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Prologue

The lucky ones never knew what hit
them.

One minute they were going about the
business of living—the next, oblivion.

Already sinking into decay from much
the same causes as the fall of Rome—greed, sloth, corruption, and
civil disorder—the days of the great human civilization of the
twenty-first century had been numbered even before Mother Nature
had unleashed her wrath but, as she had many times before, Mother
Nature proved mightier than all the combined power mankind could
wield. Civilization didn’t crumble slowly to dust. It was vaporized
in a nanosecond by the twin asteroids that whipped around the sun,
evading the Near Earth Object Tracking System and blindsiding the
planet with virtually no warning. One plowed into the North
American continent, the second into Europe.

For the survivors who clawed their way
out of the rubble and ash, life was hellish and it only got worse.
The debris thrown into orbit by the twin impacts blotted out the
sun. The fires that erupted from the superheated air created by the
impacts added their pollution and the Earth began to cool to a
nearly perpetual winter.

And then the angels fell to Earth and
brought the wrath of god to the remnants of the once mighty
civilization left to eke out an existence on the scarred
Earth.

They called themselves the
Lawgivers.

The humans called them winged demons
from hell.


Chapter One

Lexa scanned the rolling plain that
stretched out in every direction, virtually featureless beyond
those dips and swells, wondering which way would lead to water and
which to death.

There were some things one never got
used to—not really—hunger, thirst, being too cold or too hot, being
so tired you felt like you would drop where you stood and simply
cease to live … being afraid. Lexa had never been able to get used
to it, at any rate.

She’d hardly known anything else in
her life, and yet there’d been moments, brief segments of time,
when none of those things had been the case, and it only took the
absence of complete misery sprinkled throughout her memory to make
being miserable from one thing or another, or many of them at once,
nearly intolerable at times.

She didn’t remember ‘before’, at least
not the ‘before’ that most people meant when they talked about
before. She remembered her before. Even though the memories were
faded and ragged around the edges, she remembered Sir, her mother’s
man. She vaguely remembered her mother. She remembered best the
baby brothers and sister she’d helped Sir take care of because her
mother was gone. ‘The day’, her day, was foggy in her memory, not
because there were gaps but because it had been like an explosion,
so many things happening at once that it had been hard to grasp
anything but terror.

It was the day the raiders had
descended upon them and her whole world changed.

Most people, though, were referring to
‘the day’—before ‘the day’. There’d been an explosion then, from
what she’d heard, but she’d been born after that. She wasn’t
certain how long afterwards, but the only world she’d known was
nothing like the one she’d heard olders talk about. That place was
so very different from everything she’d always known that she
wasn’t completely convinced it had ever existed. So much of what
they talked about was hard even to imagine.

Like the cold that was no more than a
‘season’ and then went away—a blue sky, green things
everywhere.

She’d seen blue sky, though—not when
she was young. It had been after she’d finally escaped King Ralph,
after she’d fled the nightmare her life had been since ‘the day’
because she’d finally realized that anything was better than that.
Even death would have been more welcome. When she’d realized that
truth, she’d ceased to be afraid of being alone, of facing the
scarred Earth, the unknown, by herself. It had given her the
courage to flee.

The first time she’d seen blue sky,
she wasn’t sure whether she’d been more awed or terrified. No one
else had been certain either, at least no one who, like her, had
been born ‘after’, she supposed because they hadn’t really believed
in it either. But one day the thick, boiling clouds that formed a
roof over the world had seemed to thin and then tear, and there it
was, pale streaks briefly visible far above and a near blinding
glint of something up there that poured heat down on them. She’d
thought it might be the sun, but it was a monster unlike the hazy
ball of light she was used to seeing when night gave way to
day.

That warmth had felt glorious at
first. It had warmed her like no fire ever had. It seemed like
she’d been cold her whole life, sometimes colder than other times,
but always cold and she’d thought it must be a good sign. But then
the numbing cold had begun to subside and she’d gotten warmer and
warmer until she’d begun to fear she would catch fire.

The first few times she’d seen blue
sky, she’d felt much the same—not quite as awed, not quite as
frightened, but still uncertain of whether or not she liked it or
should be afraid. Slowly, so slowly she was hardly aware that
things were changing at first, the thick, boiling gray and white
clouds she was so used to began to vanish little by little and she
could see blue sky more and more often. And, as it did, the ice
that covered everything began to shrink and melt away. The mud and
the heat from that enormous, fiery ball in the sky began to war
with the misery of cold and then she began to see green things,
many green things, not just the occasional stubby brownish-green
things she was used to, but tiny, bright carpets of green bursting
from the soil almost everywhere she looked.

