Jews of Warsaw had risen against the town’s German occupiers to help the Lizards take it. Nothing the aliens did to them could come close to what they’d suffered at the hands of the Reich.


  And yet those same Polish Jews had let him cross their territory, and hadn’t even confiscated from him all the explosive metal that had been his booty from the joint German-Soviet raid on the Lizards. True, they’d taken half to send it to the United States, but they’d let him deliver the rest to his own superiors. Even now, German scientists were working to avenge Berlin.


  He took another bite. Even that wasn’t the strangest. Had anyone told him on June 22, 1941, that he would – have an affair with? fall in love with? (he still wasn’t sure about that himself) – a Soviet pilot, his most likely reaction would have been to punch the teller in the eye for calling him a fairy. On the day the war with the Soviet Union started, no one in Germany knew the Russians would use female fliers in combat.


  He hoped Ludmila was all right. They’d first met in the Ukraine, where she’d plucked him and his gunner (he hoped Georg Schultz was all right, too) off a collective farm and taken them to Moscow so they could explain to the Red Army brass how they’d managed to kill a Lizard panzer. He’d written to her after that – she had some German, he a little Russian – but got no answer.


  Then they’d come together at Berchtesgaden, where Hitler had pinned on him the German Cross in gold (a medal so ugly he wore only the ribbon these days) and she’d flown in Molotov for consultation with the Führer. He smiled slowly. That had been as magical a week as he’d ever known.


  But what now? he wondered. Ludmila had flown back to the Soviet Union, where the NKVD would not look kindly upon her for sleeping with a Nazi … any more than the Gestapo was pleased with him for sleeping with a Red. ‘Screw ’em all,’ he muttered, which drew a quizzical glance from Rolf Wittman. Jäger did not explain.


  A motorcycle came put-putting slowly down the road, its headlight dimmed almost to extinction by a blackout slit cap. With the Lizards’ detectors, even that could be dangerous, but not as dangerous as driving a winding French road in pitch darkness.


  The motorcycle driver spotted the panzers off under the trees. He stopped, throttled down, and called, ‘Anyone know where I can find Colonel Heinrich Jäger?’


  ‘Here I am,’ Jäger said, standing up. ‘Was ist los?’


  ‘I have here orders for you, Colonel.’ The driver pulled them out of his tunic pocket.


  Jäger unfolded the paper, stooped down and held it in front of the motorcycle headlamp so he could read it. ‘Scheisse,’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ve been recalled. They just put me back in front-line service, and now I’ve been recalled.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ the driver agreed. ‘I am ordered to take you back with me.’


  ‘But why?’ Jäger said. ‘It makes no sense. Here I am an experienced fighter for Führer and Vaterland against the Lizards. But what good will I do in this Hechingen place? I’ve scarcely even heard of it.’


  But he had heard of it, and fairly recently, too. Where? When? He stiffened as memory came. Hechingen was where Hitler had said he was sending the explosive metal. Without another word, Jäger walked over to his Panther, got on the radio, and turned command over to the regimental lieutenant-colonel. Then he slung his pack onto his shoulders, went back to the motorcycle, climbed on behind the driver, and headed back toward Germany.
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  Ludmila Gorbunova did not care for Moscow. She was from Kiev, and thought the Soviet capital drab and dull. Her impression of it was not improved by the endless grilling she’d had from the NKVD. She’d never imagined the mere sight of green collar tabs could reduce her to fearful incoherence, but it did.


  And, she knew, things could have been worse. The chekists were treating her with kid gloves because she’d flown Comrade Molotov, second in the Soviet Union only to the Great Stalin, and a man who loathed flying, to Germany and brought him home in one piece. Besides, the rodina – the motherland – needed combat pilots. She’d stayed alive through most of a year against the Nazis and several months against the Lizards. That should have given her value above and beyond what she got for ferrying Molotov around.


  Whether it did, however, remained to be seen. A lot of very able, seemingly very valuable people had disappeared over the past few years, denounced as wreckers or traitors to the Soviet Union or sometimes just vanished with no explanation at all, as if they had suddenly ceased to exist …


  The door to the cramped little room (cramped, yes, but infinitely preferable to a cell in the Lefortovo prison) in which she sat came open. The NKVD man who came in wore three crimson oblongs on his collar tabs. Ludmila bounced to her feet. ‘Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel!’ she said, saluting.


  He returned the salute, the first time that had happened since the NKVD started it on her. ‘Comrade Senior Lieutenant,’ he acknowledged. ‘I am Boris Lidov.’ She blinked in surprise; none of her questioners had bothered giving his name till now, either. Lidov looked more like a schoolmaster than an NKVD man, not that that meant anything. But he surprised her again, saying, ‘Would you like some tea?’


  ‘Yes, thank you very much, Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel,’ she answered – quickly, before he changed his mind. The German attack had deranged the Soviet distribution system, that of the Lizards all but destroyed it. These days, tea was rare and precious.


  Well, she thought, the NKVD will have it if anyone does. And sure enough, Lidov stuck his head out the door and bawled a request. Within moments, someone fetched him a tray with two gently steaming glasses. He took it, set it on the table in front of Ludmila. ‘Help yourself,’ he said. ‘Choose whichever you wish; neither one is drugged, I assure you.’


  He didn’t need to assure her. That he did so made her suspicious again. But she took a glass and drank. Her tongue found nothing in it but tea and sugar. She sipped again, savoring the taste and the warmth. ‘Thank you, Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel. It’s very good,’ she said.


  Lidov made an indolent gesture, as if to say she didn’t need to thank him for anything so small. Then he said idly, as if making casual conversation, ‘You know, I met your Major Jäger – no, you’ve said he’s Colonel Jäger now, correct? – your Colonel Jäger, I should say, after you brought him here to Moscow last summer.’


  ‘Ah,’ Ludmila said, that being the most noncommittal noise she could come up with. She decided it was not enough. ‘Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel, as I have said before, he is not my colonel by any means.’


  ‘I do not necessarily condemn,’ Lidov said, steepling his fingers. ‘The ideology of the fascist state is corrupt, not the German people. And’ – he coughed dryly – ‘the coming of the Lizards has shown that progressive economic systems, capitalist and socialist alike, must band together lest we all fall under the oppression of the ancient system wherein the relationship is slave to master, not worker to boss.’


