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(August 2004)




Major Rahoul Khan winced as bright light flashed across his eyes, blinding him, then leaving him seeing spots as the beam swept around and down. He heard metal slide on metal, and a voice muttering curses in a language he’d not heard for three years.


“If you are telling off Lucius, Prince of Darkness, or Corporal La Grange, ma’am, I agree. Can we shift it without starting it?”


“Yes, Sergeant St. John. Lower the bonnet and I’ll disengage the brake. We’ll need someone to push as I steer.”


Rahoul hitched his bag over his shoulder and wound between the troop transports, scout vehicles, and other military equipment to reach the spot of light. A hunter green antique sports coupe hid between the larger vehicles. Two women glared at the little car. “Need a hand?”


“Yes, we—yes, sir, we do, sir.” Sergeant St. John, or so Rahoul guessed, blinked and stepped back out of the spill of light.


“Two hands and a strong back would be even better,” the other woman said. He heard a hand brake disengaging, a faint creaking sound, and another curse word. “Right, Sergeant, which way, left or right?”


“Right, ma’am, towards the door. If we can get it up to where the Havoc was parked, we can—”


A tearing crash, followed by alarms and shouts, shattered the quiet. Rahoul dove for cover, St. John joining him as he tried to become one with the concrete floor of the motor pool building. Red lights flashed on and a smoke alarm blatted off to the left, farther into the complex of buildings.


“Oh bugger it all. The universe hates me. St. John, let’s just leave this for the moment, shall we?” The speaker sounded unnaturally calm, almost bored, and Rahoul ventured to raise his head. He saw two feet in black leather boots, a walking stick, the tip of a furry black tail, and the hem of a split skirt. “I think we’re about to get summonsed.”


“Cat One, report to the firing range,” came from a tannoy overhead. “Repeat, Cat One, report to the firing range.”


“Go on, ma’am. I’ll secure everything,” St. John said.


“Thank you.” Rahoul heard a familiar step-tap-step as Commander Rachel Na Gael limped off to deal with whatever emergency had just struck the 58th Regiment of Foot.


St. John got to her knees, peered around, then stood up. Rahoul followed her as she reset the Marlowe’s brakes. “I see that hasn’t changed.” He pointed to the faded name stenciled on the floor.


“No sir. It’s still his car, on loan to us.” She unhooked the light from the jerry-rigged pole and began rolling up the cord. “Can I help you, sir?”


Rahoul smiled, shaking his head. “No thank you, Sergeant. Is the outside door unlocked? I don’t believe this is a good time to cut past the firing range to get to the main building.”


“No, sir, and no. I’ll pass you through, if I could see your ID?” He gave it to her. “Thank you, sir. Welcome back.”


“Thank you.” I think. I’m not certain if this is a good or bad omen. What blew up?


Rahoul cut through the garden, savoring the smell of green things, and St. John let him in through the back door. “Officer of the day’s office is two doors right of the general’s, sir.”


“Thank you. I’ll go from here.”


“Very good, sir.” She returned to the motor pool and he went to check in.


“. . . is there already? Good. No, not until Tuesday, and Col. Wood left this morning, family emergency.” The black officer glanced at the door, saw Rahoul, and stood. “Stand by.” He covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “Can I help you sir?”


“Major Rahoul Khan checking in.” As soon as he said it, the captain’s eyes lit up. Rahoul’s heart sank.


Ngobo uncovered the phone. “Yes, Major Khan just arrived. Ask the RSM.” He held out his hand and Rahoul passed over his paperwork. “Yes, I’ll tell him. Ngobo out.” He hung up the phone. “RSM Chan sends his respects, sir, and asks if you had a moment to come down to the firing range.”


“Why?” I think I know and this is not a good sign.


“Because you are the highest ranking person here at present, not counting Commander Na Gael, sir. He wants a witness, not an official presence.”


So much for it being quieter than Kandahar. Rahoul set his bags down, brushed off the front of his tunic, and squared his shoulders. “Very well. Will I need protective gear?”


“No, sir, the fire’s out. I’ll take care of these. I’m the adjutant.” He patted the folder of documents, pay transfer forms, and other minutia of military transfer.


The fire’s out. Lovely. Something blew up in or near the firing range and there was a fire. What nex—no, please don’t answer that, Lord. If he’d learned one thing during his time in Afghanistan, it was to never, ever tempt fate by asking foolish questions. Rahoul strode down the long corridor, rounded a corner, pushed open a door, and trotted down two flights of steps to the underground firing range. He opened the heavy door and found a bunch of people milling around. “If the fire’s out, don’t you have something else to be doing?”


Apparently they did, and the hall cleared of junior officers and junior enlisted as if by magic. Rahoul pushed open the door to the firing range and beheld a corporal standing at aggravated brace, facing a stocky, bald senior NCO and a grey-clad civilian woman with a fancy walking cane. “And then what, Parsons?” Cdr. Na Gael asked.


“And then I flipped the red switch on the top.”


“You flipped the red switch. Did you know what it was for?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Did you ask anyone?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Did you look for an instruction pamphlet or manual?”


The corporal gulped, his Adam’s apple running up and down like a startled mouse. “No, ma’am.”


Rachel rubbed her face below the patch covering her right eye. “I see. Congratulations, Parsons, I do believe that you have won the 2004 Stupid Stunt of the Year award. Sgt. Ramirez will be pleased to know that he is now out of contention for that honor. You are amazingly fortunate, I hope you realize. That red switch turned on the single-use thermal release system. When used in a confined area, the tool can generate enough heat to melt through this floor in an area, oh, ten by ten meters.” She turned to the watching Regimental Sergeant Major. “All yours, rangemaster.” She saw Rahoul standing a meter beyond the RSM. “Unless you need him for anything, sir?”


“No, I’ll just observe, thank you Commander. Carry on, RSM.”


“Thank you, sir,” RSM Chan said. As the NCO reduced the corporal to a small heap of ashes without raising his voice, Rahoul studied the damage to the range. Two of the position dividers had burned completely and two more bore large scorch marks. A shallow black divot in the middle of the wreckage marked where the thing with the red switch must have been, he decided.


“Do you have anything to add, sir?” RSM Chan inquired of Rahoul.


“No, RSM. That sounds reasonable. I trust there will be no repetition of this little incident, Corporal?”


“Sir, no sir!”


“Good. Because you are keeping me from my beauty sleep,” Rachel said, her tail swishing back and forth, the black feline ears twitching where they rose out of the top of her crown of braids.


“Get out of here, Parsons,” Chan ordered. “Dismissed.” Corporal Parsons disappeared so fast he might as well have teleported. As soon as the door closed behind him, Rachel and the RSM both sighed and rubbed their foreheads. Rahoul walked up to them. Chan nodded, acknowledging Rahoul’s presence. “Welcome back, sir.”


“Thank you. What happened?”


“According to Sergeant Taylor, Parsons went poking around the untested devices locker and found what looked like a weapon. He brought it in here and tried to fire it, sir. It went exothermic, injured two and caught my range on fire.” Chan sounded annoyed.


If he sounds annoyed, he must be absolutely furious. “I see. And I take it weapons testing is not in the corporal’s job description.”


“No, sir.”


“What was the thing?”


Commander Na Gael spoke up. “It’s an excavation tool, sir, with multiple settings. The red switch triggers the single-use function, for burning a hole in rock or very hard, compacted ground. Should only be used out-of-doors.”


Rahoul massaged his temple. “I see. There’s nothing more dangerous than a corporal who says ‘I wonder what this does,’ is there?”


“Only a lieutenant who says ‘based on my experience,’ sir,” she said, the corner of her mouth crooking up into a warped grin. She winked her good eye.


He’d been that lieutenant once, and glared at her, then relaxed. “Very well. Carry on, Sergeant, unless you need me for anything more?”


“No, sir, thank you. The presence of an officer was necessary to, hmm, underscore the seriousness of the incident.” Na Gael nodded her agreement as the sergeant spoke.


“Very well. Good night, RSM.”


“Good night, sir.”


As he climbed the stairs to the ground floor, Rahoul wondered if perhaps, just perhaps, he should have volunteered for another two-year tour in Southwest Asia. It might be quieter.
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The next morning Rahoul found Cdr. Na Gael sitting by herself in the officers’ mess, devouring a protein-heavy breakfast. “May I join you?” She struggled to her feet and he shook his head. “Be seated, Rachel.”


“Thank you, sir.”


He blinked. I do outrank her now, by position if not actual rank. Rahoul set his tray down and looked at her plate, noting the remaining rasher of bacon, two sausages, a pile of eggs, and other evidences of carnivory. “Still a light eater, I see.”


“I remain a near-obligate carnivore, sir. If the mess sergeants insist on serving vegetables at dinner and supper, I must make up the deficit elsewhere.” She winked.


Rahoul sat and looked at her face for the first time in daylight. “Sweet Jesus, what happened to you?” A heavy scar ran from the tip of her widow’s peak across her blind eye and down across her cheek almost to the jawline.


“I failed to obey a legal order. That was my punishment. Any other questions, sir?”


He ducked. “Sorry, Rachel. I didn’t think. I apologize. And call me Rahoul, since we’re not on duty yet.”


“That’s what I thought yesterday evening, until the boom. I swear, what part of ‘Do not try to start this vehicle’ do people not understand?”


“Someone let the smoke out of the wiring?”


She nodded, mouth full. He rolled his eyes and tucked into his own breakfast. After a moment he felt her tapping on his shields. «Glad to see you back in as many pieces as you left with.»


«Thank you. Will we ever stop fighting ourselves?»


«Yes.»


That’s a relief, he thought—this time to himself. After a few more bites and a refill from the corporal on tea duty, he inquired, “Is there anything new I need to know about before I officially report for duty?”


Her ears twitched back and forth as she thought. “Not really. The RSM’s office has moved. He’s now where the storage room used to be, before the motor pool area expanded. The glasshouse sits on top of the heat exhaust for the firing range and motor pool secondary areas, and the CO’s office has better soundproofing. Oh, yes, and the laboratory windows are now blaster resistant.” She took a bite, chewed and added, “We tested them. I don’t know why General Yates ducked, since the shot bounced up and not straight back. After all, that is why the glass is angled slightly.”


Rahoul winced. Her attitude hadn’t changed either. Actually, as he studied Commander Rada Ni Drako, better known as Rachel Na Gael, he decided that she had not changed at all, aside from the additional scar.


“Oh, and Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg is now Major General and commanding the Austrian Branch.” Her look suggested that Rahoul should remember the name and know why he needed that bit of information. He shook his head, eyebrows raised. “He will likely succeed Gen. Jacque McPherson as overall military head of the Global Defense Force.”


“Ah.” That explained it. He filed the information away. “Are my books still intact?”


She smiled, a real smile. “Yes, and in their cubby above my desk.” She started to add something but two lieutenants bounced up, reminding Rahoul of puppies, all bright-eyed and eager. «Youth is wasted on the young.» came a silent sigh, followed by a wink.


The following day Major General Andrew Whitehead leaned back in his chair, smiling. He studied his newly assigned executive officer and decided that he liked what he saw. Major Khan returned the gaze steadily but respectfully. There was a touch of humor in the major’s dark eyes, and the South Asian officer had an air of calm competence about him. Khan’s last posting had been a field command in Afghanistan with the Irish Guards, and he had done very well. That he had started his service with the Regiment helped matters immensely, in Whitehead’s opinion, and would ease the transitions, both of returning to the Regiment and of breaking in Andrew’s successor. The general nodded, trying to recall if anything more needed to be discussed for the moment. “Do you have any further questions before assuming your duties?” he asked.


“Ah, yes, sir. Is the Sangre Protocol still in effect?”


Whitehead rocked forward. “Yes, it is. How do you know about that?”


“I was one of the three witnesses when the documents were drawn up, sir.”


Whitehead relaxed. “I’d forgotten that, Khan. Good to know. Any difficulties with your quarters?”


After the excitement of the blast had died down, Rahoul had stowed his kit in his new quarters, triple-checked the condition of everything—down to the water stains in the sink—before initialing the papers, and then had let himself relax for the fist time in months. He’d come straight to Lincolnshire, turning down an additional week of home leave. His relatives might live in Hendon, but the 58th Regiment of Foot was home. “No, sir. All the windows are a surprise, though.”


“Yes. Apparently the builders assumed that if the enemy got close enough to shoot through the windows then we had other problems to worry about. Like London having vanished in a kinetic strike.” Whitehead paused. “Not that I’d miss Horseguards, some days, but still.”


“Indeed, sir.”


“Well, if you have no more questions, you are officially on duty, Major Khan. Col. Wood’s situation has gotten a bit complicated, it appears. He’ll be back when he can.”


At least I’m not getting shot at yet. “Very good, sir.”


At the far end of the building, Rachel Na Gael tapped her stylus against the side of her portable supercomputer, frowning at the symbols on the display. Her ears tipped back, almost flat, and her tail fur stood out, the only signs of her growing agitation. How many? No wonder the Dark Hart has been giving me headaches. But not here. Two on the Continent, another in central Russia, one in North America, and a half dozen pass-bys is far too many people sticking their noses into affairs on Ter Tri, especially since there’s no major activity pending. She searched her memory for any looming disasters, cultural events, wars, plagues, or other unusual goings on, but couldn’t think of any. So what were all those timeships doing in the area?


Two visitors a month seemed to be the average, and she knew that one of those had been hired by the Dukorlig scholars. They thought that the current temporal area represented a critical formative interlude between major developmental phases in Human history, and had set aside a goodly amount of funds for ongoing spot studies. But they don’t do anything—they just watch. So what is going on? I don’t know, but I’d better warn Joschka. After all, the Austrian Branch served as the primary backup force for both northern and southern Europe’s other regiments and branches.


An incoming message chime sounded and Rachel switched over to the computer’s “public” side. “Official personnel message,” she read aloud. “Lovely.” She logged in and opened the e-mail. “Already? But Andrew’s not due to retire until. . .” Rachel looked over at the calendar, frowned, got up, and changed it to August from July. “Oops.” She knew better than that. “I get to break in a new commanding officer as well as getting used to calling Rahoul ‘sir.’ Charming. The universe hates me.” At least the rest of the staff wouldn’t be changing.
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(November 2004)




Rachel planted her hands on her hips and glared at the machine. “You can not be malfunctioning,” she informed it in Azdhagi. “I wired that piece in exactly according to . . .” She looked over at the three-dimensional diagram floating above her portable computer, whirring away on the top of the lab table. “Oh, for the love of . . . I did not . . .” She reached over and pushed a button. The image shimmered then reformed, now the right way up. “Snngrrrrrgh.”


Rahoul, standing in the hallway outside the lab, heard the sound and let the door close, not even daring to poke his head in to see what had inspired Rachel’s snarling growl. I’ll just ask her for her contribution to the general’s retirement gift later. Perhaps tomorrow would work. Or next week.


Instead Captain Kwame Ngobo caught her after supper on Wednesday. “I’m taking up a collection for the general’s retirement gift,” he informed her. “Care to chip in?”


“Um, I don’t have any of your money.”


He blinked at her, then almost hit himself in the forehead as he remembered. “Oh, right, sorry. Didn’t think.”


“I’ll see if I can come up with something. When’s he making his escape attempt?”


John Marsh, the communications officer, frowned. “General Whitehead is departing in two weeks.”


Ngobo rolled his eyes at the English officer’s sniffy tone, and Rada thought, idiot Pom.


“Thank you.” She didn’t snarl or show her fangs. She did extend the claw on her middle finger, not that he’d ever notice since that hand rested on her walking cane.


When a rather worn ten-pound note dated 1964 appeared on Ngobo’s desk that Friday morning, he didn’t ask. He just put the xenologist’s name down and tucked the note into the envelope. He had enough to do with the change in personnel as it was. As usual, Vienna and Horseguards had conspired to turn everything upside-down. He looked over the computer file with the name of the new commanding officer and wondered just what sort of trouble having a female commanding officer might bring. Well, she’d sink or swim, and so long as she didn’t take the rest of the 58th Regiment with her, it’d be fine. After all, the Global Defense Force’s headquarters vetted senior officers better than most militaries did, he reminded himself.
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“So, do you have any further questions?” General Andrew Whitehead asked his successor a week later.


Evelyn Jones thought for a moment, running through the material from past few days’ briefings and conversations. “Yes, sir, I do. I am puzzled about the xenology specialist assigned here. According to Major Khan, the same person has held the position since the late 1980s. Will she be retiring soon?”


“Not that I’ve heard. You’ve not had a chance to meet her, have you?”


“No sir. And there is very little aside from the most limited information in her general file. I understand that this branch has a reputation for having unusual scientific personnel, but she seem to be a cipher,” Jones said.


“That she is. Just a moment,” and he got up and opened his office door. “Captain Ngobo, is Commander Na Gael in?”


After a brief pause, the adjutant replied, “Yes, sir, she’s in the lab at the moment. Shall I have her come down?”


“Yes. No, I take that back.” He turned back to the lean Welshwoman, “I assume you have not seen the laboratory facilities yet either?”


“No, sir.”


“We’ll kill two birds with one stone, then. You might as well meet her in her ‘natural habitat,’ as RSM Chan calls it. You can see what basic facilities you have to work with, as well.” Whitehead moved his empty tea mug off the desk and gestured for Jones to precede him.


As the two general officers strolled down the wood-paneled corridor towards the laboratory, Jones looked around the building. The outside of the 58th Regiment’s headquarters had been constructed to resemble a faux-Modernist hospital or retreat center, with several hundred acres of adjacent grounds. During her introduction, she’d discovered that the main structure served only as the heart of a rabbit warren of additions, basements and sub-levels, passageways and rooms. Although the outside of the complex appeared rather worn, plain, and traditional, in truth she’d have some of the most impressive technology on the planet at her call, not counting another installation in an even more secure location inside London. Given the Global Defense Force’s mission and history, it made sense to keep British headquarters separate from London, Jones thought. They could reach anywhere in their zone quickly, but were less visible than if they had used a traditional military base. Hiding in plain site, her first commanding officer had called it. And the farther from Horseguards Barracks, the less likely they were to have administrators appearing at inopportune moments.


The two general officers reached the end of the hall and stopped outside a pair of wooden doors. Whitehead pointed up to a series of lights mounted on the upper right side of the doorframe. “If the light is green, the doors are unlocked and there’s nothing going on that can’t be safely interrupted. Yellow means unlocked door but whatever’s in progress should not be disturbed unless there’s an urgent need. Red is locked doors and the work is dangerous, interrupted or not. The system was developed while General Arundel was here, and works very well. But even with a green light, it’s still safest to knock before you open the door.” He paused. “Commander Na Gael doesn’t always react well to surprises.”


“Interesting.”


Whitehead knocked twice before he opened the door. “Commander?”


A female voice responded, “Come in, sir. I’m back in the corner.” He pushed the door open and waved Jones in ahead of him. As she stepped inside, she noted that what appeared to be wooden doors were instead made of steel, with a very heavy locking mechanism. Immediately to the left of the doors sat a solid-looking wooden desk with shelves full of books, binders, and bits of equipment above it. A black leather satchel hung from a peg between the door and desk, and two fancy walking sticks or canes rested in an umbrella stand under the satchel. Glancing around, Jones noted the windows and bright natural light pouring into the room, despite the weak late autumn sun. It seemed a rather odd design for a laboratory.