It was scary the way things had begun
changing. She wasn’t certain if it was a good thing or a bad thing.
Mostly it was just something else to worry about—whether it would
make life harder than it already was or not.

Lexa stopped abruptly as she topped
the rise she’d been struggling up, realizing she’d allowed her mind
to wander from her purpose to her misery—a very dangerous thing to
do.

Before her in the gathering gloom of
dusk was a village. Her throat closed. Her stomach growled and her
heart commenced to pounding more rapidly with a combination of fear
and excitement.

She’d run out of water almost two days
earlier and she was so low on food that she hadn’t eaten more than
a few bites here and there for nearly a week. Before her lay the
possibility of replenishing her nearly exhausted
supplies.

And also the possibility of getting
killed or raped or enslaved.

For once she didn’t debate the wisdom
of going in or avoiding it entirely, however. She had needs she
couldn’t ignore anymore. She couldn’t afford to bypass the village.
She was going to die if she didn’t get water at least, and, as
dangerous as it would be to approach the village with the hope of
bartering for what she needed without getting killed in the
attempt, she really didn’t have a choice.

Strangers were never welcome. On one
level, she resented it, but then again she understood their
position. Strangers represented a threat. At the very least, it was
another hungry mouth and no one wanted to share what little they
had with strangers when it might mean someone they knew and cared
about could go hungry, or starve to death, in the stranger’s
place.

At the worst, a stranger could be a
spy, someone sent in alone to assess the fortifications, the number
of able-bodied defenders, weapons and munitions, and the food and
water supply.

Water was pretty much a given.
Villages were few and far between and they only sprouted up where
there was water, a supply sufficient to make squatting on it, and
fighting to defend it, worthwhile.

Food was another matter. Any time
enough people squatted in one place to form a village it meant
feeding them was going to be more of a problem the bigger the
village got … and this one looked like a fairly sizeable village.
Even from a distance and with the shadows gathering because the sun
was riding low in the sky, Lexa could see upwards of two to three
dozen huts.

Clearly, it dated back to ‘before the
day’. Besides the inevitable rickety shanties and huts she was
accustomed to seeing, there were quite a number of skeletal remains
of buildings that were more than one story tall. There were
actually two or three of those buildings that were nearly intact …
or at least looked like they were from where she stood.

Naturally, it was fortified. It
wouldn’t be there at all if not for that because of the bands of
roaming gangs. Rusting vehicles had been dragged into a rough
circle around the village and rubble from the useless buildings
piled on top and around them to form a wall eight to ten feet high.
Jagged, spear-like posts were wedged into the rubble pile at angles
and jutted outward like the quills of a porcupine.

There were a couple of
dangerous-looking men wielding guns guarding the only gate Lexa
could see and she eased back down the rise and sat down to consider
whether she ought to risk going in after all or not.

Only two guards could mean several
things.

The village hadn’t had a lot of
trouble with the gangs and didn’t see a need for more than two
guards.

Or the village had been taken over by
a gang and they were confident they had control over the whole
territory—which meant they were some really bad
sons-of-bitches.

Either one, she decided, was as likely
as the other.

She hadn’t seen a soul in weeks, which
might support the latter theory.

Of course, she went out of her way to
avoid running in to anyone. Traveling alone was a sure way to get
killed if one didn’t make it a habit to avoid people.

Unfortunately, since she didn’t dare
make contact with other people except when it was absolutely
necessary, she was now in a position where it was absolutely
necessary. She couldn’t make it much further without water. She
wasn’t going to last a hell of a lot longer without
food.

Getting up after a few minutes, she
began to circle the village, easing up whenever she found a vantage
point that would allow it, to check out the
fortifications.

The best thing, for her, about the
fortifications, was that they were designed to keep attackers out
in general, not to keep people in, and there were usually several
places where escape was possible if not a breeze.

By the time she’d circumnavigated the
village, she’d spotted three possibilities for a quick exit if she
discovered that was desirable and she felt better about approaching
the gate and asking permission to enter.

Strangely enough, the guards, she
discovered when she’d reached her original position and could see
the gate again, had disappeared. Her heart seemed to trip over
itself. More than half expecting one or both to come up behind her,
she searched the area more closely and finally spotted both men
sitting in the shadows near the gate. They looked like they were
asleep.

She frowned. That was odd. Really,
really peculiar.

She didn’t know what to make of
it—whether that was going to make it easier to get in or if she
should go in at all.

She’d already accepted that she didn’t
really have a choice, though.

Cautiously, she retreated a short
distance to assess the new situation and decide what to
do.

She had to disguise herself. That was
a given.