  ‘Yes,’ Ludmila said eagerly. The last thing she wanted to do was argue about the dialectic of history with an NKVD man, especially when his interpretation seemed to her advantage.


  Lidov went on, ‘Further, your Colonel Jäger helped perform a service for the people of the Soviet Union, as he may have mentioned to you.’


  ‘No, I’m afraid he didn’t. I’m sorry, Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel, but we talked very little about the war when we saw each other in Germany. We – –’ Ludmila felt her face heat. She knew what Lidov had to be thinking. Unfortunately – from her point of view – he was right.


  He looked down his long, straight nose at her. ‘You like Germans well, don’t you?’ he said sniffily. ‘This Jäger in Berchtesgaden, and you attached his gunner’ – he pulled out a scrap of paper, checked a name on it – ‘Georg Schultz, da, to the ground crew at your airstrip.’


  ‘He is a better mechanic than anyone else at the airstrip. Germans understand machinery better than we do, I think. But as far as I am concerned, he is only a mechanic,’ Ludmila insisted.


  ‘He is a German. They are both Germans.’ So much for Lidov’s words about the solidarity of peoples with progressive economic systems. His flat, hard tone made Ludmila think of a trip to Siberia on an unheated cattle car, or of a bullet in the back of the neck. The NKVD man went on, ‘It is likely that Comrade Molotov will dispense with the services of a pilot who forms such un-Soviet attachments.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that, Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel,’ Ludmila said, though she knew Molotov would have been glad to dispense with the services of any pilot, given his attitude about flying. But she insisted, ‘I have no attachments to Georg Schultz save those of the struggle against the Lizards.’


  ‘And to Colonel Jäger?’ Lidov said with the air of a man calling checkmate. Ludmila did not answer; she knew she was checkmated. The lieutenant-colonel spoke as if pronouncing sentence: ‘Because of this conduct of yours, you are to be returned to your former duties without promotion. Dismissed, Comrade Senior Lieutenant.’


  Ludmila had been braced for ten years in the gulag and another five of internal exile. She needed a moment to take in what she’d just heard. She jumped to her feet. ‘I serve the Soviet state, Comrade Lieutenant-Colonel!’ Whether you believe me or not, she added to herself.


  ‘Prepare yourself for immediate departure for the airport,’ Lidov said, as if her mere presence polluted Moscow. An NKVD flunky must have been listening outside the door or to a concealed microphone, for in under half a minute a fellow in green collar tabs brought in a canvas bag full of her worldly goods.


  Before long, a troika was taking her from the Kremlin to the airport on the edge of Moscow. The sleigh’s runners and the hooves of the three horses that drew it kicked up snow gone from white to gray thanks to city soot. Only when her beloved little U-2 biplane came into view on the runway did she realize she’d been returned to this duty, which she wanted more than any other, as if it were a punishment. She chewed on that a long time, even after she was in the air.


  ‘I’m bloody lost,’ David Goldfarb said as he pedaled his RAF bicycle through the countryside south of Leicester. The radarman came to an intersection. He looked for signs to tell him where he was – and looked in vain, because the signs taken down in 1940 to hinder a feared German invasion had never gone back up.


  He was trying to get to the Research and Development Test Flying Aerodrome at Bruntingthorpe, to which he’d been ordered to report. South from the village of Peatling Magna, his directions read. The only trouble was, nobody had bothered to tell him (for all he knew, nobody was aware) two roads ran south from Peatling Magna. He’d taken the right-hand track, and was beginning to regret it.


  Peatling Magna hadn’t looked magna enough to boast two roads when he rolled through it; he wondered if there could possibly be a Peatling Minima, and, if so, whether it was visible to the naked eye.


  Ten minutes of steady pedaling brought him into another village. He looked around hopefully for anything resembling an aerodrome, but nothing he saw matched that description. A matronly woman in a scarf and a heavy wool coat was trudging down the street. ‘Begging your pardon, madam,’ he called to her, ‘but is this Bruntingthorpe?’


  The woman’s head whipped around – his London accent automatically made him out to be a stranger. She relaxed, a little, when she saw he was in RAF dark blue and thus had an excuse for poking his good-sized nose into a place where he didn’t belong. But even though she used the broader vowels of the East Midlands, her voice was sharp as she answered, ‘Bruntingthorpe? I should say not, young man. This is Peatling Parva. Bruntingthorpe lies down that road.’ She pointed east.


  ‘Thank you, madam,’ Goldfarb said gravely. He bent low over his bicycle, rode away fast so she wouldn’t hear him start to snicker. Not Peatling Minima – Peatling Parva. The name fit; it had looked a pretty parva excuse for a village. Now, though, he was on the right track and – he looked at his watch – near enough on time that he could blame his tardiness on the train’s getting into Leicester late, which it had.


  He hadn’t gone far toward Bruntingthorpe when he heard a screaming roar, saw an airplane streak across the sky at what seemed an impossible speed. Alarm and fury coursed through him – had he come here just in time to see the Lizards bomb and wreck the aerodrome?


  Then he played in his mind the film of the aircraft he’d just seen. After the Lizards destroyed the radar station at Dover, he’d been an aircraft spotter the old-fashioned way, with binoculars and field telephone for a while. He recognized the Lizards’ fighters and fighter-bombers. This aircraft, even if it flew on jets, didn’t match any of them. Either they’d come up with something new or the plane was English.


  Hope replaced anger. Where was he more likely to find English jet aircraft than at a research and development aerodrome? He wondered why the powers that be wanted him there. He’d find out soon.


  The village of Bruntingthorpe was no more prepossessing than either of the Peatlings. Not far away, though, a collection of tents, corrugated iron Nissen huts, and macadamized runways marred the gently rolling fields that surrounded the hamlets. A soldier with a tin hat and a Sten gun demanded to see Goldfarb’s papers when he pedaled up to the barbed-wire fence and gate around the RAF facility.


  He surrendered them, but could not help remarking, ‘Seems a fairish waste of time, if anyone wants to know. Not bloody likely I’m a Lizard in disguise, is it?’


  ‘Never can tell, chum,’ the soldier answered. ‘Besides, you might be a Jerry in disguise, and we’re not dead keen on that even if the match there won’t be played to a finish.’