“This was based on a small orangery and conservatory, at least when seen from above,” her guide explained. “The architects put the laboratory here because of the light, access from three sides for fire equipment, and its isolated position relative to the offices. There is a second set of blast doors hidden in the paneling back down the corridor, as an additional precaution.” General Whitehead threaded his way between worktables and equipment. Some of the glassware, sinks, and boxes looked familiar from Jones’s earlier commands and long-ago science classes at school, but other objects remained complete mysteries. It appeared to be a very well equipped laboratory although rather small for a headquarters facility.


The person in the corner called, “I apologize for not stopping, sir, but I need to finish calibrating the new circuits in the spectrometer now, otherwise I’ll have to start over at the beginning and the device will be useless until then. Give me about thirty seconds, please?” The speaker perched on a metal lab stool while she peered into the eyepiece of a black box, her back to the officers, taking notes with her left hand as she adjusted something with the right. Jones had a moment to observe dark brown-black hair pulled up above the woman’s collar and noted her grey jacket and skirt. After a brief pause, the scientist leaned back, made a last note, and turned partway around to face her visitors.


General Whitehead waved towards the box. “What broke?”


The woman patted the top of the instrument and shook her head. “Nothing was broken, sir. I located some new super-processor chips that will make the data analysis more precise and this seemed like a good time to run the calibration series.”


While the advisor replied to the general’s question, Evelyn Jones had been looking around at the metal spiral staircase leading up to a door on what would have been the first floor of the lab, over a series of chemical cabinets. Beyond the windows lining the closest wall, the officer could see a snow-dusted garden. A door led to it from the lab. This is the oddest arrangement I’ve ever seen, she thought, puzzled. She turned her attention back to her new xenologist and gasped as the stranger turned her head away.


Whitehead nodded in sympathy. “I did the same thing when I first met Commander Na Gael. Commander, Brigadier General Evelyn Jones is taking over here effective 1700 tomorrow. Jones, Commander Rachel Na Gael, the xenology specialist.”


The petite woman offered Evelyn her hand and smiled. “General Whitehead likes to do that to people, ma’am. Normally I wear an eye patch or colored lens and makeup to cover the other scars if I’m going to be around people who aren’t used to my little problem.” Jones shook the offered hand and winced inside as she though about what must have happened to leave a white orb for a right eye and a scar running from hairline to cheek. Then she realized that the xenologist’s hand was also deformed, the nails growing down over the fingertips. Jones dropped the hand and took an involuntary step backwards.


Rachel turned to the older general. “You didn’t tell her anything, did you? That’s mean, sir.”


He coughed and had the grace to look a bit uncomfortable. “Sorry Jones. I’ve gotten so used to Cdr. Na Gael that I forget that most people have never seen her true form. Rachel, would you mind looking a bit more human?” The brunette snorted, and as the speechless officer watched, the cat-like ears and long nails disappeared, and the woman’s good eye darkened from nearly metallic silver to a pale grey.


Na Gael’s voice remained unchanged as she said, “What Major General Whitehead apparently neglected to mention is that I’m not human, ma’am, and what you saw is my true shape. You might say I’m a were-cat,” she explained with a shrug and an accusing look toward the man.


“She’s also not from Earth,” Whitehead explained with a smug glance towards the xenologist.


Jones recovered from her shocks and shook her head. “This is unbelievable! And she has military rank in the unit? But what about security?” Who in their right mind authorized such a security risk?


“I’ve been here since 1986. My rank predates my joining the organization and I have been vetted and cleared for whatever is necessary, ma’am.” She pulled a card out of her pocket and handed it to her new superior, who accepted it gingerly.


The xenologist’s clearance level and security pass looked unlike anything Jones had seen thus far. She handed it back, mastering the urge to wipe her hand on her trouser leg afterwards. Whitehead laid a hand on his advisor’s shoulder, a gesture that seemed to surprise the small woman.


“Commander Na Gael is trained as a paramedic and in a pinch can interpret several languages. She also planned and maintains part of the garden. She has a wicked sense of humor and can be an irreverent nuisance. But Rachel’s gotten us out of several nasty situations and I trust her completely.” He lifted his hand and waved at the laboratory. “Commander, why don’t you give Brigadier Jones a tour?” Na Gael nodded her compliance.


“We can start back here, ma’am. And please stop me and ask any questions you might have. That’s most of my job anyway, answering questions,” Na Gael explained. “The bulk of the testing and analytical equipment is here,” she pointed to the worktables along the window wall. Jones followed, noting as she did that the alien favored her right leg a little and wondering if the injury was related to whatever cost the woman her eye. “In case you’re concerned about accidents, the laboratory is self-contained. The doors are capable of containing a small explosion. That,” Na Gael pointed to a glass-shrouded table roughly a meter and a half long, “is an isolated biohazard testing area. It’s not large enough to contain an entire human-sized creature because those get sent to Vienna, or they will be if we should ever actually have one that anyone wants to autopsy. The electrical power for the lab comes from a separate circuit and generator than that for the main building—in a worst-case situation, a fire or emergency won’t affect the rest of the building’s electricity.”


“What is up there?” Jones pointed to the spiral stairs.


“My quarters, ma’am.”


“You sleep in the lab?”


Na Gael shook her head a little while making a strange swirling gesture with her right hand. “They are separate. The location keeps me available but out from underfoot, since I’m neither fish nor fowl as far as rank and position in the command structure. I either eat up there or in one of the messes.”


General Whitehead had finished his business and was seated at the xenologist’s desk, waiting for them as they finished the tour. “Well?” he asked his replacement.


Jones was spared answering for a moment when the intercom buzzed. “Excuse me,” and Na Gael reached around her. “Laboratory. Go ahead.”


The box squawked, “Commander, Marsh. Do you need anything for the lecture next week? I’m ordering images from Vienna tomorrow morning.”


The xenologist thought before responding, “Negative, Captain, nothing required. Thank you.”


“Very good. Marsh out.”


Whitehead glanced at his watch and stood up. “Rachel, thank you for the tour.”


Rachel backed up and nodded. “You’re welcome sir, ma’am.” Jones thought she head muttering as they left the lab, but Whitehead seemed unperturbed.


“Now you’ve met all of the current staff, Evelyn. Your thoughts?” the outgoing commander asked as they walked back to what had been his office. She waited until they were inside with the door shut before replying.


“I’m pleased with everything I’ve seen, sir, although I’m still puzzled about the xenology specialist. I’m just not sure what to make of her yet. Morale is good and you’re leaving me with a first-rate set of staff, for which I am very grateful. Commander Na Gael though . . . Having an alien in that position here? Are there no humans qualified for the slot?”


“None that have been interested in taking the position. There are two who fill in when she’s away on leave, but no one willing to come on staff full time since Andriesen was lured away by the Italians.”


He leaned against the heavy desk and continued, “You have probably noticed that the British regiment of the Global Defense Force deals with a very wide variety of threats. Commander Na Gael’s combination of previous military service, experience, and longevity more than make up for her attitude and origin as far as the organization is concerned. Fair warning, though: she can be an absolute pain in the ass. She’s smug, irreverent, and eccentric. She’s also cool in an emergency and uncomplaining in the field.”


“She goes into the field?” Jones blinked again. “That’s very unusual.”


“It is. She’s one of three field xenologists in the entire GDF, which is why she’s classified as a civilian combatant contractor. The men trust her, and for all her faults she’s never let me down.” Whitehead seemed to have finished, but added something. “Always remember though that she’s not human, no matter how much she may seem to be at times.”


“I don’t think that will be a problem, sir.” Because I have no intention of trusting an alien in that position, no matter how well recommended it may be.
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(March 2005)




Another spring, another flush of new troopers to break in, Rachel sighed as she skirted past a pair of lost souls on her way to breakfast. At least Jones and I are on speaking terms again. For the moment, that is. I am getting so tired of her garbage that I could . . . Rachel shouldered open the door to the officers’ mess, got a tray, and discovered that the good idea fairy had struck overnight. “Most meats are on the table already,” the orderly explained. “More efficient, ma’am.”


Efficient my ass. Rachel looked around to see whom she wanted to pester. Ah hah, target in sight. She walked between the tables to where the executive officer sat, hiding behind a plate of something long and brown.


“Good morning, Maj. . . um, are those the kippers?”


Rahoul Khan nodded, mouth full, poking at the items in question with his fork. As Rachel set her tray down, he swallowed, then declared, “I have no idea how anyone who eats these on a regular basis could have conquered the subcontinent. My family’s been here since 1933 and we still have more sense than that.”


Rachel speared one of the smoked herrings from the plate in the middle of the table and added it to her eggs as Khan shuddered. “It was probably to get away from them that the British spread so far, so fast. As I remember, Arlbroth smokies were invented by Scots disgruntled by the Act of Union.” She speared another fish and held it up for inspection. “I just wish they didn’t show up every morning during Lent. I miss my rashers of bacon.”


She mixed the bits of fish into her two eggs and began eating while Rahoul shook his head. “I once heard that General Eastman liked them. I suppose everyone has their flaws.”


“Since he also admits to a secret fondness for both haggis and black pudding, I’m inclined to agree with you.” Although, ignoring certain dietary limitations and religious requirements is about the only way he is unobservant.


“I thought you liked black pudding.” Rahoul looked confused.


She grinned, “I do. Sign of a sick mind, so I’m told.” Rahoul and Rachel lapsed into silence, busy filling up on grilled tomatoes, mushrooms, and the other components of a traditional heavy English breakfast.


“Is this seat taken,” a slightly hesitant woman asked.


Rahoul shook his head. “No, Captain Monroe, it’s not. Please join us.”


“Thank you, sir. Oh good! Kippers!” she exclaimed while helping herself to a large portion. The other two diners exchanged looks over their tea mugs but refrained from speaking.


As Rachel applied herself to the urgent matter of breaking her fast, she looked around the officers’ mess. Despite the early hour, there were few empty seats. A quiet murmur of conversation and requests for more tea and toast arose from the four tables currently in use. Glancing at the new arrival, Rachel wondered who the captain was. The formal briefing and introductions would not be until that afternoon.


“More toast, Ma’am?” One of the mess orderlies had brought a fresh plate and was offering it around.


Rachel smiled at the corporal. “No, thank you. Anyone else?”


Monroe raised a finger, “Here please. Thanks.” She took two slices from the proffered plate and shot a curious glance at the brunette sitting beside her, obviously intrigued by a civilian dining in the officers’ mess.


Kahn took pity on her after a few more swallows of tea. “Captain Monroe, you’ll get a formal introduction later today, but this is Commander Rachel Na Gael, our Xenology Specialist. Commander, Captain Sandra Monroe is joining us on rotation from the North American Branch. She’s Canadian, as I recall.”


The fair-haired captain nodded, eyes widening a bit as Rachel turned to face her full on. “You can relax, Captain Monroe. I don’t bite regimental personnel.”


“Often,” stated a dry voice behind Rachel’s shoulder. The two officers stood as General Jones joined the conversation. “As you were Khan, Monroe. Na Gael, are you finished? I need a word with you.”


Rachel crammed a final bite of eggs, grilled tomatoes, and kipper into her mouth, gulping the last of her tea as she stood up to carry her tray to the washing-up window. “I am now, Ma’am. Lead on.” As they left the room, conversation faded, then resumed. Rachel smiled to herself, wondering what sort of speculation was starting behind them.


“The afternoon briefing is at 1330, ma’am?” she asked as they walked down a wood-paneled corridor towards the general’s office. A sergeant carrying the morning’s updates from Vienna passed them and Jones yanked her and Rachel’s files off the top of the stack without breaking stride.


“Correct. I want you up front with the rest of the permanent staff this time—and no cosmetics or patch. Might as well break them in early,” the sandy-haired general officer said with a hint of a smile. Rachel nodded, then glanced into her file folder, dropping a pace behind the general as she did so. She skimmed through the report as they walked, absent-mindedly sidestepping a misplaced rubbish bin at one point before almost walking into Jones’s back when the Welshwoman stopped at her office door.


The two women went into the waiting area, where Captain Kwame Ngobo rose from behind his desk as they entered. “Good morning Captain. Be seated. I already have my Vienna paper, so don’t jump on the sergeant for not delivering it on time.”


Ngobo nodded “Yes Ma’am. Good morning ma’am, Commander.”


“Good morning, Captain.”


Once inside her office, Jones dropped her file folder onto the closest pile, filled a mug from the teapot already waiting for her and settled in behind her cluttered desk, waving her xenology specialist into one of the two chairs for visitors. As Jones skimmed through the morning report, Rachel made mental notes from her copy. Strange lights in Siberia, probably not important. Anyone who lands in the weather they’ve been having deserves what they get for being so stupid. A spaceship sighted over aboriginal lands in Australia—reported by a local, investigation in progress. Artifacts of unknown origin from eastern France, found under volcanic material? That might be interesting, depending on what it is, or was. Wonder if its similar to what they found in Germany? In other words, nothing that needed immediate research or attention. Curious why Jones had called her in for a chat, Rachel bided her time by calculating how much farther one of the more precarious stacks of paper could lean before it toppled over, and what force would be required to make it shift.


“It’s my security system.” Rachel looked up as Jones pointed at the object of her semi-subordinate’s attention.


“Security system, Ma’am?”


Jones nodded, patting the top of the mound closest to her elbow. “By the time someone or something searching for a classified document finds what they are looking for, security will have been notified, finished their tea break, and arrested the pilferer,” she explained with a straight face.


“Ma’am, I think you don’t have to worry about that. Any being capable of reasoning will simply take one look at this and give in without trying.”


“My point entirely. You’ll need to be careful around one of the new NCOs for the next little while.” Jones handed Rachel a personnel profile.


Rachel read aloud, “Weber, Wolfgang Karl. First sergeant, German Army, seconded to the GDF beginning in 2005. Outstanding record while with GDF–South Asia, et cetera, et cetera. Ah! Note: his father was killed in a ‘training accident’ while stationed at Arkangel base.” She looked up. “Quite a mess at Arkangel, as I understand, but what does that have to do with my needing to be careful around him?”


Jones leaned forward and tapped the bottom of the page. “Weber has read excerpts from the Arkangel files as part of his xenobotany training. Apparently he has very strong feelings about aliens in general, and has expressed some reservations about employing them in the GDF.”


Rachel sat back in her seat and somehow managed not to roll her eye. “Expect a problem or just lay low until he relaxes and trust RSM Chan to keep things under control?”


Jones also leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers as she thought about it. “Don’t lay too low, but keep your guard up. He may not know about you yet.” Rachel snorted, but Jones shook her head, brown eyes serious. “You’d be surprised, Rachel, but your background is less well-known than I’d have thought. Apparently someone submitted highly edited information to Vienna back in the 1980s.”


I wonder what Joschka and General Johnny were playing at? Rachel shrugged. “And other someones have opted to keep it that way, I take it. Very well, Ma’am. I’ll be relaxed but watchful. Anything else?”


An evil smile appeared on the woman’s lean face as she tossed an envelope at her guest. “Letter from Inland Revenue, for you. That’s all.” Jones chuckled as Rachel caught it and groaned.


“Oh Gawd, I though Vienna and the MoD had sorted this out years ago!”


“Apparently not. Be in the briefing theater at 1315. Have a nice rest of the morning.” Rachel did not deign to respond as she saw herself out to the sound of the officer’s chuckles. “And leave the door open!” The Ivorian Captain did his best to be invisible as she stomped past his desk, brushing by Major Khan on her way into the hall and calling the Minister of the Exchequer very rude things under her breath in several languages and dialects not known on Earth.


Rachel skimmed the missive as she walked to the lab, grumbling all the way. The letter stated that despite having earned income from an overseas agency for several years, she had failed to either register or pay taxes on said income. Did she care to explain to Her Majesty Queen Sonia’s government? Now thoroughly annoyed, Rachel combed through her files, pulling out every piece of correspondence between herself, the Ministry of Defense, Vienna, and Inland Revenue, copied them, and assembled a packet ten centimeters thick.


After taking a very deep breath and reminding herself that she was a guest of the Regiment, more or less, she typed up a cover letter explaining that despite appearances she did not have any actual, current income, nor had she ever earned any. Beneath her letter, she laid the final settlement she, the MoD, and the GDF had reached regarding her financial status. No, she did not earn a salary, or receive a stipend beyond that required for food and lodging while in the field. Yes, she had quarters and dining privileges in the officers’ and enlisted messes. All signed, stamped, and even confirmed by one of I.R.’s own QCs. Rachel dug up the appropriate postage, sealed the large, heavy envelope, and tossed it into the “Outside post” basket just beside the laboratory door. Then she filed everything back where it belonged. Maybe this time the message would get through. She also sent an e-mail off to Vienna and Horseguards Barracks to give them a heads’ up, and a personal “here we go again” message to Major General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenberg.


Rachel spent the rest of the morning finishing reports and paperwork related to the mission to neutralize and dispose of what had turned out to be the remains of a psychoactive meteorite that the Romans had incorporated into the Eagle of the IX Legion. How was she going to explain that, after much discussion with General Jones and a metallurgist, she’d used the Dark Hart to take it to an uninhabited planetoid and leave it? Fortunately, General Jones had already posted her final report, and Rachel shamelessly cribbed from Jones’s account. Consistency is more important than truth, she decided. She signed off on the laboratory’s quarterly budget, filed the latest chemical catalogue, and wondered once again what it would be like to have an assistant to do the scut work. Then she remembered the mess her last helper had made. Never mind.


It was 1300 before Rachel emerged from her digging and typing. She climbed up the spiral stairs to her quarters above the lab to get tidied up. By the time she collected a cane and limped briskly to the main auditorium, it would be 1315 on the dot.


Rachel preferred to lurk in the back of the hall for most briefings, so that she could play peanut gallery and make rapid exits (and late arrivals). However, given Evelyn Jones’ comments that morning, for once Rachel took her place among the staff officers. As she walked down to the front row, Major Khan and Capt. Ngobo were finishing up double-checking the audio-visual equipment.


The brunette smiled at Capt. Arthur McGregor, the medical officer and “ginger” among the leadership. “All quiet?” she asked.


The young man, relatively new to the unit, nodded in reply. “Nothing but fallen arches and a lingering case of poison ivy. Poor soul is deathly allergic to the stuff it seems.” Rachel winced in sympathy.


Further conversation stopped as General Jones strode up to the officers. “Commander, sit next to Capt. Ngobo, here at the end by the spare door. I plan on introducing you last, just before taking any questions. Don’t talk unless someone asks you a direct question, or I say to. RSM Chan’s concerned about Sgt. Weber, and I don’t want anything to start unless we are all ready for it. Understood?” Concerned glances passed between the assembled officers.


“Yes, Ma’am.”


Rachel decided for safety’s sake to lower her shields and monitor the emotions of the people now filing into the briefing theater. She picked up a general impression of tiredness, curiosity, and mild nervousness about a new location and the Regiment itself. No hostility, at least not yet. She noticed Regimental Sergeant Major Richard Chan looking at her and sent a query at him.


«No problems at the moment,» his mahogany-bass mind voice replied.


«Thank you,» she acknowledged, then returned to passive alertness.


At the general’s nod, the permanent officers plus one stood. “Ten-SHUN!” RSM Chan called, and the room came to attention. Rachel automatically braced, before her mind reminded her body that she was no longer on active duty.