She couldn’t look like a man. She was
too short and too slight—especially since she’d had so little to
eat in so long. It sure as hell wasn’t safe to look like a woman,
though, and especially not a young girl. That was just asking to
become a victim.

Besides which the guards were certain
to suspect that she’d been sent in by a gang to scope the place out
... in which case they’d probably kill her on the spot … after
they’d raped her and tortured her to try to get information out of
her that she didn’t have.

Moving off a little further, Lexa
found the cover of a medium sized boulder and some scrubby plant
growth. When she’d managed to untangle the knotted rope around her
waist that she used to secure her supply bundle, she dropped it to
the ground and peeled her tunic off. The chill wind of dusk made
her skin pebble all over, but she gritted her teeth and dug out a
strip of cloth, wrapped it around her chest and used it to flatten
her breasts. Not that they were particularly large to start with,
but they jiggled when she moved and that was enough, she’d
discovered, to catch a man’s eye since they always seemed to be on
the lookout for a female to fuck.

She was filthy and she didn’t exactly
smell lovely since she hadn’t been near enough water to even make a
stab at cleaning herself in weeks—a circumstance that she found
extremely repugnant—but she’d discovered men didn’t allow that to
put them off.

Actually, in her personal experience,
they generally smelled far worse—which might account for that. They
probably couldn’t smell her unwashed body over their
own.

There wasn’t much, as a matter of
fact, that would distract them once they set their sights on
rutting—even the discovery that they were rutting another
male—except maybe a knife between the shoulder blades ….

She’d fashioned herself some facial
hair that she liked to think gave her more of the look of a young
man—hopefully too old to appeal to the men that liked boys, or at
least were more than willing to rape them. She struggled for a few
moments and finally gathered enough spit to moisten the sap she
used to glue the hair to her face and patted it in place. Finally,
she tied her hair back, tucked the ends into the back of her shirt,
and wedged her battered hat back on her head, tipping it forward to
shadow her face.

Everyone had long hair and any male
old enough to have hair on his face had a beard. The problem was
that she knew her hair was longer than it should have been for a
boy the age she was trying to portray.

Because she was many years past
puberty.

When she’d done the best she could
with her disguise, she studied her ‘treasures’, trying to decide
which would make the best trade items. It had to be desirable or
she wouldn’t be able to get what she needed but if it was too
valuable she could have the same problem. Or worse, they might
decide to just take what she had.

Of course, there was always that
risk.

When she’d made her choices, she
buried the items she didn’t want to trade and what remained of her
food, tied her pack to her waist once more, and tried to calm her
racing heartbeat. It wouldn’t do to allow them to see just how
scared she was. They could smell fear and they were liable to
interpret that to mean that she was a threat to them.

She discovered the guards were still
sitting in the shadows near the gate when she returned. Girding
herself, she stepped out into the open and approached the gate.
Neither of the men moved.

She stopped when she was within a few
yards of them and the gate, straining to see if she could tell if
they really were sleeping or if they were dead.

They weren’t snoring. She thought they
should be if they were asleep and not dead, but she didn’t see
anything to indicate that they’d been attacked. She hadn’t heard
anything and if anyone else had, she would’ve heard an alarm go up.
There weren’t any signs of a struggle—no churned up dirt or
anything knocked over and no blood.

After a brief debate, she finally
decided to risk slipping past them. That seemed dangerous, but
waking them also seemed perilous, and, of the two choices, she
liked trying to sneak in much better.

A cold sweat was trickling between her
shoulder blades by the time she’d slipped through the narrow
opening.

She was definitely going to take
another route out when she left, she decided.

* * * *

Their stench led Gah-re-al to them. It
always did.

In general, they were nomadic. Roaming
in undisciplined bands, they raped the world that had already been
crippled by some cosmic cataclysm and then, when they had denuded
an area of food and fouled or depleted the water supply, they moved
on in search of more food and water. When they gathered, they often
lived in the ruins of the civilized beings that had come before
them and littered their ‘nests’ with the waste of their existence.
In the heat, the unburied dead, the rotting remains of the beasts
they occasionally caught and slew for food, and their own bodily
waste produced a stench that was nearly overpowering and drew
hordes of insects from miles around.

They were filthy, disease ridden
pests—violent barbarians that preyed upon one another—raping,
pillaging, and laying waste to a land already struggling to
recover.

Trying to bring law and order to the
savages, in Gah-re-al’s opinion, was a waste of time. He, and the
other lawgivers, had been trying to do so for almost a decade of
this world’s cycles, but for every warlord/merciless tyrant they
eliminated, it seemed two rose to take their place. They brought
order and meted out justice in one area and moved on and as soon as
they did, chaos erupted in their wake.

