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—Eric Brown, author of The Kings of Eternity


 



“Jane Carver of Waar is the lovechild of Edgar Rice Burroughs and Hunter S. Thompson. It’s planetary romance for the 21st century!”
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“What a ride! Thrilling, hip, and all so clever. Nathan Long’s keen wit and engaging characters kept me grinning the whole way.”
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“A crackling and clever take on Edgar Rice Burroughs’s A Princess of Mars. Updated in exactly the right way, with all the guts and panache of the original.”

—Arvid Nelson, author of Rex Mundi, Zero Killer, and A Princess of Mars comic adaptation

 



“This homage to Burroughs and Norman includes all the trappings we’ve come to expect—an isolated cave, dire circumstances, strange creatures, and feats of derring-do done with equal parts panic, panache, and pratfall. Jane Carver of Waar is the first in what I hope will be an ongoing series of tales that harken back to a different time, but told from the perspective of a late model, ex-Army biker chick on the run from the law on two planets.”

—Nathan Lowell, Creator of the Golden Age of the Solar Clipper and author of the Tanyth Fairport Adventures
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 AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

Years ago I used to go with my friend Anthony Balsley to see this Irish punk band called The Troubles at a bar on Fairfax known as Molly Malone’s. Anthony was a burly, Harley-riding tough guy with a pompadour and a broken nose. We shared a love for rock-a-billy, punk, ska, and all things rowdy and loud.

One night as I was walking toward Molly’s green door, I saw Anthony at the curb comparing Harleys with a big, red-headed biker chick. Anthony is around five eleven, and this girl was a good three inches taller than him and as broad in the shoulder. He introduced her as Jane and me as Nathan, his Hollywood screenwriter pal, and she gave me a disinterested handshake. I didn’t blame her. Next to Anthony I looked as fascinating as a glass of lukewarm water.

Anyway, Jane came in with us and we spent the night singing and drinking along with the band and having a blast. At the end of the evening Jane went home with Anthony and I never saw her again: just another of Anthony’s one night stands. She passed completely out of my mind until last year when I got a strange package at my PO box. It was full of cheap cassettes, numbered one through fifteen, along with a nearly illegible note written on a piece of Motel 6 stationary. This is what it said.


I got yr address from Anthony. Maybe U can make a story out of this. If it makes any $ send half to PO Box ____, Coral Gables, Fla. Don’t try and cheat me about it either. If U do I’ll know and U don’t want that.

J. Carver



I groaned. The writer’s curse is to be constantly approached by well-meaning idiots who say, “Hey man, you’re a writer. I got a great idea for a story. You write it and we’ll split the money,” not realizing that having ideas is less than one percent of the work in writing.

I put off listening to the cassettes for months, but one night the cable was on the fritz and I was feeling too lazy to read a book, so I popped the first tape into an old boom box I’ve had lying around since the ’80s. I didn’t stop listening until I’d finished the last tape at eleven the next morning. Yes, Jane, I thought, I might be able to make some “$” from this.

At first I was tempted to do a total rewrite: tell it in a more traditional style, but every time I tried, it lost the original punch of Jane’s voice and died. In the end I let it stand, doing little more than excising the “ah”s and “um”s and the occasional mispronounced word. I left her colorful and sometimes non-grammatical prose the way I found it. I did rearrange a bit. I’ve spared you most of the “No, wait, I forgot, before that we were already…” stuff and put it all in chronological order.

Jane is remarkably honest in her admissions of her failings, but sometimes I wonder if she isn’t being too modest. She says throughout the tapes how ugly she is. Well, I met her, and though she was no Scarlett Johansson, she was by no means ugly. She had the kind of broad-faced, rugged good looks you associate with frontierswomen and female fire-fighters.

Other than that, the document is what it is. If you choose to think of it as a work of fiction, I’m sure my publishers won’t mind. If you take it as fact, well then, maybe you too will find a cave in the hills one day and have an amazing adventure.

And if you do, send me a tape.


Nathan Long 
Hollywood, CA 
March 2011



PS. No, her name isn’t really Jane Carver, so don’t go digging in the Coral Gables phone book.








 CHAPTER ONE

HUNTED!


I’d just killed a man in Panorama City and the cops were on my trail.

No wait. Let me go back a bit. I’d been having a drink at the Fly By Nightclub, this biker joint just the Panorama City-side of the 405 from Van Nuys airport. Panorama City is nothing but ten square blocks of North Valley strip-mall hell, but I liked the Fly By Night: Merle Haggard and AC/DC on the jukebox, a guy named Mike behind the bar, a couple of pool tables, and signs on the bathroom doors that said Pointers and Setters. Homey, relaxing.

At least it was until this damn fool started trying to get into my jeans. You can’t hate a guy for asking, not the way I look, and sometimes, some days, with the right guy, with the right line of bullshit, I can be mighty obliging. Hell, I’ll even help him with the buttons. But this was the wrong guy, on the wrong day, with entirely the wrong line of bullshit. So I told him, politely, but with a look in my eye that a sober man should have read, no thank you. Well, he didn’t listen, and that you can hate a man for.

He kept piling it on. “Come on, sweetcheeks, who you kiddin’? When you had better’n me? I’ll take you outta this world.”

“Brother, I said no.”

“Damnit girl, you got enough ass for every man in this bar with some left over for seconds. You can’t spare ol’ Dutch a piece?”

I don’t mind telling you my teeth were beginning to set a little on edge. But this being California and the Three Strikes law being in effect, and me having two strikes and a foul tip against me, I put my hands in my pockets and tried to dodge him for the rest of the night.

Some things you just can’t dodge. A little later I went out to the parking lot for a smoke, since you can’t smoke inside in California anymore, not even in a biker bar. The fool followed me out. There I was, sitting on my fat-boy, Baby, smoking what I didn’t know was going to be the last Marlboro of my life, when Digby the Idiot Boy comes up behind me, slides his hand down the back of my jeans, and squeezes my ass.

Now you can say all you want to me. Sticks and stones and all that, but no man, or woman for that matter, puts hands on me without an invitation. It’s not a code or a creed or something I even think about. It just sets me off, and when I get my mad-on the world turns red and hot and Jane isn’t driving the bus anymore. I punched him once. Once.

I swear I was aiming for his face. He just jumped or something. I caught him in the throat instead, a picture perfect kill strike just like they taught me in Airborne Ranger training. It worked. I heard something crack and red spit sprayed out of his mouth. He hit the ground like a pair of empty jeans.

“Fuck.” I knelt beside him, shook him. “Hey, buddy. Hey Dutch.” I checked his pulse, but I knew he was dead. You see it once, it stays with you.