Jones acknowledged the room, and then ordered, “Be seated.” As the commanding officer started her standard welcome talk, Rachel let her mind tune out for the moment, roaming back through all the other introductions that she had sat through. First came the speech, then a ten-minute video presentation about the history of the 58th Regiment. It was one of the more active divisions within the Global Defense Force, and there would be some clips of former personnel, early battles, of various monsters and aliens—the usual stuff.


The lights lowered and Rachel let her vision shift into dim-light mode, preferring to watch the audience rather than the screen. As the story reached the halfway point, the narration mentioned the employment of aliens with the GDF. As it did, she caught a flash of anger and resentment from the left side of the room. Now completely present and on guard, she narrowed her sensing focus to find the source of the emotion. It seemed to be coming from a slender man in his late twenties, with medium brown hair and light brown eyes. She couldn’t read his nametag, but Rachel could see that he was a sergeant, with several award ribbons on his tunic. That must be Weber. Interesting. The emotional spike subsided as other images flashed on the screen, and she relaxed a fraction.


The lights came back up, and General Jones returned to the podium. Rachel glazed over again as Jones spoke for a few more moments about the Regiment’s activities since the video had been finished, mentioned some of the operational differences between the 58th Regiment and the other branches, and then began the introductions. Distinguished record, upholding the finest tradition, proud tradition, reputation, I wonder if any unit within the GDF uses a different speech template? Perhaps it is an English-speaker tic. She cocked an ear as Jones worked down the line, introducing first Major Rahoul Khan, the executive officer, then the medical officer, computer/technology/communications Captain John Marsh, the new personnel officer Captain Sandra Monroe, and the adjutant, Capt. Ngobo.


“And our xenology specialist, Commander Rachel Na Gael.” Rachel stood up and turned to face the crowd full on, mildly amused at the three or four people who cringed. If this bothers you, you’d best never find out what Major Chandrasakar looks like. Although the surgeons have done a magnificent job of reconstruction, I must say. “Commander Na Gael has been with the GDF and the Regiment since 1986. In addition to being xenology specialist, she is a paramedic and interpreter.” At the general’s discreet hand wave Rachel sat down again, relieved that she had not felt any further surges of negative emotion, just shock, a bit of pity, and curiosity.


“Any questions?” After a few of the usual, a woman with a strong French accent asked, “Is it true that there is a non-human currently assigned here?”


General Jones nodded, “Yes. Any further questions?” There were none, and she dismissed the group to return to their duties. She stepped down from the speaker’s platform and walked up to Rachel. “Well?”


Rachel nodded towards the back of the brown-haired sergeant, “Someone didn’t care for employing aliens, but I couldn’t pick up anything beyond that.”


“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Jones said. “And you will be at dinner tonight.”


One black-brown eyebrow rose slightly. “I will?”


“Yes, you will, and you will stay through the third round of toasts this time.” Just as Rachel started to say something antisocial, the watch courier shouldered his way through the departing soldiers and trotted up to the gathered officers. “Ma’am, urgent message from the Observer Corps.”


The knot of officers tightened as Jones read the printout. “Signals and sounds recorded near the entrance to several closed mines in coastal Cornwall. At least one of the security guards is missing and local police are suspicious.” She looked around, saying, “Be ready to load up in fifteen minutes. Khan, start people moving. Ngobo, come with me.” The officers scattered to collect people and equipment.


Back in the lab, Rachel changed into a heavy wool split skirt and put on an eye patch, then pulled the power packs for her blaster off their charger. She slid them into their pouches, double-checked that the weapon was set on “stun,” and tucked the gun belt into her larger carry sack. She turned off the lights in the lab, grabbed the black satchel with her field scanners and medical gear off its hanger, and bolted for the door. No formal dinner tonight!
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“What do you know about dead birds?” Rahoul Khan asked Rachel as they waited for Father Mikael Farudi to meet them to discuss Holy Week services at the base’s chapel.


“Dead birds as in we are having barnacle goose for supper tonight, or dead birds as in something odd?” Roast goose would be very good for Easter dinner, she thought, salivating slightly as she remembered the Michaelmas feast the mess staff had prepared the year before. “Or is someone planning a sick joke with doves for Easter?” It’s been too quiet. We’ve not been called out since that false alarm earlier this month, and the last mission before that was in November.


The South Asian officer grimaced at the thought. “Odd. One of my cousins was visiting the sites near Bristol and saw something strange. And I mean stranger than what usually happens in Somerset.”


“Hmmm. Fill me in later, will you? Father Mikael’s about to round the corner,” she suggested, seconds before the Lebanese priest walked into sight.


“Good morning Major, Commander,” the cheerful refugee smiled as he unlocked his office door and waved the pair to follow him in.


“And with thy spirit,” they replied in chorus, laughing at the Anglican chaplain’s reaction.


“I should have expected that from a recovering heathen, Commander. But really now, Major,” Father Mikael admonished, still smiling as he shook his head.


After the discussion of who might be called on to do what for the various Holy Week observances, provided that the unit didn’t get called into the field, Rachel followed Kahn to his tiny, spotless office. He waved her into a chair and handed her part of a letter. She read it once, then backed up and reread the third paragraph. She closed her eye for a moment, then opened it to meet his curious gaze.


“I don’t like this,” and she twisted in the chair, glancing back and confirming that the door was closed. “No normal bird drops dead in mid air without help, not on this planet. On Menaplii, yes. Here, no. Especially not in groups. And your cousin didn’t try to get closer?”


He shook his head. “No, she likes walking but hates getting off the footpath or scrambling over rocks. That, and later on she wrote that it ‘gave her the creeps’. Her mother has a touch of empathic talent, and Pabi may have a bit herself.”


“That, or someone set up a mild repulsion field.” Rachel stood. “Thanks for passing this on. I’ll see what else I can find. After all,” she said tartly, “it may be that the Problem Children have a project going and didn’t see fit to notify anyone else.”


As far as she could recall, there had been nothing in the morning reports recently from Somerset, but Rachel thumbed through the binder just to be sure. No, nothing official. Well, how about unofficial, then. Jones keeps trying to find out where I get some of my information, not that it’s any of her business. A Trader/Wanderer without private connections is no trader at all! She opened her laptop and the private Internet accounts that she ran through the Dark Hart’s firewalls. It took some searching, but after bouncing off a few dead ends she found what she thought she was looking for, on a bird-watchers’ page and on one of the better esoterica sites. Indeed, here was another report of dead birds along the same walking path the major’s cousin had taken. And more than birds: this person reported dead mice and hedgehogs.


Small planet. Rachel knew two of the people posting on the “old believers” site. If these two complained about being warned off of something, then there was definitely more to this than the typical whining of the psychic wannnabes, and the location was not one of the known trouble spots.


Rachel sat back, pursed her lips, and decided that before she did anything else she needed to make a phone call. She closed down the internet connections and thought back to her last face-to-face encounter with the Problem Children in the Regiment’s secondary section in London, working herself into the proper mood before pulling out her very private “cell phone.”


The other party picked up on the second ring. “O’Brian’s Imports. Kelly speaking.”


“Hello, ‘Kelly.’ It’s Cat. Got a quick question,” Rachel said, putting a hint of steel into her voice.


She smiled as she heard a gulp, imagining the dismayed expression at the other end of the line. “Ah, certainly Cat. What can I do for you?”


“Are you having a sale in Somerset?” Or in plain English: Are you twits tinkering again? You’ve been warned not to without Capt. Ahkai, Vienna, and I all knowing.


Relief practically dripped out of the receiver. “No, I’m afraid we’re not. We don’t have an outlet in that county. Are you looking for something from our catalogue?”


“Not right now. I’d just heard rumors. Thank you, and have a good day.”


“Sorry we couldn’t meet your needs, and thank you for calling O’Brian’s Imports,” the other party lied. Rachel rang off, smiling even wider. You shouldn’t have pissed me off enough to get me to visit you in person. As you apparently remember, little berk.


What to do next? Was it a repulsion field that had been reported, or something else? It was probably time to do a little deeper digging, just in case Logres had gotten involved in something. I hope it doesn’t toast me for bothering it after the equinox. Maybe if I look but don’t touch I’ll be okay. And if not, Jones might get her new xenologist after all.


Rachel opened the back door of the lab and took three steps into the chilly, late spring afternoon. After a few deep breaths, she reached out, looking into the shimmering energy that had flowed through the island since lava boiled out of what was now Edinburgh. Logres acknowledged her and ignored her. She followed the energy flows west and south, noting one or two sources of possible later interest, but Somerset lay quiet to her ‘eyes.’ She withdrew into herself again, then shook as if coming in from the rain. And gasped for air. Ow, I didn’t think the trance was that deep. I’d better have a monitor the next time I do that.


Repulsion field most likely then, she decided, wrinkling her nose. And not one belonging to the only party that would be tinkering with such a thing. So who has set up shop, what are they doing, and are they responsible for the dead animals? And is this Regimental business or mine alone? The latter question, at least, had a simple answer. As soon as she got back inside, Rachel called Khan and told him that she’d found something, and did he have a few minutes?


They met at the door to the map room. Khan called up a map of Somerset, and Rachel explained what she’d found and not found. The officer’s eyes narrowed. “Can you narrow it any tighter than Somerset? Pabi’s letter wasn’t that precise.” He tried to adjust the display and muttered a rude word. “And neither is this. Blast.” After a quick check of the Ordinance Survey catalogue, they found what they needed, and unrolled a detailed map sheet on the table beside the projection.


“Path, hill to the east, level ground here,” Rachel pointed, “and a sarsen is off here. This is it,” she tapped the sheet as Khan made notes on his PDA.


They looked at each other over the map table and sighed. “The best laid plans of mice and men . . .” Khan recited, rolling the map and replacing it in its file drawer.


“And Wanderers,” his advisor added, pulling a coin out of her pocket. “Throne or crown who tells General Jones?” They flipped and Khan lost the toss. “That’s okay, she likes you best,” she consoled him in her most annoying little-sister voice.


Abruptly serious, he locked eyes with the alien. “That’s true, you realize? Command One is still not completely won over to having an alien on the staff.”


She nodded. “We have an understanding, Rahoul. And we’re both professionals. If we’re never on each other’s Boxing Day gift lists, so be it. I’ll get my data together so you have it on hand.”


He thumped her shoulder, then opened the door and motioned her through. “Well, I am the responsible one, after all,” he said with a ‘brother knows best’ tone.


She rolled her eye. “You have that down a little too well, sir,” and smiled. Paymaster’s Purse, but he sounds just like Munks when he does that! I may have discovered another universal constant: irritating siblings.
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General Jones and Commander Na Gael stood on the path beside the field Rachel had pinpointed a day and a half before on the map. “Well, something strange is definitely going on, I’ll grant you that,” the sandy-haired officer said, looking over the array of dead animals and birds scattered along a curving line just beyond the walkway.


Rachel clambered over a low spot in the wooden fence and walked forward ten or so meters before coming to a hard stop. She picked up a small stone and called over her shoulder, “Mind the ricochet.” She wound up like a cricket hurler, threw the pebble as hard as she could, and wasn’t surprised when it hit something and sailed back over her head.


Jones frowned as her advisor clambered back through the fence and returned to her side. “Force field?”


“Of some sort, yes ma’am—with a repulsion field as part of it, although that seems to be weakening. And I’d like to know why.” She frowned thoughtfully.


“How about telling me what that is, as well?” Jones pointed to a shape emerging out of the ground several hundred meters from where they stood.


Rachel produced a digital monocular from the depths of her satchel. “Um, well,” she adjusted the eyepiece as the human watched impatiently. “It’s not possible, is what it is.”


“What’s not possible?” Jones didn’t bother hiding her growing impatience.


“It’s a Blermal. But they can’t survive in this atmosphere. And the color’s all wrong. But the shape, gait, and basic markings are pure Blermal.” As they watched, the whip-thin hexapod scampered towards them with a rippling motion. “Blermal without a doubt. Only six-legged avian in this part of the galaxy,” Rachel said.


“We should be moving out of the way, Cat One?” Jones half-ordered as she reached for her sidearm.


“Probably should, ma’am. Dead creatures are rarely easy to stop if they attack you.” As she spoke, Rachel matched action to words.


They retreated to where the Regiment’s lorries and command car were parked, on the backside of the hill. Rachel promptly fished her PDA-looking data-link out of her belt pouch and started pulling up information, while Jones ordered the men to cordon off the area and shoo away a pair of startled hikers. In a few minutes one of the scouts on the hilltop radioed in. “Boer Two to Base, a second creature has appeared. Is unlike first. Over.” Before Jones could respond, her boffin had trotted back over the crest of the hill, monocular in hand. She returned a few minutes later, shaking her head.


“All right, this has gone from curious to bizarre. There is no reason why a dead Blermal and two dead Pindos should be walking around on this planet.”


Jones’s eyebrows rose. “You’re certain that they’re dead?”


No, they’re just pining for the fjords. And you wonder why I’m such a wiseass when you open doors like that? Rachel managed to keep a straight face and explained, “This is what they look like in life, Ma’am,” pointing to the screen of her PDA. Jones could see the six-legged thing, except it had bright green and brown plumage, rather than the monotone gray of the creature on the other side of the hill. “When they die, their color leaches out as circulation and metabolism stops. Nothing else does it. ‘S why no one bothers trying to use the feathers for anything aside from insulation. And the Pindo,” she tapped her stylus and the image changed to a hunched-over humanoid shape topped by an anteater-like head with faceted eyes, “is nocturnal. Can’t function in full light of a yellow sun: skin and eyes burn even faster than a Terran albino.”


“So what you are saying is that something else is controlling at least three dead creatures belonging to at least two different species, none of which are from this planet,” Jones summarized. Rachel nodded and resumed tapping through a list of symbols. “Extraterrestrial zombies?”


Rachel looked up, puzzled. “What’s a zombie?”


The lean Welshwoman glanced at the sky, as if imploring heaven for patience. “Mythological undead, being controlled by a shaman or witch doctor or something like that. Reanimated corpses.”


“I suppose so. I wonder if whatever is controlling these is underneath the force shield?”


As the soldiers established a secure perimeter around the field, Rachel returned to the top of the hill and watched the creatures coming and going from a low spot in the ground. The hill didn’t provide enough of an aerial view for her to get a good sense of what might be under the ground or how it may have gotten there. Captain Ngobo had located the property owner, who lived in Bristol and came out to farm the ground. He didn’t recall anything odd, but hadn’t visited the field since early February. Rachel watched as the Blermal and Pindos walked circuits within a circle roughly 300 meters in diameter. They didn’t try to go any farther from the low spot than that. As she studied the field and its current inhabitants, Rachel noticed something. “Boer Three,” she asked one of the scouts, “look at the dead birds. Do you see anything peculiar?”


He took his time sweeping the area with his field glasses. “They seem to be in rows, ma’am. Sort of curving rows, starting from ‘at low spot ‘ere.”


She nodded. “Thank you. Your glasses are better than mine.” That sounds like a creeping energy discharge.


Rachel returned to the vehicle laager and started running through possible candidates for what or who had brought at least three dead creatures to the planet. As she did, something nagged in her memory, but she couldn’t quite dredge it into useful consciousness. She managed to narrow possible suspects down to ten species, ranging from “mildly problematic” to “you’re dooooooommmmed!” She paced back and forth beside one of the lorries, then muttered “oh bother it,” leaned against the rear of the six-by and closed her eyes, humming. O death, where is thy sting? O grave, thy victory? For death that day shall die, and earth give up her dead, and—“That’s it!”


She made her way over to where Jones had ordered the field command post set up. “Command One, I sorted out what’s inside the force field.” Jones raised an eyebrow and handed her boffin a page of photo images. The smaller woman studied them, both with naked eye and using a loupe. “Right shape, as well. That clinches most of it then.”


“So what exactly is it, and what is it doing here? I assume it is extraterrestrial,” Jones said, patting her foot, arms folded.


“It’s a Larganga. They’re odd creatures—only thing I’ve ever heard of that, well, lives on death. Not on dying things, or by killing per se, but it feeds off the energy associated with death. This outline, here,” she pointed to a paler area within the field that included the low spot, “is its ship. Engines back here, if I remember correctly.”


Lieutenant Nielsen frowned in confusion. “So this creature is one of the undead?”


“No. It is quite alive. It just feeds off death. Which means that it most definitely should not be here. Largangas usually congregate near dying worlds, or in places that have lots of death and decay. Not farm fields in spring, and not in this part of the galaxy. If all it’s been feeding on have been the birds and small animals we’re seen, than it’s probably quite hungry and should be willing to leave if we ask it to,” she explained, looking at Jones with a hopeful expression.


“That would be a nice change, Cat One, if we can establish communications and if it is willing to depart in peace.” The senior officer sounded dubious. “And what about those other creatures? Do these whatever you called it—Largangas—normally have undead pets with them?”


Rachel shook her head. “Ah, that would be negative. I’ve never heard of a Larganga bringing dead things with it.”


“Could they be its larder?” Khan asked.


“No, because why expend energy to animate something? I grant you, it is odd. As is the repulsion field. So why not ask it?” Rachel inquired, tapping the side of the PDA with the stylus.


“If it will spare putting people at risk, I’m willing to try. However, I also want information on that force field around it, and what will be required to destroy it, if the creature fails to cooperate.” Jones looked around at the officers gathered in the command trailer. “Cat One, you and Radio One sort out how to talk to it. After you get me the other data. Hunter One, get the watches organized. Command Two, come with me.”


Captain John Marsh didn’t quite glare at Rachel, but he made it abundantly clear that communications was his specialty and he did not care for anyone infringing on his turf. She let it roll away. If you knew half of what’s tucked away under my quarters, you’d be wanking off outside my door. He really liked technology, to the point of being fonder of his equipment than he was of most other humans, and of Cdr. Na Gael. As they discussed what would be needed to send and receive on the most common frequencies used by interstellar ships, she did her best to be undemanding and conciliatory. When it comes to cases, you know your equipment and I do not. Electronics don’t care for me and the feeling’s mutual.


They ended up having to route both her laptop and data-link through the set-up, which pleased neither party. But it seemed to work. Or at least it hasn’t blown up yet, she thought, as Marsh and his technicians made final adjustments to the jerry-rigged transmitter. As they did, Rachel wrote down a sequence of broadcast figures.


“Decided what you want?” Marsh grumbled, and she handed him the page.


“Let’s start with this one, please,” she pointed to the top of the list. “It’s one of the most common patterns used in the places Larganga normally are.”


Marsh grunted his assent and set to work as Rachel watched the computer screen. They’d agreed to allow ten minutes for a reply before changing frequencies, and in the meantime she puzzled over the connection, if any, between the Pandos, the Blermal, and the Larganga—assuming it was indeed a Larganga. The first frequency got no response, nor did the second. Fortunately for all their nerves, something did answer their third hail. That something was not friendly, and Rachel winced at both the raw sound and the translation produced by her laptop.


“That’s not Chinese,” Marsh observed as he leaned over her shoulder, studying the characters appearing from right to left on the screen.


“No. It’s one of my native languages. Here,” Rachel typed a command, “is the English.”


He read, then straightened up. “Not happy about being disturbed, was it?”


“Apparently not. Is that even anatomically possible for a human?”


He gave her a sideways look. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not that type.”


By the time Jones returned, Radio One and Cat One had established a level of discussion somewhat above “sod off you effing sheep lover” (“Ey, we’re not all Scottish!” an Irish tech had protested) with the creature.