He wasn’t convinced by any means that
the new directive would work any better.

Rehabilitation, he thought with
derisive contempt.

That implied that they’d been
civilized before and he saw nothing about the species to convince
him that they ever had been.

Survival in extreme situations had a
way of peeling away civilized behavior, he knew. He’d seen it
himself firsthand, many times, in his career as a soldier Elite—his
first career, before he’d been reassigned as a lawgiver. He
supposed the scientists studying the civilization that had once
thrived here could be right. The barbarians that were ravaging what
remained of the world could be the remnants of that civilization,
but he found that hard to believe. He had yet to stumble across any
that were making any attempt to rebuild and that was what civilized
people did—they rebuilt.

At least, that was what his species
did.

Mentally, he shrugged. They were
aliens. Without more time and effort put forth to study them he
didn’t see how any conclusions could be drawn about
them.

Not by the scientists, the khabler,
who spent their days digging in the ground and carefully piecing
together their puzzle from the things left behind. If they’d spent
nearly as much time observing the behavior of the aliens, he
doubted they would have reached the same conclusion.

He shook off his thoughts as he
reached a rise and the dung pile his nose had been leading him to
came into view. His lips curled faintly in disgust as he caught the
full brunt of the stench despite the fact that he’d become more or
less accustomed to the smells.

He doubted the social workers that
were so happily plotting to ‘rehabilitate’ them would be nearly as
optimistic if they’d seen one of the ‘villages’ where the savages
squatted. In fact, he doubted they would realize that was what it
was. The first time he’d stumbled upon one he’d thought it was
nothing more than a refuse heap.

Narrowing his eyes against the setting
sun, Gah-re-al studied the village.

There was little activity, but he
spotted two guards posted at a makeshift gate and movement here and
there within the compound to convince him that the nearly
overpowering stench was from a fairly large number of savages that
had been squatting on the place for months if not years.

Doubtful that it was years, he amended
derisively. They hadn’t found any areas capable of sustaining even
a handful of people for more than a few months when they did
nothing but live off the land.

If they hadn’t brought years’ worth of
supplies when the first colonists had arrived to establish a base
on the new world, they would’ve been dead before the first supply
ship arrived. But then they’d been aware before they targeted it
for colonization that the planet had suffered an extinction event
that had wiped out at least fifty percent of all life and possibly
more.

Finding planets suitable for
colonization was no simple or easy task, regardless of their
technical capabilities. For the most part, if the planet was
reasonably stable and capable of sustaining life, it was already
occupied and quite often with intelligent beings at some stage of
development. If it was devoid of life, it usually couldn’t sustain
life. There were some worlds where conditions were such that they
could be terraformed and made habitable, but that was a damned
expensive enterprise and it was far easier to find worlds like this
one—which still required some terraforming but were basically
livable and could be made more comfortable with minimal
effort.

Of course the natives were rarely
happy to welcome them. As it was with most orphans, quelling
discontent had been his job from the time that he’d reached the
maturity to be released from the facility where he’d spent most of
his childhood. This one only differed in the sense that the species
native to this world was more of a problem than most. They bred
faster for one thing, increasing in numbers despite the harsh
conditions faster than the harsh environment and the predators of
their own kind, could kill them off. The only thing that slowed
them down at all was the fact that their gestation period was
nearly a year, but the females of breeding age generally managed to
turn out a new one yearly and having two at the time wasn’t
particularly rare—producing even three or four at the time wasn’t
unheard of for them.

For another, despite the fact that
they appeared to be a species just emerging, or close to emerging,
as a civilization they weren’t prone to viewing his people, the
udai, with the awe, fear, and respect they were accustomed to when
they encountered primitives.

If they were better organized and less
prone to prey on one another they could have been even more of a
problem—still could be if they were allowed to continue—so their
politicians believed. For his part, he was more inclined to think
they’d eventually wipe themselves out, not organize and put forth a
concerted effort to wipe out the intruders—them.

But then that scenario was what the
social workers and scientists feared. They considered the natives
an important species that should be preserved, that needed only
guidance and a helping hand to ‘recover’.

So while no one really agreed on why
it was important to ‘do something’ with the natives, they all
seemed to agree on one point, at least—they could no longer be left
to their own devices. In most cases where they encountered
intelligent but primitive species, interference was never
considered wise or desirable—at least not interference of the sort
the social workers had proposed—too much knowledge in the hands of
primitive, undisciplined minds inclined toward violence was a
dangerous thing. In this case, with this world, all bets seemed to
be off. Instead of sending out an army to quell them and bring
order as they generally did if they found some interference
necessary—to keep the natives from interfering with their
plans—those in power had put together a group of lawgivers to bring
about ‘enlightenment’.