I’m just too fucking big for this world. Any other girl would have hit that guy and maybe bruised his neck a little, or if she was lucky, and really connected, she might have sent him to the hospital. Me, I killed him. A murder rap. My life was over. And just when I was getting things back together.

Somebody was shouting. I looked up. In the parking lot of the 7-Eleven a street guy with a squeegee and a bottle of Windex was pointing at me. “Hey, bitch! Hey! Leave him be! I saw you! You robbin’ him now too?”

Behind him some rich kids standing next to their SUV were staring at me. The girl was tugging on the guy, trying to pull him into the truck, but he waved her off, dialing his cell-phone, all jittery. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m calling the cops.”

People on the street were turning. A couple of guys stepped out of the bar, coming toward me. It just wasn’t going to look like self defense. Not with the dead guy unarmed and me with my record. I fired up Baby and rode.
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The cops got the dragnet on me before I made fifteen blocks. Gum-ball lights were flashing down every street I turned on. Pretty quick they had me hemmed in south of Ventura Boulevard, chasing my tail in the twisty suburban hills of Tarzana.

They almost caught me near Winnetka and Wells. I was burning down a side street when a prowler with his lights off roared out of an alley, right on my tail pipe. He was trying to nudge me, which the cops ain’t supposed to do with bikes, but hey, bikers ain’t citizens, right? Two more black and whites cut off the street ahead of me.

I was boxed in but good. There was only one chance. I laid Baby over so flat I shredded my left knee—denim and skin—and fishtailed into a driveway, missing a parked car by a gnat’s ass. I almost ditched when Baby’s back wheel slipped on the front lawn, but I muscled him back under control and gunned it along the side of the house. I heard crunching metal behind me. Guess the cop didn’t have a gnat’s ass to spare.

I barreled into a back yard, ducked a clothesline and swerved to miss a swingset, then rode down a flimsy, white picket fence. I hit an alley and lit out again.

I kept taking the up-turns, hoping to find some little rabbit-run that would take me over the mountains and down onto Highway One where I’d hitch a ride to Mexico and points south. What I found was a dead end, way at the top of Vanalden. Before I had time to turn around and find a better street, I heard the sirens coming up the hill behind me.

I ditched Baby in some yuppie’s kidney-shaped pool. It was a tearful good-bye. I kissed him on the gas cap and lowered him into the deep end without a splash. That bike had taken me back and forth across this country more times than I could remember and had been more faithful than any lover or friend had ever been, even Big Don. Don had died on me, the fucker.

I ran into the scrub and dirt of the Topanga mountains.

With a little luck I might have made it. If a swamp-trash country girl like me couldn’t elude LA flatfoots in the biggest chunk of wild land inside the city, I’d give up all my merit badges. Unfortunately, I don’t have any luck. Never have. They brought dogs. And helicopters.

I nearly pissed myself. Too many episodes of COPS I guess. You know it’s over when they bring the choppers. Two big whirly-birds came up from the  valley and started cutting a huge grid pattern over my head. Their searchlights criss-crossed the scrubby hills, turning ’em white as sugar. It looked like the lights at a big Hollywood premier, only upside down. I didn’t want to be the star of this premier.

I ran, splashing through streams so the dogs would lose me, keeping under trees so the choppers wouldn’t see me, but pretty soon those years of Marlboros caught up with me and my lungs felt like some midget with a chainsaw was trying to cut his way out of my chest. The choppers were way off and I couldn’t hear the dogs so I ducked into a thick clump of bushes to catch my breath.

Funny, as soon as I stopped, that dead guy caught up to me. I guess I’d been running so fast my brain had lagged behind like a trailer hitched to a car with a piece of rope. Now that I slowed down that trailer slammed into my brain.

I’d killed a guy! I shook like I had a fever, like his corpse had just wrapped its cold, dead arms around me. That poor slob didn’t have his life anymore because of me. Sure I owed him a punch in the mouth for what he did, but he didn’t deserve to die.

I started to choke up. Then I got mad. How could I feel sorry for some dumb, drunk, grab-ass son-of-a-bitch? Fuck him. Fuck him for not ducking. Fuck him for dying so easy. And most of all, fuck him for ruining my life!


Shit, I was going to cry after all.

Barking bounced off the rocks. The dogs had my scent again. I peeked out. Flashlights were swinging through the trees about twenty yards away. The choppers were turning my way. I guess I could have just stayed where I was and waited for the dogs to find me. I mean, what was I running to anyway? But giving up never occurred to me. Just the idea of being cooped up in prison for the rest of my life made my chest tighten up. I’d done juvie time and county time, but hard time? I’d never survive. I’d rather die right here, swinging and shouting, than be trapped inside four walls for forty years.

I searched around, shaking with panic, looking for a tree, a big rock, anything. A shadow caught my eye up the hill from me. Fifteen feet up was a long, narrow patch of dark, sandwiched between two slanting slabs of rock. A cave? Probably not, but I was all out of options. I scrambled up the slope as fast as my shaking arms and legs could carry me.

It was a cave. I stopped at the entrance even though I could smell the dogs behind me. It was pretty cramped in there, and dark. I don’t like cramped, dark places. Then again, jail is pretty cramped and dark. Still I hemmed and  hawed. It was like cutting off my head to stop gangrene from spreading to my body. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go in there.

I heard cop shoes, dogs and radios behind me. Decision made. I dove in.

The tunnel wound up and back, shrinking as it went. I was sweating stink like yesterday’s fish. I clawed my way through the dark, wishing, not for the first time, that I was a flat-chested, no-assed little pipsqueak that nobody ever paid any attention to.

Ten feet in, the entrance disappeared back around a twist in the passage. The light went with it. Pitch black. I couldn’t see forward or back. I could barely turn my head to look. It was tighter than a coffin in there. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. If it hadn’t been for the sound of dogs snuffling behind me I think I might have froze there forever, but the thought of sharp teeth tearing into my ankles got me moving again.

A few feet later the darkness wasn’t so total anymore. Above and ahead I saw a pale green light, or almost saw it. It was so faint it disappeared when you looked right at it. Moonlight? No moon tonight. Street light? Was I coming up in somebody’s basement? Whatever it was, I was all for light. Trapped is bad. Trapped and blind gives me the crawlies.

I followed the ghost light and finally pushed through a keyhole opening halfway up a rock wall. The tightest squeeze yet. I had to get my shoulders in one at a time, and then my tits and hips, but finally I popped out the other side into a low, tent-shaped space with a sandy floor, which I could see ’cause it was lit by a strange glow coming from the far end. It was some kind of gadget, half buried in the sand. I crawled closer. It looked like a little clock. It was silver, with hood-ornament fins curving out from its sides, but where the clock face should have been it had a round, glowing jewel the color of lemonade.