“So what is it?” Jones asked, watching the transcribed conversation on a larger screen.


“It’s a Larganga, but with something wrong. At least for a Larganga, although it doesn’t think so, apparently,” responded her advisor.


“Cat One. . .” Jones glared at her xenologist. I have had quite enough of this nonsense.


“As I said before, ma’am, Larganga feed off death. This one has become infected, for lack of a better term, with something allowing it to feed off life as well. And it rather likes the new option, I’m afraid, ma’am. In fact,” Rachel scrolled back a bit in the conversation, “here.”


The lean woman read aloud. “You really should leave. Why? Because this is a living world and there’s not much for you to consume here. Yes there is. What do you mean? I consumed” and she paused and pointed at a string of characters. “What’s this gobbledygook?”


“It is the name of the world the Pandos came from,” Rachel replied.


“I consumed that planet and will do the same here. The inhabitants will not allow that—instead, let me take you somewhere else. You can’t. I’m too strong—this world’s energy surges into me even now, you—” Jones broke off reading. “Is that translation literal?”


Rachel coughed a bit. “Um, no, ma’am. The literal is just as rude, though.”


Jones leaned on the edge of the table, causing Marsh to jump for the equipment. “Careful!”


She gave him a cold look and he subsided. “I am, Radio One. All right. The Larganga is not going to leave of its free will, or so it claims. Cat One, is it bluffing?”


“I cann’t tell from here, ma’am. That is, I would need to contact someone elsewhere who’s Traded that region recently.” And since I don’t want to give the hunters any more traces for a while, I’m SOL, to use your term. “However, I’ve had a second program running, and look at this.”


Rachel switched screens on her portable supercomputer and the others drew closer, peering over her shoulders at the display. “This is the field and its surroundings. You can see the field, and the rings of dead birds and animals here,” she pointed. “Now let me rotate the image ninety degrees.” They watched the field tip on edge, as if they were looking half in and half out of the ground. Capt. Ngobo whistled, and Rachel preened a bit. “Here’s the force shield. It now extends under as well as over the ship, which is buried about a meter below the soil surface.”


Khan tipped his head to the side, thinking. “Cat One go back to the overhead view.” She complied, and he pulled a laser pointer out of his pocket and highlighted two of the death rings. “When we got here, the bird line was here. It has spread, if this image is accurate. Cat, do you concur?”


“I concur, Command Two.”


Jones had been listening intently and weighing options. “Cat One, can you remove it as it is now?”


“No, ma’am, not without attracting a great deal of attention, both local and imported.” And making a side trip, and stealing some more equipment, and I’d really prefer not to do that just now. “I can probably convince it to leave if its force field is removed,” she allowed.


“Your notes claim that nothing short of an airstrike will destroy the ship and the creature inside, even once the shield is down. Do we have any other options?”


Rachel’s eye narrowed and she pursed her lips. “Yeeess, I think there is one, but there’s some risk involved. We drain the Larganga’s power supply enough to nullify that defense field. That shows we mean business and it will probably leave.”


“Or we can destroy it with less force by putting explosives inside the ship,” Jones pointed out. “How do you propose draining the Larganga, and what’s the risk involved?”


“Someone runs a cable into the ship and taps its auxiliary power supply. All transports of that class have one, and it’s easy enough for me to cobble together the necessary connection. If you distract the Larganga, a few people can slip through the defense shield and into the ship to make the connection. That type of field shifts strength to match the perceived threat, at the command of the operator,” Rachel explained as she ran some numbers.


“What do you propose to do with the power?” Marsh asked, as Khan nodded. “And do we have enough time, given how the dead area is expanding?”


Khan said, “Can you set up a stasis field around it? From what I understand, that should solve both difficulties.”


“Um, well, yes sir, I could. I’d rather set up a feedback, so that the more the Larganga ‘eats,’ the more power it loses until it’s drained. That might cause the power supply circuits to explode, though” she said, shuddering.


“You’re not jeopardizing my equipment, Na Gael!” Marsh declared firmly.


Jones concurred. “What would a stasis field entail, Cat One, and what does it do?”


“Setting up a master projector, probably at the command center here, and control circuit, with augmentation projectors at regular intervals around the Larganga’s ship. Once it activates, the field would, in theory, drain the ship’s power while simultaneously locking the Larganga within its current perimeter, and make it incapable of having its minions interfere, or of doing anything at all until a minimum power level is reached and the stasis field collapses,” Rachel said, glossing over several details and growing unhappier the more she thought about it. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, really bad—blaster charge whine in a dark ally behind me bad.


“Sounds perfect! Good thinking, Command Two. That’s what we’ll do, then. And work as fast as you can, Cat One, because the dead area seems to be expanding more rapidly than before. Make a list of the equipment you’ll need, and you, Radio One, and Command Two get it built,” Jones ordered, smiling at the group. “Oh, and if the field works and we can render the thing harmless, we’ll try to negotiate with it again and see if is willing to leave peacefully.”


“Very well, Command One,” Rachel murmured. You know just enough to be very dangerous, Rahoul. You have no idea what you’ve gotten us into.
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It was a few hours past midnight when Rachel, the technicians, and other assistants got everything organized. As some of the soldiers took the six augmentation projectors and set them up around the now 600-meter-wide force shield perimeter, the Wanderer lay on her back in one of the troop trucks and tried to nap. She’d been insistent about being part of the group that would enter the Larganga’s ship. “Ma’am, I know where and how to make the connection. And I don’t want to risk anyone that I don’t have to,” she’d protested, lapsing back into old habits.


“Cat One, might I remind you that I am the one in charge here,” Jones had retorted, “and I make the final decisions as to who and what gets put into harm’s way.” She’d stood up from her seat in the command trailer and folded her arms, looking down at the unchastened Wanderer. “How many people will you need to complete the connection?”


“A minimum of three, two if I go in. One to carry the power tap and connect it to the ship’s circuit, and two to carry the cable and protect the third from whatever other minions are in the ship. And all three had better be good sprinters, because it will only take about one minute for enough power to reach the master control of the stasis field, if my calculations are right. At that point, the stasis field can be switched on, and no one should be within the perimeter once it activates.”


Someone knocked on the lorry’s tailgate and Rachel sat up, then clambered awkwardly out of the vehicle. I’ve spent too many centuries sleeping in my clothes she grumbled, accepting a cup of hot chocolate from one of the sergeants. An exhausted looking Rahoul Khan joined her at the makeshift canteen, eating a sandwich and sipping black coffee. Heh, you look as bad as I feel.


“How’s your leg doing?” he asked under his breath.


She shot him a glance, and murmured “If you mean can I run with ten kilos of gear in my hands, yes.”


He made a noncommittal noise, then asked louder, “How much power is in the Larganga’s ship, anyway?”


She calculated for a moment, “Oh, about enough to get it out of this solar system and into the next one.”


He chewed the last of his sandwich and looked over at her, considering. “Tell me, why are you so determined to try and keep this Larganga thing alive? It doesn’t sound like a particularly nice individual. Do you know it?”


She shook her head. “Never met one before. But Larganga have no home-world. Theirs was destroyed when its sun went nova, so they wander the galaxy. Aside from the rare group feed at a dying planet, they are solitary creatures because of their high energy needs.” She cocked her head to the side. “I suppose it’s because I know what it’s like spending your life always having to shift from here to there.”


Khan’s eyebrows had vanished into his hairline by the time she finished her explanation. “You’ve gone raving barmy. That’s the strangest thing I’ve heard in a long time.”


A mask of ice settled over Rachel’s features, and she turned away, setting her chocolate cup down with a firm and unhappy clunk.


Corporal Anthony “Tony” Lee, one of the scouts, came up to the two officers. Khan acknowledged him. “Sir, ma’am, sorry to interrupt, but Command One wants you at the command trailer.” Rachel tossed back the last of her cocoa, thanked the orderly, and followed the soldier into the cold, midspring night.


They found Jones standing next to the patched-together stasis field control box, beside a roll of medium-weight cable and the power tap. “Cat One, you, and Hunters Five and Six,” Corporals Lee and Andrews, “will make the connection. The distraction we’ve set up begins in five minutes. As soon as there’s enough power, I’m switching the stasis field on. Questions?” Rachel shook her head, as did the soldiers. “Good luck then. Five minutes.”


The trio drew as close to the force shield perimeter as they could, and Rachel gave an impromptu briefing. “Neither Blermal nor Pandos are carnivorous. The Blermal is fast, but it can’t really hurt you, unless it kicks you to death,” she joked, and the men managed chuckles. “Watch out for the Pandos’ claws—they’re heavy. I’m going to need about three minutes, max, to get the connection closed, and then we run. Do not worry about me at that point. Once we get clear of the ship, go as fast as you can, because that’s what I’ll be doing! Any questions?”


Corporal Lee looked down at her. “How do we get into the ship without being drained ourselves?”


“Very good question, Boer Four,” she smiled. “Very good. First, the Larganga’s going to be distracted. It doesn’t feed automatically—unless it concentrates on a food source, it can’t drain it. Second, I rigged these.” She handed the soldiers two dome-shaped badges. “There’s a very small battery and transmitter in there. The signal will confuse the Larganga’s perceptions, so it won’t be able to tell if you are alive or dead. As a result, it won’t be able to decided what to do about you,” she stated in a confident tone, pinning a third to her jacket lapel. That is, if it works correctly. Electrical things still hate me.


“Thirty seconds,” the men’s radios reported. Rachel nodded, locking her eye on the darkness ahead and shifting form. The darkness grew brighter as her feline night-vision came into play. Almighty God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ . . .We do earnestly repent and are heartily sorry for these our misdoings; The remembrance of them is grievous unto us . . .Have mercy upon us, have mercy upon us most merciful Father. And give us the speed and determination of Traders meeting a first-time buyer!


“Three, two, one, go!” She charged into the suddenly weaker field, pushing through the barrier, troopers behind her with the heavy reel of wire.


As she had hoped, they got to the sunken entrance to the ship without interference. Enough cable had unrolled that the men could each get a hand free, and they had weapons at the ready as Rachel led them through the metal corridor to the panel where the emergency power connect was on the Larganga’s ship. As they watched for trouble, she opened it and started working. How many times had she done this as a drill onboard the Trade ships? At least once on every run, it had seemed. She heard a commotion behind her and ignored it.


Shots echoed through the passage and she gritted her teeth, blocking out the distraction. Pin six, pin nine, pin four. Tighten collar. Pin five, cable connection initiate, verify tap connection she recited silently, unaware of anything except her work.


“Cat, how much longer?” Andrews yelped, but she didn’t answer. Something jostled her, and she glanced up long enough to swing her fist around and hit one of the Pandos in the eye. It reeled back and she resumed work as Lee tackled the thing.


She had just finished the last connection when a dull clang came up the metal passageway, causing her to wince. Please may that not be one of the ways out of here, or have cut the cable, please oh please. Bookkeeper be generous.


“I’m done! Fall back,” she ordered, matching motion to words. She counted four Pandos in the corridor as they ran out, and she called out “Good work! I owe you a round.” Whatever had clanged, it was not the doors leading out of the ship, and the cable had not been molested by the Larganga’s minions. Lee sped ahead, but Andrews and Rachel were not that much slower as the trio emerged from the ship’s entry point into the cold night air.


They ran as fast as they could out of the Larganga’s ship, heading directly for the well-lit command trailer. The two corporals outdistanced Rachel, but not by much. She concentrated on her footing on the broken ground, and counted down the seconds left until the full power connection would finish. Ten, nine, eight she ticked off, eye locked on the control box that she and Marsh had rigged up. Jones had her hand on the power switch operating the stasis field and was watching the escapees as Marsh and one of his radio techs monitored the power supply. The two soldiers cleared the perimeter, and Rachel lacked ten meters from safety when she tripped. She caught herself and struggled to her feet, three, two, one! No, not yet! Horrified, she registered the general’s coldly appraising look as the officer flipped the field’s power on. “No!” Rachel screamed as the world dissolved into chaos and pain.
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Cold. She could feel cold. And wet. Real wet, actual damp soil clenched in her hands and jammed under her claws. Light, she could see light, and she was breathing, savoring the sensation of air moving through her lungs and heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t try to move, just lying still and relishing the actuality of sensation, of touch and smell. And sound, of distant voices calling and of birds overhead. The light was dim and she was cold and wet and mud was under her face and it was real. She just was, and that was enough.


“Rachel! Commander Na Gael?” A voice and another calling her name? Was that her name? Commander was, but the rest? She breathed in and out, not answering, not moving, as sounds and feelings, faces and images, swirled through her mind in a cascade of memories and dreams. With a supreme effort of will she pushed through the cacophony, breathing in and out, in and out, in a rhythm of control. “Cat One, can you hear me?” She could, but couldn’t respond until she sorted out what was real. Besides mud and cold and moving air.


Something warm touched her and she shivered at the contact. “On three.” What’s three?, she thought, concentrating on breathing and controlling her body so she could tame the storm in her mind. “One, two, three,” and she was rolling onto her back, something warm—a hand?—cushioning her head. Very slowly she opened her eye and saw a pale blur and darker blur hovering above. Beyond those, a darkening blue sky empty of motion. “She’s conscious and breathing, but still not responding. Cat One, can you hear me?” The sound came from the darker blur, which slowly resolved into a face. She closed her eye, then opened it again and coughed, trying to wipe her face with her hand and failing. Breath in and out, count heart beats, organize your mind from the beginning, she thought, and recited the oldest pattern of control that she remembered.


“How long?” she croaked, throat dry and raw despite the mud and water in the air.


“Forty hours, Cat One. Are you all right?” Who was that again? The name floated up and she grabbed at it as an anchor.


“I don’t know, Lieutenant Khan.”


Khan looked worried. He stood up and waved to someone as the pale blur, one of the medics whose name was drifting, checked for a pulse and shone a light in her eye. “Hypothermia, but everything else seems normal,” strange woman said to Khan and the out-of-view listeners as Rachel fought through the chaos in her mind, trying to focus on here and now, whenever that was.


Name Rada Ni Drako, called Rachel Na Gael, call sign Cat One, language: pre-diaspora Standard, called English by native speakers. Must be Ter Tri, not Imperial Defenders but Global Defense Force. She could hear soldiers running past and orders echoing through the evening twilight. Rachel braced herself and slowly, painfully sat up, arms trembling with the effort as the medic helped her.


What had worked that she had been worried about? Stasis field had done something, to the, what was it, invader, what was it? Larganga! As that set of memories rushed in, she focused on the creature and what Jones had said. “All right, Cat One. If the field works and we can render the thing harmless, we’ll try to negotiate with it.”


Rachel closed her eye again, reasserting control over the world as it spun around. The last thing she remembered was Jones’ expression and the sound of the switch turning on the stasis field and her own terror. Damn you! You couldn’t wait five seconds, could you? 


Rachel tried to stand and failed miserably. “The Larganga. Need to get back into the ship,” she tried to explain, coughing again. The medic handed her a canteen of water and the Wanderer drank carefully, so she wouldn’t choke. “It’s drained to a critical level! I need to talk to it—help me up.”


Khan looked down at her with a mixture of disbelief and respect, shaking his head. “Hunter Four, Boer Four, get Cat One on her feet and escort her into the ship. She’s not going to give anyone a moment’s peace until this is finished,” he sighed as his radio squawked.


“Command Two to One,” Khan said into the microphone.


“This is One, go ahead.”


“Command One, be advised that Cat One is inbound to your position with an escort,” the executive officer warned, watching the petite figure staggering towards the Larganga’s ship, with much help from the two humans beside her. You are insane, Rachel, he thought, then went back to supervising the soldiers still outside the ship.


Rachel could almost move under her own power by the time they reached the interior of the ship. She felt Boer Four’s shudder as they stepped over the bodies of the Larganga’s minions, now truly dead. A light ahead led them back to the control room and Rachel swallowed hard, mustering the arguments she would use to persuade the creature to let her take it somewhere else, somewhere it could survive. She was so focused on the creature that she almost missed Jones, who stood directly in front of the Larganga’s enclosure in the control room.


“Well Cat One, it looks as if you could have spared yourself a trip,” Jones announced, pointing at the creature. “Your idea worked better than expected. It’s dead.” Satisfaction colored the lean woman’s voice and she smiled at the horrified alien.


As she got closer and her eye focused, Rachel’s heart sank. The Larganga was indeed dead. The creature lay in a heap at the bottom of its atmospheric tank, brown-purple appendages flaccid and already decomposing. Without the energy it needed to maintain its physical form, the creature would soon be nothing more than a puddle of silica suspension. While Jones directed her men to start removing the power tap cable and making plans for disposing of the creature’s ship and remains, Rachel crouched down and ran a hand over the outside of the Larganga’s protective casing, then followed a faint scorch mark extending from the case to part of the life-support equipment in the control center. Yes, bastardess, it’s dead. Because it committed suicide rather than give up what it thought it had gained, or because of stasis-madness. God forgive us both, drifting one, she thought at the creature’s remains. Rachel’s hands balled into fists as she fought to control her temper and emotions. Then she spun on her heel and limped out of the control room, back rigid with suppressed anger and pain, mind swirling on the bare edge of sanity. Go to Sheol, Evelyn Jones. Just. Go. To. Hell. 


Rachel sat, numb, barely functional, in the transport back to headquarters. Captain Ngobo’s reminder about the conference in three weeks barely registered through the chaos spinning through her skull.


“Rachel, are you all right?” Khan asked again as he followed her down the corridor to the lab. He lowered his shields, trying to read her.


She stopped, turning. With unnatural calm, her voice answered in Trader, “No, sir, I do not believe that I am.” Cold rage snapped across her face and the thoughts behind the words that she spat in a bright-voweled, hissing language left him shaking. He managed to wait until the door to the lab closed and he heard the bar lock into place before fleeing.


What have we done to her?
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Two weeks later, Rahoul Khan still wondered if Rachel Na Gael was really, well, all there. After hiding in the lab for two days, she emerged, acting as if nothing at all had happened. That alone set off warning bells, but he couldn’t sense anything past her shields, and Rahoul didn’t want to endanger their working relationship, and friendship, by asking her flat out if she were sane. Because she’d probably say no. He looked at the schedule for the meeting in Germany the next week and wondered if he should try again to persuade General Jones to let Rachel stay in England. I’d have more luck trying to argue paint dry, he sighed. Especially once she sees the new travel orders. Ah, spring in Europe. Where’s that global warming they’ve been promising, anyway?


Rachel lay on her back in her bed-nest, staring at the ceiling. She’d given up trying to keep her thoughts under control, and they flitted from past to present to future, memories and imagination and current reality tangled into a ball of chaos. The mattress beneath her, and the soft fleece of the blanket against her fingertips—those existed. But sorting out the rest drained her, demanding too much energy and constant concentration. And she kept seeing Jones. The gloating, the impatience, the distrust that poured from the general corroded Rachel’s self control, pushing her back into stasis-madness. And now she had to go to Germany, to act human and pretend she had a firm grip on the current time and place. She closed her eye and let the world spin.


Six days later, Evelyn Jones struggled to contain her impatience. The combination of an utter mess in the civilian air transport system in England and one of the worst spring storms in fifty years forced everyone to use ground transport. Making matters worse, in Jones’ mind, was the need to travel in mufti. She scanned the train platform at Paris’s Gare du Nord, took another look at the large clock hanging over the departures notice, and growled. “Ngobo, do you have any idea where she could be?”


