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    Part I – Opportunity 
 
      
 
    This I beheld, or dreamed it in a dream:— 
There spread a cloud of dust along a plain; 
And underneath the cloud, or in it, raged 
A furious battle, and men yelled, and swords 
Shocked upon swords and shields. A prince’s banner 
Wavered, then staggered backward, hemmed by foes. 
 
      
 
    - Edward Rowland Sill, Opportunity 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Forward Base Maquon 
 
    21 June 2126  
 
      
 
    Fuck my uncle. 
 
    Private (Trained) Rhan’Kiial’Tala sat on a road, basking under an early morning alien sun, staring at a red splotch on the wall in front of him. His tail flicked back and forth slowly. 
 
    That splotch had once been Private Jim Ericson of Mars, the one recruit who’d accepted Kiial, a Cochkala from the planet GrBatch, into the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters after Kiial’s uncle had foisted his nephew on the merc company. 
 
    Fuck my uncle, Kiial thought again, and fuck his damned sense of honor. 
 
    “Ten-hut!” 
 
    Kiial jumped to attention before his conscious mind actually processed the words. Sergeant Sarah Schmidt stepped in front of him, and Kiial cursed again. 
 
    What the hell did I do? She is PISSED! 
 
    “Private Kiial, have you completely forgotten your training already?” Schmidt asked in a pleasant tone. 
 
    Oh, shit. She’s not yelling.  
 
    “No, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Then why is your muzzle a centimeter low, your tail sagging down your back, and your claws not straight along your thighs?” By the end of her list of questions, her voice, while still pleasant, had raised to a volume only achievable by sergeants. Pissed-off sergeants. 
 
    Kiial adjusted the mentioned issues, though he knew his posture had been almost perfect already. “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    “I simply don’t have the time to get into all the problems with your uniform right now because, Private Kiial, you have a visitor.” She leaned forward and said in a quiet tone. “As a member of the Foresters, and more importantly, my platoon, you will do me proud, or I will tie that prehensile tail around whatever you have for balls. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Excellent. At ease.” 
 
    Another figure came into view, and Kiial realized Sergeant Schmidt’s anger stemmed from a different Cochkala: Peacemaker Rhan’Tlanit’Tala, the same uncle Kiial had been cursing for weeks now. 
 
    The sergeant took one step back and assumed attention herself.  
 
    “Sergeant Schmidt, I wish to speak with Kiial alone,” Tlanit said. 
 
    “Begging the Peacemaker’s pardon, but my place is with my troopers.” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail flicked in a complicated mixture of love and humor. “I thank you for caring for my nephew, but we have family business to discuss. I’m sure you understand. If you don’t, of course, I know Colonel Edmonds does.” 
 
    “As the Peacemaker insists.” She did a perfect about-face, took 10 precise paces, did another about face, and assumed the at-ease position.  
 
    “She doesn’t care for me.” Tlanit’s tail flicked again, entirely with humor this time. “I suspect you don’t either. What is it you’ve been saying? ‘Fuck my uncle?’” 
 
    “As the Peacemaker says!” Kiial responded. How the hell did he find that out? 
 
    Tlanit looked around, and his tail curled in resignation and sadness. “Well, maybe you’re right, given what I’ve heard about this battle. For what it’s worth, I want you to know I’m proud of you. When you get back to your quarters, you’ll find I’m announcing that pride publicly. You’ll have some documents to sign…assuming you want to be a regent without portfolio in the kinship corporate structure.” 
 
    Kiial blinked. “Thank you, Peacemaker!” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find some way to spend the money in the long term, but for now, I’ve directed the new salary to some strong investments. You are, of course, free to do anything with the money, but I suspect you’ll be too busy to think about such things for a while.” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker!” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail curled toward Kiial, but didn’t touch him. “I have no problem if you turn your devotion completely toward the Foresters. They’ve earned that respect, and I’d be disappointed if you didn’t give them their due. However, know that your kinship, and, of course the clan, will remember your service to us all.” 
 
    “Thank you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Even so, I will ask more of y—” Tlanit stopped abruptly. 
 
    Kiial waited, but Tlanit’s eyes and tail seemed focused on something far away. 
 
    Eventually, the Peacemaker’s eyes cleared. His tail swirled in frustration and worry, but he merely said to Kiial, “Given the reports I’ve seen, I have no doubt you’ve paid attention and learned much. I’m told you’re already a good soldier, though that’s something few on GrBatch will ever understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I will also require you to learn how to lead. Humans make a strange distinction in the middle of their ranks, but I understand they allow a soldier to earn entrance into the upper tier from the lower. I believe they call someone who’s made the transition a ‘mustang,’ though I’m not entirely sure what that means.” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Whether or not you become a ‘mustang’ here, I urge you to listen and learn when you recognize knowledge relevant to such a position. There may very well come a time when GrBatch, not to mention your clan and kinship, needs leaders.” 
 
    What the hell does that mean? 
 
    “One last thing. Your mother has been pestering me for updates about you. I believe you’ll lift off from Maquon in the next day or two. I realize you have much to do, but I think you’d regret not taking the opportunity right now.” 
 
    By the Profits, he thinks I may never have another opportunity! 
 
    “I will do so today, Peacemaker.” Kiial’s tail twitched.  
 
    “Yes, Kiial? Something else?” 
 
    “If the Peacemaker would permit, please tell my mother I…” Kiial trailed off. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    Kiial’s eyes hardened. “I’m glad I’m where I am, though I don’t know if I’ll see tomorrow.” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail flicked. “‘Deal fair, but deal fast. None of us may have a tomorrow with which to deal.’ That saying has given all of Clan Rhan great wealth over the centuries.” 
 
    “As the Peacemaker says.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to sign those documents before you leave—after you write to your mother, Kiial.” Tlanit’s tail tapped on Kiial’s chest. “The time may come when you’ll need the prestige and power that comes with that regency. And it may come soon.” 
 
    The Peacemaker turned to Schmidt. “Thank you, Sergeant.” Then Tlanit strode off to the center of the Foresters’ base.  
 
    After he was out of their sight, Schmidt relaxed. “Take a load off, Private.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I don’t like him.” 
 
    Kiial flicked his tail in wild laughter. “Few among us like him, Sergeant, but the ones on GrBatch who don’t respect him have lost millions of GalCreds to him.” 
 
    Schmidt snorted. “In any case, get your ass back to quarters. There’s some paperwork for you there, plus we have a shit-ton to do. Just got the official word right before Tlanit came to me. Up to the Huron as quick as we can.” 
 
    Kiial nodded. Before he left, he touched the red spot on the wall with his tail. 
 
    Sergeant Schmidt waited until he was done, then snapped, “Also, I wasn’t kidding. Your uniform is ate up to shit. I expect you to have all the tears sewn together within 24 hours of boarding the Huron. Leave the blood on the buckle. That stays.” Schmidt handed him an envelope. “Oh, and attach these while you’re at it.” 
 
    Kiial looked inside to find a pair of epaulets, each with a single chevron.  
 
    “Congratulations, Private Kiial, even if you look like hell.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    Forward Base Maquon 
 
    21 June 2126  
 
      
 
    “Colonel Edmonds?” 
 
    Major Mike Sheridan leaned into the makeshift office currently occupied by Colonel George Edmonds, commander and owner of the Foresters. Plywood covered the windows. Jury-rigged computer and power cables covered the floor. Plus, of course, dust from the battle for the base covered everything.  
 
    The Foresters had no time for dusting. 
 
    “Are you ready for the meeting, Major?” the colonel asked. 
 
    “No, sir, but it’s scheduled for 1000. That gives me—” he communed with his pinplant, “—32 minutes to prepare. I sent the promotion list out first thing, so the meeting is all I’ve got to work on at the moment.” 
 
    “Jackson got my dad’s bars?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then why are you bothering me?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker is here to see you.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath. “Mike, you make a passable XO, but you have a lot to learn about being a proper receptionist. I might have wanted to know that first.” 
 
    “At least I’m pretty enough for the job, sir.” 
 
    “Not a chance; I’ve seen your legs.” Edmonds snorted. “Send him in. Oh, and Major…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes, 22 seconds.” 
 
    Sheridan chuckled and waved Tlanit into the room.  
 
    The Cochkala entered and sat. “Greetings, Colonel Edmonds.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Tlanit, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’ve received some information I wish to pass on before I leave Maquon.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “First of all, the replacement delivery from Binnig has reached Owen Sound, including fully operational CASPers designed for Cochkala, and with open purchase orders for sufficient munitions for you to prosecute an attack upon Tahzhent.” 
 
    Edmonds blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “That’s great to hear, Peacemaker. I wasn’t sure we had enough Mk 6s after the battle here, and even though we won’t have a ton of experience in the Mk 8s, I’d rather have every trooper in a CASPer, whatever the model.” 
 
    The Cochkala’s tail flicked in what Edmonds had learned was similar to chuckling.  
 
    “You’ll also find 20 new mercenaries waiting for you on Earth. I said suits designed for Cochkala, enough to outfit all these new mercenaries, and more. I realize 20 more soldiers may not sound like that much, but they’ll help when you arrive in Tahv.” 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that? Binnig never makes CASPers for aliens. Sure, one-offs like the one for Kiial, but 20? I know you’re rich, but they just won’t.” 
 
    “You’re right. No amount of money would suffice to convince Binnig to make production line CASPers for Cochkala. Let’s simply say I found an argument that proved persuasive.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Tlanit didn’t answer, other than flicking his tail in a shrug.  
 
    Edmonds took a breath. “Whatever the reason, I appreciate the suits, but I’m not terribly interested in these recruits. They’ll require training, so they won’t be much use immediately, and to be honest, I’m more concerned about the Foresters surviving the next three months than I am about the next class of trainees.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed you demand more training than most mercenary commanders in the Galactic Union. That’s one reason the Foresters came to my attention in the first place.” 
 
    Edmonds narrowed his eyes. “I thought you discovered us when you judged the events on Cimarron 283133-6A.” 
 
    “Let’s say that Peacemakers have some control over the cases they adjudicate and leave it at that. In any case, I’ve anticipated this moment for some time, and I purchased five of the Binnig Mk 8 simulators when I originally purchased your unit’s upgrades. I suspect all my clan members will be more familiar with the Mk 8s than most of your warriors.” 
 
    “There’s more to being a merc than driving a CASPer,” Edmonds snapped. 
 
    “The experiences of Rhan’Kiial’Tala did not go unnoticed, and I integrated some of those experiences into the training of these mercs. Nevertheless, I have no doubt they have much to learn.” 
 
    Not like I had any doubt Tlanit had moles within the Foresters. How many got past my security?  
 
    Tlanit continued, “I also have no doubt that integrating 20 Cochkala will be a challenge, especially while learning to work with the Zuul.” 
 
    “It will be. Why should I try?” 
 
    “They’ll increase your striking power—and you’ll need all you can get. Also, I would take it as a personal favor if you would not only accept them, but give them all the training you can. They’ve all promised to serve you for five of our years, which is equal to approximately three and a half Earth years.” 
 
    Edmonds narrowed his eyes and considered the Cochkala’s words. “You’re playing a bigger game, Tlanit. You manipulated Binnig, and now you’re manipulating me. I need to know what you’re thinking, not only to protect myself, but to do what I can for your people. Tell me everything, or I will, regretfully, decline your assistance.” 
 
    This time it was Tlanit’s turn to consider, his tail wavering back and forth before straightening abruptly. “Very well, Colonel Edmonds.” His tail flicked in humor again. “It goes against all my Peacemaker instincts, but you’re correct, this is information that will improve your ability to assist.” 
 
    His tail curled and pointed at the colonel. “I know many things I can’t tell you, but please accept that I have good reasons for this request. I wish to create—” he punched his pad, “—the word you use is cadre. A group of Cochkala capable of training others to fight.” 
 
    “You want a Cochkala cadre? Isn’t that a violation of your race’s entry into the Galactic Union?” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting any violation of the terms of the Galactic Union. I’m not creating a mercenary company, nor am I proposing to put the Cochkala forth as a mercenary race. Instead, I have concerns about the long-term safety of GrBatch. Planetary security falls outside the Galactic Union’s purview.” 
 
    “That’s true, if anyone believes you.” 
 
    His tailed flicked again. “You’ll find, by the way, that the security protocols of my equipment have corrupted all recordings your systems have made of this discussion. I’ll also deny I said any of that.” 
 
    “You expect to keep 20 Cochkala in a merc unit secret?” Edmonds snorted. “It’s not like I haven’t discovered my entire unit is riddled with spies.” 
 
    “As you say, Colonel.” Tlanit’s tail curled oddly, though Edmonds didn’t know what it meant. “However, the ones I’m sending are all known for their excitability and energy. Their kin groups welcomed the peace and quiet left in the wake of their departure, allowing the clans to focus more on issues of profit and loss, as is proper for our kind.” 
 
    “And that matters why?” 
 
    “All parties to these contracts jumped at the opportunity I provided. Twenty Cochkala will go unnoticed when seen in the context of increasing the clan’s profit margin.” He stroked his muzzle. “Profit, fair profit, is more important to us than to you.” 
 
    Edmonds cocked his head. “I know Kukuluki and Streetho have hammered us lately. The Four Horsemen and a bunch of other Human merc companies, as well, if the scuttlebutt I’ve heard is anything close to true. However, you’re saying things are getting really bad in the entire Galactic Union.” 
 
    “I’ve said no such thing, Colonel Edmonds. I’ve said nothing about the future of the Galactic Union, nor commented on any of the information I have at my disposal.” 
 
    Edmonds noticed that Tlanit’s tail hadn’t flicked in many seconds.  
 
    The Cochkala tapped his pad and an incoming mail message appeared on Edmonds’ screen.  
 
    The colonel opened it and raised his eyebrows. “That looks like a bank account access number.” 
 
    “It is. Training 20 Cochkala will not be without expense, and I don’t expect you to, as Humans say, ‘foot the bill.’” 
 
    “You think to bribe me?” Anger filled Edmonds’ eyes. “A favor and money. I should be honored.” 
 
    “Not at all. Fair recompense is not bribery. More importantly, it would do neither of us any good should Tahzhent destroy the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters and all of these relatives.” 
 
    “I’d agree; I don’t want that to happen.” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail flicked in laughter. “So, I offer you this account in order to increase your chances of success. I don’t expect you to shield the Cochkala under your command any more than you do Human troopers, but I do expect you to use this money to provide them, and yourself, the best chance of success.” 
 
    “Am I making a deal with the devil?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re offering so much, I wonder at the costs. We have a phrase here, abbreviated to TANSTAAFL. ‘There ain’t no so such thing as a free lunch.’” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail twisted as he considered this. “I believe I understand the meaning of the phrase. In truth, I asked myself similar questions before approaching you. There’s little doubt that I’m dealing sharply with a number of covenants and agreements. Despite my security precautions, I’m placing much faith in you and the Foresters. Should one of my enemies gain an inkling of my plans, I might well suffer.” 
 
    “I risk the company, and you risk your life,” Edmonds mused.  
 
    “That’s a reasonable interpretation of the situation, though I will point out, you also risk your life.” 
 
    “How much money is in this account?” Edmonds laughed harshly. “If I’m selling my soul, I better get a good price.” 
 
    Tlanit named an amount.  
 
    Edmonds raised his eyebrows. “At least I’m not a cheap whore.” 
 
    Tlanit’s tail flicked in humor. “I had some success in business negotiations before becoming a Peacemaker. I understand that the best deals require that both parties believe they received a fair price for the goods and services exchanged.” 
 
    “I agree with that. I’ve certainly always striven to provide good service to my clients.” 
 
    “You had a good reputation prior to the events on Cimarron 283133-6A. That’s another reason I had to investigate the events there fully before making my judgments. Your track record showed no previous example.”  
 
    “We might not have had the best tools, but our training is good and so is our word.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tlanit’s tail pointed at Edmonds. “I have no doubt that my attempts to repay the Foresters for the execution of your Lieutenant MacKenzie are insufficient, by your lights, and I don’t wish to dwell upon those events further, only to mention that my appreciation of the Foresters and you helped push me into my position today.”  
 
    Edmonds sighed. “Fair enough. I’ll do my best to get your clan members trained. I’ll promote them as they deserve. I’ve already promoted Kiial to Private (Trained) and instructed his new platoon lieutenant to give him some opportunities to learn. He did well at the gate.” The colonel chuckled.  
 
    “Why do you laugh?” 
 
    “The reward for doing something well in Human merc units is more work and more responsibility.” 
 
    Tlanit flicked his tail. “That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “One more thing. I’ve deputized Rick Blaine and set him to search for any actions that fall under Peacemaker jurisdiction related to the Foresters, among other tasks.” 
 
    “He’s a good man.” 
 
    “Yes, and very capable. I suggest you continue to give his words credence, should he ever bring information to you, though hyperspace transit times mean it’s unlikely you’ll see him before you conclude your current endeavors on Tahv.” 
 
    “I already figured that one out. Still, thank you; we can use the help. Those who’ve attacked the Foresters spent years making plans. We’ve survived, but only by the skin of our teeth.” 
 
    Tlanit peered at him. “Your teeth have skin?” 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “No. Just something Humans say.” 
 
    “Ah.” Tlanit’s tail flicked. “You Humans have so many strange sayings. It’s no wonder most in the Galactic Union find your race annoying.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Forward Base Maquon 
 
    Near Jeriasker, Maquon 
 
    21 June 2126  
 
      
 
    Kal’shin Tahnerif, commander of the Stalkers in the Stars and leader of Clan Tahverian, premier clan on the planet Tahv, led his rei’shin into the meeting room.  
 
    “Welcome, Kal’shin,” said Colonel Edmonds, who stood to greet him. He waved at chairs hastily modified for Zuul physiology. “Please, take your ease. We have much to discuss.”  
 
    Major Sheridan and Stephone Christopher, captain of the destroyer Huron, stood next to Edmonds.  
 
    After they’d settled in, Edmonds asked, “Kal’shin, as we agreed yesterday, my officers and I all believe helping you and the Stalkers defeat your littermate Tahzhent will, in part, help us defeat those who’ve decided to attack all of us. However, we aren’t sure how to best achieve this goal, given the specific expectations of your people. In other words, how do we win this battle?” 
 
    “That is a good question, Colonel. The answer lies in the arrangements of honor upon my homeworld of Tahv.” 
 
    “I suspected as much.” 
 
    “Tahzhent is attempting to claim the title of kal’shin for Clan Tahverian. His case, as he will present it to our people and our clan sei’shin, is a strong one. I surrendered here personally, and, indeed, the Stalkers in the Stars have surrendered twice now, including Peninnah. Hence, he will say I have no honor to claim, and can therefore not remain kal’shin of the clan.” 
 
    “I disagree. Your troops fought well, but had they continued, they would have died for no purpose.” 
 
    The largest of the Stalkers’ rei’shin leaned forward. “Not for no purpose! Their deaths would have been honorable. What greater purpose could there be?” 
 
    Tahnerif didn’t quite snarl at Fahrissthan. By the Great Hunter, I warned her!  
 
    “Rei’shin Fahrissthan, please excuse me,” Edmonds said. “Our understanding of honor is that death is easy, but living to strive, though all is arrayed against you, is much more challenging. To us, honor demands taking the harder path.” 
 
    The rei’shin’s muzzle twisted. “Your words are good, but they warp honor in wrong ways.” 
 
    “Just a different perspective, rei’shin.” 
 
    “But irrelevant for the moment,” Tahnerif said, still glaring at the rei’shin. “The people of Tahv and Clan Tahverian will follow the honor Fahrissthan exemplifies, for good or ill.” 
 
    The rei’shin straightened, though the rage never left her eyes. 
 
    “Of course, and that means we must adapt to your ways if we’re to succeed.” Edmonds smiled. “So how do we go about it? Will we have to fight an entire planet? I’m immensely proud of my Foresters, but I don’t think we could do that, even at full strength.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “No, the demands of honor on Tahv require that I defend my position according to our traditional ways. Such conflicts allow only those who have sworn binding oaths of honor or have a legal claim prior to the declaration of intent to participate in the trial.” 
 
    “Where does that leave the Foresters?” 
 
    “You may claim that right based upon the attacks made upon you by the Stalkers and those who manipulated us.” 
 
    “Good. How many others will join you? I’ve no doubt you’ve earned many honor bindings in your life.” 
 
    “It is complicated,” Rei’shin Akuwin said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “By surrendering to you, though it provided an opportunity for Kal’shin Tahnerif to fight for his honor in this conflict, the oaths of honor sworn to him are no longer valid.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the Stalkers in the Stars?” 
 
    “We are all stained with the same dishonor, therefore our decisions are irrelevant. No Zuul on Tahv cares what we do because we are nothing at the moment.” 
 
    Qarsh leaned in. “However, as we know of Tahzhent’s hidden dishonor, we have a path to reclaim our place next to the Great Hunter. Such is now our Hunt, and we either succeed or slide into the depths of the Slyest Prey’s swamps.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t understand what all that entails, Rei’shin, but I’m certain all members of both the Stalkers in the Stars and the Foresters share a similar determination.” 
 
    Qarsh cocked her head, wrinkling her muzzle. “I am surprised, but I find myself in agreement.” 
 
    “How many Zuul have sworn oaths of honor to Tahzhent?” Sheridan asked. “What kind of numbers will we face?” 
 
    “As of my last understanding, three other kal’shin have sworn honor debts to Tahzhent,” Tahnerif said, “though it is entirely possible that others may have, as well.” 
 
    “These units are approximately the same size as the Stalkers?” 
 
    “Yes. Slightly more than 500 warriors each.” 
 
    Sheridan blew out a breath. “Even if we were at full strength, they’ll outnumber us significantly.” 
 
    “If that matters to Humans, you may stay here,” Fahrissthan snapped. 
 
    “Rei’shin, you will treat the Humans with the respect they deserve, as I instructed you prior to this meeting,” Tahnerif growled. “Unless, of course, you are unaware that we surrendered to them. If you have any questions of such things, I will be happy to discuss them in greater detail than I did already today.”  
 
    The rei’shin’s ears went flat. “I am aware.”  
 
    “Rei’shin Fahrissthan, it matters only in that it’s a tactical challenge to solve,” Edmonds said after a moment.  
 
    “As you say, Colonel,” Tahnerif agreed. 
 
    “Where will we fight? Upon a ground of Tahzhent’s choosing?” 
 
    “No,” Akuwin snapped. “Such conflicts might happen rarely now, but we codified the expectations many years ago. There is a place upon Tahv set aside for these battles of honor.” She tapped her pad, sending images to the viewscreen. “The Kharzhelan is approximately 200 by 40 of your kilometers in size. It was chosen because a number of different terrains converge in the area, including jungle, swamp, savannah, and sharp hills.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty large battlefield.” 
 
    “You must understand, Colonel Edmonds, a kal’shin must live up to lofty expectations,” Tahnerif said. “And all the greater for the position of clan kal’shin. I must not only prove capable of tactical acumen, courage, and leadership in battle, I must also prove that I have some understanding of the logistics required to lead a company and a clan, as well.” 
 
    “This won’t be a quick fight, then.” 
 
    “No, we can expect a campaign including maneuver and feint, as well as hard battle.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at Sheridan. “Make sure we bring quartermasters and clerks.” 
 
    “Armorers and mechanics, too,” the major said as he punched a note into his pad. 
 
    “That is well thought, Major. Our units require less in the way of armorers and mechanics, given that we are light infantry. However, it is the case that the Stalkers in the Stars have skilled quartermasters in order to ensure the Slyest Prey have as few opportunities to strike at our logistics as we can expect.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen on our end, too, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major.” 
 
    “It’s a field you know well, then?” Edmonds asked. “The Kharzhelan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have pictures or satellite images? Maps? Elevations? That sort of thing?” 
 
    “It is perhaps the most imaged location on Tahv,” Tahnerif replied. “You would be wise to study it well.”  
 
    “Yes.” Edmonds gestured at Sheridan. “Get Tarik on that, will you? First thing when we get to Earth?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “On what?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “Major Tarik Dozier commands my training section,” Edmonds said. “He has what we call a virtual sand table to help train officers. We can input all your data and create a scalable, interactive, Tri-V map to get our officers and NCOs up to speed. We can add units and get some idea of how fast they can maneuver in places—whatever we want. It’s also tied into VR and some of our CASPer training units, giving our soldiers an idea of what to expect. It’s currently programmed only for Maquon and Peninnah, but we could add the Kharzhelan quickly, I think.” 
 
    “That’s another good idea, Colonel.”  
 
    “I suggest those of us in the room train on it, too,” Akuwin said. “Jointly and separately.”  
 
    Fahrissthan straightened and opened her muzzle to speak.  
 
    Tahnerif held out a paw. “Explain further, Akuwin.” 
 
    “Our warriors will have problems working together. Thinking otherwise would rely upon the Slyest Prey to be truthful. We need to ensure those of us tasked to lead do not have such problems, else those of our warriors will be worse.” 
 
    “A good point.” Tahnerif glanced at Fahrissthan. “We must all learn to work together.” 
 
    “I agree,” Edmonds said. He looked at Sheridan with a half-smile then turned back. “I should also mention, we’ll have 20 more Cochkala enlisted in our unit when we get to Earth.” 
 
    “What?” Sheridan asked. “Dammit, George, you’ve got to tell me this stuff so I can get things prepared.” 
 
    “You could have told Tlanit I was too busy to take the time to see him this morning. Apparently, Tlanit has these clan members who are too crazy to stay on GrBatch so he asked me to do him a favor. He said since we’ll be short of troops, and there are already Mk 8s designed for Cochkala, it would help his clan make a profit if we’d take them.” 
 
    “Cochkala!” Fahrissthan growled. “They are nothing but merchants without honor.” 
 
    “I believe Tlanit has an honor code,” Edmonds said. “Different from either of ours, but he has one, and I think it’s shared by many other Cochkala. Either way, though, he’s right. We can use them. Also, it might not hurt us to have a Peacemaker owing us a favor.” 
 
    Tahnerif flicked his ears. “I, too, dislike Cochkala. However, your reasoning is sound.” 
 
    “What about your troopers? Will they have problems with the badgers?” 
 
    Akuwin leaned forward. “In the battle, will the Cochkala fight in your powered armor?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “Then I foresee problems, but nothing more than we already faced.” Her tongue lolled. “Our warriors will despise the Cochkala no greater than they already despise you Humans.” 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “Very well.” 
 
    Sheridan looked up from all of his notes. “We’ve gotten a bit far afield here, I think. We still don’t know exactly what determines the victor.”  
 
    “Whichever kal’shin survives, whether by leading a unit or in personal combat—assuming the survivor has proven sufficient skill and honor to the rest of the clan.” Tahnerif flicked his ears. “What else could it be?” 
 
    “Personal combat? You could call Tahzhent out and fight him directly?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I would if I could, but Tahzhent has no reason to accept.” Tahnerif held up a paw. “You will then ask why it is not cowardly for him to refuse the combat. The position of kal’shin requires a balance of personal honor and wise rulership of the clan. In this case, were I to offer, the sei’shin would deem me the coward, for all know he has more warriors and weapons. They would see me as avoiding the greater risk.” 
 
    “It is as the kal’shin says,” Qarsh said. “A wise clan leader does not risk the clan in personal combat by eschewing all the advantages his leadership has gained unless there is some reason besides his personal honor.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tahnerif continued. “If I offered and he accepted, he would only show his courage, which none now doubt. Yet, in doing so, the people of Tahv would wonder why he put that small personal point of honor ahead of the clan.” 
 
    “What happens if you survive but don’t show enough skill or honor?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “I would be slaughtered and fed to the swamp. Then others would vie for the position.” 
 
    “How do they tell if you’re skillful enough?” 
 
    “The Kharzhelan has been seeded with cameras, microphones, and sensors for centuries. They are well hidden and wired directly back to the control building. The name roughly translates as the ‘Field of Judgment.’ The rest of Tahv and Clan Tahverian, especially our nine sei’shin, will watch and judge the actions of all participants.” 
 
    “So we’ll be able to see what Tahzhent is doing?” Edmonds tapped the table in thought.  
 
    Akuwin grimaced. “That would be dishonorable. There are a variety of safeguards to prevent such a thing, of course, but all understand that particularly cunning minds could find a way around them.” 
 
    “The rei’shin is correct,” Tahnerif said. “It could be done, but should someone do so, the sei’shin who are tasked to observe us will see that it has been done. At which point, those who conspired to do so would be slaughtered and fed to the swamp, as would the kal’shin who allowed it to happen, even if he did not know ahead of time.” 
 
    “What about the sensors in our CASPers? Will using them get us slaughtered and fed to the swamp?” Sheridan asked.  
 
    “Within the perimeter, any weapons and tools we bring and tactics we can devise are acceptable. Kal’shin are expected to use their wits and weapons well. However, tapping into the Kharzhelan’s surveillance is cheating.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath. “You have a detailed code of honor, which I respect. I worry, however, that my soldiers will accidentally overstep their bounds and bring dishonor to all of us.” 
 
    “That is a concern,” Akuwin said, “however, I do not think it will be a problem.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tahnerif said. “You will fight as warriors seeking justice. As long as you do not attempt to tap into the surveillance, and your troops do not flee, none will fault me. None on Tahv will expect Humans to understand honor completely, though they will understand that you wish to send those who have killed your people to the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    “Which we do.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about supplies?” Sheridan asked. “As you describe it, this battle will last some time.” 
 
    “It will. Getting those supplies to our forward units is part of my responsibility,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “And therefore ours as well,” Edmonds said. “How will that work?” 
 
    “There are citadels, including warehouses and shuttle fields, set on each end of the Kharzhelan. As challenger, Tahzhent will claim one. The other we may fill and fortify as we see fit and are able to.” 
 
    “Are these citadels fair game?” 
 
    “They are for raids, but not for destruction.” 
 
    “So we don’t have to worry about them sending a flight of dropships with stand-off missiles outside our anti-air coverage range.” 
 
    “No, but I’d be surprised if Tahzhent doesn’t attempt at least one raid. Once we enter the system, he’ll have some idea of the numbers advantage he has. He’ll certainly take some gambles to put pressure on us.” 
 
    “I would, too.” Edmonds looked at Sheridan. “Make sure we bring all our sappers and their equipment.” 
 
    “Sappers?” asked Akuwin.  
 
    “It’s an old Human term for combat engineers. We have about a hundred we’ll bring, led by Captain Kjetil.” 
 
    “What can engineers do?” Fahrissthan asked. “We will not build any great fortifications.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. However, our engineers are capable of many tasks. Some have field medic training. They can set traps and ambushes, use heavy weapons, help with field maintenance, or do whatever else Kjetil can think of. He is, in many ways, the most devious man I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Sheridan nodded. “He’d lead his own merc company, but he’s not easy to get along with, unless you speak his own language.” 
 
    “He has his own language?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just mean that he focuses on the things he’s interested in and ignores what he isn’t. His engineers love him, but he annoys everyone else.” 
 
    “An annoying Human,” Fahrissthan snorted. “That needed a well-scented trail to find.” 
 
    “Indeed so.” Edmonds chuckled. “However, what this means is we’ll need all the munitions we can bring. Is there water?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’ll need to bring food.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And of course all the parts for maintaining everything.” Edmonds smiled at Sheridan. “You might actually have to do some work this time.” 
 
    Sheridan snorted while he continued to make notes on his pad.  
 
    “You are wise to prepare, Colonel.” Tahnerif leaned forward. “However, there is another factor, and we must plan our schedule precisely. Especially our hyperspace jumps.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We must presume Tahzhent went directly back to Tahv and declared his claim to my position upon arrival. Once he has made his declaration, I will have—” he checked his pad, “—approximately 70 Earth days to arrive upon the Kharzhelan, fully prepared for battle.” 
 
    “Fully?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “Yes. We have to be on the ground with whatever supplies we can bring before that point. Once we initiate the conflict, no more reinforcements are allowed, nor may the combatants bring more supplies into the depots.” 
 
    Akuwin bared her teeth. “More than one of these contests has been won because one combatant guessed correctly that the other side had significantly fewer supplies and could not keep their troops in fighting shape. I do not expect Tahzhent to try that tactic, but he will not hesitate to take advantage of any mistake we make along those lines.” 
 
    “As well he should,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Tahzhent knows what he’s doing,” Captain Christopher said. “Would he not then strike at our troops and supplies while in space? While the Cabot is a good ship, and large enough to carry both of our units, with enough supplies for at least two months of operations, Tahzhent has at least one Type Two corvette at his disposal.” 
 
    “An excellent point, Captain,” Tahnerif said. “It is also expected for a kal’shin to prove his capabilities in space if the chance arises. Any action done to the other to limit their opponent’s ability to fight is acceptable, even actions prior to the conflict. In fact, Tahzhent could claim all that has happened between the Foresters and the Stalkers was preparation for the battle, and therefore permissible. Such an argument stretches the bounds of propriety, but there are those who would agree.” 
 
    “That certainly changes things a bit. Will he have more ships than the Starstrider?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “Perhaps, though my position in the clan, even after the debacle on Maquon, may allow me to limit it to only one other, the Sunseeker.” 
 
    “Another Type Two corvette?” 
 
    “Yes. Their crew owes Tahnerif a debt of honor that cannot, and should not, be forgotten.” 
 
    “What about the damage to the Starstrider?” Edmonds asked. “We know Gonzalez and the Algonquin hit her a couple of times.” 
 
    “If he went directly to Tahv, he has had the services of a spacedock. Nor will he have problems filling his crew, for our clan has many available replacements. I would expect the Starstrider to be fully operational.”  
 
    “He’s right, sir,” Christopher said with a sigh. “That’s at least a month and a half, probably two, for Tahzhent’s people to work on her. Unless we got a much bigger piece of her than our data shows, that’s plenty of time to fix her.” 
 
    “So two fully operational Type Twos,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “If Tahzhent has not gained oaths of honor from others.” 
 
    Christopher sighed. “The Cabot has her own armament, but the Type Twos are simply better ships than our Fletcher-class destroyers.” He grimaced and corrected himself. “Our Fletcher-class destroyer, I mean.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Tahnerif said. “In fact, I would estimate we need at least two more warships, if not more. Any damage done to the Cabot would greatly hurt our chances in the main portion of the battle,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “That’s not good to hear. All the Human merc companies I’m willing to deal with who have significant naval forces are already stretched to the bone right now, especially the Winged Hussars.” Edmonds drummed the table. “Do you have any Type Twos at your disposal, kal’shin?” 
 
    “No.” Tahnerif flicked his ears. “Again, the demands of honor require those ships and captains I could have commanded to exclude themselves from the fight.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at Captain Christopher. “You’ve seen her more recently than I have, Stephone. Can we get the Nunavut brought out of mothballs?”  
 
    “No, sir. We’ve been cannibalizing her for parts for too long. There’s no way she’s useful at this point.” 
 
    “But the hull is solid?” 
 
    “The engines are essentially gone, the box launchers have to be replaced, the life support systems are acceptable, if crews are willing to spend the entire time in spacesuits, and what’s left of the EW suite might work against a pre-Industrial society, but not against anything in the Galactic Union. The Nunavut can’t move, can’t fire, can’t be crewed, and can’t see. Other than that, sir, she’s in fine shape.” 
 
    “That’s not what I hoped for, Captain.” 
 
    “Now, there are things we could do, if there’s money for it.” 
 
    “Oh?” Edmonds didn’t mention Tlanit’s account, but added, “Tell me what you can do, and I’ll see if I can scrounge the money.” 
 
    “Box missile launchers are in many ways separate units, and even though no one’s been making parts for the Fletcher-class for decades, that won’t matter for these. Retrofitting newer boxes might be a crappy job, but doable. They’d probably be a little more susceptible to mission kills, but that’s always been an issue for box launchers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The point defense lasers can be replaced fairly easily as well, too. The tech hasn’t changed much since the Fletchers were the hot-shit destroyer class out there. More powerful lasers, yes, but because of increased efficiency instead of new breakthroughs. All that’s really different is how they read and react to the ELINT fed to them.” 
 
    “That means the EW suite?” 
 
    “Yes, and to be honest, we’ve needed to upgrade the EW suite on all of our Fletchers. We’d already started that on the Huron and—” he grimaced, “—the Algonquin. Getting new EW components is something we’d have to add anyway in any refit of the Nunavut.” 
 
    “So, in theory, we could give the Nunavut teeth and sight fairly easily.” 
 
    “To a point, sir, yes.” He sighed. “But the life support and the engines would be almost impossible. Unlike the laser PD modules, these have changed drastically in the decades since the Fletchers were made. These are also the places where we scavenged from the Nunavut the most.” 
 
    “So you don’t think there’s a chance we can get the Nunavut refitted.” 
 
    “Not in the time frame we’ve got, especially with the losses the company’s already taken. I know you’ve got financial reserves, sir, but I’m sure they have an upper limit.” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “If you can find another Fletcher quickly, and it’s got the parts we need—or at least most of them—maybe we can get you another destroyer for overwatch, but that would be difficult.” 
 
    “What about a newer ship?” 
 
    “Have you got the money for that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Captain Christopher, but maybe.” 
 
    “Even if you can afford the ship, time is still a problem, sir.” He shook his head. “With all we’ve talked about, I haven’t mentioned a crew to man the Nunavut, and it’d be a lot worse if we get a new ship.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ve got several spacers back on Earth at Owen Sound. We’ve always needed a reserve pool, after all, but for decades, all the spacers in the Foresters have been training on these Fletchers. The sims, the drills and doctrines, and all the tools we have in Owen Sound match the Huron, Algonquin, and Nunavut.”  
 
    “Won’t that experience transfer?” Sheridan asked.  
 
    Christopher shrugged. “Oh, sure, we’ve got folks with plenty of general experience, and some spacers have served on other classes of ships. However, the Foresters have never been the richest unit out there, so we’ve had to get really good with what we’ve got. If you get something other than a Fletcher, like say a modern frigate, at the very least you’ll have to get spacers who can train ours. Better yet, an entire crew, but that costs money, too.” 
 
    “Right,” Edmonds acknowledged. “I’ll have to do the math, but getting a ship and a crew might indeed cost too much, on top of other expenses. Nor does it seem possible in two or three months.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Christopher agreed.  
 
    “It was worth a shot. I don’t enjoy the thought of going against the Starstrider, plus whatever else Tahzhent can scrape together in the Tahv system, with just the Huron and the Cabot. More importantly, Captain Garrison will adjust her prices, depending upon our ability to protect the Cabot. Which, of course, she should.” 
 
    “She’s worth it. The Cabot and her crew did us right at Maquon.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Tahnerif leaned forward. “Captain Christopher, you do believe you can get the shipboard weaponry and electronics you mentioned in the time frame needed?”  
 
    The captain turned to the Zuul. “Yes, Kal’shin. We’d already purchased some of what we’ll need for the Huron and Algonquin. As I said, we were updating the EW suites, so we had a line on suppliers. As for the missile launchers, we’ve always known we’d need to find replacements, so we’ve got suppliers lined up for that, too. Same for missiles.” 
 
    “Then you are basically saying you need a working ship and crew. You have the weapons and electronics to make it a viable fighting vessel, but not a viable hull.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How long would it take to refit a ship, assuming all the pieces were in one place?” 
 
    Christopher considered for a moment, then shook his head. “I can’t say that for sure; it would depend upon the ship and the mounting.” 
 
    “Explain, please.” 
 
    “Box launchers are, as I said, add-on units that could be installed on any ship. Running power runs and such would take some time, but if everything went well, I’ll bet the mechanics could do that in a few days, going around the clock. Laser PDs are, as mentioned, pretty well-established tech. We know how they work and how to keep them working, so they’re fairly easy to add on to a ship, if there’s a place to put them inside her.” 
 
    “What about externally?” 
 
    “You could install laser PD systems externally, but they require a strong, stable power source, and that means better shielding. There’s no effective way I know of to shield power runs on the exterior of a ship. That’s why it’s best if they’re internal, because a near miss could knock out their power pretty easily, and then the lasers are useless.” 
 
    “But it could be done? In days, not months?” 
 
    Christopher shrugged. “Sure. It’s not ideal, but there hasn’t been much ideal about any of this.” 
 
    “You are correct, Captain.” Tahnerif’s tongue lolled out in laughter. “What about the electronics to command those weapons?” 
 
    “I can’t say, sir. There are so many variables.” He cocked his head. “Sir, you haven’t struck me as someone who persists in idle conversations, especially in our current situation. That suggests you have an idea for a ship, which also suggests it’s a Zuul vessel.” 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t get any Type Twos to serve with you,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “I cannot. In fact, I cannot have any commander of a Zuul warship swear an oath to me at the moment. However, I am permitted to hire civilian vessels as I see fit to ensure my logistics are solid.” 
 
    “Merchies?” Captain Christopher shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of the Cabot getting involved in battle, and her people are all ex-mercs who don’t want anyone telling them what to do.” 
 
    Akuwin laughed. “What makes you think there aren’t Zuul merchant ships with crews and captains who have similar experience?” 
 
    “That’s a point.” 
 
    “There are some who will answer my call. Will they be permitted to come to Earth?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I will provide the ships and crews, if you will provide the weapons and electronics. Our people will undoubtedly have to collaborate to mount these weapons, and we may not have time to do it properly, but it would be best if we had them. Better than nothing, at the very least.” 
 
    “Agreed. I have the cash reserves for that.” 
 
    Akuwin laid her ears back. “That is good. I agree with Fahrissthan that the demands of honor require us to fight no matter the numbers, but I am not immune to the tactical considerations Major Sheridan pointed out earlier.” 
 
    Fahrissthan’s muzzle wrinkled. “We would gain little honor, dying in the hold of a freighter.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, how go your preparations to leave Maquon?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “In truth, we could leave within moments, for we have little baggage remaining,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “We need to reorganize and refit,” Akuwin warned.  
 
    “I am aware of that, Rei’shin. We must continue the hunt, but we should not do so without preparing and arming ourselves.” 
 
    “Your honor prevents you from accepting reinforcements at this point?” 
 
    “We can accept individuals, not allies,” Tahnerif said. “As kal’shin of the Stalkers in the Stars, it is my job to bring her up to strength.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan for that?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “We’ve got recruits and can perhaps hire others on Earth. However, the Foresters will need at least a couple of weeks to get prepared, as well. More like a month, actually, because I got word we actually received our order from Binnig.” 
 
    Tahnerif cocked his head. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means we’ll have Mk 8 CASPers. They’ll allow us better weapons and EW options than the Mk 6s the Foresters have used for years.” 
 
    “We’ve got Mk 8s! When the hell did that happen?” Sheridan snapped.  
 
    “Apparently since we left. Tlanit just told me.” Edmonds grinned. “As I said, maybe you shouldn’t have let him talk to me.” 
 
    “Can your soldiers learn these new weapon systems in the time we have?” asked Akuwin. 
 
    “We’ll have to. Major, let’s get a head start on that. Make sure we’ve got every manual or whatever on the Mk 8s with us when we leave Maquon. We can start some of the training in hyperspace, especially since we won’t need to have them do upkeep on the Mk 6s.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Sheridan said. “What about getting our troopers pinplants? The Mk 8s are much more powerful using that interface.” 
 
    “They are, but that would take time, and I don’t believe we have it. Let’s spread the troopers who already have pinplants into as many fire teams as possible, but for now, we’ll have to go with what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds drummed his fingers. “The Cochkala’s Mk 8 is too damaged to be of use, right?” 
 
    “He had to dismount in the middle of the battle, so I’d guess so.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, we should bring it. The armorers can poke at it on the way back. Also, we can have the Cochkala and any other Foresters who’ve driven a Mk 8, especially in a battle, pass on what they know.” 
 
    “Not going to be many, but I’ll check throughout the regiment.” 
 
    “Do that, unless you can think of something else better to have them doing during the trip.” 
 
    “As you say, they’ll have less upkeep work to do, since we’re not bringing the Mk 6s. Most of whatever else is worth salvaging from Maquon Base is in storage and just needs cleaning.” 
 
    “There’s time to do that, too.” Edmonds turned back to Akuwin. “Whatever lack of experience we have with the Mk 8s will be more than offset by their heavier weapons, better EW suite, and other capabilities.” 
 
    Tahnerif tapped a claw. “Good. Your warriors fought well, with determination and courage. Weapons are important, but true warriors fight well with any weapon.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Also, if we’re going to fight together, it would be useful to train together,” Edmonds said.  
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    “We have an area for training and resupply on Earth called Owen Sound. I formally invite you and all the Stalkers in the Stars to join us there. As I said, we have to return before going to Tahv, anyway.” 
 
    “That is an honorable suggestion, Colonel.” Tahnerif hesitated. 
 
    “Here, let me pull up what the Bruce Peninsula has to offer,” Sheridan said. “As you can see, we should have plenty of areas to arrange for joint training maneuvers, as well as sufficient barracks for all of your troopers. That’s assuming there are no logistical needs Zuul require that I don’t know about.”  
 
    “It should work. Our Hall of Heroes trained us in a similar area.” He glanced at Akuwin. “The logistics?” 
 
    “No more of a challenge than on any other non-Zuul world.” 
 
    “Of course, no Zuul world would allow such as us to land.” Tahnerif turned back to Edmonds. “Very well, we accept.” 
 
    Edmonds’ face twisted. “I may not understand your race’s honor completely, but we both have dishonor to bear. I’m sure scuttlebutt is running rampant among your troopers about what happened with—” his lips twisted, “—Captain Gregg.” 
 
    “Scuttlebutt?” 
 
    “A term meaning gossip. Do Zuul troops gossip? It’s perhaps the favorite hobby of Human soldiers. That and bitching.” 
 
    “Zuul troopers also gossip,” Akuwin said. “Perhaps they bitch less than yours, but only because our sub-officers have sharp teeth and little patience.” 
 
    “Could we borrow some of your sub-officers?” Sheridan asked.  
 
    “What?” Fahrissthan snapped. “Your soldiers need discipline so much that you would ask our sub-officers to lead them?” 
 
    “Rei’shin!” Tahnerif snapped. He held her gaze for a long moment, then turned back to Edmonds. “I apologize, Colonel.” 
 
    Edmonds also stared at Fahrissthan for a while before responding to Tahnerif. “No need. We all know humor doesn’t cross species well.”  
 
    “However, I would hear more of this Captain Gregg. That name, as you say, has flown upon the wings of the Slyest Prey’s minions.” 
 
    Edmonds grimaced. “Captain Gregg apparently wanted to take advantage of Tahzhent’s plans to claim ownership of the Foresters. His family and mine had worked well together for a long time, but he chose to ignore it all.” 
 
    “Then he hunts as Tahzhent does and is also one with the Slyest Prey.” Tahnerif glanced at Fahrissthan. “In that case, the Stalkers and the Foresters together can gain the Great Hunter’s approval.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was a long moment.  
 
    Edmonds cleared his throat. “We’re shuttling up to the Cabot and Huron today. Can you get your troopers ready for that?” 
 
    “Easily,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Good. Anything else we might need to do before we jump into hyperspace?” 
 
    “I have one last concern.” Akuwin glanced at Tahnerif. “We are desperately short on ammunition and replacement weapons. We had plenty, but it was all on the Zukalakk.” 
 
    “Thank you for reminding me of that. It is something I intend to discuss with Kukuluki when the time comes.” Tahnerif poked at his pad. “I will add orders for such to my requests. We shall see what we have when we come to Earth.” 
 
    “If I’m adding the hyperspace transits right, we’re not going to have much time, Colonel,” Sheridan said. 
 
    Akuwin tapped the table with her claws. “You are correct. Given what we need to do to prepare for this hunt, we will have at least two hyperspace trips more than Tahzhent, and each will take approximately a quarter of our available time.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s us.” Edmonds smiled. “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” the Humans echoed. 
 
    Tahnerif stroked his muzzle. “I begin to understand why you have succeeded against our warriors previously. Honor above all, but I think we can agree, tenacity and versatility have their place, too.” 
 
    “The founder of the Foresters couldn’t have said it better,” Edmonds said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    ECS Cabot 
 
    Hyperspace between Maquon and Earth 
 
    24 June 2126 
 
      
 
    Captain Garrison stood at the door to her office. “Yer wantin’ to speak to me?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Edmonds said. “Is now a good time?” 
 
    “As good as most. Ain’t much for me to do when we’s in hyperspace. Come on in and take a rest.” 
 
    Edmonds and Tahnerif sat in the chairs bolted to the deck in front of Garrison’s desk, also bolted down.  
 
    “What’er ya needin’?” she asked. 
 
    “We want to extend the contract,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “I’s in favor of makin’ money.” 
 
    “I know, so let’s finish the last one.” The colonel punched his pad. “You’ll find a new account in the escrow. When we get back to Earth, and the old contract is complete, you’ll get that as a bonus.” 
 
    Garrison checked the message. “Well, I’s not bein’ able to check as we’re speakin’, a’ course, but assumin’ it’s right, that’s not cheap of you, there’s no denyin’.” 
 
    “I appreciate good help, and we need good help.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She stretched her arms behind her head, showing off some of her many tattoos. “And, I’s not surprised yer here askin’ for an extension. I’s knowin’ some of what’s happenin’, and there’s little reason for yourselves to be ridin’ on me lass when you got yer flashy little destroyer just right out there.” 
 
    Edmonds smiled. “You’re making me glad we came here to lay our cards on the table.” 
 
    “Indeed. I appreciate competence, too,” Tahnerif said. “This is our situation. I require vessels to land the Stalkers in the Stars and the Foresters on my planet, Tahv. It is likely, however, that my littermate Tahzhent will attempt to prevent that landing.” 
 
    “That’ll cost ya.” 
 
    “Yes,” Edmonds said, “and we expect to pay it. Let’s go through all the tactical issues we anticipate and see if we can agree upon a number.” 
 
    Tahnerif went through the probable order of battle.  
 
    “What’s bein’ between the Lagrange points and yer planet?” 
 
    “In this case, we’ll be required to sail within a set area. This gets us out of the normal shipping routes so we do not have a missile land on a ship it shouldn’t, so the only real obstacles will be Tahzhent’s ships.” 
 
    “But they’ll be knowin’ how we’re shapin’ our course?” 
 
    “Yes, though there are some things available to sharp captains, and they’ll be constrained to the same limits.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We’ll go through all that if you accept the contract.” 
 
    She contemplated the two commanders for a bit, then named a figure. 
 
    Edmonds leaned back. “That’s a hefty price, though I don’t blame you for charging a premium. However, we’re going to purchase a goodly amount of military hardware when we get to Earth. If I purchase some upgrades for you, it will make our survival chances that much greater. Give me a break on overall price, and I’ll help you refit the Cabot.” 
 
    “What can you be gettin’?” 
 
    “Not entirely sure until we get back to Earth. And truthfully, not sure what we’ll have time to install before shipping back out.” 
 
    “That’s a factor, ain’t it?” She ran a hand through her buzz cut. “Right. I’s not agin helpin’ you out. I’s knowin’ a bit of what’s goin’ on, and it weren’t be a bad thing to have Lyons maybe thinkin’ he’s owin’ me a favor for a change.” 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “I understand that.” 
 
    “So, I’s sayin’ we’re like to work somethin’ out, but I’ll be lookin’ over them options yer talkin’ about afore I give you a price.” 
 
    “You’re a sneaky one, aren’t you?” Edmonds replied after a moment. “You’re basically putting us in a position where I’ll either have to pay your price, no matter what you demand, or find myself with no reasonable spacelift capacity at all.” 
 
    “That’s sneaky bitch to you.” Garrison smiled broadly. “I’s sure as hell doin’ that. How much you willin’ to be trustin’ me, anyway?” 
 
    Edmonds snorted. “I’m not willing to trust you that much. I know you’re a greedy bitch, too.” 
 
    She grinned. “True story.” 
 
    “But I am willing to trust that you aren’t just about the money. You screw the Foresters over on something like this, and Lyons will make sure you have some real problems in the future.” 
 
    “He’s a fuckin’ worrywart, ain’t no doubt—” she grinned again, “—but you’ve the right of it. I’ll be gettin’ every penny I can get out of your pretty little self, but I’ll be doin’ the job.” 
 
    “Good enough, Captain Garrison. I’ll have Major Sheridan get a shopping list from you.” 
 
    “I loves shoppin’.” She patted the bulkhead behind her. “And me lass likes her pretties.” 
 
    “Since that’s settled, you, Christopher, and Tahnerif will need to work out some solutions to whatever Tahzhent is doing.” 
 
    She nodded at the kal’shin. “I’s got nothin’ in the way of charts about the Tahv system. I’s appreciatin’ what you can tell me.” 
 
    “I can download that today, if you’ll give us access to your systems.” 
 
    “Surely can, at least to where I can be seein’ what we’re working with.” 
 
    “Also, we want a space where I can install one of our sand tables to help get the officers working on the terrain during the trip.” 
 
    “How much cubage?” 
 
    “No special height, say six meters by eight. That should hold the table and most of our officers at once.” 
 
    “Well, that’s gonna cost you, and I ain’t talkin’ about something I’s able to be negotiatin’ on. The best area I’s thinkin’ about is the crew’s rec room. Yer gonna need to make it worth their while. I’s suggestin’ booze. Lots of booze. More than a night or two at the Lyon’s Den while we’s waiting on you lubbers to get yer shit ready.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    She grinned. “Then I’s thinkin’ we’s got lots of work to be doin’. Why the fuck you still in my office?” 
 
    As they approached their quarters, Tahnerif said, “I’m not sure if Captain Garrison hunts for or with the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    “That’s a great question,” Edmonds with a smile replied. “Good thing I like her.” 
 
    The kal’shin laughed. “I agree, she is not the most marsh-ridden Human I’ve met.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Sgt. Sarah Schmidt 
 
    ECS Cabot 
 
    Hyperspace between Maquon and Earth 
 
    25 June 2126 
 
      
 
    “Kiial, get your damn tail over here!” Schmidt snarled. 
 
    “Uh, yes, Sergeant!” He jumped to attention.  
 
    “You are the only member of Delta Company with experience driving a CASPer Mk 8 in combat. You realize that, right? We’ve told you a couple times, but you clearly need to hear things a dozen or so before understanding them.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant, I realize that!” 
 
    “Excellent. Now did we, or did we not, explain to you that we expected you to pass that experience on to the other soldiers of the company?” 
 
    “You did, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Were you paying attention when we explained that?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Were you paying attention the second time, about five minutes ago, when I said you were going too fast for the others to follow?” 
 
    “I was, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Then why the fuck are you still going too damn fast? Look at their eyes. Marshall here has zero idea what you just said because he was trying to figure out commands two screens back, and he was the fastest of them all.” Schmidt poked a finger into his chest. “You. Will. Go. Step. By. Step. Through. The. Manual! Is that clear this time? Crystal clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Kiial waited for the inevitable… 
 
    “I didn’t hear you, Private Rhan’Kiial’Tala!” 
 
    “YES, SERGEANT!” 
 
    “Excellent, now start teaching!” 
 
    Kiial returned to the others. “Uh, Delta Second, let’s start with the sensor suite again.” 
 
    Schmidt stepped back but kept an eye on the Cochkala’s briefing. This time Kiial explained the menus and options in a way even the slowest Forester in Delta Company, such as it existed at the moment, could understand.  
 
    “Sergeant Schmidt.” 
 
    She turned and saluted when she saw Lieutenant Maxwell Jackson, her new platoon commander. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    He beckoned her to a corner of the room, out of hearing of the troopers. “I have a question, since we’re all alone.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “My momma’s boy knows you know what you’re doing, but I was curious why you hammered the Cochkala so hard.” He raised a hand and smiled. “Not criticizing. I’m just a clueless LT asking to learn.” 
 
    “Kiial was in some of the hardest fighting.” 
 
    “I knew that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I expect you checked that first when you looked at our files. Anyway, he’s the only trooper of my section to make it through the fight at the gate alive, and he’s not yet over it. Combined with the fact that he’s always been a little manic and overenthusiastic at times, that means he needs a touch. He’s a bad motherfucker, sir, but he doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “That’s your term for people who’ve killed a sapient being in this shithole of a Galactic Union, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe your momma’s son isn’t as dumb as he claims.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Jackson paused. “So you’ve got no problems with the Cochkala in general, then?” 
 
    “No, sir. In a CASPer, I’d take Kiial behind me in any firefight.” She snorted. “Even, for that matter, outside a suit. I found him after the battle at the gate with his tail wrapped around a dead Zuul’s neck.” 
 
    “I read that in the report. He also killed one of the attackers on the Bruce with his claws during training.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She turned to him, eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask, sir?” 
 
    “We have a draft of new recruits waiting for us in Owen Sound.” He grimaced. “Since we’re short on time, the boss is assigning them straight to platoons instead of a normal training rotation.” 
 
    “I take it they’re all experienced operators?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She glared at Jackson. “Great. This’ll end so fucking well. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I’m told these recruits understand the risk, and they’ve been training on simulators for several months. Captain Pedersen said the colonel is going to assign them all to Delta Company.”  
 
    “LT, I don’t want a bunch of noobs with a bit of sim training covering our asses.” 
 
    “My momma’s son agrees with you, but the captain told me to shut up and soldier, so that’s what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “What’s so fucking special about them they’d do something stupid like this?” 
 
    “It’s an interesting thing, Sergeant. They all have tails.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “They’re all Cochkala?” 
 
    “Yep. Twenty of them.” 
 
    “Twenty fucking noob aliens?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    She grimaced and muttered, “That’ll help the TOE, at least.”  
 
    “Yes.” He smiled. “Actually, according to Pedersen, we’re getting a bunch of West Rocks graduates to fill Delta’s TOE completely. We won’t have shit for experience, but we’ll have numbers.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Jackson held up a hand. “And I know I’m a fresh as fuck LT, no matter that they jumped me a rank after Maquon. That means I need all the help you can give me, so this momma’s son can maybe give her a grandkid.” 
 
    “I get that, sir.” Schmidt sighed. “What the hell is Kiial’s uncle thinking?” 
 
    “I asked the same question, and the best we know is he’s seeing the headlight of the train at the end of the tunnel.” 
 
    “Shit. If a Peacemaker’s seeing something, there’s a hell of a chance that something ain’t nothing.” 
 
    “Your momma’s daughter ain’t wrong. The good news is I doubt he sent the bottom of the barrel, but we get to train them on the fly, and we only have about a month on Earth before we’ll need to load back up. We got to live up to that ‘tenacious and versatile’ shit we keep talking about.” 
 
    “Good thing we both believe in it.” 
 
    “Damn good thing.” 
 
    “We getting more of the Cochkala-designed CASPers?” 
 
    “Already at Owen Sound, according to Pedersen. They were in the back of the new shipment. So that’s not a problem, Sergeant. Better yet, Tlanit thought this through a bit.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “As I said, they’ve been training for months on simulators. Mk 8 simulators. He apparently arranged a shipment of them to GrBatch.” 
 
    Schmidt eyed the group training in front of her. “So what you’re saying is, they’ll know the Mk 8s backward and forward but probably won’t have much of an idea how to soldier. The Cochkala’ll run rings around the bad motherfuckers in the sims, at least at the start, and that’s going to piss them off.” 
 
    “Probably so.” He sighed. “Going to be a challenge, fitting all the pieces together. Our Human recruits won’t have a clue about soldiering, either.”  
 
    “And we have to do this with a fucking unit of doggies on the same training ground. The same fucking unit we’ve been fighting for years. They’re already pissed about that.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them, Sergeant. We can hear all about the doggies getting screwed over by their relatives, but those relatives weren’t blowing Foresters away.” 
 
    The two stared at the remnants of Delta Second.  
 
    “Maybe I’m glad Johnson didn’t make it after all,” Schmidt said.  
 
    “Johnson?”  
 
    “An asshole, but a fighter. He never let up on Kiial. I had to step on his neck a time or two.” 
 
    “Ah. What about the troopers we’ve got here now? Any already shown they hate the Cochkala? Or aliens in general?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, really. Kiial hasn’t done himself any favors with the way he’s handled this training.” 
 
    “Another reason for you to slam him earlier.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I like the kid, especially since he’s the only member of my section who survived, and I think they know it. If I come down hard on him, they know I mean it.” She shrugged. “But basically, they handed me the remnants of Delta Second when we got on the Cabot heading back to Earth, so I know their names, but not a whole lot else.” 
 
    “I get that, Sergeant.” Jackson laughed. “I barely got a shower before Sheridan said, ‘Good job. Delta Second’s yours. Oh, and here are some silver bars. They’re the colonel’s dad’s, so don’t fuck up.’” He touched the bars on his lapel.  
 
    Schmidt snorted. “Congratulations, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks. Anyway, we’re going to have to get these troops working together. Now, my momma’s son ain’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but I think Delta Company’s officers and NCOs are going to need to learn quite a bit about the badgers, and quickly. Otherwise, we’re not going to have a clue how to get them all talking together.” 
 
    “That means just like Kiial’s the only one who’s driven a Mk 8 in combat, I’m the only one who’s led a Cochkala in battle.” She grinned slyly. “In other words, you want me to speak slowly enough, even lieutenants and Captain Pedersen can understand me.” 
 
    “Exactly so.” Jackson chuckled. “Let me know if you need anything from me. I’ll back whatever you do to make this all work. My momma’s son doesn’t know enough to micromanage something like this.” 
 
    Schmidt snorted. “As you say, sir. Tenacious and fucking versatile!”  
 
    “Smile when you fucking say that, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part II – Half-Made Recruits 
 
      
 
    When the arf-made recruity goes out to the East 
 
    ‘E acts like a babe an’ ‘e drinks like a beast, 
 
    An’ ‘e wonders because ‘e is frequent deceased 
 
    Ere ‘e’s fit for to serve as a soldier. 
 
      
 
    - Rudyard Kipling, The Young British Soldier 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Billy Bishop Airport 
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    14 July 2126  
 
      
 
    Kiial stretched as he got off the shuttle.  
 
    “All right, get on over to Hangar Two.” Sergeant Schmidt pointed. “We’ve got transport to get to West Rocks, but before we can relax in our nice, comfy beds, we’re going to help offload the shuttle.” 
 
    The remnants of Delta Company, some 50 Humans and one Cochkala, trotted over to the hangar. Inside, they found a number of petty officers. Speed mattered, so these petty officers had things oiled and smooth.  
 
    I bet they all want this to look fantastic to the Zuul coming Earthside next. 
 
    A PO sent Kiial and a trooper from Delta First to load the personal duffle bags into the buses. By the time they’d finished, enough others had finished their tasks to fill a bus, so they sent them on over to West Rocks.  
 
    The base police cleared the road, and they were at West Rocks within a few minutes. A sergeant Kiial vaguely remembered from Basic called over, “Delta Second?” 
 
    Kiial raised a paw. 
 
    “I’m Markham. I’m your platoon’s new sergeant. Help me get these duffle bags off the truck and onto this.” He waved at an ATV.  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get everything squared away before the new recruits get over here to screw everything up.” 
 
    Kiial pulled out the right bags, which Markham arranged on the vehicle. 
 
    As they drove over, Markham said, “We’re getting those recruits as soon as Major Dozier can process them all. I’ve got their squad assignments posted. Get them arranged while I take the ATV back and help all the others unload. Then you might have some time to rest. Take it. You’ll need it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    The room Delta Second had been assigned wasn’t the room Kiial had stayed in while he went through Recruit Platoon Alpha-29’s training, but it looked no different.  
 
    Kiial was the only member of Delta Second there for the moment, so he had to bring all his platoon’s duffles over. It wasn’t that much of a chore. There were only eight survivors out of thirty-four. 
 
    “Sir? Excuse me, sir.”  
 
    It took a moment to realize the voice was aimed at him. At the door were about a dozen Foresters, all clearly as new as the dawn.  
 
    “Who you calling sir?” he asked.  
 
    “You, sir,” replied a lanky woman in the front of the others. 
 
    “I’m just a private, no need to get crazy—” Kiial flicked a tail, “—but I guess you’re the new recruits.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Zenobia. We’re from Recruit Platoon Alpha-42.” 
 
    “And now you’re with Delta Second. I’ve put duffles on some bunks. Pick the others as you wish.” He paused. “But you’ll switch if any of the others who were on Maquon ask.” 
 
    The new recruits nodded, and Kiial turned to unpacking his duffle. Something touched Kiial on the shoulder.  
 
    Damn, don’t these assholes know anything? 
 
    As he turned, he realized it was a tail. Then he recognized the muzzle baring its teeth. 
 
    “Zhash? What?” He looked past to see a dozen or so other Cochkala. All were cousins from Clan Rhan, though not all came from the Tala kinship. 
 
    Rhan’Zhash’Myrha flicked his tail. “Apparently, you weren’t enough to get the job done, so they sent some of us who know what we’re doing. Just like back home.” 
 
    Kiial opened his mouth to snarl at the animosity hidden in the bantering tone, but the rivalries of youth had ceased to matter during the battle at the gate. He’ll learn or die. 
 
    He noted his cousins wore the same uniform he did, though theirs were all pristine, as opposed to his battle-torn one. “Tlanit sent you all to the Foresters?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fuck my uncle,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “What did you say about a corporate director?” Zhash snapped. 
 