I didn’t get much time to look at it. Suddenly the tiny space was full of barking echoes, ping-ponging off the walls and the inside of my brain. I turned. German Shepherds were squeezing through the keyhole and jumping at me.

I stepped back.

They leaped.

I fell.

My hand touched the glowing silver clock thing.

Somebody hit me with a building. No, it just felt that way, like a giant had grabbed me by the leather jacket and yanked me through a thick velvet  curtain, into… where? It was ice cold, and blacker than ten caves. Weird voices were jabbering at me in some gobbledygook I couldn’t understand, and that giant kept yanking at me, harder, and harder, and…

And then I blacked out.






 CHAPTER TWO

STRANDED!


I woke up flat on my back with the bed-spins so bad it reminded me of the time in high school my friend Briana made piña coladas with Southern Comfort and we drank two pitchers.

Where was I, anyway? Did the cops put me in a body bag? It felt like it. It was hot, and the air was thick and dusty in my nose. The color above me couldn’t be the sky. It was blue, but the kind of deep blue you get with sapphires or bottles of fancy water… or plastic tarps.

I started to panic. I was weak, but I had to thrash around and let ’em know I wasn’t dead. Being buried alive was right up there with caves and prison in my catalog of claustrophobic no-nos.

Just as I lifted my hands to start pushing at the body bag an insect buzzed past my nose, and a fluffy white cloud edged into the corner of my vision. That Ty-D-Bol blue was the sky. What the hell?

I struggled up, rubbing my eyes. Maybe my vision was fucked up. That glowing gem could have damaged… I looked around and seized up like an engine block with sand in the pistons. My eyeballs did a slow right-to-left over the scariest landscape I’d ever seen. Not that there was actually anything outright horrifying about it; as far as visuals went it was pretty easy on the  eyes, but, well, let me lay it out.

I was lying on a stone disk the size of a helicopter landing pad, in the middle of a wide prairie of knee high grass with stalks the blue of a junkie’s veins and pointy flowers the size and color of a match flame. Stones stuck up out of the grass, some in straight lines that made me think there must have been a building or a town built around the disk a few centuries back. Beyond the stones, the prairie humped over some low hills to the horizon, where white-capped mountains faded away to purple.

Like I said, pretty. The thing that scared the living piss out of me was that every single piece of it was wrong. All wrong. I couldn’t say exactly how. I ain’t a scientist. But I knew, like you know your red 1987 Ford pick-up from somebody else’s red 1987 Ford pick-up without having to look twice, that I wasn’t on good old terra firma anymore.

The sun was wrong: too big, too orange. The horizon was wrong: it didn’t go far enough away. The plants—I know there are blue plants on earth, but not these plants. Even the air was wrong. It filled my lungs too much. And it smelled off, sharp, like a gun battle in a swimming pool. It wasn’t right, none of it, and it made me shake so hard my teeth rattled.

After a while my brain unlocked a little, and let me notice more than just the scenery. First off, I was naked. I looked around for my clothes. Not there. But I found something else. Right behind me, sunk into the center of the stone disk, was a platter-sized, lemonade-colored gem, big brother to the one in the clock thing in the cave.

Well, I can put two and two together. I’d touched the green gem on the clock and poof, I landed here. Maybe the thing was a teleporter, like in Star Trek. Was it going to be that easy? I reached down for it, then stopped. Did I really want to go back to that cave with the cops and the dogs? If the alternative was staying… wherever the fuck this was? Hell yes! I slapped the gem and waited to get yanked back to earth.

Another fly zipped past my ear. The too-big sun kept toasting my shoulders. I was still here, wherever here was. I took a closer look at the gem, cupping my hands around my eyes to block out the sun. It didn’t glow. Not even a little. It was dead.

I haven’t cried since my first week in boot-camp. My friends call me Iron Jane because nothing gets to me, not death, not loss, not old movies, but as I looked around at that big, empty prairie and it sunk in how alone I was and how far from home, I ain’t ashamed to say that I curled up with my cheek on  the smooth face of that gem and bawled like a baby.
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I must have cried myself to sleep, ’cause I woke up to a ground-shaking rumble that was getting louder by the second. I snapped my head up and looked around, blinking the sleep out of my eyes and scanning for what was making the racket.

A big dust cloud was racing my way, filled with—I didn’t know what. I could see what looked like ostriches with giant parrot beaks, people with funny-shaped heads and right arms twice as big as their left ones, a chunky thing on wheels, splotches of red and purple, and bright flashes of steel. And it was all coming right at me.

I hopped up—and nearly had a coronary. My leap lifted me nearly six feet in the air! I face-planted in the tall grass beside the stone disk and lay there, heart jackhammering. What the fuck? No one could jump that high! Not without a running start and special sneakers!

I didn’t have time to think about it. The crowd of whatever-they-were was so close I could smell ’em; a weird mix of man sweat and birdcage funk. I peeked over the edge of the disk in time to see the whole circus roar past not ten feet from my hiding place. They weren’t coming for me after all. They were too busy fighting each other.

Now I could sort all the parts out. It was a bunch of purple guys swinging swords and riding big, two-legged birds. Sure, why not. Happens every day.

Except for being purple, the guys weren’t quite as weird as I’d first thought. Their funny-shaped heads turned out to be funny hair-cuts: sumo top-knots, mohawks, braids and fancy shave-jobs. What I’d thought were giant, mutated right arms were actually thick sleeves of scaly, bronze-looking armor that covered their sword arms. Besides that they were nearly naked. Just the sleeve and a few other scraps of armor covering their groins, shins and knees, all held in place by leather harnesses like something out of an SM club. Capes of red or gold flapped around their shoulders, and they waved around long thin swords with lots of curly metal bits protecting the grip. Most of the swords were red with blood.

Their mounts were like emus on steroids, shaggy monsters with gray and black feathers, and powerful legs that ended in heavy claws big enough to close around my chest. They had useless little wings almost hidden under  their saddles, and mean-eyed, turtle-beaked heads as big as air conditioners. And to make them look even more like a cross between a T-rex and an ostrich, they had shrunken little arms dangling from their chests like broken doll parts, as weak and pointless as their wings.

Men and birds were kicking the crap out of each other, claws slashing, beaks snapping, swords clashing. It took me a second to make a guess at what was happening, and by then it was almost over.

The guys in the red cloaks were protecting a fancy coach drawn by four of the massive birds. The guys in the gold cloaks were trying to stop the coach, and were handing the red-cloaks their collective asses. There were more of the gold-cloaks, and they knew their stuff, turning their big birds on a dime and tagging the poor red-cloaks at will. I looked back the way they’d come. Dead red-cloaks all the way to the horizon. No gold.