The Ivorian Captain shook his head. “None at all Mrs. Williams. You know how these university students are—always running behind, or not listening. She probably overslept and missed her connection.”


Jones sighed, loudly, and ran her hands over her sensible tweed traveling skirt. “You would think by now she would have learned to . . . Oh my Lord!” She interrupted her own tart reply as a painfully artificial redhead in stark black quasi-Victorian clothing, heavy boots, and dead-white makeup strolled past and winked. «Not to worry, Command One, no one will be watching you on this trip,» an all-too-familiar voice chirped inside the general’s head. Her nearly unrecognizable xenology specialist continued past after sniffing something vaguely insulting in German, and joined the edge of a similarly clad group of young people gathered a bit farther down the platform.


“Mr. Mehta” chuckled quietly at the show, and then attempted an appropriately sober expression when Jones turned his direction. “Well Mrs. Williams, the dress code for the trip only said ‘clean, tidy, and modest.’ I suppose we will have to be more specific next time.” Before Jones could reply, their ICE train pulled up, and the commotion of disembarking and loading passengers swallowed her words.


Once the train was well underway, the four military personnel relaxed, dozing or watching the still-brown landscape go past. Their travel instructions were to disembark in Freiburg, where cars would pick them up and take them to the castle where the meeting would be held. After about an hour, Rahoul Khan walked up, interrupting Jones’s book. He shook his head a little. “There’s a Goth-Rock festival in Freiburg this week, apparently, ma’am. I’m glad we are staying outside of town.”


“An excellent point, Mr. Mehta. Otherwise we’d never get any quiet, I suspect.”


“No doubt, Mrs. Williams, no doubt.”


Jones returned to her book, grumbling silently, I will never dismiss stories about Cdr. Na Gael’s eccentricities again. How is she going to detach herself from the horde of students in the other car? Did she arrange her own way to the meeting? She’s not supposed to. I cannot trust her to do anything without supervision.


The train arrived at Freiburg’s main station at 1400 local time, and the quartet of officers carried their luggage over to a relatively quiet corner to let the crowd pass before attempting to find their promised transportation. After a few moments, a Goth sporting dark purple lips and a wicked grin passed them and slipped a note onto Capt. Ngobo’s folded coat. The adjutant unfolded it and passed it over to Jones. She read aloud, “Hitched own lift to the castle. Meet you there.”


The Welsh woman looked at her waiting subordinates. “Was there a wager?”


All three shook their heads, and Captain Marsh replied, “Not this time.” Jones had a few doubts, but collected her bags and strode off towards the taxi stands, not waiting for the trio to follow.


Their driver waited under the green treffpunkt sign, and after another forty-five minutes the officers of Great Britain’s regiment of the Global Defense Force arrived at Schloss Klarbach, an ancient border fort that was now a private residence and exclusive meeting site owned by one of the Princes of Württemberg. The opening reception, before the first business meeting and dinner, would start at 1830, and Jones looked forward to a long, hot shower before changing into a proper uniform. She had finished dressing when Rachel arrived, still in black but minus the Goth makeup and with her hair back to its normal very dark brown. Jones didn’t bother turning from the mirror, merely saying, “You have half an hour.”


The short alien began removing her heavy leather boots. “I trust no one bothered you on the trip over?”


Something about the xenologist’s tone caught the officer’s ear and she turned, slightly concerned. “No. Was there a problem?”


Rachel grimaced as she unpacked more suitable clothes. “The ‘Goths’ were some of your people from France and Spain. And yes, something was watching you and the people in the car ahead of you—and not because we looked funny. Dr. Seguro, of the Spanish Branch, thought there might be a problem, so some of the younger officers were tasked as a distraction. I’m sorry about not warning you that I’d decided to join them, but I didn’t want to involve any more people than necessary.”


“Has security been compromised?”


Rachel shook her head as she and the clothes vanished into the washroom. “No ma’am. The ‘juniors’ handled things well and no one broke cover. Ah, the blessings of conscription: the other passengers just assumed that some of the blokes had been in the military together—and besides, no one in their right mind pesters a group of Goths. Their makeup might be contagious!” With that the door shut, leaving the older woman shaking her head and wondering why she had not gone grey yet.


The British group met at the foot of the staircase leading from the hotel wing to the main halls of the castle. A few of the other guests took long glances at the civilian. Rachel smiled wryly to herself, waiting for the whispers to start. I really wish Dr. Leiji Fujimori would get dragged to one of these. There are not enough civilians here for me to blend in, and those are either diplomatic spouses, or government bureaucrats, or scientists. Or both of the latter, and those bloviate. She surveyed the khaki-filled room, noting familiar faces and the locations of any and all exits. The security, to put it mildly, sucked. Too many egos, too many layers, too many leaks and risks.


Rachel kept a politely interested expression on her face as she followed the other British staff members into the Great Hall. Her knee and hip ached horribly, and she leaned more of her weight on her elaborate silver and grey wooden-looking walking stick. She’d collect a glass of something soft to drink before supper, then locate a seat out of the main area. She’d spent most of the train ride on her feet, scanning and tracking whatever it was that had shadowed the group from España, and the hours balancing against the motion had caught up with her.


Half an hour into the reception, after the opening remarks but before people began going in to supper, Rachel found both her drink and an antique chair that fit her perfectly. She settled into the gilded arms and velvet seat, spreading her dark grey silk skirts and smoothing her grey and blue brocade vest. She looked around the Gothic-style hall, appreciating the work that had gone into constructing the ancient walls and beautifully carved ceiling ribs and bosses. Modern draperies and carpets muted the voices that would have echoed in the stone room, replacing the war banners and tapestries that once hung from the walls and ceiling. Rachel’s mind drifted to other warriors’ halls, thinking of court on Drakon IV and hearing some of the battle-chants and praise odes to the Azdhagi emperors. The memories swallowed her and she let herself float light years away. Her mind returned to the current reality only when an older man with a neatly trimmed golden-brown beard and mustache approached and cleared his throat.


Instead of a uniform, he wore formal evening dress with a royal-blue sash across the front, military decorations pinned to his breast, and a concerned expression in his bright blue eyes. “Entschuldigung me, aber Commander Na Gael?”


She smiled up at him and struggled for a moment before gaining her feet, replying in German, “You remember correctly my lord General von Hohen-Drachenburg.” She presented her right hand and winked. Two can play this game, Joschka.


The commanding officer of the GDF’s Austrian Branch clicked his heels together, bowed, and kissed her hand, then motioned for her to resume her seat with one hand while beckoning a waiter with the other. “You need a fresh drink,” he observed, not giving her the chance to refuse.


“Certainly my Lord General. How are you?” The waiter exchanged her glass for a full one and gave Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg a flute of champagne. Joschka claimed the seat beside the alien, dropping a layer of formality as he did.


“Older and wiser, Commander. My youngest grandchild will be attending University this year, if you can imagine! And thank you for the wedding present, if you have not received the note yet.”


Rachel smiled, “You are very welcome, my lord. I hope you have as much happiness as General Johnny and Catherine found.”


He smiled in return and nodded, a touch of sadness dimming his bright eyes for a moment. “Adele is not my Magda and neither am I her Pavel, but we are adjusting, and all the children approve.” The sorrow disappeared again. “So. How are you faring these days? Still keeping the British in line?”


He doesn’t need to know. She glanced around in case one of “her” officers had come within earshot before replying. “The miles are creeping up on me, but yes, I’m still trying to preserve what little sanity remains in the British Isles. Is Dr. Blaylack working out for you?”


Joschka sipped his drink. “There were a few rough spots, but we’ve managed. Tell me, are all English scientists so eccentric?”


“No, my lord General. Most are worse,” she replied with a straight face, earning a chuckle.


“If you can still laugh, Commander, then there is hope for the world.” They chatted over commonplaces for a few more minutes before he excused himself.


The call for supper sounded a short time later and Rachel extended a tiny tendril of thought, “looking” for Jones or Khan. On the opposite side of the largest room, of course. The universe hates me. She made her way toward their position as quickly as she could without limping, weaving between clusters of uniformed men and women and people in evening dress. Just before Jones began searching for her, Rachel appeared at the woman’s elbow. On her other side, Captain Kwame Ngobo shifted, obviously uncomfortable, and Rachel shot him a sympathetic glance. He did not care for such large groups of people in enclosed spaces and neither did he react well to pompous civilians. That makes two of us, Captain, she told him behind her shields. This is already rubbing me raw, even with shields up. Joschka, Rahoul Khan, and a very few others stood out by the simple virtue of not projecting their feelings at all and sundry.


Jones deigned to notice her arrival. “Ah Commander, there you are. Come along.” She set off at a brisk clip.


Rachel trailed for a moment until Rahoul offered her his arm, which she took. “Lean ” he ordered under his breath, adding, “You really need to get that leg looked at sometime.”


“I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be done for a torn ligament besides applying ‘tincture of time’.”


“Back before Easter?”


“Yes.” Her body would heal, unlike—she blocked the fearful thought.


They reached their assigned table and he handed her into a seat beside the Chinese Branch’s xenology specialist, who introduced himself as Colonel Lim Jiang.


“Commander Rachel Na Gael, Great Britain.”


The first course arrived with commendable quickness and the other personnel tucked in with the speed of career military the universe over—eat fast, before the alert sounds, because you don’t know when the next meal will arrive. Rachel picked through the mysterious foliage and ate the smoked fish hiding at the bottom. Like her Asian counterpart, Rachel contented herself with speaking only when spoken to, and letting the soldiers carry the conversation.


Most of the discussion seemed to focus on the matter of new paperwork requirements coming out of Vienna, and speculation as to where the new forest of paper would go and how much time it would take to complete. Rachel thought fondly back to the days when she had joined and how little administrative work had been involved then. Ah well, things change.


“Commander Na Gael?”


She turned to her Chinese counterpart “Yes, sir?”


“You are a civilian, correct?”


“Yes, sir. I retired from active duty with the rank of commander and it was decided that I should continue using it for address after I joined the agency.”


The colonel leaned back, satisfied with her explanation. “How long have you been with the British?”


Rachel took a sip of her mineral water and braced before answering, “Just over twenty years, Colonel.”


She felt Major Khan, who had been listening in, shake as he fought laughter at the colonel’s expression, which flashed from surprise through disbelief to annoyance and back to politely bland. “Ah, I have been told about the British sense of humor. Very dry, I believe is the expression.”


At this Gen. Jones joined the conversation from Khan’s other side. “Col. Lim, Commander Na Gael has indeed worked with us for as long as she claims. She looks too young, I know, but she’s not joking.”


Rachel remained polite and responsive for the rest of the evening, but spoke less than usual, even for a social gathering. As soon as the meal ended and manners allowed, she pled a headache and retreated. She moved the duvet and pillow to the floor of one of two very large and sturdy wardrobes. Then she turned off most of the lights, shifted shape completely despite the pain and risk, and curled up in the “nest,” closing the wardrobe door with a paw so that only a sliver of light could get in. If whatever has been tracking us got my mental or physical scent, this should confuse it mightily. That, and she slept better in strange environments when she was armed in a way no intruder would expect. And she wouldn’t bother Jones with her snores.


Rachel woke very early the next morning, stretched quietly, shifted, and took care of teeth, hair, et cetera, without waking her roommate. She’d memorized the layout of the public rooms of Schloss Klarbach and walked down the halls and out into the garden. The storm system had passed overnight, leaving dry, cold, clear air behind. She took a deep breath of the fresh air and wandered through the dark stillness until she reached a chest-high wall.


The castle had been dug in part into the living rock of the mountain. Behind her, the cold bulk of stone loomed against the peak, while before her stretched a valley, dotted here and there with the lights of villages and farmhouses. Well in the distance, the last of Orion’s shield sank into the far western ocean, following the other winter stars. Mercury hung very low, almost invisible over the edge of the distant Vosges Mountains. Millions of years ago, this had been the eastern rim of a volcanic rift valley, edged in the active volcanoes that accounted for the region’s later wealth in silver, gold, and lead. Not too far away, on the French side of the Rhine, artifacts had been found under one of the lava flows. Sometime, I really need to look into those, but not now.


Rachel leaned on the cold stone of the wall and lowered her shields a bit. She could feel the guards on duty—special forces from within the GDF. Farther out, she sensed sleeping humans and a hint of something ancient that also slept. She passed it by and searched instead for any hint of otherness not related to human. Something very faint caught her attention and she tried to focus on it, but the trail remained elusive. It was the same thing she had sensed on the train yesterday, but felt just outside the edge of her reach unless she was willing to exert considerable effort. Should I? No, I’d have to push to collapse and there’s not a need yet. She pulled back into herself with a shrug and returned to her morning’s contemplations.


Why did I ever agree to come? Granted, now that something had alerted her to its presence she would be on guard, watching for an attack or a spy. She still ached inside and out from being trapped in the stasis field and part of her just wanted to be alone, to take her ship and go back to Drakon IV, or flee into deep space.


Steps on the gravel path between the raised beds caught Rachel’s ear. She shifted over a bit, giving more room at the low part of the wall, not incidentally freeing her hands should she need to defend herself. The newcomer glanced at the other early riser but said nothing and gazed out over the valley. She wore a skirt and jacket of Tyrolean cut and a heavy shawl. Relaxing her guard, Rachel returned to her own melancholy thoughts for a few more minutes. Jones will be waking up about now, but she’s not functional until she’d had at least two cups of tea, and I have no desire to talk to that creature until after that. Lord, but I wished I’d stayed in England. A faint hint of false dawn began fading the western stars and Rachel offered her morning prayers, then turned to go back inside.


The other woman raised a hand, stopping her. “I do not wish to intrude, but my husband mentioned that you might be up early and I never sleep well when I am away from home. I am Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg,” she introduced herself, voice warm and rich with years.


Rachel curtsied slightly. “Commander Rachel Na Gael. Your husband remembers me a bit too well, it seems,” she replied, putting a smile in her voice. “Congratulations on your wedding, my lady. Graf General von Hohen-Drachenburg is one of the best men I’ve met. I wish you both the greatest happiness.”


“Thank you. He and my first husband had known each other for decades, and Pavel held Joschka in high regard as long as I knew him. Joschka mentioned last night that you were an early riser, as am I.”


Rachel forced a chuckle. “That is a kind way to phrase it, my lady. Large gatherings do not always agree with me and I do not sleep soundly in new places, as the Graf-General discovered a number of years ago. He had been warned, so I take no blame for scaring him.”


The human laughed gently, “That sounds like Joschka. And please, call me Adele when we are not at an official function.”


“Certainly Adele. I generally use ‘Commander’ or ‘Rachel,’ which ever you prefer.”


The two women walked towards the door to the main part of the schloss, and the elder paused. “Rachel, did you have any plans for breakfast?”


“No Ma’am. I have nowhere to be until 0900, and had just planned on finding something on my way to that meeting, although a cup of hot tea would be very nice.”


The silver-haired countess nodded briskly, “Good. Than you will have breakfast with me. Joschka has something or another early, so you can have his share of whatever comes. He neglected to cancel his morning order and I hate to see food go to waste. I grew up in the Soviet Sector just after the war.”


“Yes, that will give one a very healthy respect for food,” Rachel filled in. Without thinking about it, she fell in a half-pace behind the countess, eye and other senses scanning for threats.


The Graf and Gräfin’s suite was in the oldest part of the schloss and much fancier than where Rachel and Gen. Jones were staying, although even that was palatial compared to her usual quarters. There’s something to be said for hereditary rank, when properly used, Rachel thought as she handed her jacket and stick to one of the maids. As she had hoped, she found ample hot tea, enough to ease her cold hands and warm her inside as well as she cradled the elegant porcelain cup. Breakfast included both British and European dishes, and both ladies gave full attention and appreciation to the efforts of the castle’s kitchen staff.


Rachel told Adele what stories she could about her new husband’s adventures and humorous mishaps, and inquired about their family. The Gräfin seemed delighted to talk about the various grandchildren on both sides, and Rachel chuckled at the pictures of schoolchild mischief. They both gardened, and they compared notes on rose varieties and solutions for blackspot and mildew. After a delightful hour, Rachel reluctantly excused herself. “I’m sorry to have to go, Adele, but I fear that duty calls. I have no desire to have both your husband and General Jones looking for me!”


The countess rose and walked her guest to the door, ignoring the servants’ surprised looks. “No, you are quite correct. This is not a pleasure visit, no matter how much I’ve enjoyed our talk. Now you must go to work, and I must prepare to help our hostess to distract diplomatic wives from business. Thank you for joining me, Rachel.”


“No Adele, thank you for looking for me and inviting me to breakfast! I truly hope we can speak again under less busy circumstances.”


The countess grew thoughtful. “That can be arranged, Commander.” The tone of her voice reminded her guest of the tone His Imperial Majesty used from time to time and Rachel feared for anyone, including the Graf-General, who might get in Adele’s way.


The morning session for xenology specialists would have been interesting, if Rachel had not already known about most of the creatures and episodes under discussion. She managed to keep her comments and queries to a bare minimum and throttled the urge to correct one or two harmless—but blatantly wrong—conclusions about the Je’kala that the Indochinese Branch presented.


Captain Ngobo waved her over to the empty seat at his table during dinner. “How was you morning, Commander?”


“It was educational. Yours?”


The West African career officer shook his head. “Lots of talking, but not enough listening.”


“Hmmm. So I owe you a shilling in other words?”


“Indeed you do. Care to wager on the next primary speaker?” he asked as she fished the promised coin out of a pocket.


“No thank you. I didn’t come here to go bankrupt!” The arrival of the main course brought the discussion to a rapid halt and the associates dug into their fish with hearty appetites.
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On the morning of the second day of meetings, Rachel picked up the “scent” she had sensed on the train, and again the previous morning. It was stronger this time and almost familiar, but she still could not place it. Jones found her between sessions that morning in their shared quarters, as Rachel rooted through her “Little Black Bag.” “Oh, good morning. Don’t mind me, I’m just trying to find something.”


Jones shook her head, running a hand through her pale brown hair as she contemplated the chaos spread across Rachel’s bed. Medical supplies, a half-eaten bag of dried beef, coins of assorted colors and patterns, Rachel’s data-link, and a remarkably clean handkerchief lay scattered higgledy-piggledy as her advisor muttered under her breath and glowered into the black leather satchel.


Jones’s eyes wandered over to the bedside table and a portable scanner that had been propped up against the lamp. “It wouldn’t happen to be this, would it,” she asked, pointing.


“What? Oh yes! Thank you. Now, if the batteries are charged . . .”


“That’s what you use to identify genetic structures, isn’t it?”


Rachel nodded, “Among other things, yes, ma’am.”


By the time Jones returned from the loo, the mess had vanished, and a small black case now hung on Rachel’s belt, into which she was slipping the scanner, an unidentifiable gadget, and—“What’s that for? That’s medical, isn’t it?”


Rachel nodded again, pulling the mystery item up for her to see. “It’s not for me. I’ve got a strange feeling that I need to carry it, but I don’t know why. Have you any thoughts?”


The Welsh woman looked at her subordinate carefully. “Not really, aside from a mild sensation of looming trouble. What are you getting?”