    Kiial shook his head again.  
 
    “And why do you shake your head?”  
 
    “It’s a Human thing.” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten not just your clan and kinship, but your entire race?” 
 
    Kiial snorted. “Maybe I have. If you’re here, that means you’ll fight. That’s what Foresters do. We fight, and that means you’ll learn something different.” 
 
    “We’re Foresters, too.” 
 
    Kiial opened his mouth to snap a retort and Sergeant Schmidt entered their hall. “Ten-hut!” 
 
    The troopers snapped to attention. The Humans took longer because they still goggled at seeing so many Cochkala in one place.  
 
    “Isn’t this fucking lovely? We’re all here together, just in fucking time for high tea,” Schmidt said. 
 
    A look crossed Zhash’s muzzle, baring his teeth for but a moment. 
 
    She stepped over. “Did that sound funny to you?” 
 
    “Uh, no—” he stumbled over the word, “—Sergeant.” 
 
    She walked along the line, tearing into the new recruits, Human and Cochkala both, making all sorts of comments about their uniform and posture.  
 
    Zhash glared at Kiial, who stood correctly. He bared his teeth when Schmidt skipped over the damage to Kiial’s uniform. His eyes flicked just in time to see Schmidt again standing right in front of him.  
 
    “Do you have a fucking problem?” She glanced at his nametag. “Private Zhash?” 
 
    “Uh, no, Sergeant.” Zhash flicked his eyes to Kiial again.  
 
    Schmidt examined Kiial up and down, then returned to Zhash. “You have an issue with my inspection, Private Zhash?” 
 
    “Kiial’s uniform—” 
 
    “At the fucking gate we took on Maquon, a round struck Private Kiial’s shoulder, rendering his CASPer’s arm unusable and ripping his uniform. We haven’t fucking had time to get new uniforms. He didn’t polish his buckle because I fucking told him not to. That’s Zuul blood from the enemy he strangled with his fucking tail at the gate. In fact, every aspect of his uniform that’s not exactly correct came about while he was fucking killing the enemy!” She punctuated each syllable of the last sentence with a poke to Zhash’s chest. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    She snorted. “You don’t understand a fucking thing, Private Zhash. Private Kiial is a bad motherfucker. You don’t know shit.” She sighed. “Lord save me. I thought Human recruits were idiots, but now I get a load of Cochkala.” 
 
    She stomped off.  
 
    Zhash whipped his tail in anger. 
 
    “What just happened?” Rhan’Sharl’Tala asked.  
 
    “Sergeant Schmidt introduced herself. Human sergeants talk in a certain way, and it’s something you’ll have to get used to.” 
 
    “But that’s not how…” Sharl trailed off.  
 
    “That’s not how Cochkala talk to each other, especially those of the same clan.” Kiial nodded. “I learned that when I went through training, where the sergeants are actually meaner.” 
 
    “Meaner?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kiial laughed grimly.  
 
    “Why are you laughing?” Zhash asked. 
 
    “Because she’s going to hammer all of us. Scuttlebutt says we’ve got three to four weeks before we’re heading off to Doggieland.” 
 
    “Scuttlebutt?” one of the Cochkala asked.  
 
    “Doggieland?” one of the Humans asked.  
 
    Before Kiial could answer, the other Delta Company survivors of Maquon trotted in. Kiial pointed at their duffles, and everyone shifted as needed. 
 
    Then Schmidt leaned back in. “All right, the lot of you, get changed into PT gear and get your asses outside. Time to touch the pillar a few times before getting you all snug and safe in your blankets.” 
 
    The other Cochkala looked at Kiial, who showed them what she meant. The Human recruits, of course, needed no prompting, having only just gotten out of Foresters’ Basic. 
 
    Kiial showed the other badgers how to run best in the terrain. By the time they’d touched the pillar and returned, all but Zhash and his brother Rhan’Kharsh’Myrha had adjusted to his style.  
 
    Upon their return, Schmidt found a reason to demand more from every member of the platoon. In the case of the Humans, that meant push-ups. However, Kiial’s cadre had realized quickly that push-ups didn’t work for Cochkala. That meant kick-outs, which were harder on the badgers than push-ups were for Humans. Even Zhash and Kharsh mirrored Kiial’s technique by the time they finished. 
 
    After chow, Schmidt called them together. “We’re going back out there to kick some doggie ass. That means we’re all working together.”  
 
    She looked at Zhash and Kharsh. “You two seem to have some issue with Kiial. You’ll get rid of it, or I’ll get rid of you. Some of you Humans clearly aren’t sure about fighting next to Cochkala. You’ll get rid of that attitude, or I’ll get rid of you, too. I told you, Kiial is a bad motherfucker. You all remember that?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” the troopers chorused.  
 
    “He is. So are they.” She pointed at the other seven who’d survived Maquon. “A bad motherfucker is someone who’s killed a sapient being in battle and lived to tell the fucking ‘no shit’ story.” 
 
    None of the newbies said anything. 
 
    “I’m going to do my best so that you all get to be bad motherfuckers, but I’m going to tell you now, some of you will die. It’s part of the job. Got it?” 
 
    After they responded, she sighed. “Like I said to Private Zhash, you don’t got it. Yet. We’ve got a lot of work to do. The brass is figuring out the best plan to work with the doggies we’ll be fighting with. Delta Company gets the added benefit of figuring out how we’re all going to work with Cochkala. As for Delta Second, we’ll be the best platoon in the whole damn regiment, or I’ll kick your ass, whatever kind of tail you have. Got it?” 
 
    Again, she waited for the responses. “If you’ve been paying attention, you’ll see we’ve still got a bunch of holes in the platoon. Some corporals and master corporals are coming over to help lead sections and files. For now, though, here are your assignments.” 
 
    To Kiial’s surprise, she named him the second file leader in her section.  
 
    Delta Second 21b. Huh. 
 
    “Rhan’Sharl’Tala, Rhan’Zheln’Myrha, and Katya Zenobia.” Schmidt caught the eye of each. “You’re the rest of file 21b.” 
 
    After finishing the assignments, she explained, “You’ll note each fire team has at least one Cochkala. Tail or no, you’re all in this together, got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” the platoon answered.  
 
    “Good. Also, each file has a member with a pinplant. If you don’t already know, that means you can get more out of the Mk 8s, especially in terms of recon and commo stuff. You’re likely to pick it all up quicker, too, so that means we’ll be pushing all of you to maximize your capabilities. We haven’t needed pinplants before, so we have a much lower percentage with them than units like Cartwright’s Cavaliers, so we’ll need to work together to make up for that. Any issues with that?”  
 
    This time, the platoon answered, “No, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Before anyone asks, no, we don’t have time to get pinplants for anyone else before we’re back in the fight.” Schmidt glanced around. “Questions?” 
 
    None came. 
 
    “Right.” She turned to the survivors of Maquon. “Head on over and get new uniforms. Yours are fucking disgusting. The quartermaster’s open until 2200 tonight. The rest of you, you have two hours to get this barracks ship-shape. We’re going to be damned fucking busy, and by Sam Steele his sainted fucking self, I’m not living in this fucking sty any longer.” 
 
    She stalked out.  
 
    Kiial hopped up, but before he left, Sharl leaned over. “Human sergeants seem to use that word more than seems merited.” 
 
    “What word?” 
 
    She wrapped her sharp, pointy teeth around the odd word. “Fucking.” 
 
    Kiial flicked his tail wildly. “Sharl, you have no fucking idea.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Foresters’ Headquarters,  
 
    Billy Bishop Airport, Owen Sound 
 
    14 July 2126  
 
      
 
    “I thank you for meeting with us,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t important,” Edmonds replied.  
 
    The colonel and Major Sheridan took a seat in the proffered chairs. Captain Christopher appeared on the viewscreen from his quarters on the Huron, in orbit overhead. 
 
    “How can we help?” the colonel asked.  
 
    Tahnerif pointed around the table. “First, meet well Arrakhazh and Zhamelif. They are the mar’shin—what you would call captains—of the Hunter’s Gift and the Strengthbringer. They have accepted my offer of employment.” He gestured to the viewscreen. “Brothers, meet well Captain Christopher, who will help you arm your ships.” 
 
    “Glad you’re here. We’ve got lots to do,” Christopher said. 
 
    The two Zuul captains flicked their ears. 
 
    “Captains Arrakhazh and Zhamelif brought with them many of our packmates,” Tahnerif continued. “Rei’shin Qarsh is already integrating them into the Stalkers in the Stars, and we will have all eight possible companies at full strength. Slightly more, actually.” 
 
    “Numerical strength? Or at the level the Stalkers were when they assaulted Maquon?” 
 
    “We will actually have more warriors than we did coming to Maquon. However, few of the new warriors have experience, though all have been trained.” 
 
    “Similar numbers, but less efficient, then.” 
 
    “You are correct, Colonel.” 
 
    “We can work with that, I think.” 
 
    “Fahrissthan is as good a trainer as any I have seen, and we can keep drilling them in hyperspace,” Tahnerif agreed. “As I say, I believe the Stalkers will be up to strength in terms of warriors by the time we reach Tahv.” 
 
    “I notice you keep saying, ‘in terms of warriors.’ I’m guessing we’re here because you’re concerned about other aspects of the Stalkers.” 
 
    “You are perceptive.” He turned to Akuwin. “Rei’shin, will you elaborate?” 
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin. I mentioned on Maquon that we were low on munitions. While the mar’shin brought us the warriors we need, it seems Tahzhent anticipated our need for arms and equipment. They were unable, especially within the time available, to obtain any weapons or ammunition.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “We do not have enough of our launchers to equip all the new troops and replace launchers unfit for further duty after our battle here. We have zero heavy rockets, which serve as our primary heavy arms. Your dropships proved far too successful against our atmospheric CAS aircraft. We only have one left, along with a single dropship, and we have essentially no munitions for them as well.”  
 
    Captain Arrakhazh leaned in. “The Hunter’s Gift carries a single dropship, along with two unarmed shuttles. However, we only keep enough munitions for three full loadouts in our holds, depending upon configuration. Not much, but our pilots are experienced.” 
 
    “We have something similar,” Captain Zhamelif said.  
 
    “Air assets will matter in this contest?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Assuredly so,” Tahnerif replied. “A kal’shin must be capable of commanding any and all weapon systems.” 
 
    “We don’t have much left, either. It wasn’t a one-sided battle in the air over Maquon Base.” 
 
    “It is the way of war, else it would lack the opportunity to earn honor.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at Sheridan. “How many M-8s we got left?” 
 
    The major grimaced. “A decent number, but…” 
 
    “But what?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “They’re lousy missiles. They’re slow, they have ancient penaids, they’re short-ranged, and even if they do hit, they have small warheads that might not even scratch the paint.” 
 
    “They were mediocre when they were built,” Edmonds said. “Which is why I got them for almost nothing when the frontline companies phased them out.” 
 
    “If you’re talking about those light SAMs you used on Maquon, they caused us significant damage,” Akuwin pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but there we were fighting in a small valley and, if you remember, we fired them only at your atmospheric birds, not your spaceworthy dropships.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes, I noticed that and wondered why.” 
 
    Edmonds smiled. “We wanted to kill your dropships, but the M-8s simply weren’t up to the job.” 
 
    “In any case,” Tahnerif said, “you see our problem. Obviously, since we are on Earth, we have no access to our normal suppliers, even if Tahzhent had not interfered.” 
 
    Edmonds drummed his fingers on the table. Then he looked at Tahnerif. “Would you hold out your hand for me?” 
 
    The kal’shin lowered one ear, but did as requested. 
 
    “Well, that’s good. You can probably use Human weapons without a problem. What’s our stock of M-93s?” 
 
    The XO grimaced. “We don’t have that many. We’ve only used them for the occasional training, and because a few troopers have them as backups. We certainly don’t have enough to equip one of Tahnerif’s companies. We could if we gathered together every backup weapon we’ve got laying around here, but that would be a clusterfuck for supply. Not to mention, we don’t keep much ammo around.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could get all we want, though,” Edmonds replied, “plus as many units of fire as we want.” 
 
    “Sure, but then we have another problem. It’ll take time to train the Zuul to use them in the field. Sure, we can do it. Assuming they pick things up as quickly as Human recruits, it’ll take a week to get them trained on M-93s. However, that’ll take cadre away from other training, not to mention integrating all the replacement warriors into their units.” 
 
    “Back to the question of time, then.” Edmonds sighed. “I don’t suppose we know if we have more time than we hoped?” 
 
    “No, Colonel.” Tahnerif gestured at the captains. “Indeed, they heard of Tahzhent’s declared claim prior to their journey here. Our initial timeframe was correct. We have to be fully loaded in little more than a Human month.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll check out our options and give you some choices. We’ll make sure your troopers have something to fire.”  
 
    “Thank you, Colonel.” 
 
    “It’s our asses, too.” Edmonds turned back to Sheridan. “I’m guessing we can figure out a way to adapt Human munitions to Zuul dropships and CAS birds, though I expect we’ll have problems. That’ll give us at least some air-to-air capability.” 
 
    “Probably so, sir. I also suggest we get as many SAMs as we can. I’d prefer Type 212s, if we can afford a sufficient quantity.” 
 
    “Good idea, and I think we have the funds for those.” Edmonds turned to the kal’shin. “The Type 212s would have a good chance against your dropships, and your troops should be able to use them without much, if any, training. I suspect there’s not much difference between these launchers and your heavy rockets. Mostly maintenance issues, I’d guess, and I don’t think that’ll be a problem in the time frame we’ll have them.” 
 
    “They’re also capable of attacking surface targets, including forward observer laser designations for over the hill targeting,” Sheridan added.  
 
    “Can we get enough to make a difference?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “Your companies include 64 troopers at max strength, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Our normal supplier shows he could fully equip two of your companies with at least 10 missiles per trooper, at a minimum. I suspect more, actually.” 
 
    “That would be very useful,” Tahnerif agreed. “Any issues with training, Fahrissthan?” 
 
    “They will learn quickly,” the rei’shin said. “I am willing to be stern with those who do not wish to learn Human weapons. Humans may be without honor, but they are surely inventive.” 
 
    Tahnerif tapped the table with a claw sharply. 
 
    Fahrissthan bared her teeth. “Present company excepted, of course.” 
 
    Edmonds stared at her for a moment before turning back to Tahnerif. “That helps, but it leaves six companies—about 400 warriors—needing arms and munitions, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Any thoughts, Mike?” He turned back to Sheridan, who had a strained look on his face. “Mike?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have a thought.” 
 
    “Is it a supplier you don’t trust?” 
 
    “No. I trust them, all right. It’s that—” Sheridan shook his head. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, sir. They’re reputable and trustworthy, but they don’t like me.” 
 
    “Oh?” He stared at his XO. “Major Sheridan, are you blushing?” 
 
    Sheridan snorted. “I probably am.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kal’shin, it’s just—well, I have history with these people.” Sheridan held up his hand. “It’s one of those ‘no shit there we were stories’ from the Lyon’s Den. Me and Roxanne; she was with Warren’s Wardens at the time. The Wardens and my first unit fought together.” He shook his head. “The details aren’t important.” 
 
    “So what is important?” 
 
    “We met at the Lyon’s Den, hit it off, had two really good weeks together. Unfortunately, we had three weeks of leave. By the end of it, we weren’t on speaking terms.” 
 
    “Who’s this Roxanne with now?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “She’s Jackie Warren’s drummer. You know, Gun Bunny and the Bandoliers?” 
 
    “The Justin Timers! Of course. I always forget about them. We’ve never been able to afford their stuff, but if anyone could get Zuul munitions quickly, it’d be them.” 
 
    “If Roxie’ll let them sell to me.” 
 
    “I can reach out to them,” Edmonds said. 
 
    Sheridan shook his head. “Roxie can’t stand cowards. If I’m not the one making the order, she’ll know I’m avoiding her, and she’ll make sure we don’t get a damn thing. For that matter, I have to ask them face to face.” 
 
    “She would be correct to do so,” Fahrissthan growled. 
 
    “You’d probably like her, Rei’shin. Might have you join me, and you can both give me shit.” The XO chuckled. “Might get us a lower price, at that.”  
 
    “My family has set aside reserves, and now’s the time to use them,” Edmonds said. “Take all the shit you need to, but get the Stalkers something to use besides their claws.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Since we’ve got to deal with them, might as well check on everything we want. I know you’ve got a line on the 212s and shipboard munitions, but see if we can get a bulk discount.” 
 
    “Worth a shot.” 
 
    “We pretty much bought every shuttle and dropship we could find before we went to Maquon, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Our normal suppliers won’t have any, but maybe the Justin Timers will.” 
 
    “Right. If they can get more, maybe with the 212s, we’ll have enough to control the airspace instead of merely holding our own. If they do have some, I’ll reach out to Lyons and see about getting us trained replacement flight crews.” 
 
    “Got it.” Sheridan poked at his pad. “Anything else?” 
 
    Edmonds tapped the table for a moment. “Nothing specific, but tell them whatever you want about the strategic and tactical situation. See if they’ve got any ideas. Tahzhent’s going to outnumber us pretty good, now that I’m counting Zuul noses. From what I remember about Jackie and her dad, they found some creative solutions in the field.” 
 
    Sheridan’s face turned wistful. “So did Roxie. Those first two weeks—” He stopped abruptly. “Ah, anyway. Yes, sir, I’ll ask them.” 
 
    “There’s a shuttle at Bishop right now, I think. Let’s not dally.” 
 
    “I’ll head right over.” 
 
    “Be charming, Major.” Edmonds grinned. “That’s an order.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    16 July 2126  
 
      
 
    Kiial knew what being truly fatigued felt like. He’d thought he’d understood it during training with Recruit Platoon Alpha-29, but he’d learned the truth after the battle at the gate on Maquon. He wasn’t—quite—truly fatigued now, but he could see it on the horizon. 
 
    The rest of 21b wasn’t any better. Zheln’s tail drooped, and Sharl’s was over her shoulder. Zenobia kept rubbing her head. Sergeant Seamus McWhorter had kept her and her pinplant constantly working.  
 
    Who knew prepping suits was this damn hard? Ericson probably would’ve. I wish he was here. He grimaced. Of course, he’s just a fucking pile of goo now, so he probably wouldn’t help all that much.  
 
    “Mr. Harris, does it check out?” McWhorter asked the Binnig tech running the initial diagnostic. 
 
    The tech grunted. 
 
    McWhorter took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Mr. Harris. I didn’t catch that.” 
 
    The tech glared over. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Good.” McWhorter turned to Kiial. “Okay, we’ve prepped all the Mk 8s for Delta.” 
 
    “Thank the regents.” Kiial’s tail flicked, but without his usual vigor. “What’s next?” 
 
    “We’ve got these MACs to install.” 
 
    Kiial didn’t quite whimper. “Tenacious and versatile, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile,” Zenobia muttered with a weary smile. Zheln and Sharl just flicked the very ends of their tails.  
 
    “That we are,” the sergeant said with a grin.  
 
    “Nah, we’ll call it day,” Mr. Harris said. 
 
    McWhorter’s head whipped around, brown eyes black in their anger. “I realize we’re getting close to eight hours for the day, but unfortunately, we’ve got a schedule to meet so you’re going to have to do some overtime.” 
 
    Harris got up. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Mr. Harris. I repeat. We have a schedule, and you have a contract.”  
 
    Kiial had thought Sergeant McWhorter had been terrifying when he’d yelled at Recruit Platoon Alpha-29. This time, the sergeant hadn’t raised his voice, but he’d stepped close to Harris, and the Cochkala wondered how the Human hadn’t already backed off. 
 
    Instead, Harris doubled down. “Eat shit, Sergeant. I’ve done my eight, and I’m heading to the bar.” He turned away. 
 
    Lieutenant Jackson stood in front of him. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Yeah, this fuckhead thinks he’s my boss,” the Binnig rep snarled.  
 
    “What is it that Sergeant McWhorter has asked of you?” 
 
    “It’s quitting time, and I’m done.” 
 
    Kiial moved around to stand behind the lieutenant, with the rest of 21b at his six.  
 
    “I seem to recall that the contract from Binnig specifies that its personnel will work—” Jackson paused as he recalled the exact phrase, “—‘such overtime as is required to allow the Foresters to fulfill such responsibilities as the Foresters deem necessary.’” 
 
    “Fuck off. I’ve worked all I’m going to today.” 
 
    “Mr. Harris—” 
 
    The Binnig tech cut the lieutenant off. “I am going to the bar. You can jerk off in the CASPers for all I care, but I’m done!” He punctuated this by poking Jackson in the chest. 
 
    Kiial suddenly realized the LT had pulled his hand back to punch the tech. He lashed out with his tail and caught Jackson’s fist before he could strike the blow. 
 
    He needn’t have done so. McWhorter body-checked Jackson out of the way and got in Harris’s face. 
 
    Damn glad McWhorter never got that mad at me! 
 
    Jackson tugged on his tail, and Kiial realized he still had it wrapped around the LT’s wrist.  
 
    Hastily he let go and jumped to attention. “Sorry about that, sir!” 
 
    The lieutenant shook his head. “Get to a comm and call Captain Pedersen down here. Make sure he knows it’s a contract thing. Might need one of the legal beagles.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Kiial ran to the comm link on the other end of the warehouse and reported in. 
 
    “On it, Private,” came the terse response from Pedersen. 
 
    Kiial trotted back to the others. As far as he could tell, McWhorter hadn’t taken a breath. He was in Harris’s face so far, the tech couldn’t get his hand up to wipe the sergeant’s spittle off his cheeks.  
 
    Zenobia looked at him with wide eyes as he returned. Together, they watched as McWhorter backed Harris into a corner.  
 
    Then the tech did something truly stupid.  
 
    McWhorter shifted Harris’s punch harmlessly past his face and kicked the tech in the groin. 
 
    Harris fell to the ground, moaning. 
 
    Zenobia made a weird sound, and Kiial realized she was trying to hold in laughter. He started to grin— 
 
    “Ten-hut!” 
 
    The Foresters stiffened to attention. Harris continued moaning.  
 
    Pedersen stalked in.  
 
    Kiial had only seen Captain Pedersen a few times on the transits back and forth from Maquon, but everyone knew he’d been an effective staff officer for years before finally getting himself a line job. Mild and thoughtful, he’d always seemed. 
 
    Today was a different day. 
 
    He leaned over the tech. “Mr. Harris. You may not realize we are going to fight in these Mk 8s in less than two months. We can’t work banker’s hours, I’m afraid.” He looked at Jackson. “Lieutenant, did you remind Mr. Harris of the relevant portion of the contract?” 
 
    “Sir, I did, sir!” 
 
    “Excellent work.” He glanced back at Harris. “As soon as your—” he paused, “—upset stomach from something that disagreed with you gets better, I’m sure you’ll continue to fulfill the terms of the contract.” 
 
    Harris hissed, “He kicked me in the balls; you all saw it.” 
 
    “Mr. McWhorter, do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “Sir, no, sir!” 
 
    “Lieutenant Jackson, you’re a sharp-eyed young man, from the reports we got from Maquon. Can you corroborate Mr. Harris’s accusation?” 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    Pedersen looked at Kiial. “Private (Trained) Kiial?” 
 
    “Sir, no, sir!” 
 
    “Mr. Harris, may I suggest going a little easier on the poutine tomorrow? In any case, we have work to do, so you might as well get back to it.” 
 
    Harris snarled, “We’re not done with this.” 
 
    “You’re correct, Mr. Harris.” Pedersen sighed. “I’ve got to make a report. The regiment runs on reports more than fusion power, I sometimes think, and I’ve been writing reports that say exactly what I want them to say for decades.” 
 
    With that he turned back to the Foresters. “Carry on.”  
 
    After he left, Harris crawled back to his console.  
 
    Kiial took a deep breath.  
 
    McWhorter said, “Wheel the first crate of MACs on over, Private.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    The crate held eight MACs. McWhorter checked the serial numbers. With Harris’s grudging help, they attached the first one to a CASPer. It took about 20 minutes of cursing.  
 
    However, the rest of the crate went much faster, after they figured out the process. The second and third crates went even faster.  
 
    “It’s much easier, I think, because of your smaller fingers, Private Kiial,” McWhorter said. “And I don’t want to think how long this would’ve taken without your pinplant, Zenobia.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant,” they said.  
 
    The sergeant glanced at the clock. “We’ve got time enough for another crate, which will finish a platoon.”  
 
    “Fuck you,” Harris hissed. 
 
    McWhorter ignored him and pointed at Kiial. The Cochkala trotted off and got the fourth crate. 
 
    It clanked as it moved. 
 
    “Sergeant?” 
 
    “What, Private?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that didn’t sound right.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Harris said. 
 
    McWhorter glared at the tech. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” He snicked through the shipping straps and pried it open. “Well, shit.” 
 
    “What?” asked Harris. 
 
    “This one had some issues in transit.” 
 
    Harris and Kiial looked inside the crate. The eight MACs in the crate had shifted out of their packing material. Kiial could see at least two obviously broken units, though he had no idea if they could be repaired.  
 
    “Well, Mr. Harris?” 
 
    “You obviously didn’t follow instructions offloading the crates.” 
 
    The sergeant pulled out a broken hard-foam piece designed to separate the MACs in transit. “If this had been packed correctly, damage like this would also require damage to the outside of the crate. Do you see anything like that?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Bullshit, you guys fucked it up,” the Binnig rep said.  
 
    McWhorter took a deep breath and spoke very quietly. “You know, Mr. Harris, I’m going to give you your wish. You can leave before I grease this floor with you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Harris spun around to the door. 
 
    “One thing, Mr. Harris.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you leave right now, we won’t be able to check the serial numbers. We’ll just have to report these missing, so Binnig will have to replace them without any question of who did what.” McWhorter smiled. “It’s up to you, of course.” 
 
    “We’ve got the crate number.” 
 
    “Do you? Well, maybe so. But we all know such things can occasionally get misfiled. Are you willing to risk your company’s profits over a beer?” 
 
    “Bullshit. You might be able to pull that crap with other suppliers, but not Binnig.”  
 
    “Are you willing to risk it?” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Harris.”  
 
    Harris spat and stalked out. 
 
    “Excellent.” McWhorter smiled.  
 
    “Sergeant?” Kiial asked.  
 
    “They didn’t pack it right.” He picked out a MAC barrel. It had broken off from its main connecting section. Another barrel in the bottom was bent at about a 30-degree angle. 
 
    He glanced at the ceiling. “The cameras in here will have all that’s happened here today, including me kicking that smug bastard in the balls. They’ll have footage of that crate from the moment it arrived in Owen Sound, in fact, and they’ll show any mishandling we may have done.” He lifted the bent barrel, displaying it for Kiial and the cameras to see. “They’ll also show this, along with any damage to the crate.” 
 
    “So we can’t claim Binnig didn’t send it to us?” 
 
    “Right, but we were never going to do that anyway. I’m a little surprised, given Binnig’s reputation, that one of their people would try this bullshit. Keep your eyes open, kid, because we’ve dealt with some interesting suppliers in the past. Someday it’ll be you who needs to know how to play this game.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “What do you think Harris’s bosses are going to say when they get the footage showing his actions today? Especially the point where he chose to go to the bar instead of making sure he protected Binnig’s reputation? They’re more likely to give us a bonus for me kicking Harris in the balls than ask Edmonds to discipline me.” 
 
    Kiial’s tail lashed in uproarious laughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Maj. Mike Sheridan 
 
    EMS Wardens’ Justice  
 
    Earth Orbit 
 
    16 July 2126  
 
      
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” Sheridan asked. 
 
    Jackie Warren, raven-haired and beautiful, with eyes that had seen too many stars, glanced at the tall, suntanned blonde woman next to her. “What do you think, Roxie?” 
 
    The blonde woman’s eyes held only anger. “Sure, luv. Especially if I get to space this arsehole later.” 
 
    “Still want to come aboard?” Jackie asked. “If you pissed Roxie off, I just might let her see how well you perform re-entry without a shuttle.” 
 
    “Roxie won’t toss me out an airlock,” Sheridan said. “She may beat the hell out of me, may even kill me, but an airlock’s too lazy for her.” 
 
    Jackie barked a laugh. “Well, he’s not a clueless asshole, Roxie.” 
 
    “Still an arsehole, though,” she snapped. 
 
    “Maybe I am, but my money’ll spend. We’ve got GalCreds, and we need weapons.” Sheridan snorted. “And if you can’t help us, I might as well jump out that airlock myself. I’ll have a better chance of living through that than the next fight without all the things we need.” 
 
    Warren cocked her head, measuring him. She pointed at his shoulder flash. “Those maple leaves mean you’re with the Foresters. They’ve never been able to afford my prices before.” 
 
    “We always could, apparently, but the Edmonds family has been saving for a rainy day. It’s a deluge out there, and we have to spend what we got before the rain washes us all away.” 
 
    She shrugged. “All right. I’ll listen. Roxie here will set the profit margin. Seems like she owes you at least that much.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Roxie’s right. I do owe her that much. I’m not proud of what happened.” He sighed. “But I think when you ask her, even as mad as she is, she’s too damn honest to tell you anything but that she owes me, too.” 
 
    Roxie had a strange look on her face.  
 
    Warren noted it. “Well, we’ll see. Permission granted. Come on into my office.” 
 
    After they settled in, Warren asked, “So what all do you need?” 
 
    Sheridan pulled out his pad and sent over the list.  
 
    Warren’s eyebrows rose as she examined it. She turned it so Roxie could see. 
 
    “You want Zuul munitions, 400 of their rocket launchers and—” Warren glanced at the list, “—30 units of fire for each?” 
 
    “At a minimum. We’d prefer 400 launchers and 40 units.” 
 
    “Last I heard, you were fighting the Zuul on Peninnah and some backwater mining colony.” 
 
    “Cimarron 283133-6A. Yes, and we literally just shipped in from fighting the Stalkers in the Stars a third time on Maquon. We’re going to fight more Zuul, but this time alongside the Stalkers.” 
 
    “That’s got to be a hell of a story.” 
 
    “Yes. Still parts to write, though. We’re hoping we’ll be around to finish it.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” Warren pointed at the list. “You’re needing this for the Stalkers, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What happened to their weapons?” 
 
    “A Zuparti stole their ammo and replacements. They’ve got a bunch of recruits with nothing to shoot.” He pointed at the list. “In fact, we’re getting the Type 212s for two of their companies.” 
 
    “Why not other Human weapons?” 
 
    “They’re trained on rocket launchers that are similar to the Type 212s. Obviously, it takes about a week to get up to speed on M-93s. We can do it, but we’d far rather get them something they already know how to use or can use without much training. Our cadre’s going to be busy enough as it is.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” She glanced at the list again. “We can get all this, but it sounds like time will be an issue. We’ll have two hyperspace transits, though we can cut some of the time off getting our suppliers to meet us halfway once we’re back in realspace.” 
 
    “Needs must. Faster is better. The Zuul are all trained mercs, so we won’t need to go over basic stuff with them—or at least I hope not. Still, they’re mostly replacements, and we’ve got a bunch as well, which means all the normal training has to be done, no matter what.” 
 
    “I need to know the story.” She held up a hand. “Not every gory detail, but enough. If we do this, we’ll be pushing around some other contracts. We’ll make it on time on those, but it’ll mean we’re hauling ass. I want to know why we should.” 
 
    “Conspiracy is such an easy word to throw around, but we’ve got some good proof we’ve been the target of one. It includes Tahnerif’s littermate, a Zuparti, Peepo’s niece, and at least one of our own officers.” 
 
    “That sounds like a pile of shite,” Roxie snapped. 
 
    “Yes, it does, but it’s true nonetheless. Ask Lyons. He knows some of it.” 
 
    Warren snapped her fingers. “Wait. Didn’t I hear something about some Foresters getting hit leaving the Den a while back?” 
 
    “February, yes.” 
 
    “So what did this conspiracy want?” 
 
    “We’re still piecing it together.” Sheridan’s lips twisted. “Captain Gregg apparently wanted to take over the Foresters from Edmonds. He thought his family should’ve owned the unit all along. I don’t know the whole story.” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “Tahnerif’s littermate had much the same motive. Tahnerif is leader of the largest clan on their home planet, and Tahzhent is trying to take the title away. Those Zuul munitions will give Tahnerif a chance to keep it, and he’s been a tough but honorable foe.” 
 
    “Peepo’s niece?” 
 
    “Who the hell knows? Maybe Streetho—that’s the niece—is playing her own game. I’d bet she’s not, though. Peepo had her claws into too damn much. I’m glad she’s gone.” 
 
    “That’s the truth.” 
 
    “Nor do we know about Kukuluki, really, just that the Zuparti is involved. It’s also possible a Sidar named Anathiola is part of it, though I suspect he’s a dupe getting used by the others.” 
 
    Warren shook her head. “No way I’d believe this if it weren’t for Lyons.” Her dark eyes sharpened. “You can be sure I’ll check with him.” 
 
    “Of course.” He leaned forward. “In fact, we also want all that sneakiness you’ve shown before. We’ve got a fight against at least three to one odds, and that’s assuming we can get our ships, especially the Cabot, into orbit around the Zuul planet undamaged.” 
 
    “The Cabot? Garrison’s ship?” asked Roxie. 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Girl can’t keep her hands off me.” The blonde’s mouth twisted. “Worse than you, that first week.”  
 
    “Well, she’s got good taste.” 
 
    Roxie’s eyes darkened with memories. “Yeah.” 
 
    After an awkward moment, Warren said, “Hell of a captain, too.”  
 
    “Yes. We’re lucky to have her and her crew helping.” Sheridan shook his head to clear it. “Anyway, we’re going to need whatever force multipliers we can find. You know what’s available. We’re interested in anything you can get that might help us.” 
 
    “What’s the battlefield?” 
 
    Sheridan described the Kharzhelan. 
 
    “That big, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How much spacelift you got? Just the Cabot?” 
 
    “No, we’ve got a couple of Zuul ships as well. Smaller than the Cabot, but larger than the Huron. We’re hoping to upgrade all their weapons and electronics as much as possible, as you can see, but that’ll still leave sizeable holds on each.” 
 
    “Got it. Sounds like you at least have plenty of room, if we’re talking 1,000 troopers and only a few hundred CASPers.” Warren turned to Roxie. “What do you think? Take the job?” 
 
    She glared at Sheridan. “I don’t mind taking his money. He’s not the most worthless arsehole who ever tried to get in my knickers.” 
 
    Warren snorted, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “That’s fair. He’s not even the most worthless arsehole who ever actually got there.” Roxie smiled in spite of herself. She looked at Sheridan. “That third week was rough on both of us.” 
 
    “I’ll never forget it. I haven’t forgotten the first two, either.” 
 
    “Neither have I.” She sighed. “Yeah, we’ll sell to them and get our profit.” 
 
    “All right.” Warren nodded. “I’ll get a ship out for the Zuul munitions in a couple of hours. Still going to take a month. Can’t speed up hyperspace.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll get your 212s easy enough. Frankly, I can get all of them you want as I’ve got several suppliers carrying those. I see you want some shipboard weapons, too.” 
 
    “We’ve got several ships to upgrade. Want to make sure we get planetside to use everything else.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “We’ve got a line on a bunch of all that, but we’re—” he flashed a smile at Roxie, “—hoping you’ll give us a bulk discount.” 
 
    Roxie snorted. 
 
    Sheridan continued, “We’re going to spend more money in one lump than we ever have before, but it’s not unlimited, and the more we can get, the more likely we are to live to bitch about the cost.” 
 
    “I get that.” Warren drummed her fingers. “Right, we’ll go through what we’ve got. I’ve got some ideas, but it’ll take me a few days or so to get numbers for those. However, I’ll have numbers for you later today on all the listed items, with the caveat that we might have to bump the Zuul stuff. I can’t control that until I get the actual cost instead of the anticipated cost.” 
 
    “Understood. That’s the biggest need anyway.” 
 
    “Will you need 12.7mm HEAT rounds? I know you guys use a lot of it, and I know someone who’s desperate to get rid of a warehouse full.”  
 
    “Oddly, no. We’ve got munitions for our CASPers.” He smiled. “You’ll hear about it soon enough. We managed to get a few dozen Mk 8s with full support packages, including ammo, from Binnig.” 
 
    “How the hell did that happen?” She shook her head. “That’s more money than the Foresters have ever seen and more CASPers than Binnig says they have.” 
 
    “Let’s just say a Peacemaker felt he owed us.” 
 
    “Your story keeps sounding more and more like shite,” Roxie growled. 
 
    “You heard about Binnig pissing its pants a few months ago?” 
 
    “Yeah. They had a shipment blown up right before the invasion of Earth.” 
 
    “It was ours.” 
 
    Warren snorted. “You guys really do have a bullseye on your back.” 
 
    “Apparently so.” 
 
    “All right. Good to know. There are some things out there to add on to the Mk 8s I might be able to get my hands on.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As Warren led them back to the boat bay, she asked, “What’s your schedule? Can you get back here in three days?” 
 
    “I can, but I’m busy.” 
 
    “I have a suspicion I’ll prefer to continue with some of these details face-to-face instead of via comm systems, even with the kind of security we have and I know you guys have.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    “Excellent.” They reached the bay, and Warren looked back and forth at the others with a grin on her face. “I think I’ll let you two have some quality time.” She walked away, chuckling.  
 
    Roxie and Sheridan stared at each other. 
 
    “Roxie—” 
 
    “Oh, shut your gob, I know it was as much me as it was you!” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say that.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I regret that last week, less because of what I did, more because we’ll never look at those first two weeks without remembering the third.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to snap, but sighed. “Would be nice to have just those two weeks and not a bit more.” 
 
    “Keep banging the drums, Roxie.” Sheridan stepped to the hatch. 
 
    She put a hand on his arm. “I will. And if you don’t keep your arsehole self alive to come watch us play after all this is done, I will hunt you down in the afterlife and make sure your eternity is worse than anything you ever imagined.” She stopped, mouth open. “I can’t believe I just invited you to a fucking gig.” 
 
    “And I can’t believe I’m looking forward to seeing it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    19 July 2126  
 
      
 
    Kiial’s new CASPer felt wrong. More importantly, it moved wrong. Oh, the controls were in the same place as his first one, though there were some additions and improvements, and the plumbing arrangements were certainly more comfortable. 
 
    However, the CASPer Mk 8 he’d driven on Maquon had been a mock-up hurriedly modified for actual use after someone had blown up the shipment holding his original one.  
 
    The biometric control systems meant he simply had to act like he was wearing the suit. The CASPer translated his motions to move the CASPer’s limbs and weapons. However, momentum and mass matter, so Kiial had real problems adjusting for the extra armor, weapons, ammo, and electronics the mock-up hadn’t had which this one did.  
 
    But Kiial was doing better than many others in Delta Second, because he’d at least been in a Mk 8.  
 
    The Humans were struggling to adjust to the Mk 8’s unfamiliar balance and subtle differences. The Foresters had used Mk 6s longer than just about any merc unit, and their long-time troopers had only worked with the older model.  
 
    Even Zenobia and the ones with pinplants were struggling, because the Mk 6s hadn’t had pinplant control. More than a few kept bitching about the dual-view the pinplants gave them.  
 
    The only ones who weren’t having problems driving their new beasts were the Cochkala. Zheln and Sharl were clearly having the time of their lives. They’d spent many hours in the simulators, which adjusted for loadout mass and other things they’d perceive when actually in a CASPer. That’s what simulators were there for, after all.  
 
    That is, until Schmidt started drilling them. Kiial never figured out if she’d done it on purpose, or if it had been a mistake, but she decided Delta Second would work in close order drill to get everyone used to moving in the new CASPers.  
 
    For platoons in other companies, which did the same thing, this involved a little adjustment and embarrassment, as experienced troopers got into the groove with their new equipment. However, it didn’t take long, as their muscle memory kicked in.  
 
    For the platoons including Cochkala, especially Delta Second, it was an unmitigated disaster.  
 
    The Cochkala moved smoothly in Mk 8s, but they’d never had any training in close order drill. They didn’t have the equivalent on GrBatch, except for a few groups who focused on certain ceremonies. Just starting off on the left foot caused confusion and frustration.  
 
    Fortunately, stumbling into other CASPers doesn’t necessarily damage the other CASPers, but the Mk 8s of 21b all showed scrapes and dings within an hour.  
 
    Still, curses filled Currie Barracks as the troopers, already tired from the pace of preparations, returned, thoroughly embarrassed and bitterly angry.  
 
    “You’re a disgrace,” Zhash snarled to Kiial. “You knew and let us—” 
 
    Private Marshall stepped between the two Cochkala. “Leave it be, Zhash.” 
 
    “Stay out of this, Human.” 
 
    Kiial tapped Marshall on the shoulder. “Thanks, but he’s too stupid to do this any other way.” 
 
    Marshall shrugged and moved out of the way.  
 
    Zhash snarled at Kiial. “Stupid am I? If that’s so, then wh—” 
 
    Kiial’s tail flicked out before the other Cochkala had realized it. It lashed around Zhash’s neck and drew him close. For a moment they stared at each other, pointed noses almost touching. 
 
    “Zhash. You’re an idiot, and you’ve got no clue why. You’re a civilian, nothing more, and unless you start acting like a trooper, that’s all you’ll ever be, because you’ll be dead.” 
 
    The larger Cochkala tried to snap his tail around Kiial’s neck, but Kiial was expecting the counter and caught it. He yanked, twisting Zhash around. Zhash reached up to pry Kiial’s tail away from his throat. 
 
    Kiial slapped him with his free hand. The sound echoed in the suddenly quiet barracks. “Zhash. I don’t care about any of the stuff that happened when we were kits. I don’t care that we squabbled over the same potential mates. I don’t care that our business interests didn’t always mesh. None of that matters.” 
 
    He let go suddenly, sending Zhash spinning to the floor, gasping for breath. 
 
    Kiial stood over him. “It doesn’t matter because we’ve got one chance to get this right, or we’re all dead. This isn’t what it was before. That was just a fucking game.” He reached out a paw to help him up. “You’ve got a choice. Become part of this team, so there’s a chance we can all live, or by all the fair deals our families have ever made, I’ll make sure you die before we leave for Doggieland.” 
 
    “Ten-hut!” Schmidt’s voice cut through the tension.  
 
    Kiial snapped to attention.  
 
    Schmidt prowled in front of him. “Kiial, did I hear you threaten a fellow Forester?” 
 
    He said nothing, which was the right thing.  
 
    “I didn’t think so. Because if I had, I’d have had to make sure you were gone, and we need every damned bad motherfucker we got.” She whipped around and knelt so she was nose to nose with Zhash. “Besides, if it’s anyone’s job in this platoon to make sure some asshole gets fragged, it’s mine!” 
 
    Zhash opened his mouth, which was not the right thing.  
 
    “You got something to say, trooper?” 
 
    The Cochkala pointed his tail at Kiial. “He—” 
 
    “Was abso-fucking-lutely right! You’ve done nothing but bitch about Kiial since you got here. You’re nothing but a fucking civvie who doesn’t get it.” 
 
    She stood up. “All you noobs, with or without a tail. This is it. This is your chance. You can leave, and I won’t say a damn thing. I’ll make sure you never serve as a merc, but it’ll be just as well, because if you leave, this isn’t your place.” 
 
    She spun back to Zhash. “We have to work as a team, and that means in everything. Or we die. I’ll go with the survivors from Maquon and be a damned sight happier than with a full TOE of people who don’t give a shit about the platoon. Do you understand?” 
 
    Zhash’s face twisted. 
 
    “Well, tailboy? Scrunch your muzzle all you want, I better hear it out loud.” 
 
    “I understand, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Good.” She straightened. “Platoon! Your drill this afternoon was atrocious. You have one minute to get back on the field, and we’re going to start from square fucking one! Any questions?” 
 
    None came.  
 
    “Move!” 
 
    For the next three hours, the weary platoon marched in formation, facing left and right, and about-facing whenever Schmidt desired. Then, after dinner, Schmidt called them to attention again. “It’s been such an easy, lazy day, I’ve decided we need to touch the pillar a few times. But first, Kiial, front and center!” 
 
    Kiial stepped forward. “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Show them again how you learned to run on that trail.” 
 
    “Uh, yes, Sergeant.” He demonstrated the slightly lower, almost four-pawed running gait he’d used to navigate around the rocks the Humans could just jump past.  
 
    “Last time, I watched as he tried to show all you Cochkala that method. I know you all have history with each other, but I didn’t see him hesitate to try to teach you. That’s because he was thinking like a trooper. That the more we work together, the better we fight. Some of you thought he was mocking you or something, and you ignored him.” 
 
    It was only Zhash and Kharsh, thought Kiial, but I guess I understand why she’s not calling them out directly.  
 
    “Anyway, you will listen to every bad motherfucker in this damn regiment—and for that matter, in the Stalkers in the Stars. You can ignore them all after you’ve had shit fly past you to kill your best friend. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    “Now let’s go touch the damn pillar.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Maj. Mike Sheridan 
 
    EMS Wardens’ Justice  
 
    Earth Orbit 
 
    23 July 2126  
 
      
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” Sheridan asked. This time, his request was accepted with much greater warmth. The flowing credits had helped, but Warren had clearly talked to Lyons.  
 
    After they’d gotten settled in her office, Warren sent over a file. “Here’s the list of Zuul weapons I’ve got on order. It’s all I can get within your time frame. Obviously, that’s fewer than the minimum number of rocket launchers and ammo you hoped for, and they’re more expensive per unit than I expected, but that’s the best I can do.” 
 
    Sheridan grimaced. “No help for it, I guess. At least it’ll get some of their warriors armed like they’re used to.” 
 
    “However, I had a couple of ideas. Do you know what terrain you’ll be fighting in?” 
 
    “According to Tahnerif, all types.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Well, I already have some weapons designed for other aliens in-system. There aren’t many Lumar on Earth, but Lyons makes sure his are well armed, so I just buy a bulk package and store the rest until he needs them. Their sweepers are short ranged, but inside that range, they can be devastating.” 
 
    “Are those the blunderbusses I’ve seen them carry every once in a while? Like a big-ass shotgun?” 
 
    “Yep. They fire shot of about 8mm, 100 to a shell. They aren’t precision weapons, but they’re designed for Lumar, so they’re simple to aim, don’t require a ton of practice, sturdy in the field, and easy to clean. They ought to be usable for the Zuul with minimal training time.” 
 
    “I’d like to get a sample for the Zuul to try out.” 
 
    “Of course. I already have several, along with a box of ammo, ready to put on your shuttle. If the Zuul approve, I can have 80 with 60 units of fire down to Owen Sound within six hours.” 
 
    “Thank you. Any other ideas?” 
 
    “Do you know what training the Zuul have had in explosives? And whether they can throw? I can give you cases of grenades.” 
 
    “I don’t have a clue whether they can or not. I’ll have to check. My guess is, we’ll take some either way. Kjetil’s sappers can make use of them, but I’ll check and see how many Edmonds wants.” 
 
    “Right.” She ticked off a box. “All of your Mk 8s are standard configuration, right?” 
 
    “Except for the ones with Cochkala plumbing, yes.” 
 
    “But they’re all equipped with normal K-bomb launchers?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, this is one of those things I wanted to keep under my hat. I’ve several experimental weapons I’m going to suggest, and I’d rather no one knew about them until they’re used in the field. Whoever uses them first will need that surprise.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Anyway, I have a guy who wanted to see what he could do to improve K-bomb efficiency. He’s got a design you might be interested in.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “His babies are a series of rocket-assisted K-bombs.” 
 
    “K-bombs are too small to have rockets, at least and still have a decent payload.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the limitation he’s been working on, so he went completely away from fragmentation.” 
 
    “What do they have?” 
 
    “They’re a combination of incendiary and flash. He’s taken modern thermate TH-8 and applied a Depik chemical called Hssskhow-3.” 
 
    “Depik?” 
 
    “Those cats are dangerous as hell, as you know, and they don’t let things like mass and size get in the way of causing all the havoc they can. Anyway, he reverse-engineered this Hssskhow stuff. It made his thermate flash brighter per given gram. Now, it burns out quicker than most incendiary grenades, but it’ll still start fires and works as a better shock weapon, assuming you don’t mind those fires, at a much lower weight, allowing him to extend the range of K-bombs out to at least a klick.” 
 
    “Interesting. I’d sure like to get a few to see what they do.” 
 
    “Again, I guessed as much. There’s a crate of them ready to go as well.” She punched her pad. “Okay, I’ve got all the claymores you ordered for your sappers, but I’ve got more in stock. Just let me know if you want some for the Zuul.” 
 
    “Good idea. I haven’t seen them use that sort of thing, but I imagine they can figure them out.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll give you right of first refusal for the next week or so.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “It’s not a hardship as I already filled my current orders.” She smiled. “Now, let’s see. We’ve got all the 212s you ordered. Do you want to order more to make up for the rocket launchers?” 
 
    “We may have to, but I think I need to get Tahnerif in the loop on that. The 212s are useful, but they’re not a replacement for standard infantry weapons.” 
 
    “I’ve got another warehouse full waiting at a supplier. I can adjust if needed, but I understand. They’re limited, tactically.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She looked back at her pad. “Do you know if the Zuul have experience with crew-served heavy weapons?” 
 
    “Yes, but as far as I know, just heavy rocket launchers.” 
 
    “This is in the ‘it ain’t stupid if it works’ category, and to be fair, I’m not sure it’ll work.” 
 
    “So what is it?” 
 
    “The Galactic Union has given us a bunch of things. At this point, we now have a bunch of retired mercs with too much time on their hands, GalCreds in the bank, and manufacturing processes that allow them to be whimsical.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “A bunch of mercs are into historical reenactment. These particular guys also enjoy blowing stuff up. They put on old uniforms and run around like they’re fighting World War II again.” 
 
    “How does that help?” 
 
    “There are 16 replica German 88s with ammo sitting in a warehouse waiting to be delivered. They’re all modern-built using current metallurgical techniques, but they’re otherwise exact copies. Against CASPers, they’re not very useful, but against Zuul or dropships, who knows?” 
 
    “Artillery? No one uses artillery anymore.” 
 
    Warren grinned. “Of course not. Everyone knows artillery is too easy to defeat with modern radar and laser systems. It’s been like that for decades, so I never sell it, except in situations like this. But I have a question for you. When’s the last time the Foresters trained on anti-artillery techniques and doctrines? Would your troopers recognize and react immediately if they faced such things?” 
 
    “Well, there’s that. Probably not, to be honest.”  
 
    “Anyway, I’ve talked to the reenactors who placed the order, and they’re willing to let me sell these to you if I give them a discount on replacements. Plus, they suggested they might serve as trainers. For a fee, of course.”  
 
    Sheridan blinked. “Uh, that’s—” 
 
    “Something you’re going to have to check on, I know.” 
 
    “I was going to say, that’s certainly innovative. I appreciate the idea, even if it doesn’t work.” 
 
    “I doubt these would be all that effective, long term, because of course your opponents can get those anti-artillery skills back quickly, but…” 
 
    “But maybe as a surprise or in the right situation,” Sheridan said.  
 
    “Yes.” Warren grinned. “Though I won’t blame you a bit if you say no. They’ll require more training than M-93s and will take a goodly amount of your spacelift volume, though given the cubage you’ve indicated you have, I doubt it’ll be a problem. However, even modern dropships wouldn’t enjoy getting hit with one of their flak shells, meaning they might be useful for static defense, allowing you to use these 212s in a more mobile role.” 
 
    “It’s so stupid, it just might work, at least temporarily.” 
 
    “You asked me to give you ideas, even if they’re not practical.” She grinned. “And don’t worry. If you buy them, I’ll charge you a premium that’ll more than make up for the discount I’ll give those guys.”  
 
    The major laughed. “Fair. We’ll see what Tahnerif has to say about all this.”  
 
    “I have something else, another experimental thing. We just talked about the challenges of using indirect fire weapons on a modern battlefield, but there’s a munitions company playing around with an idea. It’s run by another old merc who never thought inside the box, and having indirect fire capability would certainly be nice in certain situations.” 
 
    “I can see the use, but not how it might be doable, at least on a regular basis.” 
 
    She nodded. “I understand. This is a strange melding of several different things. First, they’re, essentially, twentieth-century mortars.” 
 
    “Mortars?” Sheridan shook his head. “Talk about archaic.” 
 
    “Yeah, but these are interesting. The shells have an ablative anti-laser coating, meaning they’re resistant to lasers. Mortars, by virtue of the fact that their firing process is less damaging to the munition than regular artillery, allow for enough of this ablative coating to remain on the shell to give it some protection as it ascends. Then the shell disperses into six rocket-propelled guided kinetic submunitions going after IR targets. Basically, it fires darts.” 
 
    “Huh. So it’s an indirect fire shotgun shell.” 
 
    “Exactly. Also, since they’re not dependent upon a full ballistic trajectory, they don’t need to ascend as high as traditional mortars. Once they’ve separated into submunitions, they have almost no radar profile or targetable emissions.” 
 
    “What about IR profile? Won’t the rocket darts be easy to see and attack by counterfire?” 
 
    “Dude is sneaky; the submunitions separate as part of an explosion that’s higher temp than the rockets. The submunitions are detectable via IR, but there’s a big distraction at the same time.” 
 
    “Plus, of course, hitting six targets at once is tough.” 
 
    “Yes. These are limited, compared to old HE mortar shells, but they’re much more likely to deliver their payload. Plus, they’re really easy to learn to fire. There’s almost no aiming because that’s done by the IR seekers on the submunitions.” 
 
    “Just drop the shell into the tube.” 
 
    “Yep. The ammo is fairly inexpensive per shell, but since it’s experimental, there isn’t a ton available. Still, it’s an indirect fire capability that’ll come as a surprise whenever they’re used. Tests show over half of every munition survives long enough to release its submunitions. However, that’s against trained counterfire units expecting these mortar shells, and only one at a time. Against people out of practice, not expecting something like these, you can expect volleys to have a much higher survival rate. Once the submunitions disperse, the testing counterfire units managed to knock out on average only one or two.” 
 
    Sheridan blinked. “So these might actually work.” 
 
    Warren shrugged. “I think so, but they haven’t been tried in the field. No one’s wanted to experiment with a weapon system like this and put their troopers at risk. Can’t blame them. However, you’re in a special situation.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “We have these in stock, or at least I can deliver all I have within two days. Like I said, they’re easy to use. Gotta clean them constantly, or that’ll reduce the ablative layer as it exits the tube, but basically, you point in a general direction, drop the shell in the tube, and then let the munition guidance systems do the work.” 
 
    “That’s actually something the Foresters could use. We’re in short LOS terrain all the time, and something indirect could absolutely come in handy. We can focus on getting good at cleaning and maintaining them during the hyperspace transit.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She punched her pad. “I’m having a sample loaded on your shuttle. Oh, one thing he warned. They’re still susceptible to counter-battery fire, but that assumes the OPFOR has a way to do that, and you haven’t practiced anti-artillery doctrines yourselves.” 
 
    “Of course. I assume this is something else you want kept under my hat.” 
 
    “Yes. By the way, I’ve got 500 M-93s with all the units of fire you could hope for ready to ship down to Owen Sound on a moment’s notice if that’s the route you go.” 
 
    “Thanks—” Sheridan sighed “—but that’s still a hell of a mish-mash.” 
 
    “I know. It’s what I can do in the time frame you’ve given us.” 
 
    “I understand. That wasn’t a complaint, I’m just wondering how we’re going to make it all work together.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but isn’t ‘versatile’ in your company motto?” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile,” Sheridan affirmed.  
 
    “So there you go.” She punched her pad. “Now to shipboard weapons and electronic warfare stuff. We’ve got the following equipment already loaded and ready to send over to your ships, along with techs to help install everything. We doubled our techs on these, by the way, which’ll cost you, of course, but I’ve looked at the specs for the Huron and the best guesses we have for the Zuul freighters, and installing the newest equipment will be…interesting.” 
 
    “Agreed. Time is more precious than money for that. None of the rest matters if we can’t get planetside.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that.” She punched a button. “They’ll be on the way within 10 minutes.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You anticipate a shipboard missile duel, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Warren tapped her pad, and a missile appeared on the screen. “We have a supply of these. They have about eight or nine percent better endurance on their engines and have better in-flight computers for more specialized attack runs and better penetration. I can offer them to you for the same price as normal missiles.” 
 
    Sheridan’s eyes narrowed. “If they’re better missiles, why are they the same price? What’s wrong with them?” 
 
    Warren focused the on-screen image on the tail end of the missile, highlighting a couple of spots. “For them to get these engines to work at the higher endurance, they had to move several connections here and here. That means they require specialized internal launchers and magazines, or jury-rigged connections on box launchers.” 
 
    “In that case, how could we use them?” 
 
    “We can load the missiles into your box launchers here. We’ve done the jury-rigging before, and it’s not a big deal for us.” 
 
    “What about reloads? We won’t be able to do that jury-rigging, will we?” 
 
    “No. However, this process doesn’t make the box launchers unusable for normal missiles.” 
 
    “You’re saying you could give us a more capable initial volley with no real loss on secondary load-outs.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Any issue with fire control?” 
 
    “Not terribly. It’s an add-on application to your existing systems.” 
 
    “What about for the Zuul ships?” 
 
    She leaned back. “That’s a good question. We’ll have to see their software. I suspect we can adapt it. It’s not like we haven’t had to adapt to a large variety of operating systems and fire control programs already. However, I can’t tell until our techs get on those Zuul ships.” 
 
    “Does that price include loading them onto our ships?” 
 
    “It does. Most of the big names have chosen not to use them because of the hassle, so we got them at discount.” 
 
    Sheridan snorted. “You just like to collect strange weapons, don’t you?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…” Warren grinned.  
 
    “Okay. We’ll plan to get them loaded into the Huron and the Cabot at least. Can’t hurt.” 
 
    “Agreed.” She tapped her pad. “Now, we get to a thornier knot. Your boss already stripped the markets for all the dropships and shuttles to use on Maquon.” 
 
    “There aren’t any available?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but the vast majority I can find are either priced way too much, even for desperate times, or they’re the maintenance Mollies that keep breaking down or took some damage that’s never quite been repaired along the way.” 
 
    Sheridan sighed. “Give us a list, and we’ll see about those.” 
 
    She hit her pad. “Here you go. I’ve highlighted the ones I’d personally consider. Honestly, I wouldn’t fly in any of these if I didn’t have to, but that’s your call, not mine.” 
 
    “If they’re models we already use, we might get them and cobble them together with some of our own—what did you call them, ‘maintenance Mollies?’” 
 
    “I had to call them something, and ‘pieces of shit’ is less likely to get me sales.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Sheridan agreed. “I appreciate you tracking down the info, though. Better to have bad options than no options.” 
 
    “True. Speaking of options, I do have a suggestion. I happen to know that Hu’s Hawks had a flight of their LAHVs that needed refitting and therefore isn’t with the rest of the unit on their current contract.” 
 
    “LAHVs?” 
 
    “Low Altitude High Velocity fast assault shuttles. They’ve got advantages over most dropships, but they’re lighter, and hence more fragile. However, the Hawks are good people. Plus, their flight crews know their stuff, and there’s a maintenance detachment here as well, so you could basically get a flight that’s ready to go.” 
 
    “With munitions?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That bears thinking upon. That’ll be up to Edmonds, but thanks for passing that on.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “You’ve done great.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m the best,” Warren said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot 
 
    23 July 2126 
 
      
 
    “Delta Second Sunray to Delta Second. Alpha Sections, advance 10 meters.” 
 
    Kiial saw Zheln take a step. “Zheln, stay where you are. We’re in a Bravo Section.” 
 
    “Sorry, Kiial.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, just don’t do it again. That’ll get you killed.” 
 
    “Yes, Kiial.” 
 
    “If you’re done talking to the platoon, Kiial,” Jackson said, “Bravo Sections, advance 20 meters.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” This time Kiial remembered to switch to the file rather than platoon frequency. “21b, advance 20 meters.”  
 
    The file moved forward. Clearly, while the other Cochkala still struggled with Human nomenclature and unit structures, they understood things like meters well enough. Zheln and Sharl didn’t react quickly, but went to the right spots.  
 
    “21, echelon right. 41, echelon left,” Jackson said. “Keep off the hills so you’re not giving them an easy target.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kiial said. “Zenobia, you’re far right. Keep your eyes open and stay down.” 
 
    “Got it, Kiial.” 
 
    “Sharl, you’ve got her six.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stay behind her. Make sure the bad guys don’t hit her in the ass,” Kiial snapped.  
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” Sharl snapped back.  
 
    Kiial let that pass and focused on his sector.  
 
    “11, advance to the top of the ridge line. 31, cover their advance,” Jackson ordered. 
 
    11 moved up, leapfrogging by file. 31’s files shifted slightly to better cover their sectors.  
 
    Sharl and Zheln didn’t know how to fight, but the practice they’d had driving Mk 8s in the sims back on GrBatch had given them command of the machine. Zenobia had gotten the hang of using her pinplant quicker than most. Kiial had driven a Mk 8 at Maquon, even if it hadn’t been fully capable. This meant 21b had more experience with Mk 8s than any other file in Delta Second, and it showed. 
 
    Their speed gave Kiial a chance to look at the bigger picture at times, and he observed the interconnections between sections and files.  
 
    This is fascinating, Kiial thought. Why am I just noticing what all is happening? His attention returned to 21b’s sector and he reported in, “Ridge is clear, LT. No sign of enemy.” 
 
    “21 and 41, advance. Take control of ridge flanks,” Jackson commanded. 
 
    “You heard him, 21,” Schmidt said. “21b, you go first.” 
 
    Kiial commanded, “21b, advance 10 meters.” 
 
    The files leapfrogged past each other in reasonable order to the end of the ridge. Large stones and trees allowed them to keep concealed.  
 
    Kiial watched as the other sections moved into position.  
 
    “11, echelon right. 31, fill that gap.” 
 
    Once completed, as far as Kiial could tell, Delta Second was in a solid line under the ridge. They couldn’t see far, but then, the enemy couldn’t see them either, and that meant Delta Second should get a chance to fire first. 
 
    Unfortunately, holding this ridge wasn’t the op order. We’re supposed to secure overwatch over the valley on the other side.  
 
    “Alpha sections, prepare to advance 10. Remember to keep low going over the top,” Jackson said. “Bravo Sections, keep your eyes peeled. This is where things get hairy.” 
 
    A series of clicks answered him.  
 
    “What does ‘eyes peeled’ mean?” Zheln asked.  
 
    “Means you should focus on your sector, not on Human idioms,” Kiial snapped in return.  
 
    “Alpha sections, advance.”  
 
    Kiial watched as the icons moved forward. He was tense, trying to keep an eye on every sensor, including what he could see with his eyes, all at once.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Bravo Sections, prepare to advance 20. Stay low.” 
 
    Kiial clicked in response. 
 
    When Jackson’s command came, he snapped, “21b, advance 20. Maintain control of your CASPers going over the ridge.” 
 
    The two other Cochkala in his file did so smoothly, as did he. He was pleased to see Zenobia didn’t struggle as much as her inexperience would have suggested, probably because of her pinplant control of the CASPer.  
 
    When they reached their spots, Zenobia said, “Movement front.” 
 
    “Delta Second, we’ve got movement front,” Schmidt repeated.  
 
    “Got it. 31, advance 20,” Jackson said.  
 
    Kiial saw the section advance in his display, though something seemed off about the way one of the icons reached its position.  
 
    Before he could figure out that something, everything went to shit. MAC rounds impacted on a bunch of Delta Second’s troopers, including both Jackson and Schmidt.  
 
    Kiial waited for Sergeant Markham to take charge, but as he waited, a K-bomb landed on Kiial’s position. He wasn’t out of the fight, but his CASPer’s sensors were.  
 
    He saw a bad guy with his Mk 1 eyeball and sent a stream of MAC rounds at the target, but he hadn’t practiced enough, and all his shots did was highlight him as a target. 
 
    Incoming MAC rounds hammered at his CASPer, and he was dead.  
 
    He leaned back as much as he could in the simulator. He reached for the water dispenser in his CASPer, but the sims weren’t designed for troopers to remain in them for hours and hours, especially Cochkala troopers, so he couldn’t quite reach the tube.  
 
    I guess I’ll just fucking sit here.  
 
    “Well, Kiial?” Schmidt asked when the sim popped open. “What did you think?” 
 
    “I think we couldn’t sell water to a beached seleasha.” 
 
    “If that means you thought we sucked, at least you got that right. File leaders meet in Briefing Room Two in five. Get your troops doing what they need to. Oh, and bring something to drink, we’re doing another sim in an hour, and they take fluids right out of you. Pass that on, too.” 
 
    “Got it, Sergeant.” He went to the others in 21b. “We’re doing it again in an hour, so don’t get too comfortable. Make sure you get something to drink.” He lashed his tail humorously and looked at Zenobia. “I think the sarge meant something other than that Scotch you love.” 
 
    She grinned. “You just want to make sure there’s some left for you.” 
 