I turned back in time to catch the big finish. The coach’s four harnessed birds, panicking in the middle of the brawl, turned too sharply. The coach heeled over on a big rock and slammed to the ground on its side. The wooden tang holding the birds to it snapped and, still harnessed together, they ripped free and sprinted for the horizon.

After that it was a slaughter. The gold-cloaks weren’t going to let the red-cloaks off with just a whipping. They rode down every last one of those poor bastards and chopped them to pieces. It turned my stomach. They might have been purple aliens, but their screams were plenty human.

While his riders finished mopping up, the leader of the gold-cloaks, a square-jawed superhero with a pencil-thin moustache, a flopped-over mohawk, and two pigtails hanging down in front of his ears like a yeshiva boy, climbed onto the coach. You could tell he was the leader. One, ’cause his guys ducked their heads whenever he gave an order, and two, ’cause his shit was flashier: zigzag designs on his cloak, gold sleeve armor instead of bronze, jewels all over his sword.

When he got to the top of the coach—which was the side, if you see what I’m saying—he wrenched open the door. A little long-haired purple guy in white popped up like a jack-in-the-box and flailed around with a dagger. Square-Jaw hardly blinked; a casual backhand with his sword and Long-Hair dropped back into the coach with a thump.

Square-Jaw grinned. His teeth were as white and straight as a row of sugar cubes. He reached down into the coach and lifted somebody out by the wrist. For a second I thought it was Long-Hair again, ’cause this one had long hair  too, but when square-jaw lifted her a little higher I saw there were one or two differences.

She was your standard-issue hot babe, except in purple. Not exactly my type. When I go for gals, which ain’t that often—I’d been gay-for-the-stay in a couple of young women’s correctionals in my youth—I tend to go for big-ass, baby’s-got-back chicks. This gal was a mite too delicate for me, but it wasn’t hard to figure why Square-Jaw had the hots for her. Even screaming and trying to kick his teeth in, I could see she had the goods: pin-up body in a tiny yellow bikini-top and loin-cloth outfit, long black hair, pouty lips. The whole package in a handy, carry-out size.

Square-Jaw laughed off her attacks and threw her over his shoulder. He looked down into the coach again, like he was making sure Long-Hair was dead, then shot a glance around at the empty prairie. He shrugged. I read him like he was Marcel Marceau: “Why bother, he’s a dead man anyway.” He hopped back on his mount, signaled his gang, and off they rode, back the way they’d come.

Maybe you’re wondering why I didn’t leap into the fray and rescue the damsel in distress. Well, I’ll tell you. I’m not an idiot, that’s why. I’ve never minded a scrap, but naked and unarmed against the Ginsu clan wasn’t my idea of good odds, and besides, it was all coming over the plate a bit fast, new planet, new gravity, giant birds, guys out of an episode of Xena: Warrior Princess. And anyway, I hardly had a chance to react. It was over in less than a minute.

The part I don’t have an excuse for is why I didn’t try to help the dying red-cloaks as soon as Square-Jaw and his posse had giddi-upped off back the way they came. I could hear the poor guys moaning and sobbing, but I just stayed where I was, crouched behind the stone disk with my jaw hanging open.

Maybe I’d seen too many movies where the hero thinks the monster’s dead and then something rips out of its stomach and eats the guy’s face off. Whatever. I was chicken, and some of those guys probably died because of it. By the time I finally got myself moving, clouds of alien flies were settling over them for a mid-day blood binge.

Getting to the guys was like trying to walk on a trampoline. I kept springing up twice as high as I expected, and crashing on every part of my anatomy except my feet. At least I fell down as lightly as I stepped, so I didn’t get more than a few cuts and scratches. By the time I’d reached the killing ground, I’d adjusted my walk to a wobbly glide.

I was way too late. The one guy who was still breathing when I found him died by the time I found anything to bind the gushing wound in his leg with. I felt like a fucking idiot.

Up close the dead guys looked pretty damn human. Too human. Back in the rangers I’d had to help clean up a helicopter crash after a training exercise went wrong. A lot of these guys were just as young as those kids had been, and they’d died just as scared. I decided I didn’t like Square-Jaw too much.

What made it worse was that they looked like kids I knew. Hell, back in my punk-rock run-away days most of my friends had haircuts just like these guys. Except for the purple skin and pointed ears, I wouldn’t have given any of them a second look walking down Hollywood Boulevard. Their eyes were a little longer, their canines a little sharper, and they were a tad shorter than the average American guy, but they had hair where we have hair, and five fingers on each hand and five toes on each foot, and everything else where you’d expect to find it.

This nearly freaked me out more than all the rest of it. Weren’t aliens supposed to be more, uh, alien? They always were in the movies. Shows you how much I know about the universe.

I looked at the coach. There was one guy left to check on. Long-Hair. What was I supposed to do if he was still alive? Help him out? He probably still had that dagger on him. I didn’t want him stabbing first and asking questions later. On the other hand, if I was stuck here, I’d have to meet the natives sooner or later, and one-on-one with some wounded sap with a dagger was probably better odds then alone against a healthy, well-armed posse. I snatched up one of the fancy swords and hopped up onto the overturned coach.

Or at least I tried to. My leap overshot it and I hit the ground on the far side. At least I was getting better at landing. I tried again with a more controlled leap and dropped softly beside the open coach door.

I looked down inside. Overstuffed red leather benches, scads of throw pillows in rich fabrics, candleholders on the side panels. Of course everything was topsy turvy; the pillows thrown against the opposite wall and smeared with food from a bronze tray that had been dented in the wreck.

Lying in the middle of all this high-class debris, with a bloody hand to his wounded head like one of the tortured saints from the stained-glass windows back at Saint Sebastian’s, was the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen.

His mane of black hair was spread out like a halo around the face of some  Roman emperor’s boy-toy; high cheekbones, straight nose, and lips like Elvis at nineteen. His body continued the beauty parade. He was built like a ballet dancer, with flawless skin a shade darker than the chick Square-Jaw had dragged off, and he covered it only a little more than she did. He wore a flimsy white, ankle-length, sleeveless vest thing, open in front, and a tiny white silk loincloth that made it pretty clear that these guys were human all the way down to the important parts. And how!

He wasn’t my usual type anymore than the gal was. I tend to like a guy who can make me feel delicate. Big Don had been six four and about a yard and a half wide, and when I was in his arms I’d felt protected from the whole rotten world. But I’ve got what you might call varied tastes. I like to sample the whole buffet, and sometimes I want to be the one who wraps her arms around some poor little boy and tells him everything’s going to be alright.