  ‘Can’t say I blame you.’ Goldfarb’s parents had got out of Russian-ruled Poland to escape pogroms against the Jews. By all accounts, the Nazis’ pogroms after they conquered Poland had been a hundred times worse, bad enough for the Jews there to make common cause with the Lizards against the Germans. Now, from the reports that leaked out, the Lizards were beginning to make things tough on the Jews. Goldfarb sighed. Being a Jew wasn’t easy anywhere.


  The sentry opened the gate, waved him through. He rode over to the nearest Nissen hut, got off his bicycle, pushed down the kickstand, and went into the hut. Several RAF men were gathered round a large table there, studying some drawings by the light of a paraffin lamp hung overhead. ‘Yes?’ one of them said.


  Goldfarb stiffened to attention: the casual questioner, though just a couple of inches over five feet tall, wore the four narrow stripes of a group captain. Saluting, Goldfarb gave his name, specialization, and service number, then added, ‘Reporting as ordered, sir!’


  The officer returned the salute. ‘Good to have you with us, Goldfarb. We’ve had excellent reports of you, and we’re confident you’ll make a valuable member of the team. I am Group Captain Fred Hipple; I shall be your commanding officer. My speciality is jet propulsion. Here we have Wing Commander Peary, Flight Lieutenant Kennan, and Flight Officer Roundbush.’


  The junior officers all towered over Hipple, but he dominated nonetheless. He was a dapper little fellow who held himself very erect; he had slicked-down wavy hair, a closely trimmed mustache, and heavy eyebrows. He spoke with almost professional precision: ‘I am told that you have been flying patrols aboard a radar-equipped Lancaster bomber in an effort to detect Lizard aircraft prior to their reaching our shores.’


  ‘Yes, sir, that’s correct,’ Goldfarb said.


  ‘Capital. We shall make great use of your experience, I assure you. What we are engaged in here, Radarman, is developing a jet-propelled fighter aeroplane to be similarly equipped with radar, thus facilitating the acquisition and tracking of targets and, it is to be hoped, their destruction.’


  ‘That’s – splendid, sir.’ Goldfarb had always thought of radar as a defensive weapon, one to use to detect the enemy and send properly armed planes after him. But to mount it on a fighter already formidably armed in its own right … He smiled. This was a project in which he would gladly take part.


  Flight Officer Roundbush shook his head. He was as big and blond and blocky as Hipple was spare and dark. He said, ‘It’d be a lot more splendid if we could make the bloody thing fit in the space we have for it.’


  ‘Which is, at the moment, essentially nil,’ Hipple said with a rueful nod. ‘The jet fighter you may have seen taking off a few moments ago, that little Gloster Pioneer, is not what one would call lavishly equipped with room. It was, in fact, in the air more than a year before the Lizards came.’ Bitterness creased his face. ‘As I had produced a working jet engine as far back as 1937, I find the delay unfortunate, but no help for it now. When the Lizards descended, the Pioneer, though intended only as an experimental aircraft, was rushed into production to give us as much of an equalizer as was possible.’


  Might as well be tanks,’ Roundbush murmured. Both the German invasion of France and the fighting in the North African desert had shown severe deficiencies in British armor, but the same old obsolescent models kept getting made because they did work, after a fashion, and England had no time to tool up to build anything better.


  Group Captain Hipple shook his head. ‘It’s not as bad as that, Basil. We have managed to get the Meteor off the ground, after all.’ He turned back to Goldfarb. ‘The Meteor is more a proper fighter than the Pioneer. The latter carries a single jet engine placed at the back of the cockpit, whereas the former has two, of an improved design, mounted on the wings. The improvement in performance is considerable.’


  ‘We also have a considerable production program laid on for the Meteor,’ Flight Lieutenant Kennan said. ‘With luck, we should be able to put large numbers of jet fighters into the air by this time next year.’


  ‘Yes, that’s so, Maurice,’ Hipple agreed. ‘Of all the great powers, we and the Japanese have proved most fortunate, in that the Lizards did not invade either island nation. From the depths of space, I suppose we seemed too small to be worth troubling over. We’ve endured a worse blitz than the Jerries gave us, but life does go on despite a blitz. You should know that, eh, Goldfarb?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ Goldfarb said. ‘It got a bit lively at Dover now and again, but we came through.’ Though only a first-generation Englishman, he had a knack for understatement.


  ‘Exactly.’ Hipple’s nod was vehement, as if Goldfarb had said something important. The group captain went on, ‘As Flight Lieutenant Kennan and I have noted, our industrial capacity is still respectable, and we shall be able to get considerable numbers of Meteors airborne within a relatively short period. What point to it, however, if, once airborne, they are shot down again in short order?’


  ‘Which is where you come in, Goldfarb,’ Wing Commander Peary said. He was a slim fellow of medium height with sandy hair starting to go gray; his startling bass voice seemed better suited to a man of twice his bulk.


  ‘Exactly,’ Hipple said again. ‘Julian – the wing commander – means we need a chap with practical experience in airborne radar to help us plan its installation in Meteors as quickly as possible. Our pilots must be able to detect the enemy’s presence at a distance comparable to that at which he can “see” us. D’you follow?’


  ‘I believe so, sir,’ Goldfarb said. ‘From what you say, I gather you intend the Meteor to have a two-man cockpit, pilot and radar observer. With the sets we have, sir, a pilot would be hard-pressed to tend to them and fly the aircraft at the same time.’


  The four RAF officers exchanged glances. Goldfarb wondered if he’d just stuck his foot in it. That would be lovely, a lowly radarman affronting all his superiors within five minutes of arriving at a new posting.


  Then Julian Peary rumbled, ‘This is a point which was much debated during the design of the aircraft. You may be interested to know that the view you just expressed is the one which prevailed.’


  ‘I’m – pleased to hear that, sir,’ Goldfarb said, with such transparent relief that Basil Roundbush, who seemed not overburdened with military formality, broke into a large, toothy grin.


  Group Captain Hipple said, ‘Having established your level of expertise with such dispatch, Radarman, you give me hope you will also be able to assist us in reducing the size of the radar set to be carried. The fuselage of the Meteor is rather less spacious than the bomb bay of the Lancaster where you were previously ensconced. Perhaps you’ll have a look at these drawings with us so you can get a notion of the volume involved—’


  Goldfarb stepped up to the table. With no more fanfare than that, he found himself a part of the team. He said, ‘I don’t know the solution to one problem we faced in the Lanc.’