    He laughed and went to the briefing room. He sat next to Schmidt as the other file leaders arranged themselves. The LT started the replay of the exercise on the main screen. Kiial winced as he saw how ragged Delta Second’s return fire had been.  
 
    Jackson stood up. “Well, that was something special. Granted, the OPFOR was Bravo Third, and they’re one of the few intact platoons of veterans we’ve got, but still, that was wretched.” 
 
    The assembled leaders muttered angry agreement.  
 
    “I’m going to run this replay again, but this time we’ll stop and reassess when it seems merited.” He hit play. 
 
    Schmidt raised her hand as they went up the hill.  
 
    “What’d you see, Sergeant?” the lieutenant asked, halting the replay. 
 
    “Our spacing.” She highlighted several spots. “We’re off here, here, and here. These sections can’t support each other because of the terrain.” 
 
    “I concur. Anyone disagree?” the lieutenant asked. When no one did, he continued, “Suggestions how we fix that?” 
 
    “There’s nothing I know of but to have them do real maneuvers,” Schmidt said. “They’ve got to get used to the Mk 8’s sight lines. This is true for the experienced troopers, too, because they’re slightly different than what they learned in their Mk 6s.” 
 
    “Agreed. We’re scheduled on the sims twice more today. We don’t have one planned until 1400 tomorrow, though. Let’s get our slugabeds up early and run them around the Bruce for a bit in our CASPers.” 
 
    He continued the replay. After a couple of minutes, he halted it again. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is where a new as hell LT made a mistake. I let us get trapped on the wrong side of this ridge, making us a target without having as much cover.” 
 
    “It’s not just you, sir. Look at Section 41,” Schmidt said.  
 
    Sergeant Markham sighed. “Yeah. I screwed this one up by advancing too far. I could have gone here—” he highlighted a line “—and we’d have had more cover. I remember we got hit from the west, which they couldn’t have done if I’d stayed here.” 
 
    “That’s fair. Was there something wrong with the Mk 8’s sensors?” 
 
    “No, sir, as far as I can tell. I’m just not instinctive with them, plus I’m still learning the troopers in my section. Basically, I thought too long and got hasty in my assignments. I’ll get what extra time I can to practice with those.” 
 
    “We’ll get extra time,” Jackson said. “We’re all still a little slow with the new interface, but that’s to be expected, and we’re all still learning our troopers. If we can’t get sim time, we’ll get suit time. I get the impression from Sheridan they don’t care if we have to send the CASPers in for deep maintenance sooner because we’re using the hell out of them. My momma’s son would sure like to make sure mine lasts that long.”  
 
    “I agree, sir. However, there’s another thing.” 
 
    “Yes, Schmidt?” 
 
    “We were too tentative, too slow.” 
 
    “Agreed. I think when we see the footage from Bravo Third’s point of view, we’ll see he pushed them across the valley fast and claimed the initiative. They didn’t worry about precise control of their Mk 8s because they chose speed.” Jackson grimaced. “And it worked.” 
 
    “You’re right, sir, they were much more aggressive, and that’s something we’re going to have to work on. However, it’s hard to be confident when you don’t know your equipment, you’re just settling into your teams, and still figuring out how to soldier in the first place. Lieutenant McMurtry’s been running Bravo Third for a while. He knew we’d have adjustments, and he took advantage of it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try something different in this next one and make sure we’re not so tentative.” Jackson continued the replay. 
 
    Kiial leaned forward when 31 advanced with eyes narrowed and tail twitching. 
 
    “Private Kiial, did you see something?” asked Jackson.  
 
    The Cochkala hesitated, glancing about nervously. 
 
    “Spit it out, kid. I had badger for dinner last night, so I’m not interested in it again,” Schmidt snapped. 
 
    Kiial’s tail flipped along with the chuckles. “Well, sir, I’m not sure. I remember seeing something odd in 31’s advance, but that’s when it got crazy, and I really didn’t have time to figure it out.” 
 
    “Ask me for anything but time,” Jackson said with a smile. He replayed the sensor log, highlighting and zooming in on that section.  
 
    “Shit!” said Master Corporal Marcus, leader of 31. “That’s Taggert. He went in too high. I didn’t see it at the time, but then I was looking out.” 
 
    “Taggert?” Jackson took a moment. “Oh, yes. He’s been in for a while.” 
 
    “He’s one of the oldest and most experienced troopers in the regiment. Only reason he ended up in Delta is he got wounded and was rotating back on the Algonquin,” Schmidt said.  
 
    “Yeah, and he’s having as hard a time adjusting to the Mk 8s as anyone. He just doesn’t have his touch yet,” Markham said. 
 
    “Plus he’s a stubborn, arrogant ass who never liked anyone teaching him anything.”  
 
    “That, too, but I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Jackson said, “Taggert’s not the only experienced trooper struggling. I was talking with one of the LTs in Alpha, and apparently they’re having more problems than we are. The only thing I can see to fix it is to keep drilling.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. More suit time, sir. That’ll help with just about everything we saw.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Jackson smiled. “Remember, if my momma’s son ain’t sleeping, ain’t none of you sleeping.” 
 
    The two sergeants glanced at each other and chorused, “Sleep is for the weak, sir. Next week, or maybe the week after.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot 
 
    24 July 2126 
 
      
 
    Kiial and his file shoveled in breakfast. Schmidt’s entry into their barracks that morning promised a hard day, and he’d warned his people what to expect. 
 
    Across from him sat Sharl and Zenobia. Their eyes widened. A Human forced his way onto the bench between Kiial and Zheln.  
 
    “Mind if I sit here, badgers?” Taggert asked, having already cleared himself a space.  
 
    Kiial sighed. It’s going to be like that. 
 
    And it was. Taggert made sure his elbows kept hitting the Cochkala to either side. Zheln had been known for his temper all his life, and Kiial could see he was thinking of wrapping his tail around the Human’s throat.  
 
    Can’t say as I blame him.  
 
    “Spit it out, Taggert,” Kiial said finally.  
 
    “What?” the Human replied with his mouth full, spewing bits of food onto the Cochkala.  
 
    “You’re pissed about something.” 
 
    “I ain’t pissed, not about you pussies.” 
 
    “Okay, then why don’t you go back to where your file is sitting.” Kiial noted that all of 31 was staring at him. 31 only had two Cochkala, the fewest of all the sections, and they were Zhash and Kharsh, who were enjoying this as much as the Humans.  
 
    “I’m just trying to meet more of the team.” Taggert waved grandly, managing to elbow both Kiial and Zheln in the process. “There’s you, but then a couple more badgers I don’t know.” He sneered at Zenobia. “And then there’s this cornflake here, can’t figure out what to do with that thing in her head.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Kiial stood up. “Hey, Taggert’s got a great idea. He thinks we should get to know each other better. I’ll go first. My name’s Kiial, and I know how to drive a Mk 8 without going too high and making a noob mistake.” He looked at the veteran of countless battles. “Your turn, Taggert.” 
 
    Taggert looped a right at Kiial, and it crunched into his ribs.  
 
    Kiial had expected something, so he turned out of the punch and caught Taggert’s wrist with his tail, pulling him off balance. He punched the side of Taggert’s head, maintaining enough awareness not to rake the Human’s eyes with his claws. 
 
    The mess hall exploded. Mostly the files fought together, but some split into Human against Cochkala.  
 
    Zenobia launched herself at one of 31’s troopers coming to help Taggert. Sharl and Zheln rolled into a mass of teeth, tails, and claws with Kharsh and Zhash. 
 
    Suddenly, Kiial felt himself flying. As he slid down a wall, he saw Schmidt throw Taggert, no matter that he outmassed her by at least 20 kilos. Markham was doing the same thing with other files.  
 
    After a few moments, the fight was over.  
 
    Schmidt had her hands on her hips. “Delta Company. You have five minutes to get this cleaned up and get over to the armory. We were going to run your asses ragged today anyway, but you can damn well bet this ain’t going to make it any easier.” 
 
    She and Markham watched as they rushed to clean up the mess. It was too much to do in five minutes, even with the whole company working on it, especially while the two sergeants were snapping at them the whole time.  
 
    When they’d finally gotten ready and assembled in their suits, Lieutenant Jackson came on the comm. “We’re on Practice Field Passchendaele today. I’ve been informed you’re all feeling enthusiastic, so we’ll see what the top speed of CASPer Mk 8s is in hard terrain.” 
 
    With that, he led them onto the trail. CASPers made everything easier, of course, and they got them over 30 KPH through the rocks and trees. However, easier didn’t mean without effort, and everyone in the platoon was gasping for breath by the time they reached the practice field. 
 
    Jackson ran them through various maneuvers. During these, the sergeants demanded more and more speed.  
 
    After two hours, Jackson called a halt. 
 
    No one could actually detect body language of troopers in CASPers, yet it was clear they all drooped in exhausted relief when Jackson made the command.  
 
    “Okay, we’re done with the easy part,” the LT said. “Get some water, and we’ll start taking this seriously.” 
 
    Kiial sighed. I suppose that’s to be expected.  
 
    After the break, Jackson hammered the platoon with sharp maneuvers and sharper commentary. He demanded everything at full speed, but with exacting precision. The two things didn’t always work well.  
 
    There was no real relief when they returned to the base. They got to eat lunch, but Schmidt and Markham made sure they didn’t have time for any shenanigans.  
 
    Then they had three sim slots in the afternoon. Despite Delta Second losing them all, the sergeants made them touch the pillar as many times as they could instead of AARs between the exercises. Jackson ensured they got precisely the exact amount of rest time regs demanded for troopers in training, but not a second more.  
 
    They’d originally been scheduled for review of the Mk 8 sensor suite after dinner, but Jackson had decided they needed more suit time.  
 
    As night descended, Delta Second staggered into the armory to unass their CASPers. Then Schmidt and Markham led them at a dead run to Currie Barracks just in time for Taps.  
 
    Then the sergeants announced their barracks were filthy and needed to be spotless before they could get some sleep.  
 
    By the time they actually made it to their bunks, they were as exhausted as the sergeants had intended.  
 
    “That was almost worth it seeing you kick Taggert’s ass,” Zenobia muttered with a tired smile. She tapped him on the shoulder. “Almost.” 
 
    Kiial nodded, tail drooping. 
 
    Taggert snarled over at them. “This ain’t over, tailboy.” 
 
    “Shut up, Taggert,” came a chorus from many voices in the platoon. “We ain’t doing this again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part III – A Thousand Fearful Wrecks 
 
      
 
    Lord, Lord! methought, what pain it was to drown!
What dreadful noise of waters in mine ears!
What ugly sights of death within mine eyes!
Methought I saw a thousand fearful wrecks;
Ten thousand men that fishes gnaw’d upon 
 
      
 
    - William Shakespeare, Richard III, Act 1, Scene 4 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Foresters’ Headquarters,  
 
    Billy Bishop Airport, Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    24 July 2126 
 
      
 
    “So there you go,” Sheridan said. “That’s what Warren can get for us. The rocket launchers and ammo she could get us came down on my shuttle. We’re already offloading all that. The rest of it we can get quickly. It’s a mish-mash, though, and I’m sorry we can’t do better.” 
 
    “Mish-mash?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “A collection of things that don’t always go together.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, it’s certainly that.” The kal’shin looked at his rei’shin. “What do you all think?” 
 
    “I have had training in crew-served weapons,” Qarsh said. “We do not use them often, but we can. I confess, though, I am unsure about these ‘88s.’ It has been centuries since we used such things.”  
 
    “We don’t use them much, either. Counter-battery radar and point defense weaponry has pretty much eliminated the use of ballistic weaponry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about those,” Edmonds interjected, scrolling through Sheridan’s list. “There’s no way you’ll get good with them in time, though I may talk to those guys. The mortars, though, might be useful. How much will Tahzhent’s troops have prepared for indirect fire in general?” 
 
    Qarsh’s ear twitched. “They haven’t prepared at all. None of us have.” 
 
    “Can you get crews trained to use these mortars? Crew-served artillery, even just these three-man crews, can be a delicate dance.” 
 
    “They will learn or feel my claws,” Qarsh promised. 
 
    “I agree,” Tahnerif said. “I do not know how useful these weapons will prove in the long term, but they are likely to surprise Tahzhent. At the very least, that will make him wonder what else we have available.” 
 
    “That’s always valuable,” Sheridan said.  
 
    “Yes. How many of these can we get?” 
 
    “Sixty at the most right now.” 
 
    “That should be sufficient.” Tahnerif turned to Fahrissthan. “For tactical flexibility, set up squads with two mortars. The leader and one other will serve as battery security.” 
 
    “As you command,” the rei’shin growled. 
 
    “I suggest we put a squad carrying these…” Akuwin stumbled over the word, “blunderbusses in conjunction with each mortar squad. Their indirect fire might prompt Tahzhent or his mar’shin into rash charges, in which case they might run right into these guns.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Excellent idea. We can use inexperienced warriors for those, as well. If they are proper Zuul, they will have no issues standing up to the charge. What do you think, Fahrissthan?” 
 
    She flicked an ear. “Damn this Human creativity, but I like it.” 
 
    Edmonds laughed. “I feel the same way all the time.” 
 
    “But—” The rei’shin sighed. “I’ll never understand your species.” 
 
    “I feel the same about that, too.”  
 
    “That’s probably something every Human thinks about from time to time.” Sheridan chuckled. “Anyway, I’ll tell Warren to get us those weapons and trainers.” 
 
    “Get all she’s got,” Edmonds said. “Even if we don’t have enough ammo for them to support a lengthy fight right now, I want them for Kjetil’s sappers in the long term. They’ll be useful for Peninnah and Maquon.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “We can, of course, throw grenades,” Tahnerif said. “Again, we do not tend to use them because our rockets generally serve the same role for us, but of course, we won’t have all of them we normally have, and we will have to pay attention to our ammunition expenditure. We cannot always saturate an area with rockets like we could with full supply. Make sure we get the mar’shin used to the idea of using those instead of rockets to flush out the enemy.” 
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin,” Fahrissthan said.  
 
    Tahnerif scratched his muzzle. “We can use demo, but I believe we Zuul should not. This battle will involve much maneuvering and few, if any, places where demo will be decisive. Your sappers can handle all such requirements as we will need, I am sure, and our troopers will have other things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like learning how to fight as a pack in the first place,” Fahrissthan growled. “Our initial training is less than I recall. That, or the Slyest Prey has sent his dregs. I will have words to say to the mar’shin at the Hall of Heroes.” 
 
    “Those here will learn or serve at the Great Hunter’s side,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “We should also instruct our mar’shin to glean whatever weapons and ammunition they can from the fallen.” 
 
    “Kal’shin!” Fahrissthan protested. 
 
    “This goes against custom, no doubt. However, the Great Hunter does not expect the blind stupidity of fighting those with weapons without arming ourselves. Should we win, I pledge that all dead Zuul, whomever they fought for, will be given the honors they have earned, including their weapons.” 
 
    Fahrissthan flicked an ear. “I can find no fault in your logic, Kal’shin, but it feels wrong.” 
 
    “There is no doubt I will give the sei’shin much to consider when they examine the decisions I have made.” He rapped the table with a claw. “However, they are my decisions, and my honor which I have staked. Your honor is only whether you obey or not. Should the sei’shin send me to the swamp, your honor will be burnished clean.” 
 
    The rei’shin’s muzzle wrinkled. “This is not how I expected our Great Hunt to proceed.” 
 
    Akuwin leaned forward. “That is true, yet the Great Hunter promised He would challenge us, and these are great challenges. He must think we are all worthy of such challenges.” She gestured at Edmonds and Sheridan. “Even these Humans.” 
 
    Fahrissthan glared at the Foresters, but flicked an ear again.  
 
    Tahnerif turned back to Edmonds. “I’m curious about something.” 
 
    “What?” replied the colonel. 
 
    “When the major suggested those indirect fire weapons, you said you had another plan.” 
 
    “Oh, that. I know a couple of those guys. The Human merc community isn’t that big. Rather than spending time training your warriors in something that’s not particularly useful, I’ll just reach out and see if they want to join us.” 
 
    “That certainly makes more sense than training my hunters,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “Absolutely. I guarantee we’re better off not taking those 88s with us if it takes away from your troopers’ training, but those guys—well, they were pretty crazy to begin with. I’ll bet they’re bored as hell and want to see what happens to a Zuul dropship when an 88mm round hits it. They’re just itching for me to ask them, I think.” 
 
    A blank look crossed Tahnerif’s face. “I still do not understand.” 
 
    “Human mercs have a code of honor.” Edmonds glanced at Fahrissthan before continuing, “but Human mercs don’t fight for that code most of the time. The two main reasons they fight is to get paid or because they like the work. Usually, it’s both.” 
 
    “That is not our way,” Akuwin said. 
 
    “We figured that out,” Sheridan said with a smile. “Anyway, I think the colonel’s right. We can get them as an auxiliary unit, and if they’re useful, they’ll just cost money, since we’ve got the space lift capacity.” 
 
    “Exactly. I doubt they’ll ask for more than they’d ask to train your warriors, so if we can afford the one, we can afford the other. I’ll reach out to Blackcloak’s boys and see what they say. I’d rather have them on Tahv, even if they’re only mildly effective, than have extra GalCreds sitting in the account when they cross the Foresters off the active unit list.” 
 
    “Now that, Colonel Edmonds, is something all Zuul will understand,” Tahnerif said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Capt. Stephone Christopher 
 
    EMS Huron 
 
    Earth Orbit 
 
    29 July 2126  
 
      
 
    Christopher finished the report, then reached for the ‘Save’ button. 
 
    The lights in his cabin on the Huron flickered, then they went off completely. In fact, from everything Christopher could tell, the entire ship had shut down. The only light in the cabin came from his pad. He reached out with his pinplants, but the only network nodes in the Huron that responded were the dedicated fusion plant safety protocols. 
 
    Well, that’s a good thing. 
 
    He snarled, “Christopher to bridge, report!” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He rose and went to the door. It didn’t open, but the emergency panel did. Inside was a hand crank. Christopher whipped the crank around to open the door, not noticing its stiffness in his anger and frustration.  
 
    He stepped into the corridor, using his pad as a flashlight, and strode to the bridge. Someone had already cranked the door open.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he growled as he entered. 
 
    The tac officer turned. “Sparks and the rep from the Justin Timers were putting in the new gravitics sensor, and it apparently needs a converter. Looks like it demanded too much power and tripped a circuit, causing a cascade, because the Huron’s power runs aren’t designed for some of this. At least, that’s what we think.” 
 
    “By the bones of Shepherd and Glenn!” 
 
    “Fortunately, the runs to the fusion plant are separate. Neither its primary nor its secondary capacitors were touched.” The tac officer smiled. “So we’re not going up in a fusion blast.” 
 
    “I noticed that with my pinplant.” 
 
    The emergency red lights came on, as did two of the consoles showing the ship’s status. Their alert icons flickered madly.  
 
    “Engineering to Bridge. Engineering to Bridge. Please reply via circuit Epsilon-Two.” 
 
    The captain strode to the comm section, reached under the console, and flicked the switch to activate the hard-wired backup comm system. “Christopher here. What’s going on, Scotty?” 
 
    “Nothing we can’t fix, but it’ll take a few hours. We’ve got to lay in a secondary power run for the new equipment, which will be much easier if we can keep the old primary runs dead for the moment.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I love the Huron like a child, sir, but she’s older than my grandma.” 
 
    “I know. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened with modern equipment.” 
 
    “No, but it’s the worst I can remember. I have a sneaking suspicion it’s not the amount of power drawn, but the quality of the power. We’ll know more soon.” 
 
    “We’re getting more stuff from the Justin Timers. Chances of this happening again?” 
 
    “My guess? Pretty high. This is by far the newest stuff we’ve ever had. I’m not surprised it’s not going in smoothly. If it all works like it’s supposed to, it’ll give the old lass much keener eyes and pointier teeth, but electronics change fast.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Christopher paused. “That means we’re likely to need more new power runs for all the other new equipment, right?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Okay. Get with Sparks and the Timers’ rep. Figure out how many other new runs we’ll need and do those, too. Add some extra, just in case.” 
 
    “That’ll take longer, and I’m not sure how much modern conduit, raceways, and cable we’ve got to make those runs. Not to mention modern boxes, fasteners, fuses, and everything else.” 
 
    “It’ll take less time to do all the runs at once than if we have to shut everything down again. Use what you’ve got and see if the Timers have anything. I’ll authorize the expense, and I’ll get Supply working on more.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Christopher turned to the tac officer. “Any issue with the shuttles?” 
 
    “Other than having to open the boat bay doors by hand? Not really. However, we’ll need to watch for atmosphere leaks if we do. Auxiliary life support can only do so much.” 
 
    “Right. That’s one reason I want to get as many people as I can off the Huron. Everyone will either stay here and work on new runs or do their work Earthside.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” 
 
    “Have you seen the XO?” 
 
    “He’s on his way to Engineering.” 
 
    “I’ll leave him be. That means I want you to get on a shuttle and coordinate everything from Owen Sound.” Christopher forestalled the tac officer’s protest. “I know you can help here, but the XO knows this ship better than either of us, and I need someone to keep things rolling down there. We don’t have time to let this slow us any more than it already has.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Light a fire under Supply. We’re going to need everything involved with modern power runs.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “They’re going to bitch, I’m sure. Everyone’s been throwing purchase reqs at them, and they’re swamped, so I get it, but we need it yesterday. Also, wouldn’t surprise me if one of those idiots suggests pulling something from the Nunavut. Shut that down immediately. Her power runs are even worse than the Huron’s.” 
 
    The tac officer saluted and began the evacuation.  
 
    Captain Christopher spent the next week covered in grime, nursing scraped knuckles, and cursing the moment, many years previously, when he’d chosen engineering as a secondary specialty. 
 
    I really hate this ‘tenacious and versatile’ shit sometimes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    Foresters’ Headquarters,  
 
    Billy Bishop Airport, Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    30 July 2126 
 
      
 
    “Got a message from Binnig, sir,” Sheridan said. “There’s good news and bad news.” 
 
    “Oh? Start with the bad news,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “There’s a run on MAC ammo. They’ll get us what they can, as they say we’re their first priority, but we may not get as much as we want. Much less than what’s in the contract.” 
 
    “Isn’t that special.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Now, again, they’ll get us all we need eventually, and as much as they can now, but they can only give us what they’ve got at the moment.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    “We’ll have enough for a full month of active combat, but it may get dicey after that.” 
 
    Edmonds rubbed his face. “That’s less than Tahnerif anticipates.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve already sent a message to the Justin Timers, and we’ll get what we can from them, but I don’t know what they’ve got. I’ve checked around, and this ammo shortage is pretty widespread. Lots of mercs out there doing merc things.” 
 
    “And that means it’ll cost more.” Edmonds pulled up his accounting program. 
 
    “Let me get to the good news. First of all, Binning is still apologizing about that tech who argued with us. He’s really good at some technical stuff, so they kept him, but he’ll never deal with customers again.” 
 
    “Too bad. Pedersen needed a cat toy.” 
 
    Sheridan laughed. “His reports from the incident were delightful. If it weren’t Binnig, I might ‘accidentally’ leak them onto some merc nets for their sheer artistry.” 
 
    “You made sure Binnig got them, right?” 
 
    “I did. Their rep apologized again, but was laughing at them while he did so. Anyway, that brings me to the second bit of good news. They know they’re the ones not meeting the expected schedule, and they know our situation. They said they’ll credit you the cost of any MAC ammo you have to buy right now.” 
 
    “That’ll help.” Edmonds sighed. “Assuming we get to use that credit down the road.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Okay. We have plenty of cubage. Get all the 12.7mm cannon we’ve got in stock and all the ammo.” 
 
    “Even that old, useless, pure HE stuff?” Sheridan asked with a smile. 
 
    “Absolutely. There’s what, a half-dozen cases left? At worst, we can use it as practice ammo on Tahv if we have to pull out those 12.7s. Thank goodness they’re so robust. That Mr. Browning could sure design firearms.” 
 
    “It’s been so busy, I haven’t taken my Vera out for a dance.” 
 
    “Vera?” 
 
    “My M1911.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you’d named her.” 
 
    “How could something that pretty not have a name?” 
 
    “Good point.” Edmonds smiled. “Speaking of things like that, I think it’s time to make a call to Ian Blackcloak.” 
 
    “You’re really going to ask him to help? I thought you were just bullshitting Tahnerif.” 
 
    “Why not? We’ve got the cubage, even if we take the 16 88s, their ammo, and his people. It’s stupid, but maybe they can free up some CASPers or Stalkers from defending the supply depot.” 
 
    “Worth a shot. I’ll get those 12.7s loaded up.”  
 
    “Get some of those M-93s with ammo. Take all our M-8s, too. They’re not good, but better to have them than not, and Kjetil’s guys already know how to use them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Sheridan nodded and left.  
 
    Edmonds punched in a number on his comm. 
 
    “It’s about time you called,” said the man with the angular face who answered.  
 
    “How are things, Captain Blackcloak?” 
 
    “Boring. Especially if you’re going to take my 88s. I guess I’ll have a couple weeks of training, but even so.” 
 
    “How much excitement would you like?” 
 
    Blackcloak narrowed his eyes. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Let’s be clear. There’s no way you can train crews of Zuul to run any crew-served weapon effectively in the time we have. For that matter, I don’t know if you could do it with any Human, given how little we’ve used artillery since we joined the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “Never doubt what we could do—” Blackcloak snorted, “—but in this case, I’ll admit it would test our abilities.” 
 
    “Sure, you’d do your best. However, what if we hire you to man those guns as auxiliaries to the Foresters?” 
 
    “I wondered if you’d be smart enough to think of that. There’s no doubt we’ve considered it.” 
 
    “And what have your people said?” 
 
    “They’re mercs, so they didn’t say anything. They argued and ranted and cursed. Bitched some, too.” 
 
    Edmonds laughed. “Even you and the other Canadians you’ve got?” 
 
    “Well, we cursed politely, of course. We have your example to live up to, after all.” Blackcloak grinned. “But sure, it was what you’d expect.” 
 
    “What did you decide?” 
 
    Blackcloak ran his hand through his well-coiffed salt-and-pepper hair. “We can’t do it. At least, we can’t crew the whole battery.” 
 
    “That implies you could crew some.” 
 
    “Yes. We could crew four of them, along with some extras to help. I don’t know if that’s enough to matter, though. And frankly, though you’ll never hear me admit this, I’m not sure how effective we’d be. We’re only offering because we kind of want to see what an 88 round would do to a modern dropship.” 
 
    “Kind of?” 
 
    Blackcloak laughed. “All of us who’re willing to come are bored, sure. We’re not concerned about the risk, and we know if you’re desperate enough to try this, we should consider it a forlorn hope.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be that bad, but it’ll be bad.” 
 
    “We’re not oblivious, George, but the truth is, we want to see those guns fire in anger.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee that. With the maneuverability of the CASPers and the Zuul troopers, and the lack of good transport designed to work with your 88s, I’m thinking of them as static defenses.” 
 
    “Is there a target worth defending in this battle?” 
 
    “I’d station you at a supply depot that can be raided, but not bombed. That’s by convention, so it’s not a tactical limitation that can be gotten around.” 
 
    Blackcloak ran his hand through his hair again. “We know there are no guarantees in battle, but that seems a likely spot. Also, we’ve got someone with a grudge against the Zuul. His brother was at Maquon.” 
 
    “Oh? Who?” 
 
    “Reid McChesney. His brother John was one of your sergeants.” 
 
    Edmonds grimaced. “I don’t think he had a chance, either. He died in the initial assault when a heavy rocket hit the guard shack while he was on duty.” 
 
    “That’s what we’d heard. You may get Reid no matter what.” 
 
    “Our allies killed his brother, not our enemy. Who will he shoot at?” 
 
    “Don’t you think we pay attention, George? We know the whole story.” 
 
    “You always seem to know everything.” Edmonds snorted. “You also like to make sure everyone knows that, too.” 
 
    Blackcloak smiled. “Now, I know you’ve got a rep to maintain, and the Foresters are as old-school regular army as it gets, but we aren’t going to put up with any spit and polish crap.” 
 
    “You? You’re the most put-together merc I know, retired or not.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, that’s the expectation of the others who’d come. Besides, you couldn’t do it as well as we could, if we really wanted to.” 
 
    “That’s true. Agreed.” 
 
    “We’ll bring whatever sidearms and weapons we want.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “We’ll want cubage for our whiskey.” 
 
    “I’ll let you bring a pallet of booze, but no more.” Edmonds turned serious. “I won’t care when you and your people drink, but if one of you makes a mistake because of booze and it harms one of my regulars or a Zuul, you better hope I just shoot him.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way. We’ll bring our cigars as personal items.” 
 
    “You’ll get paid at your retirement ranks,” Edmonds said.  
 
    “We’ll take it, but that’s not why we’re coming.” 
 
    “I know. You want to see things go boom.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded. “I’ll send word to Jackie Warren that we’ll take four of the 88s and all the ammo they’ve got for you.” 
 
    “Fine, but there’s one other thing.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We’d like to sell you some stuff.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “All the ammo Warren has for us is standard replica ammo. As in, we ordered ammo just like the Germans used. As crazy as this may sound, we actually do care about getting the reenactment part right.” 
 
    “That’s what I understood.” 
 
    Blackcloak smirked. “But getting it wrong can be just as fun. We’ve bought some modernized munitions, just to play with. There isn’t much. A hundred here, a dozen there, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “What all do you have?” 
 
    “Some discarding sabot depleted uranium rounds. More of that than anything else. We have some flechette rounds one guy bought because he wanted to clear some woods on his property. Oh, and I can’t forget the incendiary rounds.” Blackcloak chuckled. 
 
    Edmonds raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Good memories of the day we cleared that section of old trees. The flechette rounds were fun to see, but the incendiary was, pardon the pun, brilliant. We had a bonfire you could see from Karma IV.” 
 
    “How much do you want for all of it?” 
 
    Blackcloak named a figure.  
 
    “Fine, but you have to get it to either Bishop or the Houston Starport or find a way up to the Cabot yourself.” 
 
    “We can do that.” 
 
    “We’re on a tight schedule.” 
 
    “We’ll be on time. If we’re stupid enough to ask to come along, we’re at least smart enough not to miss the boat.” 
 
    Edmonds snorted. “I’ve met most of your troopers. I wouldn’t say that’s always true.” 
 
    Blackcloak grinned. “The least drunk ones will make sure the others are there.” 
 
    The colonel laughed. “Edmonds, out.” He then punched another comm number. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sokrates Otxoa, Hu’s Hawks.” 
 
    “Good morning, Lieutenant. This is Colonel George Edmonds of the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters.” 
 
    The face on the screen brightened. “Jackie Warren said you might reach out to me.” 
 
    “Yes. Did she also brief you on the mission?” 
 
    “Yes, and the potential challenges.” 
 
    “I won’t use you up any more than I’d use up my own shuttles and pilots, but you would fight and fight often, is my guess.” 
 
    “We’re Hu’s Hawks, sir. We’re the best because we fight.” Otxoa tapped the keyboard in front of him, and a message appeared on Edmonds’ pad. “Here are our contract requirements. You’ll note that while we’re unafraid to fight, we’ve inserted our normal high-risk contract clauses.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Edmonds flipped through the rest of the contract. “I’ll have my legal aide run through this, but at face value, I can see no issue with these clauses.” 
 
    “Understood.” The lieutenant paused. “There is one other requirement, sir.” 
 
    “One not specified in the contract?” 
 
    “Correct, sir. I’ve been informed you’re an honorable leader. I have also been informed that the reason you wish to hire us is your own air assets have been compromised in recent battles.” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “In that case, I also request your promise that you will consider me as your strike group commander. I don’t know who you’ll assign to the task, and I’m told the group will include Zuul assets. It’s entirely possible you’ll have someone with more experience than me to serve in that position. However, despite my fairly low rank, I’ve run many successful air/space operations. It’s a service Hu’s Hawks often provides.” 
 
    “You want to make sure I don’t put someone incompetent above you.” 
 
    “Exactly, sir. We’re willing to fight. We’re not willing to fight stupid.” 
 
    “Makes sense. You have that promise. We’re in no position to insist upon unit primacy or pride over competence.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. That’s what I’ve been instructed to require.” 
 
    “When can you arrive aboard the Cabot? Also, I assume you’ll bring your own techs?” 
 
    “We can begin shuttling munitions and supplies to the Cabot within the hour. I began preparations upon receipt of Warren’s message in case the contract was accepted.” 
 
    “Then I’d better get my legal aide to confirm this immediately. It’s a pleasure to work with a professional.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. With your permission, I’ll begin my final preparations.” 
 
    “Carry on.”  
 
    Edmonds closed the comm link and leaned back. The walls of his office in Owen Sound held pictures of the Foresters and relics of past conflicts.  
 
    Now if only they could tell me how to fit all this together.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – Mar’shin Arrakhazh 
 
    ZMS Hunter’s Gift 
 
    Earth Orbit 
 
    1 August 2126  
 
      
 
    ZAP!!!! 
 
    Arrakhazh fell back, shaking a paw and yowling, “Slyest Prey!” 
 
    The live power run in front of him flopped about as he hissed, “Shut down Route 384 Port!” He flexed his claws. “Like I ordered five minutes ago!” 
 
    “But, Mar’shin, we did,” a voice replied out of the communicator. 
 
    “Then you get your swamp-wet tail down here and handle it.” 
 
    The Human from the Justin Timers slid under the hatch. She was much smaller than any Zuul on the Hunter’s Gift, and Arrakhazh had already learned to appreciate her skill, even if she had one of those unpronounceable Human names.  
 
    She poked her hand in closer to the live run than the mar’shin would have done. “It might have gotten cross-wired at some point when we were connecting things earlier. Let’s see…” She glanced at her reference card for Zuul numbers. “I think it’s Route 379 Port. Can we shut that down without messing with something else?” 
 
    “By the Great Hunter, we cannot!” Arrakhazh growled. “But we’re going to have to. Bridge, pass the word to evacuate all the port cargo bays. When it’s clear, reclaim the air. We’re going to shut down all life support in those bays.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    “What’s connected to Route 399 Port, sir?” the tech asked. “I think there’s something wrong with that run, too.” 
 
    The mar’shin grunted. “The Hunter’s Gift has been truly a gift to my family, but at one point, my damsire served on her.” 
 
    The Justin Timers’ rep chuckled. “I get that, sir, but if you can shut it down, too, won’t take but a moment to fix that join.” 
 
    “You have the parts?” 
 
    “As long as Zuul electricity is the same as ours.”  
 
    “It had better be,” Arrakhazh growled, “or else none of this is going to work.” 
 
    “It’ll work, sir.” 
 
    “Bridge to Mar’shin. Port cargo bays are now vacuum.” 
 
    “Good. Engineering, cut Routes 379 and 399 Port.” 
 
    A moment later, 384 Port ceased sparking. Arrakhazh blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. The Human tech, however, just rushed in and got to work.  
 
    Quicker than he or any of his Zuul could have done it, the Human had everything fixed. Nice to have nimble fingers.  
 
    “Okay, I think that’s got it. Can you get these live again, sir?” 
 
    “With you still in there?” 
 
    “Sure, why not. This way I’ll be sure to remember my mistakes.” 
 
    Arrakhazh gave the command and got confirmation from the bridge.  
 
    The tech clipped a meter to one of the runs, nodded, then repeated the process for all the runs in reach. She scooted out with a satisfied smile. “That ought to give us sufficient power to run a point-defense laser on the hull.” 
 
    “Thank the Great Hunter. Bridge, send out the exterior party.” He turned back to find the Human tech prowling through various panels. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” he asked. 
 
    “Just double-checking the other runs. We’re supposed to add some new electronics too, right?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So, we’ve been discovering on the Huron and other older ships that their power runs don’t always handle our newest stuff. Captain Christopher is having a hell of a time. Basically, he’s running every power run from scratch. I don’t know if we have time to do that with the Hunter’s Gift and the Strengthbringer, not to mention the dent we’ve already put in our normal supplier’s inventory.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    She sighed as she closed the last panel. “I think, Mar’shin, we’ve got a tough choice ahead of us.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The specs on the PO said something about a time crunch.” 
 
    “PO?” 
 
    “Purchase order. Anyway, we don’t have much time, right?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “If we’re going to install the newest stuff we got, we’re probably going to have to replace a bunch more connections in your ship, too. I’m not positive, because while the electricity is the same, the way you wire things isn’t.” 
 
    “Damn the Slyest Prey,” Arrakhazh growled. 
 
    “I think that means ‘Fuck Murphy,’ so yeah.” 
 
    “Murphy?” 
 
    “Some bigtime engineer way back when. Said everything will go wrong if it can.” 
 
    “The Slyest Prey is everywhere, no doubt.” 
 
    “Anyway, I think our best shot is to pull some of the stuff we’ve got in the back of the warehouses. It’s not the newest and greatest, but it’s better than what you’ve got, and I think it’ll work without major changes. Plus, it’ll be cheaper, and that might let you get something else.” 
 
    “Something else?” 
 
    “How full are your holds going to be?” 
 
    “As full as we can stock them.” 
 
    “I thought so.” She clicked on her communicator. “Hey, Mark, ping me when you got a moment.” 
 
    A minute later, “Go ahead.” 
 
    “We haven’t sold those old Type 93s, have we?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Jackie would throw a fucking party if we did that. Everyone from here to Karma IV would know.” 
 
    The tech laughed. “Okay, I’m going to suggest cutting back on the e-suite, meaning they’ll have a bit of cash.” 
 
    “You want to see if we can add the mines as an option?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re going to have full holds on the Hunter’s Gift, and besides, we probably don’t have time to do it right, but I think maybe something hull-mounted could work.” 
 
    “So you want me to check if we can put a box for mines out here, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, after you get the PD laser in, see if there’s a spot that won’t get in the way of the cargo doors.” 
 
    “And far enough aft they don’t get any hint of a backwash from the box missile launchers, especially since we’re loading the enhanced missiles. It shouldn’t be an issue, but Murphy’s an asshole.” 
 
    “True story.” She turned back to Arrakhazh. “Jackie’ll have to give you a price, but we’ve got some old, obsolete mines she’d sell you for a song.” 
 
    “What use will that be?” he snapped. “And we’re not singing for weapons! That’s marsh-mud.” 
 
    She chuckled. “That’s just a Human expression for ‘really cheap.’ I don’t know, maybe you don’t want them. For that matter, we might not be able to find a place to put them. However, it’s another weapon system, and the boss told me to find all the options I could to upgrade your firepower.” 
 
    Arrakhazh scratched his muzzle. “I will admit I cannot think of a use for mines, especially obsolete ones, but it is no shame to say that Tahnerif is a more cunning warrior than I. I will ask him.” He bared his teeth. “But by the Great Hunter, I am not singing for them, though, no matter how much he thinks I can use them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Lt. Maxwell Jackson 
 
    Practice Field Juno 
 
    Bruce Peninsula  
 
    2 August 2126 
 
      
 
    “Section 31, echelon left. Cover the road. 41, advance to Hill 242 for overwatch.” Jackson saw the sections move on his display. Once in position, he said, “11 and 21, advance by file.” 
 
    He moved along with section 11 up the hill. The footing was difficult, as this part of the Niagara Escarpment that formed the Bruce Peninsula consisted of chunks of dolomite big enough to matter, but small enough for Mk 8s to struggle with. Worse, the late afternoon sun peeked through the canopy to dapple the ground in shifting patterns, making it harder for the troopers to see where they stepped.  
 
    Which is why Fahrissthan and her warriors hid in the woods that way, I think.  
 
    The rei’shin had displayed a keen eye for terrain. The Zuul had, in general, fallen in love with the Bruce Peninsula, and the Foresters’ home field advantage had already dwindled to nothing. 
 
    “41 to Dagger Sunray. Movement at about one o’clock.” 
 
    “Delta Second, hold in place.” 
 
    The icons on his screen stopped.  
 
    “21b, oblique right.” He paused. “31, advance to line abreast of 11.” 
 
    “11, 21b, contact front!” 
 
    “11, 31a, contact left!” 
 
    The two reports jumbled over the top of each other.  
 
    Jackson snapped, “31, refuse; 11 and 21, advance to contact.” 
 
    Unfortunately, 31 didn’t react quickly enough, with several troopers stumbling over the rocks.  
 
    Zuul charging from the left hit the section as they turned and chewed them up. All eight of the icons in that section showed either red or yellow on Jackson’s display.  
 
    MAC rounds from 41 flew over 31, trying to hold the flank, but two Type 212s hammered into Hill 242. Only one of 41’s icons turned yellow, but the missiles served their purpose, allowing the Zuul to get in past 31 and behind 11.  
 
    Jackson cursed as his CASPer stopped and went dark.  
 
    About five minutes later, the CASPer lit up again. “Major Dozier to Lieutenant Jackson and Rei’shin Fahrissthan. That’s enough for the day. Bring your troops back to barracks, then report for the AAR.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jackson replied. “Delta Second, form up. Back to Currie.” 
 
    Various responses indicated they understood, though the responses included more than a few curses.  
 
    To the left, the Zuul company formed up. The doggies had clearly enjoyed themselves. Given that these were some of Tahnerif’s most seasoned troopers, it had been no surprise they’d dominated Delta Second. Losing five drills in a single day still stung, though, especially on top of their struggles against Bravo’s platoons. 
 
    As they marched back to West Rocks, some of the Zuul taunted the Foresters.  
 
    Schmidt said on her direct channel, “Sir, are you seeing this?” 
 
    “I am.” Jackson switched to the channel dedicated to the Zuul. “Rei’shin Fahrissthan, I suggest you get a handle on your troopers.” 
 
    “Is there a problem, Human?” 
 
    “Yeah, you kicked our asses in the field, but I don’t think either Edmonds or Tahnerif want us brawling, which is about to fucking happen if you don’t tell your troops to shut up.” 
 
    “Are your soldiers so soft that the truth bothers them?” Fahrissthan gloated.  
 
    “Look, we’re all tired and frustrated. It won’t take that much. You can brag all you want to me and Schmidt in the AAR, but let’s get home before something happens.” 
 
    “Then get better, Lieutenant.” Zuul laughter echoed in Jackson’s ears before the channel cut off. 
 
    “Dammit.” Jackson switched to the unit push. “Delta Second, hold in place. Hold in place now!” 
 
    The Zuul unit continued on, still shouting disdainful comments.  
 
    Except for two of the louder ones. They stopped and continued to harangue 31.  
 
    “Schmidt! On my six!” Jackson bounded over to 31 with the platoon sergeant at his back. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rough terrain and tricky footing slowed him. By the time he reached 31, two of the CASPers had charged the Zuul.  
 
    “Stand down!” Jackson yelled.  
 
    One of the CASPers backhanded a Zuul. Despite their size and strength, an unarmored Zuul was no match for the augmented strength of a Human in a Mk 8.  
 
    Schmidt launched herself at the other CASPer, who’d started a punch. She hit it with a tackle so smooth it would have delighted fans of the All Blacks. The two CASPers skidded on the dolomite, sparks flying. 
 
    Jackson grabbed the arm of the other CASPer as it reached back to punch again. “Stand down, trooper!” he growled.  
 
    The trooper started to push, then realized it was his lieutenant and stopped. 
 
    Jackson turned to the standing Zuul. “Help that one back to the infirmary, then report to Tahnerif. After we let you get ahead, I’ll bring my troopers in.” He turned to the two members of 41. “I’ll deal with these two when we get back.” 
 
    “Sure you will.” The Zuul’s tongue lolled. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lezhanik, Human. But don’t say it often until you’ve shown some honor.” 
 
    Suddenly Fahrissthan was there. “What in the Slyest Prey’s name is going on?” 
 
    “Get your unit out of here,” Jackson said. “We’ll follow a klick behind. Then you and I will talk.” 
 
    Fahrissthan snarled, “I don’t need to listen to anything from you!” 
 
    Jackson stepped forward. “Rei’shin. I don’t know what Zuul consider honorable, but I’m damn well showing Tahnerif everything that happened from all our CASPers’ sensors. Then the Foresters will know just what kind of honor the Zuul have!” 
 
    “Sirs!” Schmidt stepped between them. “Rei’shin. Your trooper needs medical support. Let’s get him to a medic, then you and Jackson can beat the shit out of each other.” 
 
    The rei’shin’s eyes narrowed. Finally, she said, “Very well. Lezhanik, you and I will carry that one.” She turned back to Jackson. “But rest assured, Lieutenant, we will see the worth of Zuul honor before anything else happens.” 
 
    The Zuul left. 
 
    Jackson glared at the two troopers in front of him. “Taggert and Jarwin, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they responded. 
 
    “I don’t have enough time to go into just how stupid this was. You were there on Maquon, right? Both of you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they responded again.  
 
    “Then you beat those damned doggies. You don’t have shit to prove, yet you still let them bait you.” He raised a hand. “I don’t want to hear shit from you until we get back. You’re both on report, at least. I don’t have a choice but to let Edmonds figure out what to do with you. Now get back to your files.” 
 
    The two troopers stepped over to 31. The rest of Delta Second stood around them.  
 
    “Schmidt, how far ahead are the Zuul?” 
 
    “Half a klick, no more.”  
 
    “Right.” Jackson turned to the platoon. “Ten-hut!” 
 
    Delta Second jumped to attention. 
 
    “Let’s get this fucking straight while I have time to say it to all of you. We’re going to be a platoon Edmonds can rely on, or I will personally kick you all in the balls repeatedly. If you don’t have balls, you will by the time I’m done kicking you! Do you understand?” 
 
    He ignored their responses. “It’s time. Get to marching. And you better damn well pray Edmonds is a lot more generous with his AAR comments than I’m going to be.” 
 
    Major Sheridan and a file of MPs were waiting for the platoon when they reached Currie Barracks.  
 
    “Get out of your CASPers, troopers,” Sheridan said. “I don’t have to tell you, this is serious.” He motioned to the MPs. “Take troopers Jarwin and Taggert into custody. The rest of you are confined to barracks until we figure out how to get us all out of this goddamned mess.” 
 
    He glanced over. “Except you, Jackson. Edmonds wants to see you the moment you unass your CASPer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Jackson stood in front of Edmonds, saluting. “Lieutenant Jackson, reporting as ordered.” 
 
    “Sit, Lieutenant. I’ll save the ranting and cursing you deserve for later. Right now, I want to hear what happened.” 
 
    “Sir. It started because I don’t yet know what I’m doing. I screwed up by the numbers—” 
 
    “Jackson, you’re as new an LT as there is. I get it. That’s one reason we’re pushing you, but don’t give me the AAR. That’s for later. Tell me exactly what you saw.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Jackson described the aftermath of the battle, the taunts of the Zuul, and his failed attempt to prevent the fight. 
 
    Edmonds rubbed his chin. “Very well. I’ve heard it. You’re to follow the orderly outside. He’ll take you to get food. I’m doing my best to keep it from getting to court-martial level, but that’ll depend upon Tahnerif.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir.” 
 
    “You’re wearing my father’s bars; you know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I decided you were to get them because I believe you’re the kind of officer I want in the Foresters. You better hope the recordings from the CASPers confirm that belief.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Dismissed.”  
 
    An hour later, Jackson was ushered into a briefing room, where Tahnerif awaited him.  
 
    “Please tell me what happened, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Jackson explained it all once more.  
 
    “That confirms what Rei’shin Fahrissthan explained to me.” 
 
    “I have no doubt about her ability to tell the truth,” Jackson replied. 
 
    “What doubts do you have?” 
 
    “She still doesn’t like working with us, and that means we can’t stand working with her and your troopers.” 
 
    The kal’shin grimaced. “I suspect your colonel would prefer you hadn’t been quite that honest.” 
 
    “I don’t know if he’ll be my colonel much longer. I wouldn’t blame him for drumming me out of the Foresters, as badly as I fucked this up.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “As much as I am considering sending Fahrissthan back to Tahv in shame.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    “Very well, Lieutenant.” The kal’shin rose. “Edmonds said you are to wait here.” 
 
    The next hour trickled by slowly. Jackson had nothing to do but replay the day’s events in his mind and second-guess everything he’d done.  
 
    That went as well as it ever did. 
 
    A corporal he’d never met eventually opened the door and beckoned him to Edmonds’ office again.  
 
    Again, Jackson stood at attention, reporting to the colonel.  
 
    “Shut the door and sit down, Jackson.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said as he complied. 
 
    “First, neither Tahnerif nor I want a court-martial. We’ve assigned non-judicial punishment, or the Zuul equivalent, to the troopers involved.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s assuming, of course, you don’t insist upon one. It is, after all, your right to do so.” 
 
    “Ah, no, sir. I’ll accept any non-judicial punishment you assign me.” 
 
    Edmonds smiled slightly. “Very good.” His smile turned sour. “I’ve no option but to add this incident to your formal record. Tahnerif promised he’ll deal with Fahrissthan in the Zuul fashion.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. I apologize.” 
 
    “Actually, son, I don’t know what else you could have done. It’s as much my fault and the circumstances as anything else. I’ve noted that as well in your record. We’re pushing hard, and we expected some of this sort of thing, but we’re also dealing with a touchy ally here, and we’ve got a line to walk.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That’s why I apologized. I should have called Delta Second back to me sooner.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s the same process we’ve used for a week. I don’t know I’d have done anything differently. Tahnerif and I are already discussing ways to prevent this from happening again. We need to practice infil and exfil anyway, especially in these Mk 8s, and we’re going to have both Zuul and Foresters move to their exercise areas separately.”  
 
    Jackson blinked. “I like it, sir. That’ll be better training for this Kharzhelan and the nature of the conflict as I understand it, anyway.” 
 
    “Exactly. Get back to Delta Second. Mission briefings for tomorrow’s drill are already uploaded.” 
 
    Jackson rose, saluted, and trotted off. 
 
    My momma’s son is luckier than he deserves.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – Rei’shin Fahrissthan 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    2 August 2126 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rei’shin Fahrissthan, you have tarnished my honor.” Tahnerif stared at his taller, larger subordinate while he stroked his claur’sha’awin, the jeweled dagger of honor, at his side. 
 
    “The Humans are soft,” the rei’shin snarled. 
 
    “Soft? Then why is it we’ve lost to them every time we’ve fought them?” 
 
    “Bah! They are not true warriors. They hide in their damned CASPers. They use these dishonorable weapons. They do not face their enemies, and so they have no idea of honor.” 
 
    “Yes, they use weapons. Are you suggesting we dispense with our rockets? Our dropships? Our corvettes? That the only true combat is claw to claw?” 
 
    Fahrissthan growled. “Kal’shin—” 
 
    “Because if you are, you are one with the Slyest Prey and have no honor in this Galactic Union.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Tahnerif snarled, cutting her off again. “You are in my unit, and you will do what I say and respect who I say, or there will not be enough left of your body to put in the swamp.” 
 
    Fahrissthan’s paw twitched toward her own claur’sha’awin. 
 
    “Well? Are you going to challenge me?” Tahnerif stepped up to her, teeth bared at her neck as he hissed, “You could be one of the best, but right now you are nothing but an embarrassment to me, your clan, and the Great Hunter.” 
 
    Fahrissthan glared at her kal’shin, but said nothing.  
 
    Tahnerif took a deep breath and stepped back. “Now, Rei’shin, tell me why I should keep you in the Stalkers in the Stars? Why should I not send you to Karma IV? Because I do not care what home you think you had on Tahv, it is not there if I say it is not.” 
 
    “Kal’shin, these Humans are without honor!” 
 
    “So you have said, and you are right! They do not have our sense of honor. They are not Zuul!” Tahnerif smacked a fist into a paw. “But then, we are not Humans, and we cannot dismiss them unless we dismiss the entire Galactic Union. The Great Hunter created the Galactic Union to test us. It is nothing but the tool of the Slyest Prey, something all Zuul have known since our first contact. We either hunt at the Great Hunter’s side, or we fall into this galactic swamp.” 
 
    Fahrissthan moved her paw to her jeweled dagger again, but this time for reassurance, not to fight. “What are you saying, kal’shin?” 
 
    “That the only way you will grow, and the only way the Zuul will survive, is to understand the Galactic Union and the creatures within it. The Zuparti are one with the Slyest Prey, we know that, yet we have dealt fairly with them.” 
 
    “I did not agree with that.” 
 
    “It was my decision to deal with Kukuluki, but we have taken contracts with those at least as dishonorable as he before. The Slyest Prey is unavoidable out here.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “We fight for those who serve the Great Hunter, even if they know him not. These Foresters, at least most of them, do.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Fahrissthan growled. “They—” 
 
    “Use tools and tactics we do not. Yet they do not cower from the fray. They stand with their brothers and sisters, though they have fewer blood ties than we of Tahv do. We are members of Clan Tahverian, with a lineage stretching back to the days when the Zuul arrived on Tahv from Ja, and we have ties forged in that past. These Foresters stand just as firm with each other as we do, yet they do not have those thousands of years holding them together. Who of us, then, deserves the greater respect? The greater honor?” 
 
    Fahrissthan glanced at the floor. “I don’t…” She pulled out the claur’sha’awin, hilt first, and offered it to Tahnerif. “If I have failed in honor, then slay me with this.” 
 
    Tahnerif closed Fahrissthan’s paw over the sharp steel blade and squeezed. Blood dripped on the room’s table. “Fahrissthan, I know how well you can serve the Great Hunter once you find his true path. Understanding these Foresters is part of your challenge, and I will not slay you until you face it properly. You may not succeed, but you will face it.” 
 
    The pool of sapphire blood expanded.  
 
    After another deep breath, Tahnerif continued, “You must face a foe you do not understand, without the weapons you have always used, in a time of our clan’s great need. We need you to fight this fight, Rei’shin, for I do not think our clan can succeed without you.” 
 
    They stared at each other, eye to eye, until Fahrissthan flicked an ear.  
 
    The kal’shin stepped back. “I must speak with Edmonds. Remain here until you are ready to fight the Great Hunter’s fight. The fight I need you to fight.” 
 
    Fahrissthan didn’t respond. After Tahnerif left, she stared at the blood on her paw for a few minutes longer. Then she pulled out her ceremonial claurif cloth, wiped the blade clean, and sheathed it.  
 
    Before she could clean her blood off the table, there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Yes?” she growled. 
 
    “It’s Major Sheridan. Can I have a moment?” 
 
    Curse the Slyest Prey! Why now? Carefully, she unclenched her muscles and managed not to snarl in response. “Enter.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sheridan said.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to make sure this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “I already—” 
 
    “Rei’shin, it’s not you I’m worried about.” 
 
    Fahrissthan blinked and bared her teeth. 
 
    Sheridan forestalled her. “I apologize for interrupting you, but we don’t have time for the accusations and recriminations. You’re a warleader with a worthy and proud reputation. You don’t get that without fighting, and, in the end, you’ll understand the truth of honor.” 
 
    “How dare you—” 
 
    “Listen. None of the Zuul who’ve been causing problems has ever seen combat. I doubt our troopers knew that, but how much have your combat vets bitched about fighting next to us?” 
 
    Fahrissthan wanted to snarl back, but she heard Sheridan’s words nonetheless. “Some. Not much. I had to teach one or two of them, but that is it.” Grudgingly, she said, “It is true, the worst have been the ones fresh from Tahv.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I haven’t kept track of your discipline. That’s your job, after all, but I pulled what I could on all your troopers when I heard what happened.” 
 
    “Will my shame never end? I did not notice that.” 
 
    “Your shame hasn’t begun, dammit! Get that in your head, will you?” Sheridan spoke softly, nose to muzzle. “Even by your Great Hunter, you’ve done nothing shameful, except dwelling on all the shameful things you might have done!” 
 
    Fahrissthan released the hilt of her claur’sha’awin. “And how, Human, can you, who knows nothing of such things, tell me of honor?” 
 
    “Because I fought against you. I’ve shed all the blue blood you could want. You never ran, and you never quit, until Tahnerif called it off.” 
 
    “And that—” 
 
    “That was his call based upon the treachery of Tahzhent and Kukuluki, as you damn well know!” 
 
    Fahrissthan started to snap back but saw her blood still pooled on the table. She took a deep breath. 
 
    “You echo the words of the kal’shin.” She barked a laugh. “Though he was not so rude as to risk me tearing off his head.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one I have to deal with who wants me dead. Especially of late.” Sheridan sighed. “I’m not saying you have to like us, but we’re all dead if we can’t fight together. There’s no way we’ll fight well together if we can’t even talk without wanting to kill each other.” 
 
    “That’s a truth even the Slyest Prey could not obscure,” Fahrissthan admitted. 
 
    “Right. So, how do we prevent training ‘accidents’ such as this from happening?” 
 
    “I will take care of it.” 
 
    Sheridan shook his head. “I don’t mean like that. You can beat and bite your troopers all you want, but that won’t help us fight together. We need to get your troopers to respect ours, and for that matter, we need ours to respect yours in return.” 
 
    “You do not respect—” 
 
    “I do, and so do all those who’ve had to face you, but the others? Our new recruits? All they know is you surrendered to us, not the other way around. What would you think of the Foresters if you’d never lost to us?” 
 
    “We’d think you were marsh-ridden slime-dwellers.” 
 
    “That’s about right. So we’re pushing to get our guys ready to fight next to you, same as you with us, and facing the same damn problem. Our new people despise the other guys, and let’s not even talk about how the Cochkala are fucking with everything. So let’s figure out a way to make it work and stop hating each other.” 
 
    “That is not going to be easy.” She flicked an ear with wry amusement. “I do not hate Humans as much as some.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we take ‘Tenacious and Versatile’ seriously. The Foresters have succeeded over the years because we’ve trained hard and adjusted to challenges.” 
 
    “I have heard that saying before.” 
 
    “Yes. Our company motto.” 
 
    “I do not understand, ‘motto.’” 
 
    “Say, our guiding principle. We don’t quit, and we keep working until we figure out a way to win.” 
 
    Fahrissthan contemplated that. “It is true we did not anticipate your determination.” Her eyes narrowed. “And I was surprised to hear you slew my littermate on Peninnah. She was supposed to have had more than enough warriors to defeat you, along with surprise.” 
 
    “She did well, but one of our sergeants thought outside the box.” 
 
    “What does ‘outside the box’ mean?” 
 
    “He came up with something no one else had thought of. CASPers are rated to serve in vacuum for a bit, meaning the troopers don’t need air. He walked his unit, submerged in a river, around to hit your littermate in the flank. Nobody else I know of had ever done something that stupid, but we have another saying, ‘if it’s stupid, but it works, it ain’t stupid.’” 
 
    Fahrissthan bared her teeth. “As long as the action is not without honor, I agree with that.” 
 
    “Us too, actually. We don’t have the same sense of honor, but I hope you’ve learned we have one.” 
 
    “I…” Fahrissthan hesitated. “I am coming to realize that. You need not have granted us parole. There are units in the Merc Guild, especially the Besquith, who would have slaughtered us out of hand.” 
 
    “That is not our way. We’ll do all we can to defeat our enemies, but we won’t slaughter those who’ve surrendered. We fight because it’s our job, and because we owe it to all the other Foresters to live up to their memory, but we’re not Besquith.” 
 
    “I see that.” Fahrissthan wrinkled her muzzle. “It is important that you have a sense of honor.” 
 
    “Yes. Someone attacked us, and we cannot allow that to go unrewarded. We’ll give as we get.” 
 
    “That is what Tahnerif told us.” Fahrissthan pointed at the map of the Bruce. “He is smarter than me, I have learned. I have also learned of your Foresters. I do not like that my honor is entwined with yours, but now I cannot deny that it is.” 
 
    “So how do we best structure these exercises? Edmonds and Tahnerif have agreed that we’ll practice being stealthy in these Mk 8s. CASPers are never quiet, but we can work on things. We’re going to bring our troopers into areas where your troopers are already located. It’ll keep this particular incident from happening again, while also working on those techniques. We got pretty damn good with the Mk 6s, and I think the 8s will be better, but it’ll take practice.” 
 
    “It succeeded for you on Peninnah.” 
 
    “Yes.” Sheridan paused. “Sorry about your littermate.” 
 
    “Bah. I do not hate you because she is dead. She feasts at the Great Hunter’s table, and her death is not something that angers me.” She flicked her ear again. “I hate you because you are not one of us.” 
 
    Sheridan snorted. “At least our species have that in common.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I can’t begin to list the number of wars we’ve had amongst ourselves because we hated other people for being different. And that’s just Humans. Don’t get me started on some of the reactions toward actual aliens.” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. What does matter is making this work, and I had another idea on that.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “From what I can tell, your sub-officers and our sergeants and warrant officers are much the same. Experienced enough to care a lot less about the bullshit we’re dealing with, and tough enough to tell any trooper, no matter the species, how to do their job right.” 
 
    Fahrissthan considered. “Indeed, I have noticed that as well.” 
 
    “We need to get them working with both units to help get us used to working with each other.” Sheridan’s pad pinged; he smiled after reading the message. “Now we have another thing to keep your people busy.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “A couple shuttles are offloading the full order of Type 212s at Bishop right now. We’ll have them here at West Rocks tonight.” 
 
    “Excellent. Our cadre is ready to begin training our warriors tomorrow. Also, I think, we should start using your idea of sub-officers. We should set up smaller exercises where the sub-officers from both species are the judges.” 
 
    “Not the officers?” 
 
    “I do not know how you Humans work, but we simply direct our warriors to do what we say. Their honor demands they follow these orders. However, this current set of orders strikes at their sense of honor, as it has mine. If the sub-officers are seen to work together, the warriors from Tahv will have someone they are more familiar with to discuss where their honor lies.” 
 
    “Humans don’t work exactly that way, but there’s no doubt our troopers will ask their sergeants what the hell is going on. The more our respective sub-officers are on the same page, the better.” 
 
    “On the same page?”  
 
    “It means everyone understands each other.”  
 
    Fahrissthan wrinkled her muzzle again. “You Humans say such odd things.” 
 
    Sheridan chuckled. “We’re a weird, odd race, no doubt about that.” 
 
    “You jest about your race’s honor?” 
 
    “Of course.” Sheridan leaned in. “The way we show we take things seriously, if we truly believe in them, is to jest about them.” 
 
    “That makes no sense!” 
 
    “It makes us Human.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Maj. Mike Sheridan 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    5 August 2126 
 
      
 
    Sheridan hit the button to accept the message. “How can I help, Major Dozier?” 
 
    “Get Tahnerif out to the heavy range, ASAP! There’ll be a car out front in a moment.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The live fire training had a problem.” 
 
    “With the 212s?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m calling the Timers’ rep.” 
 
    Sheridan ended the call and sent for Tahnerif.  
 
    “Greetings, Major,” came the answer.  
 
    “Kal’shin. I’ve just received word there’s been an accident at the heavy weapons range. Something happened with the Type 212s Fahrissthan is working with.” 
 
    “Curse the Slyest Prey!” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Meet you out front. Dozier has a car waiting for us.” 
 
    Sensing their haste, the driver drove down the road to the range faster than was comfortable. It was wide enough for two heavy trucks to pass, but Canadian winters don’t make it easy for roads to stay smooth. 
 
    Nevertheless, neither Sheridan nor Tahnerif complained. They simply contemplated the nature of the tragedy. They glanced at each other when they came around the bend to see emergency lights flashing and ambulances already on site. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “I agree.” Tahnerif pointed. “I think I see Fahrissthan over there.” 
 
    They jumped out as soon as the car stopped and strode over.  
 
    “What happened, Rei’shin?” 
 
    Fahrissthan growled at Sheridan. “These damn launchers are hard to hold.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sheridan paused. “Yeah, if you let go during launch… Well, we’ve had videos since before first contact of how bad that can go. They’re funny videos—if no one gets hurt.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “The missile and launcher flew through a squad waiting their turn. Curse the Slyest Prey. He took some to the marsh, and some may yet travel to his realm, but the Forester medics were quick, and some who might have died will probably live. Whether they will ever hunt in the future is a question, though.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “They will listen when I tell them to hold tightly to these launchers next time, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s something we can get that’ll help your paws hold on. Something to wrap the grip in.” 
 
    The rei’shin considered. “That might help. Part of the problem is the shape. We can hold them, but the force batters our hands differently.” 
 
    “I’ll get with Supply. Will that help with your troopers?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This is a Human weapon system, and it fucked them up already. They’d have to be saints not to blame us.” 
 
    Tahnerif flicked an ear. “They will learn.” 
 
    “Especially when they realize how accurate those missiles are,” Fahrissthan added. “Just as well you did not have them on Maquon. Your guidance systems are better than ours, I think, and I would bet your penaids are better than we are used to for our heavy rockets.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Especially since the Timers aren’t having much luck finding dropships,” Sheridan added. “These are our best chance at preventing Tahzhent from taking complete control of the Kharzhelan’s airspace.” 
 
    “Tahzhent has always been known for striking in places people have not expected, and if he can maneuver dropships around with impunity, we will have problems.” 
 
    “I’m getting tired of fighting competent enemies. Would sure be nice to fight someone who didn’t have a clue,” Sheridan said with a grimace. “What else have we missed?” 
 
    “I do not know, but are you not the one spouting that ‘Tenacious and Versatile’ marsh-mud?” Fahrissthan growled. 
 