And then screw his brains out.

The kid moaned. His long lashes fluttered and a pair of pale violet eyes looked up at me. That gaze was like an electric shock. It made my mouth dry. It made my skin prickle. It made my… well I’ll spare you the gory details. Let’s just say that any worries I’d had about making friends with the natives went right out the window.

I gave a little wave, just to show I was friendly. “You okay?”

He frowned like he didn’t understand. “Who are you?” His voice was soft and clear, like a choir boy’s. “Come you to aid me or to kill me?”

Well, of course he didn’t understand. The odds of him speaking English were… But wait a minute. I’d just understood him. It wasn’t English, but I knew what he was saying.

Suddenly I realized that I had a whole new language in my head just waiting for me to take it out of the box and plug it in. Where the hell did that come from? Then I remembered the babble of voices that went rushing through my mind after I’d touched the jewel in the cave. That gizmo wasn’t just a transporter, it was a translator too, a goddamn tourist’s dream! Instant travel, and you speak the language perfectly when you get there. Who the hell thought this stuff up? It sure wasn’t these sword swinging refugees from a Conan movie. What was up with this place?

Long-Hair started groping around for his dagger without taking his eyes off me. “Speak, sir. You alarm me with your silence.”

I snapped out of it, “Uh, aid. I mean I’m here to aid you.” That jabber tumbled out of my lips like I’d been born speaking it. It was like that  sensation when you realize you no longer have to think about all the steps of shifting gears, you’re just doing it automatically.

I dropped into the coach and knelt beside him. It was dark in there. It took me a second to adjust. I squinted at his eyes first. A concussion would have been the icing on the cake. He looked okay. Both pupils were the same size.

I could see why Square-Jaw had left him for dead though. He was as bloody as a pro wrestler at the end of a steel cage match—head wounds always look like a splatter movie—but the cut didn’t go all the way to the bone and he’d slowed the bleeding by keeping his hand pressed over it. He was seeping, not gushing. That was a good thing.

I breathed again. “How you feelin’? Any other wounds?”

“I…” Suddenly he jerked like somebody’d zapped him with a cattle prod. He tried to sit up. “Wen-Jhai! Beloved! Where—”

I pushed him back down. “Sorry, brother. She’s gone. The big guy with the teeth took her.”

He struggled against my hand. “But then we must—”

“You ain’t doin’ nothin’. You’re too hurt and… and your pals…” I didn’t know how to say it.

He did. “Dead?”

I nodded. He closed his eyes in pain. “The butcher.”

“The quicker we get you patched up, the quicker you can go after him. Now, you hurt anywhere else?” I almost laughed, listening to myself. All of a sudden I was coming on like some super para-med, like I knew what I was doing. Stupid, I know, but the minute I started to take care of this guy I calmed down. Works every time, doesn’t it? As soon as you’ve got somebody else worse off than you, you start trying to solve all their problems and forget about your own. Probably why so many fucked-up people become guidance counselors and psychiatrists.

He sighed. “You are kind, sir.” He raised a feeble hand. “Only my arm. I seem to have fallen on it…” He stopped, staring at my boobs. “Sir! You are a woman! And… unclothed.”

“Uh-huh. Good eyes.”

“But…but… My apologies, mistress. My wound must have disturbed my sight. I thought…”

“It ain’t the first time, pal. Don’t worry about it.”

“No no, forgive me for mistaking you. ’Tis unpardonable. And you are in distress. Did those ruffians…?” He turned his head so he wouldn’t have to  look at me. “Please mistress, help yourself to a garment.”

“Hey, I ain’t freezin’. We gotta fix you up first.”

He bumped his arm and turned several shades lighter than his girlfriend. He gasped. “Very well. Is there a man in your party who might assist me?”

What was I, chopped liver? “You don’t want my help?”

“I’m afraid I require more than tender words and gentle ministrations, mistress. With my head and this arm, I may not be able to climb out of the coach on my own.”

“Pal, I could probably fold you up and put you in my pocket, if I had a pocket. I’m the only one here, so maybe you should let me have a look at you.” I reached across him to pull his matted hair away from his wound. He jumped again, this time looking at my arm.

“By the Seven, are you a woman?”

So my arms were bigger than his. My arms are bigger than a lot of guys’. Hitting the iron relaxes me. “Brother, what planet are you from?”

Well, duh. Now that I thought about it, I was the one from another planet, and if all the chicks around here looked like Miss Teeny-Bikini, I guess I could see why he was a trifle confused. I sighed. “Sorry. Don’t freak out. I’m not from around here, but I am a woman, and I’m here to help you. You got a needle and thread?”

“In my lady’s baggage, perhaps, but you don’t mean to…”

“Relax pal, I used to sew leather wallets in juvie crafts class. This ain’t much different.”

I jumped back out of the coach and searched through the jumble of luggage that had fallen from the roof-rack during the crash. There were big wooden trunks wrapped with iron bands, and fancier chests made of polished woods and decorated with six-sided symbols. Most had smashed, and all kinds of rich fabrics and fine china were spilling out. I dug through clothes, jewelry, funny-shaped crockery. Finally I found a little gold sewing kit in the shape of some cute animal I’d never seen before.

Back in the coach I cleaned Long-Hair’s cut with water from a cracked clay jug, doused my needle and thread in some liquor that smelled like cranberries and Everclear, and sewed him up, then tore his gauzy kaftan into wide strips and tied it around his head. It made an ugly turban that unfortunately hid a lot of that beautiful hair. I made the splint by smashing up a fancy wooden make-up box and binding two long slats to his arm.

He was pretty brave under my “tender ministrations,” only flinching and  whimpering a little, and never complaining. He reminded me of a kid too proud to let on how scared he was, though he thinks his life’s blood is spilling out of him—which in his case it was.

He was less co-operative when it came time to get him out of the coach. “I cannot allow it, mistress. No true Dhanan would permit a woman to lift a burden as heavy as myself. And am I so poor a man that I must beg assistance in the first place?”

Well, nobody can say I butt in when I’m not wanted. I shrugged. “Hey, I ain’t stoppin’ you. Go on, take a crack at it.”

He stood up, jaw set—and sat right back down again, sheet-white, his eyes rolling up in his head. “A passing weakness. If you will allow me a moment to recover.”

I crossed my arms. “Dude, you need a week in bed watching game shows, with someone who knows a hell of a lot more than me takin’ care of you. We gotta get you home.”

I put an arm around his waist. He flinched from my bare skin. “Mistress, I protest. I weigh too much…”

What a little priss. I slung him over my shoulder, pulled myself out of the coach one-handed, then eased us both down to the ground and sat him down, his back propped against one of the trunks. His eyes were as round as poker chips.