When that plan didn’t seem to be
working, they’d decided to change tactics. Clearly, it wasn’t
enough to eliminate the predators among the natives. They needed to
be educated out of their unacceptable behavior according to the
social workers.

He’d believe that when he saw
it!

He frowned, narrowing his eyes as he
assessed the situation.

He was an Elite. Clearing out the nest
by wiping them out would be no problem even if he was right and
he’d stumbled upon a sizeable group. It would be risky, but he had
superior fighting skills and weapons far more powerful than
anything they had.

Unfortunately, simply wiping them out
wasn’t allowed. Those weren’t his orders or the prime
directive.

He could understand the revulsion of
such a drastic measure to a degree. It was disturbing that these
creatures had been cast in a distorted image of the udai
themselves—which, to the squeamish, made that solution seem rather
too much like genocide—but the similarity went no deeper than that
general appearance and he was more inclined to agree with the
faction that wanted to simply eradicate the ‘problem’. In their
opinion, it wasn’t genocide, regardless of that physical
similarity, to destroy the weak and sickly and foul and violent
things that infested the world they’d found and crippled attempts
to recover it by terraforming. They were a pestilence, a blight
that strained the few resources the world had remaining to
it.

These creatures had to be something
that had evolved after the city builders had vanished. They were
scavengers, living primarily off the labors of the race that had
vanished—and raiding the colonies of critical supplies. They did
nothing but fuck and produce more to overburden dwindling resources
and what they didn’t consume, they destroyed.

The first colonists to arrive had
nearly starved because the pests invaded their fields, trampling
down the delicately nurtured plants they didn’t uproot and feed
on.

It hadn’t aroused any pity or empathy
for them in the hearts of the colonists.

Not surprisingly, the majority of the
colonists, at least the first colonists, sided with the faction
that thought eradication of the pests was the best
solution.

The scientists believed that the event
that had brought the world of the builders to an end was a cosmic
collision—one devastating enough to cause a mass extinction—or at
least set one in motion. As far as he was concerned that nixed any
possibility that these beings were related to those who’d built the
cities they’d unearthed.

The problem with being too dependent
upon the technology of an advanced civilization was that the
typical citizen had no real knowledge or understanding of the
technology they were so dependent upon and when it was taken away
from them they had no skills to survive. That, he was sure, was
what had become of the builders—who’d been intelligent enough to
build great cities and advanced technology but too arrogant to
husband their resources or prepare themselves for disaster. They’d
died out and this savage species had survived because they were
savages.

Lifting his nitin for a drink,
Gah-re-al tilted his head and looked up at the star the natives
called the sun. It rode low on the horizon, edging toward
sunset.

It was dangerous to enter a human
village in the day time but even more so after dark.

Particularly if one happened to be
udai.

The humans were terrified of
them—which meant they attacked viciously and killed on sight if
they could manage it.

He shrugged. One udai of the Elite was
more than a match for a dozen humans—no matter how
savage.

Of course, he thought wryly, if there
were more than a dozen, he might be in trouble. Questioning the
guards might be the quickest way to discover what he was up
against, but it would also be the quickest way to alert the entire
village of his presence and intentions.

There was nothing for it. He was going
to have to take the guards out and see what he could discover from
a reconnoiter once he was inside the village walls.


Chapter Two

Lexa knew she was in trouble as soon
as she entered the mercantile.

Her luck had held up until that
moment. Neither of the guards had roused to challenge her or chase
after her and the few people she’d seen apparently believed she’d
been allowed entrance. None of them had seemed alarmed or
confronted her. They’d merely glanced at her curiously, or
uneasily, and hurried on their way.

She saw two men and a woman that
looked to be an older but probably wasn’t much, if any, beyond
breeding years before she saw anybody that looked safe enough to
approach for directions. The trade area of any village was usually
in the middle for the best protection, but she couldn’t afford to
waste a lot of time hunting. She glanced at the boy several times
as she approached him, trying to decide whether he was old enough
to be a threat or not and finally decided he was still young enough
he probably didn’t have a lot of interest in women yet.

“You know the way to the
mercantile?”

The boy stopped abruptly and stared at
her owl-eyed.

It sent a frission of fear through
her. She finally decided it wasn’t her voice, though, that she
hadn’t inadvertently given away her gender, but rather his fear of
strangers.

“You got stuff to
trade?”

Lexa resisted the urge to roll her
eyes and point out that there wouldn’t be much point in going to
the mercantile if she didn’t. “Do you know or not?”