    “Yeah, but sometimes I wonder if we’re all not sinking in that damn marsh of yours. We’re going too fast to catch everything.” 
 
    “True,” Tahnerif agreed. “However, we expect Zuul to die in training. How else could we hone them properly?” 
 
    “Ah,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’d noticed your casualty reports are higher than I’m used to.” 
 
    Fahrissthan said, “Yes. It is our way. Those who fail to learn or cause their leaders dishonor suffer that which they have earned from the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    The ambulance loaded the last casualty and headed back to the base hospital.  
 
    Fahrissthan stalked over to the Zuul awaiting training. “I trust you will hold on to these launchers better in the future. These are—” she continued her lecture as Tahnerif and Sheridan turned back to their ride.  
 
    “Thank the Great Hunter; that could have been worse,” the kal’shin said. 
 
    “Yes, though again, I’m sorry about your troopers.” 
 
    “As we said, we expect such.” 
 
    “Have you decided on your full battalion structure yet?” 
 
    “We have one company with four regular squads, and four with 212s. This will serve as our primary defense unit at our citadel. We will have seven maneuver companies, each with the same organization. Four squads of traditional launchers, one of blunderbusses, one of mortars, and two of 212s. This will make them flexible.” He bared his teeth. “And versatile.” 
 
    Sheridan smiled. “I assume you’ve been working with your mar’shin on the limitations and advantages that structure will provide.” 
 
    “We have, but you have indeed hit upon a concern of mine.” 
 
    The major considered the problem. “With your permission, I’ll assign Captain Helman to work with them. He’s in charge of Bravo Company, and he’s a creative sort.” 
 
    “Will he not have other duties?” 
 
    “Bravo took fewer casualties than any other company on Maquon, and they’re basically as trained as they’ll get. Oh, we can always get better, but his lieutenants and NCOs can handle that fine.” 
 
    “Excellent. In fact, I think that will prove even more beneficial than you realize. I intend to suggest to Edmonds that we use the Stalkers as just that, stalkers and scouts, to get Tahzhent and his allies into kill zones for your CASPers. I am glad we did not have to face these Mk 8s in our previous battles.” 
 
    “They are impressive, especially with MACs and miniguns instead of our old 12.7mm guns.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll send over a few others as well, especially Master Warrant Officer Russell, to help work with them.” 
 
    “Russell is your leading sub-officer, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Good. He is a worthy warrior. Even Fahrissthan respected him from the first moment she met him.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. She and Russell are much the same. Besides, I no longer have any concerns about her.” 
 
    “Yes, it is odd how the Slyest Prey’s greatest tricks sometimes serve the Great Hunter.” 
 
    “You mean how that fight actually cleared the air?” 
 
    “Cleared the air?” Tahnerif held up a paw. “Wait, let me guess, another Prey-damned Human saying? This one means something like issues are exposed and discussed?”  
 
    “You know, Tahnerif, we’ll have you speaking like a Human in no time.” 
 
    “May the Great Hunter at least save me from that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Practice Field Juno 
 
    Bruce Peninsula  
 
    8 August 2126 
 
      
 
    “21b, advance, but keep it slow. Watch where your CASPers’ feet land.” 
 
    Three clicks answered Kiial.  
 
    They maneuvered around the trail along a ridge. Trees were sparser here because the ground held more rock and bare stone, making the infil exercise much tougher. To their right was a sheer drop down to Georgian Bay. To the left, a steep climb to some of the larger hills on the Bruce Peninsula.  
 
    However, Kiial had picked the route because it was the only one that didn’t lead directly under a Zuul position. He’d asked Schmidt for advice, but she’d just grunted that it was his task to make it work.  
 
    This part of the Bruce was especially rocky. Scuttlebutt said they’d face worse in this ‘Kharzhelan,’ so Kiial figured it would be a useful place to practice, especially since ‘enemy fire’ right now was simulated damage instead of actual Zuul rockets.  
 
    Nevertheless, Jackson had reminded all the file leaders that the CASPers’ built in sim programs had been updated to include the specs for the odd new weapons the doggies now used. 
 
    That means I have to worry about indirect fire and those 212s.  
 
    They weren’t going to get any of that simulated fire from the bay, and indirect fire would have challenges hitting them from the east. Still… 
 
    “Sharl, you’ve got overwatch. Don’t enable anti-artillery and anti-missile auto-fire; Schmidt wants us to practice indirect fire doctrines, even if we’re not going to face it ourselves.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Zenobia, you’ve got point. Show me what you can do using your pinplants’ interface with your CASPer’s sensors.” 
 
    “I’ll catch everything, boss.” 
 
    “Zheln, you’ve got our six,” Kiial concluded, receiving a click in reply. “Move out.” 
 
    Zenobia did so, slowly but carefully.  
 
    Kiial followed. His native impatience wanted her to go faster, but he’d already learned the value of doing this right. The icons of the other two members of 21b trailed, he was pleased to see, at the correct intervals.  
 
    We’re definitely getting better.  
 
    He focused on a little fold he’d noticed on the map. He’d pointed that out to Schmidt, saying he thought it was perfect for a trap.  
 
    She’d grunted at that, too—twice.  
 
    “Zenobia, hold advance.” 
 
    His lead driver didn’t respond, but her icon stopped moving.  
 
    “Sharl, leapfrog point. Find a defensible overwatch position…but take it slow.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Kiial advanced so he could see their choices. None were exactly what he wanted, but he found a route to the lakeside that if they took carefully, could put them in the rear of the Zuul unit, or so the op description had suggested.  
 
    He highlighted the route and sent it to his file. “Zenobia, we’re going to take that set of rocks lakeside.” 
 
    There was a pause, then, “Uh…Kiial, there’s no path there. It’s just a cliff.” 
 
    “I think we can maneuver along those rocks if we go slowly.” 
 
    “What if we fall?” 
 
    “You’ve got jump jets for a reason, and if you do fall in the lake, we all have full environmental loadouts. We’ll have help if we need it, but I think we can do it.” 
 
    “Is this some kind of Cochkala thing?” Zenobia asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you trying to test me? Or do you guys climb cliffs like this all the time?” 
 
    “Actually, we do. You guys don’t?” 
 
    “Well, some do, but not me. Not like that.” 
 
    “Okay. Sharl, you take point. Zenobia, you’ve got overwatch. Set it on automatic so you can focus on where Sharl’s stepping.” 
 
    “Just like Gaqaran Canyon, Kiial?” Sharl asked.  
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    Sharl led out. They’d already discovered how delicate and precise Mk 8 CASPers could be if needed, and Sharl found a way. Zenobia followed, initially with clear hesitation, but as she saw what Sharl did, with increasing confidence. The other two Cochkala followed behind.  
 
    They rounded the main outcropping, and Kiial could see the landing he’d seen on the map and hoped they could reach.  
 
    This is going to work! 
 
    The Niagara Escarpment, which runs through the Bruce Peninsula, includes a high percentage of dolomite. This is a durable version of limestone, often with many extra elements that add strength to it.  
 
    This dolomite proved quite capable of withstanding the weight of three CASPers moving along it.  
 
    Unfortunately, there were four in the file.  
 
    Kiial would never forget the cracking sound as a chunk of the cliff, including several ancient cedar trees and the small boulder upon which Zheln stood, broke away from the rest of the escarpment.  
 
    By the time he turned around, all he could see was dust and spray from the stone falling into Georgian Bay. 
 
    “Zheln! Can you hear me?” he yelled into the comm.  
 
    No answer. 
 
    “End Ex! End Ex! Forester Command, this is Delta Second 21b, man down! I repeat, End Exercise, man down!” He jumped down to a lower boulder. “Zenobia, get your ass to the top of the hill overlooking us. Open every sensor and find Zheln. Sharl, get down here and help me!” 
 
    “What happened, Kiial?” Schmidt snapped in his ear.  
 
    He didn’t respond until he’d bounced down the escarpment to the rubble at the base of the cliff.  
 
    “Here are the coordinates.” He sent the beacon locater. “The cliff face broke off, and Zheln fell into the bay, but a lot of stone might have landed on him, too.” 
 
    “Got it. Help’s on the way.” 
 
    He switched to Zheln’s direct link. “Zheln, are you okay?”  
 
    Still no answer, but he kept asking until another comm signal intruded.  
 
    “Forester, this Rei’shin Fahrissthan, can we assist?” 
 
    “Rei’shin, I’ll take whatever you can do. I’m not sure what that is, though.” 
 
    “We’ll be there as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” He switched to the file circuit. “Zenobia, do you see anything?” 
 
    “Magnetic anomaly consistent with Zheln’s CASPer here.”  
 
    Kiial’s HUD blinked, and his heart fell. The anomaly lay directly under the largest chunk of the cliff, which was now two-thirds submerged, and yet still towered over him. 
 
    “Zheln! Please respond!” 
 
    Still no answer, so he did the only thing he could think of. He pulled a chunk of rock off the fallen cliff. “Sharl, help me!” 
 
    They started lifting off stones. Many of the bigger pieces required the full augmented strength of both CASPers to move.  
 
    A number of Zuul rappelled down.  
 
    “Which one of you is in charge?” 
 
    Kiial looked up. “That’s me, I guess. I don’t know anything, so I’m just digging him out.” 
 
    “I’m Rei’shin Fahrissthan.” 
 
    “Then I’ll take whatever orders you’ve got to help me save Zheln.” 
 
    Fahrissthan examined the situation for a moment while Kiial and Sharl continued pulling off stone. She snapped a number of orders in Zuul, then pulled out her communicator. 
 
    Kiial turned back to get more.  
 
    “Forester, we need your assistance here.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Your CASPers are mighty, but there is no way you could pull the big piece up by strength alone. There are some among my people who understand engineering and pulleys. More among yours, too. I have sent messages to your colonel to send those here.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “In the meantime, we can arrange these as a counterweight.” Her voice soured. “However, my warriors do not have the strength to do so; only those in your armor can do it. That means you two at the moment.” 
 
    The order made sense, as much as anything did. The two Cochkala found themselves working on the counterweights when Schmidt bounced down and started helping, as did other Foresters in CASPers.  
 
    Some Foresters wearing wetsuits joined them, carrying rebreathers and underwater toolbelts. Kiial noticed them, vaguely, out of the corner of his eyes. They slid into the bay around the big piece of the escarpment.  
 
    Several other of the Foresters’ sappers arrived with ropes and pulleys. They managed to get the first counterbalance ready faster than Kiial anticipated. Then the second.  
 
    Eventually Kiial staggered back to catch his breath. A bright flash blinded him, and it took him a moment to realize it came from a spotlight.  
 
    Why do they need— 
 
    He looked up and was shocked to see dusk had fallen.  
 
    How long has it been? 
 
    By this point, the whole area was bustling. One of the counterweights had been used to make a makeshift elevator.  
 
    “How are you doing, son?” 
 
    Kiial blinked, then snapped to attention when he realized the person talking to him was Major Sheridan. “Not good, sir. I lost a trooper.” 
 
    “What’s the level on your power cells?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Sheridan repeated the question.  
 
    Kiial blinked, checked, and blurted out, “Fuck! Nine percent.” 
 
    “As I thought. Get on up the hill. There’s a transport there back to West Rocks. You’re in Currie, if I remember right.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You’re no good to anyone now. I want you back in your barracks after you eat and take a shower. Oh, and make sure the medics give you a once over.” 
 
    “But Zheln’s still under there,” Kiial protested.  
 
    Schmidt arrived and saluted. “Is there a problem, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant, there is.” Sheridan turned. “We have a trooper at nine percent on his suit’s power, and I think his suit’s in better shape than he is.” 
 
    Kiial pointed, but Schmidt pushed his arm down. “I’ve got it now, sir. With your permission, I’ll take all of Delta Second back home.” 
 
    “Good idea. Your people have been at this longer than anyone else, and frankly, we’ve got as many people as we can reasonably use. I should probably have Fahrissthan’s company sent back as well. Besides, we’ve got some help two hours away coming from the closest RCCG cutter, with more on the way.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    The major turned back to Kiial. “Get some food and rest, son.” 
 
    Kiial didn’t say anything, but he didn’t argue when Schmidt pushed him toward the elevator. He vaguely heard her command Delta Second to join them at the transport point.  
 
    In the transport, he turned off all his speakers and sobbed throughout the trip home, grateful no one could see or hear him. He caught his breath when they reached the armory.  
 
    Two hours later, he sat on his bunk. He’d eaten, showered, and been pronounced fit by the docs. Schmidt had insisted they give him something, and while he hadn’t been paying enough attention to hear what she’d said, he realized now it had been a sedative. 
 
    Even so, he couldn’t sleep.  
 
    Then Zhash stood in front of him. “Still as stupid as ever.” 
 
    Sharl snapped, “Shut up, Zhash. Save it for the board meetings.” 
 
    “As if this idiot will ever get a regency.” 
 
    Kiial shook his head. Sharl’s tail whipped in sarcastic humor. 
 
    “What?” Zhash growled. 
 
    Sharl stepped up to him. “If you’re such a good Cochkala, then you’ll have paid attention to all the family corporate reports.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Tlanit made him a regent without portfolio a theraln ago. Clear as day in the announcements at the time. Now, of course, he’s listed in the regents list. Which, of course, you aren’t.” 
 
    “Sharl, let it go,” Kiial said. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Zhash stared at the two of them, mouth open. “Tlanit did what?” 
 
    “He made him a regent without portfolio.” Sharl flicked her tail. “He had the right, and received no dissent from the other regents.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “That means Kiial not only outranks us here in the Foresters, he’s your boss in the family corporation. Remind me, what can’t he order you to do, again?” 
 
    Zhash flicked his tail. “Why do you defend him? Zheln was your first cousin.” 
 
    Sharl wrapped her tail around herself in a gesture of mourning. “Because I didn’t think of it either, and neither would you have. How many times have you done the western trail at Gaqaran Canyon? Dozens, right?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “We went along an easier trail than that. You would’ve—”  
 
    “Maybe he would’ve, maybe not, but either way, Zhash is right,” Kiial said.  
 
    Zhash blinked, tail lashing in confusion. Sharl flicked her tail in a shrug. 
 
    “I should have considered the weight of the CASPers,” Kiial continued. “I didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Sharl said. 
 
    “You didn’t have time to plan.” Kiial wrapped his tail around himself and sat on his bunk. “I should have thought of it!” 
 
    Zenobia sat next to him. “Can’t think of everything, Kiial.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “She’s right,” a voice snapped from behind them. “I didn’t think about it either, and I’ve been doing this a lot longer.” 
 
    Kiial looked up to find Schmidt there. He started to jump to attention. 
 
    She waved the whole platoon to sit. “Relax, everyone.” She waited until they’d settled. “I won’t bullshit, it doesn’t look good. Zheln’s been down there way too long as it is, and frankly, we don’t know if he survived the fall in the first place. There’s been no response to any communications.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “No, kid.” Schmidt sighed. “But if you want anyone to blame, that’d be me. Oh, I’m sure the LT and the major will try to claim some, just like Kiial here is already doing, but I saw what Kiial was thinking. I figured he might try something like that, and I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Why not, Sergeant?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “Because I wanted to see what you’d do. I’ve reviewed the comm log, and I would’ve reasoned much the same as you did. If one of you fell, you should’ve been able to land decently, and even if you were in the bay, we’d have people there to help. It was a risk, but no merc joins this life if they mind a little risk here and there.” She snorted. “Nobody ever contemplated you’d break off half the goddamned escarpment.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Remember what I said at the gate, kid? Back on Maquon?” 
 
    Kiial nodded. 
 
    “This time, you tried to do the job, but the job did you and Zheln. Especially Zheln. I just got done hearing words to that effect from Edmonds himself. He, too, has reviewed the comm logs and all the video feeds. He’s already marked it as a training accident.” 
 
    “But Zheln’s parents and the rest of our clan. What do I say to them?” 
 
    Schmidt sighed again. “I got no good answer to that, kid. The only thing I’ll say is this, and I want all of you to hear it.” She made sure the whole platoon was listening. “There’s never been a leader worth shit, ever, in any fucking unit, who hasn’t asked that question.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 – Rei’shin Fahrissthan 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    8 August 2126 
 
      
 
    “Fahrissthan, you look like the Slyest Prey had you for breakfast, found out how bitter you really are, and spit you out,” Qarsh said. 
 
    The rei’shin collapsed into her chair after getting a cup of the coffee. “I think he is still chewing.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You heard the Foresters had an accident today?” 
 
    “Yes, a CASPer fell into the bay.” 
 
    “Indeed, and took most of a cliff down with it, as well, or it would have undoubtedly been a minor incident…but the Slyest Prey will do as he will.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “I was overseeing the company training against the Human unit that had the accident, so I took our people to help.” 
 
    “As the Great Hunter would expect. It still does not explain why you are so exhausted.” 
 
    “Humans.” Fahrissthan flipped her paw. “I am no closer to understanding them. They still anger me, and yet…” She trailed off. 
 
    “Here, eat something.” Qarsh slid over a plate. “It is what is left over from my dinner. You are so tired you can barely speak.” 
 
    “Never had a chance to eat after I arrived at the accident. All I have had are interminable cups of coffee, which I admit I have gotten fond of.” 
 
    “Me too.” Qarsh waved at the mug on her desk. “But you have not eaten anything at all? That was early in the morning!” 
 
    “As the Great Hunter well knows. We have been trying to rescue that warrior all day, and the Humans are still there.” 
 
    “What? That makes no sense. Do they not realize that if they cannot get to the warrior, the Great Hunter intends they lie there forever?” 
 
    “No.” Fahrissthan rubbed her eyes. “No, I do not think any of them have ever thought about that. They are determined to get that cliff off the CASPer. You know the strangest part?” 
 
    “That is not the strangest part?” 
 
    “No. The Forester who is surely dead in that CASPer is a Cochkala.” 
 
    “What? That is insane. I suppose I could think of a clan reason to ensure the soul does not end in the Slyest Prey’s swamp, but a creature of another race?” 
 
    Fahrissthan sighed. “I do not understand either, but it is just another strange thing about the Humans and their honor.” 
 
    “Their honor?” 
 
    “It has something to do with that. That is all I can think of.” 
 
    Qarsh clicked her teeth in laughter. “I thought you said they are without honor.” 
 
    Fahrissthan chuckled bitterly. “It is truly an alien form of honor, but Tahnerif and Sheridan have convinced me they have it. If I had had any doubts, they vanished the moment one of the divers was trapped by a secondary fall. At least they got his body out of the bay.” 
 
    Qarsh blinked. “A Human diver died trying to free a dead Cochkala?” 
 
    “I—” Fahrissthan waved her paws about. “I have never seen anything quite like it. Any rational people would have long since understood that risking more lives to save a dead warrior, especially one not bound to them by clan ties, was insane. Yet these Humans did not hesitate. They clearly mourned the diver, but the ones who brought him up just got new tanks and went back down.” 
 
    “All that on top of the preparations to leave.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Qarsh filled their cups again and sat. Her eyes hardened. “Between us, how do you think these cubs will do? Both ours and the Foresters. Against Tahzhent’s warriors, I mean.” 
 
    Fahrissthan rubbed her head again. “Tahzhent’s hunters will eat them up, at least in a company on company fight.” 
 
    “That bad? Do the hunters at the Hall of Heroes not teach anymore?” 
 
    “I only know the keen blade we had when we first fought these Foresters. We have little of that remaining, and we have dulled them to sharpen the others. Tahzhent’s companies are fresh, and he and his rei’shin are as skilled as we are. We would get this litter of puppies to that point if we had time, but we do not.” 
 
    “No time at all. In fact, lift off orders came today while you were helping.” 
 
    “By the Slyest Prey! We—” 
 
    “Lift off in four days. Tahnerif made a point of emphasizing the timetable to me and Akuwin both.” 
 
    “But we have barely taught them how to aim with the 212s! Not to mention, the less said about maintaining those damnable mortars, the better. At least the units with the blunderbusses can generally point them in the right cardinal direction.” 
 
    “Which is all they need to do.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Fahrissthan trailed off. “I know we are hunting on the trail the Great Hunter has set before us, but I see no path through the swamp. The Foresters have their new combat suits, but I do not think we would have had the accident today if we were not pushing. Yet we are not close to being ready, and what more can we do in a few days?” 
 
    “The good news is that Edmonds has hired a number of the locals to do as much of the work packing as possible.” 
 
    “That may be true, but how many 212s are they going to leave me to train with? And I bet we will only have one more day to practice with the mortars.” 
 
    “Aren’t they self-aiming?” 
 
    “They are, but we have seen that the closer we get them on target, the more effective they are. It reduces counterfire exposure, and they see more targets.” 
 
    “It is never easy.” 
 
    “No.” Fahrissthan rubbed her muzzle and leaned back. “I just do not understand it. Humans will surrender on a battlefield, but not on a rescue op that is clearly not going to save anyone. They kept chanting ‘Tenacious and Versatile’ at each other. By afternoon, it was a prayer, not a saying, but they still kept at it.” 
 
    “They are strange, indeed.” 
 
    “At least I am beginning to understand one of their stupid idioms.” 
 
    “Oh? Which one?” 
 
    “Clusterfuck.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    West Rocks Training Depot  
 
    Owen Sound, Ontario 
 
    12 August 2126 
 
      
 
    “Kal’shin Tahnerif, allow me to introduce Lieutenant Otxoa of Hu’s Hawks,” Edmonds said.  
 
    Tahnerif, the rei’shin, Edmonds, Sheridan, and all the company commanders sat around a table. Viewscreens held the image of all the ship commanders, along with Otxoa.  
 
    “Ah, yes. Mar’shin Arrakhazh and Zhamelif have spoken well of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Unless you have an objection,” Edmonds said, “I’ll ask Otxoa to take command of all our small craft assets, especially once we get to Tahv.” The colonel grimaced. “All my own senior commanders died on Maquon, and we have no one with as much skill and experience as he has.” 
 
    “This does not surprise me. Arrakhazh has said as much to me, as well.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” the colonel said. 
 
    “I think it clear that Captain Christopher must take command of the flotilla,” Arrakhazh said. “His is the only true warship, and it has the best electronics. I also believe he has the most experience in space combat of us all.” 
 
    “Well, I’s may be talkin’ on that last point, but I’s agreein’,” Garrison said. “Yon lad’s best one fer the task.” 
 
    “I agree,” Edmonds said. “Kal’shin?” 
 
    “I cannot argue either point, Mar’shin Arrakhazh.” Tahnerif tapped the table with his claws. “But this is my responsibility.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter cannot judge our case unless we reach the surface of our home,” Akuwin said. “You have spent all your time focusing on the warriors, as you should. Christopher, on the other hand, has worked with all the ship mar’shin, organized the ship upgrades, and helped tie our comm systems together. There is no dishonor in allowing a subordinate to lead, if that subordinate knows the tactical situation better.” 
 
    Fahrissthan bared her teeth. “As you yourself have told us many times, Kal’shin.” 
 
    Tahnerif pulled out his claur’sha’awin. “I cannot argue the wisdom of my rei’shin.” He cut across his palm, letting his blood pool on the table. He forestalled Qarsh, who reached for her claurif cloth. He pulled out one of his own and cleaned the blade. Though he hadn’t cut himself deeply, the small amount of blood spread across the entire cloth. 
 
    When it had become entirely blue, the Zuul bowed their heads for a moment.  
 
    Then Tahnerif folded the cloth. “Captain Christopher, I will send this up to you. You will need to carry it upon your body during the battle, so all will know that I have made the choice to cede this command, in honor, to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “We dance on the edge of honor, as the sei’shin will judge.” 
 
    Edmonds leaned forward. “I don’t wish to intrude upon Zuul honor, but what about on the planet? What of my ability to command there?” 
 
    “It is well that you ask, but I have considered this. Once we have reached Tahv, and I have the opportunity to properly present you to the sei’shin, they will accept your claim to participate in this conflict of honor as right and proper.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “There will be those who wish neither Tahzhent nor I to emerge victorious, so I must do all things properly.” 
 
    “Cross the T’s and dot the I’s,” Sheridan said. 
 
    The Zuul glanced around in confusion. Then they all made the gestures the Humans realized was body language for exasperation and frustration.  
 
    Sheridan grinned. “Yes. Another saying.” 
 
    “Which we shall give all the appreciation that it deserves,” Tahnerif said drily. “Which is to say, none.” 
 
    The Humans laughed.  
 
    “You’re learning, Kal’shin,” Sheridan said. His face cleared. “In that case, I suggest we call our flotilla Task Group Stalkers.” 
 
    “That is acceptable,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “We’re actually getting a command structure here,” Edmonds said. “I was worried about that.” 
 
    “I’m still worried about our group maneuver capabilities,” Christopher said. “We’ve had sim training among our captains and tactical officers, but we aren’t what I’d call efficient.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth again. “It is the case that our warriors are ill-prepared. We will do as we can, but the Slyest Prey will find ways to lead us into the swamp. However, I fear him not. Our warriors will fight. Should we all die, I will lead this host to the Great Hunter with pride.” 
 
    “I thank you, sir. However, you’ll understand if I do my best to ensure you don’t have to do that,” Christopher said.  
 
    The Zuul laughed, even Fahrissthan.  
 
    “I will permit you to hone your blades,” Tahnerif said lightly, “and to care for your armor.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds glanced at his pad, then at all assembled. “This is our last chance. We have our loading schedule going as smoothly as we could hope, with all the units packing as we speak. Have we missed any ways to ‘hone our blades’ before we leave Earth? What’s our supply status, Major?” 
 
    “We have as many rocket rounds for the Zuul as the Justin Timers can scrounge up,” Sheridan answered. “We’ve got 100 units of fire for the MACs, including both what Binnig sent us and what Warren could scrounge. We’ve got 200 units for the miniguns and K-bombs. I’ve found room for 200 M-93s with 30 units of fire each as a backup, and for base security. All our munitions are cross-loaded on all four ships, as is our food,” Sheridan said.  
 
    “You are taking food enough for how long?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “Six months. At least we had plenty of rations stockpiled, and room on the Cabot, even with the silly idea of bringing Blackcloak’s 88s.” 
 
    “It is a silly idea, but it is something I guarantee Tahzhent has never thought of. He is devious, but we have fought against each other in exercises for decades. That is not the way he is devious, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “It does,” Edmonds said. “Hopefully, we can turn that to our advantage.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “There is this, too. I do believe our sub-officers and NCOs, thanks to our exchange program, will prove better leaders than his.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “On that note,” Sheridan said, “Kjetil figured out a way to download sensor logs from our new CASPers to the sand table. Whatever they see will show up, not quite in real time, but close. He’s also got a couple of techs training to disassemble it from the Cabot and bring down to our main base in the time we’ll have. We should be able to give our tactical commanders better intel.” 
 
    “That would definitely assist our hunt,” Tahnerif said. “It might be a small advantage, but we can use all the advantages we can gather.” 
 
    “I agree whole-heartedly.” 
 
    “Should I win this battle of honor, all units on Tahv will have at least one. That might not prove advantageous for Human units in the future.” 
 
    “It might not.” Edmonds smiled. “I’m just focused on making sure the Foresters survive that long, anyway.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    “Sirs, I’ve set up a grid system on the Kharzhelan,” Sheridan said. “I know you Zuul have all these landmarks memorized, but it’ll take too long for us to recognize them. For ease, I used the main road between the two citadels as the east/west axis and the river that generally bisects the Kharzhelan as the north/south axis.” 
 
    Akuwin flipped a paw. “It is not the tradition, but it will assist us while working with these Humans.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Tahnerif studied the grid. “Yes, I see; that should work nicely. The main bridge over the Kharz River is Sector S1W1, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. South 1, West 1. The Kharz alternates between East 1 and West 1. The main road is all through South 1. The north road generally runs along North 3 until it curves south to the citadels. Likewise the south road runs through South 4 until it curves up. This will help us Foresters keep our bearings.” 
 
    “I foresee times when we will have to translate to some of our warriors, but our mar’shin should have no issues, and that will not outweigh keeping you Humans oriented.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    Christopher looked up from his pad. “Captain Pedersen suggested that the Huron take a full loadout of dropships. I know we’re low on actual dropships, and we want to spread our assets around. However, he pointed out that Delta Company has been training in an assault role, just in case we need it.” 
 
    Edmonds tapped the table. “You have another reason, don’t you?” 
 
    “The upgrades to the other ships have made them far more deadly than most merchant ships. However, they’re not warships. There’s a chance I’ll need greater freedom to maneuver against Tahzhent’s ships. That means getting my cargo dropped as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “That is sensible,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “Any arguments, Lieutenant Otxoa?”  
 
    “No, sir,” replied the lieutenant. 
 
    “I’d as soon have the greater cubage of yer shuttles so’s I can be emptyin’ me lass quicker,” Garrison added. 
 
    “Then you’ve got your full dropship complement, Captain Christopher.” Edmonds turned back to Otxoa. “Should we send your section of Hawks over?” 
 
    Garrison said, “I’s not likin’ that iffin’ you did.” 
 
    Edmonds blinked. “Why not?” 
 
    “The captain and I have been integrating our fire control with the Cabot’s,” Otxoa said. “Depending upon the tactical situation, we might be able to launch and assist her point defense.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “We’re the Hawks, sir,” Otxoa said without a trace of a smile.  
 
    “So yer seein’ as I’s likin’ them to stay,” Garrison said. 
 
    “Absolutely.” He glanced over. “Any issue with that, Captain Christopher?” 
 
    “No, sir. It makes sense for us to beef up the Cabot’s point defense. We’ve already done as much as we can with what the Timers provided us. However, she can’t maneuver as well as the Huron can, meaning she’ll need help, especially since she has by far the most cubage.” 
 
    “I agree, captain,” Tahnerif said. “If we lost the Cabot, I do not think we would have sufficient numbers for us to succeed at our hunt.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Lieutenant Otxoa, get with Captain Christopher and assign the small craft as seems most practical.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Done, then.” Edmonds tapped his pad. “What else?” 
 
    “The warriors, Human and Zuul, are not up to standards,” Fahrissthan growled.  
 
    “Will an extra week help?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “Of course, but it would take the Great Hunter himself to make them proper warriors in that time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tahnerif said. “Still, it is worth considering a few more days. We should have time to offload supplies, even so. Especially with the new arrangement of small craft.” 
 
    Christopher pressed his lips together. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Captain?” Akuwin asked. 
 
    “You said the ships have mostly ironed out their new weapons,” Sheridan said. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Mostly? That does not fill me with confidence,” Fahrissthan said.  
 
    “It’s as good as we could expect,” Christopher said with a sigh. “Your mar’shin both feel their ships, cargo vessels though they might be, are as well-armed as your Type Twos. However, neither can take much damage, as they are merchie-built and don’t have a warship’s interior supports. The Huron’s as tough as she’s ever been, and our crew is aching to get some back for the Algonquin. As for the Cabot, you know better than I just how much of a discount Garrison’s given you for upgrades.” 
 
    “I’s gettin’ my money’s worth,” Garrison said with a laugh. 
 
    “However, as I understand it, we gate into Tahv, then go from the LaGrange point to Tahv orbit using a specified path kept clear for this purpose. That way we can fight without accidentally blasting merchant shipping.” 
 
    “Correct, Captain Christopher,” Akuwin said. “It is possible a stray missile will enter the normal shipping lanes, but the Slyest Prey will have his due when battle begins.”  
 
    “Garrison and I have been talking about this. Neither one of us is enthralled by the idea of entering this channel from an expected direction at an expected time.” 
 
    Tahnerif scratched his muzzle. “We may have to. Tahzhent cannot specifically tell us to walk into a trap, but he can shape the entry path within certain traditions. He can also, by phrasing the challenge in one form or another upon entry, constrain my choices.” 
 
    “So we just gate in, then head directly into the trap as a gaggle of ships?” 
 
    “We do get the opportunity to form up into a squadron, if that is what you are worried about.” 
 
    “That’s part of it, of course. We’ve done some sim training as a flotilla, but that’s in our copious spare time. We’ll get the Cabot into the most defensive position possible. The Huron and all aboard her are expendable, if it gets you and the regiments to the surface in fighting order.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter could not agree more, Human,” Fahrissthan said. 
 
    “However, your Great Hunter approves of cunning, right? Not dishonorable cheating or trickery, but cunning.” 
 
    “He does,” the rei’shin admitted.  
 
    “Then we should be cunning. We’re going to have to approach the planet on a particular path, so he’ll know the route we’re going to take, in general. If the parameters I’ve been told are correct, it’s a reasonable volume of space, but still small for our purposes.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “However, it’ll be all the worse if he knows when and where we enter the area, and our vector.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting we enter the path from a different direction and at a time of your choosing.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You cannot,” Fahrissthan growled. “That would require Human ships to go into portions of the system that are unacceptable.” 
 
    Akuwin held up a paw. “I am not sure, Fahrissthan. We will be on the Cabot and the Huron, and they might technically be accounted as Zuul ships for the moment. Especially if we are ‘forming up’ elsewhere and then taking an oblique route to the entry channel.” 
 
    The large rei’shin leaned back, muzzle wrinkling. “This seems a technicality worthy of the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    Tahnerif took a deep breath, got up, and prowled back and forth several times. 
 
    Finally, he turned back. “I see the Slyest Prey in both choices. On the one paw, surely the Great Hunter expects me to make Tahzhent’s hunt a challenge worthy of boasting about, should he succeed. On the other, He has never been given to accepting technicalities as a tool to avoid battle.” 
 
    “What if Akuwin commands the Huron?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    Christopher’s mouth opened, but Tahnerif leaned forward. “That, Colonel, would certainly fall within the Slyest Prey’s distinctions. That the Huron and Cabot are part of this battle of honor cannot be denied. That they are Human ships also cannot be denied.”  
 
    “I apologize, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “No need, Colonel. We will need your thoughts—in part because they are ones Zuul would never consider—when we reach Tahv.” 
 
    “Then what shall we do?” 
 
    The kal’shin turned to Christopher and Garrison. “I understand and agree with your concerns. It benefits none of us to stumble in there like some mindless therenzh already fated to provide dinner.”  
 
    “So what do you plan to do?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “For now, nothing. There are things I must know first, which I cannot until we reach Tahv. The phrasing of the challenge will shape some of my possibilities.” 
 
    “Tahzhent has all the advantages, it seems,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “He has some, yes. However, should he arrange it so he has no risk, all will see and despise him. In that case, he will lose no matter what.” 
 
    “It sounds like a difficult line to walk.” 
 
    “It is, but that is why we have sei’shin.” 
 
    Edmonds shook his head. “You mentioned them before, but I still don’t understand what they are.” 
 
    “They are the defenders of our souls and our honor.” 
 
    “Can we ask them whether this is honorable or not?” 
 
    “We can, indeed, and that is what I shall do.” Tahnerif tapped the table. “However, I must hear the specifics of Tahzhent’s challenge before I can make any decision, and that will only happen after I announce my presence in the Tahv system.” 
 
    Christopher asked, “Can I at least make some plans, just in case the sei’shin judge that we have some flexibility?” 
 
    “Yes, though I would suggest you do so jointly with Akuwin. There will be some limitations to where the Huron and Cabot can go, no matter what.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I think this must also shape our entry into the system,” Akuwin said. “The Strengthbringer or the Hunter’s Gift should be our first ship into the system. As Zuul ships, they will not be immediately redirected back to the stargate, and it will give you time to announce the arrival of the Huron and the Cabot, as well as giving the sei’shin more time to consider your question.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Tahnerif said. “I have already spoken with Arrakhazh and Zhamelif. The electronic suite on the Hunter’s Gift is slightly more capable, so I will be on her when we enter the system.” 
 
    “Should I be on the Hunter’s Gift as well?” Edmonds asked. “I want to present my case before your sei’shin, too.” 
 
    “I would prefer you on the Cabot. You will get your opportunity, but the primary ceremony must take place before the Tahveria-Sharan. Akuwin will advise you on that.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Also, I can designate Akuwin a leader in honor at the time I speak with our sei’shin upon entry. Should the worst happen, and the Hunter’s Gift is destroyed with me on it, she can still redeem the honor of our warriors and provide you the same opportunity at the ceremony.” 
 
    “Very well.” Edmonds tapped the table. “On the assumption that we make it planetside without losing too much, I have some other questions on the specifics. The biggest one is Tahzhent as a commander. You mentioned he’s devious, but does he have any habits? Some tactics he prefers? Will the Preytakers fight any differently than the Stalkers? Different weapons? What about the other units?” 
 
    “Good questions, Colonel.” Tahnerif paused. “We use rocket launchers because they can penetrate even the heaviest armor, while still allowing us the mobility we need for a proper hunt. We offer our services as light infantry, and we need that mobility. These units are the same as the Stalkers.” 
 
    “Understood.” Edmonds looked at Sheridan. “While we’re on the Cabot, let’s see if we can plan a few surprises for Tahzhent. Get Kjetil working with Akuwin so he can prep the sappers on the hyperspace flight. We packed the kitchen sink, after all.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “The kitchen sink? You use kitchen sinks as weapons?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “It means we packed everything we could, Kal’shin,” Edmonds said with a smile.  
 
    “Ah.” Tahnerif paused. “I have said it before. Humans do not speak in a way civilized people can understand.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, Kal’shin, we have this issue across Human cultures, too,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “It is no consolation.” 
 
    “It’s also not relevant. What else can you tell me about Tahzhent?” 
 
    “In this, you are correct.” Tahnerif tapped the table. “Tahzhent is fond of feint and maneuver, as I have mentioned. He is particularly good at positioning his dropships and shuttles where they are least expected.” 
 
    “You already mentioned he’s likely to raid behind our lines.” 
 
    “Indeed. As we have talked about, I think we should use our companies to funnel Tahzhent’s troopers into good fields of fire for your CASPers’ MACs. I have been impressed with their destructiveness, and I think, given our experience with your company in the past, Tahzhent will find that surprising as well.” 
 
    “It would be nice to whittle away at his numerical advantage as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Agreed. I think the best way to do that is to attack, or at least make it look like we are striking at his supply depot. Perhaps we can pull off the raid we expect from him, giving us a chance to get all the rocket ammunition we can carry.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea. In death ground, attack!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One of our ancient philosophers of war. He said, ‘In difficult ground, press on. In hemmed-in ground, use subterfuge. In death ground, fight.’ I’ve always interpreted that to mean attack, because if you sit and wait while you’re surrounded and outnumbered, you will lose. Better to die moving forward with a chance to break out.” 
 
    Fahrissthan leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “That is what your sergeant did on Peninnah.” 
 
    “Indeed so, Rei’shin.” Edmonds sighed. “Again, I apologize for your littermate’s death.” 
 
    “No! She died in battle facing the enemy. She is with the Great Hunter. Do not apologize again, Human,” the rei’shin growled.  
 
    Tahnerif turned to her.  
 
    Suddenly, Fahrissthan’s eyes cleared and she took a breath. “I can now believe those words, after these weeks of training, where I could not before. I will never like your kind. You are ugly, uncouth, and so many are without honor. Yet, I have learned to respect you and those who fight at your side.” 
 
    Edmonds stared at the rei’shin. “Good. For the strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.” 
 
    The rei’shin cocked her head. “That is true. How did Humans learn that? I have come to respect you, but most of your kind has no understanding of such things.” 
 
    “Those words come from one of our greatest poets. If we survive, I’ll have a copy of Kipling translated for you. We’re all that you’ve despised, but we’re also all that you’ve sought, I think.”  
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    Part IV – Charge for the Guns 
 
      
 
    Half a league, half a league, 
 
    Half a league onward, 
 
    All in the valley of Death 
 
      Rode the six hundred. 
 
    “Forward, the Light Brigade! 
 
    Charge for the guns!” he said. 
 
    Into the valley of Death 
 
      Rode the six hundred. 
 
      
 
    - Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Charge of the Light Brigade 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 – Capt. Stephone Christopher 
 
    EMS Huron 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    1 September 2126 
 
      
 
    The EMS Huron exited the stargate in the Tahv system.  
 
    Sparks said, “Incoming message, Captain. Addressed to you and Akuwin specifically.” 
 
    Christopher looked at Akuwin, who sat in the XO’s command chair on the bridge. “Mind if I say a quick prayer to your Great Hunter? I’m praying to every other god I can think of anyway.” 
 
    Akuwin’s muzzle wrinkled. “I do not, but please do not make such jests to Fahrissthan.” 
 
    “Good point.” He turned back. “Pass the message through, Sparks.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    After they read it, Christopher smiled at the rei’shin. “That’s a relief. I see nothing limiting where we form up. Am I right?” 
 
    “Outside of approaching within certain range of Zuul planetary populations, you are. The actual challenge, once you strip it to essentials particular to insertion, simply tells us to approach Tahv within certain parameters after forming up.” 
 
    “We’re only in danger once we enter this prescribed volume of space.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “In that case, we’ll go with Plan Leonidas Gamma. I don’t like it, but we couldn’t think of anything better during the two weeks of hyperspace, and I don’t see any reason to change it. Do you concur, Rei’shin?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Do you see that freighter there?” 
 
    Christopher checked the registry data. “The Master of Stars?”  
 
    “Yes. The current captain once served with Tahzhent in the Preytakers.” 
 
    “So he’s here to watch what we do.” 
 
    “I can see no other reason for its presence. The course of Leonidas Gamma will serve our purposes, but we should accelerate at two Earth gravities so we can get some distance on the Master of Stars, allowing us to widen our sphere of possibilities when we do execute the plan.” 
 
    “That’s going to be hard on all of us, physically.” 
 
    “So are missile salvos coming from ships lying in wait.” 
 
    “Fair point.” Christopher clicked his comm. “Task Group Stalkers, ready Plan Leonidas Gamma at two Earth gravities accel. Confirm plan and acceleration.” 
 
    After the three other ships confirmed, he ordered, “Execute.” 
 
    Akuwin continued studying the plot as the acceleration pressed them back. “If I were Tahzhent, I’d have his Type Twos lying about here.” She highlighted an area on the plot. “He’ll move once he hears that we are not coming in directly, but we can perhaps gain some idea of where he could be, depending upon our ability to sense his engines.” 
 
    “Sparks, keep your long range sensors on this region of space. Specifically, filter for Type Two corvette drive flares.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” the electronics and communication officer replied.  
 
    Christopher expanded the plot, highlighted the Master of Stars, then went through what information they’d gleaned from it so far. He tapped his chair arm thoughtfully. “Sparks, give me a detailed report of the Master of Stars’ emissions profile as well. It looks familiar.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ve seen that ship before, Captain,” the rei’shin said.  
 
    “No, Akuwin, but that emissions profile reminds me of the Hunter’s Gift.” Christopher brought both of the emissions profiles up on Akuwin’s console. 
 
    “I see.” The rei’shin considered the data. “If I remember correctly, the two ships are from the same space yard. Their design would be similar—perhaps even what you Humans call the same ‘class’ of ship.” 
 
    “Indeed? Well, isn’t that interesting.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    The captain pointed at the plot. “If we go out as far as we plan with Leonidas Gamma, the Master of Stars has to follow us, or they can’t see much different than Tahzhent’s Type Twos closer to Tahv. If she does follow, is that proof she’s hostile?” 
 
    Akuwin considered for a moment. “It might suffice to make her an acceptable combatant, but no one is allowed to fire outside the approved entry zone.” 
 
    “Does that mean this area is absolutely neutral ground, or does that mean they don’t want shipboard weapons flying into normal passage lanes?” 
 
    “I do not know. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “What do you think would happen if a section of CASPers landed on the Master of Stars, blew a hatch, and entered? If we could capture that ship, we could have the Hunter’s Gift appear as the Master of Stars and vice versa. We could put our ally in the place Tahzhent expects and put his spy on a vector that suggests the Hunter’s Gift is trying to come in around his flank.” 
 
    “That is an interesting idea.”  
 
    “Sparks, open a line to the Hunter’s Gift and the Cabot. Let’s see what Tahnerif and Edmonds say.” While the comm officer made the connections, Christopher called through the 1MC, “Captain Pedersen to the bridge, Captain Pedersen to the bridge.” 
 
    When Pedersen arrived and the unit commanders were on the circuit, Christopher explained his idea. 
 
    Tahnerif scratched his chin. “It is possible there are some on the Master of Stars who are not warriors. Assuming you could take them alive, what would you do with them?” 
 
    “Given that it’s likely Tahzhent or his allies would fire on her, assuming her to be the Hunter’s Gift, I’d send shuttles over to pull them off, along with Pedersen’s troopers. We’d stick them in a hold as prisoners of war. Then we’ll set the autopilot on the Master of Stars to follow generally in our wake. I’d pick a vector that leads slightly out of the ecliptic, so if it isn’t destroyed, it won’t run through shipping lanes.” 
 
    There was a long silence, then the kal’shin asked, “Captain Pedersen, is this doable?” 
 
    “It is, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Your troopers won’t mind being dropped off in space?” 
 
    “Not in CASPers, sir. They’d throw a fit without one.” 
 
    Tahnerif laughed. “So would my warriors, I suspect. If you are planning to send a shuttle to the ship, I would suggest asking for volunteers from the Hunter’s Gift to crew her, instead of remote autopilot.” 
 
    “That could be a death sentence,” Christopher said.  
 
    “It is likely they will all die. However, that makes it a chance to serve at the Great Hunter’s side sooner. More importantly, it will give us some options in the upcoming battle we would not have had. They will know the risks, and Arrakhazh will have no shortage of volunteers to send.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Very well, make your preparations. I will ask a sei’shin for permission to perform a boarding action outside the prescribed area. I suspect we will get permission, given that Tahzhent has campaigned against me for some time now. Nevertheless, do not launch the attack until I give the order.” 
 
    “Understood.” After the connection ended, Christopher said, “Akuwin and Pedersen, join me in the ready room. We have some vectors to plot. XO, you have the conn.” 
 
    “I have the conn, aye. Happy plotting, sir.” 
 
    Christopher snorted. In his ready room, he pulled up the charts for the Tahv system. “We wanted to end up here. If the Master of Stars follows us, my guess is she’ll want to go on this vector. It allows her to shadow us, but makes sure we can’t cut off her retreat.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, we can’t just walk out the airlock,” Pedersen said. “The Mk 8s do have those new MMUs and can use their jumpjets for propulsion in space, but they don’t have enough fuel to cover that distance, brake to hold in place, and then maneuver to connect to the Zuul ship. If they were already in place, it would be no problem.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is, you need to get a platoon out there on a dropship, have the dropship lie doggo, and then let that platoon out as a net when we see what vector the Master of Stars actually has.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Akuwin said, “In that case, we need to disguise the launch of a dropship. That may not be easy. The Master of Stars is unlikely to have significantly better sensors than the Hunter’s Gift, but they’ll be watching for just that sort of maneuver.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Christopher said. He started idly marking vectors on the screen for their squadron. Each time, he paused and considered possible responses from the Master of Stars. After half a dozen or so, he turned back to see Pedersen scribbling furiously on his pad. “You have an idea?” 
 
    “Maybe, Captain.” Pedersen turned to Akuwin. “Am I right in assuming that Tahzhent knows he’s pushed our units into battle without enough training and recovery from Maquon? He did that on purpose, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not as good with vectors as you, Stephone, so you should plan that part out, but I suggest we go out to this area and allow Lieutenant Otxoa to do some shuttle and dropship training maneuvers.” 
 
    “And hide the attack dropship in those maneuvers?” Christopher asked.  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    The captain punched the comm button. “Sparks, patch me into the Cabot and have them get Lieutenant Otxoa.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Christopher played with vectors on his screen, seeing what each would give him. 
 
    “Lieutenant Otxoa, reporting,” a voice said.  
 
    “Excellent.” The captain described the situation. “You’ve mentioned you want more training for our small craft.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The pilots and crews are competent, but hardly up to my expectations.” 
 
    “Now’s your chance. We’ll need you to structure all the exercises you can fit into the time we need to capture the Master of Stars, including making sure a dropship is waiting in her course.” 
 
    “I foresee no difficulties, sir. This will also allow me to drill our flight ops teams. They’re not as efficient as I would like them to be, especially for cargo loading. Nor is their munitions handling as good as I would wish. Again, they’re competent, but they’re also not what I’ve come to expect.”  
 
    “That’s an excellent point, Lieutenant Otxoa,” Akuwin said. “I’ll admit I’ve been worried about loading efficiency, especially once we reach planetary orbit, but it seemed secondary to all else we’re doing.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. Nevertheless, I do think that efficient small craft handling can make more of a difference than you realize.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re correct,” Christopher said. “However, this will also give us another advantage. We all know we’re going out there to lessen our tactical problem. I’m sure Tahzhent will assume that. However, if we do some maneuvers as well, not simply dropship maneuvers, he’ll think we went out there to train together, too. He knows he hasn’t given us much time to do that already.” 
 
    “I like it,” the rei’shin said. “That will feed into his expectations and confidence, and if he has any real weakness, it’s his overriding belief in his competence.” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear hubris crosses species,” Pedersen said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Hubris? This is a word I do not know.” 
 
    “It’s in some of our ancient plays. It’s the idea that a character is so proud of his skills or accomplishments, he lets it become arrogance, which then leads to his downfall.” Pedersen coughed. “I actually studied all the Greek tragedies in university. At the time, I thought it a relaxing break from history, tactics, and all the science and math I took. Now, I realize that many of the failures of military leaders in the past are simply alternate tellings of those plays.” 
 
    “That may very well be true,” Akuwin replied. “It’s odd to many in the Galactic Union how often you Humans seem to celebrate your failures in your art.” 
 
    “It makes sense to us.” 
 
    “Clearly. It may serve here. It would not surprise me if Tahzhent is susceptible to this hubris.” 
 
    “Now we have to find a way to take advantage of that possibility.” 
 
    “Captain. The colonel and the kal’shin have opened a comm channel.” 
 
    “Excellent, route it to the viewscreens in here.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” 
 
    Tahnerif said, “The sei’shin agree that should the Master of Stars reach these coordinates—” he sent them over, “—she has proven herself a combatant. We may not fire shipboard weaponry at her, but boarding actions are acceptable.”  
 
    Christopher sent over the initial plan to both commanders. “We think we’re going to have to use a dropship, and to get a dropship in behind the Master of Stars will require us to do something odd so they don’t notice.” 
 
    Edmonds skimmed the plan. “I see that. Makes sense, and hiding it in plain sight seems the best choice. However, I worry that the Master of Stars can get a message out once the attack begins. How do you propose to prevent that?” 
 
    Akuwin leaned forward with bared teeth. “I actually had thought of that. Those electronic warfare upgrades on the Hunter’s Gift and the Strengthbringer provide them far more powerful jamming options than normal Zuul merchant ships. However, they still retain the same transmission switching patterns, allowing them to easily match the Master of Stars’ electronic protocols—assuming it hasn’t been upgraded, also.” 
 
    “That is unlikely, though possible,” Tahnerif mused. “However, it is a provable thing. When it reaches the point the sei’shin said is confirmation of its combatant status, we can begin jamming it. I propose we do so when we get out of easy sensor range of our assigned approach channel.” 
 
    “Its captain might then stop chasing,” Edmonds said, “and hold back out of jamming range.” 
 
    “He might, but I would not expect so, as it would risk bringing dishonor to him and his crew. If, however, he does hold back, he will be a generally stationary target until we come back toward the entry channel. Captain Christopher, I assume you and Lieutenant Otxoa can provide two sets of vectors, one if the Master of Stars pursues, and one if he does not?” 
 
    “We can, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Then do so. I consider it highly unlikely he will stop, but it is best to be prepared.” 
 
    “Indeed, sir,” Christopher agreed.  
 
    “I do have one concern, though,” Akuwin said. “These new CASPers are not as big as the old ones you had, but our ship corridors are still not designed to allow their passage.” 
 
    Pedersen nodded. “Good point. I think we should take the MACs off, anyway, because there’s no way those rounds won’t rip through the hull. Can you see any reason why the CASPers will need anything heavier than the old 12.7mms?” 
 
    “Not if you surprise them. However, they will have some of our normal rocket launchers, so your CASPers will not be invulnerable.” Akuwin poked at his screen and pulled up a diagram of the Hunter’s Gift. “This is her armory’s location. It is possible the crew of the Master of Stars have moved theirs, but there is no way to know.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Pedersen said.  
 
    “In that case, I’ll get Captain Helman ready,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “Sir, I respectfully suggest you let Delta Second handle this.”  
 
    “Indeed? Helman’s platoons are much more experienced.” 
 
    “I don’t think they are, at least not in this. If you’ll remember, we trained all of Delta in space maneuvers while we were waiting to attack Maquon on the Algonquin. Yes, we structured that training to improve our assault landing capability, but my people went through many hours out in the dark in their CASPers.” 
 
    Edmonds considered. “If I remember correctly, though, about three quarters of Delta got killed. That means all the others are raw recruits.” 
 
    “Many are, that’s true. However, about a quarter of the noobs are Cochkala, and while they didn’t know how to parade march, they’ve had more experience driving Mk 8s because of all that sim training they did back on GrBatch.” 
 
    “That’s a good point. Why Delta Second? I don’t think the brawl was Jackson’s fault, but I do think it wouldn’t have happened if he’d had more experience, and you have more experienced LTs to choose from. Not to mention leading the assault yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of our lieutenants have any real practice with boarding maneuvers. We’re not the Winged Hussars, after all. However, Jackson is closer to merc officer training, and we all remember they had us learn the basics. It’s probably fresher in his mind. As for the brawl, that’s part of the reason I’d like to give him this shot.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “This’ll give his troopers a chance to gain some extra confidence and experience.” Pedersen sighed. “There’s also this. If he fails—well, better we know now.” 
 
    “Indeed so, Captain Pedersen,” Tahnerif said. “The only proper way to teach mar’shin is to give them a chance to fail and die. How else can they hunt at the Great Hunter’s side?” 
 
    Edmonds put his hands behind his head and leaned back, contemplating choices. Finally, he said, “You make good points. Delta Second it is. Get them prepped.” 
 
    “Do we have any straight 12.7mm HE ammo on the Huron?” Pedersen mused. “I’d rather have it for shipboard fights than HEAT rounds. It’s likely we’ll have some penetration either way, but the HE will limit that.” 
 
    “I can have some brought over if not,” Lieutenant Otxoa said. “It’ll do our cargo loaders no harm to have to find the right crate and get it packed properly in a hurry.” 
 
    “Another good point, Lieutenant,” Edmonds said. 
 
    Pedersen rose. “With your permission, I’ll apprise Jackson, then get the armory started switching weapons. I don’t think you’ll need me to help calculate vectors.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Captain Christopher said. “Get them ready, and we’ll work out how to get you to the hull of the Master of Stars.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Master of Stars. Ha! When we get there, we’ll just see who is the master and who is the apprentice.” Pedersen smirked as he left. 
 
    “What did that mean?” asked Tahnerif. 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “It’s a reference to a classical media program that’s still loved, even after all this time.” 
 
    “Another odd Human allusion? Will it ever end?” 
 
    “No. Just accept it. After all, anger leads to hate.” 
 
    Christopher snickered. 
 
    “That was another reference, was it not?” asked Akuwin. 
 
    The Humans didn’t answer. They were too busy laughing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Dropship Hotel-Uniform-Three 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    5 September 2126 
 
      
 
    Delta Second waited in the dropship as it coasted to its target point.  
 
    “Attention, Delta Second. This is your pilot. Please put your CASPer in its full, upright position. We’re ready for our final maneuvers. There’ll be a slight burst on our thrusters to get us pointed away from the Master of Stars. Then we’ll begin decelerating to match their velocity. If you get airsick, stay in your CASPers. We’re not cleaning up after you. Thank you for flying Bad Coffee Spacelines.” 
 
    The pilot’s laughter cut off as he closed the circuit, but true to his warning, Kiial could feel the slight burst of a thruster. His sensor display showed the dropship pivoting. Then came the slight thrust of deceleration.  
 
    He’d tried to sleep, but the constant chatter from the new recruits kept him awake, not to mention the pilot. All the sergeants and corporals had suggested getting rest, but that hadn’t happened. 
 
    Noobs are gonna noob, same as I did four months ago, so I might as well show the pilot he’s not the only one who can distract them. 
 
    He clicked the platoon circuit. “This is much smoother than the last dropship ride Delta Second took to get to a battle.”  
 
    The other Maquon survivors all laughed. Marshall said, “Every time I saw a ridgeline in front of us, I knew that was the one we were hitting. That damned avgas.” 
 
    “What does he mean?” Zenobia asked. 
 
    “Let me tell you—” 
 
    “Start it right, dammit,” Jarwin demanded. 
 
    Kiial chuckled. “Right. No shit, there we were—” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “No shit, there we were, flying dropships just like this one, nap of the earth to the Maquon base. Scary as fuck, but it isn’t a problem for these dropships; they do it all the time.” 
 
    “It ain’t a problem with real fuel,” Marshall added.  
 
    “You see, Zenobia, these things aren’t designed to work with avgas, because it doesn’t have the same power per gram, so the dropship kept losing altitude when the engine sputtered, which sucks at however fast we were going, especially if we hit something more than a bird.” 
 
    “Scared the shit out of me,” Jarwin said. “Damn glad I got a new rig. I thought I’d never get the smell of my shit out of that CASPer.” 
 
    The survivors all laughed. 
 
    “I didn’t think Humans were cowards,” Zhash snapped.  
 
    There was a pause. Then all the survivors laughed again, loud and long, each pausing for breath before starting off again.  
 
    Finally, Schmidt ordered, “Cool it, kids. The noobs will find out how much their bowels hold at some point. Hopefully not on this run, though.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” came various replies. 
 
    “Since we’re all awake and not doing the smart thing of sleeping, let’s go through the plan one more time.” She ran through each file, confirming with every trooper their understanding.  
 
    “21b!” Schmidt snapped. 
 
    “We follow 21a in the nearside entry port,” Kiial replied. “We go to the armory, covering the section’s six.” 
 
    “If I get shot in the ass, I’ll haunt you for the rest of this life and the next.” 
 
    “Do Cochkala have an afterlife?” Zenobia asked on the file circuit.  
 
    “Do you think Schmidt would let a little thing like that stop her if we don’t cover her six?” Kiial countered. 
 
    “Good point. Hey, that would sorta make you a Cochkala god, right? You’d be the cause of an entire race’s afterlife.” 
 
    “Shut up, Zenobia.” 
 
    She laughed, as did Sharl.  
 
    The mission counter popped up on his HUD.  
 
    “Counter’s up. You all got it?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “Yes,” they confirmed. 
 
    Schmidt said, “Remember, if they have a weapon, shoot them; otherwise just hit them. They won’t be wearing armor, so they might survive, but they’ll be out of the fight. Got it?”  
 
    After the clicked responses, she added, “All right, ladies, gentlemen, and badgers. The mission counter is active. Confirm you have the counter at eight minutes, mark!” 
 
    The confirmations came in, and the next eight minutes took about 800 years to Kiial.  
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Delta Second. Once outside, keep your comm traffic to a minimum. The chance of the Master of Stars picking it up is small, but I’d rather not have them use whatever point defense they have on us.” 
 
    Then the dropship opened its troop bay. It hadn’t been pressurized, relying on internal CASPer life support fed by the dropship’s systems, so there was no puff of air. 
 
    All that existed in front of Kiial was a field of stars.  
 
    The drop master stepped to the door and latched on. He gestured them into position. Kiial’s spot was behind the last member of 21a. He watched the stars until the LT’s voice came over the channel.  
 
    The drop master raised his hands. “Section 21, prepare for release.” There was a pause. “Section 21, go, go, go.” 
 
    And then Section 21 was a line of eight CASPers floating in the stars with nothing around them. Kiial’s HUD highlighted the Master of Stars moving toward them.  
 
    The sections floated, seemingly motionless, but with a velocity near that of the last reported velocity of their target.  
 
    Schmidt used hand signals, and they activated the targeting software in their CASPers that would direct their jumpjets in MMU mode to their assigned target on the Zuul ship.  
 
    The leading trooper had shaped charges of K-4 to breach the nearside entry port. He also carried a few claymores.  
 
    The automated thrusters kicked in, and suddenly Kiial found himself landing on the Master of Stars. The demo guy placed his charges, and there was an explosive burst of pressure at the airlock. 
 
    Schmidt rushed in. The rest of 21 followed.  
 
    A depressurization alarm pinged annoyingly, but Kiial soon tuned it out as they advanced to a passage that ran down the long axis of the ship.  
 
    “21b, hold this corner,” Schmidt commanded.  
 
    Kiial clicked his comm and snapped, “Zenobia, there. Sharl, there.”  
 
    After a few moments, Schmidt ordered. “21b, keep our six. We’re going to the armory. Fall back as needed.” 
 
    Kiial clicked again and said to his file, “Right, you two, keep your eyes pointed that way.” 
 
    Sharl and Zenobia didn’t do anything, just kept watching as he ordered hops back to keep in touch with 21a. 
 
    “Movement front,” Zenobia said. 
 
    “Got it. Are they armed?” 
 
    “Can’t tell yet, they peeked around a corner, then went back when they saw us.” 
 
    “Okay. That probably means no, but if they come around fast, take them out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “It’s time to move back again to keep on 21a’s six.” 
 
    They clicked and continued.  
 
    “Lieutenant, we’re at the armory,” Schmidt said over the platoon circuit. “Armory is still closed. I repeat, armory is still closed. We don’t hear anyone inside, and we’ll hold this corridor.” 
 
    “Good job. We’ve disabled the point defense, and we’ll have another section inside soon. In the meantime, we’re getting stiff resistance at the bridge. These doggies ain’t rolled over.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Schmidt snapped on the section circuit, “Get those claymores emplaced, one on each end of the corridor. One right here in front of the armory door.” 
 
    Kiial didn’t hear the response, but presently the trooper with claymores came up and pointed where he wanted to put one.  
 
    “Makes sense.” Kiial clicked the file circuit. “Zenobia, Sharl, keep your eyes open. We’re going to put the mine behind your position, then pull us all back behind it.” 
 
    The trooper placed and armed the claymore. He tapped Kiial’s CASPer, and the Cochkala saw the detonation command on his HUD. Then the other CASPer disappeared, and 21b settled in behind it, their miniguns and 12.7mm machine guns poised and ready. 
 
    It’s odd, Kiial thought, I know the MACs are more powerful, but I’m kinda glad I got my Ma Deuce back, at least for the moment. 
 
    The thought disappeared when he saw movement in front of them, and then a grenade rolled down the passage.  
 
    The grenade shouldn’t penetrate our CASPers, but if they get among us… 
 
    He waited until the grenade went off and then activated the claymore.  
 
    When his CASPer’s screen cleared, he leveled his 12.7mm at the attackers, all of whom had some sort of firearm. “Open fire, 21b!” 
 
    The fight took about three seconds. The charging Zuul had no armor, no cover to speak of, and while the claymore hadn’t killed or wounded many, it had slowed their momentum. The ancient Ma Deuces on the new CASPers cleared the hall. All that remained of the Zuul after the HE rounds hit them were blue splotches on pitted bulkheads.  
 
    “Report!” Jackson snapped. 
 
    “21b to Delta Second Sunray. Just got a rush of Zuul approaching the armory. All of them are dead. No wounded for us.” 
 
    “Schmidt, check it out.” 
 
    But Schmidt was already standing behind Kiial. “Confirm 21b’s report sir.” On the section circuit, she said, “Nice job, 21b. Keep your eyes peeled; there may be another rush.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    About ten minutes later, however, Jackson said, “Delta Second, we have control of the bridge. 21, stay on the armory. 31, take the boat bay and hold it. We’ll have a shuttle incoming soon. 41, clear the rest of the ship.” 
 
    And that was that.  
 
    The next couple of hours were boring. The only break from the tedium was an itch in the middle of his back where Kiial couldn’t scratch it.  
 
    Finally, Jackson came onto the platoon circuit. “Excellent job, Delta Second. We’ve cleared the ship. If there’s a Zuul hiding—assuming any would do something like that—he’s really small. There are friendly Zuul landing in the boat bay on a shuttle. I’m told they’re volunteers to pilot the ship, so stand down. Until otherwise notified, all Zuul on the Master of Stars outside the boat bay are friendly. Confirm copy, platoon.” 
 
    After Kiial confirmed, Schmidt said, “21b, pull back. We’re cracking the armory to make sure there’s no one in there.” 
 
    As 21b reached the armory door, Jackson appeared with six troopers from Section 11 and a pair of sappers.  
 
    He arranged the troopers to Schmidt’s satisfaction while the sappers made their preparations. They had time, so they were breaching the computer locks and opening the door instead of blasting it.  
 
    When all was ready, a half-dozen 12.7mm muzzles pointed at the door while one of the sappers opened it.  
 
    It swept open. No Zuul waited.  
 
    “All right, let’s clear this out,” Jackson said. “All of it. I want it back to the boat bay. It’s not much, but it’ll help the Stalkers out.” 
 
    During the next hour, Delta Second scavenged all they could from the Master of Stars, including weapons, Zuul food, and medical supplies, and a number of parts requested by Arrakhazh that should match those on the Hunter’s Gift. These they crammed onto the Zuul shuttle that had brought the volunteers. The Zuul also brought out a computer they carefully packed on the shuttle. 
 