“By the Seven, mistress, such strength is impossible! Why, you carry me like so many bedclothes. How do you come by this…” He gasped and looked around at the carnage. His face sagged like somebody had pulled the bones out of it. “Lau. Sil. Cousins.” He put his head in his hands.

I didn’t know where to look. I never do when people get all emotional. After a while he stopped snorfing and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “My apologies, mistress. I dishonor brave men with these tears. They were true Dhanans. They would never have wept…”

He stopped, staring at me in the sunlight. “Mistress, you are…” He went pale and started trying to back away from me, eyes wide, but since he was already pressed against one of the trunks, so all he did was dig grooves in the dirt with his heels.

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s the matter now?”

He made a weird hand motion at me. He put his thumb and middle finger together and touched them to his left eye, his right eye and then his mouth. “Begone, mistress demon. I do not wish to travel yet to the lands of the dead.”

“Demon? I ain’t no demon. I ain’t even a Hell’s Angel.”

“Tease me not, tormentor. Have you not a demon’s dead pink skin, its hair of flame, it’s green eyes? Do you not have a demon’s unnatural strength and size?”

I laughed. Maybe I should have been insulted at the less than flattering description, but it was too funny. So hell on this planet was full of big, pink, red-headed chicks? Pretty much what Father Flanagan always told me. “Buddy, calm down. I promise I’m no demon. I’m flesh and blood, just like you.” Well, okay, not just like him. He was an alien, but you know what I mean. I held out my arm. “Go on. Pinch me.”

He shrank away. “If you be no demon, explain yourself. What are you? From where do you come?”

That was a tricky one. Did I tell him I was an alien from outer space? Not smart. I’d probably be taken to the local version of Area 51 and get dissected. But telling him I came from “across the big water” was risky too. These guys probably knew exactly who lived across the big water, and it was a good bet it wasn’t dixie-fried biker gals. I decided to play dumb. “I don’t know. I woke up on that stone there, right before you were attacked, and I can’t remember anything before that. Do you know where I came from?”

He looked toward the stone disk and froze, then the weird eye-touching motion again. “So strong. Could you be…? By the Seven, that is worse even than…” He trailed off.

I stepped forward. “Come on, pal. Don’t leave me hanging. What do you mean? What’s worse? Worse than what?”

He shook his head. “No man speaks of this.”

He wasn’t putting me off that easily. He knew what the stone disk was. My heart thumped. Maybe he knew how to get me back home. “Bro, if you know something, some way to get me back to my own people…”

Suddenly there was an edge in his voice. “I know nothing. Be silent.”

“Listen, you little pipsqueak. I’m only asking a civil…”

“Do you dare speak to me this way?”

“I just saved your life, pal. I’ll talk to you anyway I damn well please.”

That made him pause. He nodded. “Forgive me, mistress, you are correct. That was ungracious. I owe you a debt I cannot repay. But there is danger here. We must leave quickly.”

“Not unless your house is right around the corner. You need to eat and rest first. You lost a lot of blood.”

He scanned the horizon. “Impossible. We cannot wait. There is food in that chest. Help me fill a pack and I will eat as we walk.”

We? That was twice now he’d said we. “Uh… I’m coming with you?”

“You may go where you wish, but in exchange for your assistance, I will gladly offer you what meager hospitality I can, though as things stand, this may be the extent of it.”

I dragged the chest he’d pointed to from the pile. He looked sadly around at the wreckage and the slaughter. “’Tis unthinkable to leave good men unburied, but if we stay we will soon join them. Kedac-Zir will pay for this.”

I took a pack from a bird saddle and started filling it with stuff from the chest; strange fruits—or vegetables maybe, I couldn’t tell—little round yellow ones, long twisty white ones, like curly-cue string beans, sweet- smelling bread, cold cuts, little meat pies with crust the color of boiled lobster, a clay jar sealed with wax that sloshed when I moved it. “So what was all this about, anyway?” I asked. “Why did those guys attack you and take that girl?”

“She is no mere girl. She is the Aldhanshai Wen-Jhai, daughter of our Aldhanan, Kor-Har, the ruler of Ora, the greatest nation on Waar. She is…was, my betrothed. The love of my life. He who stole her is Kedac-Zir, Dhanan of Kalnah, and Kir-Dhanan of all Ora. I am Sai-Far, son of Shen-Far, Dhanan of Sensa.”

Well, that all went in one ear and out the other. The only thing that stuck was that his name was Sai something. I stuck out a hand. “Jane Carver, of…” I remembered just in time. “Of I don’t know.”

Sai bowed where he was sitting and crossed his wrists like they were chained. “Your servant.”

“But why did he attack you?”

He sighed. “Uncivilized barbarians that we are in Ora, we continue an old custom that should have died out in the dark ages; “The Sanfallah”, or to give it a truer name, the bride-napping. Though my family and Wen-Jhai’s had both approved the marriage, custom dictates that I must come to her father’s castle like a brigand, duel with her father—the Aldhanan no less—and drag her off to my lands, defending my right to have her against all comers.”

I passed him some of the meat pies and veggies. “Eat. You gotta get your strength back.”

He took the chow, but offered some back to me. “And you? Do you not hunger?”

I hadn’t realized it ’til then, but I did hunger. I hungered like dammit.  Traveling light-years in a second, or whatever I’d done, sure built up a powerful appetite.

I was worried that the grub might kill me, being from another planet and all, but I was going to die slow and painful anyway if I didn’t eat. I’ll take quick and painful any day. I nibbled one of the meat pies. The meat tasted like pumpkin. I mean it tasted like meat, but like pumpkin meat. Like cows that had been eating pumpkins. Ah hell, forget it. You try and describe a taste. I dare you. Whatever it was, it was food. I wolfed down four little pies as Sai continued his story.

“Usually the ordeal is purely ceremonial. The groom and the father touch swords, the father falls back, the groom departs with his bride as the women wail the traditional laments, and all that went as arranged. But this Kedac-Zir, the animal, decided to exercise the other part of the ritual and take Wen-Jhai from me before I brought her safely to my home.”

I stopped chewing. “This was all part of some ritual? Killing all these guys? Can’t you sic the law on him?”

Sai made a face. “No no. Kedac-Zir is perfectly within his rights. Here in benighted Ora we believe that a man who can’t hold onto his bride doesn’t deserve to keep her. Wen-Jhai is Kedac-Zir’s betrothed now, unless I can reach him before the wedding and defeat him in single combat. Then she would be mine again. But as you can see, I unfortunately am a man of words, not actions. And a wounded man of words at that. She is lost to me, forever.”