  ‘Which is?’ Hipple asked.


  ‘Of course, the Lizards’ guided rockets can knock down a plane at longer range that any guns that we have can hit back. One of those rockets definitely seems to home on our radar transmissions – probably the same sort the Lizards used to knock out our ground stations. Turning off the set made that particular rocket go wild, but it also left us blind – something I shouldn’t fancy if I were in the midst of a dogfight.’


  ‘Indeed not.’ Hipple nodded vigorously. ‘Even under ideal circumstances, the Meteor does not pull us level with the Lizards; it merely reduces our disadvantage. We remain deficient in speed and, as you say, in armament as well. To have to engage enemy aircraft without being able to detect them past the range of the pilot’s eye would be a dreadful handicap. I do not pretend to be an expert in radar; as I said, engines are my speciality.’ He turned to the other officers. ‘Suggestions, gentlemen?’


  Basil Roundbush said, ‘Can your airborne radar set emit more than one frequency, Goldfarb? If so, perhaps switching between one and the next might, ah, confuse the rocket and cause it to miss without losing radar capacity.’


  ‘That might work, sir; I honestly don’t know,’ Goldfarb said. ‘We weren’t any too keen on experimenting, not up above Angels Twenty, if you know what I mean.’


  ‘No quarrel there,’ Roundbush assured him. ‘We’d have to try it on the ground first: if a transmitter there survived by shifting frequencies, the result might be worth testing in aircraft as well.’


  He paused to scribble some notes. Goldfarb was delighted research and development had not stopped because of wartime emergencies, and even more delighted to be a part of the effort at Bruntingthorpe. But he’d already promised himself that, when the radar-equipped Meteors flew, he’d be in the rear seat of one of them. Having become part of an aircrew, he knew he’d never again be content to stay on the ground.


  Moishe Russie was tired of staying underground. The irony of his position hit him in the teeth like a rifle butt in the hands of an SS man. When the Lizards came to Earth, he’d thought they were the literal answer to his prayers; absent their arrival, the Nazis would have massacred the Jews in the Warsaw ghetto, and in the others they’d set up throughout Poland.


  The Jews had been looking for a miracle then. When Moishe declared that he’d had one, he gained enormous prestige in the ghetto; before, he’d been just another medical student slowly starving to death along with everyone else. He’d urged the Jews to rise, to help throw the Germans out and let the Lizards in.


  And so he’d become one of the Lizards’ favorite humans. He’d broadcast propaganda for them, telling – truthfully – of the horrors and atrocities the Nazis had committed in Poland. The Lizards came to think he would say anything for them. They’d wanted him to praise their destruction of Washington, D.C., and say it was as just as the devastation that had fallen on Berlin.


  He’d refused … and so he found himself here, hiding in a ghetto bunker that had been built with the Nazis, not the Lizards, in mind.


  His wife Rivka picked that moment to ask, ‘How long have we been down here?’


  ‘Too long,’ their son Reuven chimed in.


  He was right; Moishe knew he was right. Reuven and Rivka had been cooped up in the bunker longer than he had; they’d gone into hiding so the Lizards couldn’t use threats against them to bend him to their will. After that, the Lizards put a gun to his head to make him say what they wanted. He did not think of himself as a brave man, but he’d defied them even so. They hadn’t killed him. In a way, what they did was worse – they killed his words, broadcasting a twisted recording that made him seem to say what they wanted even when he hadn’t.


  Russie had had his revenge; he’d made a recording in a tiny studio in the ghetto that detailed what the Lizards had done to him, and the Jewish fighters had managed to smuggle it out of Poland to embarrass the aliens. After that, he’d had to disappear himself.


  Rivka said, ‘Do you even know, Moishe, whether it’s day or night up there?’


  ‘No more than you do,’ he admitted. The bunker had a clock; both he and Rivka had been faithful about keeping it wound. But the clock had only a twelve-hour dial, and after a while they’d lost track of which twelve hours they were in. Even by candlelight, he could see the dial from where he stood: it was a quarter past three. But did that mean bustling afternoon or dead of night? He had no idea. All he knew was that, at the moment, everyone here was awake.


  ‘I don’t know how much longer we can stand this,’ Rivka said. ‘It’s no fit life for a human being, hiding down here in the darkness like a rat in its hole.’


  ‘But if it’s the only way we can go on, then go on we will,’ Moishe answered sharply. ‘Life in wartime is never easy – do you think you’re in America? Even if we are underground, we’re better off now than when the Nazis ruled the ghetto.’


  ‘Are we?’


  ‘I think so. We have plenty of food—’ Their other child, a daughter, had died during the Nazi occupation, of dysentery aggravated by starvation. Moishe had known what he needed to do to save her, but without food and medicine he’d been helpless.


  But now Rivka said, ‘So what? We could see our friends before, share our troubles. If the Germans beat us on the streets, it was just because we happened to be there. If the Lizards spy us, they’ll shoot us on sight.’


  Since that was manifestly true, Moishe chose the only ploy left to him: he changed the subject. ‘Even now, our people are better off under the Lizards than they were under the Germans.’


  ‘Yes, and that’s thanks in large part to you,’ Rivka retorted. ‘And what have you got for it? Your whole family, buried alive!’ So much anger and bitterness clogged her voice that Reuven started to cry. Even as he comforted his son, Moishe blessed the little boy for short-circuiting the argument.


  After he and Rivka got Reuven calmed down again, Moishe said carefully, ‘If you feel you must, I suppose you and Reuven can go back above ground. Not that many people knew you by sight; with God’s help, you might go a long time before you were betrayed. Anyone who wanted to curry favor with the Lizards could gain it by turning me in. Or a Pole might do it for no better reason than that he hates Jews.’


  Rivka sighed. ‘You know we won’t do that. We won’t leave you, and you’re right, you can’t come up. But if you think we’re well off here, you’re meshuggeh.’