Rachel slid the epinephrine pen back into the belt pouch and shrugged. “Whatever was tracking us on the train is much closer, but I still don’t have anything concrete yet. I don’t want to say anything until I have hard evidence, ma’am, so I’m going to be poking about this afternoon.” She winked and continued in a too-enthusiastic tone, “There’s a tour of the Schloss’s art collection that sounds fascinating! You really should come along! You might even learn something.”


Jones opened the door and glared at her resident alien. “May I remind you that this is not a pleasure trip, Na Gael. We have business to attend to, and I suggest that you stick to it. Now get going.”


They crossed paths much later that day, shortly before the evening’s presentation on budgetary changes and protocols. Jones took a quick glance at the rather subdued xenologist and raised her eyebrows. Before she could ask what was going on, the alien touched the back of her wrist. «I’m not the only non-human here. And I don’t think the other one is exactly friendly.»


“Am I going to have to make a diplomatic gesture, or were you able to talk your way out of it this time,” the woman said aloud, to cover «Can you tell me who it is? And what it is?»


“Not this time, ma’am. No incidents or debacles.” «No. It seems to be masking itself by remaining constantly in human presence. I have two possibilities, but nothing enough to act upon.»


“Well, see that you don’t have any. I’ve worked too hard to have the Regiment’s reputation damaged by your eccentricities.” «Keep working, then. And be careful!»


“Yes Ma’am.” «Never more so, Evelyn, never more so.» With that Rachel broke off the private mental contact and vanished into the khaki crowd.


Khan came up beside Jones, “Where’s she off to, ma’am?”


“I really don’t care to know. I just hope we don’t see her picture in a video from the Goth festival concert tonight.”


Khan glanced around. “Trouble?”


“Probably.”


Louder, he opined that, “If she does show up on MyVid, she probably won’t be the only one.”


“That’s exactly what concerns me,” Jones sighed. “Exactly.”


By the fourth day of the weeklong meeting, both the xenologist and the general had grown distinctly uncomfortable with the tone of the gathering. That afternoon Rachel left with a group to go into the city of Freiberg for evening Mass, leaving Jones to puzzle out what exactly had infected the agency’s leadership. What I’m hearing does not match what Khan told me these meetings were like, she grumbled. Granted, this is my first one, but the overt hostility to Rachel is disconcerting.


Jones found a quiet corner of one of the public salons in the Schloss and began leafing through her and Rachel’s meeting notes, discreetly marking certain comments and topics. As she sipped her late-afternoon coffee, the woman could see a pattern emerging within her notes; one that she had not noticed before. Granted, she could just be seeing things that were coincidental, but Evelyn Jones had not advanced as far as she had, or survived this long in a very hazardous profession, without learning something about patterns and suspicions. She capped her pen and sat back. All right, she had a pattern. Now what?


“Excuse me, Brigadier Jones?” She broke off her speculations as one of the civilian representatives from North Africa came up to where she was sitting.


She rose to her feet, “Yes sir. Can I help you?”


He gestured for her to return to her seat. “I’d like to have a few words with you, if I might,” and pulled out the chair on the other side of the small table. “Is your xenology specialist here at the moment?”


“No Minister. She went somewhere with a group of Americans and Italians. Do I need to recall her?”


“No, no, that’s not necessary. Brigadier Jones, how well do you know your xenology specialist?”


I do not like that question. Jones paused before answering. “Not very well, but then I find talking to scientific types difficult. They tend to be rather, how shall I put it, scattered and unpredictable.”


The minister seemed a bit relieved and leaned back in his seat. “Interesting. That seems to be a common reaction for military personnel. I only ask because you British appear to have a penchant for having xenology specialists that are more eccentric than usual, even for the GDF.”


“That is certainly true, Minister! I inherited Commander Na Gael, to use a phrase, when I took command last year. She is not the type of person I would have hired, but thus far she has done her job well, so I’ve not seen fit to replace her. Yet.”


The additional qualifier pleased the minister, who smiled broadly. “I sympathize, Brigadier Jones. Thank you, and I will leave you to your work. Good evening.”


She rose with him, “You are welcome Sir, and good evening.” After he walked off, she put the papers back into their binders. Now what in the hell was that about, I wonder?


Jones and Ngobo ambushed Rachel as soon as she returned from the city, and dragged her into a side hall before she could protest. “Trouble.”


Rachel’s eyebrow rose. “What’s happened?”


“I had an interesting interview with one of the governmental ministers. He wanted to know how well I knew you, and what I thought of your performance.”


“I didn’t think I was due for a review this soon.”


Jones glowered at the civilian. “You might be a little less flippant! The minister was relieved and pleased when I implied that I would have no problem firing you, should the occasion emerge.”


Jones’s comment erased any trace of humor from Rachel’s face. “What else, Ma’am?”


Jones nodded to Ngobo, who had been keeping an eye on the main corridor. “I had something similar happen at lunch, except it was one of the communications officers. And there was a very detailed session this afternoon about identifying aliens that might be attempting to pass for human. Apparently someone in Padua has developed a portable device that somehow detects non-terrestrial beings. It didn’t go off during the talk but there was much discussion about how useful it would be for determining if anything had infiltrated the GDF or the regular military.” The two humans exchanged a look and turned to their resident alien. “Thoughts?”


Rachel seemed to think for a moment. “Yes. It would be nice to learn how that alien-detector is supposed to work, what the operating principle is, because at the moment there are only a few ways to spot a non-human quickly and accurately that work at a distance and none that small that don’t use extraterrestrial technology to start with. Unless you say otherwise, I’ll just keep being my usual annoying self, as if I’ve not noticed anything or heard anything. And ma’am, I found what we were talking about, but I’m still not completely positive of the species. It’s also not hiding on the military side, I can tell you that much for certain. Captain, you owe me a tenner—Brazil lost by a penalty.”


“Be careful.” Jones warned.


“Yes Ma’am.”


“I thought you were Protestant?” the Ivorian captain asked as they returned to the busier main hallway.


Rachel smiled. “I am, but I remember the days of the Latin Mass, and like to go from time to time. I just don’t take the elements, is all, or go to confession.”


Jones found her opening and jumped in. “All good and well, Na Gael, but your job is not as interpreter! You are supposed to be going to the break-out sessions and contributing to the meeting, not wandering off on side trips, even if it is for church services.”


Ngobo ducked back out of the line of fire as Rachel glared back. “Ma’am, please! You have my notes and there was nothing scheduled for my field this afternoon. I don’t have the clearances to go to some of today’s sessions, anyway,” she grumbled, fibbing for the benefit of passersby.


“You are perilously close to my bad side, Na Gael. I suggest you start acting like the professional you claim to be.” The two officers left Rachel standing at the entrance to the main dining room, doing a commendable impression of looking stunned.


Rachel was still awake and apparently brooding when Jones returned to their room after supper. “I had an interesting conversation with General Heath,” Jones began as she hung her tunic in the second wardrobe—the one not decorated with an occasional short, black hair. Not hearing a reply, she continued, “He asked if I might be willing to part with your services.” Silence met her words. “I said I might be, depending on the situation.” More silence. Right. The last time someone even joked about transferring you to North America, you almost wet your knickers, Rachel. What the blazes is wrong with you? Jones pulled the second chair over so that she could face her associate. “Are you even listening to me, Rachel?” In the light of the desk lamp, Rachel’s face looked paler than usual, and strained.


After a moment she roused and opened her eyes, meeting Evelyn’s gaze with sober grey and scarred white. “Yes, I’m listening. Was General Heath testing the waters about hiring me, or did he want something else, as far as you could tell?”


“To hire you, since his previous xenology specialist apparently won’t be coming back.” Jones touched her hand to Rachel’s, asking mind-to-mind «Are you interested in transferring?»


Rachel closed her eyes again. «No, I won’t go to North America. The memories are too painful. I’ll resign first.»


«What’s wrong? You’ve not been you usual self since the Larganga’s attempted invasion.»


You’ve just now noticed? Rachel snarled well behind her inner shields. Well, General Oblivious, I don’t think the full truth is in either of our best interests just now. Rachel sorted her thoughts before explaining, «Getting caught in a stasis field can cause problems. And the emotions swirling around here are chewing on me. That, and an encounter I had with one of the Undersecretaries, the one with the odd scent. Nothing overt, mind, but nasty and insinuating. And he made it a point to ask about my loyalty to the Regiment.» The entire communication took less than a second, before both females broke the contact.


Jones studied her advisor before asking, “Do you need some time away?”


Rachel didn’t bother stopping a small, bitter laugh. “No ma’am, but thank you.”


“Are you all right? I’m quite serious. Do you need to go back to England?” Jones folded her arms and gave her boffin a hard look.


Rachel shook her head. “I’m not completely fine but a few more days here won’t be a problem. Thank you, though.”


Because as certain as death and taxes, hell can’t get much worse. Rachel stared at the wall for a few more minutes before going to sleep.
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The British contingent was at breakfast the next morning when they heard a commotion from a table close to the dining room’s garden windows. “Secretary, sir, are you okay? Secretary!” Heads swiveled towards the voice and the table reserved for some of the top-ranked civilians attending the meeting. Rachel and Major Khan both stood up for a better view of the disturbance or problem. A thin Asian man seemed to be struggling for breath before attempting to get to his feet, one hand clutching his collar as if he were choking.


Before the others could react, Rachel had jumped halfway across the room. “I’m a medic,” she announced, pushing through the cluster of diplomats. “He’s not choking on food. Anaphylactic reaction. Someone go find a medical officer! You,” and she pointed at one, then another of the bystanders, “Clear us a space. Now! You help me keep his airway open—yes, that’s right, put your hand here.”


Khan glanced at Jones, who returned to her seat. “Commander, do you need assistance?” she called over the distance.


“Not for the moment, ma’am, thank you. There’s a doctor on his way, and the Secretary seems to be responding well.”


“Very well, carry on.” Jones returned to her breakfast, as did the three other officers. Ten minutes later the Secretary sat up, grey but otherwise looking fine, as far as Jones could tell. Cdr. Na Gael and the North Americans’ medical officer exchanged a few words before she returned to her seat as well, a small smile on her face as she slid a now empty glass tube into her belt-bag. “Well, that was interesting. More tea please?” she requested in a light tone.


“Problem solved?” Khan inquired, matching her tone as he filled her cup.


“For the moment, sir, thank you. The doctor has a much more complete emergency kit than I do and there are also two other medics over there, so the Secretary is in better hands than mine.” Rachel attacked breakfast with her customary enthusiasm.


As usual, Jones finished eating first and laid down her napkin. “You finish eating. I want to do some reading before the first session.” She began walking away, then paused and turned back. “Ah, Commander, do you have your multi-tool with you?”


A bit puzzled, Rachel fished the requested item out of her bag. “What do you need it for, ma’am,” she inquired, holding the black and green device just out of sight.


“I need to unlock my briefcase, if you must know. The key is in it,” the officer replied with great dignity.


Rachel twisted something on the device’s top before handing it over. “Press the brown button down. That releases the working bit.”


“Thank you.” Rachel managed to contain her snicker until the Welshwoman was well out of earshot. Heh. That’s why you have a checklist.


Captain Ngobo looked sternly at her. “Really ma’am, that was unprofessional.”


“Yes, but so is carefully locking one’s keys inside one’s briefcase. If you will excuse me? I’m scheduled to introduce the speakers at the panel session.”


Rachel departed and the captain turned to his superior. “Is she?”


Khan thumbed through his papers. “Yes. Which is odd, I agree.”


After the morning session on xenobotany, Khan stole a moment to chat up a distant and very attractive cousin currently with the Australian Branch. She caught him up on family matters as they walked to lunch together. Captain Sindha pointed to an empty table for two “Will that work, sir?”


“Perfect! I’ll just put my things here to hold the table and we can queue up,” the Brit said.


When they returned with their food, they found someone waiting for them. “Sorry to interrupt your lunch Major Khan,” Rachel apologized, “but could you let General Jones know that General von Hohen-Drachenburg, ahem, ‘requested my presence’ this evening? I’ve left her a message in our quarters but you will probably see her first.”


“Certainly.”


“Thank you, sir. I’ll let you get back to more important matters.”


“Was that your xenology specialist, sir?” the petite captain asked.


He nodded, “Yes, that’s Commander Rachel Na Gael.”


His companion craned her head around to follow the civilian’s progress through the room and out the door. “She’s not what I thought she’d be.”


Rahoul took a bite of chicken. “Oh?”


“Yes. Aside from the eye patch, she seems quite normal.”


Khan chuckled, “She does, until she starts talking. Typical science type, can barely communicate with us poor military sorts.”


The captain rolled her eyes. “Yours too? I still can’t make sense of Dr. Pattricco’s pronouncements most days.”


Because of the memorial service planned for that evening, Rachel and General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg ate an early supper, at least early by Continental standards. Adele had decided to attend a Bach concert in the Freiburg Munster, so Rachel and Joschka dined together in a semi-private parlor normally reserved for members of the Prince of Württemberg’s immediate family. Thick stone walls and ancient wooden paneling muffled sound and voices, something for which Rachel was very grateful. “Ich danke Ihnen herzlich, my Lord General.”


Joschka looked up from his chamois filet and half-smiled. “You are welcome. Alas, I must confess that the invitation is not solely from the kindness of my heart.”


“Oh?” She sipped her water.


“Yes. I have a favor to ask.”


“And that is?”


“Can you sing something at the Memorial Service?” Joschka sighed, “I only ask because someone has at last objected to our traditional hymn.”


His look suggested that she knew exactly who had objected and she rolled her eye. “Hmmm. Let me think on this for a moment please, my lord.” Has to be from Ter Tri, secular but not ribald since we are using a chapel this year. So no “Bells of Hell” or “Stand to Your Glasses Steady” or “Warriors All.” What about “The Parting Glass?” No, not quite right.


A title emerged just before she finished her lamb. “My Lord, are you familiar with Love Farewell?” Joschka shook his head and sipped his wine. “It dates to the Napoleonic wars,” and she recited the verses.


He looked thoughtful. “What is the melody?”


After the waiter removed their plates and set down the salad course, she replied, “I prefer not to sing at the table, sir. But it’s a slow air in a minor key.”


Joschka leaned forward, saying quietly, “Then give it to me, Rada.”


She met his gaze, opened a mental link as he thinned his shields, and sent the tune. He “listened” for about a minute. “Ah! I remember it now. Will you need to warm up?”


“No, sir. It’s well within my range.”


They talked about business matters until the sweet course arrived: crème brulé. “Another month until asparagus and strawberry season, do you think, my lord?” Rachel inquired.


“Coffee, and the lady will have tea. Thank you,” he ordered, then returned to the question. “No, I’d have to say six weeks at least. Winter is not going to let go very easily this year, I believe.”


“Hmmmm. Interesting.”


“The air feels too much like the winters of 1956 and 1944 for me to think that spring will come on time.”


Rachel studied the inside of her teacup. He’s never talked about what he did between 1900 and 1955. I wonder . . . no. I don’t need to know. “I will take your word on that, my lord General. I’ve tried to avoid that time period on the Continent if at all possible. I’m a coward.”


“I would say, rather, that you have a healthy sense of self-preservation.” His blue eyes turned grim, “Except that as I understand, you nearly earned a rather different place in tonight’s service this past year.”


“Yes, well, over-confidence and curiosity killed the cat, as they say,” she shrugged. Don’t push, please, Joschka. Not now.
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No one recalled who had started the tradition of a general memorial service for the military personnel who had fallen in the line of duty. Each branch held its own private commemorations, of course, but at some point it had become customary to have an unofficial, military-only gathering to remember the ones who had died since the last major meeting. It was never fancy, or long, but simply a sincere tribute to fallen warriors.


This year the Russian delegation led the service. At the appointed time the doors to the private chapel in the schloss were closed, with a guard on the outside. General Andreavitch welcomed the soldiers and said a few appropriate words. After some minutes of quiet thought and private prayers, the Russians took turns calling out the names of the fallen and of the branches that they had served with. Rachel reflected that Great Britain had been very, very fortunate this year, losing only twelve killed, and three of those in an actual training accident. As discussed, after the moment of silence following the last name, she began singing. Her clear voice soared up to fill the chapel with words of regret and fondness written hundreds of years before that night. For seconds after the last note died away no one moved.


Then the Russian general called “Dis-missed!” and the gathering broke into small knots and clusters of khaki-clad warriors. Rachel kept her shields as thick and tight as she could. If there was any suspicion and hostility, she didn’t want to know about it, and she did not need anyone else’s sorrow darkening her mood.


Before she could slip out, Lieutenant General Martin Heath waved her over to where he and the other North Americans were gathered. “Thank you, Commander Na Gael. That was well done.”


“You are welcome sir. I am glad I could be of service.” As soon as he turned his attention elsewhere, Rachel found “her” officers and waited quietly as they finished exchanging memories and stories with some of the others that they knew. Jones stopped to speak with someone from China, so Rachel followed behind the other British officers as they returned to the public section of the castle.


Jones had started making her own way back when General von Hohen-Drachenburg caught her. “Excuse me, Brigadier Jones. Do you have a moment?”


She stepped out of the thinning flow of traffic. “Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”


The Graf-General stroked his beard. “Is something wrong with your xenology specialist?”


“Ah, in what way, sir?”


“Pardon me for being blunt, but do you have an idea what might be making her so depressed? I have known Commander Na Gael for, well, let me simply say for quite a while, and I have not seen her so subdued for many years.”


So you’re her patron. That explains so much, and none of it especially good. Jones sighed and raised one hand in a halfway helpless gesture. “I have no idea, sir. It began a few weeks ago and she seemed to be improving until just after the meeting started. If you have any suggestions I would be happy to hear them.”


Hohen-Drachenburg thought for a while then sighed, “I cannot think of anything. If I do I will let you know. Good night, and thank you.”


She backed up a step, “You are welcome, my lord General,” and let him precede her away from the chapel.


By the time Evelyn Jones woke up the next morning and finished getting dressed, Rachel had returned from wherever it was she usually went off to and had brought a large pot of tea with her. “Black?” she inquired, holding up a cup.


“With sugar. Why the room service?”


Rachel looked embarrassed. “Oh, partly as an apology for being such a moping mum recently. And partly because you will want to be completely awake before I tell you what I’ve found.”


Forewarned, Jones waited until after finishing her second cup before saying, “Right then. What have you turned up?”


Rachel leaned against the wall. “There are two other non-humans attending this meeting. One is friendly. Very friendly in fact, and I’m not the least bit concerned about that person, especially since ‘it’ is a naturalized citizen. However, the other one concerns me greatly. He, she, or it is always around the group from Vienna. And I wonder if that has something to do with the hostile tone and quantity of anti-alien sessions.”


Jones started pacing back and forth across the room, thinking hard. “You are making a very serious accusation, if I understand you correctly. At the worst, you’re suggesting that something may have infiltrated our highest levels of civilian control and be manipulating us through Vienna!” I don’t even want to think about this.


“I know, ma’am. That’s why I’ve not said anything to anybody else, nor am I going to unless I can get some form of concrete evidence that everyone else will believe. The creature is not a mammal, and not from Earth, but unless I can get close enough to run scans, that’s all I can tell, given the equipment with me at the moment.”


“You know that this puts me in a delicate position.”