    As their dropship flew back to the Huron, Zenobia asked Schmidt, “Was that it?” 
 
    “It?” 
 
    “All that for, what, three seconds?” 
 
    “Welcome to the life of a merc.” Schmidt chuckled. “If you do it right and things go well, yeah, three seconds is all you get. Don’t worry, though.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about what?” 
 
    “It usually don’t go right.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 – Capt. Stephone Christopher 
 
    EMS Huron 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    5 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Our dropship is back, sir. Bay is closed and pressurizing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Guns. The Hunter’s Gift’s shuttle?” 
 
    “On course and should dock within 10.” 
 
    “Good. Sparks, give me a channel to the command staff on the viewscreens in the ready room.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    “XO, you have the conn.”  
 
    “I have the conn, aye.” 
 
    Akuwin followed Christopher to the ready room. Once communications had been established, Tahnerif bared his teeth. “That was well-executed by your troopers. Please pass on that they hunted well.” 
 
    “Pedersen’s debriefing Jackson right now, but I’ll make sure they get the message,” Christopher answered. “However, I think we should press on.” 
 
    “Your words are wise. Are we ready to begin the advance into the approach channel?” 
 
    “It’ll be some time, sirs,” Lieutenant Otxoa said. “We have several more dropship and shuttle training runs in progress. We shouldn’t cut them short. Also, were I in their place, I would examine our small craft activity, searching for exactly what we did. Another two hours of drills will make it that much harder to see, not to mention one more pass by each crew.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Tahnerif said. “It will take that long to add the laser tightbeam components containing some of the codes from the Master of Stars onto the Hunter’s Gift, anyway. Sending messages with both the Master’s codes and Tahzhent’s comm protocols will make the deception that much more complete once we stop jamming them.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Christopher poked at his plot. “At this point, I think we’ll advance on these vectors. Assuming Tahzhent is in this space, we should be able to hide the shell game between the Hunter’s Gift and the Master of Stars about here.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that.” Tahnerif bared his teeth again.  
 
    “My only concern with this maneuver is the possibility that Tahzhent designated one of his Type Twos to trail the Master of Stars outsystem with us,” Edmonds said. “If he did, their sensors will undoubtedly catch the transition.” 
 
    “That is unlikely,” Tahnerif said. “While Tahzhent prizes intelligence, as shown by the Master of Stars, our maneuvering has, I believe, thrown several of his expectations into the swamp. Even so, he will still believe he can ambush us, and this he will want to arrange to the greatest possible effect, which means concentrating his forces.” 
 
    Christopher nodded, but frantically scrolled through his pad. 
 
    “What is it, Captain?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m not disagreeing with the kal’shin’s logic, but at the 2G accel we used to get out here, if Tahzhent did assign a ship to follow the Master of Stars, we should see an acceleration flare from somewhere inside the approach zone.”  
 
    His pad popped up a report, and Christopher smiled. “We have a bunch of Type Two engine flares throughout the system, of course, along with a variety of other Zuul drive flares, both military and commercial, but none from inside the approach zone, nor on vectors that come out our direction. If he did assign a ship to serve as a comm bridge, it couldn’t have accelerated too much without an obvious engine flare, so it can’t be that close.” 
 
    “Good,” Edmonds said. “Then we’ll continue with this plan. I’ll start the timer, unless you disagree, for four hours from now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Christopher agreed. “Lieutenant Otxoa, with the new arrangement for the Task Group, we’ll need to make our point defense plans almost from scratch. We’ve got some days after we switch the ships before we reach the approach zone, so I want you to get food and sleep, but please contemplate the best usage of your LAHVs with the new formation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Christopher punched a button and watched his pad for a moment. “The mission timer is programmed and synced across our ships.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Christopher sat in his command chair, running through the plan for the umpteenth time. 
 
    “Captain, you cannot improve upon the plan at this point,” Akuwin said quietly, but with bared teeth. 
 
    “I know. I’m just—” 
 
    “A warrior ready to hunt. Be thankful you cannot see Fahrissthan on the Cabot right now. She is surely striding about, nipping at any warrior foolish enough to approach. Qarsh has undoubtedly found someone to spar with on the Strengthbringer. From what I have seen, our unarmed fighting techniques are more damaging than yours, and the medics on both Zuul ships are undoubtedly busy.” 
 
    “I take it Zuul don’t enjoy waiting for battle?” 
 
    “If I had nothing to do right now, I would be looking for one of your warriors to spar with, myself.” Akuwin twitched her forepaws.  
 
    “On that note, I think it’s time to get this little magic trick started.” Christopher punched the comm. “Huron to Cabot. Are you a go?” 
 
    “If yer not a-goin’ soon, me panties’ll be so twisted, I’ll stop lookin’ at just the ladies.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Garrison. I’ll take that as a go.” Christopher, somehow, kept a straight face.  
 
    “I do not entirely understand what she said, but it is clear that she, too, is a warrior,” Akuwin said. 
 
    “Indeed.” Now Christopher did laugh as he punched the comm again. The Strengthbringer and the Hunter’s Gift confirmed their readiness, in less colorful fashion. He checked the mission counter and said, “T-minus one minute, mark!”  
 
    Confirmations returned, and at the appropriate moment, the five ships accelerated on their pre-set courses. For the Huron, that meant a slightly higher accel to take point for the flotilla, with the Cabot in line behind her, and the Zuul warships to either flank. Together they began a curving arc to the approach channel.  
 
    The Master of Stars accelerated to cut the arc and keep in touch, as would be expected.  
 
    There wasn’t much for Christopher or any of the other captains to do while the ships headed on their programmed courses, except to adjust if any problems arose. They noticed no issues.  
 
    Christopher punched the comm. “Huron to Hunter’s Gift. All set?” 
 
    “Our teeth are bared, and the hunt begins!” The Gift’s bridge crew howled behind Arrakhazh. “Our brethren on the Master of Stars are eager and ready to serve the Great Hunter, as well.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Christopher watched the plot. The ships had risen well over the ecliptic by this point, and it would take days to reach the approach channel at 1G, as far out as they were.  
 
    The Hunter’s Gift lit all her engines at the same time as the Master of Stars. They’d timed this so the Master of Stars would pass in front of the Hunter’s Gift, in relation to the approach zone, much like the moon before the sun in an eclipse. Hopefully, the distance would also help obscure their maneuvers.  
 
    The Master of Stars shot forward at a vector ahead of the column at 3Gs. It continued to accelerate until it was far ahead of the rest of the task group before turning toward the approach zone. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Hunter’s Gift shut down its acceleration immediately. It slid away from the others into the position the Master of Stars had once occupied.  
 
    Their distance from the approach zone would surely make it difficult for Tahzhent to recognize the switch. However, that same distance meant Christopher had to wait patiently for light and other sensors to go in-system and return before he could see any kind of obvious reaction. 
 
    He ordered the duty ensign to bring him coffee. He strode about the bridge, checking on each of his bridge crew. He pulled up a report, but his mind couldn’t concentrate. 
 
    Akuwin, meanwhile, watched him with obvious humor. “Do such actions actually help Humans?” 
 
    “No.” Christopher sat back in his command chair. “Doesn’t help a bit, but I can’t simply sit here.” 
 
    “I see.” Akuwin laughed. “I must say, I thank the Great Hunter for allowing me to sit on your bridge. It has provided much amusement to distract me in these bothersome moments of inaction.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Christopher snapped. “Sparks, it’ll still be some time before we could possibly see any reaction from the approach zone, but keep your sensors focused on that area. I’d hate to miss anything.” 
 
    “Got it,” the comm officer replied with an ill-disguised grin. 
 
    About 10 minutes after the time light needed to travel there and back again, Christopher asked, “Sparks, did you see anything?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not a hint. No sign that any ship is in that space at the moment.” 
 
    “Best we can hope for.” He punched the comm. “Mar’shin Arrakhazh, you and your crew have my compliments for a maneuver well-executed. As of this point, we’ve seen no reaction in-system.”  
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” His bridge crewed howled.  
 
    Christopher focused on his plot, punched in a number of figures, and finally nodded. “Guns, you’re relieved from watch-standing duties until we get close. You’re to work with Lieutenant Otxoa on the point defense plan, but do nothing else. I want you getting as much rest as possible.” 
 
    “What happens if they fire on us?” the tactical officer asked. 
 
    “If that happens, I expect your deputies to do their jobs until we relieve them. However, if they fire at us in contravention of their own rules, I think Tahnerif wins no matter what.” 
 
    “Indeed so,” Akuwin said. “Should they fire shipboard weapons at us while we are outside the approach zone, the sei’shin will feed Tahzhent to the swamp, and all know it.” 
 
    “So until that point, Guns, I want our A-team to get as much rest as possible.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” the tac officer answered. 
 
    “Sparks, your sensors should have gathered a ton of data on Zuul ships. Get your deputies picking through all that data. Have them focus on Type Two emissions of all kinds.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “After you’ve made the assignments, you’re relieved from watchstanding, too. You’re to get me a battle plan for our combined electronics, but make sure you’re tanned, rested, and ready to go when the time comes.” 
 
    He grinned. “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    “One more thing. Make sure our inter-ship data-linking is stout. If I were Tahzhent, I’d do my best to get us to fight as individual ships. We’re going to be outgunned, so we’ll need to win your end of the battle.” 
 
    “Got it, sir. The jamming?” 
 
    “Keep it going until we get close. At that point, the tactical advantage provided to them by the Master of Stars, if we hadn’t captured it, would be small at best. Also, we might need the power we’re expending for something more important, and if we continued the jamming, they’d think it odd.” 
 
    Akuwin bared her teeth. “It is true, also, that this is why we sent the Master of Stars’ comm equipment over to the Hunter’s Gift. This will allow us to feed information to Tahzhent that will, at the very least, make him wonder.” 
 
    “Good.” Christopher turned to the XO. “Pass the word that during the approach, senior watchstanders are to let their deputies take the watches, and for them to get rest.”  
 
    “Will do, sir. It’s a good time for our petty officers and ensigns to get some experience, anyway.” 
 
    “Agreed. Speaking of which…” The captain looked at the duty ensign. “Ensign, you have the conn. There should be no need to change vectors, but call me if so.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Since I’d hate for you to be bored, I’ve created a number of plotting exercises for you and the other ensigns to work on while I’m resting.” 
 
    “I understand, sir.” 
 
    “XO, you should also eliminate all unnecessary maintenance during this time. Give the crew as much rest as possible, not just the watchstanders. Same for yourself.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    The next few days passed with as little happening on a warship as ever happened. When they were an hour from the approach zone, Christopher walked onto the bridge, along with the rest of his first-team bridge crew. “I have the conn, Ensign.” 
 
    “You have the conn, aye.” 
 
    “Go get some food and rest for a bit. Same for all of you who are relieved. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    Christopher studied the plot for a moment. “Sparks, you may cease jamming. Then please give me a tight beam connection to the Hunter’s Gift.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” After a moment, he replied, “Done.” 
 
    “Huron to Hunter’s Gift. Jamming has ended. You may proceed with planned communications.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Christopher. I will send the messages immediately. Our comm system should read exactly as if we sent from the Master of Stars, including all the codes available to them when we captured her.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He closed the comm. “Sparks, keep your eyes peeled for any reaction.” 
 
    Christopher chewed his lips as he waited. The distance from this point meant he’d still have to wait several minutes before getting any hint of the success or failure of the ruse. 
 
    “Hunter’s Gift to Huron. We have achieved tight-beam link and message acknowledgement. In return, we have also received orders to continue tracking you in-system. As far as we can tell, they have accepted us as genuine.” 
 
    “Excellent job again, Mar’shin Arrakhazh. If you’ll pardon my presumption, I hope your Great Hunter will bless the warriors you sent to the Master of Stars.” 
 
    “Pardon granted, for though it is but the whining of a puppy, I feel much the same, that who I am knows the Great Hunter will grant them a seat in his hall, though I shall miss fighting with them on the training field.” 
 
    At about five minutes prior to entering the approach zone, Christopher punched the 1MC channel. “Attention, Huron. We’re nearing the approach zone. We know there are Type Twos out there who want a piece of us, but this is our chance to get something back for our friends on the Algonquin. Commencing status Alert 30. I repeat, commencing status Alert 30.” 
 
    “What is Alert 30?” Akuwin asked. 
 
    “Spacers must be able to reach their battle stations within 30 minutes. They probably won’t have time to take showers for a while, but they’ll be able to get chow and sleep.” 
 
    Akuwin wrinkled his nose.  
 
    Christopher glanced at him. “Zuul have a better sense of smell than Humans, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. It’s going to get pretty rank in here, especially the longer it takes for Tahzhent to attack us.” 
 
    “Going to ‘get rank?’ You promote them if they smell bad?” Akuwin’s eyes widened. Then they narrowed. “This is another strange Human saying isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’d say you sniffed that out pretty quickly,” Christopher said with a grin. 
 
    The bridge crew chuckled. 
 
    Akuwin grumbled, “I thank the Great Hunter for giving me a test worthy of the greatest writers of songs and epics.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 – Capt. Stephone Christopher 
 
    EMS Huron 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    9 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I’ve got a Type Two drive flare,” Sparks said. His voice held obvious relief. They’d been six hours in the approach zone, and all on the Huron had been on a knife edge, waiting for something to happen.  
 
    “Vector?” Christopher asked.  
 
    “Just lit off, so there’s not enough accel right now to do more than run predictions. I’m forwarding the track to your plot, but it seems likely it’s on an intercept course with the Master of Stars.” 
 
    “Good job. Any hint of the second Type Two?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Christopher turned to Akuwin. “What do you think?” 
 
    Akuwin was already scratching her muzzle. “Tahzhent is scheming something. He has two corvettes we know of, so he is using them in combination.” 
 
    “Is there any chance he doesn’t know the approximate location of the Cabot?” 
 
    “None. They have had too much time. The Master of Stars surely described our task group precisely, so they know our force composition, with the hopeful exception of the exchange of the Hunter’s Gift and the Master of Stars.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Christopher punched his comm. “Huron to Cabot.” 
 
    “What’s up your ass, Christopher?” 
 
    “Tahzhent’s doing something strange. That means he’s trying a maneuver. We aren’t coming in from the original vector he expected, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t know we’re out here.” 
 
    “I’s just a stupid merchie. Can’t find my own ass without help from a cute girl, but even I’s knowin’ that.” 
 
    “That gives us an advantage, though.” 
 
    “And what might that’n be?” 
 
    “No reason to limit ourselves to passive sensors. Especially for you.” 
 
    “Well, yer ain’t wrong. I’s not likin’ makin’ myself a target any more than I is already, but I’s bein’ one at the moment and no denyin’.” 
 
    He punched his pad. “I’m sending a suggested search pattern, based on what we’ve guessed they’re doing.” 
 
    “Yer wantin’ us to be doin’ so you can be weedin’ through the rest usin’ yer new toys.” 
 
    “My Sparks has been whining ever since the Justin Timers left that he hasn’t gotten a chance to play.” 
 
    “Make sure he’s not gettin’ his ears a-blowed off,” Garrison said. 
 
    “Good point.” He continued on the open channel, “Sparks, please heed Captain Garrison’s warning. Otherwise I’ll have to ask her to take personal charge of your recuperation. I’m not sure you’d survive her ministrations.” 
 
    Garrison guffawed. “Well, we’d just be seein’, weren’t we?” 
 
    “Huron, out.” 
 
    Sparks, now completely red-faced but with a huge grin, said, “Sir, the Cabot has begun her sweeps. I can report having survived the first wave of emissions and require no assistance from Captain Garrison.” 
 
    The Huron’s bridge crew laughed.  
 
    Christopher smiled, but his eyes focused on the plot.  
 
    “Captain,” Akuwin said. “There is another question.” 
 
    “Why are they in that spot, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes. Since they know we are bringing another ship around the edge, they would be better served to be in this region.” She highlighted it on the plot. “If our vectors hold until we reach firing positions, it is quite possible we could get missile solutions on this Type Two from both directions.” 
 
    “Indeed. Were I in their shoes, I’d want to defeat the lone ship using both of their corvettes and then turn to the rest of us. They can’t do that, assuming their ships are where we think they are currently. That means we’re missing something other than the second Type Two.” 
 
    “Yes.” Akuwin poked at the screen to show some sample vectors. “I believe we have mentioned that Tahzhent is known for setting traps.” 
 
    “This has to be something of that sort.” 
 
    “Yes. You might have the Cabot run active sweeps of the following areas.” 
 
    Christopher studied the highlighted regions. “These I understand, but why here?”  
 
    “We are focused to port, where we can see one of the Type Twos, and we know the real Master of Stars is coming from. However, the second Type Two could be to starboard and hoping for support from the ship they think is the Master to bring us into crossfire.” 
 
    The captain sent the request over, but tapped the arms of his command chair. “We’re still missing something.” He punched the comm. “Task Group Stalkers, prepare to change course and accelerate to 1.5G. We’re going on intercept course with the Type Two we’ve located. Acknowledge when new course and accel received.” 
 
    Following the acknowledgement, he sent, “Execute.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is wise?” Akuwin asked.  
 
    “No. In fact, I think it’s probably unwise. However, if they don’t react, we’ll be in a better place to overwhelm that Type Two’s point defense from both sides. That means they’ll have to do something.” He tapped his chair. “Sparks, get me a line to Otxoa in the ready room.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Christopher pressed the 1MC. “Pedersen to my ready room.” He looked over. “Please join us, Akuwin. You too, XO. I’m putting your guys to work.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    “Guns, you have the conn.” 
 
    “I have the conn, aye.” 
 
    Once in the ready room, he said, “XO, you and Pedersen load all the small craft.” 
 
    “We’re too far out from Tahv,” the XO protested. 
 
    “Your executive officer is correct,” Otxoa said. “Even with whatever inertia your ship can provide, those dropships, fully loaded, won’t have the endurance to reach Tahv from here and still have the fuel to land.” 
 
    Christopher looked at Pedersen. “I realize this will mean your company will have to remain in their CASPers far longer than is ideal. However, I want them in their dropships as soon as we can get them there.” 
 
    “That’s why we wanted that full complement of dropships. They’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “Good. Now you and the XO prioritize the supplies we have on board. Get all you can loaded into the shuttles now.” 
 
    “We’re still too far from Tahv to contemplate launching them,” the XO repeated.  
 
    “You and the lieutenant are correct, but I want our shuttles and dropships loaded, nonetheless. In fact, Lieutenant Otxoa, I want all the small craft we can get on both the Strengthbringer and the Hunter’s Gift loaded as well. If the Zuul had anything analogous to CASPers, I’d get them on their boats, too. Worst case, you get to be lazy while we’re in orbit because the first loads are already prepped.” 
 
    “I could use some downtime.” The XO narrowed his eyes. “You’re being tricky aren’t you?” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Christopher smiled. “Make sure they’re packed for higher G courses.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.”  
 
    “What are you considering, sir?” Otxoa asked.  
 
    “Obviously, I want to be able to drop my small craft at a moment’s notice. Yes, it’s too far until we’re on the other end of the approach zone, but I’m likely to have to take the Huron into harm’s way, and I want to give those supplies and Delta Second a chance to survive, even if the Huron is destroyed.” 
 
    Otxoa pursed his lips. “In that case, I’ll see what I can do to bring those craft to surviving ships and find some way to avoid having to abandon any.” 
 
    “Exactly correct, Lieutenant. That will likely mean an intricate and challenging dance for your flight crews and especially your deck crews.” 
 
    “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice. I’ll begin preparations.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “All right, Kiial,” Schmidt said, “time to get dressed. There’s a battle coming, and Captain Christopher wants us in our dropships.” 
 
    “We’re that close to Tahv?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “Just get 21 to the armory. I’ll be along as soon as I’ve gathered the rest of Delta Second. Tell them they need to be suited and at the boat bay fully loaded yesterday.” 
 
    “Weapons?” 
 
    “They’re loading the magazines on our CASPers right now. Bring your personal weapons.” 
 
    “Not a drill, got it.” Kiial jogged to the room where 21 bunked. “Section 21, we’re getting dressed. Bring everything you want to fight with. This is not a drill.” 
 
    Zenobia communed with her pinplant, and her expression became confused. “We’re too far. I don’t think the dropships have this much range.” 
 
    “Odds are you’re right, but Schmidt said there’s a battle about to happen. I’m not going to argue if they let us sit that battle out in the dropships in our CASPers. It might not be all that much safer, but we can’t do much else, can we?” 
 
    “Ah, no, I guess we can’t.” 
 
    Kiial jumped into his CASPer overalls, then pulled his M-93 and its ammo belt out. Slinging those over his shoulder, he chivvied the rest of Section 21 out to the boat bay, earning himself many unkind comments about his parentage. The Cochkala in the section aided the Humans in this endeavor by explaining all the various clan and kin relationships. 
 
    However, the section never slowed, and Kiial was pleased to see Schmidt’s smile when 21 arrived at the armory faster than any other section of Delta Second. 
 
    “Get suited up,” she announced. “The armorers have your CASPers ready to go with full loadouts and life support units.” 
 
    As soon as Kiial had finished, Schmidt said, “Take them to Dropship Hotel-Uniform-Four. That’ll contain all of Delta Second. Organize them by section and file as the rest of the platoon arrives. Get them in place as quickly as possible. Don’t worry about arranging the sections in any particular order. I’ll get them organized here.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” He turned to the section. “You heard her.” He led them to the front of their dropship. 
 
    “Dammit, Kiial, I hate being in the front,” Marshall said.  
 
    “It’ll make it easier to get everyone else in.” Kiial snorted. “Besides, you’d bitch if it was a throne worthy of a corporate director.” 
 
    “So? It’s all about me.” Marshall laughed and, despite his bitching, took the front row with file 21a down from him. Zenobia moved across from him. 
 
    Kiial didn’t have time to appreciate their efficient arrangement, because the rest of the platoon arrived. Sections 11 and 41 bitched with the same good humor Marshall had.  
 
    However, that ended with Section 31. 
 
    “Why the fuck are we in the back?” Taggert asked.  
 
    “Because you got here last,” Kiial said. “Schmidt said to get us all loaded as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I don’t know why I have to listen to anything you say. You don’t outrank me.” 
 
    “Complain to the sergeant. If she wants to move you, she can. Meanwhile, there’s your seat.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Shut up and sit down, Taggert,” Master Corporal Marcus said. “I do outrank you, and I know what Schmidt wanted. We’ll be ready to go before any other platoon in the company, so if you want to boss someone around, find someone from Delta Third or something.” 
 
    Kiial didn’t say anything, just made his way to the front, next to Sharl. 
 
    A few minutes later, Jackson, Schmidt, and Markham came in and took their spots. 
 
    After he got settled, the lieutenant said, “Excellent job, Delta Second. Your reward for being the fastest, most efficient platoon to get suited up is to sit and wait longer than all the rest.” 
 
    The platoon chuckled. 
 
    “Here’s the deal. There are some Zuul Type Two corvettes who are terrified Delta Company will get to Tahv and give Tahzhent’s doggies a bone they just can’t handle. Christopher wants to be able to punch our dropships in case it gets a little too hot, so he can fight his ship better, and also give us a better chance to survive. Call my momma’s son crazy, but I’d rather live to see the glories of Tahv than get blown up here.” 
 
    Again, the platoon chuckled. 
 
    “What does this mean for us? Well, we’re mercs, so, just like always, we’ve hurried up so we can wait, probably for hours. If they do punch the dropships, it’s going to suck, because it’ll be a hard launch. There’s nothing we can do about any of that, so I suggest you get as much sleep as you can. Failing that, relax. It might be our last chance for a while. Any questions?” 
 
    None came.  
 
    Kiial leaned back. 
 
    “So what do you think, Kiial?” Schmidt asked on their personal circuit. 
 
    “About what, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Let’s start with 21b.” 
 
    “My file? Sharl and Zenobia are doing well.” He sighed. “I miss Zheln. He and I had some fun times when we were kits.” 
 
    “It’s harder when you’re in charge, too.” Schmidt snorted. “I haven’t forgiven myself for all that, so I know you haven’t, either.” 
 
    “I… No, I haven’t.”  
 
    “In a normal deployment, I’d have pulled you off for some counseling. For that matter, Jackson might have done the same for me. It’s normal to have issues after an accident.” 
 
    “I sure hope this isn’t normal for the Foresters, though I guess I don’t really know.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t. You got done with the training and thrown straight into the fire. Now it’s just a bigger fire.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So I tell you what. If you can sleep, you should, but if not, I’ve got time to talk about all this. I’m not much of a counselor, but we’ve finally got a chance to breathe, and not much else to do.” 
 
    “Then I guess I have to ask, why me?” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    “Why did you pick me to lead 21b? Then when we had corporals, why didn’t you swap me out for someone who knows what they’re doing?” 
 
    “For the first, you’re the only survivor from Maquon who has any leadership potential. Marshall doesn’t want to lead. He just wants to kill aliens and get paid. Same for the others. I had to pick someone, and you’ve got the knack.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Yes. You did well on the Master of Stars. Held your position and didn’t lose focus. Yeah, it was a milk run, but I’ve seen good people fuck up milk runs before.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Tlanit picked you to be the first Cochkala merc I know of. Do you think it would have gone as well with Zhash?” 
 
    Kiial snorted. “I suppose not, but why didn’t you replace me?” 
 
    “There are a number of Privates (Trained) leading files in the regiment right now. We don’t have enough corporals or sergeants to fill all the billets. I gave you the chance, and you did okay. We had to keep some of you in place when we got more corporals, so I figured you’d be my best option. Also, I assigned you to my section so I could keep an eye on you and help if needed.” 
 
    “That part makes sense, at least.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s tough enough trying to figure it all out when things aren’t crazy, but this is such a clusterfuck, your head has to be swimming.” 
 
    “Got that right, Sergeant.” Kiial sighed.  
 
    “Here’s the thing, kid—and if you tell anyone else I said this, I’ll deny it and then kick your ass—but you’ve got potential.” 
 
    “Potential? Potential for what?” 
 
    “You’d suck as a sergeant right now, but the time will come for you.” 
 
    “Me? A sergeant? Not a chance. I can barely drive a Mk 8, and I killed a third of the troopers assigned to me in less than a month.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but both Russell and McWhorter told me to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “Russell? The master warrant officer?” 
 
    “The very one.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know he knew who I was.” 
 
    “He does his best to get to know all the troopers.” Schmidt sighed. “And after Maquon, there weren’t as many as there had been.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “If they’d thought you should be replaced, they’d have made sure I had, whatever I preferred.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of hours out here for you to think. Could be days, even. Space combat is slow. Anyway, here’s the real question you have to answer. You’re about to lead 21b into battle on Tahv. Odds are, you’ll lose another trooper. Or both of them. Can you live with that? People die in this business. You have to treasure each merc under your command, but not lose your mind when they die. Can you do that?” 
 
    Kiial hesitated. “I don’t know, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Think about it. And think about this. You’ve already proven you’ll work your tail off to do the best you can for your file. Even Zheln’s accident stemmed from you trying to do your best. Shit happens, and that’s all that was. Are you willing to let someone who doesn’t do all they can lead your file?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Back on the bridge, Christopher checked the plot. “Did the Zuul stop accelerating?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s maintaining the same course, though.” 
 
    “Nothing from the Cabot’s sweeps, Sparks?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir.”  
 
    “Okay, you and the Cabot hammer that area in front of the Type Two. They stopped accelerating for a reason.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” 
 
    “Good. Guns, plot me a running 3G intercept course. Also, give me a 3G course at Tahv.” 
 
    “Three? Are we sure the Cabot can handle that?” the tac officer asked. “For that matter, can the two Zuul ships?” 
 
    “The Cabot can, though Garrison will complain.” Christopher glanced at Akuwin. 
 
    “Zuul ships are capable of at least four of your gravities’ acceleration. Our spacers will not, however, complain,” Akuwin said.  
 
    “Excellent. I don’t anticipate using it for long, but I want to have some variations in our course available. I’ll plot several slower options, but I want yours to be ready to go at a moment’s notice, so keep feeding it to the other ships.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    Christopher watched the slow progression of icons on his plot and finished yet another cup of coffee. 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” Akuwin said idly, putting down his own cup. 
 
    “Realize what?” 
 
    “Your coffee is usually so delicious, but now…” She twisted her muzzle. 
 
    Christopher snorted. “It’s only been eight hours or so. It’ll get worse. No help for it, though. Ensign, I think we’ll need another pot.” 
 
    The ensign trotted off.  
 
    “Still nothing from the active sweeps?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “No, sir. Same as the last dozen times you’ve asked,” Sparks replied. 
 
    “We’re still missing something.” He turned to Akuwin. “How are we on loading the small craft?” 
 
    “The dropships are in emergency launch readiness. Delta Company is completing the process of suiting up, and Pedersen reports they’ll be on their dropships in five of your minutes.” 
 
    “Good.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it. We’ve been on this course too long. Guns, give me a drone prepped to serve as a decoy via remote activation, and ready to release, but do not launch.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “I presume the 3G intercept course is updated? All the helms have it ready to execute?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Christopher punched the comm. “Task Group Stalkers, prepare for high acceleration maneuvers. Report when ready.” 
 
    When the ships confirmed their readiness, he sent, “Task Group, accelerate at 3Gs to the course provided on my mark. Mark.” 
 
    The Huron’s acceleration pressed him back. He watched the plot for any reaction from the Zuul.  
 
    There was none. 
 
    It’s a trap! 
 
    He slammed his fist on the arm of his chair. “Task Group Stalkers, engines, full stop. Prepare to change course.” 
 
    “Release the drone?” Guns asked. 
 
    “No.” He punched the plot. “Task Group, sending new course due Galactic south. Let’s get under the ecliptic.” He ignored the acknowledgements. “Huron to Cabot, get your sensors working on our six.” 
 
    “I’s on it,” Garrison replied. 
 
    “Guns, reconfigure that drone to cover our six. I think at least one Type Two is creeping behind us.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “At least one?” Akuwin asked.  
 
    “How much endurance do Zuul drones have? It’s been three hours now, and I think that’s one leading us down the primrose path.” 
 
    Akuwin blinked. “It could be. It only had that initial burst of acceleration, giving it enough power to broadcast Type Two emissions for this long.” 
 
    “How much more duration does it have?” 
 
    “Not much. Within one of your hours.” 
 
    “So the trap is nearly ready. Guns, prep that 3G course toward Tahv.” 
 
    “It’s ready, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” He punched the comm. “Task Group Stalkers, bring all ships to battle stations. Report when ready.” After they responded, he ordered, “Make course as provided. Three G acceleration.” 
 
    Again, the acceleration pressed him back.  
 
    “Guns, set the drone to passive sensors only, course and acceleration to follow us, and the delay to 10 minutes.” 
 
    “Ready, sir.” 
 
    “Release on my mark. Mark.” 
 
    “Drone away.” After a moment, he said. “Telemetry online.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guns.” 
 
    “No longer reading Type Two Bogie Alpha on my screen,” Sparks said. 
 
    “It was a drone,” Guns said, “but where does that put the Type Twos now?” 
 
    “Right where I would have been all along.” He punched the comm. “Mar’shin Arrakhazh. I believe your hunters on the Master of Stars are in great peril. I suspect Tahzhent’s Type Twos are in this area, lying in wait.” 
 
    “I concur, Captain. With your permission, I will release those hunters to independent operations.” 
 
    “Do so. Hopefully, they can get free.” 
 
    “As the Great Hunter demands.” 
 
    “They will not alter course, Captain,” Akuwin said after Christopher closed the channel to the Hunter’s Gift.  
 
    “I don’t expect them too, Rei’shin.” Christopher rubbed his face. “Human volunteers probably wouldn’t, either. They’re going to try to take one of those Type Twos out with them. One of our cultures called such missions ‘Kamikaze.’ A ‘divine wind.’ They drove their atmospheric aircraft into wet navy ships. They all died, of course, but caused great harm in so doing.” 
 
    Akuwin looked at him for a long time. “I have, at last, understood a Human allusion.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Sparks straightened. “Sir, the Master of Stars just fired up her active sensors.” 
 
    “Any definite bogies in range of her?” Christopher asked.  
 
    “Hard to tell at this range. I’m getting hints of something, though.” 
 
    Akuwin stared at her console. “The warriors who volunteered from the Hunter’s Gift are cunning.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “They offset the Master of Stars’ sensors. Those aren’t typical emissions from one of that class.” 
 
    “So it would appear different from what the Master would show.” 
 
    “Exactly, sir. Tahzhent’s hunters will wonder about the capabilities of what they believe to be the Hunter’s Gift, but will not necessarily assume we switched the ships.” 
 
    “Sir, the Master has altered course and accelerated,” the tac officer said. 
 
    Christopher checked the plot. “Damn, too far for our own active sensors to get a great picture.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that, sir,” Sparks said.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The Justin Timers’ rep said we could expand the resolution on these new gravitics if we were willing to hammer out the power. We’d be a sitting duck to any anti-radiation homing, though.” 
 
    “The Master of Stars has a target,” the tac officer said. “If the Type Twos are that far away, they can’t range us on our emissions.” 
 
    “Good point, Guns. Nonetheless, Sparks, feed Guns our emissions profile at full strength.” 
 
    Sparks tapped his console for a moment. “Done.” 
 
    “Prep another drone to match those emissions, just in case.” 
 
    “Ready, sir,” he answered after a moment. 
 
    “Here’s your chance, Sparks,” Christopher said. “Play with your new toys.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He grinned and executed the sweep. His elation disappeared. “Sir!” 
 
    “I see them, Sparks.” Christopher punched the 1MC. “Pedersen and XO, prepare for emergency launch.” 
 
    “So that’s what Tahzhent was doing,” Akuwin said. “He was lying in wait for us. Our decoy was irrelevant to him, since he had four Type Twos, three of which are ahead of us, coasting on an intercept course.” 
 
    “Sir, I have a positive match,” Sparks said. “The highlighted Type Two is the Sunseeker.” 
 
    “What about the Starstrider?” 
 
    “Neither of the other two corvettes match, though one is possible, depending upon drive enhancements. The other has completely different drive characteristics.” 
 
    “Could they have been replaced from the battle damage at Maquon?” 
 
    “No, sir, not unless it’s a completely rebuilt ship. The flare resonance off the housings would have matched along spectral lines.” 
 
    “Got it. Designate as Bogie-Two and Bogie-Three.” 
 
    “Designated.” 
 
    “Captain Christopher, I am receiving a message to advance and attack you,” Arrakhazh said.  
 
    “At least they bought the maskirovka,” Christopher muttered. He hit the comm. “Follow their instructions until you see an opportunity.” 
 
    “As you command. The Great Hunter has given us the greatest of gifts. A battle worthy of legend, even for those of us who never hoped to see another.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Christopher replied. He looked at Akuwin. “Having you as allies is certainly invigorating.” 
 
    Akuwin bared her teeth.  
 
    “Missile launch! Three missiles each from all three Type Twos ahead of us. Tracks on the plot,” Sparks announced. 
 
    “Thank you. Get countermeasures prepped.” 
 
    “On it, sir.” 
 
    “Guns, let’s start with Point Defense Fire Plan Gamma.” 
 
    “Point Defense Fire Plan Gamma confirmed and locked on all ships.” 
 
    “Sparks, in your copious spare time, see if you can find the Starstrider. If Tahzhent’s up here, maybe we can fire a magic bullet.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, Guns, get me a missile solution on the Sunseeker.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Huron to Cabot and Strengthbringer. Target Bogie-Two.” He shut the comm off before hearing their confirmations.  
 
    “Another missile launch, sir.” 
 
    “Which ship?” 
 
    “The Master of Stars launched a staggered full spread at whatever’s in front of it.” 
 
    “Do they have a target?” 
 
    “It appears so, sir.”  
 
    “Very good.” He punched the comm. “XO, are we ready for that emergency launch?” 
 
    “We are, sir, but—” 
 
    “Set them to coast after getting clear. They should have quite a bit of momentum to get them close.” 
 
    “I know Otxoa has a plan, but we’re still too far.” 
 
    “Get them launched, XO. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    “Guns, time to impact on the first launch?” 
 
    “Ten minutes, sir.” 
 
    “Helm, hold this course to get the small craft free.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Sir. The Hunter’s Gift has launched all her missiles at the Huron and accelerated to approximately 4Gs. They will pass in front of us on this course.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sparks.” He glanced at Akuwin. “What is Arrakhazh thinking?”  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but to Tahzhent, it will certainly seem like he’s attacking us and then getting within their anti-missile defenses.” 
 
    “More missile launches,” Sparks announced. “Three more from each of the Type Twos in front of us, and five from the Type Two facing the Master of Stars.” 
 
    “XO to Captain.” 
 
    Christopher punched the comm. “The small craft away?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Thank you.” He cut away before the XO could continue. “Task Group Stalkers, all ships fire three missiles at your target on my mark, then change course back up to the ecliptic at your best speed. Mark.” 
 
    The Huron shuddered under the missile launch and abrupt course change.  
 
    “Guns, launch that decoy now. Full emissions. Get some of those missiles off our ass.” 
 
    “Done, sir.” 
 
    “Status of point defense lasers?” 
 
    “All tracking. Suggest rolling to clear the aft laser to bear on all missiles.” 
 
    “Helm, roll 30.” 
 
    “Roll 30, aye.” 
 
    “All batteries clear. Time to impact, two minutes for the first salvo. It appears they’ve split their fire to send three missiles at each of Task Group Stalkers. The second salvo shows the same track.” 
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    The tac officer stiffened. “Sir, the Type Twos have flushed their racks of the remaining four missiles each. Plot sequence here.” 
 
    “Prep drones for the second and third salvos.” 
 
    “We won’t have but one left afterward.” 
 
    “We won’t have any if we don’t survive.” Christopher punched the comm. “All ships, commence point defense fire.” 
 
    The improved sensors on all the ships meant they had excellent target profiles on the first wave. Their initial shots hammered into the missiles. Two missiles chased the drone.  
 
    “Five missiles off course or not responding,” Guns announced. “Six. Seven.” He took a deep breath. “All missiles of the first wave accounted for. However, missiles from the Hunter’s Gift are inbound. Time to us, about three minutes.” 
 
    “What about the second wave from the Type Twos?” 
 
    “About two minutes behind the Hunter’s Gift’s salvo.” 
 
    Christopher stared at the plot. “Guns, this is going to be tricky. Take manual control of the point defense lasers and fire at those from the Hunter’s Gift. I’ll lay in Point Defense Plan Epsilon to the task group for the second Type Two salvo.” 
 
    “Manual, sir? I don’t have reactions that fast. No way I can hit those missiles.” 
 
    “I want you to miss, but make it look like we’re defending ourselves.” 
 
    “You want what?” 
 
    “Arrakhazh is a smart one, I think.” He grinned over at Akuwin. “And if not, well, we won’t know because we’ll be dead.” 
 
    “Well said,” Akuwin growled. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Guns said dubiously. “Preparing to engage.” 
 
    “Sparks, get our last drone prepped to give a five second full-power omnidirectional jam.” 
 
    “But sir, that will hit our sensors—” 
 
    “I know. Be ready to shut your sensors down just before you activate it. Pass that on to the others.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Christopher tapped his screen with the point defense program. He hit send. “Status on the drone?” 
 
    “Ready, sir.” 
 
    “Missile salvo timing?” 
 
    “Fifteen seconds on those from the Hunter’s Gift.” 
 
    “Going to be tight.” He snapped. “Task Group Stalkers, prepare to cut sensors and shift course 15 degrees Galactic east. On my mark. Mark! Sparks, hit that drone.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Sensors off. Drone away, jamming spike initiated.” Five seconds later. “Jamming concluded.” 
 
    Christopher hit the comm again. “All ships, bring up your sensors, initiate Point Defense Plan Epsilon.”  
 
    “Hunter’s Gift’s missiles passing through our formation, sir. It appears none of them achieved target lock.” Guns sighed in relief. “Whatever they did, it worked.” 
 
    “Yes. Ready to launch decoy drone for second wave?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Then launch.” 
 
    “Drone away.” 
 
    “Time to second salvo?” 
 
    “Thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Any missiles suckered by the drone?” 
 
    “One, but point has gotten two of the others. Three. Five.” 
 
    “Target of remaining missiles?” 
 
    “Both inbound to the Strengthbringer.” 
 
    “Strengthbringer—” 
 
    Christopher was too late.  
 
    Strengthbringer’s point defense hammered at the first missile. A laser finally penetrated the missile’s engine housing, and the missile exploded, sending only shards of debris ringing on the freighter’s hull.  
 
    None penetrated the hull, and the lasers turned to the second missile. However, several shards landed on portions of the cobbled-together hull-mounted power runs. The Strengthbringer’s point defense lasers cut out after only one shot, which missed.  
 
    The missile struck the freighter in the aft port quarter and detonated inside its engineering space. The entire aft half of the ship disappeared, and what remained of the Zuul merchie tumbled off.  
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    “The Slyest Prey will have his due,” Akuwin said grimly. “May the Great Hunter host those he has chosen well.” 
 
    “Status of our missiles?” Christopher snarled to the tactical officer. 
 
    “First wave on final approach.” He shook his head. “That Zuul point defense is damn good. No hits, though two of ours got close.” 
 
    “Time to their third wave?” 
 
    “Three minutes.” 
 
    “And our second?” 
 
    “Five minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guns. Run through their approach pattern. See if you can tweak one of the point defense plans.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Guns looked up. “Sir, the Hunter’s Gift is continuing her course. She’ll pass between us and the Zuul Type Twos at about the time our missiles are making their final run.” 
 
    “What about the Hunter’s Gift’s missiles?” 
 
    “Their engines have shut off, and they’re on ballistic.” 
 
    “So, they’re gone.” Christopher sighed. “Ah, well, I’d hoped Tahnerif and Arrakhazh had something more devious planned.” 
 
    “Me as well, Captain,” Akuwin said, punching at his console, eyes narrowed. “Maybe we’re missing something…” 
 
    “Sir, I think the Master of Stars is gone. I’m getting no drive signal from the area.” The tac officer poked at the screen. “It might have gotten a piece of the Type Two out there, though. I see her on my sensors now, and she’s heading toward Tahv, but not at maximum speed.” 
 
    “That is well hunted, warrior,” Akuwin said. “I see fluctuations in her drive readings consistent with damage to the engines.” 
 
    “Which ship is it, Sparks? Is that one the Starstrider?” 
 
    “We’re too far away for a definite match, but probability over 70 percent that it is.”  
 
    “Designate it as such.” 
 
    “Done, sir.” 
 
    Christopher sighed. “So Tahzhent will be safe and on Tahv.” 
 
    “Assuming the missiles from the Master of Stars did not harm him directly, you are correct.” 
 
    “Speaking of which.” He punched his console. “Point Defense Plan Alpha, Guns.” 
 
    “Plan Alpha, aye.” 
 
    “Engage.” 
 
    The plot couldn’t show the coordinated laser fire from the remaining two ships and four LAHVs of the task group, but a missile disappeared from the plot. 
 
    Then, to Christopher’s horror, everything disappeared from his plot.  
 
    “Sparks!” 
 
    “On it!” Two breathless seconds later, the plot regained all the data.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “They blasted a concentrated attack routed through our datalink with the compromised systems of the Strengthbringer.” 
 
    “Cut it!” 
 
    “Already done. Missiles reacquired.” 
 
    “Engaging again,” Guns snapped. 
 
    “Those mar’shin hunt well,” Akuwin said. “That was well-planned.” 
 
    “However, we’re definitely going to get hit. Helm, roll us starboard and away from the ecliptic.” 
 
    “But sir, they’ll all acquire us!” the tac officer protested. 
 
    “I know, son, but they won’t acquire the Cabot.” 
 
    Sparks watched the screen. “Four missiles inbound.” 
 
    “Targets?” 
 
    “Exposing our drive field made three target us. Only one at the Cabot, and Otxoa’s LAHVs are swarming it.” He paused. “Make that three at us. The LAHV nailed the other.” 
 
    “Keep shooting, Guns.” Christopher hit the 1MC. “All hands, brace for missile impact. All hands, brace for impact.” 
 
    The tactical officer managed to nail one of the final three missiles. The second slammed into the Huron’s fortunately empty boat bay, destroying it and all the troopers’ barracks and armory. The last exploded just outside the Huron’s engines.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    EMS Cabot 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    11 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” Edmonds snapped.  
 
    “Hey, boss,” the Cabot’s tactical officer yelled. “Something strange just happened.” 
 
    “Like stranger than the Huron takin’ a fuckin’ missile up the ass?” Captain Garrison asked. 
 
    “Way stranger. Them missiles from the Hunter’s Gift just lit off. They’re homing in on the Zuul.” 
 
    “Arrakhazh and Tahnerif,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “Yes, sirree!” Garrison smacked the arms of her chair. “Two dogs who’s doin’ more than sniffin’ their asses. They’s usin’ the extra endurance from the missiles to be playin’ with the timin’. That affectin’ the bad doggies’ point defense?” 
 
    “Sure is, boss.” 
 
    Garrison stared at her console. “It’s makin’ them all kerfluffled. They’s lost any hint a’ spacin’.” 
 
    “So maybe this final salvo of ours has a chance to do something,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “Is the good doggies changin’ course?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m not seeing any aspect change in their acceleration. The Hunter’s Gift is continuing through the formation at 4Gs.” 
 
    “Now I’s not sayin’ they’s tougher than me, but my coochie’s a-crunchin’ at the thought of 4Gs for that long.” 
 
    “What’s he thinking?” Edmonds mused. “Tahnerif is too smart to not have another bullet in his gun.” 
 
    “I’s not knowin’.” Garrison shook her head. “They’s maybe firin’ they’s point defense lasers, but they’s light beasties, and not liable to be doin’ much but scratchin’ them corvettes’ paint.” 
 
    The Hunter’s Gift charged between the Cabot and the tumbling hulks of the Strengthbringer and the Huron. It still accelerated at about four Human gravities and was therefore going too fast for the Zuul to target, even if they’d had missiles left to launch. Especially since their lasers were focused on the suddenly larger group of missiles targeting them. 
 
    “Time to target for our missiles?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “One minute, Colonel,” the Cabot’s tac officer replied.  
 
    “Them as from the Hunter’s Gift is comin’ in about 20 seconds slower, I’s thinkin’,” Garrison said. “They ain’t gonna do much. They’s no stamina, and them doggies are smart iffin’ they’s leavin’ them be.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Edmonds said. “Still, they completely messed up their point defense plan.” 
 
    “Iffin’ the Zuul is wearin’ panties, they’s twisted in knots,” Garrison agreed with a grin. 
 
    “Sir, there’s another strange thing. My sensors are showing ghosts.” 
 
    “Ghosts?” 
 
    “I’m highlighting on your plot,” the tac officer said.  
 
    “Now what’s that to be remindin’ me of,” Garrison mused. She shook her head. “I’s not rememberin’, but it’s lookin’ like some of them missiles are goin’ to be findin’ new homes.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded. “I think two of yours are going to hit.” 
 
    “Only becausin’ them idiots were firin’ on the kal’shin’s missiles.” She blinked as the missile tracks disappeared from her screen. “I’s thinkin’ the Gift’s missiles are ballistic, and for true this time.” 
 
    One of the Cabot’s missiles drove into Bogie Two, and it staggered out of formation.  
 
    “Engines off on that one, sir. It’s out of it.” The tac officer whooped. “And them from the Huron was something! Two, maybe three got in. The Sunseeker ain’t there no more.” 
 
    “Well, that means there’s just a Type Two left.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that ain’t easin’ my coochie much-like. They’s got better lasers and faster,” Garrison said.  
 
    Then the plot showed a series of explosions near Bogie Three.  
 
    “What in the galaxy’s great light-eatin’ hole just happened?” the captain snarled.  
 
    “The ghosts, Captain!” the tac officer yelled. “Didn’t the Justin Timers put some mines on the Hunter’s Gift?” 
 
    Edmonds laughed. “Sure as hell did. Gave them a great deal, too. They just wanted them out of their warehouses.” 
 
    “That Type Two’s still there, sir.”  
 
    “I’s seein’ that,” Garrison said to her tac officer, “but I’s seein’ that she’s a-changin’ course. I’s thinkin’ she’s tuckin’ that doggie tail ‘tween her nethers.” 
 
    “In that case, see if we can raise the Strengthbringer and the Huron,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “I already have the Huron, sir,” the comm officer said. “Captain Christopher is sending over a status report. The missile damaged his engines, but he thinks he can make a G. However, his entire armament at this point is a single point defense laser, and his boat bay’s gone. He’s told Otxoa the situation, and confirmed the trajectory of Delta Company’s dropships. Otxoa’s working out a plan.” 
 
    “As good as we could have hoped,” Edmonds said. “The Strengthbringer?”  
 
    “No response yet, Colonel,” the comm officer replied. “I’m not detecting any power on any of the main segments.” 
 
    Edmonds took a breath. “Open a channel to the Hunter’s Gift.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” 
 
    “Edmonds to Tahnerif. What’s your status?” 
 
    “We took no damage. Our hunt continues.” 
 
    “Same on the Cabot, but we’re going to see who we can save from the Strengthbringer.” 
 
    “It will take much time at our current velocity to return to you. I will take the Hunter’s Gift into Tahv orbit and make whatever arrangements you need. It would be wise for me to announce my survival.” 
 
    “I disagree, Kal’shin. Yes, it’ll take time for you to return to us, and I can’t dispute your point about announcing your presence. However, you yourself pointed out Tahzhent’s penchant for cunning.” 
 
    Tahnerif narrowed his eyes. “It is true that our only real evidence of the Starstrider’s damage is her reduced speed and odd engine profiles. These could be faked.” 
 
    “It would be best, I think, if we reformed as a task group. You have time to return while we save as many hunters out here as we can. Furthermore, your shuttles and dropships would surely help in that hunt.” 
 
    “As you say, and we do have some days yet before I must appear. Very well, your words are wise, though I ache to face Tahzhent.”  
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I will leave you to your search and rescue operations. We will launch our small craft as soon as is practical to assist.” 
 
    “Edmonds out.” 
 
    Garrison, meanwhile, had already ordered all the shuttles and dropships prepped for search and rescue. “Colonel, I’s thinkin’ yer might be bein’ smart iffin’ yer to message to those lads and lassies in yon dropships, so’s they a-knowin’ the plan.” 
 
    “Good thought.” 
 
    “Channel open,” the comm officer said. 
 
    “Attention, all Huron dropships. This is Colonel Edmonds. Do not, I repeat, do not accelerate toward Tahv. Instead, decelerate and stay together. Conserve your life support as best you can. The Cabot will get there as soon as she can.” Edmonds repeated the message twice more. 
 
    “Let’s be hopin’ they’s hearin’. That’s a mighty range fer what they’s carryin’ for comms.” 
 
    “I know. Best we can do.” 
 
    “That lad from the Hawks is knowin’ his ass from his pointy bit. He’ll be savin’ yer lot if any can.” 
 
    Edmonds snorted and waved at the bridge crew. “And how would you feel if it was one of yours?”  
 
    “Same as you, I’s thinkin’, only I’d be cruder and more angry-like.” 
 
    “You can be cruder?” Edmonds asked in mock horror. 
 
    “She surely can,” the comm officer said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 – Maj. Mike Sheridan 
 
    EMS Cabot 
 
    Tahv System 
 
    14 September 2126 
 
      
 
    Sheridan looked up from his pad when Edmonds walked in. Tahnerif waited on the screen from the Hunter’s Gift, which was only an hour or so from returning to formation.  
 
    “Fahrissthan and I have been going over our order of battle after we lost the Strengthbringer and with the recovery of the Huron’s shuttles,” the major said.  
 
    “Thank goodness Otxoa’s as good as he thinks he is,” Edmonds said.  
 
    “Did you get any sleep, sir?” 
 
    “What do you mean by this word, ‘sleep?’” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Sheridan sent the figures to the screen. “As you can see, we’re about as good as we could hope to be, after losing the Strengthbringer, at least in terms of troops. We lost a full company of Stalkers, but no Foresters.” 
 
    Fahrissthan leaned in. “Unfortunately, the Strengthbringer held its share of supplies.” 
 
    “And we shall miss Qarsh, though she undoubtedly hunts great prey now,” Tahnerif continued. 
 
    “Indeed.” Fahrissthan caressed her claur’sha’awin.  
 
    Sheridan stared at his pad until the kal’shin spoke again.  
 
    “I have received some intel,” Tahnerif said. “It gives us some idea of Tahzhent’s order of battle. Besides his Preytakers, we will face the Blademasters, the Star’s Hunters, the Sunwardens, and the Blooded Talon battalions.” 
 
    “Are all these similar to the Stalkers?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “Yes. We on Tahv have found our light infantry in high demand in the Galactic Union, though not all missions have been as valorous as we’ve desired.” 
 
    “So, that’s approximately 2,500 warriors, plus their attendant CAS aircraft and dropships, correct?” Sheridan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “With the loss of your company, that puts us at something like a five to one disadvantage, but that’s not far from what we expected.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tahnerif said. “It will be worse in the air, though. Even with Otxoa’s Hawks, we have less than 20 armed small craft. Tahzhent will have twice that number of dropships, plus approximately 80 atmospheric CAS aircraft.” 
 
    “We do have plenty of unarmed shuttles, though,” Sheridan mused. 
 
    “How do you plan to use them?” Akuwin asked. “They will be easy prey for Tahzhent’s hunters in the sky.” 
 
    “That’s one reason we have the 212s. Hopefully, we can use those to control portions of the airspace. I’ve got some ideas.” Sheridan typed some notes into his pad.  
 
    “There is more,” Tahnerif said. “It is, I believe, reliable intelligence, though not confirmed, that Tahzhent will claim Citadel A’than and assign us Citadel Sz’kal as our base.” 
 
    “Now isn’t that an interesting choice,” Akuwin murmured.  
 
    “Oh?” Edmonds asked. “You said there were differences between the citadels as we prepared, but I’m curious what you think is so interesting.” 
 
    “It is generally accepted that Citadel A’than is better situated for defensive operations. It is in rougher terrain, with a ridge running to the north of it that limits some maneuverability.”  
 
    “Is it among the Tahv forest analogues?” 
 
    “It is, in fact.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “I believe Tahzhent assumes that because of our numerical disadvantage, we will attempt to fight a defensive battle. He hopes that by putting us in Citadel Sz’kal, our fortifications will prove easier to break.” 
 
    “We already know we’re in death ground.” 
 
    “Precisely. We have to take the battle to him. We achieve our victory not by holding back, but by striking.” 
 
    “By putting his main stronghold in the terrain my forces have trained in, there’s perhaps a weakness we might exploit.” 
 
    “I do not believe he has properly considered your skills, especially with the Mk 8s, even with your training deficiencies.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Edmonds narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “What are you considering?” 
 
    “Now that we know the main angles of attack, I’m contemplating some strike routes. Especially ones that might strike at his strengths, if he should incautiously expose his air assets and his numerical superiority.” 
 
    “Tell me how you wish to hunt.” 
 
    Edmonds didn’t answer immediately, just focused on his pad for a long while. “Kal’shin, a couple of questions.” 
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    “First, are his dropships and CAS aircraft any different from those you had on Maquon?” 
 
    “No. They are the same models.” 
 
    “All small craft have to be on the ground at the beginning of the fight of honor, right?” 
 
    “Yes, though their pilots can have their engines warmed up and they can lift at the precise starting time. The witnesses will see to that, in particular. Much the same, all warriors must remain within the perimeter of their citadel.” 
 
    “That means we have a range that we could launch our unarmed shuttles at the onset where we could offload and return before any of Tahzhent’s small craft could reach them.” 
 
    “Yes. It is a standard opening maneuver. Tahzhent will use his dropships in cargo configurations to advance his troops, as well.” 
 
    “Of course.” Edmonds smiled nastily at Sheridan. “Time to take advantage of our stupidity.” 
 
    “What?” asked Fahrissthan. “How could that be an advantage?” 
 
    Sheridan paused, then his eyes cleared, and he chuckled. “Oh, that’s sneaky. I like it. It’ll take precise timing, but I think Akuwin and I can work that out.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand,” the big rei’shin growled. 
 
    “The colonel is suggesting we let Tahzhent’s people see what they want to see—Human stupidity. If they think they’ve caught us making a mistake, they may well give us an opportunity to trap them right off the bat. Better yet, if it doesn’t work, we’ve lost nothing.” 
 
    “I still do not understand what you intend to do.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Fahrissthan.” Sheridan smiled. “Trust me.”  
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “We’re from the government.” 
 
    The Zuul sighed, ears drooping in irritation.  
 
    “In the meantime,” Sheridan continued, “here’s what Fahrissthan and I think about our primary unit deployments. George, we’d like permission to break off the platoons in Charlie and Delta to serve with Zuul companies and a detail of sappers.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Yes, with the kal’shin’s confirmation of our opponent’s order of battle, I believe our primary advantage will be our variety of weapons. They’ll have handheld rocket launchers, heavy rockets, and air support. We have CASPers, with their heavier weapons and better electronic warfare capabilities, the 212s, the mortars, and Kjetil’s lads.” 
 
    “So you want maneuver units with a variety of capabilities.” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ll move them out to look for ambush opportunities. See if we can interdict and control the flow of Tahzhent’s units.” Sheridan smiled. “We can combine that with your idea of a moment ago.” 
 
    Tahnerif tapped his claws together. “This will increase the possibility that they’ll be defeated in detail or be more vulnerable to Tahzhent’s air assets.” 
 
    “Yes, but with the various capabilities of the units, and keeping them in more covered terrain, we should be able to limit that. More importantly, we want to maneuver his forces into trying to attack them. In those instances, hopefully, we can whittle down his troops and then fade away.” 
 
    “These tactics will not be pleasant to our warriors,” Tahnerif said. “How will we handle those complaints, Fahrissthan?” 
 
    Fahrissthan bared her teeth. “We will find opportunities to strike, but we will not stay in place simply to serve as targets. These hit-and-disperse tactics are those of a hunter, not a savage. And there is this. I have worked these tactics out with Sheridan here, and if I accept them, they will.” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    “What do you plan for Alpha and Bravo?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “We’ll keep Alpha and Bravo as intact companies,” Sheridan said. “They’re more cohesive companies, especially Bravo. They’ll strike all the harder.” 
 
    “Your Helman, though small in stature, is an interesting hunter, there is no doubt,” Fahrissthan said. “We anticipate using Bravo as our main trapping force.” 
 
    Sheridan smiled nastily. “I’ve messaged Kjetil about the likelihood of defending Sz’kal, so he’s undoubtedly planning his traps and defenses. Sz’kal may be less defensible than A’than, but I’m certain they won’t find it easy after he gets done with it. Alpha will stay at Sz’kal as part of the garrison, but Kjetil’s defenses will allow us to keep it prepped for an airlift strike. Though we lack air assets compared to Tahzhent, we’ll be ready if we see an opportunity.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Tahnerif leaned back in thought. “What are your lines of attack?” 
 
    “Currently, if we’re assigned Sz’kal, we suggest having the four Delta elements progressing along these lines here.” The lines appeared on the screen.  
 
    “I see. One for each of the east-west roads on the Kharzhelan, plus one in reserve.” Akuwin narrowed her eyes. “I agree those are lines of supply, but it is unlikely Tahzhent will rely upon those to advance his troops, given his command of the airspace.” 
 
    “Agreed, but if I’ve studied the Kharzhelan correctly on the sand table, those routes often run through rougher terrain we might be able to control with smaller maneuver forces. Behind them, we’ll use the Charlie strike teams to deal with Tahzhent’s air assault strikes. Their job will be to hold the incursions in place to allow Bravo Company to use their CASPers to full effect.” 
 
    “It is aggressive, much in keeping with our needs. This is well planned, warriors of honor.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Sheridan smiled. “However, thanks to the colonel’s suggestion, I think we can improve it.” 
 
    “So you’ve said, but I would like to hear a bit more about this idea. I believe in Human stupidity, but I am not yet prepared to rely upon it.” 
 
    Edmonds laughed. “Tahzhent will see what he wants to see. If he sees Human shuttles flying out too far, he might think we’ve underestimated the strike capabilities of his CAS aircraft.” 
 
    “He is too cunning for that.” 
 
    “Is he?” The colonel shrugged. “If so, then we claim more terrain than either of us expected at the start, which, in that case, will give us its own advantage.” 
 
    “Furthermore,” Sheridan added, “we could have all our shuttles ready to launch. We can have flights going all over the Kharzhelan to make him wonder what we’re up to. Most will be empty and within the safe zone, but a few Human ones that are within reach of Tahzhent’s strike craft might prompt him to try to bite them off.” 
 
    “So they will land as if they are unloading a sizable unit, but then return?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “Exactly. Your folk are aggressive warriors, especially Tahzhent. He’ll know he has this numerical advantage and will want to capitalize upon that as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “That is true,” Akuwin mused. She scratched her muzzle. “Tahzhent will also expect some sort of maneuver from you, Kal’shin. We have talked much about his reputation for cunning and maneuver, but it is something you are known for, as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rei’shin,” Tahnerif said. “There is much to commend this thought. If he sees Human stupidity, he might strike too fast. If he does not, I can think of several locations that would be advantageous for us to claim.”  
 
    “What about N7W2, sir?” Sheridan asked. The major highlighted a drop point along the outside of a string of hills sinking into a long swampy area at the edge of the Kharzhelan.  
 
    “They will be too far for us to support,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “It would appear as such to Tahzhent, right? As if we tried to go too far.” 
 
    “Your Human stupidity. However, I do not understand entirely what you hope to gain.” 
 
    “If he falls for it and sends attack craft to strike at what he perceives is a mistake, we can trap him instead with a bunch of SAMs and our own dropships.” 
 
    “And then pull them back?” 
 
    “That’s the best part.” Sheridan highlighted Sector N1E7. “From this drop point, we’d send that unit through the deep swamp and some of the heaviest forests in the Kharzhelan. It would take at least a week, but if they get to this ridge north of A’than, they would be within passive sensor range of enemy aircraft’s normal flight path. They could serve as early warning, at least, and should be able to seriously damage one of his strikes.” 
 
    “You would have our warriors go into the swamp?” Fahrissthan asked. She blinked in horror. “Who in their right mind would choose to fight in the swamp?” 
 
    “Ah,” Edmonds said, “it’s not just a metaphor to you.” 
 
    “It is not,” Akuwin agreed. “Also, that particular swamp is the one where those without honor have been sent for millennia. There are already many Zuul bones in that accursed place.  
 
    “Interesting. Could your troops fight in there at all?” 
 
    “Of course they can, and they would,” Fahrissthan snapped. “though none would wish to fight in that place.” Her head tilted as she considered something.  
 
    “What?” Sheridan asked. 
 
    “As I say, none will wish to fight there, but there are provinces in our clan’s hunting range which have swamps.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that is well remembered, Rei’shin,” Tahnerif said. “I had not yet spent much time with the new recruits. One of my new companies is from Sth’meria Province. If any of our warriors have an understanding and acceptance of swamps, it will be them.” 
 
    “Good. Because the Foresters have fought in swampy and marshy areas before, and we did that in the heavier, more cumbersome Mk 6s. While we didn’t have any time to train in marshes in our Mk 8s at Owen Sound, we do have experience. If we dropped some extra food, fuel cells, and missiles, they could set up a base in the swamp.” 
 
    “Would not Tahzhent sweep that away at his leisure?” Sheridan said. “Or would his warriors hesitate, too?” 
 
    Tahnerif tapped his claws together as he considered, then he bared his teeth. “Your colonel is cunning. Tahzhent’s warriors will wish to fight in the swamp even less than those from Sth’meria. He may simply attack with air assets, but in that case, they will attack 212s and MACs in air defense mode in difficult terrain. In such a fight, the Great Hunter will accept many to his side, and not simply our warriors.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Edmonds grimaced. “I don’t like putting my soldiers in places where they’re likely to die, but if I wasn’t willing to do that at all, I’d have stayed on Earth.” 
 
    “As you say,” Akuwin agreed, “yet should Tahzhent devote the resources necessary to eliminate them, I believe they will bring many honored dead with them when they stand before the Great Hunter.” 
 
    “Yes.” Edmonds tapped the force structure. “Okay, if we’re already breaking Delta into platoons, and we only need three to control the forward road areas, let’s have Pedersen lead this forlorn hope, along with Delta First. He has the best eye for terrain I know of. He’ll give them the best chance to survive.” 
 
    “Good choice,” Sheridan said. He punched commands into a pad. “I’m getting those shuttles loaded and arranged. Which unit do you suggest, Fahrissthan?” 
 
    The rei’shin tapped her pad. “It is sent to you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Prioritize fuel cells and food over ammo,” Edmonds continued. “They’ll be too exposed to do anything but strike once, maybe twice, at a flight. We’ll want to play that card at the right time. I think it’s far more important that he gives us early warning. That’ll help reduce the wear on our pilots, crews, and dropships.” 
 
    “That is well thought,” Tahnerif said. “The Great Hunter would concur, I think.” 
 