  ‘I never said we were well off,’ Russie answered after a brief pause to search his memory and make sure he really hadn’t said anything so foolish. ‘I only said things could be worse, and they could.’ The Nazis could have shipped the whole Warsaw ghetto to Treblinka or that other extermination camp they were just finishing when the Lizards came, the one they called Auschwitz. He didn’t mention that to his wife. Some things, even if true, were too horrific to use as fuel in a quarrel.


  The argument petered out. Reuven got sleepy, so they put him to bed. That meant they needed to go to bed themselves not much later; they couldn’t get much sleep when the boy was awake and bouncing off the walls of the cramped bunker.


  Noises woke Rivka first, then Moishe. Reuven snored on, even when his parents sat up. Noises in the cellar of the block of flats that concealed the bunker were always frightening. At times, Jewish fighters whom Mordechai Anielewicz led came down with fresh supplies for the Russies, but Moishe always wondered if the next appearance would be the one that brought the knock on the plasterboard panel hiding the doorway.


  Rap, rap, rap! The sharp sound echoed through the bunker. Russie started violently. Beside him, Rivka’s lips pulled back from her teeth, her eyes widened, and the skin all over her face tightened down onto the bones in a mask of fear. Rap, rap, rap!


  Russie had vowed he wouldn’t go easily. Moving quiet as he could, he slid out of bed, grabbed a long kitchen knife, and blew out the last lamp, plunging the bunker into darkness blacker than any above-ground midnight.


  Rap, rap rap! Shoving and scraping noises as the plasterboard panel was dislodged and pushed aside. The bunker door itself was barred from the inside. Moishe knew it wouldn’t hold against anyone determined to break it down. He raised the knife high. The first one who came through – Jewish traitor or Lizard – would take as much steel as he could give. That much he promised himself.


  But instead of booted feet pounding on the door or a battering ram crashing against it, an urgent Yiddish voice called, ‘We know you’re in there, Reb Moishe. Open this verkakte door, will you? We have to get you away before the Lizards come.’


  A trick? A trap? Automatically, Moishe looked toward Rivka. The darkness he’d made himself stymied him. ‘What to do?’ he called softly.


  ‘Open the door,’ she answered.


  ‘But—’


  ‘Open the door,’ Rivka repeated. ‘Nobody in the company of the Lizards would have sworn at it that way.’


  It seemed a slim reed to snatch. If it broke, it would pierce more than his hand. But how could he hold the invaders at bay? All at once, he realized they didn’t have to come in after him. Suppose they just stood back and sprayed the bunker with machine-gun bullets … or started a fire and let him and his wife and child roast? He let the kitchen knife clatter to the floor, fumbled blindly for the bar, lifted it out of its rest, and pushed the door open.


  One of the two Jews in the cellar carried an oil-burning lantern and a pistol. The lantern wasn’t very bright, but dazzled Moishe anyhow. The fighter said, ‘Took you long enough. Come on. You have to hurry. Some mamzer talked where he shouldn’t, and the Lizards’ll be here soon.’ Belief took root in Russie. ‘Get Reuven,’ he called to his wife.


  ‘I have him,’ she answered. ‘He’s not quite awake, but he’ll come – won’t you, dear?’


  ‘Come where?’ Reuven asked blurrily.


  ‘Out of the bunker,’ Rivka said, that being all she knew. It was plenty to galvanize the boy. He let out a wild whoop and bounded out of bed. ‘Wait!’ Rivka exclaimed. ‘You need your shoes. In fact, we all need our shoes. We were asleep.’


  ‘At half past eight in the morning?’ the Jew with the lantern said. ‘I wish I was.’ After a moment, though, he added, ‘Not down here, though, I have to admit.’


  Moishe had forgotten he wore only socks. As he pulled on shoes and tied the laces, he asked, ‘Do we have time to take anything with us?’ The books on a high shelf had become more like siblings than friends.


  But the other Jews impatiently waiting outside, the one with a German Mauser slung on his back, shook his head and answered, ‘Reb Moishe, if you don’t get moving, you won’t have time to take yourself.’


  Even the low-ceilinged cellar seemed spacious to Moishe. He started to pant on his way up the stairs; he’d had no exercise at all in the bunker. The gray, leaden light at the top of the stairwell made him blink and set his eyes to watering. After so long with candles and oil lamps, even a distant hint of daylight was overwhelming.


  Then he walked out onto the street. Thick clouds hid the sun. Dirty, slushy snow lay in the gutters. The air was hardly less thick and smoky than it had been in his underground hideaway. All the same, he wanted to throw his arms wide and dance like a Chasid to let loose his delight. Reuven did caper, coltlike; with a child’s compressed grasp of time, he must have felt he’d been entombed forever. Rivka walked steadily beside him, but her pale face was alight with joy and wonder, too.


  Pale – Moishe looked down at his own hands. Beneath dirt, they were white and transparent as skimmed milk. His wife and son were just as pale. Everyone grew pallid through a Polish winter, but if he and his family lost any more color, they’d disappear.


  ‘What’s the date?’ he asked, wondering how long he’d been cooped up in the bunker.


  ‘Twenty-second of February,’ the Jew with the lantern answered. ‘A month till spring.’ He snorted. Spring seemed more likely a year away than mere weeks.


  The first Lizard Moishe saw on the street made him want to run back to the bunker. The alien, though, paid him no special attention. Lizards had as much trouble telling humans apart as people did with Lizards. Moishe glanced over to Reuven and Rivka. The aliens’ difficulties in that regard had helped the Jews spirit the two of them away from right under their snouts.


  ‘In here,’ the fighter with the pistol said. The Russies obediently went up a stairway and into another block of flats. The halls smelled of cabbage and unwashed bodies and urine. In an apartment at the back of the third floor, more of Anielewicz’s warriors waited. They whisked Moishe and his family inside.


  One of them grabbed Moishe by the arm and hustled him over to a table set out with a bar of yellow-tan soap, an enameled basin, a pair of shears, and a straight razor. ‘The beard, Reb Moishe, has to come off,’ he said without preamble.


  Moishe drew back in dismay. A protective hand rose to cover his chin. The SS had cut off the beards – and sometimes the ears and noses – of Jews in the ghetto for sport.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ the fellow – bearded himself – said. ‘We’re going to move you, we’re going to hide you. Look at yourself now.’ He picked up a fragment of what might once have been a full-length mirror, thrust it in Moishe’s face.