“Oh yes, ma’am, I know. And I seriously thought about not saying anything to you, except that there is a rumor floating around that someone will be proposing a test of that ‘alien-detector’ thing before the meeting ends. Yes, I could be completely wrong, the second party could also be friendly, and I’m jumping at shadows and worrying you for nothing. But if the device does start pointing to ‘aliens,’ given the tone of this year’s gathering . . .” Rachel’s voice trailed off. “That’s something else I’ve been puzzling over. Why bring all of us together for so long? That’s never happened before, because it’s so dangerous. Small batches and shorter meetings are the rule.” She shrugged uncomfortably under Jones’s gaze.


Jones ran a hand through her short, sandy hair. “First, more tea.” She drank slowly for a minute as Rachel stared off at something, a grim expression on her scarred face. “All right. Best-case scenario: you are wrong as to the creature’s intent, its position, or both. I’m the only other person who knows anything and we both forget this conversation. Worst-case scenario: the intruder is hostile, has access to the leadership, and acts on that some way. Physical attack, or more subtle?”


“Subtle, but physical follows. Use suspicion to turn the GDF against itself, exacerbate hostilities it knows are present because of the position and information the intruder has gained. Start by going after the most likely ‘alien infiltrators’ currently at the meeting, and potentially anyone who might try and defend those ‘aliens’.” Jones stared, and Rachel reminded her, “You said worst case. Once the Defense Force is shattered, Earth becomes easier to crack. Again, absolute worst, most paranoid case.”


Jones looked very hard at her xenologist. “That’s an exceedingly bleak picture. Are you certain you’re not letting the last month affect your judgment?”


“No, ma’am. Unfortunately, the pattern we’ve both noted this week is very close to something I—” Rachel hesitated—“I heard about back in my former career. I hope I’m wrong. I truly hope I am very wrong on this. Because in the worst case, it puts you, the rest of the Regiment, and at least one other person at great risk.”


Jones finished belting her tunic and collected her briefcase. “Very well. We’re going to breakfast, unless you’ve already eaten? No? Good. And we are going to act as if you have said none of this. However,” she pointed at the door. Rachel opened it and followed her into the hall. “Since you are not on my Christmas list at the moment, it would be well for you to stay out of my sight for the rest of the day. Am I clear?” She winked.


Trailing her usual pace behind the general officer, an apparently chastened xenology specialist murmured, “Yes, ma’am.”


Rachel opted for a traditional German breakfast of tea, cold cuts, cheese, and more cold cuts in place of bread. She looked longingly at the mounds of smoked fish and other treats. As much as I want to overindulge, I think I need to be lean and lively. Alas. After the alien finished eating she coughed discreetly, causing the general to look up from her paper.


“Scat,” the older woman said with a glare, and her advisor did as ordered. Jones watched Rachel disappear before reaching for more tea.


“Tell me, Brigadier Jones, how do you get her to obey orders?” The woman looked up at the North American general.


“Sir?” she blinked.


“I was just wondering how you managed to get your xenologist to do what you told her to, on the first try, without a complaint, and how much you charge to teach people that trick.”


A wide, slightly malevolent smile spread slowly across Jones’s face and Heath recoiled a little. Then she relaxed and chuckled. “I have teenaged nieces and nephews, sir. That, and since she was in the service before joining us, she tends to be a bit more receptive to military discipline, sir. Only a small bit more, mind.”


“Ah.” The big man looked vaguely disappointed as he went on his way.


As ordered, Rachel stayed away from Jones for the rest of the day. She nibbled at lunch, listening to two scientists and one of the civilian staff discussing the situation with the Saudis’ only-episodic assistance and participation. After twenty minutes or so, the Undersecretary turned to her. “Do I remember right that the British Branch took the initial action there last year?”


Wary, Rachel swallowed her sausage and agreed. “Yes, Secretary LePlace. We did.”


A xenologist from South America pointed out, “That’s strange. I’d have thought that North Africa would have been faster responding, or even Austria’s Branch.”


“I just go where I’m sent, Doctor. I leave the wherefore and why to the soldiers.”


After more discussion, the Chilean scientist turned back to his unusual dining companion. “Tell me, Miss Na Gael, were you injured recently?” He gestured toward her face.


The other two men tutted a bit and Rachel frowned. “With all due respect, sir, that is none of your business. But if you must know, no. I lost my eye many years before I joined the Regiment, while I was still on active duty.”


All three shook their heads in sympathy and the Undersecretary said smoothly, “You must excuse the question, Miss Na Gael. Its just that you British Specialists have a bit of a reputation for being closer to the front lines than some would consider prudent.”


She crossed her fingers out of sight. “I certainly understand that impression, Secretary! And believe me, I would be quite happy if I never got dragged into the field again. A warm, well-lit, dry laboratory is preferable to the moors of Scotland any day, in my opinion.” Knowing nods met her declaration and the other two scientists began comparing bad experiences with mud, sand, and weather.


The Undersecretary finished his meal, then leaned towards her, his round, forgettable face very intent. “Before I forget, Miss Na Gael, Secretary Nguen asked me to express his thanks for your speedy action the other morning. It seems that what looked like whole-wheat bread actually had been made with nut flour.”


“Please tell the Secretary that he is most welcome, and that I am just glad I could be of service. I trust he has recovered?”


The official nodded briskly. “Oh yes. However, I must say that I’m curious about something. Why did you have emergency medical equipment with you, especially something as specific as that?”


Rachel pointed to her belt bag, then raised her voice slightly as she noticed the two scientists avidly listening in. “Well sir, as I said the other morning, I am a certified paramedic. And as to the epinephrine pen,” she pulled another one out of her bag, “one of the British officers has a similar allergy. Standard procedure is for him to carry one and for either the medical officer, a medic, or I to carry at least one spare, in case he can’t get to his quickly. A form of insurance, you might say sir.” Not that Lieutenant MacFerson is here, but you don’t know that. Something about the man’s expression bothered her, and she lowered her shields a hair. He wasn’t pleased with her answer but did not want to challenge her, yet. The truth bothers you, Undersecretary? I wonder why. And why do you smell of ozone?


Later that afternoon Rachel finished dressing for the evening’s formal reception and banquet. She’d decided to get ready a little early and then hide. Jones didn’t care for these kinds of events, and cowardice was definitely the better part of valor when it came to being around her. One of these days I’ll have to wear my full High-Court Azdhagi formal attire again Rachel mused as she finished arranging her petticoats. Some time when I don’t have to worry about having passes made at me, that is! I miss the built-in body armor. And my sword and blaster and knives and other accessories. Rachel braided her hair back and around her head with a silver ribbon, then pinned it firmly. She shook hard, but nothing moved. Good. One plain ring and a dragon-shaped silver bar pin on her collar were her only jewelry.


Rachel found an empty side parlor not far from where the evening’s events were to take place and settled down to read, tucking then spreading her skirts so they wouldn’t crease underneath her. Ah, Azdhagi battle-ballads and a quiet moment. Would that all afternoons were like this. She disappeared as far into the electronic book as felt safe.


She’d read fifteen pages or so when one of the servants interrupted her. “Commander Na Gael?”


“Yes. Can I help you?”


The formally dressed man shook his head, but handed her a folded note. “General Jones asked me to give this to you.”


Rachel accepted the paper, asking, “Does the general want a reply?”


“No, ma’am.”


Once he left, Rachel marked her place in the book and looked over the folded paper, feeling it for edge messages. Nothing there, and she relaxed a bit since that meant that the sender wasn’t trying to convey information under the nose of someone hostile. “Don’t wait for me. The Secretary has called a meeting with some of us and it will probably run late. E.R.J.” Rachel read. Never a dull moment in the life of an administrator, Rachel thought, hoping that whatever was going on would not leave her superior in too bad of a mood. It could be a long trip “home” the next day, otherwise. She pocketed the note and returned to her book.


Several pages later, a familiar voice called, “Herr Graf-General, I found one of the British contingent, I do believe.” Rachel looked up to see a smiling Joschka and his wife sweeping through the open doorway. As on the first evening, he wore evening dress with a sash that brought out the blue in his eyes. His lady wore a medium lavender tea-length gown and more modest sash. Rachel stood, took a half step forward and gave an exactly proper curtsey, then winked at the nobles, who chuckled. “No gloves?” Adele teased gently.


Rachel smiled in return. “No, my lady, because no tiara.”


A mischievous look crossed Joschka’s face and he looked down at his wife. “Would you like to combine her visit with that formal reception we need to give? It could be most entertaining.”


His lady examined the somewhat innocent-looking brunette from head to toe. “I think that is one of your better ideas, my lord.”


“On a more serious note,” he said, turning toward Rachel, “have you seen any of the other British personnel?”


“Not for a while, my lord. General Jones sent me a note saying that they would be late because of a meeting and to go on without them.”


“Hmmm. And the most senior people from North America are also absent, thus far. Ah well, probably something minor.”


“Do I need to, ah, call them?”


“No, no point in disturbing a meeting.”


Lady von Hohen-Drachenburg nudged her husband, “My lord, why not have her sit with us for the moment at least? There will be room.”


The Graf-General’s eyes lit. “Good thought. Commander Na Gael, would you care to dine with us, if your party is delayed? My adjutant learned last night that he is about to be a father earlier than anticipated and I sent him home, so we have an extra seat.”


Rachel put her e-reader away with a sincere smile. “My lord General, I’d be delighted to join you.”


“Then come,” he ordered, and she followed as he took his wife’s arm.


“Commander, your pin?” Adele inquired.


Rachel fingered the ornament. “Yes my Lady?”


“You have good taste,” the silver-haired woman said, and winked over her shoulder.


“Thank you, my Lady. It was a gift.”


An ageless baritone voice rolled into her mind, «A gift? You ‘borrowed’ that from my family gems, as I recall.»


Struggling to maintain a straight face, Rachel shot back, «I ‘borrowed’ it after trouncing you in a fencing bout, if you care to remember. Something about a small wager, my lord? Care for a rematch?»


She watched his shoulders tremble as he smothered laughter. «I may just take you up on that offer, Rada.»


«Please do. Foil or saber, your choice.»


Head high, Rachel swept into the dining room. She stepped aside a pace to allow the other Austrian officers and Dr. Blaylack, their xenologist, to precede her behind their commanding officer, then followed the group. The whole process reminded her very much of being back in the Azdhag court, except that no one deferred to her here. Then again, she didn’t have to, and couldn’t, go armed at all times like she did among the Azdhagi.


The Graf-General gestured toward a seat across from his second-in-command. “Commander Na Gael, you sit there. Colonel, you have no doubt heard of Commander Rachel Na Gael of the British Branch. Commander, my executive officer Colonel Helmut Eszterházy.”


The handsome blond colonel bowed slightly before extending his hand. “The pleasure is mine, Cdr. Na Gael! The Graf-General has said good things about you. And good work the other morning.”


Rachel blushed slightly under the sincere praise. “Thank you, Colonel. I was simply doing what any other paramedic would have done.”


After an excellent supper of traditional southern German specialties, the group adjourned briefly so the servants and waiters could clear the tables from the hall for the talk and music that would follow. Over the course of the dinner both Rachel and Joschka had grown increasingly concerned about both the mood of the gathering and the continued absence of the British and Americans. Under the cover of moving out of the way of the workers, the general tugged his lady and Rachel over to the side of the hall, followed by his officers. “All right, now I’m worried. Commander can you ‘call’ Jones or one of the other officers?”


She took a deep breath, steadying herself with a hand against the hall’s wooden paneling. “Yes, but I may need a boost.”


He took his wife’s hand. “Adele, would you monitor us please?” She nodded once, as the other Austrians kept an eye on the rest of the hall. Rachel closed her eye and reached for her commanding officer’s mental signature.


She located it after some hunting. The trace was faint at first, then strong and hot with anger. «Found her! And she’s very angry. Brace yourself,» Rachel thought to Joschka. «Evelyn, it’s me!»


A blast of anger, then relief rolled over the link and Rachel shunted it aside. «God damn it. It was a trap! We and the North Americans are under armed guard down in one of the castle’s lower levels,» Jones growled.


«Do you want me to try and find you?»


«No! Too dangerous. Stay out of sight and we’ll take care of ourselves. Command One out.» And the woman broke the link, knocking Rachel back into herself.


“Ouch,” she winced. “My lord and lady, are you all right?”


Joschka nodded brusquely and his wife lifted an eyebrow. “Commander, you have my sympathy if your commanding officer is like that very often.”


Rachel, recovering quickly, replied, “Thank you, my lady. You should hear what she’s like when she’s in a bad mood.”


Adele and Rachel stepped aside as the general thought long and hard about the situation. “Thank you for the anchor.”


“You’re welcome. Joschka told me a bit about you,” Adele admitted. “What are you going to do?”


Rachel glanced around, checking the doors and crowd position. “I would try to go back to my room, but I don’t think it’s safe. Not if someone has the others under guard. In fact, my being with you at this moment isn’t safe, my lady. Excuse me.” Before the human could argue, Rachel walked away from the Austrian contingent, over to where a waiter had set up a table with mineral water, coffee, and tea. She collected a glass of water, then continued drifting until she had a clear view of the hall.


The room had once been the castle’s great hall, back in the days when Schloss Klarbach belonged to a border baron. Over the years, owners had added wooden paneling along the lower part of the walls and an enclosed musicians’ gallery on three sides. It was perfect for a gathering like this one, and for an ambush. Two doors on the main floor level provided the only visible exits. Not that those mean anything in a castle like this one, Rachel thought. There are probably more holes than an Appenzeller cheese, but I’m not going to walk around tapping the panels to find them. She sipped her water and watched the goings-on.


An electronic beeping sound and commotion by the wall facing her caught her attention, as did the accompanying surge of emotions. An upset woman’s voice said, “Undersecretary LePlace, what is that device doing?”


A man responded “Nothing much, Dr. MuTheko. Don’t worry.”


Rachel felt a surge of triumph as well as bursts of anger, confusion, and fear. Oh damn. All the non-humans are in this room and all those who might defend us are prisoner. Bugger, buggerbuggerbugger. The Undersecretary, one of the GDF’s special-forces soldiers, and another civilian walked among the guests. The civilian carried a black and metallic grey box, just slightly larger than both his hands, that hummed and beeped. When the trio passed the North African contingent, a red light flashed and the beeping changed tone, growing louder as the box pointed at an Arab-looking captain. Rachel was not the least surprised when it acted up at her, but snarled inwardly as the thing also alerted on General von Hohen-Drachenburg. Cute. The most senior military leader present, someone who can prove you a liar, and two innocents for cover. Acting as puzzled as the others looked, Rachel sipped her water. A flash from the past leaked through her defenses and she swatted the memory down. Stop that, she ordered her shaking hand.


Motion at the doors drew everyone’s attention to the guards now blocking the exits. At the head of the room, Secretary Nguen, Undersecretary LePlace, and others gathered in a cluster, discussing something intently. Who’s he going to go after first, I wonder? Except for the Austrian contingent, people had drawn away from all those the box had beeped at. Rachel glanced around and Joschka caught her eye. «They know?» she sent.


«Two do, one is a cousin,» then he closed the connection tight.


Two more guards flanked the party at the head of the room, and Rachel ran though some mental math. Let’s see, four of the special forces are here, and I’ve seen thirteen total. That makes seventeen, but they usually travel in pairs so let’s make it an even score. If four are guarding the Brits and Canucks, since no one in their right mind leaves North Americans unsupervised, there are twelve still roaming around. Eight will stay outside, so where are the others stashed?


After more consultation, the people on the low platform at the head of the room reached some sort of conclusion and they turned to face the gathered men and women. The round-faced Undersecretary began, “I am very sorry, and disturbed, to report that there are four aliens who have infiltrated themselves among the senior leadership of the Defense Force. One has been suspected for some time, but the others are an unwelcome surprise.”


Rachel lowered her glass as a voice called out, “Who, Undersecretary LePlace?”


Heads swung her direction as he answered, “The one calling herself Commander Rachel Na Gael, to begin with.”


Given the mood that had been building, or rather, being built over the course of the week, Rachel wasn’t surprised at the hostile looks and ripple of motion away from where she stood. She put on her best look of affronted innocence as she riposted, “Just how do you propose to prove that I am a threat, Undersecretary? Your ‘alien sensor’ alerts on me, true, but it also seems to go off in the presence of General von Hohen-Drachenburg, Captain Maliki, and Doctor Mary MuTheko, among others. Are you suggesting that we are all non-human? And also threats, simply because your device beeps at us? I mean really now,” and she continued, interrupting the Undersecretary’s attempted interruption, “if either the Graf-General, say, or I, were dangerous aliens intent on harming Earth, we have had multiple opportunities to do something nefarious over the course of our careers.”


Annoyed but calm, the bureaucrat answered. “Any alien in the ranks is a threat. Where are your true loyalties, if you are not from this planet? You could just be biding your time until the moment arrived—a mole in our midst.”


Rachel laughed, surprising both the Undersecretary and the people around her. “Even if I were an alien, since I took the same oath as all the other members of this organization, that should answer the loyalty question. As will my service record, my scars, and the men and women I serve with,” she finished proudly, head high. And the fact that I followed orders and did not bring my usual weapons, an order I will never obey again, my hand to the heavens.


A weak counter ripple of doubt moved through the crowd and a Russian-accented bass voice rumbled, “Why not ask Brigadier Jones. Who should be here, along with General Heath.”


Murmurs of curiosity grew among the scattered group as it became apparent that of the British contingent, only their xenologist stood in the room. Neither could anyone find the top three North Americans. Four of the six who know I’m not human and who trust me. And what’s that in the gallery? Rachel turned her head a fraction so she could see more of the enclosed gallery that ran around the top of the banqueting hall. Hints of motion and a flash of light on metal sent her heart plunging. Oh Lord, help us: those are the ‘missing’ special troopers. What has that idiot got planned?


Rachel shifted her weight until she was in a position to move quickly if shooting started. As she did so, a wave of the scent she had been tracking earlier that week blasted across the room and she snapped around to face the door, just in time to see a large, black fog materialize in a puff of ozone. What in the hell is—Scheisse! She dodged something tentacle-like that flashed past her, then vanished back into the fog.


The amorphous shape thickened and darkened until it took on a vaguely bipedal form, albeit one with five appendages and standing roughly three meters tall. A flurry of motion overtook the room as people ducked for cover or rallied around their commanding officers. The two guards near the door pointed their weapons at the thing, only to find them snatched from their grasp by clumps of fog. Nice transport timing, that, Rachel observed, impressed despite her total surprise.


Once the motion ceased, Rachel, the Undersecretary, and the thing stood at the points of a triangle. A familiar voice whispered in her mind, «Was ist das?»


«A bounty hunter from Dernant Six, Graf-General, and you might want to get out of the snipers’ line, sir.»


«Wo?»


«Balcony, at least four, our special forces.»


Joschka swore under his breath and withdrew as the Undersecretary pointed and shouted, “See! I was right. She’s an enemy alien and that thing is helping her.” Rachel heard a scuffle in the gallery but didn’t waste time looking.


A high-pitched, reedy voice emerged from somewhere in the cloud and Rachel recognized the overtones of a simul-translator. “Your pardon for the interruption. I’ve come to serve a warrant on the criminal known as Vermala gel Kresht, from Blaze’s World. It is wanted for usurpation of the Mefelian government and for inciting the Kerkala Massacre. Vermala, will you surrender peaceably?”


Rachel repressed a bit of self-satisfaction as the bounty hunter pointed an appendage toward the Undersecretary, who flinched before recovering his composure. “Good try, Commander Na Gael—or whatever your real name is—but I know who you are and this shoddy trick won’t help you.”