“Man, that blows chunks.” Poor kid. I guess it doesn’t matter where you go in the universe, the jocks still pick on the brains.

He nodded. “I know not this phrase, but your meaning is clear, and true. When news of this defeat reaches home I will not be welcome in my father’s house. To have lost my bride is one thing. Not to have died defending her is unforgivable. I will be scorned by society. Perhaps I will enter the priesthood.”

He closed his eyes. I worried for a second, but he was still breathing, so I let him be. I guess talking so much had worn him out.

It was at that moment, sitting in the middle of a bunch of dead purple guys and their luggage, eating strange food and talking to an honest-to-god alien that it all caught up to me. I thought, “Well I guess I ain’t goin’ to jail any time soon,” and that was it. I started laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe, that laughter where your chest hurts and no sound comes out.

I guess you had to be there. Okay, maybe it wasn’t funny, not even then.  Maybe I was just hysterical. Sai sure didn’t appreciate it. He opened his eyes and raised an eyebrow. “Does my plight amuse you?”

I shook my head and tried to talk through the spasms. “My plight… Not yours… My plight’s amusing the hell out of me.”

It took me a second to stop chuckling. I could see Sai steal a look at all my jiggling flesh. He looked away, as embarrassed, and waved toward the trunks. “Mistress, it pains me to see you… distressed in this way. Please. My lady’s garments will only go to waste in this desert. Take whatever you like.”

He was right. I needed some duds. If we were heading for polite society I couldn’t be walking around with my skin hanging out—not all of it anyway. “Good plan, bro. You just rest up a bit and I’ll make myself decent.”

He nodded wearily and closed his eyes.

I glanced through Sai’s fiancée’s stuff. Not a chance. The waist of one of her fancy loincloths wouldn’t have fit around one of my thighs, let alone my hips. And the tops? Forget it. It would have been like trying to fit footballs into egg cups. Time to get practical. This planet seemed to be a place where fights happened at the drop of a hat. I gave up on the frilly stuff and turned to the dead guys.

First I tried out some of the swords. I didn’t know bad from good. I just picked the one that felt best in my hand. They were all as light as toys. More gravity problems. I’d just have to get used to it. Next I found a dead guy close to my build and stripped off his harness, armor and loincloth. It was all a little sticky and stinky. There wasn’t much to do about the armor or the harness, but I rinsed the loincloth in water from a little wooden keg. I have some standards.

The harness went on no problem. It was adjustable, with buckles and cinches and rawhide ties. The armored sleeve was a good fit too. It was leather, sewn over with overlapping metal scales, and covered my arm up to my neck and all of my right boob. Or at least it would have if I’d been a man. As it was I had to leave a strap loose to make room.

And speaking of boobs, while I was making my adjustments, I noticed that the lighter gravity had an unforeseen plus; my breasts now sat higher than they’d been when I was sixteen and the envy of the girl’s locker room. I smiled. I might be living in some bad sci-fi nightmare, but this I could get used to.

I was finishing off my outfit with a pair of boots and shin guards from another, smaller guy, when Sai woke up. He choked. “Mistress Jae-En, what  have you…? Please, mistress. This is unseemly. You cannot…” He stopped, lifting his head, listening. I heard it too. A rumble, like the one I’d woken up to earlier. We looked up. Coming across the plain at a run were the four harnessed birds from the coach. They’d come back.

I smiled. “How’s that for luck. We’ve got a ride.”

“No, Mistress Jae-En, this is no luck at all. This is our doom.” He was looking past the approaching birds. I followed his gaze.

Far off, but closing on us fast, was a churning dust cloud, shot through with glints of steel and half hiding the forms of massive galloping beasts.






 CHAPTER THREE

MONSTERS!


At first I thought they were horses and riders—okay, not horses, but some kind of powerful animals carrying big, shaggy riders. There were definitely things with four legs galloping in the dust cloud, and hairy arms hefting big-ass spears and swords, but as they got closer I got the next big shock in a long day of big shocks. Horse—or whatever—and rider were all one animal!

They reminded me of those horse-man things in Fantasia. Whaddaya call’em? Cen-somethings. Except these weren’t cute. Not by a country mile. The horse-part was more like an extra large tiger, low to the ground and striped yellow and eggplant purple. It had a thick, Komodo dragon tail at one end, and a squat, upright man-body at the other. Their back legs were like a cat’s, strong and springy, with padded paws that left footprints bigger around than a Frisbee. Their front legs had what looked like big, lumpy clubs on the ends. I couldn’t make out any more detail than that with all the dust and movement.

Their heads were huge, with wide, blunt faces like a bear’s, except tiger-striped like their bodies. The striping went up into thick dreadlocks, some yellow, some purple, that hung down their wide backs.

Even with the swords and spears in their hands it took a minute for it to sink in that these weren’t animals. I mean they were, but they were people too. Okay, not people, but another race. You know what I mean. Real aliens this time. Not guys who looked like some guy in a band with a little purple make-up. I got it when I noticed the beads and bones woven into their dreads. Apes might pick up clubs, but jewelry don’t interest them much. For a second I thought that might be a good thing. If they weren’t animals maybe we could negotiate, right? Then I saw some very human-looking skulls around the waist of one mean-ass mother. So much for the “We’re all cousins under the skin” approach.

I’ll give Sai credit. He didn’t run or burst into tears. He took a sword from one of his dead buddies and painfully got to his feet. He could hardly stay upright he was so weak, but he set his jaw, used the sword for a prop and made like he wasn’t going to budge.

The cen-tigers slowed as they neared us, circling us and the coach like a bunch of bikers intimidating some nice couple who’ve broken down in the middle of nowhere—not that I know anything about that kind of thing. The leader, a huge, scarred thug with a leather eye-patch over one eye, stopped in front of us. He was about eight feet tall, and smelled like the world’s dirtiest cat box. Then, like we weren’t already impressed, he reared up on his hind legs and dropped his tail to the ground to make a stable-looking tripod. Now I got why his front “legs” looked different than his back ones, and why some of these boys had two, three and even four swords strapped to their backs. Their middle limbs were some kind of multi-purpose leg/arm, and those lumpy clubs they ran on were fists with thick, callused knuckles.

Pretty snazzy—four legs when you needed speed, and four hands to swing swords with when you needed to fight. If I hadn’t been so worried about keeping my skin intact right then, it would have been fascinating. As it was, I spent the time multiplying hands and swords and cen-tigers and coming up with some really depressing numbers.