  Moishe perforce looked. He saw – himself, paler than usual, his beard longer and fuzzier than usual because he hadn’t bothered trimming it while in the bunker, but otherwise the same rather horse-faced, studious-looking Jew he’d always been.


  The fighter said, ‘Now imagine yourself clean-shaven. Imagine a Lizard with a photograph of you as you are now looking at you – and walking on to look at someone else.’


  The closest Moishe could come to seeing himself beardless was remembering what he’d looked like before his whiskers sprouted. He had trouble bringing the youth across the years and putting that face on the man he’d become.


  Then Rivka said, ‘They’re right, Moishe. It will make you different, and we need that. Please, go ahead and shave.’


  He sighed deeply, a token of surrender. Then he took the mirror from the fighter and leaned it on a shelf so he could see what he was doing. He picked up the shears and rapidly clipped as short as he could the beard he’d worn his whole adult life. What he knew about shaving was all theoretical. He splashed his face with water, then lathered the strong-smelling soap and spread it over cheeks and chin and neck.


  Reuven snickered. ‘You look funny, Father!’


  ‘I feel funny.’ He picked up the razor. The bone grip molded itself to his hand, like the handle of a scalpel. The comparison seemed even more apt a few minutes later. He thought he’d seen less blood flow at an appendectomy. He nicked his ear, the hollow under his cheekbone, his chin, his larynx, and he made a good game try at slicing off his upper lip. When he rinsed himself, the water in the basin turned pink.


  ‘You look funny, Father,’ Reuven said again.


  Moishe peered into the scrap of mirror. A stranger stared back at him. He looked younger than he had with the beard, but not really like his earlier self. His features were sharper-edged, bonier, more defined. He looked tougher than he’d expected. The dried blood here and there on his face might have had something to do with that; it gave him the air of a boxer who’d just lost a tough match.


  The fellow who’d handed him the mirror patted him on the back and said, ‘Don’t worry, Reb Moishe. They say it gets easier with practice.’ He wasn’t speaking from experience; his own gray-brown beard reached halfway down his shirtfront.


  Russie started to nod, then stopped and stared. It hadn’t occurred to him that he’d have to do this more than once. But of course the fighter was right – if he wanted to keep up his disguise, he’d have to go on shaving. It struck him as a great waste of time. Even so, after he rinsed and dried the razor, he stuck it into a pocket of his long, dark coat.


  The man with the pistol who’d plucked him from the bunker said, ‘All right, I think we can get you out of here now without too many people recognizing you.’


  His own mother wouldn’t have recognized him … but she was dead, like his daughter, of intestinal disease aggravated by starvation. He said, ‘If I stay in Warsaw, sooner or later I’ll be spotted.’


  ‘Of course,’ the fighter said. ‘So you won’t stay in Warsaw.’


  It made sense. It was like a kick in the belly just the same. He’d spent his whole life here. Till the Lizards came, he’d been sure he would die here, too. ‘Where will I – where will we – go?’ he asked quietly.


  ‘Lodz,’ the fellow answered.


  The word tolled through the room like the deep chime of a funeral bell at a Catholic church. The Germans had done their worst to the Lodz ghetto, second largest in Poland after Warsaw’s, just before the Lizards came. Many of the quarter-million Jews who had lived there were shipped to Chelmno and Treblinka, never to come out again.


  Russie’s newly bared face must have shown his thoughts all too clearly. The Jewish fighter said, ‘I understand how you feel, Reb Moishe, but it’s the best place. No one, not even, God willing, a Lizard, would think to look for you there, and if you’re needed, we can bring you back in a hurry.’


  He could not fault the logic, but when he looked at Rivka, he saw the same sick dread in her eyes that he felt himself. The Jews of Lodz had passed into the valley of the shadow of death. Going to live in a town where that shadow had fallen …


  ‘Some of us still survive in Lodz,’ the fighter said. ‘We’d not send you there otherwise, you may be sure of that.’


  ‘Let it be so, then,’ Russie said with a sigh.


  The fighter with the pistol drove the horse-drawn wagon out of Warsaw. Russie sat beside him, feeling horribly visible and vulnerable. Rivka and Reuven huddled in back along with several other women and children amid scraps and rags and odd-shaped pieces of sheet metal: the stock of a junkman’s trade.


  The Lizards had a checkpoint on the highway just outside the town. One of the males there carried a photograph of Russie with his beard. His heart thuttered in alarm. But after a cursory glance, the Lizard turned to his comrade and said in his own language, ‘Just another boring bunch of Big Uglies.’ The comrade waved the wagon ahead.


  After a couple of kilometers, the fighter pulled over to the side of the road. The women and children who had served to camouflage Reuven and Rivka got down and started walking back to Warsaw. The fighter flicked the reins, clucked to the horse. The wagon rattled down the road toward Lodz.


  Liu Han looked mistrustfully at the latest assortment of canned goods the little scaly devils had brought into her cell. She wondered what was most likely to stay down this time. The salty soup with noodles and bits of chicken, perhaps, and the canned fruit in syrup. She knew she wouldn’t touch the stew with the thick gravy; she’d already given that back twice.


  She sighed. Being pregnant was hard enough anywhere. It was even worse imprisoned here in this airplane that never came down. Not only was she alone in the little metal room except when the scaly devils brought Bobby Fiore to her, but almost all her food was put up by foreign devils like him and not to her taste.


  She ate what she could, wishing she were back in her Chinese village or even in the prison camp from which the little scaly devils had plucked her. In either place, she would have been among her own kind, not caged all alone like a songbird for the amusement of her captors. If she ever got out of here, she vowed she would free every bird she could.


  Not that getting out seemed likely. She shook her head – no indeed. Her straight black hair tumbled over her face, over her bare shoulders – the scaly devils, who wore no clothes themselves, allowed their human prisoners none and kept the cell too warm to make them comfortable anyhow – and across her newly tender breasts. Her hair hadn’t been long enough to do that when the little devils brought her up here. It was now, and growing toward her waist.


  She belched uncomfortably and got ready to dash for the plumbing hole. But what she’d eaten decided to stay where it belonged. She wasn’t sure exactly how far gone she was, not in here where the little scaly devils never turned off the lights to let her reckon the passage of days. But she wasn’t throwing up as much as she had at first. Her belly hadn’t started to swell, though. Getting close to four months was the best guess she could make.