    Edmonds turned to Sheridan. “Now get with Kjetil. Have him include the bulk of his medic-trained sappers with the strike teams, especially the Delta units.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, and tell him I don’t think he can come up with any new tricks. That I think he’s lost his touch.” 
 
    Sheridan laughed and glanced at Fahrissthan. “You just thought Kjetil was an asshole. Wait until you see him after the colonel tells him he thinks he can’t do something.” 
 
    The rei’shin snorted. 
 
    Edmonds smiled. “Make sure Tahzhent’s warriors remember who they danced with.” 
 
    “Danced?” Fahrissthan glanced back and forth. Then she sighed as she realized what Edmonds meant. “It is a stupid word to use here, but not as stupid as those you have used before.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part V – The Foeman’s Spear 
 
      
 
    “But see;—what makes this armour here?”
For in her path there lay
Targe, corslet, helm;—she viewed them near.
“The breast-plate pierced!—Ay, much I fear,
Weak fence wert thou ’gainst foeman’s spear,
That hath made fatal entrance here.” 
 
      
 
    - Walter Scott, The Marmion, Canto VI – The Battle 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 – Col. George Edmonds 
 
    Tahveria-Sharan 
 
    Sector S8E1 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    19 September 2126 
 
      
 
    The black monument stretching to the sky claimed all eyes as their dropship landed on the plateau. As he stepped off the dropship, Colonel Edmonds pulled his eyes away to look north along the Kharz River into the Kharzhelan. 
 
    Nine Zuul watched them disembark with impassive faces. They all held shining spears at a precise angle and bore gleaming, jeweled daggers at their side. The one in front wore robes the color of Zuul blood. The others, pure white. The silk-like fabric of their robes gleamed in the sun.  
 
    Tahnerif and the other Stalkers in the Stars ignored them. They strode over to the monument and ran their paws reverently along its base. Given the smooth and blurry appearance of the monument’s stone, millions of Zuul over the centuries had done exactly the same thing. 
 
    “What’s this?” Edmonds asked when the kal’shin moved back to his side. 
 
    “It is the Tahveria-Sharan. It is our memorial to spaceflight. Our constellation the Great Hunter passes over it. Within that constellation lies Ja, our homeworld.” His tongue lolled. “The Galactic Union is now our hunting grounds, so it is apt.” 
 
    “I wish we’d had time to show you some of the memorials we have on Earth. Some are quite moving. You, in particular, would appreciate the memorials at Thermopylae and the USS Arizona.” He sighed. “We don’t have the same sense of honor, but we have a long history of warfare. Deeds as heroic as the Zuul could ever hope for, along with deeds as cowardly as the Zuul expect from us.” 
 
    “It is, perhaps, something we can discuss further someday.” Tahnerif pointed. “There is Tahzhent’s dropship. Remember, if you show fear, all will notice.” He gestured at the nine Zuul in ornate robes. “Especially the sei’shin. They are the arbiters of tradition for all nine of our clans. The sei’shin’tahverian, the judge of our clan, is in blue.” 
 
    “I’m prepared for the ceremony. Akuwin explained everything. Thoroughly, as usual.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They waited as Tahzhent debarked from the dropship. The commander of the Preytakers strode forward. He glanced at the sei’shin, then turned back to Tahnerif and said, “I had heard Humans keep lesser beasts that appear much like Zuul as pets. I had not thought to see one who claimed to be a worthy kal’shin kept in such a fashion. I mourn for the clan’s lost honor.” 
 
    Tahnerif stared at Tahzhent for a long moment. “I, too, mourn for the clan’s lost honor, yet as we shall prove on the Kharzhelan, it is not the Humans who have stained it.” 
 
    “Oh? What proof do you have?” 
 
    “We bring proof that someone fed us false information, which implied the Human mercenary company the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters had slaughtered our folk illegally.” Tahnerif turned to Edmonds. “I formally renounce such accusations. I claim now for all to see that the Foresters fought with honor and courage. In such token, I present my throat to their packmaster as a symbol of trust.” The kal’shin leaned his head back. 
 
    Edmonds moved over without hesitation, opened his mouth, and put his teeth around Tahnerif’s throat. It was awkward and unpleasant, but he held the pose for the requisite three heartbeats. 
 
    “Why should any on Tahv care what you think about these creatures?” Tahzhent asked. 
 
    Tahnerif turned. “Sei’shin, I present to thee, Colonel George Edmonds of the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters. Though Human, I petition that his words of honor be heard on this day.” 
 
    “What could he possibly say?” Tahzhent said scornfully. 
 
    “Are you frightened of his words? Either they are truthful, and the sei’shin must know them, or they in their wisdom will see the Human speaks only the words of the Slyest Prey, in which case they will ignore them, as is right and proper.” 
 
    “Bah.” 
 
    “You speak well,” said the one in blue. “We will hear his words and judge for ourselves.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sei’shin’tahverian,” Edmonds said. “We have proof that the one who fed the Stalkers in the Stars this false information included a Zuparti and a Veetanho, at the behest of a Zuul. At the behest of Tahzhent, in fact.” 
 
    “I ask again,” Tahzhent growled, “why should any on Tahv care what these creatures think?” 
 
    “You are wise to ask, Tahzhent,” Edmonds said. “How else can the hunter slay the Slyest Prey if he does not ask questions?”  
 
    Tahzhent flicked his ears. “It is impressive how this creature can mimic the thoughts of honor.” 
 
    “It is true, I am not Zuul, but I am aware of honor. On this field, for however long it takes, and however much red or blue blood needs to be shed, I shall prove it.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “I was not finished, Kal’shin.”  
 
    Tahzhent blinked at Edmonds’ interruption.  
 
    The colonel turned to the sei’shin’tahverian. “I and the Foresters are here to prove our case to all of Tahv.” He stepped back next to Tahnerif. “Attackers assailed the Foresters and have done so for years. In this conflict, which we did not initiate, we fought against both the Tahrietha Trackers and the Stalkers in the Stars. These warriors fought well and honorably. Hundreds of my people did these Zuul slay in combat.” 
 
    Edmonds turned to Tahzhent. “However, I hold these warriors blameless. They may have pulled the triggers and wielded the knives that shed our blood on dirt and deck, but such is the way of warriors. I formally renounce any thought of reparations and declare my admiration for the skill and prowess of the Zuul who faced us in honorable combat. In such token, I present my throat to their packmaster as a symbol of trust.” 
 
    Tahnerif opened his muzzle, filled with long, sharp teeth, and placed them around Edmonds’ neck. The watching cameras saw a trickle of blood going down the colonel’s neck afterward, but the colonel remained steady as a rock, staring at Tahzhent. 
 
    Edmonds continued after Tahnerif stepped back. “Nevertheless, I do demand reparations from those who lied and slandered my people. I stand here on the Field of Judgment and declare that Tahzhent conspired with Kukuluki Zuparti and Streetho Veetanho to attack the Foresters, the Tahrietha Trackers, and the Stalkers in the Stars.” 
 
    Edmonds held up a hand as Tahzhent started to speak. “I am not quite finished, Tahzhent. I do not expect a single Zuul on Tahv to take my word without corroboration. I will prove my accusation in a way all honorable Zuul will understand, by standing with Tahnerif on the Field of Judgment against the sly, cunning, and dishonorable actions of Kal’shin Tahzhent.” He stepped forward. “You slew hundreds of warriors I was responsible for, and as one of the greatest poets in Human history said, ‘you have asked for the steel and you shall have it now.’” 
 
    Tahzhent bared his teeth. “Am I permitted to speak now, Human?” 
 
    “You are welcome to surrender and admit the truth of our claims,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “I am impressed, Human. It is almost as if you actually understand honor.” He waved a forepaw. “But it is irrelevant. Tahnerif surrendered to this Human, so he has no honor, and cannot serve as kal’shin. His troops have laid down their arms in battle, so all of them are as nothing. Those who step onto the Kharzhelan without honor will know only one fate, and the Slyest Prey will claim them.” 
 
    “Those without honor are naught but food for the Slyest Prey.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “In that, littermate, we agree.”  
 
    Tahzhent snorted.  
 
    The sei’shin in blue stepped forward, spear raised above his head, parallel to the ground. “Enough.” 
 
    All on the plateau stilled. 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian turned to Tahzhent. “You have claimed the title of clan kal’shin. Do you renounce this claim, or continue?” 
 
    “I continue.” 
 
    He turned to Tahnerif. “You have stated Tahzhent’s claim is without honor and that he hunts with the Slyest Prey. Do you renounce your words, or continue?” 
 
    “I continue.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian turned to Edmonds with narrowed eyes. He stood there for a long moment, still holding the spear above his head. It moved not at all, its keen point glittering in the sun. 
 
    “I find no truth in your words, Human.”  
 
    Tahzhent began to howl.  
 
    “Be still, puppy,” said the sei’shin’tahverian, who turned back to Edmonds. “I also find no untruth in your words. You have stated your claim. Do you renounce it, or are you willing to accept the doom of the Great Hunter, whatever he deems is justice?” 
 
    “I am willing.” 
 
    The sei’shin whipped the spear around to hold the point at Edmonds’ throat. Again, the colonel didn’t flinch. “Then at the point of the spear, I declare your claim sufficient to be judged upon the field of honor. Let all see the truth.” He grounded the spear.  
 
    One of the sei’shin in white moved over to stand next to Tahnerif, another next to Tahzhent, a third next to Edmonds. 
 
    The leader said, “Tahzhent, as challenger, it is your right to claim your preference. Do you choose Citadel Sz’kal or Citadel A’than?”  
 
    “Citadel A’than, Sei’shin.” 
 
    “Thus it is chosen.” The sei’shin turned to Tahnerif. “As challenged, it is your right to name the time when this truce shall end and the Great Hunter’s trial shall begin.” 
 
    “In three days, at high sun, is my choice.” 
 
    “Thus it is chosen. Do you understand, challenger?” 
 
    “I do,” Tahzhent replied.  
 
    “Have you aught else to state before the people of Tahv?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian then asked, “Do you understand, challenged?” 
 
    “I do,” Tahnerif replied. 
 
    “Have you aught else to state before the people of Tahv?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “The field has been set. The terms agreed. Each of challenged and challenger has a sei’shin assigned as witness. I then judge that all is in accordance with the demands of honor. May the Great Hunter bless all those who embody those demands.” 
 
    The blue sei’shin turned away. The five sei’shin not chosen as witnesses followed.  
 
    Tahzhent sneered at Tahnerif and Edmonds, then strode back to his dropship. Tahnerif and Edmonds did the same. Their sei’shin witnesses followed, each without expression and remaining completely silent. 
 
    As they readied for the flight back to the Cabot, Tahnerif said, “That was well done, Colonel.” He bared his teeth. “Now all of Tahv will watch with interest and an open mind.” 
 
    “Then we’d better win.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Tahnerif opened a channel. “All Foresters and Stalkers, commence landing operations. We defend Citadel Sz’kal. Repeat, we defend Citadel Sz’kal.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “C’mon, Delta Second,” Schmidt snapped. She led the way over to a quartermaster, who directed them to help unload supplies. They had a bunch of the Zuul equivalent of forklifts, but there was plenty of work for all the troopers to help.  
 
    A Foresters tech jogged up and spoke to the sergeant as the platoon formed up. 
 
    Schmidt turned. “Kiial, this tech needs help. You and the rest of 21 do what he needs.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Squad 21 followed the tech over to another shuttle, where a number of boxes and crates waited. As they reached the shuttle, another tech arrived with several Zuul pulling hand carts. 
 
    “Okay, Foresters, here’s the deal,” the first tech said. “We’re going to take these inside to the main command area. However, we have to be careful with these components, otherwise we’d just stick them on a pallet and carry them inside. As you see, we have the hand carts, but take it slow and easy. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kiial said.  
 
    The tech directed them precisely and carefully through the process of pulling the crates off the shuttle and then into the command room. They spent the next hour lifting various pieces into place as he directed.  
 
    “Okay, thanks, guys. You did good. The two of us have a bunch to do, but you’re done here.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sir. Do you know where we should go now?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell me, so I’d guess just back to the shuttle pad.” 
 
    “Makes sense, sir.” Kiial grinned. “We’ll figure it out. Tenacious and versatile.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile, Private,” the tech said with his own grin. “You kick ass out there.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best.” 
 
    Kiial and 21 moved back out to the pad. The rest of Delta Company was nowhere to be seen, nor did the quartermasters know where they went or where they were to bunk at, but they had more work.  
 
    He shrugged. “Might as well help someone here. Schmidt won’t forget us, and she’d have us doing something anyway.” 
 
    Marshall snorted as they followed the quartermaster. “Didn’t they teach you anything about not volunteering?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Cochkala!” The rest of 21 laughed.  
 
    The irascible Zuul quartermaster in charge pointed them toward a group of Humans in mismatched fatigues whom Kiial didn’t recognize. “Help them.” 
 
    Kiial led 21 over. “Excuse me. The Zuul said you need help.” 
 
    A tall, slim Human with perfectly groomed hair grinned. “You betcha. We need to get these boxes over to the cars over there.” 
 
    “What’s in all this?” Marshall asked as they jogged back after the first load. 
 
    “Y’all wouldn’t believe it, private, but those are toys for our toys.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, your colonel’s hired us to help out. We’re not mercs anymore, but we been this and that. Now we just want to see things go boom, and if it’s an OPFOR, so much the better. Usually, we shoot at old buildings and whatever cars we can get our hands on.” He chuckled and pointed. One of the Zuul cars had the biggest gun Kiial had ever seen hitched to it. “That’s one of our toys.” 
 
    “Artillery?” Marshall asked. “But—” 
 
    “Don’t start. We know, we know. But your colonel’s letting us play, and hopefully we’ll help a bit.” 
 
    Marshall glanced at Kiial, and they shrugged.  
 
    The spent an hour helping the ragged, crotchety Humans get organized. Then they spent two more hours helping the grumpy Zuul until Schmidt arrived.  
 
    “Ah, so this is where you’ve been,” she said. 
 
    “No one knew where we should go. I figured we should do something rather than sit on our asses,” Kiial said.  
 
    “Good call.” She told the lead quartermaster, a Zuul with one arm, “I’m taking my wayward section now.” 
 
    “How in the Slyest Prey am I supposed to get all this done without help?” he growled.  
 
    Schmidt snorted. “Quartermasters are all the same, no matter the species. All right, 21, follow me.”  
 
    She led them to a squat, windowless building with firing positions built in various spots. She went down a set of steps and around a corner to the door. 
 
    “We’re in here,” she said. “You’ve got half an hour to get your gear organized, yourselves cleaned up, and then we go to chow.”  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” A number of people in Delta Second stared at them with hard looks as they went about their business until Jackson came in. 
 
    The platoon jumped up, but he waved them down as he went over to 21’s area. 
 
    “Nicely done, 21. The Zuul quartermasters told Sheridan you guys did a great job on the shuttle pad.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Kiial said. “I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Just because of that, the Zuul are apparently ahead of schedule, so while we had to cover for you here, the rest of the night is going to be as easy as we could hope for.” Jackson turned to the rest of the platoon. “Tonight, make sure all your gear is cleaned and ready to go. We’re getting up ahead in strike teams paired with a Zuul company. That means we won’t have much time to clean and repair once we’re in the field. Do what you can now. Understand?” 
 
    A chorus of assent answered him. 
 
    “Good. Tomorrow, we’ll do the same with our CASPers. Yeah, I know, the techs are going to do all that, too, but it’s our asses, not theirs, once we’re in the field. I don’t mind being at the sharp end of the stick, but I damn well want to make sure we’re kicking ass.” He grinned, then left. 
 
    “21, you ready yet?” Schmidt asked.  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.”  
 
    “Good, I’m ready to eat. Then, you heard the man, we’re cleaning and repairing all our personal gear. Inspection at 2200 hours.” 
 
    Another chorus answered her, but this time it was groans. 
 
    “Thank 21, because we’d have had to help unload and get everything ready for inspection.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The first thing Colonel Edmonds saw when coming down the ramp of his dropship at Citadel Sz’kal was Ian Blackcloak fussing with the arrangement of one of the 88s at the side of the shuttle pad. 
 
    “I’ll join you in a moment,” he said to Tahnerif. “I want to make sure he’s got what he needs.” Edmonds walked over to Blackcloak. “Well, Ian, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’ve got good quartermasters. We got our grill and the Scotch arrived safely.” 
 
    “I hire only the best, but I didn’t bring you all this way for you to just sit around eating apple pancakes, drinking Scotch, and playing with toys.” 
 
    Blackcloak snorted. “Fair enough. I think we’ve got a chance to do something here. You mentioned that Sz’kal was less defensible because of the open terrain. However, that means we’ve got better sight lines.” 
 
    “That means you’ll be better targets, too.” 
 
    “Which is why we’re drinking our good Scotch first.”  
 
    Edmonds snorted. “Very well. Any issues working with Akuwin?” 
 
    “No. The doggie knows her stuff, and she’s mostly left us to do what we need.” 
 
    A car with Tahnerif drove up.  
 
    “Right. In that case, I’ll leave you be.”  
 
    “Get us some targets, George. I could’ve sat on Earth drinking Scotch and smoking cigars. Of which, I’ll point out, we don’t have an unlimited supply.” 
 
    “Oh, I think targets will be available.” Edmonds hopped into Tahnerif’s car, and they drove to Citadel Sz’kal’s main building. Two techs came outside and saluted as the colonel and kal’shin arrived.  
 
    One tech said, “The sand table is ready to go.” 
 
    “Well done, carry on.” 
 
    The techs saluted again and strode off. 
 
    “I must say, your regiment includes far more technical capability than ours does,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “The Foresters have had to cut expenses to the bone. I’ve found that having a few good techs pays off. The more we can do for ourselves, the more we seem to make.” 
 
    “The Zuul companies on Tahv have focused on contracts that require less technology and more mobility.” 
 
    “There’s certainly a market for that.” 
 
    “We’ve never lacked for opportunities to prove our worth to the Great Hunter.” 
 
    They arrived at the command center. Sheridan, Kjetil, Akuwin, and Fahrissthan pointed and discussed options on the sand table.  
 
    “Warriors of honor, what say you?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “I say that the plans we’ve got already are as good as we can make them,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “Are Pedersen and Jackson dirtside yet?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sheridan said. “Both came down overnight.” 
 
    “Excellent, get them here, assuming they’re not sleeping.” 
 
    Sheridan sent the message. “They’ll be here in a moment.” 
 
    “Then it looks like we’re doing as well as we could hope.” 
 
    “Maybe in terms of your combat teams,” Kjetil agreed. “However, the fortifications in this ‘citadel’ are absolute crap.” 
 
    Edmonds snapped, “Captain. You will treat our allies with respect.” 
 
    “I respect the doggies, they just have shit for fortifications.” 
 
    “Still, Captain, I expect you—” 
 
    “To defend this craphole of a citadel. I’ll do that, if you let me do my job.” 
 
    “Do you need any more here?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got what I need.” 
 
    “Then get out of here.” 
 
    Kjetil walked out, clearly oblivious to any possible offense. 
 
    Akuwin laughed at the expression on Tahnerif’s face. “I have had time to get used to him.” 
 
    “As have I,” Fahrissthan growled. “I have now learned what your word ‘asshole’ means.” 
 
    Edmonds shook his head. “I’m sorry, I should have warned you.” 
 
    “You told us he did not know how to be anything but blunt and rude,” Akuwin said. “He is that, but I know why you keep him.” 
 
    Fahrissthan scratched her muzzle. “I do, as well. In the mere moments we spent studying the sand table, he pointed at a number of weaknesses I had not seen before.” 
 
    “And made some interesting suggestions to fix them.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly that.” Edmonds snorted. “Look at it this way, you won’t have to worry about Kjetil where you’ll be.” 
 
    “Indeed. He is marsh-mud for yourself and the kal’shin.” She looked at Akuwin with bared teeth. “Do not worry, little sister, I have some idea how to command quartermasters.” 
 
    “I know, favored sister.” 
 
    Fahrissthan looked pleased for a moment, then her muzzle wrinkled. “Nay. You are the more favored sister. I have learned such since we returned from Maquon.” 
 
    “You have learned much, it is true,” Tahnerif said. “However, do not forget that I have chosen you to command Delta Company’s strike teams and our forward supply base. Were you truly a less-favored scion of the Great Hunter, I would not trust you.” 
 
    “I am honored, Kal’shin. 
 
    Sheridan cleared his throat. “Do you have everything you need, Rei’shin?” 
 
    “The initial supply convoy will be ready to leave in the initial rush.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Fahrissthan glared at Edmonds. “I would, however, like to discuss this awful name for the supply base I am tasked to command. What in the Slyest Prey’s dreams does ‘Ulithi’ mean?” 
 
    “Oh, just a memory of Earth’s past,” the colonel replied. 
 
    “I do wish you Humans could understand Zuul better. I am tired of using Human names for everything.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “The Great Hunter did not promise we would have intelligent allies.” 
 
    As Sheridan and Edmonds laughed, Pedersen and Jackson strode into the room and saluted.  
 
    “Good timing, gentlemen.” The colonel pointed at the table. “Major, please bring up Delta Company’s sectors.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ve named Delta’s units Dagger, Dauntless, Defiant, and Daring. Pedersen, you’ll lead Daring.” Sheridan switched the sand table’s focus, showing each sector in turn.  
 
    Edmonds said, “How much time have you had to study this, Captain Pedersen?” 
 
    “Some, sir. Not enough. I’ve had as much as is practical downloaded to my CASPer, and I’ve been reviewing it.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at the major. “We’ve got two days. Let’s make sure each of the detachment commanders get some time here.” 
 
    “Already working on that.” 
 
    “I might keep you around, after all.” Edmonds pointed at Team Dagger’s axis of advance. “How about you, Jackson?”  
 
    “Same as the captain, sir. I’ve also downloaded what I can to my CASPer.” 
 
    “Good job. Any concerns about your platoon at the tip of the spear?” 
 
    “They’ll fight.” 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “We know that. Will they fight who we want them to?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jackson said with a small smile. “I am concerned about resupply.” 
 
    “Me, too, Lieutenant. I promise we won’t leave you hanging without power cells, ammo, and food.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be fine, sir.” Jackson grinned. “My momma’s son is smart enough to pay attention to Schmidt. She’ll make sure I don’t do anything too stupid.” 
 
    “Smartest thing any officer around here has said all day.” Edmonds smiled. “Go to it, son.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile, sir!” 
 
    “I think our initial deployment orders and staging plans are as ready as they’re going to be,” Akuwin said. “All that remains is for you to confirm them.” 
 
    “Edmonds?” asked Tahnerif. 
 
    “The rei’shin is, as usual, correct,” the colonel replied. “If we do anything more, we’ll just be annoying busybodies.” 
 
    “Agreed. Proceed as planned.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds and Tahnerif spent the next few hours roaming around the base, reviewing and checking. Warriors and support personnel rushed around Citadel Sz’kal to get all in order. Despite the amount of work needed, all the troopers, Human, Zuul, and Cochkala, seemed focused and eager to fight.  
 
    “They will hunt well,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “I agree.” Edmonds took a deep breath. “It’s an honor to command such soldiers. They know the odds, they’re frustrated with some of the challenges, and they know they could benefit from more training, yet I don’t see any resentment or hesitation. Their morale is better than I could have ever hoped for.” 
 
    “Then we shall strike hard and fast.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “We shall die well, I think.” 
 
    “Screw that, Kal’shin. I aim to live well.” 
 
    “Screw that?” Tahzhent glanced at Edmonds. “What components do you want us to attach together?” 
 
    Edmonds smiled. “Ah, well, it’s—” 
 
    “Another Prey-damned saying. I see. Although I don’t see why carpentry matters here.” 
 
    The colonel, with difficulty, choked down a guffaw. “Yes. It’s an obscure carpentry reference. Pay it no mind.” 
 
    Tahnerif narrowed his eyes. “What am I missing, Human?” 
 
    “So, about that crate arrangement over there.” Edmonds strode away, pointing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Move, move, move,” snapped Schmidt the moment the dropship landed and the restraints snapped away from their CASPers. “21b, you’ve got point.” 
 
    Kiial and Section 21b exited the dropship and ran east. He dropped under a tree below the top of a hill. Sharl was to his right about 20 meters, Zenobia to his left.  
 
    “See anything, Zenobia?” 
 
    “Nothing on passive sensors.” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t expect anything yet, but remember Schmidt’s warning. We may have strike aircraft coming after us. That goes for both of you.” 
 
    “On it, Kiial,” Zenobia said.  
 
    Kiial then focused on watching the platoon deployment pattern around him. The shuttles to the left and right disgorged a company of Zuul, who spread out quickly and quietly to the flanks. Behind him, he saw the sapper detachment icons settle. Currently, they had extra 212s and M-8s ready. 
 
    The rest of Delta Second spread out in a diamond pattern. Schmidt and 21a joined him. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Jackson to Strike Team Dagger. Advance to your preassigned positions. Then get ready for air defense. We don’t know if they’ll strike, but let’s be ready.” 
 
    “21b to Dagger Sunray, I’m getting some odd shadows flickering on the edge of my sensor range,” Zenobia said. “Permission to engage active sensors?” 
 
    “Denied.” Jackson switched to the whole team’s circuit. “Team Dagger, we have enemy air activity near. Keep vigilant, but do not, I repeat, do not use any active sensors or fire until the command is given.” 
 
    “You heard the man, Zenobia,” Schmidt said. “Well done, though.” 
 
    The next hour took forever. The only movement Kiial noted came from various forms of wildlife and the swaying of the trees. The trees here had long, wide leaves that flowed like water when the wind lifted.  
 
    “Team Dagger, prepare to advance to the east. Mar’shin Khlaraz, take point.” 
 
    The Zuul detachment moved on Kiial’s display. Those with 212s and mortars formed up inside 41 at the base of Delta Second’s diamond. The ones with blunderbusses screened 21. One each of the groups of eight Zuul with rocket launchers went wide as flankers, and two moved to the front.  
 
    After about three klicks, “Contact front,” said Jackson. “Team Dagger, fall back to assigned positions.” 
 
    Kiial saw 21b’s assigned position pop up on his display and clicked his confirmation. “You heard him,” he said. “I’ve got point. Zenobia, six.” 
 
    The three CASPers moved to their spots on the other side of a hill.  
 
    “Get low, Delta Second,” Schmidt said. “Just enough for eyes and MACs to see over the hill.” 
 
    A number of clicks followed. Kiial and Section 21b lay in a copse of the broad-leafed trees overlooking a small valley with a burbling stream at the bottom. More of the tree analogues leaned over the creek.  
 
    The rest of Delta Second was strung out to their west, occupying similar positions. All had their active sensors off. Their only emissions were the short-range platoon network, set to its minimum power.  
 
    It meant that Kiial, on the leading point of the platoon, sometimes couldn’t hear or see some of what was happening on the other end. Of course, that also meant the enemy couldn’t detect his emissions past 100 meters.  
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Team Dagger. Khlaraz is retreating back into the trap, bad wolves snapping at their heels,” Jackson said. “Mortar units, target the Zuul heavy rocket teams first. 212s, stay back. Blunderbuss squad, prepare to countercharge.” 
 
    “Mind your sectors, Delta Second,” Schmidt said. “Make sure you’re firing on Tahzhent’s unit flashes, not Tahnerif’s. Your HUDs will mark them as soon as they can, so pay attention.” 
 
    Kiial had his MAC and minigun already aimed at his assigned sector, as did Sharl and Zenobia. 
 
    Jackson added a moment later, “Sz’kal says we’ve also got incoming enemy air assets following the infantry. 212s, prepare for anti-air action. Delta file leaders, assign one each for air defense and be prepared to shoot and scoot.” 
 
    “Zenobia, that’s you,” Kiial said. “Set it to automatic and focus on dropping K-bombs on the infantry.” 
 
    “Got it.” Her MAC swiveled toward the far horizon, but otherwise she didn’t move.  
 
    “Movement front,” Sharl said. 
 
    “Good eyes,” Kiial said. 
 
    “Wait for the command to open fire, Delta Second,” Schmidt warned. 
 
    The next few seconds took about three years to pass. The Stalkers’ point unit, commanded by Mar’shin Khlaraz, retreated in good order, their squads taking turns firing at their pursuers.  
 
    “Wait for it…” the sergeant repeated. 
 
    By this point, Khlaraz and his squads had retreated past Delta Second’s position. Tahzhent’s pursuers chased, but also in good order, not in a pell-mell rush. However, it was clear they had no idea a platoon of CASPers lurked on the hill next to them. 
 
    A full company showed on Kiial’s HUD. More than that. A second company, maybe even a third. At least two Zuul for each combatant of Strike Team Dagger.  
 
    What is Schmidt waiting on? 
 
    A dropship appeared on his HUD. Out of range, but closing.  
 
    One of the missileers of Khlaraz’s company sent a 212, but the range was too far for it to have much chance. 
 
    However, the dropship’s maneuvers brought it within Zenobia’s auto-defense perimeter. Her MAC sent a burst at the dropship. Some of her rounds struck it, and the dropship turned away, trailing smoke. 
 
    “Open fire,” Schmidt commanded. 
 
    The rest of Delta Second, their MACs coordinated by their CASPer platoon network, eliminated over half of an enemy company in the first volley.  
 
    K-bombs soared into some of the thicker sections of trees. 
 
    Then several more dropships appeared on Kiial’s HUD.  
 
    “Move it, Delta Second!” Schmidt snapped. “Fall back to Rally Point Alpha.  
 
    “You heard her,” Kiial said, hopping up. “I’ve got our six. Zenobia, take control of your air defense mode. Only fire if you’ve got a good shot.” 
 
    “I remember all this from the briefing, tailboy,” she snapped. 
 
    They got about 100 meters from their positions when a huge boom sounded behind them, then two more in quick succession.  
 
    Two dropships, ones he hadn’t noticed, had come perpendicular to Khlaraz’s line of retreat, and if they hadn’t moved, it would have been a bad day. 
 
    But they had moved.  
 
    Better yet, one of the missileers had been waiting for something like that, and another 212 shot up at the same time their air to surface missiles landed on 21b’s previous position.  
 
    Fascinated, Kiial stopped under a tree and watched as the seeker on the 212 chased the dropship, despite its evasive maneuvers and countermeasures. Then the pilot zigged at the same time as the missile, and it impacted directly on one of its hardpoints, with missiles still there.  
 
    The resulting explosion sent fragments, mostly really small fragments, spreading across the next valley over.  
 
    “Kiial, get your head outta your ass!” Schmidt snapped.  
 
    He hustled to the rally point. There he noted Tahzhent’s warriors had decided to pull back. Khlaraz had counterattacked with her point units and the blunderbuss squad to speed them on their way. 
 
    “Well done, Team Dagger. Round one to the good guys,” Jackson said. “Khlaraz, get your flankers out. We’re going to advance along this new axis.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Kharzhelan Base Sz’kal 
 
    Sector S1W7 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    22 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Report from Strike Team Dagger,” Sheridan said. He changed the sand table to a lower resolution to show the entire Kharzhelan and marked a spot. “They had contact with two companies of the Star’s Hunters, perhaps three, here.” 
 
    “Result?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “According to Jackson, minimal losses. Mar’shin Khlaraz reports several dead. Both report heavy damage to the OPFOR.” 
 
    “That’s a start,” Edmonds said.  
 
    “Yes. Fahrissthan has also already found other opportunities for all three of Delta’s strike teams.” Tahnerif highlighted several spots on the sand table. “She believes the likely response from Tahzhent based on the opening maneuvers would suggest advances along these routes.” 
 
    Edmonds stared at the sand table. “These do seem likely, and with the Charlie teams in their current locations, even if she’s wrong, Tahzhent won’t have a clear line to Sz’kal.” 
 
    “Agreed.” The kal’shin stretched his neck and glanced at the two sei’shin witnesses. They stood out of the way, but near enough to see the same details Edmonds was staring at. 
 
    He carefully hadn’t smiled at their astonishment when they realized some of the command-and-control capabilities of the sand table, and he hadn’t missed the significant looks they’d given each other.  
 
    Otxoa’s voice ended his daydreaming.  
 
    “Hawks to Command. We have enemy strike craft approaching Team Daring. Shall we engage?”  
 
    “Sunray Actual to Strike Team Daring. What’s your status?” 
 
    “We’re on the ground and arranged,” Pedersen said. “Our SAM teams are in place.” 
 
    “Air strike incoming.” 
 
    “We’re ready.”  
 
    “Excellent. Command to Hawks. Daring is ready. Pounce on the leftovers.” 
 
    “Clean up the mess, confirmed,” Otxoa said. 
 
    “Pipe in Team Daring’s feed, Mike,” Edmonds said.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sheridan said. “If anyone can do it, Pedersen can.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Tahnerif put a paw on Edmonds’ shoulder as they listened to the strike team’s comm chatter. 
 
    The icons showing the team’s position and incoming aircraft merged on the plot.  
 
    “Daring Sunray to Strike Team Daring. Weapons free,” Pedersen announced. “Repeat, weapons free.” 
 
    The sound of 212s and MACs filled the comm. 
 
    “Got one!”  
 
    “Don’t talk, 11a. Move to your next position,” Pedersen snapped. “21a, cover fire.” 
 
    “Taraaz to Daring Sunray. Another flight inbound from the northwest, Captain,” came a Zuul voice. 
 
    “Got it, Mar’shin Taraaz. Delta First, take them. All Zuul units, advance to Line Tahv.” 
 
    A howl answered Pedersen. 
 
    “Our communication can be exuberant at times,” Tahnerif said with a flick of his ear. 
 
    “Probably a good sign,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “Looks like they’re sweeping out over the marsh and then back around,” Pedersen said.  
 
    “Understood. Lieutenant Otxoa, show us what you got.” 
 
    “Hu’s Hawks, uukhai!”  
 
    The plot suddenly showed the four dropships of the Hawks. Team Daring’s passive sensors hadn’t been able to see their LAHVs until Otxoa’s flight accelerated and swooped into the fray. 
 
    Pedersen provided running commentary on the air battle, but the Hawks attacked so swiftly, Tahnerif couldn’t keep up, and he lost track. However, Edmonds’ face brightened with each message, so he refrained from digging his claws into his palms.  
 
    Then Otxoa came on the comm. “Hawks to Team Daring. Thanks for the playmates, but our job’s done here.” 
 
    “It sure is,” Pedersen replied. “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice.” 
 
    “Nice to know someone reads our patches.” 
 
    Edmonds cut in. “That’s why I hired him, Lieutenant. Someone in the Foresters has to pay attention.” 
 
    “Agreed. Heading back to the roost.” 
 
    “Captain Pedersen, casualty report?” 
 
    “Two Zuul KIA, one CASPer damaged but still mostly functional.” 
 
    “The OPFOR?” 
 
    “Confirmed two dropships and six CAS dead. Suspected hits on two more of each.” 
 
    “Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Now, with your permission, we’ll hang up the phone. Time to be ghosts.” 
 
    “Agreed. Get into position. Edmonds, out.” 
 
    Sheridan said, “The good news is, we’ve whittled away a little of their air capabilities.” 
 
    Akuwin punched her pad. “Yes, but we are still heavily outnumbered. The hunt has but begun.” 
 
    “Indeed. Status of all our shuttles?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “All the unarmed shuttles are back. Alpha Company’s rapid response shuttles are placed and getting prepared for quick launch. We’re loading the rest for a supply run to Supply Camp Ulithi.” 
 
    “Any issues setting the camp up?” 
 
    “None yet,” Sheridan said. “Strike Teams Courageous and Cutlass are in place. Kjetil’s people are giving it some extra teeth. And, of course, our quartermasters are going as fast as they can.” 
 
    “Let’s try to keep Tahzhent unaware of it, though,” Tahnerif said. “He will strike at it if he knows there is a secondary facility.” 
 
    “We can also assume Tahzhent’s creating advanced supply camps, too,” Akuwin said. “Especially since he will push in large numbers, hoping to get us into a set piece battle.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded. “Mike, when Otxoa gets back, see if he can figure out a plan for a deep strike at A’than with as wide a recon path as he can configure.” 
 
    “We can’t strike at Citadel A’than from the air,” Akuwin protested. 
 
    “I know that. You know that. But does Tahzhent know we Humans know that?” 
 
    “He has to assume we will tell you what we must not do.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We’re not actually attacking the base, we’re looking to get his aircrews to commit. Then, once they do, the Hawks fly back as if they have their tails between their legs. However, they’ll go out with full recon pods and only air-to-air munitions.” 
 
    Tahnerif scratched his muzzle. “I do not wish to waste our best air assets without much chance of reward.” 
 
    “Let’s ask Otxoa what he thinks and see if he can come up with a plan. He knows his LAHVs better than we do.” 
 
    “That is the wisdom of the Great Hunter.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Sector N2W1 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    26 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Khlaraz to Dagger Sunray. Enemy hunters spotted. Right where the rei’shin said.” 
 
    “Route?” 
 
    “South of Hill 685. I am getting my hunters ready.” 
 
    “Got it. Schmidt, get the platoon in place.” 
 
    “On it, LT,” the sergeant replied. “31, get up on the hill. Go slow and quiet. 41 and 11, in the tree line. 21, follow me.” 
 
    Kiial and the others followed as Schmidt moved them on the north side of Hill 685.  
 
    “31 to Dagger Sunray. The prey is in the trap.” 
 
    “Agreed. Open fire.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry, 21,” Schmidt said. “They’re not going to be listening at their six now.” 
 
    With that, Schmidt pushed them to go as fast as she could in the rough, cluttered terrain. They dodged through the dense trees. These, instead of the trees with large leaves from the first encounter, were more like broad, thick bushes that restricted movement.  
 
    “This’ll do. Get a firing position. This should be their axis of retreat.” A line appeared on the CASPer HUD. “21b, up the hill a bit. We’ll start with a K-bomb volley, then open fire with your MACs and miniguns. Got it?” 
 
    Kiial clicked his comm in reply. He’d already spotted a place with a good field of fire. He pointed at others for Sharl and Zenobia, and then settled in. 
 
    “Schmidt to Kiial. What’s the status of the rest of Team Dagger?” 
 
    Kiial blinked as he realized he’d lost track as they maneuvered. “Sorry, Sergeant, I got distracted.” 
 
    “I figured. I did, too, when I was first running a file. You’ll learn. Schmidt out.” 
 
    Kiial listened to the other portion of the battle. It had gone well again because, like the first time, Tahzhent’s warriors had allowed themselves to be ‘trapped,’ even though they outnumbered Strike Team Dagger again. 
 
    He realized the enemy was pulling back.  
 
    That’s why I needed to pay attention. 
 
    “21b, targets approaching,” he said.  
 
    Sharl and Zenobia clicked their comm.  
 
    Kiial watched for targets— 
 
    “Dagger Sunray to 21. Enemy not retreating along anticipated path. Repeat, not along path. They’ve gone uphill.” 
 
    “21, advance,” Schmidt snapped. 
 
    Before Kiial could take two steps, a volley of Zuul heavy rockets landed around their positions. They weren’t, fortunately, aimed at any of them in particular. 
 
    But there was at least one crunching sound in the comms that suggested the section hadn’t gotten through unscathed.  
 
    “Keep advancing, 21!” Schmidt commanded. “Into those launchers.” 
 
    Kiial saw her icon jump forward, and he accelerated as fast as he could go.  
 
    Suddenly, he was in among a bunch of Zuul. He fired a burst and saw MAC rounds take one in the face. He launched a K-bomb at movement to his left front, then followed it.  
 
    He ran into another Zuul, blasted it, then saw Zuul rockets had pinned Sharl down. He ran a line of minigun rounds and a couple of K-bombs into the brush where that fire seemed to come from and charged behind his line of fire. 
 
    None too soon, as this time an aimed heavy rocket flew right behind him to slam into a tree next to where he’d been. The concussion from the burst shoved his CASPer forward, but aside from the rough handling, Kiial couldn’t see any real damage.  
 
    He and Zenobia met in the middle of the enemy fire line.  
 
    “21b, get on our flank!” Schmidt snapped. 
 
    Kiial saw they’d slowed and created a gap. “Come on!” he said as he charged to fill that gap. He fired a three-round burst in his general line of advance periodically, but he had no idea of any targets.  
 
    Then Zenobia lit off with a series of bursts. Kiial’s HUD noted that each of her bursts eliminated one of the many Zuul warriors around them.  
 
    “21b, K-bombs here.” He highlighted a cluster of targets. “Fire.” 
 
    They launched a volley. 
 
    “And again,” he commanded. “Now follow me.” 
 
    A group of Zuul heavy rocketeers had been retreating as quickly as they could, but 21b’s charge had caused them to rush their shots.  
 
    Kiial made that the last mistake for one. Zenobia picked off several more, then Sharl jumped into the group to finish them off.  
 
    “21b, don’t stop now!” Kiial snapped as he sent a burst into another retreating group of Zuul. 
 
    “Dagger Sunray to 21. Incoming enemy air strike!” 
 
    “21, advance into them,” Schmidt said. “Right in the middle.” 
 
    “Zenobia, get on air defense and follow us!” Kiial yelled. “Sharl, charge!”  
 
    Matching deed to word, Kiial ran into the largest remaining collection of Zuul. He fired at movement. Then at a Zuul. Then another burst where his HUD suggested a Zuul might be.  
 
    His HUD suddenly blinked its low ammunition warning.  
 
    Zenobia’s MAC stuttered several times before the area around him exploded. 
 
    His CASPer flew into a tree, and several other warnings appeared on his HUD. Before he could figure out what they said, a second huge explosion rocked his CASPer.  
 
    “Team Dagger, cease anti-air. Incoming friendlies. Repeat, cease anti-air.” 
 
    Kiial shook the cobwebs out of his mind and passed on the command to Zenobia. He saw no Zuul in his immediate range. Sharl’s icon blinked with damage, as did Zenobia’s. In fact, so did three of 21a’s CASPers. The fourth, ominously, remained half a klick back, where the charge had started.  
 
    “21b, pull back to the rest of the platoon,” Jackson said. “All Zuul elements, we should have time before we need to move. Glean weapons and ammo.” 
 
    Kiial clicked his comm. He led Sharl and Zenobia back to the main ambush point.  
 
    “Status report, Sharl?” 
 
    “My left arm’s not moving well. My IR sensor’s been cutting in and out. I’m also not climbing anything for a bit. My ribs hurt.” 
 
    “I understand. Zenobia?” 
 
    “My K-bomb launcher reads off-line. I’m good otherwise, though.” 
 
    “I sure hope we can fix that.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    “Good job, Team Dagger,” Jackson said. “All file leaders and mar’shin, meet with me as soon as you can. Section 21, you had it hardest. The sappers will be on the west side of the rally point to check for field repairs.” 
 
    Kiial pointed to the engineers, who were already setting up temporary work areas. “The sappers are going to see if they can fix anything. Get checked out. I’ll go later, but the LT wants the file leaders.” 
 
    “Got it, boss,” Sharl said, and she and Zenobia moved over.  
 
    Jackson’s CASPer didn’t move when Kiial arrived. He didn’t move with any of the other leaders, Zuul or Human. He was clearly watching for Schmidt and her file to return.  
 
    Schmidt came in, her and Marshall carrying a heavily damaged CASPer between them. They set it next to the sappers. Schmidt looked down at the CASPer for a long moment, then trotted over to the LT. 
 
    “Sergeant Schmidt reporting, sir. Sorry for the delay.” 
 
    “We don’t leave our own behind, Sergeant.” 
 
    “No, sir. Dammit, sir, we had them. I did not expect that heavy rocket barrage.” 
 
    “I read the reports from Maquon. They didn’t have that many heavy rocket launchers there.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “With respect, Lieutenant Jackson,” Mar’shin Khlaraz said, “we were unable to bring as many rockets as we wished to Maquon. However, even so, I would not have expected that many rockets launched at once. It is possible Kal’shin Tahzhent grouped several of his heavy rocket teams together.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll pass that on to Rei’shin Fahrissthan.” 
 
    “As is right and proper.” 
 
    “How much did you glean?” 
 
    Khlaraz’s muzzle twisted with distaste. “Some units of fire, but probably a net loss for the battle. It is difficult, you understand. While it is a badge of honor to allow the valiant dead to rest here through the remainder of this contest, it is usually our way to leave them their weapons.” 
 
    “Needs must,” Jackson said. 
 
    “That is what the kal’shin said to all Stalkers. However, I do not believe our warriors have been as thorough as they might have been, nor am I anxious to chastise them. Gleaning weapons from honored dead is a path through the swamp.” 
 
    “I understand.” Jackson pursed his lips. “Now, my momma’s son hears you say weapons. Would your warriors be more willing to simply take the ammo if we left the honored dead their weapons?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Certainly some would see it as preferable.” 
 
    “Do that, then. We may run out of launchers as a unit. At this rate, though, we will run out of ammo.” 
 
    “Your words carry the wisdom of the Great Hunter.” Khlaraz scratched his muzzle. “I will see that ammunition is gleaned diligently.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mar’shin.” Jackson stretched his neck. “Did we see anything else of note? Other than the odd retreat path.” 
 
    “Which was a trap, sir,” Schmidt said. “They were hoping we’d go around the hill just like we did. If they did group several heavy rocket teams, I think they may be targeting our CASPers first.” 
 
    “That would make sense, Sergeant Schmidt,” Khlaraz said. “They have at least five Zuul warriors to each of ours. Your heavier weapons and armor are all that prevent them from sweeping us to the swamp. Tahzhent would not ignore that.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that on, too. Sergeant, I want you to think about ways we can adapt our tactics to this new threat. I don’t want to hold our CASPers back, but I want us to take as many of them with each one as we can.” 
 
    “As we did this time,” Schmidt said with a growl. “We hit them hard.” 
 
    “I want to do better. Tenacious and versatile.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” all the Foresters answered.  
 
    The Zuul howled in return.  
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
    Kiial walked back with Schmidt to the rest of 21.  
 
    “It was Marelk, kid. I’d be shocked if he’s alive,” she said. 
 
    When they reached the sappers, one looked at the sergeant and shook his head. He turned back to strip the CASPer of ammo and usable parts.  
 
    “A cousin, I presume?” Schmidt asked. 
 
    “Yes, my second cousin. A member of my kinship. Rhan’Marelk’Tala. Another I played with as a child.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kiial.” 
 
    “Fuck my uncle.” 
 
    “Yeah. Go get some food and rest.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    Sharl bared her teeth at him when he returned and shared the news. “I’ll never forget how much Marelk loved seleasha. Couldn’t get enough.” 
 
    “Remember the time—” 
 
    “With his damsire?” Sharl’s tail flipped in laughter, tinged with grief. “Who could forget?” 
 
    Kiial’s tail flipped, then dropped to the ground. “I certainly won’t.” He took his food to the side of the rally point.  
 
    Zenobia came over after a while. “Kiial? You okay?” 
 
    “Fuck my uncle.” 
 
    “That’s sort of what Sharl is saying.” 
 
    “She was close to Marelk. She was only his third cousin, so it was conceivable they might mate, though the kinship leaders saw both as too young and immature to make such a decision yet.” 
 
    “She said something like that, too.” Zenobia put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. Nothing to do but keep on, though.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder how many of our clan are going to die out here.” 
 
    The Human didn’t answer, just squeezed his shoulder and walked away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Kharzhelan Base Sz’kal 
 
    Sector S1W7 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    28 September 2126 
 
      
 
    “Report from Strike Team Carbine,” Sheridan said. He changed the sand table. “Tahzhent’s sent a full battalion, we think the Sunwardens, at our southern flank.” 
 
    “What? How far west?” 
 
    Sheridan highlighted Sector S4W5. 
 
    “Tahzhent is a skilled hunter,” Tahnerif growled. “Team Carbine will not be able to get between them and Sz’kal.” 
 
    “I agree. Should I commit Bravo Company?” 
 
    Tahnerif scratched his muzzle. “I think not. Major, how quickly could you get your Alpha Company here?” He highlighted a series of ridges in an otherwise open area of steppes in Sector S3W6. 
 
    “With our shuttles? About two hours.” 
 
    “If Team Carbine spotted the attack here, then we should have plenty of time to play one of Tahzhent’s tricks on him.” 
 
    Edmonds narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I’ll explain in a moment, but I don’t think we have time to waste.” 
 
    “Very well. Mike, get Captain Elliot and Alpha going.” 
 
    “On it, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds turned back to Tahnerif. “We have Bravo in place just for this purpose. Why not use them?” 
 
    “It is my hope that Tahzhent will note that we reacted from Sz’kal. I believe this is less of an attack than a feint to see what our reaction will be. I think he will then try to take advantage of this maneuver by threatening a similar attack in the future, with the actual thrust coming at Citadel Sz’kal from a different direction.” 
 
    “Won’t we make ourselves vulnerable?” 
 
    “Not if we can figure out a way to trap him.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “This is not my first hunt, either.” 
 
    Edmonds chuckled. “That’s fair. Besides, Alpha hasn’t had a chance to get out in the field, and they need the work.” 
 
    Akuwin tapped her claws on the sand table. “Do you think this is the attack with the secondary follow-up? Tahzhent is aware of your reputation and your knowledge of his hunting skills.” 
 
    “That is well-considered, Rei’shin. Bring the entire base into alert status.” 
 
    “Let’s get some dropships up, too.” Edmonds highlighted Sector N3W5. “Have them range out to here. They’ll remain in place to defend Sz’kal if needed, but going out on that diagonal should cover most of where a second attack might come from.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    The colonel opened a channel. “Edmonds to Otxoa.” 
 
    “Hawks, here.” 
 
    “We’re passing on a line of attack. We think we can defend it with a shuttle lift of Alpha out to S4W6 without risking your dropships, but we want to ensure we’re in place should Tahzhent send a second attack from another axis.” 
 
    “Data received.” Otxoa paused. “I believe if I have a flight of Zuul dropships proceed along these separate paths as stealthily as they can out to N3W5, they can scout even more of that potential second threat axis.” 
 
    The lines appeared on Edmonds’ pad. He showed them to Tahzhent. 
 
    “I agree,” said the kal’shin. 
 
    “I’ll get that prepped and launched,” Otxoa said. “I’ll also launch our Hawks in pure air-to-air mode to escort the shuttles, and then I’ll stay in that area as CAP. If I were them, I’d follow up with a series of airstrikes at our known positions. We can’t stop all of them, but we might be able to trap a flight or two.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Is this a grab for territory, or a raid, Kal’shin?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Probably a raid. We would see them pressing along the southern road more to make sure they had a supply chain.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too. Did you catch that, Lieutenant Otxoa?” 
 
    “Yes. If there’s not a strike, then maybe we can point our AAMs at extraction dropships.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Otxoa, out.” 
 
    Soon, the roar of the shuttles bearing Alpha Company flew directly over the command center at low altitude. Then the slightly lighter tone of the four LAHVs followed.  
 
    “It is irritating to me, Colonel,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You have been a part of the Galactic Union for far less a time than the Zuul, but you have much better weapons than we have ever developed.” 
 
    “We haven’t had much choice. Your Zuul need little to serve as excellent light infantry, but we need the best weapons we can build, or we die. The Alpha Contracts showed us that, even if we hadn’t thought that way already.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I forget that the vast majority of your initial mercenary units did not return.” 
 
    “Only the Four Horsemen. Four units out of 100.” 
 
    “That is indeed incentive. I would accept that as an apology, but it still irritates me that your LAHVs are so much more maneuverable than our current class of dropships. It is not as if we do not need excellent weapons in our strike craft as much as you do.” 
 
    “Ah, well. I’ll say the Hawks are about the only Human merc unit that uses those. That’s their specialty, and they designed them to fit their particular needs. They want to be the best airmobile merc unit in the Galactic Union, so they pay a ton for their strike craft. You’ll remember the Foresters’ dropships weren’t much different than yours in capabilities.” 
 
    “That is true. I am not mollified, however.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “But the Great Hunter knows I would rather have them than let Tahzhent have them.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    They turned their attention to the reports. The recon flights to the northeast didn’t report any hint of a second attack. Presently, the shuttles carrying Alpha Company landed, and the company deployed.  
 
    “Sir, we’re getting some hints that Tahzhent’s up to something,” Akuwin said. 
 
    “From the northeast? They found a second attack?” 
 
    “No.” Akuwin highlighted Sectors S7W2 and S7W3. “Team Dauntless has had some radar blips coming around south of them.” 
 
    “Pass those on to Otxoa.” 
 
    “Already done.” 
 
    “We’ve had several exchanges with his LAHVs and Tahzhent’s dropships now,” Sheridan mused. “Do you think he dislikes them even more than you do, Kal’shin?” 
 
    Tahnerif slammed his fist into his open paw, then opened a channel. “Kal’shin to Otxoa. Be forewarned. I believe this might be a feint to draw your LAHVs out in the open. Be prepared for a strike aimed at your flight.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s a scary thought.” Edmonds grimaced. “Sunray Actual to Strike Team Carbine. Status of OPFOR?” 
 
    “Carbine to Sunray. OPFOR continues to advance toward Sz’kal.” 
 
    “Air assets?” 
 
    “None spotted for the last hour. Purely a ground force. Also, we’ve confirmed that they’re the Sunwardens, or at least all we’ve seen are wearing that unit badge.” 
 
    Akuwin scratched her muzzle. “Akuwin to Team Carbine. Have you gotten a count of their heavy rocket launchers?” 
 
    The reply came back after a long moment, “None spotted, but we’ve only been tracking their flankers.” 
 
    “Understood. Keep tracking them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Edmonds flipped through his pad. “You’re worried about that attack on Team Dagger a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel,” Akuwin said. “Your Lieutenant Jackson had an excellent point. Fahrissthan checked with the other Delta Company teams, and while they cannot confirm Tahzhent’s warriors are targeting your CASPers, they all report higher than expected heavy rocket fire. Also, it would be surprising if Tahzhent was now adapting his tactics and weapons to attack your CASPers. They are his greatest threat, as is clear even to the newest hunter.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Tahnerif sighed. “He has undoubtedly claimed all the heavy rockets and launchers that were intended for the Stalkers. Plus, of course, all he could have gathered from other sources.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to keep from getting shot,” Edmonds said. “Major, please send out a message to that effect to all the platoon commanders.” 
 
    A call came in two hours later, “Alpha Sunray to Sunray Actual. Alpha Company is in position along specified line. Repeat, Alpha is in position.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at the plot, comparing Carbine’s icons, the OPFOR, and Alpha Company. “Sunray to Captain Elliot. Forwarding current recon data to your CASPer. There might be an ambush opportunity along this line of hills in Sector S4W6.” 
 
    “I see it, sir.” A pause. “Preparing to advance to that position.” 
 
    “Sunray out.” Edmonds leaned back and sighed. 
 
    The kal’shin bared his teeth. “Now the waiting.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    They stared at the plot as new updates came in.  
 
    “They’re not going to walk into Alpha’s trap,” Edmonds said after an update. 
 
    “No, they’re not.” Tahnerif scratched his muzzle, then highlighted a spot on the sand table. “However, if your company falls back to this ridge line, they should be in position to react either way, if the Sunwardens advance to the north.” 
 
    “Agreed. Mike, pass that on.” Edmonds turned back to the sand table. He watched as the Sunwardens did, indeed, advance north. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “What?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “They’re acting too much like we want them to.” 
 
    “They did not go into that trap.” 
 
    “No, but they’re advancing past their line of support. That tells me we’re not seeing all of that support.” 
 
    Akuwin tapped the table. “If we accept the premise that Tahzhent wishes to eliminate as many of your CASPers as he could, I see what the colonel is thinking.” She highlighted Sector S4W6. “If the Sunwardens keep advancing, our natural response would be to put Team Carbine behind them and cut off their retreat. We could then smash them between our two forces.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded. “But if Tahzhent has a second company farther back, say in S4W3, it might be Team Carbine that’s trapped between two forces.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “There’s no way we can get air recon out that far. Not now, especially with our assets currently deployed as they are.” 
 
    “We could move Strike Team Dauntless south to scout it out.” 
 
    The colonel stared at the sand table. “No, let’s do something Tahzhent isn’t used to.” He glanced at Tahnerif. 
 
    “Go ahead, Colonel.” 
 
    “Sunray Actual to Alpha Sunray. Refuse contact. Do not, I repeat, do not attempt to ambush them at this moment.” 
 
    “Elliot to Sunray. Confirm order.” 
 
    “Order confirmed. We think Tahzhent’s trying to trap one or more of our strike teams. Instead, we should let the Sunwardens stick their heads out too far.” 
 
    “Understood. Elliot, out.” 
 
    “Edmonds to Team Carbine. Keep track of the Sunwardens. Do not attempt to trap them. Let them advance as much as they wish.” 
 
    “Understand, recon only and leave escape route.” 
 
    “Correct,” Edmonds confirmed.  
 
    “We’re just going to let them go?” Tahnerif asked, eyes narrowed and fur bristled. 
 
    “Assuming they don’t advance too far, yes.” 
 
    “Why?” Akuwin asked. She, too, looked outraged. 
 
    “Tahzhent is cagey, right? He’s good at airdropping his warriors where he wants them, you said.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. We have an enemy sticking his neck out exactly as we want him to. Our natural response is to bite it off. That’s obvious to your youngest hunter.” 
 
    “I understand that. I do not understand letting them go.” 
 
    “If we refuse contact to where we can control the airspace, or at least have parity, we can absolutely take out the Sunwardens.” 
 
    “But they will not come that far, not without a major push from the rest of Tahzhent’s troops.” 
 
    “Right. So they’ll go back. Tahzhent will then wonder why we didn’t attack. He’ll either think we’re cowards, or that we don’t have the resources we’re clearly trying to show we do with our advanced strike teams. Either answer will prompt him to attack where we’re strongest.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “And then we can trap all his companies.” 
 
    “All he commits, yes.” 
 
    “It is not the Zuul way,” Akuwin replied, “but you are right. He will tend to believe one or the other of those options.” 
 
    “Either we get the Sunwardens, or we get Tahzhent to make incorrect assumptions. Either is good for us, but only if we continue to refuse contact. A good old-fashioned rope-a-dope.” 
 
    “Rope—” Tahnerif raised a paw. “I do not want to know.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Tahv’s sun beat down on their position, so Kiial had all his filters active to ensure he could still see. They were in hastily dug foxholes just underneath a ridge.  
 
    This was as far as Team Dagger had pushed out. According to the LT, this was a major route for one of Tahzhent’s supply dumps. Due to the disparity in air assets, the Foresters hadn’t managed to locate the precise location of those camps, but resupply routes were easier to find.  
 
    “I don’t like this, Kiial,” Sharl said. 
 
    “What’s not to like? We just gotta sit here until we get targets. The Zuul supply convoy is going to go along that road there. Easy range for our MACs, and supposedly for these special K-bombs they gave us.” 
 
    “I guess I’d like trees or something to give us concealment.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile, Sharl.” 
 
    Zenobia chuckled. “She’s still pissed you got the last chocolate bar yesterday.” 
 
    “Chocolate’s bad for her. I’m just doing my job as file leader to protect my troops.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Kiial,” Sharl said. 
 
    “Is that any way to talk to your file leader and, I might remind you, your boss in the clan corporation?”  
 
    “Good point. Fuck off, Regent-Without-Portfolio.” 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    “21b, you don’t shut up, I’ll eat all your chocolate next time,” Schmidt said. 
 
    Kiial laughed. An alert showed on his HUD. He was much quicker with the interface now, but even so, it was still Zenobia who alerted the section quickest.  
 
    “Incoming vehicles,” she said. “Current count is eight large trucks, with escorts forward and behind.” 
 
    “Got it. 21b to Schmidt.” 
 
    “Already on it, Kiial. Targeting assignments on the way from Jackson.” 
 
    Kiial was on the far end, so he wasn’t surprised when his HUD highlighted the trailing escort.  
 
    “Schmidt to 21. Remember, ladies and gentlemen, we’re going with a three-round burst of the long-range incendiary K-bombs. That’s it, then you get out of here. Keep our MACs on air defense mode. They have to have some air cover around here somewhere.” 
 
    A series of clicks answered her. 
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Team Dagger. Prepare to open fire at assigned targets,” Jackson said. “Open fire.” 
 
    Kiial fired his burst of K-bombs, as did the rest of 21b.  
 
    Dagger’s mortars thunked over his head, also with three-round bursts, then his sensors flashed a series of warnings. 
 
    “21b to Dagger Sunray. The convoy has anti-artillery lasers.” 
 
    “I see them, passing on to Khlaraz. Now get back to your fallback position.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He switched to the file circuit. “21b, back to the next position. Hustle up.” 
 
    Matching word to deed, he scrambled up the sandy hill and over the ridgeline. He ran past the line of Zuul dug in behind the ridge with 212 launchers. The CASPers and mortar teams reassembled at the next hill, half a klick away, but in range to cover the Zuul missileers. The rest of Team Dagger covered their flanks already.  
 
    As they got settled in, air defense warnings popped up all over his HUD.  
 
    “Holy crap—” 
 
    “Shut up, Zenobia. We all see them.” 
 
    The missileers launched their volley and ran. Three Zuul CAS strike craft exploded, but another swooped down to strafe them. 
 
    A group of sappers sent four M-8s up to meet it. Despite their mediocre capabilities, four of them in the face of a single bird charging along a valley was too much. The strike craft tumbled into a fireball a hundred meters from Kiial’s position.  
 
    The 212 missileers reached their secondary positions, where they prepped more missiles.  
 
    Kiial saw a number of the bogies on his sensors swerve away from the valley, but a flight of four curved to swoop in their direction. However, they started their attack run several klicks away, and that meant longer-range missiles.  
 
    “Schmidt to all CASPers. Set air-defense mode to point defense, then hunker down.” 
 
    Kiial responded and waited. 
 
    The dropships launched their stand-off missiles at about the same time the Zuul missileers launched their 212s. With nothing to do but let his CASPer fire at the incoming missiles, he watched as the dropships zigged and released countermeasures.  
 
    Then Kiial’s MAC fired swift bursts, as did the rest of 21’s. A missile thumped close, shaking him in his harness. Another exploded much closer and bounced Kiial around. Several warnings appeared on his HUD, but nothing critical.  
 
    A third missile landed behind him, and he winced. That’s about where our other Zuul are.  
 
    One of the dropships exploded. Another veered off, with two missiles in its wake.  
 
    The other two dropships curved around for a strafing run.  
 
    More M-8s rose to meet them, but they were simply too slow for the dropships, especially since they were already in supersonic mode.  
 
    But no pilot enjoys seeing missiles rising to meet them, and one of the dropships twisted out of its run early. The other came straight at 21.  
 
    Schmidt snapped, “Full air-defense mode. Now!” 
 
    Kiial had already started switching but, as usual, Zenobia’s pinplant made the difference. Her MAC rippled out a burst. The dropship’s forward cannon flickered, and the ground exploded around 21b. However, several of Zenobia’s tungsten-cored MAC rounds ripped through the nose and cockpit of the dropship.  
 
    The dropship immediately fluttered off course, and then nosed straight into a hill.  
 
    “Dammit!” Marshall yelled. “I’m hit.” 
 
    “How bad?” Schmidt snapped.  
 
    “More blood than I want to see, but more importantly, my HUD’s lit up like a Christmas tree. I can’t tell what the hell happened, but it sure as hell isn’t moving when I tell it to.” 
 
    “Sapper, on me!” Schmidt commanded as she bounded over. “Right. Unass your CASPer, Marshall. A round blew your CASPer’s leg clean off. Good thing your leg ain’t in it.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but it feels like something…” 
 
    “Marshall, say that again!” 
 
    No answer.  
 
    A sapper ran up and hit the combat release to open the cockpit.  
 
    With nothing blocking his view, Kiial could see. Marshall looked over, eyes full of pain, face covered in blood. More blood pumped out of the top of his leg. 
 
    The sapper tried to apply a tourniquet, but Kiial saw the moment his friend’s eyes stopped seeing anything. “Fuck my uncle!”  
 
    “Shut up, Kiial,” Schmidt snarled. “21, get moving. The sapper will set the CASPer to blow, but we’ve got to get Team Dagger outta here.” 
 
    They reached the rally point without further contact, but Kiial didn’t recall any of the march. However, he would never forget the explosion when Marshall’s CASPer self-destructed, Marshall’s body still inside.  
 
    Schmidt sat next to him after they settled in for the night. She handed him a chocolate bar. “Sometimes the job gets us.” 
 
    “I know, Sergeant. We lost Marshall and three Zuul, according to what I heard from Khlaraz.” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    Kiial raised a paw. “Yeah, I know. It was a great job. I heard we got the whole convoy in the initial barrage, even with the lasers going after the mortars. I also saw we got, what, three dropships?” 
 
    “And two CAS birds.” 
 
    “A favorable exchange rate, no doubt about it.” The Cochkala unwrapped the chocolate. “This stuff is supposed to be poisonous to us. A favorable fucking exchange rate. Maybe this’ll kill me first.” 
 
    “That’s why I brought it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Colonel, I wonder if you have irritated Tahzhent with your strike teams going after his convoys,” Akuwin said. “Either that, or you have successfully convinced him we are weak.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Edmonds asked.  
 