Sai stepped forward, raising an open hand in what would seem to be a universal sign of peaceful intentions. “Hail, noble Aarurrh. Forgive our trespass. We were forced into your lands by our enemies. Please take what you will of our supplies and… and our dead, but leave us to withdraw and seek vengeance on these cowards who drove us to violate your borders.”

It seemed like a pretty good speech to me, but One-Eye didn’t think much of it. He spat insultingly close to Sai’s feet and scratched himself with his  left middle hand. “Aarurrh not care why you here, insect. This Aarurrh land. You pay.” He had a hard time talking Sai’s talk. It was like his mouth wasn’t shaped right to make those kinds of noises. “You be slave for women until die. Then meat like these.”

And with that he signaled to two flunkies and turned away to supervise the looting. He barked at his men in some lingo that sounded like a bear gargling razor blades. I didn’t understand a word. So, my universal translator wasn’t universal after all. That sucked.

Not that I needed a translator to tell me what he was saying. He motioned to some guys to grab boxes and armor, and had others start cutting up carcasses. I almost lost my cookies when I saw that they were choosing their chops and spare-ribs from both birds and men.

I tried to catch Sai’s eye while our guards were putting away their swords and unhitching coils of rope. If we were going to try something now was the time, but Sai was already putting down his sword and holding out his wrists. Wounded and out of it like he was I guess that was the smart thing to do, but I felt a little let down.

The flunkies tied him up first. Nobody was watching me. These guys had no idea what my earth-strong muscles could do. If I jumped, and kept jumping, I just might get away. But while trying to decide if I could live with myself if I left poor Sai behind, and wondering how much he’d weigh me down if I slung him over my shoulder, the flunkies finished him up and grabbed me.

It probably saved my life. As they were making me look like something from Bondage Babes Monthly, I noticed some nasty little bolo-thingies hanging from their belts. I might have got a jump or two on them, but it was a good bet they would have brought me down, maybe permanently. I decided I should keep my jack-rabbit impersonation to myself. I played meek and mild as they threw me and Sai face down over the haunches of two junior members and cinched us in place with belts.

Soon after that all the baggage and dressed meat were loaded up and tied down. One-Eye gave a roar and we were loping in double file over the endless blue prairie.
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There’s a way to ride a cen-whatever-they-are. I’ve seen pictures. This wasn’t it. My arms and face hung down one side of the smelly bastard’s flanks, my  legs down the other, all getting whipped by the springy stalks of the blue grass while my nose and eyes filled with gritty, alien dust and my internal organs got a brutal shiatsu from bouncing up and down on the cen-tiger’s butt.

It was a long ride. The too-big sun was burning the snow caps of the far mountains candy-apple red when we finally cantered past a pair of armed Aarurrh look outs and down a trail into a wide ravine with a stream winding through it.

I was barely conscious. The endless pounding gallop had jumbled my brains to cream of wheat, so I only got impressions: trees like droopy palms hanging over the creek, a sea of leather tents spreading to the canyon walls, the smell of meat and shit, pony-sized cen-tiger kids and cen-tiger chicks with four boobs to go with their four arms trotting alongside the column staring at us, the feel of cool air as we left the dry dust of the plains. I couldn’t imagine how Sai felt. Maybe he didn’t feel anything. Maybe he was dead.

We stopped in the middle of the camp so One-Eye could report in with some cen-tigers standing outside a big tent. I should have been taking in details. This was the enemy’s camp. I should have been noting defenses and escape routes, figuring out the chain of command, but it was dark and I could barely turn my head, let alone focus my eyes. I got nothing. My old CO, Captain MacFerson, would have been disgusted with me.

When One-Eye was done gabbing he dragged us off to a pen filled with animals that looked like those jungle pig things with the floppy snouts, only orange and shaggy and with six legs. They backed into the far corner of the pen, making an annoying “Keee keee keee!” sound and rolling their eyes. One of One-Eye’s flunkies untied my bonds, which started an agonizing attack of pins and needles, and left us alone.

Finally a chance to check on Sai. His bandage was solid with dried blood and he was out cold, but he was still breathing. I couldn’t do much to help him. I could hardly help myself. In fact, blissful unconsciousness was about the only thing that held my interest just then, even though, with all my aches and pains, I didn’t think it would be possible to sleep.

[image: 005]

The next thing I knew I was being rudely awakened. It was morning. One-Eye was dragging me and Sai out of the cage by our ankles. He turned us right-way-up, knocked the dust and pig shit—or whatever it was—off us  with his big paws and shoved us ahead of him. “Go.”

I could barely walk, I was so stiff and sore, but Sai could barely crawl. I got an arm around him and limped him through the crowded camp, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “How you doing, Sai? Anything broken? I mean anything new?”

He didn’t look up. “It matters not.”

I didn’t like his attitude, but we couldn’t talk anymore. We’d reached a tent. The tents of the camp were pretty much all the same, tall, five sided teepees made of a patchwork of stitched together skins (some of them too purple and human-looking for my liking) with various bits of caveman decoration, bones, skulls, feathers, painted stick figure symbols. This tent was like all the rest, if maybe a little better taken care of.

One-Eye pushed us through the flap into the smoky dimness and I found myself face to face, or actually face to boobs with my first up-close she-cen-tiger.






 CHAPTER FOUR

CAPTIVES!


Funny, even though she was a monster and all, I liked her right off. Maybe because her face reminded me of a fat old tabby named Queenie that my Aunt Cici had when I was a kid. Whatever it was, the big she-beast who was smirking at me like Mama Bear finding Goldilocks in her bed made me feel more relaxed than anything I’d come across so far on this nasty-ass planet.

Not that I had any time to bask in her warmth. One-Eye pushed in behind us, made a quick speech to Queenie, shoved Sai at her like he was a pound puppy, and fast as he could, steered me toward the back of the tent.

There, facing away from us, her four legs tucked up under her on a bed of straw and her gold and purple fur tinged red by the light of a skin lamp, was a younger, skinnier Aarurrh chick, braiding her long mane as if there were nobody in the tent but herself. One-Eye didn’t like this much and got pretty stiff. He made some sort of demand, which she pointedly ignored. He repeated it, roaring, and she at last consented to look around.

I guess she was the goods as far as Aarurrh went; a face like a naughty kitten under a peek-a-boo fringe of dreads, a slim upper torso, and four perky breasts. One-Eye quivered beside me. Kitten played snooty to the limit. She  gave us a lazy, half-lidded once over, then looked past us to where Queenie was squeezing Sai’s muscles and checking his teeth and his head wound. I thought I saw an evil little look in Kitten’s eye, and then she squealed like a school girl at a Justin Beiber concert and sprang to her feet. She rushed across the tent, snatched Sai off the ground as easy as you’d pick up a sack of groceries, and crushed him to her.
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