  Part of the floor, instead of being metal like the rest, was a raised mat covered with slick gray stuff that looked more like leather than anything else but didn’t smell like it. Her body, sweaty in the heat, stuck to the mat when she lay down on it, but it was still better for resting than anywhere else in the cell. She closed her eyes, tried to sleep. She’d been sleeping a lot lately, partly because she was pregnant and partly because she had nothing better to do.


  She was just dozing off when the door to her cell hissed open again. She opened one eye, sure it would be the little devil who came in to take away the cans after every meal. Sure enough, in he skittered, but several others came with him. A couple of them had body paint more ornate than she was used to seeing.


  One, to her surprise, spoke Chinese after a fashion. Pointing to her, he said, ‘You come with us.’


  She quickly got to her feet. ‘It shall be done, superior sir,’ she said, using one of the phrases she’d learned of the little devils’ language.


  The devils fell in around her at more than arm’s length. She was on the small side, an inch or so above five feet, but she towered over the scaly devils, enough so to make them nervous around her. She joined them eagerly enough; any trip out of her cell was unusual enough to count as a treat. And maybe, better still, they would take her to Bobby Fiore.


  They didn’t; they led her in the opposite direction from his cell. She wondered what they wanted with her. Wondering made her hopeful and anxious by turns. They might do anything at all to her, from setting her free to taking her away from Bobby Fiore and giving her to some new man who would rape and beat her. She had no say. She was just a prisoner.


  What they did reached neither extreme. They took her down an oddly curved stairway to another deck. She felt lighter there than she should have; her stomach didn’t like it. But much of her fear went away. She knew they’d brought Bobby Fiore here, and nothing too bad had happened to him.


  The scaly devils escorted her into a chamber full of their incomprehensible gadgetry. The devil sitting behind the desk surprised her by speaking fair Chinese: ‘You are the female human Liu Han?’


  ‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘Who are you, please?’ Her own language tasted sweet in her mouth. Even with Bobby Fiore, she spoke a curious mixture of Chinese, English, and the little devils’ tongue, eked out with much gesture and dumb show.


  ‘I am called Nossat,’ the scaly devil answered. ‘I am a – I do not know if your language has an exact word for it – I am a male who studies how you humans think. I am colleague to Tessrek, who spoke with your mate Bobby Fiore.’


  ‘Yes, I understand,’ Liu Han said. That was the little scaly devil with whom Bobby Fiore had spoken down here. What had he called the devil Tessrek? English had a name for what that devil did – psychologist, that was it. Liu Han relaxed. Talking could not be dangerous.


  Nossat said, ‘You are going to lay an egg in the time to come? No, your kind does not lay eggs. You are going to give birth? Is that what you say, “give birth”? You will have a child?’


  ‘I am going to have a child, yes,’ Liu Han agreed. Of themselves, the fingers of her right hand spread fanlike over her belly. She had long since resigned herself to being naked in front of the scaly devils, but she remained automatically protective of the baby growing inside her.


  ‘The child is from matings between Bobby Fiore and you?’ Nossat said. Without waiting for her to reply, he stuck one of his thin, clawed fingers into a recess on the desk. A screen, as if for motion pictures, lit up behind him. The picture that moved upon it was of Bobby Fiore thrusting atop Liu Han.


  She sighed. She knew the little scaly devils took pictures of her while she made love, as well as any other time they chose. They had mating seasons like farm animals, and were utterly uninterested in matters of the flesh at any other time. The way people mated the whole year round seemed to fascinate and appall them.


  ‘Yes,’ she answered as the picture played on, ‘Bobby Fiore and I made love to start this baby.’ Before long, it would begin to kick inside her, hard enough to feel. She remembered what a marvel that was from the boy she’d borne her husband before the Japanese killed him and the child.


  Nossat stuck his finger into a different recess. Liu Han was not sorry to see the picture of her joined gasping to Bobby Fiore fade. A different moving picture took its place, this one of an immensely pregnant black woman giving birth to her baby. Liu Han watched the woman with more interest than the birth process: she knew about that, but she’d never before seen a black, man or woman. She hadn’t known the palms of their hands and soles of their feet were so pale.


  ‘This is how your young are born?’ Nossat said as the baby’s head and then shoulders emerged from between the straining woman’s legs.


  ‘What else could it possibly be?’ To Liu Han, the little scaly devils were an incomprehensible blend of immense and terrifying powers on the one hand and childishly abysmal ignorance on the other.


  ‘This is – dreadful,’ Nossat said. The motion picture kept running. The woman delivered the afterbirth. It should have been over then. But she kept on bleeding. The blood was hard to see against her dark skin, but it spread over and soaked into the ground where she lay. The little scaly devil went on, ‘This female died after the young Tosevite came out of her body. Many females in the land we hold have died bearing their young.’


  ‘That does happen, yes,’ Liu Han said quietly. It was not something she cared to think about … Not just bleeding, but a baby trying to come out while in the wrong position, or fever afterwards … so many things could go wrong. And so many babies never lived to see their second birthday, their first outside their mother.


  ‘But it’s not right,’ Nossat exclaimed, as if he held her personally responsible for the way people had their babies. ‘No other kind of intelligent creature we know puts its mothers in such danger just to carry on life.’


  Liu Han had never imagined any kind of intelligent creatures but human beings until the little scaly devils came. Even after she knew of the devils, she hadn’t thought there could be still more varieties of such creatures. Irritation in her voice, she snapped, ‘Well, how do you have your babies, then?’ For all she knew, the little devils might have been assembled in factories rather than born.


  ‘Our females lay eggs, of course,’ Nossat said. ‘So do those of the Rabotevs and Hallessi, over whom we rule. Only you Tosevites are different.’ His weird eyes swiveled so that one watched the screen behind him while the other stayed accusingly on Liu Han.


  She fought to keep from laughing, fought and lost. The idea of making a nest – out of straw, maybe, like a chicken’s – and then sitting on it till the brood hatched was absurd enough to tickle her fancy. Hens certainly didn’t seem to have trouble laying eggs, either. It might be an easier way to do the job. But it wasn’t the way people did it.


  Nossat said, ‘Your time to have the young come out of your body is now about a year away?’


  ‘A year?’ Liu Han stared at him. Didn’t the little scaly devils know anything?