    “I have gotten reports in the last moments from scouts from Teams Dagger, Dauntless, Defiant, Carbine, and Courageous. They all report enemy forces advancing on their positions.” 
 
    “All of them?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Show me on the sand table,” Edmonds said. 
 
    Akuwin scaled out on the table and highlighted a series of points in a broad front. “These are all confirmed sightings.” 
 
    “Crap. He’s decided he’s had enough of playing our games. We knew he was adapting his tactics, what with the anti-mortar lasers and the rockets, but now he’s throwing his heavier weight of troops at us.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tahnerif scratched his muzzle. “I am going to continue with your…whatever you called it. Kal’shin to all strike team commanders. Pull back.” 
 
    “The rope-a-dope?” 
 
    “Yes. Let us get him into areas we can control easier.” 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s apprise Otxoa.” Edmonds hit the comm. “Edmonds to Otxoa. We’re facing a broad ground advance. I expect there are air assets behind that advance, though nothing from Team Daring yet.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Wouldn’t be the first time Tahzhent sent his strike craft on a path that didn’t go over Daring. I’ll have all the dropships armed and readied. I’ll get the CAP exchanged and start a quicker rotation. Armament suggestions?” 
 
    “Keep with air-to-air, primarily, especially on your LAHVs. Reserve one flight for CAS.” 
 
    “All air-to-air, except one flight for CAS confirmed.” 
 
    “Got plans for the shuttles?” 
 
    “No, sir. Some are on supply runs, but nothing that can’t be rearranged.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ve got plans for them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Otxoa, out.” 
 
    “Kal’shin, I’ve been studying the terrain. I believe we want to pull back to this line,” Sheridan said. He showed his proposal on the sand table. “It should take advantage of the natural terrain, as well as providing some avenue for retreats.” 
 
    Tahnerif chuckled.  
 
    Sheridan cocked his head. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You have a good eye. It is a well-known line that has been used in other battles of honor. Feel free to pass it on to your subordinates in your way.” He opened a comm channel. “Attention, all Stalkers units. We shall hold the Line of Broken Spears. Fight so the bones of our ancestors shall rise out of the ground and howl.” 
 
    “The Line of Broken Spears?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You have stories about these areas, I take it.” 
 
    “Indeed, yes. The Great Hunter and the Slyest Prey have both witnessed deeds great and small along those hills.” 
 
    Sheridan snorted. “Please tell me they’re not all deeds like the Alamo or Shiroyama. Places where warriors fought well, but died in heroic last stands.” 
 
    Tahnerif laughed, more cheerfully than Edmonds had ever heard from him. “No, Major. These stories do not all end that way.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    “Edmonds to Kjetil. We’re deploying to a line here. You won’t have much time, but you have free use of the shuttles as you see fit. See if you can create some firing lanes.” 
 
    “What about Alpha and Bravo?” Sheridan said.  
 
    “Get Bravo to Camp Ulithi. It might need the extra defenders. This Line of Broken Spears is only a few klicks east of it.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Get Alpha prepped. Once Kjetil has gotten his sappers out to the Line, get those shuttles back, and we’ll use Alpha for an airlift strike if we see an opportunity.” 
 
    “I don’t like that Tahzhent is limiting our movement,” Akuwin said. “This is exactly the kind of thing he would do to force us into a position so he can strike where we do not expect him.” 
 
    “We have those extra squads with 212s here in Sz’kal,” Tahnerif mused. He pointed at the map. “Send all but one of those squads in a line here. These are the two main landing zones for those attacking Sz’kal. Do not allow Tahzhent’s dropships to land a raid unscathed.” 
 
    “That’ll weaken our defense of Sz’kal itself,” Akuwin objected. 
 
    “Yes, but we cannot be strong everywhere, especially since Tahzhent outnumbers us. The Slyest Prey may very well take advantage of it. On the other hand, we have not yet committed Alpha Company, and Captain Kjetil’s fixed defenses will tend to funnel attackers into lanes even our quartermasters and mechanics can defend, if needed. This does not count your strange artillery, either.” 
 
    Edmonds looked up from the sand table. “I agree.” He returned to staring at the pixels, searching for a magic trick that would give them an easy advantage. He didn’t find one. 
 
    “All Charlie Teams in their positions,” Akuwin said. “Bravo is three klicks from Ulithi. The Delta Company strike teams are pulling back in good order, but both Defiant and Dauntless report they are being pressed. Thus far, they have no significant casualties, but they have not been able to move at full speed.” 
 
    “Understood,” Edmonds said, not lifting his eyes. 
 
    “Delta strike teams in position,” Akuwin said two hours later. 
 
    “Tahzhent knows about the Line of Broken Spears, right?” Sheridan said suddenly. 
 
    “Of course, all Zuul do.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m an idiot—” 
 
    Before he could explain, Akuwin’s head snapped up. “Kal’shin. Teams Courageous and Carbine report dropships behind their positions!” 
 
    “Behind?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Yes. Looks like they circled from the edge of the Kharzhelan and then around.” 
 
    “Enemy size?” 
 
    “A full Zuul battalion each with CAS cover.”  
 
    “Dammit!” The colonel grabbed the comm. “Edmonds to Otxoa.” 
 
    “Otxoa here.” 
 
    Edmonds explained the situation. 
 
    “I can help one, but not both, sir.” A pause. “Launching strike now. Which one do we help?” 
 
    “Captain Forsberg is with Team Courageous,” Sheridan said. “He’s got a better chance of extracting his team than his LT with Carbine.” 
 
    “Stevens, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Fresh replacement. Just hired on.” 
 
    Edmonds sighed. “Go south, Lieutenant Otxoa. Support Strike Team Carbine.” 
 
    “Understood. Otxoa, out.” 
 
    The airstrike thundered over a few moments later.  
 
    Edmonds didn’t hear it. He held the sand table tightly, his knuckles turning white. 
 
    Tahnerif grimaced. “Curse the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Edmonds stared at the table. “Derek Forsberg came to the Foresters as a country kid who had no clue. He barely passed our basic training. Wouldn’t have, if it hadn’t been clear he’d do anything he needed to and that he got better day by day. Still the worst recruit in his training platoon.” 
 
    “Yet he ended up leading one of your companies?”  
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin. He wasn’t dumb, just hadn’t seen anything. Came all the way up the ranks, and he’s utterly dependable.” 
 
    Akuwin said quietly, “The two flanking strike teams are now under heavy fire.”  
 
    Edmonds turned the incoming radio channel up on the speaker so they could all hear it. The voices of Stalkers, Foresters, Hawks cracked in confusing haste for the next half hour. 
 
    “Uukhai!” Otxoa yelled. His Hawks repeated the battle cry several times. 
 
    “Team Courageous, charge front!” Forsberg’s voice came across. 
 
    A number of explosions sounded in the channel.  
 
    “31 to Courageous Sunray, they have a lot of heavy roc—” Another explosion.  
 
    “Keep moving,” he yelled. “Press them! Give our doggies a chance to roam!” 
 
    “Scratch two dropships!” a Zuul pilot howled. 
 
    “Team Carbine, keep firing!” Lieutenant Stevens yelled.  
 
    “At least Stevens is fighting,” Sheridan muttered. “But then, that’s what his profile said. Not brilliant, but stubborn.” 
 
    “Kanzhissthan, you’re clear for a bombing run,” Otxoa said. 
 
    “Team Courageous, full volley of K-bombs on my mark,” Forsberg said. “Mark!” 
 
    Small explosions sounded, then another batch of larger ones.  
 
    “31b to Courageous Sunray. Down to two!” 
 
    “And the Zuul?” 
 
    “They’re in the woods.” 
 
    “Courageous Sunray to Strike Team Courageous. Head due south! Repeat, due south, depending upon terrain.” 
 
    “Mar’shin Kanzhissthan to Team Carbine. CAS flight incoming. Request strike coordinates.” 
 
    “Right at our six!” Stevens snapped.  
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “41a to Courageous Sunray. We’re taking heavy fire. Those big fucking rockets.” A huge explosion sounded. “We can’t move!” 
 
    “Team Courageous, continue advance,” Forsberg snapped. “11a, with me.” 
 
    Edmonds opened his mouth, but shook his head. 
 
    “What?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “I wanted to order Forsberg to let 41a go.” He sighed. “Never give an order you know won’t be obeyed.” 
 
    “Yes. That is something we Zuul understand well.” 
 
    “Nice shooting, Kanzhissthan!” Then an explosion.  
 
    “Sergeant Canty to Team Carbine. The LT’s down. I’m assuming command.” 
 
    “Canty?” Sheridan said. “That’s not Charlie Third’s platoon sergeant.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Edmonds growled. 
 
    “Keep moving, Courageous!” Forsberg snapped. Something was wrong with his voice, though. “Move, move, move...” His voice trailed off, and a tear formed in Edmonds’ eye, but he didn’t turn away from the sand table.  
 
    “Elements of Team Courageous approaching Team Defiant’s northern perimeter,” Akuwin said. “Defiant’s CASPers have turned and counterattacked. They’re taking heavy fire, but are holding.” 
 
    “What about the warriors to their east?” 
 
    “The Zuul are holding them off, with help from the Kjetil’s defenses.” 
 
    “Team Carbine, prepare to advance!” Canty yelled.  
 
    “Team Defiant, hit ‘em with all you got!” yelled that unit’s lieutenant, who’s name escaped Edmonds for the moment. 
 
    “Damn those heavy rockets!”  
 
    Edmonds had no idea who’d said that, but he heard the explosions in the warning’s wake. 
 
    Then, suddenly, as if a cloud passed across the sun, the battle stopped.  
 
    The remnants reformed, and Edmonds listened as they counted the dead. 
 
    The colonel stared at the sand table. “Nothing but a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part VI – On One Turn 
 
      
 
    If you can make one heap of all your winnings 
 
    And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss, 
 
    And lose, and start again at your beginnings 
 
    And never breathe a word about your loss; 
 
    If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew 
 
    To serve your turn long after they are gone, 
 
    And so hold on when there is nothing in you 
 
    Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’ 
 
      
 
    - Rudyard Kipling, If— 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 – Kal’shin Tahnerif 
 
    Kharzhelan Base Sz’kal 
 
    Sector S1W7 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    6 October 2126 
 
      
 
    “Kal’shin, I have concerns about all of Delta’s strike teams, especially Team Dagger,” Akuwin said. “I am looking at the reports from that last ambush. They have fought well. Jackson is an able leader, and Dagger has slain many of the foe, but nonetheless, they are wearing down.” 
 
    Sheridan nodded. “The rei’shin is correct. Mar’shin Khlaraz has had to reorganize his squads twice now, eliminating two of the eight he started with. The Foresters have taken fewer casualties, but every CASPer shows some damage. As a whole, their combat capacity hasn’t diminished much, but that could change far quicker than we wish.” 
 
    “Mar’shin Khlaraz, of course, makes no mention that his troops are fatigued, but his casualties have increased.” 
 
    “Which is a sign from the Great Hunter that they, too, need rest,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin,” Akuwin agreed. 
 
    “How quickly would you suggest rotating them out?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “Yesterday, sir,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “In true accordance with the wishes of the Slyest Prey.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Akuwin said. “Tahzhent has attempted to keep constant contact on our Delta teams since the trap he sprang against Charlie teams at the Line of Broken Spears. In so doing, he has hastened their fatigue.” 
 
    “Do we have time to create teams from Alpha and swap them out?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “There’s no way we can exchange Team Daring,” Sheridan said.  
 
    “You’re right,” the colonel agreed. “However, we can take care of the rest of the units. Besides, Pedersen’s had Team Daring sitting in their roost for a couple of weeks now, not fighting, but I haven’t needed Otxoa’s reports to realize just how useful his advance airstrike warnings have been.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tahnerif said. “I had thought to use him sooner to strike at Tahzhent’s air assets, but the Great Hunter knows, I am often impatient.” 
 
    “Though the question remains, Colonel,” Sheridan said, “when do you want to play that card?” 
 
    “Not yet. They’ll only get one real shot to do any good.” 
 
    “If you don’t use them soon, we will be in trouble. The Delta and Charlie units have been doing well, but overall, Tahzhent’s control of the airspace and his ensuing mobility has caused us problems.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter could not agree more,” Tahnerif said.  
 
    “There’s another problem, too.” Sheridan sent a chart to the viewscreen. “This is our ammo supply compared to our usage. As you can see, since Jackson suggested that we have your warriors only glean rockets and not launchers, we’ve managed to keep your warriors supplied. It’s also helped that they’ve used grenades instead of rockets to flush the OPFOR out.” 
 
    Edmonds grimaced. “I see that’s not true for our CASPers. If these numbers are right, we’re running through our MAC rounds too damn quickly. We have enough for now, and plenty of minigun rounds, but it’s going to be a problem eventually. Damn that shortage!” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That’s what I wanted you to see. Let’s get the Delta teams swapped out with the Alpha teams as soon as we can. Then I suggest, when we get our armorers working on Delta’s CASPers, we replace their MACs with 12.7mm machine guns. It’s not ideal, but at least they’ll have ammo for their main guns.” 
 
    Edmonds scratched his chin. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    Akuwin sighed. “However, exchanging the units will not be easy, especially once Tahzhent realizes we are doing it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tahnerif said. “I expect he’s expecting us to do just that sort of thing.” 
 
    “So we have to convince him we’re doing something else,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Attacking.” Edmonds highlighted S1E3. “We believe Tahzhent’s forward supply base is here. Let’s attack with all the Delta units, along with all the air cover Otxoa can give us. As part of the assault, we’ll send every shuttle we can, both to pull back the Delta strike teams, and retrieve whatever supplies we can get.” 
 
    “That is a daring approach, Colonel,” the kal’shin approved. “We have been more aggressive than Tahzhent expected, but only in forward ambushes. That might very well surprise him.” 
 
    “Even if he expects it,” Akuwin said, “I do not believe his rei’shin and mar’shin will. They are skilled warriors, but he has always sought courage over cunning.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “We should unleash Fahrissthan, too,” Sheridan said. “She’s planned the ambushes from Camp Ulithi brilliantly, but I can tell she’s tired of sending troopers to fight without leading them herself.” 
 
    “There is little doubt of that.” Tahnerif snorted. “However, I agree. It will give her just the chance she needs, and it will make the assault that much more likely to succeed.” 
 
    They went over the plan for a while, going through various permutations, then Edmonds sighed. “This was my idea, and I think it’s the best one we’ve got, but I don’t like the ultimate result.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Colonel?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “If this succeeds, we’ll end up behind the Line of Broken Spears in terrain that’s not as good defensively. We might have to fall back so much that we’ll have no need for Camp Ulithi. That may eliminate our opportunity for forward operations for some time, if we can ever regain it.” 
 
    “We could pull Bravo back here,” Sheridan suggested. “Then they could guard Citadel Sz’kal while we advance the Alpha teams into Delta’s former positions on the way to retrieving Delta from the assault on Tahzhent’s forward base.” 
 
    “Risky. That exposes the Charlie teams if Tahzhent gets between them and Sz’kal.” 
 
    “Do we have a choice, sir? The only other option is to strip Sz’kal to its support personnel and our wounded.” He chuckled grimly. “And ourselves, of course.” 
 
    “Which would allow Tahzhent, if he were to strike at just the wrong time, to overrun Sz’kal and end this conflict of honor,” Tahnerif said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Tahnerif and Edmonds looked at each other. Then the kal’shin turned back to Sheridan. “Plan the hunt including your idea to bring Bravo back. This is, perhaps, where the Human metaphor of ‘dancing’ is most correct. It shall be an intricate set of steps to make these exchanges happen without flaw.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Won’t be easy. Tenacious and versatile.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile,” Edmonds agreed. “Make it happen, Mike.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 – Pte. Rhan’Kiial’Tala 
 
    Sector N1E1 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    11 October 2126 
 
      
 
    “21b, take point,” Jackson ordered. “Mar’shin, your blunderbusses to support, please.” 
 
    “As you say, Lieutenant,” Khlaraz growled. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Kiial switched to his file freq. “21b, line abreast. Sharl, 20 meters to our right. Zenobia, my left. Friendly Zuul at our back. If we’re pressed, fall back and let the enemy get into their blunderbuss range. You all know the drill.” 
 
    They did.  
 
    Once in position, Jackson said, “Team Dagger, advance. Take it slow and easy.” 
 
    The strike team clicked their confirmation, and Kiial moved forward.  
 
    The ridge they advanced on had some scrabbly trees, but not enough to fully conceal their CASPers. Kiial used them anyway, along with a number of the taller rock structures. He caught a glint of the sun reflecting on something to his right. 
 
    “21b to Dagger Sunray. I have the Kharz in sight.” 
 
    “Good. Advance to the cliff edge. Sappers on the way.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He switched channels. “21b, we’re going right to the ridge, but keep a low profile. We don’t think there are any bad guys around here, but let’s not make it easy for them.” 
 
    Neither Sharl nor Zenobia answered, but they crept to the cliff. They assumed positions overlooking the slow-moving, muddy Kharz. It stretched about 300 meters wide at this point, with a sandy, accessible beach on the far side. 
 
    Schmidt slid in next to him. “Anything?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Good. 21 will cross first, as soon as we get the sappers here to build the counterbalances.” 
 
    “Question, Sergeant?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “We got time.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we just using our jump jets? It’s only 20 meters down to the river.” 
 
    “They’re a tad loud, don’t you think, kid? I mean, we know there are enemy troopers at the bridges north and south. We don’t think there are any within five klicks, and according to Fahrissthan, no one’s ever tried crossing here. We light off our jump jets, though, and even the deafest doggie sitting at the bridges is gonna hear and wonder what the hell’s happening.” 
 
    “Of course.” Kiial snorted. “Sometimes it’s amazing that I can stand without tripping on my tail.” 
 
    “Don’t stress it, kid. We thought through this, and don’t think Jackson isn’t prepared to jump if Murphy raises his fucking head.” She sighed. “Besides, it’s not like we have no idea how to do this counterweight thing, since Zheln fell. Jackson said that’s one reason Fahrissthan thought of this plan.” 
 
    “Fuck my uncle.” 
 
    “You pronounced ‘tenacious and versatile’ incorrectly, Private.” 
 
    The sappers arrived and quickly set up a counterweight system with rocks carried by 31’s troopers. They lowered Schmidt, Kiial, and the others of 21 down to the river. Once in the water, they strode across the bottom and walked up on the far beach. 
 
    “Keep an eye on your sensors, but everyone check to make sure your buddy’s launchers aren’t covered in mud,” Schmidt said. Following that, she said, “21a, we got the northwest arc. 21b, you got southeast. Go out about 50 meters.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Kiial and his file slid into the trees. On this side, they were taller, but spindly, and had tricky roots. “Watch your feet. These remind me of the vines and roots we had on Maquon.” 
 
    Sharl and Zenobia clicked their confirmation.  
 
    “Good catch, kid,” Schmidt said on their private circuit. “Makes up for that stupid question.” A moment later, Kiial heard her on the platoon circuit. “Attention all Dagger Team elements. When you get to this side, watch your footing. The roots here look like they can mess with you like those on Maquon.” 
 
    After about 10 minutes, squads of wet, irritated Zuul flowed around them to extend the perimeter. The blunderbuss squad stopped in line between the two 21 files.  
 
    Overall, it took an hour to ferry over the whole strike team and their supplies on the inflatable boats Kjetil’s boys had come up with, seemingly out of nowhere.  
 
    “Well done, Dagger,” Jackson said. “Let’s move out. Khlaraz, have your teams take point. Again, slow and quiet. As far as we know, they have no idea we’re on this side of the Kharz. Let’s not change that, shall we?” 
 
    Two klicks away, the land rose from the river valley. At the top of the ridge, they advanced southeast into rolling hills covered in tall grass. The only trees were along the creeks in the valleys between the hills. Thanks to the detailed maps provided by the sand table, the CASPers had a route to take advantage of the hills for cover.  
 
    They halted for the night in a particularly steep valley, with Zuul troopers on watch. It wasn’t the most relaxing evening, and the warriors snapped and growled at each other, especially since they all had to double-check their equipment after the river crossing.  
 
    The next morning they advanced again, always tending toward the southeast. Late afternoon, Jackson halted them. “Team Dagger, our assigned jump off point is about a klick ahead. If we’re right and there’s a forward supply base past it, we need to be really careful approaching, especially since the first thing we have to do is go over the top of that hill.” It blinked on Kiial’s HUD. “Schmidt, take 21 out.” 
 
    “On it, sir.”  
 
    She led them up the slope. It wasn’t the steepest slope in the world, but it was about 500 meters long. She crouched near the top, then scuttled about 20 meters right to take what little cover she could next to a rise.  
 
    “Kiial, there’s a copse of trees next to an outcropping on the other side here. We’ve got overwatch. Take 21b to it.” 
 
    Kiial led as instructed, but his shoulders and neck ached from the tension. The tension never eased, exacerbated by the complete absence of the enemy.  
 
    “I hate this fucking place,” Taggert snapped after they set up camp.  
 
    “Then you should have stayed on Earth,” Kiial growled.  
 
    “You shoulda stayed on whatever shithole Cochkala come from.” He pushed Kiial in the chest, sending the badger back a couple of steps. 
 
    Schmidt slid between them. “Enough. Tomorrow, we’ll get enough fighting. I got word from some of the Zuul scouts. They smell the fuel the Zuul use for their trucks. More than just a convoy’s worth, they think, so we have to be close.” 
 
    Kiial and Taggert glared at each other. 
 
    The sergeant shook her head. “Y’all are just too full of energy. That means I haven’t given you enough to do. Taggert, take 31 over to help the Zuul clean their mortars. I have a sneaking suspicion Fahrissthan is going to fire the hell out of them.” 
 
    “They ain’t mattered much lately,” Taggert grumbled. “Don’t know why we’re even keeping them.” 
 
    “We’ll see. It’ll at least distract their defensive fire, and maybe a few more of the 212s will get in. I know the sappers are planning to get some spotters with laser designators, assuming they can find places for good LOS on the camp.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Just go do it, Taggert,” Schmidt said wearily. “I really don’t want to have to shoot you right now.” 
 
    Taggert opened his mouth, but the rest of 31 pulled him away. 
 
    “As for you, Kiial, head over to help the sappers swap out the fuel cells on the CASPers. Take 21 with you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    Schmidt turned to the other sections. “Don’t worry, 11 and 41. I got plans for you, too.”  
 
    Kiial heard the groans as they walked away.  
 
    For some reason, though he got nowhere near enough sleep, the maintenance on the strike team’s CASPers put Kiial in a good mood. As they prepared before dawn, he hustled around, seeming to help everyone.  
 
    Schmidt chuckled. “Damn, kid. Maybe I should have you exchange fuel cells every day.” 
 
    Kiial laughed and double-checked her MAC magazine feed. 
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Team Dagger. All the elements are in place. We are go for assault. Repeat, we are go. We have confirmation of the supply camp here.” Jackson highlighted a spot. “Our approach route is here, and this is our sector.” These showed on Kiial’s HUD as well. “I’m forwarding every file’s targeting assignments based on the current data. Everyone get all that?” 
 
    After receiving confirmations, Jackson continued, “I know we told you all this when we were setting up the op, but this’ll be our first real multiple unit operation. That means we’ll have some real IFF issues, so pay attention. If we tell you to activate your anti-air suite on your CASPers, switch it to automatic. It could turn into a furball up there. We’ll support our dropships as we can, and we have to get control of the airspace here to let us get out, but it won’t help if we’re shooting our own birds down. Got it?” 
 
    Again, he waited for confirmations before continuing, “Other than that, we’re hitting hard and fast when the rei’shin starts the dance. Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” came the chorus with the now familiar accompanying howls from Khlaraz’s warriors. 
 
    Kiial waited in his position, expecting it to take at least half an hour, but less than five minutes later he heard a call over the comm. 
 
    “This is Rei’shin Fahrissthan a’Tahverian, bearer of a blade blooded by my ancestors. The Great Hunter’s sun rises on a day of glory. All warriors begin their hunt…NOW!” Fahrissthan yowled as she finished the command. 
 
    “21, go!” Schmidt snapped. 
 
    Kiial charged along his assigned route. Within moments, he was around the hill, and the supply camp opened up around him. A quad-mounted cannon on a wheeled vehicle exploded as a 212 struck it. A second chattered at incoming missiles.  
 
    The distinctive hiss of the mortar munitions speeding over them sounded.  
 
    The anti-air lasers and guns in the base began counterfire, but Kiial didn’t pay any attention. Two Zuul came out of a temporary building and raised their weapons. He sent a burst of minigun rounds across them.  
 
    He noted subconsciously that both Sharl and Zenobia had done the same.  
 
    “Into the first huts,” he commanded.  
 
    Sharl and Zenobia didn’t need the command; they got into position as fast as Kiial did. 
 
    Kiial sent a K-bomb into the doorway, and followed behind so close, the explosion rattled his teeth. His MAC sought a target. He didn’t find one immediately, but Sharl, covering his six, snapped out a burst.  
 
    He turned and saw a Zuul sliding down the bullet-riddled wall. Zenobia moved up to the door to the next chamber in the hut. Sharl stood back to cover, and Kiial readied a regular grenade.  
 
    He said, “Go!” and Zenobia yanked the door open. Kiial rolled the grenade inside, then got out of Sharl’s line of fire. She ripped a burst straight through the grenade’s blast.  
 
    The sounds of wounded and dying Zuul filled Kiial’s auditory sensors, but he ignored them and charged in.  
 
    A bleeding Zuul attempted to lift a rocket launcher, but Kiial simply kicked him. The augmented power of his CASPer separated the doggie’s head from his body, and it flew through a flimsy window. 
 
    “He shoots, he scores!” Zenobia said, moving to the next door.  
 
    They repeated the process in the next room. A waste of ammo, as no Zuul were in it, but that didn’t stop them from preparing to do the same at the following door.  
 
    Then rockets ripped through the thin wall. Obviously unaimed, they still hammered into Sharl’s CASPer. The first skittered off her armor, but the second tore off its arm. The third, however, struck the front of her cockpit. The fourth exploded inside Sharl herself. 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia unleashed a long barrage of MAC rounds through the wall, then Kiial jumped through the door while tossing a grenade to each side.  
 
    The shrapnel ricocheted off his CASPer and he felt the concussion, but no Zuul fired at him. He looked for the next room, but they’d reached the last one. 
 
    “21b to 21. Building clear.” 
 
    “Good, we need help at the barracks.” A location appeared on his HUD. 
 
    “C’mon, Zenobia.”  
 
    She stood over Sharl’s CASPer, staring at the muck that had once been a friend. 
 
    Just like Ericson.  
 
    “C’mon, dammit! We’ve got work,” Kiial snarled. 
 
    Her CASPer straightened. “Where to?” 
 
    “Follow me.” He moved out towards the barracks.  
 
    A Zuul popped out from between two buildings.  
 
    Kiial realized the Zuul didn’t have a weapon…after three of his minigun rounds had ripped through the doggie.  
 
    No matter.  
 
    He reached the corner of a building near the barracks and peeked around. The icons of the other members of Team Dagger showed the results of a heavy firefight.  
 
    Teams Defiant and Dauntless had come from the north and south, respectively. They also showed on his sensors, too, but each had struck different targets. Defiant had captured and was holding the main storage warehouses. Kiial couldn’t tell if they’d taken the shuttle pad next to them. A huge explosion sounded at the motor pool, hopefully the product of the sappers dealing with the vehicles.  
 
    “21b to 21. We’re here.” 
 
    “I see you,” Schmidt snapped. “On my mark, lay covering fire. K-bombs and MACs both.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia stepped out from the concealing edge of the building and opened fire. 
 
    Their MAC rounds sliced through the temporary building, and the K-bombs sent pieces of plastic sheeting spinning around.  
 
    Schmidt charged with 21a, sending grenades to all corners, followed by the blunderbuss squad of Zuul, cleaning up the rest with their 8mm pellets.  
 
    “Clear,” Schmidt said. She limped out of the barracks. Her CASPer had clearly taken damage, but she just sounded mad, not hurt.  
 
    “Dagger Sunray to all Dagger elements. We have reports of a convoy coming down the road. Also, HQ says Team Daring reports at least a dozen dropships just flew over their position. They’re still 10 minutes out, so the next aircraft should be friendlies. Confirm that.” 
 
    As they confirmed, the roar of shuttles sounded. Kiial’s air display filled with strike craft. He ignored the ones higher up and heading east. The unarmed shuttles were already coming in overhead to land.  
 
    “Good job, Team Dagger,” Jackson said, “but we’re not done. It’s our job to hold off the counterattack to help Teams Defiant and Dauntless get clear, along with a bunch of Zuul ammo and weapons.” 
 
    “The reward for doing a job well is more work,” Schmidt growled. 
 
    “Exactly. Schmidt, take 21 and 31 to the main gate. 41, you’ve got the southern perimeter. Sappers to line the road ahead and behind us with claymores. Khlaraz, use your mortars to cover the gate. The rest of the Zuul, cover the shuttle pad with 11.” 
 
    21 and 31 followed the sergeant to the main entry. Like the rest of the supply base, it had nothing in the way of permanent structures, but there were areas they could use for concealment. Schmidt pointed out spots for each file.  
 
    They reached their positions just in time. The farthest east member of 31a said, “Jarwin here. We’ve got movement on the road.” 
 
    “Details, Jarwin,” Schmidt growled. “I need details.” 
 
    “Enemy Zuul are still around the bend. They stopped when they saw us, and I think they’re spreading out.” 
 
    “Right. Kiial, take 21b to the southeast. Go softly.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia slid to the flank of the counterattack, moving as low as they could in the scrabbly trees and hills.  
 
    Zenobia halted. “Feeding data to you, Kiial.” 
 
    Kiial’s display suddenly showed a number of enemy targets. “21b to 21. We have at least three Zuul squads here.” 
 
    “Target rich environment. Stay down until I say.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia flattened themselves to the side of a hill. Moments later, their sensors showed the Zuul firing anti-artillery lasers toward the hiss of the mortar rockets.  
 
    A second mortar volley elicited the same response, but two 212s skimmed in from the shuttle pad behind them.  
 
    The Zuul point defense lasers tried to change their targets, but before they could, the two large missiles impacted in the main group of Zuul. 
 
    “21 and 31, go!” Schmidt yelled. “Get in among them!” 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia charged.  
 
    They both shot at a cluster of Zuul tasked as flankers. Their rounds sent furry, blue-blooded limbs flying.  
 
    Then they were, as Schmidt had wanted, in amongst them.  
 
    Rockets zipped past them. 
 
    One zinged off Kiial’s arm.  
 
    “21b, K-bombs on the road at their reserves!” Schmidt yelled. 
 
    Kiial didn’t acknowledge, he just lobbed K-bombs in that direction while he shot at everything around them. Zenobia did the same. 
 
    A rocket slammed into his side. A warning light appeared. 
 
    He shot a Zuul and backhanded another as more warnings flashed on his display.  
 
    Then they were at the road, and suddenly, nothing was firing at them.  
 
    Other CASPers, all damaged to some extent or another, appeared.  
 
    Four unarmored Humans ran up the road, carrying heavy packs. They emplaced mines all along the road.  
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Team Dagger. All Dagger units to the shuttle field,” Jackson snapped. “On the bounce!” 
 
    A shuttle launched, heading full tilt to the west. A second followed.  
 
    Kiial and Zenobia ran toward the shuttle field.  
 
    “Dagger CASPers, we’re forming a line to the east of the field in whatever order you get here. We’ve got incoming enemy dropships and strike craft. Get your air defenses up. Pinplant drivers, you’re released to use your active sensors in point-defense mode. They know we’re here, but go with random patterns so you’re not easy targets.” 
 
    Another shuttle launched behind them.  
 
    “Did you hear that, Zenobia?” 
 
    “Already on it, boss.” 
 
    Some targets appeared at the far end of her active sensor range.  
 
    Two more shuttles roared off the pad.  
 
    A voice he’d never heard came over the comm system, saying calmly, “Don’t worry, Team Dagger, Hu’s Hawks are here. Uukhai!” 
 
    Kiial saw four of the covering strike craft high above swoop toward the enemy dropships, followed by a number of others.  
 
    But even he, a pure ground pounder, could see they were heavily outnumbered, at least two to one odds—and that didn’t count the dropships heading to land to the east of them. 
 
    212 missiles flew overhead at the landing dropships.  
 
    More shuttles lifted behind him.  
 
    Then rockets came streaking in from the east.  
 
    The few remaining CASPers driven by Humans with pinplants, including Zenobia, opened point defense fire.  
 
    They shot down several, but not all. One struck a shuttle as it lifted off. It flipped and tumbled into the remains of the supply base.  
 
    Three impacted somewhere on the ground behind him, but Kiial didn’t have time to look, because several enemy dropships landed on the other side of some hills. 
 
    Two full Zuul companies. At least.  
 
    He checked the warnings he’d ignored on his display. Mostly damage to this and that, but one mattered. He’d gone through nearly all his K-bombs. Down to less than 40 percent on MAC rounds, too. 
 
    “Dagger Sunray to Team Dagger. We got incoming hostiles. We’re hoping for some air support, but you can all tell they’re a tad busy. It’s just five to one odds or so, though, so my momma’s son thinks it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Kiial snorted.  
 
    “Keep to your sectors, Delta Second,” Schmidt said.  
 
    Then the Zuul were over the ridge. Kiial noted absently that his HUD identified them as the Blooded Talon Zuul battalion. Whatever unit they came from, they charged with little subtlety, following their lighter rockets, and sending a heavy rocket barrage over the top.  
 
    “Open fire!” Jackson snapped.  
 
    The Foresters sent MAC rounds ripping through the oncoming Zuul, with K-bombs blasting openings in the charge.  
 
    However, the attacking Zuul moved faster than Delta Second’s miniguns and MACs could cycle. Heavy rockets ripped Master Corporal Marcus apart and sent Rhan’Kharsh’Myrha spinning.  
 
    Markham bounced over to take charge, but another heavy rocket smashed into him, and his CASPer exploded.  
 
    Kiial continued snapping out MAC rounds. His K-bomb launcher beeped empty, but it didn’t matter, the enemy Zuul were now surrounding him. 
 
    He stopped firing his MAC in favor of jumping on them and punching. A Zuul rocket hammered his side, then another, but they barely got out of their launchers, and neither exploded.  
 
    Blue gore covered his CASPer, but still they were everywhere.  
 
    Three Zuul knocked over another CASPer to his left. He jumped over, kicked one, and punched another. The trooper managed to shoot the third as it staggered to its feet.  
 
    Then they were back-to-back, and together they killed a dozen more Zuul.  
 
    But there were more. Always more.  
 
    Yet another group of Zuul charged in from the right, but just before Kiial could fire at them, he recognized Fahrissthan leading them.  
 
    The rei’shin, armed with one of the blunderbusses, blasted one group. Two squads of Stalkers, all with the Lumar weapons, followed, ripping into the attackers at their ideal range.  
 
    “Team Dagger, fall back!” Jackson snapped. 
 
    The rei’shin’s charge gave the CASPers enough time to follow the lieutenant’s order. However, as they pulled back, four missiles landed in quick sequence on the shuttle pad. Secondary explosions from weapons and propellant shot up, sending Kiial stumbling.  
 
    “On the road, Team Dagger,” Jackson ordered. “Get to the western gate by section. We’re walking home.” 
 
    “21 and 31, we’re covering the rei’shin,” Schmidt snapped.  
 
    Kiial stopped and fired a burst. Five percent on my MAC rounds. Twenty on the miniguns. Ah, well. 
 
    Fahrissthan and her Zuul squads ran past to set up 20 meters behind them.  
 
    A number of Blooded Talon warriors formed up. Then his HUD told him some Sunwardens had joined them. 
 
    “Fall back along the road, Team Dagger! Along the road!” 
 
    21 and 31 retreated past Fahrissthan. The Zuul blunderbusses blasted a section clear, but the longer range of the OPFOR’s rockets took its toll.  
 
    Then their Zuul allies fell back again, and once more, the remnants of Delta Second covered them. Then they fell back a third time.  
 
    This time, the enemy fire blasted at the Zuul blunderbuss squads. Fahrissthan and her warriors fired back as fast as they could.  
 
    Kiial fired over their heads, as did the CASPer he’d fought next to.  
 
    Fahrissthan’s squads peeled back, with the rei’shin covering them.  
 
    A squad of Zuul charged out at her.  
 
    Kiial blasted one, as did Zenobia.  
 
    The rei’shin punched out a blunderbuss round and cleared her left. She brought it around to send a round through another squad coming from her right.  
 
    One of them fired. His rocket struck the rei’shin’s left arm and sent it spinning away in a spray of blue. 
 
    Fahrissthan pulled the blunderbuss up with her right arm and blasted the Blooded Talon and two of his squad members. The heavy weapon’s recoil sent the rei’shin stumbling away to land face down in the road.  
 
    Zenobia took care of the last two Blooded Talons.  
 
    Kiial jumped out and lifted Fahrissthan’s body. He turned and saw a sapper step out with a small pad.  
 
    The sapper punched the button on the pad, and a series of explosions burst behind Kiial. His CASPer displayed several new alerts, but he staggered west until he could get his balance again. 
 
    Kiial, Zenobia, and the sapper ran along the road, with the sapper periodically stopping to tap his pad again.  
 
    When they reached the western gate following the final explosion of the hastily assembled mines and K4, a weird calm settled on the battlefield.  
 
    Another sapper ran up with a medkit. He slapped a self-sealing bandage on the rei’shin, and then thumbed for Kiial to keep moving.  
 
    They ran back to the jumping off point of the previous night. Not that they’d left anything there, since they should have been in shuttles heading west, but it served as a point for Jackson to reform his team.  
 
    Kiial laid Fahrissthan to the ground, and the medic checked her out more thoroughly.  
 
    He went over to Zenobia. “You good?” 
 
    “I’ll miss Sharl.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The remnants of Delta Second looked at each other, including the one in the CASPer Kiial had saved. That one came over and tapped a fist on Kiial’s CASPer. 
 
    “Thanks,” Taggert said. 
 
    Before Kiial could respond, Jackson came on the comm. 
 
    “Team Dagger, time to get moving. Let’s not make it easy for the doggies. Zuul, lead the way. Delta Second, you’re rearguard.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 – Rei’shin Akuwin 
 
    Kharzhelan Base Sz’kal 
 
    Sector S1W7 
 
    Kharzhelan, Tahv 
 
    14 October 2126 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” Sheridan snapped. 
 
    “What?” Tahnerif snapped. 
 
    “Before Team Dagger could board their shuttles, a barrage of heavy rockets took out the last shuttles on the pad.” 
 
    “Status of Dagger?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Jackson reported that he’s broken away and will attempt to exfil.” Sheridan looked up at the kal’shin. “He also reports that Rei’shin Fahrissthan was heavily wounded covering their escape.” 
 
    “The Slyest Prey will have his due,” Tahnerif growled.  
 
    Akuwin stared at the sand table. “I do not believe that Dagger can return without our assistance. They are on the other side of the Kharz. Unlike Daring, they cannot retreat into the swamp and hold out. There are fords, along with the road bridges, but Tahzhent’s warriors will surely be guarding them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sheridan said. “Their attack route went down a cliff, so I don’t believe they can extract the way they went in, especially if Tahzhent’s troops are nipping at their heels.” 
 
    “Otxoa to Edmonds.” 
 
    “Edmonds here.” 
 
    “We achieved a favorable exchange rate against their strike craft. Nearly all our shuttles are clear back to Sz’kal, and I show no enemy air assets west of the Kharz at this time. However, before your covering force could board, Zuul heavy rockets destroyed the shuttles on the ground.” 
 
    “We were just figuring out what to do about that. We do not believe they can escape without our assistance because of the river.” 
 
    “I concur. I would like to point out that such extractions are a Hu’s Hawks’ specialty.” 
 
    “What’s the status of your flight?” Edmonds asked after a moment. 
 
    “All my LAHVs are mission capable, though some suffered insignificant damage. However, we’ll need to refuel and rearm. We’re 10 minutes from the citadel and request priority.” 
 
    “Granted, but what about your pilots? They’ve performed wonders, but we’ve pushed them hard.” 
 
    “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice. They’re skilled professionals.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile.” 
 
    “Otxoa out.” 
 
    “If we lose Lieutenant Otxoa, I do not believe we can defend our airspace,” Akuwin said. “I believe our successes in the air can only be attributed to his skill and the quality of his LAHVs and pilots.” 
 
    “Along with Team Daring’s advance warnings, yes, but I’m not leaving my people out there if I can do anything to stop it,” Edmonds growled. 
 
    Tahnerif opened his muzzle, glanced at Akuwin, and then back to Edmonds. “This is much like your warrior killed in the accident when the cliff fell, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then it is not merely a tactical decision, but a decision of honor for you.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    The kal’shin looked at the sei’shin witnesses. “We cannot win the greater battle of honor if we do not support our ally’s honor.” He turned back to Akuwin. “The risk is great, as you say, but we will die at the Great Hunter’s side.” 
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin.” Akuwin turned to Edmonds. “I apologize—” 
 
    “No time for such. You weren’t wrong, anyway. It’s a hell of a risk.” Edmonds dialed up the magnification on the sand table to the area between the Kharz and Tahzhent’s supply base. “Now we need a clear enough area that Otxoa’s dropships can land. Probably one close to the river, to give them as clear a landing path as possible. Tahzhent’s warriors will have heavy rockets to strike at any dropships sent to extract.” 
 
    “It occurs to me that we have an advantage here, if we act quickly,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “Oh?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “Will Tahzhent expect us to try to retrieve Team Dagger? Is the risk/reward equation one he would accept?” 
 
    “It is unlikely. He would if he understood the question of honor involved, but it is not the Great Hunter’s way to waste warriors. He would expect Team Dagger to sell its lives dearly, but their deaths, as with all warriors, are also expected. This would be a worthy way to die.” 
 
    “Right. So that means he’s not going to worry about getting his dropships readied as quickly as we will. He’ll have some in reserve, of course, but we should have some time.” Sheridan grimaced. “But we have to move fast.” 
 
    “I see that,” Edmonds agreed. “So that means we should look closer to Dagger’s current position for an extraction point. We could get Otxoa’s Hawks back out to that area in less than an hour. That means the LZ has to be within a few klicks of Team Dagger right now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    They hunted through the sand table’s depictions.  
 
    “Here, sir,” Sheridan said, pointing at a spot in S1E1. “I wouldn’t say it’s perfect, but we’re running low on time.” 
 
    “Too close to the main bridge,” Akuwin objected. “They’re sure to have it guarded.” 
 
    “It’s still several klicks away. Otxoa can skim along the same hills Team Dagger used to get to the river, then follow the river to come at the LZ from the west, away from the bridge.” 
 
    “Tricky,” Tahnerif said. “Were it another strike craft commander than Otxoa, I would hesitate. However, he is clearly blessed in the eye of the Great Hunter.” 
 
    “I agree. Now let’s see if it’s possible.” Edmonds punched the comm. “Sunray Actual to Dagger Sunray.” 
 
    “Dagger Sunray here.” 
 
    “Status.” 
 
    “Kinda busy, sir. We’re not shooting at the moment, but Khlaraz’s scouts and our CASPer sensors tell us the enemy’s close.” 
 
    “Not surprising. Do you think you can make it to the following grid location? From your last report, it’s not quite five klicks to your southwest.”  
 
    Jackson considered it. “Sir, I don’t think there’s any way a dropship could—” 
 
    “Your momma’s son should shut the hell up,” Sheridan snapped. “Otxoa already requested the op, so the only question is where we send his birds.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, sir. In that case, my momma’s son thinks we got a chance.” 
 
    “Got a better option?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “Haven’t given it any thought, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you. Okay, you head that way. Otxoa’s birds will land here within five. We’re going to refuel and rearm them ASAP, but it’ll take around half an hour or more to get them back to the LZ.” 
 
    “That’s okay, gonna take us at least as long, though we won’t dawdle.” 
 
    “Right. Edmonds, out.” He punched the comm again. “Edmonds to Otxoa.” 
 
    “Otxoa here.” 
 
    “I’m forwarding a suggested flight plan to the best LZ we can find. We’ll update with known or suspected OPFOR concentrations.” 
 
    “Flight plan received.” After a moment, the lieutenant continued, “I concur with basic concept, though I might make alterations while we’re getting prepped.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Sheridan to Otxoa. We believe there’ll be a window, if we’re fast, where Tahzhent won’t have strike craft in the area.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll tell the ground crews to arm us with mostly air-to-surface missiles.” 
 
    “Good thought,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “We’ll get it done, Colonel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath and turned to Akuwin. 
 
    “Already having our ordnance handlers pull out the ground attack missiles,” the rei’shin said.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They took a breath.  
 
    Tahnerif said, “Major Sheridan, please give us a report on the whole operation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Teams Defiant and Dauntless report heavy damage to their base. The quartermasters on the shuttles report full loads of Tahzhent’s supplies, especially munitions, but they have yet to inventory it. They took casualties, but they remain viable fighting units. We believe they inflicted sizable casualties upon the enemy.”  
 
    “Good.” Edmonds turned back to stare at the extraction point.  
 
    “Even if we can’t get Dagger back,” Sheridan said, “this has to count as a successful operation.” 
 
    “Assuming we don’t lose all the Hawks’ LAHVs trying to rescue Team Dagger.” 
 
    “Assuming that.”  
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    “The ground captain’s holding the missile pins and is giving us a thumbs up,” said Chief Warrant Officer Vlad Ryu, Otxoa’s copilot.  
 
    “Got it.” Otxoa hit the comm. “Hawks One to Flight Control Sz’kal. Request launch permission.” 
 
    “Launch permission confirmed. You are a go.” 
 
    The lieutenant punched the power, and the LAHV lifted off the pad. They circled around Citadel Sz’kal until the other three had launched and they’d formed up. 
 
    “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice. Let’s go save these groundpounders.” 
 
    The flight of LAHVs arrowed east, keeping close to the ground.  
 
    “Pretty good eye from that colonel,” Ryu remarked, “finding this path to the LZ.” 
 
    “These Foresters are smarter than most.”  
 
    “You’re just saying that because he put you in charge.” The copilot laughed. 
 
    Otxoa snorted. “Shut up and keep your eyes peeled.”  
 
    “Eternal vigilance, sir. Eternal vigilance.” 
 
    “Sunray Actual to Otxoa,” came over the comm. 
 
    “Otxoa here.” 
 
    “Team Dagger reports they’re almost to the LZ.” 
 
    “They hustled.” 
 
    “Even the Zuul understand ‘march or die,’” Edmonds said.  
 
    “Indeed. We’re five minutes out.” 
 
    “Jackson reported Zuul on his perimeter. I’d expect a hot LZ.” 
 
    “Hot LZ confirmed. Otxoa, out.” 
 
    “Good thing it’s us, sir,” Ryu muttered.  
 
    “Agreed.” Otxoa hit the comm. “Hawks Flight. The LZ is hot. Assault Plan Temujin. Repeat, Assault Plan Temujin. Three and Four, you’ve got pickup duty. Two, you and I are covering. Understood?” 
 
     “Roger,” sounded in his comm from the other three.  
 
    “Coming up on the Kharz,” Ryu said. 
 
    “Hawks Flight, commence course change.” The LAHVs curved over the cliff and descended to only slightly above water level. 
 
    They reached the final turn, and Otxoa hit the comm. “Hawk One to Dagger Sunray. On our approach.” 
 
    “Better hurry!” Rocket fire sounded on the comm.  
 
    “Confirm location of your troops. Within the LZ?” 
 
    “Close enough—” the voice paused, and Otxoa heard the jarring chunk-chunk-chunk of a MAC firing from inside a CASPer, “—close enough they don’t care if you’re dropping something on their head!” 
 
    “Understood. Otxoa, out.” He switched channels. “Hawks Flight, launch Strike Pattern Wolf Close. Repeat Wolf Close on my mark. Mark!” 
 
    Ryu triggered the command, and one missile from each side launched from their LAHV. Eight explosions blossomed around the LZ. Otxoa pulled back on the stick. They and Hawk Two lifted over the others.  
 
    “Give me an active sweep, Vlad.”  
 
    Before he could, two rockets rose from the ground. Several more followed.  
 
    “I count six anti-air radars down there,” Ryu announced. 
 
    Otxoa launched a missile. “Five.” 
 
    “Launching countermeasures.” 
 
    “Commencing evasive action.” Otxoa jinked left, up, and then back to the right. One rocket flew past. Another chased a flare and exploded. 
 
    However, one of them exploded near Hawk Three. 
 
    “We’re hit, Hawk One. Heavy damage to our port engine.” 
 
    “Pull out, Hawk Three. Get home.” 
 
    “Understood, but I’ll lighten the load first.” Their remaining air-to-surface missiles shot out in quick succession, but Otxoa didn’t have time to see where they hit.  
 
    “Hawk Two to Hawk One. I have a path to the LZ.” 
 
    “Take it.” 
 
    “Hawk Four to Hawk One. We’re on the dirt.” 
 
    “Team Dagger, we’re ready for passengers.” 
 
    “Understood. All sappers and Zuul, get on that dropship!” 
 
    A warning light sounded, and Otxoa launched a missile at the same time he dove toward the ground.  
 
    The rocket exploded near their LAHV, and Otxoa felt his craft shudder. A wave of lights appeared on his panel, and the LAHV felt sluggish. 
 
    “Status,” he snapped. 
 
    “Shrapnel damage to atmosphere flight surfaces,” Ryu replied. “Damn, some damage to the engines, too. We’re at 71% maximum thrust on the port and 82% on the starboard one.” 
 
    A large explosion boomed to their left. 
 
    “That was Hawk Two, sir!” 
 
    “Status of Hawk Four?” 
 
    “Almost full.” 
 
    “Otxoa to Team Dagger. How many left?” 
 
    “All my CASPers and a few Zuul. The rei’shin, most of the wounded, and the rest are on your LAHV already.” 
 
    “Right.” Otxoa hit the comm. “Hawk Four, close up and clear me a space.” 
 
    Ryu frantically punched at his comm. “I’m running the numbers—” 
 
    “Not now, Ryu. I know it’s going to be interesting, but we’re Hawks.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Another rocket rose up. Ryu launched a flare, and the rocket chased it.  
 
    Otxoa fired a missile at the launcher, and then his remaining missiles without specific targets. “Hawk Three was right, that’ll help the numbers.” 
 
    “What about the AAMs?” 
 
    “We’re that close to the line?” 
 
    “I can’t say we’re not.” 
 
    “Understood. Dump their targeting computers.” 
 
    “Computers dumped. They won’t chase us by accident.” 
 
    “Friendly fire, isn’t.” Otxoa grinned tightly. “Jettisoning missiles now.”  
 
    The two AAMs fell away, and Hawk One felt slightly less sluggish.  
 
    “Hawk Four lifting off now,” Ryu said. 
 
    “Good. Team Dagger, we’re coming in. We need as many of your troopers out of their CASPers as you can arrange.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “We’re down on thrust. We suggest you decide whether you like the CASPers enough to stay here with them.” 
 
    “Okay. Team Dagger out.” 
 
    “We’ve got a landing path.” 
 
    “Hawk Four, Team Dagger is going to need some cover. You will not go home with an air-to-surface weapon onboard.” 
 
    “Understood. Fire everything, including our spare wrenches and toolboxes.” 
 
    “Correct.” Otxoa shut down the comm and focused on landing. He swooped over the clearing and put the LAHV down, smooth as silk, despite the LAHV’s damage.  
 
    Ryu released his restraints. “I’ll make sure they load smoothly.” 
 
    “Good call.” Otxoa hit the comm. “Team Dagger. Your flight has arrived. Please board in an orderly fashion.” 
 
    Team Dagger’s lieutenant laughed. “My momma’s son hears you.” 
 
    “Wounded getting lifted in now, sir,” Vlad reported. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Hawk Four swept ahead of his cockpit, two missiles flashing from its hardpoints to explode a mere hundred meters away. 
 
    “How we doing back there, Vlad?” 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine on weight. The last troopers are getting out of their CASPers now.” 
 
    “But we do have a problem?” 
 
    “Going to be tight. More troopers, especially wounded, than we expected.” 
 
    “We’re taking them all. Tell them nuts to butts.” 
 
    “I already did, sir, but many are Cochkala or Zuul.” 
 
    “Fine. Tell them rails to tails, but get them all on board!” 
 
    Light Zuul rockets zinged off his LAHV.  
 
    Hawk Four made another pass, and the fire lessened. The chatter of lighter machine guns—presumably the Foresters’ secondary weapons—sounded, and the light rocket fire quieted more. 
 
    “Hawk Four to Hawk One. We’re out of everything but our underwear, and the Galactic Union has proscribed weapons of mass destruction.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “We’re—” Hawk Four stopped. 
 
    “Say again, Hawk Four.” 
 
    “We’re outta here, but we spotted another Zuul unit less than a klick to the south and hustling your direction. Looks like the bridge covering force.” 
 
    “Understood. Get home.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Otxoa hit the intraship comm. “Vlad, we’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The rear guard is almost on board.” 
 
    The lieutenant repressed the urge to snap at his copilot. Not like he doesn’t know the situation. He double-checked the damage and the exit route. Hawks Two and Four were klicks west past the Kharz.  
 
    At least they’re clear.  
 
    “We’re good. Go! Go! Go!” Ryu yelled.  
 
    Otxoa punched the engines. Hawk One lifted off the ground, but only a meter or so, and it skewed left toward some enemy Zuul. They peppered his hull with light rockets. 
 
    The lieutenant pushed the engines to max. They protested, and something was clearly wrong, but the LAHV rose above the trees. He pulled the yoke and slid northwest toward the river.  
 
    Light rockets flew past his cockpit, but he barely noticed. The LAHV wallowed, especially once it got over the softer surface of the river. The hills on the western side were too high for him to clear at the moment, so he veered back east. 
 
    Hope the bad guys are slow on the trigger. 
 
    Many weren’t. More rockets flew up, including one of the heavy ones. He punched the countermeasures and slid the LAHV as much as he dared out of the path. The heavy rocket chased the flares, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    However, the light rockets ignored the countermeasures, and he felt the craft shudder as a wing took another hit.  
 
    He got control of the LAHV and headed north over the ground until he built up enough airspeed to power over the Kharz. He turned west between a couple of hills, aiming toward the river and friendly airspace. 
 
    “How we doing back there now, Vlad?” 
 
    “Ugh. Zuul puke is worse than Human. And I’m not about to get started with what the Cochkala spew.” 
 
    “Noted. I’ll add a cleaning fee to the Foresters’ bill—” 
 
    A warning buzzer sounded, but before Otxoa could react, a heavy rocket hit at just the right angle on his cockpit window. It skidded away without exploding, though the impact spiderwebbed the windscreen. 
 
    “By all the herds of swift horses!” he snapped. “Get up here, Ryu.” 
 
    “On my way. What is it, sir?” 
 
    “Nev—”  
 
    Then a fusillade of light rockets hammered into the LAHV. Nearly all hit the fuselage, whose armor was light, but sufficient. However, one struck the weakened windscreen. It exploded, sending shards of the screen scything through the cockpit.  
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    “Otxoa to Base,” came a breathless voice. 
 
    “Edmonds here. Status report!” 
 
    “Request emergency services on the pad.”  
 
    “Services already there, Lieutenant,” Akuwin said. 
 
    “Good.” Otxoa caught his breath. “Have them prepared for me to land in the southwest quadrant. That way if we don’t land well, we shouldn’t tumble into an area with anyone in it.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Otxoa, is that likely?” 
 
    “Our engines took a hit and the push to get out seems to have damaged something.” He coughed. “We’re at about 50 percent thrust and dropping.” 
 
    “What can we do to help?” 
 
    “Expel about half the planet into space to reduce gravity.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. In that case, we’ve got five minutes. Should be no problem for the Foresters. Tenacious and versatile.” 
 
    “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice. Otxoa out.” 
 
    Edmonds looked at Sheridan. “That’s the first time he’s ever joked with me.” 
 
    “I wondered.” 
 
    “Why is that important?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “It means he’s not sure he can pull it out. Really not sure. And you heard him. He’s wounded.” 
 
    “I shall never understand your need to jest at the strangest moments.” 
 
    Edmonds nodded but stared at the radar plot. The icons crept closer. Then the first two dropships swooped over.  
 
    “At least one of those doesn’t sound right, either,” Sheridan said. “Oh, shit—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Sheridan pointed at the plot. One of the two dropships on close approach had skittered north, clearly not in full control of the pilot.  
 
    Toward one of the main bivouac areas.  
 
    Edmonds opened his mouth to say something, but it was clearly too late.  
 
    The LHAV disappeared from the plot.  
 
    The sound of a large explosion rolled into the command center a few seconds later.  
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath. “Which bird was that?” 
 
    “Hawk Three.” Sheridan grimaced. “That’s the one that took a hit going in, before it retrieved anyone.” 
 
    “I suppose we should be thankful for small blessings.” 
 
    “Yes, and Hawk Four is down safely. They had a full load.” 
 
    “So it’s just a question of whether Otxoa can pull it out or not.” Edmonds turned his attention back to the plot at the final icon. Even on radar, Edmonds could see the LAHV wasn’t flying right.  
 
    “Patch in his comms to Flight Ops,” he commanded Akuwin. 
 
    Akuwin tapped her pad. 
 
    “You’re coming in low, Hawk One,” the flight controller said. 
 
    “I see it.” The engines behind him sputtered. “Pulling up.” 
 
    “I’m not sure who’s coughing worse, Otxoa or his LAHV,” Sheridan said. 
 
    “Shut up, Mike,” Edmonds whispered. 
 
    “Maintain course, Hawk One,” Flight Control Sz’kal said. 
 
    Edmonds saw the icon veer slightly north.  
 
    Otxoa said, “Altimeter getting buggy. Give me a running altitude check.” 
 
    “Roger. Two hundred meters above the ground. On course. Still coming in low.” 
 
    “Low is what it’s going to be. We’re pushing the engines as much as we can already.” 
 
    “Understood. One-eighty.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath. Hawk One crept toward the pad, now 100 meters high, about a half-klick from his landing spot.  
 
    A crunch sounded on the comm. The icon shuddered to the left.  
 
    “Hawk One. Status!” 
 
    “Lost portside engine completely.” 
 
    “Fifty meters.” 
 
    “Right. Coming down where we are. Everyone, hold on!” 
 
    Sirens sounded from the airfield.  
 
    “Thirty meters.” 
 
    “Going to have to do.”  
 
    The icon seemed to halt on the screen.  
 
    Then the engines roared, followed by a crunch. 
 
    “Akuwin!” Edmonds snapped.  
 
    The Zuul opened her muzzle, but before he could say anything— 
 
    “Hawk One, down.” Otxoa coughed. “Uukhai.”  
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    They looked around the command center. Silent. Catching their breath. 
 
    Then Akuwin stiffened, eyes widening. “Message from Team Daring!” she said sharply. “Tahzhent just launched a strike. Eight craft, all close assault strike craft, passed over their position already. Pedersen thinks more are coming.” 
 
    “Play the card,” Edmonds snapped.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Play the card. Tell Pedersen ‘Weapons free.’” 
 
    “Could Tahzhent have arranged a major hunt?” Akuwin asked. “Though this may sound like marsh-mud, it has only been a short time since our assault upon his advance base commenced. It is even less since he committed his rapid response hunt.” 
 
    “Can we risk it?” Edmonds asked. “At the very least, the Hawks are out of this fight. We still have a few of our dropships, but I’m not sure we can get them armed in time.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tahnerif said. “We can probably defend against eight CAS craft, but if it is a major strike, we are as vulnerable as ever.” 
 
    “Understood.” Akuwin hit the comm. “Team Daring, you are authorized to fire at any targets that come into range.” 
 
    “Confirm last order?” Pedersen requested.  
 
    “The time for prowling is done. The time for striking is here.” 
 
    “Weapons free. Understood.” 
 
    Tahnerif moved the comm. “Attention Citadel Sz’kal. The Great Hunter calls. Our prey dares to come before our blades. It is time to make sure you are ready to strike so the Great Hunter can do naught else but remember you.” 
 
    A number of alarms and alerts sounded across the base.  
 
    “This makes no sense,” Sheridan muttered. “Unless…” He sat at one of the consoles, running through the data fed to them by the connection to the CASPers.  
 
    Akuwin bared her teeth as a new report came in. “Fahrissthan lives, for now.” Her ears sagged. “They’re rushing Lieutenant Otxoa to surgery. They’re offloading the remainder of Team Dagger right now. No numbers yet, but many are wounded, though there are still many able to fight. However, all of your warriors had to leave their CASPers. The LAHV could not carry their weight.” 
 
    “Understood.” Edmonds glanced over at Sheridan. “Have the quartermasters break out the M-93s and all the grenades we can find. Whatever this flight of Tahzhent entails, my Foresters should have something to fight with.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “You are one with the Great Hunter.” 
 
    “Team Daring to Sunray Actual.” 
 
    “Edmonds here.” 
 
    “We have at least 20 more bogies lifting off. Scratch that. At least 30. Commencing fire in one minute. Daring out.” 
 
    “Thirty—” Edmonds looked at Tahnerif. 
 
    “This is no probe,” Akuwin said. “This is a full strike. How?” 
 
    “I think I know,” Sheridan said, rising from the console. Face grim, he pointed at the current icons on the sand table. “Of late, the Sunwardens have provided most of the garrison for their supply base and the bridges. The Blooded Talons were the rapid response force that hammered Team Dagger. Across the front of the Line of Broken Spears, we’ve only seen the Star’s Hunters.” 
 
    “You’re saying we haven’t fought the Preytakers or the Blademasters,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “Not in any meaningful numbers.” Sheridan shook his head. “And this number of dropships and strike craft suggest we underestimated the quantity of air assets Tahzhent had.” 
 
    “He’s committing them now. Why?” asked Tahnerif. 
 
    “Because we’re not the only ones who can rope-a-dope.” Sheridan put a chart on the main display. “He’s been whittling us down in the hopes we’d overextend ourselves.” 
 
    “Which we did by striking at the supply base.” 
 
    “So he believes.” 
 
    “Team Daring to Sunray Actual. We’ve downed 11 craft. At least 20 made it through, though.” 
 
    “Good job, Captain. Retreat to a safe place out of Tahzhent’s reach. We’ll let you know when it’s time to come out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll find us a safe place. No need to worry about that.” 
 
    “At least that card proved valuable,” Sheridan said. “We can hope he got more dropships than CAS birds.”  
 
    “We can hope, though I wouldn’t expect so,” Edmonds said. “Worst case, we’ve got two full battalions of Zuul, probably fresh and eager to fight, against Bravo, what’s left of Delta, and less than half of your companies.” 
 
    Sheridan’s mouth twisted. “Don’t forget Blackcloak’s 88s.”  
 
    “It’s certainly time to let them have their fun.” Edmonds switched the channel. “Captain Blackcloak, we have a few dozen enemy strike craft in bound. It’s time for you to put down the Scotch.” 
 
    “Very well. We were getting to the mediocre stuff, anyway. Who thinks 12 years is sufficient for good whiskey?” 
 
    “I’m glad I could take you away from such a tribulation. Edmonds, out.” He switched circuits. “Captain Helman, there are two full Zuul battalions inbound. Get your people ready.”  
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Edmonds didn’t acknowledge the response. “Edmonds to Kjetil. Arm all the traps you’ve got.” 
 
    “As if I haven’t already started the process. I’d never get anywhere if I’d always waited on you.” 
 
    “Do I have your most current map of toys and play areas?” 
 
    “Not like you can understand it, but it’s coming over now.” 
 
    “Excellent. Good job, Captain.” 
 
    “Are you done distracting me? I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “Get to it.” 
 
    Sheridan snorted. “Good to know we can still count on Kjetil to be an asshole.” 
 
    “Always nice to have something to rely on.” Edmonds’ pad pinged, and the new locations appeared on the sand table. “Uploading the latest map of our traps now. Akuwin, take note for your deployments.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Akuwin pointed at the southern edge of the base. “What about here? If we bring our warriors to the east side to defend against attackers landing at the normal landing zones, we risk Tahzhent sending warriors to this area here. It is not an easy path to attack, but it has been done before.” 
 
    Tahnerif considered. “Is Team Dagger still capable of fighting?” 
 
    Edmonds blew out a breath. “I suppose. It’s clearly all hands on deck time.” 
 
    The Zuul growled in unison.  
 
    “What does that mean?” Tahnerif asked.  
 
    “That everyone has to fight.” 
 
    “Yes.” The kal’shin stroked his claur’sha’awin. “Send Team Dagger to the southern edge.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Akuwin said. 
 
    “Still going to be real tight, sir,” Sheridan said. “We could recall the Alpha and Charlie strike teams.” 
 
    “Leave Alpha,” Edmonds said. “The only way we could get them back fast enough is to bring them back on unarmed shuttles in enemy-controlled airspace. Tell Charlie Company to return, though. Their CASPers, if they hurry, might make a difference.” 
 