The boy nodded vigorously and turned
to point. “Three streets down and then one that way.”

‘That way’ was left—his
left. There didn’t seem to be a lot of people that knew their left
from their right anymore if they ever had, but the directions were
simple and clear enough and that was all that mattered. She nodded,
glanced uneasily at the horizon, and kept going.

She should be able to reach the
mercantile before the sun dropped below the roofs, she decided.
Thirty, maybe forty minutes of haggling, she calculated, and she
should be on her way out of the village before it was good
dark.

As she’d expected, the closer she got
to the trade center of the town, the more people she saw. They
glanced at her curiously—no surprise! Nobody was used to seeing
strangers and she always got plenty of glances, but they dismissed
her as they generally did. She didn’t look anybody in the eyes.
That was dangerous. She merely glanced at them long enough to be
sure they weren’t overly interested in her and then moved on to
assess the next possible threat.

The mercantile was in sight when she
saw the stranger entering the trade center of town from the
opposite direction. She knew that he was a stranger just as she was
because everybody he passed either stopped abruptly and stared or
glanced at him uneasily and rushed away.

He was a bold son-of-a-bitch, striding
down the center of the road as if he owned the place. In fact, she
thought for several terrifying minutes that he did own the place,
that he was the local king. The long, black coat flapping around
his narrow hips, long, muscular legs, and knee high boots was
dusty, though, not spattered with the typical mixture of filth she
was accustomed to seeing—a combination of months of grime, grease,
food, and usually a mixture of blood spatters from people who’d had
unpleasant encounters with him.

The orange dust denoted somebody that
had crossed the barrens.

Stranger, she decided and tried to
dismiss him.

The arrogant swagger of his walk was
hard to dismiss, though. This was somebody either too stupid to
live—a fact not upheld by the harsh plains of his face that
suggested he was well past first maturity despite the odd lack of
any kind of facial hair—or he was completely confident that he was
the most dangerous of all.

No great surprise that he felt that
way, she thought uneasily as his long stride brought him closer and
closer. He was armed to the teeth. There were two knives in his
belt, one in his boot, some kind of club dangling by his side and
something bulky enough strapped to his back beneath his coat to
make him look like a hunchback.

Please, gods, don’t let him be headed
to the mercantile, Lexa thought unhappily, slowing her step and
moving a little closer to the edge of the road.

Either the movement or something else
about her caught his attention because his gaze zeroed in on her
and his eyes narrowed assessingly. She felt her heart skip several
beats and lifted a shaking hand to her moustache to check
it.

* * * *

Gah-re-al wasn’t sure what it was
about the small figure approaching him from the opposite direction
that caught his attention, but something did and he studied the boy
assessingly. After a few moments, he realized it was the fact that
nothing fit and nothing fit because the ‘boy’ was actually a
she—disguised to look like a boy.

Except that she didn’t, regardless of
the stringy mat of hair she’d covered her face with.

The question was, what was she up
to?

In his experience, no one went to such
lengths to project a lie unless they were up to something and that
something was generally unethical at the very least and usually
something illegal.

Even that didn’t seem to fit, though.
As hard as it was—between the dirt and the hair--to penetrate her
disguise, he thought she was young. Her stature and build also
implied that. The ragged, filthy clothes she wore fluttered around
her and barely touched the body beneath, which suggested she was
thin to the point of emaciation.

Of course that didn’t necessarily mean
that she was young, it just suggested it. It could also mean she
simply couldn’t fight for enough food.

Or it could mean that she was not a
villager.

None that he’d seen beyond the bullies
that ran the place looked well fed but they didn’t look starved
either.

So maybe she was up to nothing more
nefarious than stealing food and the disguise was in the hope that
she couldn’t be identified if she managed to succeed and
escape?

It bothered him to think that was the
plan. The law was clear and unyielding. There were no gray areas.
Stealing was stealing and against the laws of the land—the laws
laid down by the acting colonial government—the laws he was duty
bound to protect.

Stealing food was, in some ways, a far
worse crime than stealing anything else when food was so scarce and
so necessary to survival.

On the other hand, it was also
necessary to her survival and it chafed to consider punishing her
when it was clear she was in desperate need.

He shook the thought off. It wasn’t
any part of his job to uphold or ignore the laws as he pleased.
There were no extenuating circumstances as far as the judiciary was
concerned.

She hadn’t stolen—yet—as far as he
could see, though, and until and unless she did, she hadn’t broken
any laws.

And he had far worse lawbreakers to
contend with at the moment.

If she slipped through his fingers
while he was dealing with the murderous, cutthroat gang that ran
the village ….