  But the devil said, ‘No – this is my mistake, for two years of the Race, more or less, make one of yours. I should say – should have said – you are half a year from your time?’


  ‘Half a year, yes,’ Liu Han said. ‘Maybe not quite so long.’


  ‘We have to decide what to do with you,’ Nossat told her. ‘We have no knowledge of how to help you when the young is born. You are only a barbarous Tosevite, but we do not want you to die because we are ignorant. You are our subject, not our enemy.’


  Fear blew through Liu Han, a cold wind. Give birth here, in this place of metal, with only scaly devils beside her, without a midwife to help her through her pangs? If the least little thing went wrong, she would die, and the baby, too. ‘I will need help,’ she said, as plaintively as she could. ‘Please get some for me.’


  ‘We are still planning,’ Nossat said, which was neither yes nor no. ‘We will know what we do before your times comes.’


  ‘What if the baby is early?’ Liu Han said.


  The little devil’s eyes both swung toward her. ‘This can happen?’


  ‘Of course it can,’ Liu Han said. But nothing was of course for the little scaly devils, not when they knew so little about how mankind – and, evidently, womankind – functioned. Then, suddenly, Liu Hand had an idea that felt so brilliant, she hugged herself in delight. ‘Superior sir, would you let me go back down to my own people so a midwife could help me deliver the baby?’


  ‘This had not been thought of.’ Nossat made a distressed hissing noise. ‘I see, though, from where you stand, it may have merit. You are not the only female specimen on this ship who will have young born. We will – how do you say? – consider. Yes. We will consider.’


  ‘Thank you very much, superior sir.’ Liu Han looked down at the floor, as she had seen the scaly devils do when they meant to show respect. Hope sprang up in her like rice plants in spring.


  ‘Or maybe,’ Nossat said, ‘maybe we bring up a – what word did you use? – a midwife, yes, maybe we bring up a midwife to this ship to help you here. We will consider that, too. You go now.’


  The guards took Liu Han out of the psychologist’s office, led her back to her cell. She felt heavier with each step up the curiously curving stairway that returned her to her deck – and also because the hope which had sprouted now began to wilt.


  But it didn’t quite die. The little scaly devil hadn’t said no.


  A blank-faced Nipponese guard shoved a bowl of rice between the bars of Teerts’ cell. Teerts bowed to show he was grateful. Feeding prisoners at all was, in Nipponese eyes, a mercy: a proper warrior would die fighting rather than let himself be captured. The Nipponese were in any case sticklers for their owns forms of courtesy. Anyone who flouted them was apt to be beaten – or worse.


  Since the Nipponese shot down his killercraft, Teerts had had enough beatings – and worse – that he never wanted another (which didn’t mean he wouldn’t get one). But he hated rice. Not only was it the food of his captivity, it wasn’t something any male of the Race would eat by choice. He wanted meat, and could not remember the last time he’d tasted it. This bland, glutinous vegetable matter kept him alive, although he often wished it wouldn’t.


  No, that was a falsehood. If he’d wanted to die, he had only to starve himself to death. He did not think the Nipponese would force him to eat; if anything, he might gain their respect by perishing this way. That he cared whether these barbarous Big Uglies respected him showed how low he had sunk.


  He lacked the nerve to put an end to himself, though; the Race did not commonly use suicide as a way out of trouble. And so, miserably, he ate, half wishing he never saw another grain of rice, half wishing his bowl held more.


  He finished just before the guard came back and took away the bowl. He bowed again in gratitude for that service, though the guard would also have taken it even if he hadn’t finished.


  After the guard left, Teerts resigned himself to another indefinitely long stretch of tedium. So far as he knew, he was the only prisoner of the Race the Nipponese held here at Nagasaki. No cells within speaking distance of him held even Big Ugly prisoners, lest he somehow form a conspiracy with them and escape. He let his mouth fall open in bitter laughter at the likelihood of that.


  Six-legged Tosevite pests scuttled across the concrete floor. Teerts let his eye turrets follow the creatures. He had nothing in particular against them. The real pests on Tosev 3 were the ones who walked upright.


  He drifted away into a fantasy where his killercraft’s turbofans hadn’t tried to breathe bullets instead of air. He could have been back at a comfortably heated barracks talking with his comrades or watching the screen or piping music through a button taped to a hearing diaphragm. He could have been snapping bites off a chunk of dripping meat. He could have been in his killercraft again, helping to bring the pestilential Big Uglies under the Race’s control.


  Though he heard footsteps coming down the corridor toward him, he did not swing his eyes to see who was approaching. That would have returned him to grim reality too abruptly to bear.


  But then the maker of those footsteps stopped outside his cell. Teerts quickly put fantasy aside, like a male saving a computer document so he can attend to something more urgent. His bow was deeper than the one he’d given the guard who fed him. ‘Konichiwa, Major Okamoto,’ he said in the Nipponese he was slowly acquiring.


  ‘Good day to you as well,’ Okamoto answered in the language of the Race. He was more fluent in it than Teerts was in Nipponese. Learning a new tongue did not come naturally to males of the Race; the Empire had had but one for untold thousands of years. But Tosev 3 was a mosaic of dozens, maybe hundreds, of languages. Picking up one more was nothing out of the ordinary for a Big Ugly. Okamoto had been Teerts’ interpreter and interrogator ever since he was captured.


  The Tosevite glanced down the hall. Teerts heard jingling keys as a warder drew near. Another round of questions, then, the pilot thought. He bowed to the warder to show he was grateful for the boon of leaving the cell. Actually he wasn’t; as long as he stayed in here, no one hurt him. But the forms had to be observed.


  A soldier with a rifle tramped right behind the warder. He covered Teerts as the other male used the key. Okamoto also drew his pistol and held it on Teerts. The pilot would have laughed, except it wasn’t really funny. He only wished he were as dangerous as the Big Uglies thought he was.


  The interrogation room was on the upper floor of the prison. Teerts had seen next to nothing of Nagasaki. He knew it lay by the sea; he’d come here by ship after being evacuated from the mainland when Harbin fell to the Race. He didn’t miss seeing the sea. After that nightmare voyage of storms and sickness, he hoped he’d never see – much less ride upon – another overgrown Tosevite ocean again.
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