    “What about the Zuul members of their strike teams?” Akuwin asked. 
 
    “Tell our warriors to advance,” Tahnerif said. “They shall join with the Alpha strike teams. Once they have joined together, they are to attack. Their objective is Citadel A’than.” 
 
    “That’s over 100 klicks away!” Sheridan protested. 
 
    “Then they’d best hurry.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Edmonds said. “Let’s get all our remaining shuttles and dropships armed, fueled, and airborne as soon as possible.” 
 
    “They are too few to make a difference in the battle.” 
 
    “If we get them aloft, maybe they’ll survive, and we can find a way to use them later. They’ll surely be destroyed if we don’t. They can assemble to the northwest, out of the battle for now. It’s unlikely we can whittle Tahzhent’s birds down enough to matter, but it’s a chance.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter gives us the opportunity to prove ourselves,” Tahnerif agreed. “He provides no guarantees. Do it.” 
 
    Akuwin dutifully passed on all the orders.  
 
    The leaders looked at each other somberly, then Tahnerif’s face broadened into a wide, tooth-baring grin. “It is well, my fellows, that we have our own personal weapons.” He turned to Edmonds. “The time has come for you and me to remember our days as puppies.” 
 
    “But—” Sheridan and Akuwin protested in unison.  
 
    “But I’m the colonel and he’s the kal’shin,” Edmonds said as he picked up his M-93 and slung a bandolier of ammo over his shoulder. “If we’re going to lose our units, we’ll do it from the front. Rank has its privileges.” 
 
    “With all due respect, fuck you, sir,” Sheridan said, fists clenched. 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile. Oh, and put yourself on report for cursing in front of a fucking superior.” Edmonds put his hand on Sheridan’s shoulder. He turned to Tahnerif, who’d also armed himself. “Shall we, Kal’shin?”  
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    “Looks like our day ain’t over,” Schmidt snarled, pointing at a number of Zuul who were hastily opening crates from the bed of a small truck.  
 
    She had a cut over her right eye. It had stopped bleeding, but they hadn’t had a chance to get cleaned up, so blood covered the side of her face. “They’ve got M-93s and units of fire for us right there. Get yourself armed. We’ve got to get to our sector.” 
 
    Kiial and Zenobia ran over to grab one and an accompanying bandolier.  
 
    “You ever use one of these?” Kiial asked. 
 
    “Once. We had a day on the range.” Zenobia snorted. “We were supposed to have more, but they cut out some of our training to focus on what we’d need. We weren’t supposed to need these.” 
 
    Kiial pointed at the safety and the fire select. “Changing the mags in these ain’t always quick or easy. When we get somewhere, do it a few times.”  
 
    “Bullpups are like that.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Kiial!” Schmidt yelled. “You and Zenobia go over to the south berm. Jackson’s already there. I’ll send the rest of the platoon over as soon as they’ve got something to shoot.” 
 
    “On it!” They ran over to their assigned location. They arrived to see Lieutenant Jackson returning a Zuul mar’shin’s salute. The lieutenant wasn’t standing quite right, favoring a freshly bandaged leg. He turned as they arrived. 
 
    “Corporal Kiial. Glad you made it. This is Mar’shin Lazhalan. He’ll lead the Zuul who’ll help us guard this sector.” 
 
    Kiial saluted. “Yes, sir, but I’m a private, sir.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” He handed him a radio and a headpiece. “I need you to fill a billet. Congratulations. You got 31. You get Zenobia, Taggert, and Zhash. When those two get here, you take the west—” He put his hand to his ear, turning slightly away. “Yes, sir. Good to hear.” He turned back. “We’ve got an ATV on the way with cases of grenades and ration bars. Take all you can carry and cover the western flank of this line.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You had grenade training, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. When you pull the pin, Mr. Grenade is not your friend.” 
 
    “You sound just like McWhorter.” Jackson chuckled grimly.  
 
    Kiial snorted as he fixed the headpiece around his head. It didn’t fit well, but he figured he could manage it.  
 
    If I can’t, it’s not like they’ll be able to yell at me.  
 
    “Testing,” Jackson said. 
 
    “Coming through, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” The LT pointed. “There are the grenades and rations.” 
 
    The ATV drove up, and a Zuul quartermaster went around to open the crates.  
 
    Kiial and Zenobia stuffed every pouch they had. Taggert and Zhash arrived to do the same. 
 
    Jackson tapped the Cochkala on the shoulder. “Now get out there and make sure they don’t hit us from that side. At least a couple of dropships made a landing out that way, but no clue how many Zuul they carried.” 
 
    “I understand.” Kiial waved, and the three others followed him.  
 
    “Congrats, I guess,” Zenobia said as they trotted over. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Congrats?” Taggert asked. 
 
    “Kiial’s now a corporal.” 
 
    “Kiial?” Zhash snorted. 
 
    “Don’t look at me, I didn’t want it,” Kiial snapped back. 
 
    “Better you than me.” Taggert laughed harshly. “Besides, I figured they’d do that after Markham and all the other corporals bought it at the LZ. You’re an asshole, but at least you can fight.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Kiial examined their sector. “Catch your breath while I figure out our best options.”  
 
    Their line of defense was in an area where seasonal streams had carved out gullies. The vegetation here was a sweeping sort of grayish grass. Hardly anything in sight for a couple of klicks, where there stood a line of those long-leafed trees.  
 
    No cover, except for these gullies. 
 
    He pointed at one that ran parallel to their line of defense. “Okay. We’ll line up along here. Keep your heads below ground level as much as possible. Get yourselves in place and eat something. It’s already been a fucked up day.” 
 
    Taggert snorted. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” 
 
    “That’s Corporal Obvious.” 
 
    They situated themselves.  
 
    “Jackson to 31. You set up, Kiial?” 
 
    “Yes.” He described their location and the terrain in front of him. 
 
    “Okay. Keep your eyes peeled. I’m sending Lazhalan and a couple of Zuul squads out to push forward and get eyes on the enemy, so remind your people to watch for the unit flash color. Won’t have the CASPer’s AI telling us who all are the bad guys. Jackson, out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He looked down the line. “21b—” He whipped his tail in frustration. “I mean, 31. We’ve got good guy Zuul coming to scout in front of us. Make sure you’re aiming at the bad guys. You might have noticed we don’t have the CASPers to help us.” 
 
    “Noooo, really?” Taggert said. 
 
    “I hate being a corporal already,” Kiial muttered. 
 
    Zenobia laughed. 
 
    The next hour took a geological epoch to pass. Zuul led by Lazhalan filtered ahead of them to scout the stream-carved grassy hills ahead of Kiial’s position. A few spindly trees rose here and there, but the main cover was the little gullies. They were too shallow for Zuul to stand without being seen, but plenty deep for the enemy to creep up, low crawling.  
 
    The remainder of Delta Second and Team Dagger extended to his east.  
 
    Schmidt and what little of 21 remained, along with a couple of replacements, took positions immediately to Kiial’s left.  
 
    She looked over to the Cochkala after she got 21 set up. “You ready to fuck your uncle, kid?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Become a merc. Travel to interesting places. Kill aliens. Get paid.” 
 
    Kiial snorted. “I’m probably the richest person in this unit now, except maybe Edmonds.” 
 
    “How’s that? The regency thing your uncle did?” 
 
    “It’s a big deal for us and a lot of money.” 
 
    “We find a clerk; maybe you can submit your retirement.” 
 
    Kiial started to laugh, then shrugged helplessly. “Where else would I go? I mean, now? After I’ve seen…” He trailed off. 
 
    “I don’t know, kid.” Schmidt double-checked her M-93. “I never figured that out myself.” 
 
    “Sunray Actual to all Foresters. I’m about to join Bravo Company against the landing force. Before I do, I just want to say, you’ve done the unit proud. Whatever else, those who were at Passchendaele and Juno Beach will know their own. Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile!” 
 
    Kiial blew out a deep breath and looked at the others of 31. They nodded back.  
 
    “Movement, front,” someone down the line snapped.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Rei’shin Akuwin to Captain Blackcloak. We have firm numbers now. There are 22 dropships inbound to LZs Alpha and Bravo. Each one carries about a platoon of Zuul. Escorting them are 16 CAS craft.” 
 
    “That’s it? Can’t you get us a few more toys?”  
 
    “I don’t know that he has any more, as we think he sent some to the south, but I shall send a message to Tahzhent to that effect.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Blackcloak looked at the pillar of smoke rising from the shuttle pad a klick away. “I guess we won’t have to worry too much about firing on friendly aircraft.” 
 
    “You are correct, Captain. You are authorized to fire at any target within your weapons’ range.” 
 
    “Excellent. Blackcloak out.” He brought his comm to his mouth. “Okay, lads. We have a number of incoming enemy targets. Guns 2 and 4, load AA; 1 and 3, load AP.” 
 
    “Which AP?” McChesney asked. “The reenactment, or sabot rounds?” 
 
    “I believe we’re all interested in seeing the sabot rounds in action.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “The incoming craft include close assault craft and dropships. The dropships are your main target, especially if you can get them before they have offloaded their troops. Also, they won’t expect our initial barrages, so let them get low.” 
 
    “Fried doggie, coming up!” McChesney yelled. Even through the comm, everyone around Blackcloak heard him.  
 
    The old Zuul warrior who led the squad defending the gun turned his head sharply.  
 
    Blackcloak grinned. “Not you, of course.” 
 
    The Zuul bared his teeth. “At this point, I don’t care what you say about Zuul, as long as I can bite you tomorrow.” 
 
    “That seems fair.” 
 
    Gun 1’s crew busied themselves with the process of loading their 88. They’d drilled so it was routine, of course, but this time they made sure. Once his gun was loaded, Blackcloak looked around. The rest of the crew—all unshaven, besides himself, wearing well-used fatigues, and carrying more than a hint of years long past—looked back.  
 
    “Been a while since I felt like a teenager taking a girl to a dance,” Blackcloak said. 
 
    The others laughed.  
 
    “This baby’s prettier than anyone I ever danced with,” a loader said.  
 
    “Smells better, too, I bet,” the assistant gunner said.  
 
    “True story.” The loader shrugged. “At least mine had their own teeth.” 
 
    “I always liked a bit of experience.” 
 
    “This will be an experience for us all,” Blackcloak said.  
 
    “Sheridan to Blackcloak. The first flight is going for LZ Beta.” 
 
    “Damn. Ah well, I guess we’ll let 3 and 4 hog the fun this time.” 
 
    “No need to worry. The second flight is larger and on course for LZ Alpha. It’s about five minutes behind the first one. Sheridan, out.” 
 
    “Blackcloak to McChesney, did you hear that?” 
 
    “Yep. We’re ready. Time to get a little back for my brother.” 
 
    “Good hunting.” 
 
    “The first flight will crest the hills in about two minutes. We’ll know soon.” 
 
    Despite the fact that the enemy’s initial flight path went toward LZ Beta, Blackcloak had a decent line of sight. He stared at the eastern hills with his binoculars.  
 
    A line of CAS strike craft leading the assault zoomed over those hills toward the shuttle pad. Dozens of 212s and M-8s shot up to meet them. 
 
    Then dropships appeared, coming low and fast toward the easternmost of Citadel Sz’kal’s two traditional landing zones. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Blackcloak said. “Wait for it.” 
 
    The dropships filled the air over the landing zone with countermeasures. They spoofed the SAMs, and a pair of CAS birds curved to swoop at the hill from whence they’d come.  
 
    But the countermeasures did nothing against the aiming mechanisms of the 88s the Zuul had no idea existed. The dropships slowed to land.  
 
    “Now!” Blackcloak hissed. 
 
    As if their crew commanders had heard him, Guns 3 and 4 fired at the same time. Gun 3’s discarding sabot armor-piercing round sliced through the wing and engine of one of the dropships. It struggled to maintain its landing pattern, but it crunched into its landing, sending up a plume of dirt and metal bits.  
 
    Some of those doggies might survive, but they’re not going to be ready to fight right away.  
 
    However, Gun 4’s first shot took his breath away. The proximity-fused flak round exploded at the side of another dropship and shredded it. What was left curved away and impacted on a hillside in a bright flash. 
 
    Four CAS birds abruptly shifted course and veered toward the two guns. A series of M-8s and 212s rose, along with 88mm rounds. The enemy Zuul dropped countermeasures and wove through the SAMs, seeking this sudden, new, and strange threat.  
 
    One fell to an M-8 that got sucked into its engine.  
 
    The remainder unleashed a volley of rockets toward Gun 3’s position.  
 
    A discarding sabot round from Gun 3 hit one of the CAS craft in the nose. The depleted uranium bolt went straight along its long axis, and the aircraft simply disappeared. Then the rockets landed in a string near their emplacement. 
 
    “Gun 3, report,” Blackcloak snapped.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    “Sir, them CAS birds look to be coming back.” 
 
    “Open fire when you see fit, then switch Gun 1 to flak rounds.” 
 
    Across the valley, a squad of mortars lifted a volley. Then another, their submunitions streaking in toward the six surviving dropships, now in the landing area and disgorging Zuul warriors. 
 
    “Gun 4, switch to AP and incendiary. Hit those dropships on the ground,” Blackcloak commanded.  
 
    “Got it, boss,” its captain replied. A moment later, one of the landed dropships exploded, enemy Zuul pinwheeling away. The incendiary round that followed toasted the remainder.  
 
    “More dropships coming,” the gun captain said from behind him. 
 
    “Got it. Our turn anyway. Fire!” The 88 fired, but the AP round missed.  
 
    However, Gun 2’s proximity-fused AA round burst close to the dropship, and it wobbled toward a rocky, uneven section, to crunch in a cloud of dust and parts.  
 
    “Gunner, flak, dropship!” Blackcloak snarled.  
 
    The gun crew couldn’t match the peak of German gunners from World War II, who could sometimes fire a round every three seconds, but they punched out one every five.  
 
    Another dropship fell. Then all they could see were CAS strike craft. They kept firing.  
 
    Two of the CAS birds had circled around and rippled a rocket strike at Gun 2 from behind. Blackcloak happened to see the very moment when one of the rockets struck the gun itself, two hundred meters away. 
 
    Gun 2’s barrel flipped around like one of the cabers Blackcloak had tossed as a youth. Things that had to have been body parts flew in the air, but he couldn’t differentiate what was what.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen such things, and he didn’t hesitate, targeting another CAS craft circling their emplacement. “Fire!” 
 
    He saw a dropship. “Gunner, flak, dropship.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Up,” the loader snapped. 
 
    “On the way,” the gunner chanted. 
 
    Over and over again. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Blackcloak noticed their assigned squad of Zuul guards firing their rocket launchers. Then he saw a line of the enemy rushing toward them. 
 
    “Gunner, flechette, infantry.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Up!” 
 
    “On the way.” The gunner leaned out to see the flechette shred the bushes and warriors in front of them. 
 
    “Gunner!” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Damn your eyes, flechette, infantry!” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    “Up!” 
 
    “On the way.” 
 
    Then they had a chance to fire at another close attack craft, which hadn’t stopped strafing.  
 
    “Gunner, flak, CAS.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Up.” 
 
    “On the way.” 
 
    The gun coughed. Their target staggered off to the left, trailing smoke. 
 
    They fired again. Another strike craft veered away.  
 
    And again. This one simply disintegrated. 
 
    “Gunner, flak, dropship!” Blackcloak yelled as he saw one of the now empty dropships circle back to fire its ground attack weapons.  
 
    The gunner snarled, “Ian!” 
 
    Blackcloak turned to see a Zuul strike craft driving in at them. Rockets shot from its pods.  
 
    They’re going to mess up my hair. How rude.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Helman, we’re coming up to join you,” Edmonds said. “The kal’shin, most of a Zuul company, and all the other Foresters who can pull a trigger.” 
 
    “Excellent, sir,” the captain responded in a tone as dry as the Sahara. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as all that,” Edmonds answered with a laugh. “Our M-93s aren’t likely to damage your Mk 8s, even if we’ve all forgotten how to aim.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. In any case, Bravo is in a line along this ridge. I’d appreciate it if you’d cover our six, but…” 
 
    “But you don’t want us in front getting in the way.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Understood. Go get them, and we’ll cover the gaps. Edmonds, out.” The colonel explained Helman’s plan to the kal’shin. 
 
    “That is well. Should we go too far, the Slyest Prey will slow our hunters.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll take my people to the right flank.” 
 
    “Take the blunderbuss squad as well. I have not worked with them in the field enough and you’ll have more experience with that sort of weapon.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Blessings of the hunt, Colonel.” 
 
    Edmonds waved and jogged toward the right, followed by about 30 mechanics, armorers, and a couple of company clerks, plus the Zuul, as well. He listened in on Bravo’s circuit.  
 
    “Okay, Bravo Company, we’ve got at least a Zuul battalion on the other side of that hill,” Captain Helman said. “They think we’re on the ropes, but they ain’t seen Bravo yet. Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to rock and roll.” 
 
    The Blademasters crossed the hill, charging fast. Bravo countercharged at the same time. 
 
    Then a huge flight of Zuul heavy rockets streaked over the hill to reap their harvest among Bravo’s CASPers.  
 
    Damn that bastard. He kept a bunch in reserve, Edmonds thought.  
 
    None of Bravo’s files escaped without losing at least one, but Captain Helman survived, and he was the heart of the company. He and his experienced troopers simply adjusted their firing sectors on the fly and unleashed well-aimed MAC and minigun fire into the charging doggies.  
 
    There were too many for Bravo to kill, though, and Edmonds pointed at a Zuul company coming through the lines. “Foresters, make ready!” 
 
    The company’s mechanics, quartermasters, armorers, clerks, and whatever else lifted their rifles and fired at their colonel’s command.  
 
    The M-93s fired 7.62x51 cartridges, based on the venerable NATO rounds of a century past. However, these had been manufactured with Galactic-level metallurgy, and had been designed to defeat the natural body armor Human mercs had discovered many aliens possessed. So, despite the fact Zuul pelts were tougher than Human skins, the rounds ripped through the Blademasters. 
 
    But the exchange rate was horrible. One of Bravo’s CASPers exploded as four Zuul rockets hit it at once. Three armorers piled Zuul in front of them but died in quick succession to another squad. Another rocket blasted a clerk who should have retired 15 years ago but had nowhere else to go. His white-haired head rolled to Edmonds’ feet. 
 
    The colonel barely noticed and kept firing at doggies. A Zuul rocket exploded next to him, and he couldn’t quite figure out why his view of everything seemed off-kilter, nor why he was having trouble aiming.  
 
    His understanding cleared a bit as he reached for another mag, now realizing that his left hand had fallen to his side. He fumbled for one and finally managed to slide it in place with his right hand.  
 
    He fired one-handed at a group, made easier by the M-93’s bullpup design. His accuracy suffered, but at this point, rate of fire mattered as much as anything.  
 
    Three more Zuul rushed him.  
 
    He flicked the selector to full auto, deciding to die with an empty mag, as he ran the M-93 left to right.  
 
    Five rounds ripped through the first Zuul, leaving little but a spray of sapphire fur. A sixth bullet smashed the second Zuul’s teeth in and went out the back of its skull. 
 
    But he didn’t have the strength, one-handed, to control the weapon, despite its excellent balance. His barrel sent several rounds well over the last Zuul’s head.  
 
    He let go of the trigger and tried to pull down the muzzle toward the third Zuul.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Here they come!” Schmidt yelled. “Keep your fire low, and try not to hit the good guys!” 
 
    Kiial peered over the little mound in front of him and saw Zuul retreating, falling back in decent order against a much larger force behind them. The friendlies were about half a klick away, but the OPFOR pressed them hard, and he could see a few in the distance.  
 
    He rested his M-93 on the ground, took a breath, let it go, and fired a single round. Seven months ago, he’d gotten an M-93. He’d had time, even with all that had happened, to get pretty good with it.  
 
    A Zuul 600 meters downrange flailed his arms. 
 
    “Nice shot, kid,” Schmidt observed. “Now do it again, or you’re just fucking lucky.” 
 
    Kiial didn’t acknowledge her. He shifted his aim slightly. Let out a breath.  
 
    Five hundred meters away, another Zuul died. 
 
    Again. Four-fifty.  
 
    Again. Four hundred.  
 
    He vaguely heard the chatter from Zenobia’s M-93, soon followed by the rest of the line.  
 
    Let out another breath. Three hundred.  
 
    “All the good guys are inside the line!” Schmidt yelled. “Fire at anything that moves.” 
 
    Kiial blinked at those words and shifted his fire to closer doggies, ones he’d ignored to avoid friendly fire. He flipped his selector to three-round bursts and picked them off. 
 
    The small gullies allowed the charging enemy to dive for cover periodically. Their quick appearance and disappearance made the battle feel odd to the Cochkala. A target popped up. He fired. Another to his left. Three shots out. Reload. Another target. Three more shots.  
 
    But each target rose from gullies ever closer to his position. The last one had been less than 100 meters away. He wasn’t sure how many he’d hit, because they got to new cover so quickly.  
 
    A group popped up and unleashed a volley. It ripped into the center of the line.  
 
    Kiial nailed at least one of the group, as did either Zhash or Taggert.  
 
    The Zuul repeated the tactic, and it was clear, even to Kiial on the western side, that the far end of Team Dagger’s sector was returning less fire. 
 
    He had no time to think about it. Target. Shoot. Target. Shoot. Reload.  
 
    Another group popped up, and this time the burst landed among 21 to his left.  
 
    “Damn it all!” Schmidt yelled. 
 
    The sound of her voice as she cursed caught his attention, and he turned.  
 
    She lay on the ground, blood pouring from several wounds. She hadn’t stopped firing, though. Then her M-93 clicked empty.  
 
    She looked puzzled for a second, then turned to Kiial. She opened her mouth to say something.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Zuul’s head exploded. 
 
    Edmonds turned to see a mechanic struggling to fit a new magazine into his M-93. 
 
    Then a CAS bird came along their line. Its string of rockets barely missed the colonel, but one sent the mechanic, and his empty M-93, flying.  
 
    “This is Sheridan. The first CASPers from Charlie are within three klicks.”  
 
    Edmonds snarled, “We don’t have that much time.” 
 
    “Stay alive. Help is coming.” 
 
    A couple of rockets landed near him, and he jumped into a gully. “Akuwin, we need help. How many dropships we got up there with weapons?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Send them in.” 
 
    “There are still a dozen or more—” 
 
    “I don’t care! Send them now! We need to survive another couple of minutes, and we need to distract Tahzhent’s CAS!” 
 
    “On the way.” 
 
    The colonel ran in a crouch along the gully, searching for Foresters. He found an armorer, but the wounded man looked at him blankly and then fell back.  
 
    He moved on.  
 
    A Zuul appeared, turning his launcher. Edmonds raised his M-93. At the same time, the two realized they were allies.  
 
    They heard movement on the hill above them. Before either could fire at the new target, a Blademaster sent a rocket into the Stalker.  
 
    Edmonds paid the ferryman and moved on. 
 
    He found a couple of clerks who’d managed to stick together.  
 
    “Help’s coming, follow me!” he yelled to them.  
 
    They came across a pair of Zuul holding off another pair. Edmonds took out one of the Blademasters and the other exploded to a rocket.  
 
    “Follow me,” he repeated to the Stalkers.  
 
    A rushing sound and two explosions told him their dropships had arrived, but he had too much to focus on in front of him.  
 
    His tiny collection of warriors blasted several more Blademasters. They paid for it, though, as one of the clerks died to a stray MAC round, and a pair of Stalkers died to an ambush. 
 
    Still, Edmonds’ impromptu unit dispatched all those in front of them, while gathering more to his banner. He suddenly realized he had about a platoon’s worth, which seemed as big as any group remaining in this part of the battlefield. 
 
    He pointed along the line, obvious now from the line of bodies and warhead craters. He tried to yell, “Charge!” but it came out as a croak. 
 
    Those around him understood, though. With little grace, they stumbled along the line, rolling up the flank.  
 
    They startled about a score of Blademasters, firing before Tahzhent’s allies could react. Several fell.  
 
    Edmonds’ M-93 clicked empty, and he realized he had no more ammo. A Zuul lay on the ground next to him, and he grabbed his launcher and fired. 
 
    Missed.  
 
    Fired again. 
 
    Missed again. 
 
    These things aren’t as easy as I thought, especially one-handed. 
 
    The Stalker next to him sent out a series of rockets as another group charged in.  
 
    Edmonds fired again. This time, his rocket struck the ground in front of a Blademaster. Technically a miss, but it sent the Zuul sprawling.  
 
    Another Stalker finished that one off. 
 
    Edmonds staggered to his feet and waved his group forward. They cleaned up a mess distracting a pair of Bravo’s CASPers, who joined up with him.  
 
    He ran out of rockets and tossed the weapon away. His only weapon at this point was his ability to lead. 
 
    “That way!” he yelled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Blademasters had fought alongside the Stalkers in the Stars many times over the years. Tahnerif used his knowledge of their kal’shin and his rei’shin ruthlessly to anticipate the nature of their charge. 
 
    His squads concentrated fire on the Blademasters’ fire teams on this end of the line, and he waited for the right moment.  
 
    “Stalkers! Charge!” He ran forward, leading his troops into the Blademasters.  
 
    The Zuul intermingled, and it was almost impossible to tell friend from foe. However, that helped the Stalkers more, since there were four Blademasters to each of them, and Tahnerif’s warriors just shot at everything.  
 
    The kal’shin blasted a Blademaster mar’shin he remembered working with a year before.  
 
    What was her name? 
 
    The idle thought passed as quickly as it had come. He fired again. And again.  
 
    “Damn the Slyest Prey!” he yelled when he realized one of his rockets had struck one of his own warriors.  
 
    His launcher snapped empty. He searched for reloads, to find he had none.  
 
    A Blademaster rose up, but wasn’t fast enough. Tahnerif ripped his claur’sha’awin through his throat, then shoved it back into its sheath, covered in blood and fur. He grabbed a bunch of rocket ammo from the warrior and reloaded.  
 
    He saw one of Bravo’s CASPers, hard-pressed by five Blademasters. He picked one off, then sent three rockets at another. That gave the Forester in the CASPer time to run his minigun over their positions. He then sent out a couple of K-bombs.  
 
    One landed close enough to Tahnerif for a stone to rip along his leg.  
 
    “Marsh-mud!” the kal’shin growled. A wounded Blademaster raised a launcher. Tahnerif finished him off and continued his charge, though with less grace.  
 
    The CASPer driver ripped a long burst of MAC rounds over his head. Tahnerif turned to see a cluster of Zuul remnants, then turned back to see a Blademaster heavy rocket fire team take aim at the CASPer.  
 
    He emptied his launcher at the team, but not before it fired. The heavy rocket crunched into the CASPer, and another piece of shrapnel zinged past the kal’shin, this one ripping off an ear. 
 
    He dropped to the ground and reloaded.  
 
    Rockets flew around him. MAC launchers chunked round after round. K-bombs exploded ahead of him. M-93s chattered to his right.  
 
    He saw a pair of Zuul. He killed both of them.  
 
    Then he heard a howl behind him. He turned to see a rocket launcher aimed directly at him.  
 
    “Kal’shin!” the startled warrior blurted out, lowering her launcher. 
 
    Tahnerif took a deep breath. “Thank the Great Hunter. Follow me.” 
 
    “Kal’shin! Akuwin here. More Forester CASPers are on the way. Hold on!” 
 
    Tahnerif looked at the mass of Blademasters charging in. “It shall be as the Great Hunter wishes.” 
 
    He fired his rocket launcher and reloaded. 
 
    They are too close. 
 
    An assemblage of CASPers, unarmored Humans, and Stalkers appeared to his right. They staggered and stumbled. Their war cries weren’t in any language intelligible to Human or Zuul. At their head was Colonel Edmonds, who stomped forward, shouting and pointing, but with no weapon Tahnerif could see. 
 
    That, at least, I must remedy.  
 
    Edmonds stepped up to Tahnerif and saluted. “Kal’shin, I beg leave to report that we’ve gained control of the battlefield.” 
 
    “So I see. I also see you are without a weapon.”  
 
    “I ran out of ammo, and I never figured out how to aim one of your launchers.” 
 
    “They are tricky with one arm, it is true. We shall have a medic check your wounds.” 
 
    Edmonds glanced down, then back up with a wry smile. “I wish you hadn’t said that. It didn’t hurt until you mentioned it. How about yours?” 
 
    “Thus is the will of the Slyest Prey.” Tahnerif touched what was left of his ear. Then his eyes hardened and he slid out his claur’sha’awin. “I give you this, so that you may never stand unarmed again. To my shame, I have yet to clean it properly, but the Great Hunter will brook no delay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kal’shin.” Edmonds slid it along his wounded arm so his crimson blood could mingle with the Zuul blood already on the blade. 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “This battle of honor has gone on too long. It is time we end this. Are you ready, Brother?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then we attack.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Kiial turned away from Schmidt’s empty eyes and continued shooting. A pair down. One who had low-crawled to within twenty meters rose to rush his position, but found Kiial waiting for him. The Cochkala threw a grenade into a gully, with a second right behind it, and was rewarded by a Zuul howl of agony.  
 
    But the Zuul kept pressing, and he had to do something. 
 
    “Zhash, follow me. You two, cover us.” 
 
    “Where the hell are we going?” Zhash snarled.  
 
    “We’re going to run like we did at Owen Sound. Low, through that gully over there.”  
 
    “Kiial—” 
 
    “Cover us!” Kiial snarled to Zenobia and Taggert, then jumped out of their current gully to cross about 15 meters to another one. He jumped into it, then followed it until he ran into a pack of Zuul.  
 
    They turned startled eyes to him, and he triggered a burst into their flank. Several fell back. 
 
    Two turned their launchers toward him. 
 
    Zhash sent 7.62mm rounds from his M-93 right past Kiial’s head. The bullets ruffled Kiial’s fur, but sent blue blood flying.  
 
    “Good shooting!” Kiial tossed a grenade at the next gully away from the Foresters’ line and followed right behind it. The concussion of the blast staggered him, and Zuul rockets zinged past him. However, fire from Zenobia and Taggert forced the Zuul to pull back into their gully, and Kiial and Zhash tumbled into the next one.  
 
    However, a Zuul squad had seen him, and they countercharged. They burst around the bend, with rockets flying. 
 
    One ripped along Kiial’s ribs. He jerked back from another that went right in front of his muzzle. He emptied his magazine into the charge, then threw a grenade. Dimly, he could hear Zhash doing the same thing.  
 
    He frantically stuffed another magazine into his M-93 and jumped around the bend to find two more Zuul. Both wounded, they lifted their launchers.  
 
    Now both dead, as Kiial sent three rounds into each.  
 
    He suddenly realized he had no targets. He also realized he was alone. He ran back around the bend to find Zhash. A rocket launcher had taken a leg, and several other wounds drained his cousin’s blood into the dirt. Kiial frantically tried to staunch them. He yelled into his comm, “Medic! We need medics.” 
 
    He didn’t hear an answer.  
 
    Zhash grabbed his arm, and he looked his cousin in the face. The hate that had been there all their lives suddenly cleared from his eyes. “Not a civilian.” 
 
    “No.” Kiial gripped his hand. “You made it. Tenacious and versatile.”  
 
    “Fuck your uncle.” His muzzle fell to the side.  
 
    Kiial ran back to their lines to see Zenobia trying to help Taggert, but he was already gone, his face set as pugnaciously as ever.  
 
    Then Kiial stumbled over to fall at Schmidt’s side. Her mouth was still open, as were her eyes. He could almost hear her saying, Sometimes the job does us. 
 
    The Cochkala gently closed her eyes, wrapped his tail around her, and pulled her close.  
 
    Zenobia plopped next to them, staring over the battlefield as tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    Jackson limped along the line, checking troopers and ignoring his own wounds. 
 
    When the LT reached Kiial and Zenobia, the Cochkala looked up and said, “Fuck my uncle.” 
 
    Jackson tried to say something, but couldn’t. He fell to the ground next to Zenobia, his wounded leg finally giving out.  
 
    Kiial waved at her to cut the LT a crutch from one of the spindly trees 20 meters behind their line. She trudged off.  
 
    “Sheridan to Delta Second, status report!” The call went out to all the comms of the platoon, so Kiial heard it as well as Jackson. The LT gestured for the Cochkala to answer.  
 
    “This is Corporal Kiial. We held them. Can’t see any of us who aren’t wounded. Most are dead. The LT needs help badly.” 
 
    “Schmidt?” 
 
    “Doesn’t need any help.” 
 
    “Got it. Help is on the way,” the major said. 
 
    Kiial looked around. How can anyone help?  
 
    “Cancel that,” a growling voice said on the comm. “Attention all warriors of honor. The time has come to end this. All Foresters and Stalkers, reform around the shuttle pad.” 
 
    Jackson snorted. “If my momma’s son understands anything right now, it’s that the kal’shin sounds pissed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The lieutenant sighed. “Mar’shin Lazhalan took a pair of rockets, so I have no clue who’s in charge of the doggies. I’m going to have to gather them up. That means you get to lead what’s left of Delta Second to the pad. Congratulations, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Sir, no—” Kiial sputtered. 
 
    “Who else do I got? Schmidt’s gone. Markham’s gone. All my corporals besides you are gone. You’re the only file leader left alive from those Delta Second had when we left Earth. Someone’s got to be platoon sergeant. That means you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Jackson accepted the crutch Zenobia brought over. He stood up and growled, “Delta Second still lives. I don’t care if it’s just you, me, and her, got it? It was us two and seven others when we left Maquon, but the platoon existed then, and it still does now. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That means we need a platoon sergeant. Take the job, or my momma’s son will have one less fucking Cochkala to deal with.”  
 
    Kiial’s tail fell to the ground.  
 
    Jackson lifted his M-93. “Well?” 
 
    “It’s me, I guess.” 
 
    “Good. Now get them rounded up and armed as best you can. You got five minutes, then we go to the pad. Oh, and get Zenobia to slap a bandage on your ribs at some point.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Kiial turned to Zenobia. “Go back to our end of the line. Get everyone going. Make sure they all have weapons and as much ammo as you can find.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    Kiial open his mouth to say something, but Zenobia just smirked and left. He turned up the other way, chivvying and helping all he could. In the end, they found six others in Delta Second who could fight, same as they’d had after Maquon.  
 
    Jackson hobbled up. “Status?” 
 
    “We’re in as good a shape as we were after going through the gate on Maquon.” 
 
    “That good.” Jackson snorted. “We got a dozen Zuul left. No mar’shin, but one of them has seen enough, the others will follow him. Anyway, let’s get to the shuttle pad. I want you and Zenobia to take tail end.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The remnants of Team Dagger, all bleeding from something, trudged the klick back to the shuttle pad. It gave Kiial too much time to think.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “It’s about time,” the kal’shin snarled to the two sei’shin walking over from the command center. “We’ve been ready to launch for some time now.” 
 
    “Your attention to your duty does you credit, Kal’shin,” the one serving as Edmonds’ witness said. “Yet we have our own duties we must fulfill.” He continued to the shuttle that held Colonel Edmonds.  
 
    The kal’shin turned and boarded without saying anything more. His own witness followed him.  
 
    On board were two cobbled-together sections from Charlie Company, half a company of Zuul, and a dozen others. They perched on crates of fuel cells, ammo, and grenades.  
 
    Five other shuttles waited. Two beat up dropships, including a hastily repaired LAHV, also waited, hardpoints crammed with as many AAMs as they could load. 
 
    So few, but the Great Hunter will not allow our courage to go unrewarded. 
 
    He barely allowed the sei’shin to strap in before snapping, “Commence launch.” 
 
    The dropships lifted off first. They would lead the way, and sought altitude to aid in the expected dogfight. 
 
    “What do you plan to gain, Kal’shin?” the sei’shin asked as their shuttle followed.  
 
    “Is it not obvious, even to one whose claur’sha’awin has tasted nothing but oil in decades?” 
 
    “That is beneath you, Kal’shin. In any case, indulge me; what is it you plan?” 
 
    “I plan to take this fight to Tahzhent. He has not marched forth to face me yet, and it is time for the Preytakers to feel the wrath of the Foresters and the Stalkers.” 
 
    “He still has at least twice as many warriors and strike craft as you.” 
 
    “Then we shall have sufficient prey.” 
 
    The sei’shin leaned back. 
 
    Akuwin sounded on Tahnerif’s comm. “Kal’shin…” The rei’shin hesitated. “Here. I’ll just patch you in.” 
 
    “— you to get the fuck out of there,” Edmonds snarled. 
 
    “You told us to get somewhere Tahzhent couldn’t find us. You, and clearly he, expected us to head back to the swamp, not closer to Citadel A’than. Thus, he did not find us.” 
 
    “Dammit, Captain Pedersen.” 
 
    “Feel free to put me on report for shooting down another eight of Tahzhent’s dropships and then getting ourselves in place to assist your assault. I apologize, sir, for my clear ineptitude at anything but paperwork.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter truly watches our deeds.” Tahnerif howled. “Indeed, Captain, your misdeeds shall be punished fully. I shall demand a balancing of honor when we next meet.” 
 
    “As you command, kal’shin. Assuming, of course, the colonel doesn’t have me shot on sight.” 
 
    “I think I’ll let you live for the moment,” Edmonds said with an unwilling chuckle.  
 
    “Thank you, sir. Then, with your permission, I shall move Strike Team Daring into position to cover your projected LZ.” 
 
    “Permission granted, Captain.” Edmonds paused. “And thank you.” 
 
    “Tenacious and versatile! Pedersen out.” 
 
    The sei’shin next to Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I take it you heard all that.” 
 
    “Indeed so, just as we have monitored all your communications throughout the battle of honor.” He glanced down. “Where is your claur’sha’awin, kal’shin? As you have mentioned, I have not blooded mine in recent memory, yet I still would not be parted from it.” 
 
    “I bestowed it upon Edmonds.” Tahnerif described the events at the end of the battle to the east of the Citadel Sz’kal.  
 
    “I deem that you are correct. Though he is but Human, no true warrior should end a battle without a weapon. The Great Hunter would have it no other way.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The sei’shin turned away, and Tahnerif could see him communicating with the other sei’shin, but he couldn’t hear what was said. 
 
    I have to think about the hunt, anyway. Even with Team Daring and the chance to get most of our shuttles unloaded in good order, the Preytakers will still outnumber us. 
 
    The terrain around Citadel A’than occupied his mind for the rest of the flight.  
 
    “Four enemy dropships coming in, Kal’shin,” the shuttle pilot reported.  
 
    “Engage evasive maneuvers.” 
 
    “Yes, Kal’shin.” The shuttle immediately began jinking and zigging.  
 
    “Tahnerif to dropships. The Great Hunter calls. It is time for you to feast.” 
 
    “Uukhai!” the remaining Hawks pilot yelled.  
 
    Tahnerif listened in to the comm traffic as their dropships swooped in. 
 
    Then, suddenly, his pilots howled, “Our brothers!” 
 
    “What?” Tahnerif snapped. 
 
    “Those hunters of the forest are cunning. There were two more SAM teams, Kal’shin. One of the four enemy dropships is down, and another has flown out of the fight for the moment in his evasions.” 
 
    Then the other copilot howled again as the dogfight began.  
 
    The Hawks pilot launched several AAMs, but did so in a staggered pattern. His target jinked and dropped countermeasures, but the third missile, coming in just after the others, fooled Tahzhent’s pilot. The Hawks pilot yowled “Uukhai!” once more.  
 
    Unfortunately, Tahzhent’s remaining pilot had more skill than the Stalkers pilot. The Stalkers’ last dropship spun down to slam into the ground. Now the Hawks LAHV was the only armed ally Tahnerif had in the sky.  
 
    Hu’s Hawks hadn’t gotten the reputation they had in air combat for nothing. The pilot anticipated the maneuvers of his two remaining foes and dropped another within seconds.  
 
    But that gave the other an easy run at one of the unarmed shuttles. It sent a pair of missiles at the last in Tahnerif’s line, then curved around to face the LAHV. 
 
    The kal’shin listened with growing anger as the shuttle containing the remnants of Team Dauntless tried, but failed, to avoid the missiles.  
 
    His paws reached for his claur’sha’awin, but the sheath held nothing but fur stuck to blood.  
 
    The two remaining dropships squared off against each other. They shot a pair of missiles at each other, but both eluded them. They curved around for another pass.  
 
    Tahzhent’s dropship sent a missile, then another, and a third, in an intricate and deadly pattern. 
 
    Tahnerif’s pilots howled as the Hawks pilot somehow maneuvered out of the trap and sent a missile back. Then they quieted when the Preytaker pilot eluded that one, too.  
 
    “We’re out of missiles, Stalkers Flight,” the Hawks pilot said.  
 
    Before Tahnerif could answer, the pilot continued, “Eternal vigilance and sacrifice.” 
 
    Suddenly, the pilots in Tahnerif’s shuttle howled.  
 
    The sei’shin next to him said, “That, too, is interesting.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your Human ally tricked Tahzhent’s pilot and rammed him. In his death, he has opened the way for you.” 
 
    Tahnerif’s head bowed. “I am thankful.” 
 
    “You do not seem thankful. Surely, you did not expect to lose only one of your shuttles. Indeed, we expected you to lose all of them, and thus would the battle of honor be decided with your death.” 
 
    “And yours,” the kal’shin snarled. 
 
    “I had hoped for it. It is rare for sei’shin to die in battle, Kal’shin.” 
 
    Tahnerif raised a paw. “I apologize. That was unworthy. I cannot help but sorrow now. So many hunters are now at the Great Hunter’s side.” 
 
    “Is that not the greatest of honors?” 
 
    “It is. I do not mourn for their souls.” 
 
    “What do you mourn for?” 
 
    “The souls of the people of Tahv.” He looked at his claur’sha’awin sheath. “Have I sent us to the Slyest Prey in my arrogance?” 
 
    The sei’shin didn’t answer immediately. “There are things I am not permitted to say. However, I am permitted to remind you of your oath as kal’shin. You swore to lead Clan Tahverian to the best of your abilities on all fields, with a full understanding of your responsibilities and rights, especially as those responsibilities and rights alter during the great hunt that has been provided to us.” 
 
    Tahnerif raised his head and stared at the sei’shin for a long moment. Then he flicked his remaining ear.  
 
    “Coming up on landing, Kal’shin,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    The five remaining shuttles dove for the ground in formation. They landed within seconds of each other. In moments, Stalkers and Foresters charged out of each and spread out to form a perimeter.  
 
    “Daring Sunray to Sunray Actual. We’re joining up. I’d rather not get shot.” 
 
    Edmonds snorted. “Sunray Actual to all Stalkers and Foresters. Team Daring is coming in. Hold your fire.” 
 
    Tahnerif saw Zuul and CASPers filtering out of the trees. He moved over to Colonel Edmonds, who was returning Pedersen’s salute. Edmonds’ sei’shin witness stood behind him, as did his own.  
 
    “You did well, Captain,” the colonel said.  
 
    “No court-martial?” the captain replied with a tight smile. 
 
    “Not this time. I’d have needed you to handle the paperwork anyway.” 
 
    “In that case, here’s the sitrep. We’re holding this ridge, and we have lanes of advance open to the citadel. However, Tahzhent sent two companies of warriors to our southeast. It’s clear he’s hoping to have them harry our flanks as we attack A’than.” 
 
    “That is much like he would do, yet…” Tahnerif stroked his muzzle. 
 
    “Yet he would have a second arrow on the string.” 
 
    “I understood what you meant by that aphorism,” the kal’shin said with a chuckle. “It is indeed what he would do.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, so I sent a few CASPers to scout to the northeast. There’s another Zuul unit. Looks like the remnants of another battalion, but our troopers couldn’t quite get close enough to see the unit badge. Not Preytakers, though.” 
 
    “Ah, so if we were counting noses, we would not take them into account.” 
 
    “That’d be my guess, Kal’shin,” Pedersen said. 
 
    “Alpha Sunray to Sunray Actual.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain Elliot,” Edmonds said. 
 
    “According to our maps, we’re two hours from your location. I’ve got most of my CASPers. Each is carrying a Zuul. We’ll need new fuel cells, but if you got some, we’re still in the fight. And if you don’t, we can unass these babies.” 
 
    “Edmonds here. Nice job. We brought supplies. Status of the company?” 
 
    “Essentially intact. The warriors in front of us were actually a screen. The remainder of the Zuul and the sappers are available for retrieval at the following coordinates, if there’s shuttle support.” 
 
    “That can be arranged. Edmonds, out.” The colonel turned to the kal’shin. “We have Tahzhent now. With the support of the Alpha strike teams, we will finally outgun him.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “The initiative of your Captains Elliot and Pedersen have reminded me I have much to learn.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” The colonel checked the fading sun. “Will Tahzhent strike us in the night if we wait on Alpha? We’ll need time to change those cells and fill their magazines.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tahnerif flicked an ear. “He expects me to strike swiftly, I believe. It is the Zuul way. However, he will soon realize we do not intend to strike tonight, so he will attack us. We must prepare our defenses well.”  
 
    Edmonds shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Your instincts were correct. We can’t let him regain his balance.” Edmonds sighed. “If we don’t attack, and attack soon, he’ll fire every heavy rocket he’s got into our position. We can’t endure that. Many of us will die if we don’t wait for Alpha, yet we have no choice. I wish it weren’t so. I’m proud to have led these soldiers. Few enough remain.” 
 
    The kal’shin looked around. Edmonds’ wounds had been bandaged, but even so, it was clear the colonel still suffered. All the warriors in his sight had torn uniforms, mismatched weapons, and many sported bandages of their own.  
 
    Yet they will fight, and they have proven they fight well. The Great Hunter shall know them all.  
 
    “They have honored us before the Great Hunter, indeed.” Tahnerif stroked his dagger sheath and murmured, “I have responsibilities to these warriors.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Edmonds replied. 
 
    “I am kal’shin. There are responsibilities you do not fully understand. I also have rights. Rights which Elliot and Pedersen have helped earn for us. As have my rei’shin, my hunters, and your Foresters.” 
 
    “What rights?” 
 
    The kal’shin turned from Edmonds to the sei’shin witnesses. “I require the sei’shin’tahverian for a judgement of honor.” 
 
    “We should attack as quickly as possible,” Edmonds urged. 
 
    Tahnerif continued staring at the witnesses. “This will not take long, and we are not yet ready. Captain Pedersen is more than capable of organizing the attack, should we need to do so.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath, but turned to his captain. “You heard him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pedersen replied. He saluted and left.  
 
    “When will the sei’shin’tahverian arrive?” Tahnerif asked. 
 
    “I have called him,” his witness replied.  
 
    “Instruct him to arrive quickly.” 
 
    “One does not instruct your clan’s sei’shin.” 
 
    “One does if his delay risks the honor of the clan. No Zuul, not even sei’shin, is above the demands of honor.” 
 
    The sei’shin flicked his ear, opened his comm, and passed on the message. “He comes.”  
 
    They waited.  
 
    The sun slid toward the far hills.  
 
    A shuttle landed. 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian—in his sapphire robes, bearing his shining spear—strode down the ramp, followed by the five sei’shin not chosen as witnesses. They approached Tahnerif.  
 
    “By what reason do you demand the presence of the sei’shin, Kal’shin?” the sei’shin’tahverian demanded. 
 
    “We are preparing to assault Citadel A’than.” 
 
    “We are aware.” 
 
    “If we do not take it with the forces we have here, the Alpha strike teams will succeed. In this I have no doubt. Do you concur, Colonel Edmonds?” 
 
    The colonel nodded. “Assuming we have truly neutralized Tahzhent’s air assets, yes, I’m convinced the remaining Foresters and Stalkers will prove sufficient. They still outnumber us, but our weight of equipment is greater.” 
 
    “Yes, and I am prepared to attack.” 
 
    “Then why did you call me?” the sei’shin asked.  
 
    “Because if I order this attack, I would irreparably stain the honor of Clan Tahverian. Indeed, that stain would spread to all Zuul on Tahv. Since few in the Galactic Union know much of our race, in the long term, it would truly stain the honor of all Zuul. This I will not allow.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian stared back. “Why will attacking bring shame to all Zuul? Who would dare to suggest such a thing?” 
 
    “I told Edmonds once that the honor of a kal’shin is second to the honor of the clan. It must be so, for the kal’shin must see to all of his people, as I have sworn in my oaths.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Then, for that reason, I shall demand the right to speak to Tahzhent before the Tahveria-Sharan. For this, I now pledge a cease-fire between the Stalkers and my allies, and the Preytakers and Tahzhent’s allies.” 
 
    “No!” Edmonds protested. “We have them on the ropes!” 
 
    “The ropes?” the sei’shin’tahverian asked.  
 
    “The Great Hunter has put many challenges in front of me, Sei’shin. Understanding Human idioms may, indeed, be among the greatest.” Tahnerif bared his teeth and looked at Edmonds. “I assume you mean that we have gained the initiative.” 
 
    “Yes,” Edmonds growled. “I don’t see why we should allow him to regain his balance.” 
 
    “Your words are wise, and show your skill as a commander of warriors. You have proven your honor and your courage, as your deeds and battle wounds attest.” Tahnerif put a paw on Edmonds’ shoulder. “When you insisted we rescue Team Dagger—you said it was a matter of honor for you, one we Zuul did not fully comprehend. This, then, is where you must trust me for the same reason.” 
 
    Edmonds took a deep breath. “I can’t go against the dictates of your honor.” A tear slid through the grime on his cheek. “Yet, it will mean…” 
 
    “I know what it could mean.” Tahnerif turned from the colonel. “Assembled Sei’shin, what is your judgement of the warriors who have fought in this battle of honor?” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian did not hesitate. “The honor of all the warriors upon the Kharzhelan, both yours and Tahzhent’s, has been proven to the satisfaction of the sei’shin of Tahv.” 
 
    “It is as I have seen, as well. Hence, it is time for the honor of Clan Tahverian, and of all Tahv, to be washed clean. There is only one way for this to be done. I would make my claim before the Tahveria-Sharan.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Kal’shin? We would not dismiss the colonel’s assessment lightly. You have the upper hand at this moment.” He waved a paw at the witnesses and the other sei’shin. “It is the case; we all agree.” 
 
    “I, too, agree. Yet I would see no more blood—be it blue or red—spilled, except for one other.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian looked at the sei’shin who’d been Tahnerif’s witness. “What say you?” 
 
    “In the eyes of my clan’s ancestors, he has earned the right.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian looked at the sei’shin who’d been Edmonds’ witness. “What say you?” 
 
    “In the eyes of my clan’s ancestors, he has earned the right.” 
 
    The other sei’shin repeated the answer in turn.  
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian regarded the other sei’shin before turning back to Tahnerif. He lifted his spear above his head and declared, “In the eyes of Clan Tahverian’s ancestors, your right is confirmed.” 
 
    “Then I claim it. Summon Tahzhent to the Tahveria-Sharan, and I will offer him sei’claur.” 
 
    “What’s a sei’claur?” Edmonds asked. 
 
    “It is the blood-right challenge of our claur’sha’awin.” 
 
    “Just you and Tahzhent?” 
 
    “Yes, and you must abide by the result.” 
 
    “Will they send my Foresters to the swamp if you lose?” 
 
    “No, Colonel,” the sei’shin’tahverian said. “Your case of honor will be proven false, and your personal honor will be forever tarnished amongst all Zuul. You will be nothing to us. However, your warriors have proven their honor. They will be remembered well.” 
 
    “Then I accept. I’ve long understood that my honor is entwined with that of Tahnerif. I can think of no better fate.” 
 
    The kal’shin bared his teeth. “I shall not fail you.” 
 
    “Yet you have no claur’sha’awin,” the sei’shin’tahverian said. “Will you fight without?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    His sei’shin witness stepped forward. “You shall not.” 
 
    Tahnerif turned in anger, but it disappeared into astonishment when the witness slid out his own ceremonial dagger, ran it along his palm, watched three drops of blood fall to the ground, and then held it out, hilt first, to Tahnerif. 
 
    The other sei’shin, in turn, blooded their steel and presented them toward the kal’shin. 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian stepped forward. “I, too, have rights as well as responsibilities. This is my right to claim, and claim it I shall.” He drew his claur’sha’awin, blooded it, and held it out. “This is the blade sei’shin’tahverian have borne for centuries, but the time has come for it to pass in honor. Accept my steel, Kal’shin, for I will not see you unarmed on the field of honor.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The scarred dropship bearing Preytaker markings landed with a solid thud.  
 
    Kiial and the remnants of Strike Team Dagger stood at attention. Jackson stood ramrod straight at his side, leaning on his crutch. Four Foresters from Strike Team Daring, including Captain Pedersen, flanked them. They politely pointed their CASPer MACs skyward.  
 
    Yet Kiial had a claw on his M-93’s safety and itched to turn it toward the dropship for the passenger it must contain. He suspected he wasn’t the only one. The Zuul of Team Dagger had slung their firearms, but all had a paw on their claur’sha’awin.  
 
    All except Tahnerif, who stood in front of them, at attention, the perfect example of a Zuul warrior.  
 
    The dropship hatch popped open, and Tahzhent descended. His eyes gleamed as he strode to them, every centimeter the conquering hero. Behind him glided his impassive sei’shin witness. 
 
    “Can I shoot him, Kiial?” Zenobia whispered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not even a little?” 
 
    “Silence in the ranks,” Jackson hissed. 
 
    Tahnerif and Edmonds strode out to meet Tahzhent. When they reached each other, the sei’shin in white formed a circle around them, with the one in blue standing between them. 
 
    “You have come to surrender, then?” Tahzhent asked.  
 
    The Zuul in blue turned to face Tahzhent, his impassive demeanor all the colder for his words. “Should he do so, we will feed both of you to the swamp. All witnesses concur. Tahnerif and his allies have proven themselves the more skilled.” 
 
    Tahzhent opened his mouth in anger.  
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian forestalled him with a paw. “Do not act the puppy. You began this with four times their warriors, and at least ten times their munitions. Yet now, you are no better than even in numbers, outmaneuvered, and many Stalkers in the Stars bear weapons you brought to the field.” 
 
    “If the decision is made, why did you call me here?” Tahzhent growled.  
 
    “Because Kal’shin Tahnerif has claimed the right and would not be dissuaded.” The sei’shin gestured at Tahnerif. “You have words to say, Kal’shin?” 
 
    “I do. I came to the Kharzhelan to prove the justice of my claims upon Tahzhent, not his warriors. His warriors fought hard and honorably, and they are a credit to our clan…though he is not.” 
 
    “I am—” Tahzhent raged. 
 
    “Nothing but the least of those nipping at the Slyest Prey’s heels.” Tahnerif stepped up, nose to nose. “I should not do this. Furthermore, you are not worthy of this, but your warriors are, and the clan deserves to be cleansed.” 
 
    “What are you saying, weakling?” 
 
    “That I offer you here, now, sei’claur.” 
 
    “What is that?” Zenobia hissed. “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and if you don’t shut up, I’ll stick my claw up your ass so far you’ll taste your shit,” Kiial snapped. 
 
    One of the Zuul Kiial now commanded wagged his tail. Once. 
 
    “You?” Tahzhent laughed. “You would offer this?” 
 
    “I have no obligation to grant this. I have proven my place as kal’shin upon the blood of your warriors. Yet the stain of your dishonor requires that all see your blood on the ground.” 
 
    “You cannot think you are capable of defeating me. You are wounded now, and in all the times we have fought, you have never been the victor.” 
 
    “It shall be as the Great Hunter demands.” Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Assuming you have the courage to face me and do not wish to go straight to the swamp. I have brought flame to burn your weapons in this place and time.” 
 
    Tahzhent hissed, “I accept your challenge, elder sibling.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Tahnerif stepped back, removed his gun belt, and waited, hand on his claur’sha’awin.  
 
    Tahzhent stared at the dagger, then at the sei’shin’tahverian. His eyes narrowed at the sei’shin’s empty sheath, but he said nothing. He shrugged out of his own battle harness.  
 
    Kiial didn’t see a signal to start, but suddenly the fight began.  
 
    Smoothly, with no seeming awareness of the danger, the blue sei’shin slid out of the path of strikes of both combatants.  
 
    Kiial had never been the greatest hand-to-hand combatant, even among the Cochkala, and he watched in amazement as the two struck and moved with blurring speed. He couldn’t keep up with their parries, blocks, and strikes, yet he saw and heard each of them react as a blow landed.  
 
    Tahzhent’s claur’sha’awin slid across Tahnerif’s forearm, sending a spray of blood across the field.  
 
    Tahnerif nicked Tahzhent in return.  
 
    They stepped back for half a second, then the blurring attacks continued.  
 
    It seemed to Kiial that Tahzhent was faster and stronger, as well as having longer reach than Tahnerif. In the second pass, the younger warrior drove Tahnerif around the field, in clear control of the bout.  
 
    Then Tahnerif counterattacked, pushing Tahzhent’s strike up and sweeping a paw underneath that forced Tahzhent to jump to avoid it, thus eliminating his initiative. 
 
    The pair circled again. 
 
    The sei’shin watched impassively.  
 
    Tahzhent struck. 
 
    Kiial growled as he realized it was a feint, and it looked like Tahnerif had fallen for it. Tahzhent’s blade ripped along Tahnerif’s shoulder, and all knew the strike had been no glancing blow.  
 
    But Tahnerif had seen the strike and had accepted the pain to get inside Tahzhent’s reach. He gouged a long stripe through the younger Zuul’s chest fur and sent Tahzhent spinning.  
 
    They faced each other once more, blood dripping from both. Tahnerif was clearly favoring his arm, turning his body in profile for the first time.  
 
    Tahzhent seemed oblivious to the slash on his chest and swirled about in a flurry of blade, teeth, and hind paws.  
 
    With only one arm, Tahnerif dodged rather than blocked, each time whirling barely out of reach of death. 
 
    To Kiial, each moment seemed the one that would end Tahnerif, but the kal’shin kept sliding out of the way.  
 
    Tahzhent’s teeth, blade, and claws touched Tahnerif time and again, but each proved a mere scratch or slightly bruising blow.  
 
    Kiial saw the fatal mistake but didn’t realize he had until he watched replays of the fight later. For, of course, this was the most watched event on Tahv media services for many years to come, and reporters broke every maneuver down.  
 
    It was a little mistake. Merely the twisting forward of one heel that extended a forepaw just that much too far.  
 
    Just enough to bring a target in reach.  
 
    Just enough to angle the counter slightly wrong.  
 
    Just enough to allow a claur’sha’awin to slide past a forearm and bury itself in a vital organ, then rip past it to disembowel the warrior.  
 
    The kal’shin of Clan Tahverian stepped back and reached out his paw.  
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian gave the kal’shin a claurif cloth.  
 
    Tahzhent fell to his knees, gasping for breath. 
 
    “Sei’shin of Tahv here assembled, I, Tahnerif a’Tahverian, Kal’shin of Clan Tahverian and the Stalkers in the Stars, declare by the blood of my littermate that the Great Hunter has proven my claim. Is my declaration right and proper according to the traditions of our people?” 
 
    As one, the sei’shin intoned, “We deem your declaration merited and proven.” 
 
    “As my case is proven, and my honor is redeemed, I shall honor our ancestors according to tradition.” Tahnerif raised both claur’sha’awin and claurif proffered by the sei’shin’tahverian aloft. He moved the cloth as if he would wipe Tahzhent’s blood off the blade. 
 
    Then he stopped. “The blood of this one is not worthy.” He let the cloth flutter to the ground.  
 
    The Zuul of Team Dagger gasped in shock.  
 
    “Steady,” Kiial growled. 
 
    They immediately resumed attention while Tahnerif ground the cloth into the dirt. 
 
    Even the sei’shin seemed uncertain. They didn’t gasp or react as the troopers had, but something about their body language changed. 
 
    Tahnerif picked up the claurif, shook the dust out, and held the dirt-stained ceremonial cloth high. “Let this sit in the halls of Clan Tahverian so that we remember this treachery for all the years the Great Hunter grants us.” He turned to the sei’shin’tahverian and handed it back. 
 
    The sei’shin bared his teeth. “This is not proper or worthy.” 
 
    “Neither is that.” Tahnerif pointed at his littermate. “Have I not the right to make this declaration here and now?” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “Then I claim it.” 
 
    “The Great Hunter will judge this when you meet him.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Tahnerif turned. “Colonel Edmonds, as my case is proven, yours is as well. Your honor is burnished to shine in the suns of many stars, as you have earned.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kal’shin. I hold our complaint proven and the debt repaid.” 
 
    “Not entirely, Colonel. There is yet one more thing. An honor I must bestow.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian bared his teeth. “You cannot. They are honorable, but they—” 
 
    “Are worthy. You saw this yourselves.” He pointed at the sei’shin who had served as his witness. “Is that not true?” 
 
    The sei’shin hesitated, then flicked an ear. “Were they of our clans, none would doubt that you are correct to demand this.” 
 
    “I concur,” Edmonds’ witness said. “They are naught but Humans and Cochkala, yet none can deny their prowess and courage. Yet, the sei’shin’tahverian is correct. You cannot admit those not of our clans.” 
 
    Tahnerif bared his teeth. “Colonel and witnesses assembled, hear now the words of the Kal’Shin Tahverian. In sight and hearing of our ancestors, I proclaim the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters and her allies sept to Clan Tahverian. We have spilled and shed blood together, and the Great Hunter will not forget.”  
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian’s muzzle opened in shock, as did those of all Zuul present.  
 
    The kal’shin turned. “It has long been the custom of our kind that those named sept to a clan are granted all rights of that clan, saving only kal’shin and sei’shin. Is that not so?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Is that not so?” he demanded. 
 
    “It is so.” The sei’shin’tahverian bared his teeth. “Perhaps I should not have taught you so well when you were younger.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, yet I would hear you confirm that I have the right.” 
 
    The sei’shin’tahverian took a deep breath. “You have the right, Kal’shin.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He turned to the cameras. “Then let all know the Queen Elizabeth’s Own Foresters and those who fought with the Stalkers in the Stars shall have their names inscribed in Clan Tahverian’s Hall of Heroes. Their names shall never be forgotten, as long as the Great Hunter grants us breath to hunt.”  
 
    Tahnerif strode over to Lieutenant Jackson and saluted him. “Strike Team Dagger. You were the blade of my spear that gutted our foes. You were the shield that warded my back. Let all see the faces of those who survived.”  
 
    He gestured the cameras forward, and they went up and down the line, halting before the face of Zuul, Cochkala, and Human in turn. 
 
    “People of Tahv, remember these faces well. Should they seek council, you shall provide it. Should they seek warmth, you shall shelter them. Should they seek battle, you shall fight at their side. Fail not, or those of Clan Tahverian shall slay thee.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kal’shin,” Jackson said.  
 
    “Thank me not. You have fought at the Great Hunter’s side. All have seen it.”  
 
    Tahnerif stepped over and commanded, “Look at me, littermate.” 
 
    The kal’shin of the Preytakers stared up, angry, but unafraid, even with his blood and intestines sliding onto the dirt. “Yes, littermate?” he hissed.  
 
    “Had you merely attempted to claim my position, I would care little. It is the right of all Zuul to ensure that their kal’shin are skilled and honorable.”  
 
    Tahnerif shook Tahzhent’s blood off his dagger to land on the ground before continuing, “But you, littermate, have conspired with those without honor. With the Veetanho and the Zuparti.” 
 
    Tahzhent attempted to say something.  
 
    “Quiet,” Tahnerif hissed. “You are unworthy of speech, is this not so, Sei’shin?” 
 
    “This is so, Kal’shin.” 
 
    Tahnerif took a deep breath. “You joined with the Slyest Prey, and in so doing, harmed not only our own warriors, but those of our honorable foes. That they, and I, have shed our blood is acceptable. That they did so for your allies’ benefit is…” Tahnerif leaned his head back and howled. “It is so evil, I cannot use a word in our language, for fear of soiling that word forever.” 
 
    A cold wind flitted over the plateau and ruffled the kal’shin’s fur.  
 
    “I have added the Foresters to the honorable names in the Hall of Heroes,” he continued, “but there is yet one more name I must judge. It served well the honor of the clan and the Great Hunter. Twelve bearers of this name have earned the right to have this name inscribed within the Hall of Heroes.” 
 
    He turned to the sei’shin’tahverian. “There will not be a thirteenth. The Great Hunter has already forgotten my littermate’s name. It shall never be used again. Let his deeds be stricken from all the histories and lineages. Let all who currently bear that name be permitted, in honor, to claim a name worthy of their actions. This I proclaim as kal’shin and bearer of the blood of Clan Tahverian.” 
 
    “Thus it is recorded,” the sei’shin’tahverian intoned.  
 
    He looked up at one of the cameras watching. “Let the unnamed one’s weapons be burned and broken. Let this shell of dishonor be tossed into the swamp, that the mud and slime may take it.” 
 
    He turned and led the Foresters and Stalkers away.  
 
    The cameras, of course, remained focused on the unnamed until, at a time permitted by the Great Hunter, the Slyest Prey slunk in to claim his own.  
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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