Well, he couldn’t be expected to round
up and punish every lawbreaker! It seemed doubtful there would be
many of the primitives left roaming free if he gathered up every
one that had ever committed any crime.

* * * *

When the stranger stopped in the
middle of the street, Lexa stepped up onto the boardwalk and headed
into the mercantile. Relief flooded her when she’d stepped into the
dim interior but it didn’t last long.

One of the local gang members had the
proprietor by the throat when she entered. Hearing her enter, he
glanced over his shoulder and looked her over in a survey that took
in everything from the top of her hat to her boots. Cold crept
through her when she saw interest light his eyes.

She was in trouble and she knew it.
Either he’d seen right through her disguise and figured out she was
a woman or he liked boys and neither possibility boded well for
her.

Visions of being knocked down and
rutted by the beast danced through her head—images supplied by past
experiences she’d worked hard to block from her mind. For a handful
of seconds, she considered simply giving in to the inevitable in
the hope that he would finish quickly and not do her too much
damage in the process.

She knew that would be the smart thing
to do. All she had to do was not resist. She didn’t have to try to
pretend she wanted it—which she knew she absolutely could not do to
save her life! If he hadn’t been half as revolting as he was she
couldn’t carry that off. None of her experiences with men had made
that anything less than repulsive or pure torture. It didn’t matter
that it never took them long to get done. It made her skin crawl,
revolted her to her soul, and it took forever to put it out of her
mind.

He released the proprietor abruptly,
turned, and settled his elbows on the counter behind him. Grinning
broadly, he showed a double row of blackened, half rotted teeth.
“Well,” he drawled. “What have we got here?”

She couldn’t do it, she realized in
dismay. If he touched her she wasn’t going to be able to just let
him do what he wanted to do. She’d fight. She wouldn’t be able to
help herself and when she did he would either beat her into
submission or kill her.

Either way, she wasn’t likely to make
it out of the mercantile intact.

She intended to give it a damned good
try, though!

Running wouldn’t do any good. He was
fat—the soft, well fed look of the predators that never actually
worked for their food—but less than two yards separated them.
Barefoot, she thought she could’ve given him a run for his money
even if he was tall enough his stride alone was more than a match
for her speed. With the ill-fitting boots she was wearing she
didn’t think she could get up to speed fast enough to evade the
reach of those long arms.

“Don’t want no trouble,
mister,” she said in a gruff voice. “Just lookin’ to trade for a
little food an’ water an’ I’ll be on my way.”

“You got somethin’ to
trade?”

It wasn’t the proprietor that
asked.

Clearly the kid wasn’t the only genius
the town boasted.

“Got a couple of
things.”

“But you ain’t paid yer
village taxes.”

Dismay settled in Lexa’s gut. It
wasn’t uncommon for the gangs to demand toll but she knew from the
way the man was looking at her that the toll he wanted wasn’t going
to be anything she wanted to pay.

“I got somethin’ for that,
too,” she said shakily, digging in the pocket of her pants and
fishing out the tattered paper there. “It’s a picture
book.”

For a few moments she thought she had
the situation handled. Hope surged through her with a knee
weakening sense of relief when his eyes lit with interest that
seemed less personally threatening. “What kinda
pictures?”

Lexa’s heart sank. He wanted one of
the picture books that showed naked women and the one she had was
just drawings—and they had all of their clothes on! Again, it
flickered through her mind to simply run like hell and see if she
could outrun the bastard. Instead, she girded herself, took a step
forward, and extended her offering.

He glanced down at the tattered book
and then met her gaze.

She stiffened, knowing he was going to
grab her before the thought even fully formed in his mind. Before
his hand could close like a manacle on her wrist, she dropped the
book and snatched her hand back. She nearly fell over her own feet
as she whipped around to run. Fortunately, her clothing hung on
her. He managed to get a hold on the back of her shirt as she
headed out the door, but the material was rotted enough that she
left him holding the patch he’d grabbed as she shot forward. The
tug was still enough to throw her slightly off balance and the
necessity of regaining it delayed her for a critical second too
many. He was practically on top of her as she charged across the
boardwalk to leap down onto the dirt street. She spared the time to
use her bag of trade goods as a weapon, swinging it around and
slamming it into the side of his head hard enough she heard the
tinkling sound of breaking glass.

Dismay flickered through her that
she’d just destroyed about half her trade goods, but she didn’t
have time to spare for a lot of regret at the moment. The blow
didn’t stop him from making another grab for her, but it threw him
slightly off balance. Lexa took advantage. She grabbed the arm he’d
grabbed her with, slammed her shoulder into his midsection and
kicked back against his nearest leg. It toppled him backwards as
she’d hoped, but although his grip on her slackened as he fell, it
was still enough to jerk her off balance. She tried to recover but
her center of gravity was off enough that she only ended up running
straight at the ground and rooting dirt.

She was stunned but frightened enough
to throw off the shock and react, rolling to her back almost
instantly. She didn’t get the chance to get up. She discovered
she’d sprawled at the feet of the stranger that had so unnerved
her. He looked down at her dispassionately and planted a booted
foot in the center of her chest as she tried to rise, shoving her
back against the hard packed dirt.

She grabbed the heel and toe of his
boot, knowing his stance put him off balance and hoping she could
put enough force in a twist to pitch him on his ass. Instead, he
leaned toward her, shifting his weight to the leg she’d grabbed and
slowly pushing the breath from her chest.

“What did you
steal?”

Lexa gaped at him, too stunned by the
strangely accented words he’d uttered to actually comprehend what
he’d asked.

“Get off him. He’s
mine.”

That voice and comment jerked Lexa out
of her shock. “I paid the toll,” she gasped hoarsely.

“That ain’t the toll I’m
aimin’ to collect,” the man said with a leer and then glared at the
stranger menacingly. “I said move away, stranger.”

To Lexa’s relief, the weight
disappeared from her chest. The stranger leaned down, however,
grabbed her arm and lifted her to her feet, nearly dislocating her
shoulder in the process. His fingers tightened slightly when she
was on her feet. “Don’t move. We aren’t done yet.”

Lexa gaped at him but he released her
as if the warning was enough to cow her and turned his attention to
the gang member just as the lout charged him. He side-stepped as
the bull charged and planted a boot in the man’s ass as he passed,
sending him sprawling. The brute let out a bellow of rage and then
a loud grunt as he hit the dirt.

She wasn’t certain if it was the grunt
and the way he rooted the dirt, or the smooth way the stranger
simply stepped aside and then booted the other man in the ass that
triggered an insane urge to laugh. As completely inappropriate to
the situation as it was, though, the urge still struck
her.

The direness of her situation quelled
it as quickly as it arose. Lexa glanced at the brute as he plowed
up the dirt in the street and then whipped a look back at the
stranger, peripherally aware that a crowd had started gathering,
contrary to typical behavior. People usually ran for cover whenever
violence erupted. She thought maybe they were as stunned as she
was, though, and it was that circumstance that held her frozen to
the spot, not the stranger’s command. That order had all but
vanished from her mind the moment he provoked the wrath of the gang
member.

The stranger stunned her even more
when he looked down at the brute dispassionately and then raised
his voice to a level loud enough to be heard by everyone who’d
gathered on the street—as if he was challenging all
comers.

“I am the Lawgiver,
Gah-re-al. The penalty for the crime of assault with intent to rape
is imprisonment for not less than five years. How do you plead,
barbarian?” he growled.

In response, the ‘barbarian’ uttered a
snarl of rage, surged to his feet, and rushed toward the stranger,
pulling a foot long knife from his belt as he charged.

The stranger lifted his arm, revealing
for the first time a bulky, strange looking band around his wrist.
The gang member was within a yard of him when a blinding blue-white
light shot from the stranger’s wrist. A hole the size of the man’s
head appeared in the gang member’s chest. Blood and chunks of
organs, shards of bone, and meat shot out of his back. His momentum
carried him forward, however, and the stranger stepped out of the
way as the dead body flew past him and plowed the dirt
again.

He lowered his wrist and lifted his
head, surveying his stunned audience. “The penalty for assaulting a
Lawgiver with deadly intent—death.”


Chapter Three

“You aren’t a male and you
aren’t a resident of this village. What are you doing
here?”

Lexa had been too stunned by what had
transpired to think to run while she had the chance. When the
stranger spoke again, she focused on him and discovered he was
studying her assessingly. Fear lanced through her and then her
sluggish mind finally ‘translated’ what he’d said in his thickly
accented voice and she lifted a hand quickly to check her facial
hair. Without surprise she discovered she’d lost it in the
scuffle.

A look that was almost amused
flickered across the man’s face and disappeared so quickly that she
thought she might have imagined it.

Not man, she corrected herself, too
stunned to gather her wits. She felt hot, cold, and faint all at
the same time and her thought processes seemed to crawl so slowly
that it took a supreme effort to make any sense of them. He wasn’t
a man. He was one of the angels, she realized, feeling terror make
every muscle in her body go weak. People had called them angels
when they had first arrived because they had wings but they were
cold blooded alien creatures that only had the appearance of being
human and most people now referred to them as demons from
hell.
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