Which could have been very persuasive, given the climate of fear and prejudice in the room, except that the Undersecretary’s stress and fear overloaded both his mass-reduction device and his holo projector, causing them to begin failing midway through “his” declamation. Instead of a harried, forgettable human bureaucrat in evening dress, what finished the speech was a jaundice-yellow, feathered reptile waving an “alien detector” that had apparently failed to detect the large creature standing at the other end of the hall.


Rachel folded her arms and sauntered towards the soon-to-be former Undersecretary, inquiring mildly, “How long have you been buried in the GDF, Vermala?” As the yellow creature sputtered, she turned and walked back to her starting position, arms still crossed, expression still politely inquisitive.


“Eight stinking years, trapped on this backwater mudball, Wanderer’s bastard! Before you led that bounty hunter here, you human-loving scum,” Vermala snarled, lunging toward the nearest startled guard, reaching for the soldier’s rifle. Before anyone could respond, a remarkably solid and quite long tentacle snapped out of the bounty hunter’s torso, grabbing the reptile and jerking it in like a fish on a line. More “limbs” emerged to wrap the creature in gassy blackness, silencing it.


The bounty hunter corrected the fugitive as it reeled him in. “I have been tracking criminals for many gerlang and do not need the assistance of a bodied being to find my quarry, Vermala. Again, I apologize for the intrusion, gentle beings. This one will be returned to the Courts of All Justice for sentencing appropriate to its crimes.”


“Much appreciated,” Rachel replied, giving up any attempt to play ignorant. “I trust security will be better this time? Kl’dosha is still a bitter world, last I heard.”


The fading shape turned toward her and made a gesture of assent. “Much better.” It vanished as the transmat beam did its work, leaving no trace of the smoke-creature’s presence.


Before Rachel could relax, a sharp voice inquired, “Commander Na Gael, what exactly is a Wanderer?”


She turned to address the speaker, a member of one of the South American branches, judging by the accent and the trim on the woman’s uniform. “It is a member of a space-faring species.” A series of dull thumps and thuds issued from the gallery. Rachel sensed anger and fear rolling towards her, interspersed with cooler heads and confusion.


Secretary Nguen stepped forward and cleared his throat, “How long have you been with the GDF, Commander Na Gael?”


“Just over twenty years, Secretary. I was hired by General Eastman in 1986.”


“And is what my former assistant called you correct? Are you a Wanderer’s bastard?”


Rachel took a deep breath as she thought back to the remains of Kerkala. Never again, not here, not on my watch if I can help it. She looked over the gathered personnel, now calming but still very hostile, and noticed Joschka and Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg standing in the shadows of the gallery, minus the other Austrians. Rachel returned her attention to the Secretary. “Yes, sir, I am.”


“I see,” the Secretary commented thoughtfully. “And was your mother human?”


A laser sight’s red dot flickered at the lower edge of her peripheral vision. Bitter and very, very tired, Rachel took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and answered. “No sir, she was not.”


Silence filled the hall as he took in her words and then made his decision. “I see. Well, in any case, the matter seems clear. I’m sorry, Commander Na Gael—” A cry from the gallery cut off his words. The shot hit Rachel squarely in the chest.
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“She’s starting to come around.”


I don’t want to. I want to sleep until the Lord comes again to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost, the holy catholic church, the communion of . . . Rachel drifted up through the fog of words and sensations. “I am not.”


“Too late,” Adele said. “We caught your eye blinking.”


Damn it to hell and back. Rachel opened her eye, then closed it again as some idiot tried to shine a light into it. “Do not do that. You can’t tell if I have a concussion that way.”


“Sorry, ma’am. Don’t try to sit up just yet, ma’am,” an American said. “You seem to have cracked ribs along with the lump on your skull.”


“I can tell.” Join the army, see the galaxy, and get shot at by everyone from St. Michael down to Satan himself. I want to go home. Drakon IV is a haven of peace and rest compared to this hellhole.


“You are not leaving until the weather clears,” Joschka said. “A most impressive storm is raging outside the walls, even by my standards.”


“So you may as well finish waking up so we can get you off this cold stone floor,” Adele added.


Rachel raised her shields before she looked up. Joschka, Adele, Jones, and Ngobo peered down at her. “If you scare me like that again, I am going to kill you,” Jones informed her.


Why not, since you don’t like me anyway. Oh, stop that. “I’ll take that under advisement, ma’am. How long was I out?”


“Two hours. Gräfin Adele says you have no long-term brain damage.”


“Good to know, ma’am.”


The others conferred for a moment. Rachel closed her eye, letting herself float without thinking, trying to drift away from the here and now. «Are you trying to die, Rakoji? Truth,» Joschka demanded, leaning the full weight of age, rank, and station against her.


«I don’t know—awful.»


«Why?»


«To make the pain go away, and the madness. I, Joschka, Jones hurt me, body and mind. I can’t tell what is real anymore.» The confession cost her a great deal.


«Adele is a mind healer.»


«And I’m not human and she doesn’t have clearances.»


«Farg it, you’re right.» Joschka withdrew, then returned. «Right. I am pulling you out of England as soon as I can. Not officially,» he assured her, «just time away, because we can’t replace you right now. We’ve got xenologists double-tapped as it is. Yes, I’ll have you come to Austria. You can keep Adele out of mischief.»


Rachel groaned.


“Right,” Jones said, ignorant of the flashed conversation. “You are going to bed until the weather clears. That’s an order.”


“Thppppth.” Rachel managed before Adele slipped through her shields and put her out.
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Two mornings later Rachel watched tendrils of mist clinging to the valley floor, wrapping in and out of the dark pine trees that give the Black Forest its name. The heavy fabric and multiple layers of her Goth outfit kept her warm and she leaned black-clad elbows on the garden wall as she gazed westwards. Just over an hour to sunrise and a warm day forecast—one that would finish opening the roads and the military airstrip that the few remaining personnel would use for their departure. She stared without seeing, lost in thought and speculation.


Rachel didn’t turn around when Evelyn Jones’ footsteps crunched up the gravel path behind her. “Good morning, ma’am.”


The taller woman joined her in contemplating the scenery for a moment. “Evelyn, Rachel, and its too bloody early to be up sightseeing. Are you wearing 1880s night camouflage for a reason?”


Rachel turned to face the woman. “I’m leaving as soon as I can get to my ship. I’ll give you my emergency contact number, but I doubt you’ll ever need it. You humans do just fine without me.”


Jones looked her in the eye, holding her gaze and asking, “Does this mean you plan on leaving permanently?”


“Yes. I’m resigning.”


“Why?” the sandy-haired woman asked, arms folded.


“As I said, you don’t need me. Not anymore. And now that everyone knows what I am, it’s too dangerous for you and me both if I stay. You’ve played your hole card, as you once called me. And no one else in the organization will trust me again after the other night.” After all, you don’t, so why should they? Rachel turned away from her commanding officer, staring up at the black bulk of the schloss.


“You’re a prima donna, you truly are.” Jones raised her voice, cutting through the darkness. “You were correct my lord general, she’s trying to run away.”


Rachel winced in mild chagrin as Joschka and Adele strode up, Major Khan close behind. “I believe my teenage niece refers to this as a ‘pity-party’,” Jones commented.


The quartet arranged themselves so that the alien was trapped, her back to the garden wall. “Conspiracy?” she inquired mildly.


“Not exactly. Just four people who don’t want you to run off quite so quickly,” Khan answered for the group.


Joschka folded his arms. “Were you aware that in your startlement at the bounty hunter’s arrival you dropped your shields?”


Rachel blanched and jerked backward, colliding with the rough wall at her back. “Oh sweet Lord. How bad was it?” Blessed Bookkeeper, what leaked?


In the slowly growing light, Rachel saw Adele shake her head. “Not that bad, Rachel. You stayed calm, and only those in the room who were already sensitive seem to have noticed anything.”


Before Rachel could recover, Joschka inquired mildly, “What happened at Kerkala, Rada? Why ‘never again, not here, not on my watch’?”


Rachel turned her back to her associates, gathering her wits for a moment. Right, pretend that Joschka knows as little as the others do. “Before coming here, I commanded a mercenary company of fighter pilots for a number of years. At one point we were hired to help provide mapping, reconnaissance, and security for the people investigating the causes and results of a riot that turned into a genocidal war in the city-state of Kerkala, later called the Kerkala Massacre. We were some of the first outsiders to come in, before any cleanup had been attempted, and as commanding officer of the aerial security and observation component, I accompanied the investigators on the ground until all the survivors could recognize the strangers as non-hostile. Imagine if you can a city the size of the London metropolitan area, with a comparable population. Over two-thirds of that city had been burned, looted, or both, and at least half the inhabitants were dead, with another thirty percent wounded. I will spare you the details.”


Rachel paused to let the images sink in before continuing, “What the investigation found was that one creature, Vermala gel Krescht, had used rumor, innuendo, old prejudices, and new lies to create a climate of fear and hostility within Kerkala. He lit the spark when he arranged the assassination of one of the few neutral parties, an older priest and mediator respected by all of the factions that had developed. Why had Vermala done it? Because he wanted to. He was arrested, but obviously escaped to Earth. And you know the rest of that story.


“As I walked through the ruins, I swore that if I ever encountered another creature attempting something similar, I would do everything in my power to stop him, her, or it,” she concluded.


Joschka began filling in the rest of the story. “Let me guess. You felt something similar happening here. And so you decided that the quickest way to defuse it would be to provide a target for all those emotions, without trying to manipulate them yourself. Because if there was one focus, when that focus was gone, the possibility of something similar happening might also be gone.”


Rachel nodded, “Yes, sir. After the snipers reached the gallery, I didn’t see much of an option. I’d anticipated that someone might attack me, so I wore the body armor as a precaution against knives or a handgun, as I usually do. But what would be the effect of shots coming from an unknown source just after a denunciation of conspiracy?” She let the explanation fade off. Defense Force people were many things, but never stupid.


Major Khan picked up the thread. “That Vermala thing didn’t think we would get free as quickly as we did, or that one of the Americans might be just as nasty-minded as it was. As soon as Gen. Jones and Gen. Heath sorted out who was where, courtesy of Gen. Drachenburg’s people,” and at this he bowed slightly towards the Austrian before continuing, “we overpowered the guards at the entrance to the gallery.”


“The Austrians and two Americans accounted for the riflemen on the north side,” Jones said, “while we and a Canadian got the riflemen on the south wall. We all reached the gunman in the passage at the eastern end of the hall seconds after he’d fired. But that one gunman could have been enough to spark a blaze if you hadn’t kept all the attention and hostility focused onto yourself. Prima Donna.” Rachel managed a weak grin back toward the smiling officer, who added, “or so the Graf-General and Lady Adele think.”


Joschka shook his head. “Not think. Know.”


“In other words, Rachel, we want you, and we don’t think you’ve really given up completely on this planet and its people. How about giving it a second chance?” Jones concluded.


Rachel sensed Joschka and Rahoul’s growing concern as she let several seconds tick past. Not for you, Evelyn, but for the Regiment and for my own honor. “All right, I’ll stay.”


“Good!” Jones declared. “Now, I want breakfast. The Graf-General requested a table for five. Khan, please go confirm the request.”


“Yes Ma’am. Glad you’re staying, Rachel,” and he gave her shoulder a friendly buffet before going inside.


“And you still have broken ribs, so let’s get you off your feet, shall we?” Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg chivvied a not-too-reluctant Rachel inside.


Joschka raised a hand. “Jones, a word with you.”


“Yes, sir?” At his gesture Jones followed him off the terrace.


The two general officers walked to the far end of the garden, away from any prying eyes or ears. “The shot that hit Rachel. It did not come from a standard Earth rifle?”


She shook her head. “No sir. It was a heavy-duty blast rifle of some sort. I have it for her to analyze once we get back to Britain, although I don’t think I’ll tell her where it was acquired.”


Joschka looked sober as he phrased his next question. “And I assume her armor failed?”


“Yes, sir, it did.” Jones made a circle with her hands. “An area about so big seems to be ruined.”


He took a deep breath. “Did we just see a miracle? Because by your account she should be very dead.”


Jones looked at the Graf-General with a perplexed expression. “I’ve asked myself that, sir, although it might have been a slightly different miracle than what you’re thinking. Captain Ngobo claims, and I have no way to prove otherwise, that he saw the sergeant shift the blast rifle’s power level just as the lieutenant in charge of the group yelled and interrupted the Secretary’s speech. If he decreased the power by accident . . .”


The officers looked at each other, then turned back towards the door to the Schloss. Joschka added, “Something else that you might want to know. The Secretary had intended to say ‘I’m sorry, Commander, that anyone has doubted your loyalty and service to the Defense Force simply because you are not human. You have my full faith and confidence.’ He told me just before he left last night.”


What? Why did he not inform me? I am her commanding officer. Jones fought down her annoyance for the moment. “That’s very good to know, my lord general.”


“Indeed, it is.” He looked up at the sky. “There had best be coffee at breakfast or someone will be most unhappy.”


Someone besides me? Jones decided it wasn’t worth the effort, for now. If they trust the alien I’d best at least act as if I do too. Besides, if everything went well, she’d have a better command soon. Rumor had it that Drachenburg was favored to be next in line for military head, but she was also a combat commander. And she, too, had friends and a sponsor in high places. “I suspect they will, my lord general. And tea as well.” She’d only had one cup and it was not enough.
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Sergeant Wolfgang Weber, having learned from other people’s bad judgment, made absolutely certain that the light was green before he knocked and opened the laboratory door. “Commander Na Gael?”


“Kommen Sie herein.” He shook his head a bit at hearing something besides regulation English and stepped into the xenology specialist’s lair. The Alien, as he thought of her, sat at her desk, studying the display floating above her computer terminal while typing furiously on a keypad. Weber waited a moment before waving his clipboard to get her attention.


“Yes, Sergeant? What can I do for you?” She left off her work and turned towards him, expression turning sympathetic at his slight flinch. “Sorry. You’ve not seen me up close without something over the eye, have you?”


“No, ma’am. But I’ve seen worse.” He glanced down at his list, reminding himself why he was here. “Ma’am, the records show that you are overdue to re-qualify for your weapons authorization.”


Her eyebrows rose and she looked over at a desk calendar. “Oops. Handgun or rifle?”


“Both, Ma’am. RSM Chan put you on the schedule early morning tomorrow.”


“How early, Sergeant?”


“0600 ma’am.”


“Thank you. My compliments to RSM Chan, and please tell him I’ll do both, if possible.”


“Very good, Ma’am,” and he checked something off on his list and left at a rapid clip.


Later that afternoon, he and the Regimental Sergeant Major secured the underground firing range for the day. “RSM, do you have time for a question?” The stocky, Asian-looking senior non-commissioned officer grunted his assent, and the brown-haired German sergeant asked, “Does Cdr. Na Gael really try to qualify on three different weapons?”


Richard Chan snorted as he finished policing the last shooting position for any spent brass the corporals might have missed. “She doesn’t try, Weber. Come in the morning and see for yourself.”


“Yes, Sergeant Chan,” Weber replied, recognizing an order when he heard one.


The next morning, the xenologist walked into the firing range a few minutes before six. She carried a medium-sized camouflage pattern bag in one hand and a hard-sided rifle case in the other. “Good morning Sergeant Chan! Which position?” she asked, gesturing towards the series of fifteen shooting stalls.


“Number six, ma’am. We’ll start with handgun. I’ve asked Sergeant Weber to come so I can observe for a change, rather than running targets.”


The woman laughed as she set her bags on the concrete floor of the assigned station. “I hope I’m not that bad, Chan. It’s been a while, but really.”


She unzipped the top of the camo bag and pulled out a gun belt, which she slung around her waist with practiced ease. A black handgun case followed, and the RSM looked over her shoulder as she opened it. “Weber, fifty rounds of nine millimeter, please.” By the time the German had returned, Rachel had clear shooting glasses on and a pair of muffs hung around her neck. An unfamiliar nine-millimeter pistol lay on the counter in front of the shooter, its receiver out. RSM Chan handed her the ammunition and she looked at the box before loading the gun and a second receiver, which she slipped into a case on her belt. “Standing first, dominant hand,” the RSM announced, and he and Weber followed Cdr. Na Gael in putting on their muffs.


Weber blinked as she set hers on top of her head, then realized that she had ears on the top of her skull, not on the side like a human. His hackles rose a few centimeters. Chan called, “Range clear, weapons free, fire when ready.”


The first three rounds appeared a bit scattered, but the rest formed a tight cluster on the heart of the paper target. “Both hands,” Chan ordered, and ten bullets pierced the target’s head. “Weak hand.” Now Weber was very curious to see what the alien would do, since she had been shooting left handed up to this point. This cluster, on the target’s abdomen, scattered somewhat wider than the earlier ones, but remained well within acceptable limits.


“Damn, that’s bad,” she groaned. “Sorry Sergeant Chan, I’ll work on that.”


RSM Chan folded his arms and growled “Ma’am, some of our troopers couldn’t get that with unlimited ammunition and shooting from three meters!”


Despite her critique, Cdr. Na Gael met the minimum accuracy required. “Now for rifle, ma’am,” Chan announced. “Weber, lock the door.” Puzzled, he did as ordered. When he got back, Na Gael lay on her belly under the shelf, holding a strange-looking weapon. “Fire when ready.” Weber heard no shots but saw five flashes of light and five small holes appear in the head of the silhouette target. “Larger holes please. I do not have the eyes of an eagle,” the rangemaster commented dryly, and she complied. “What setting is that?” he asked.


“Light stun, Sergeant,” came a voice from under the shelf.


“Standing. Lower left corner of the paper.” Na Gael slithered backwards, keeping her weapon accessible but safe, and took a standing position, stock to her left shoulder. “Fire when ready.” This time, Weber heard a faint “pumpf-zzt” and hiss each time the alien pulled the trigger. “Full auto, cluster the three corners.” She reset a small stud on the side of the dark-brown and matte-grey blast rifle and proceeded to leave three-centimeter clusters on the three remaining corners.


“What do you think, Weber?” Chan asked once the demonstration ended.


Weber shook his head. “What kind of weapon is that, ma’am?”


She smiled, stroking the butt. “It’s a modified Gorgonian navy medium blast rifle. I had the power settings expanded so I could use it for targets, since full power would put a hole twenty centimeters deep and the size of CD in the far wall. The Gorgonians are firm believers in overkill.”


“Ma’am, did you train as a marksman?”


“No. I’ve just had a little more time to practice than most.”


Chan snorted and Weber saw him smiling at something. Then he sobered. “Why don’t you finish with the pistol, ma’am?” She nodded and started turning to lay down the rifle when a string of fireworks went off. “Bang! Pop-pop-pop-pop!” Weber jumped even though he’d been expecting it. The alien, taken by surprise, still managed to draw a large black blast pistol and snap off three shots before the echoes died.


“Howling wolfrunners, Chan!” She snarled, still in shooting position.


“Secondary target,” the RSM called, pointing to the silhouette two over from where they had been working. Five shots pierced the paper, then she brought the weapon up, fingers well clear of the trigger. “Reel it in, Weber,” the Rangemaster ordered.


The results, Weber decided, were impressive. Caught totally unprepared, the alien still managed to neatly stitch the initial target and cluster the second. “You’re good for another six months, ma’am,” the senior NCO noted, presenting the papers for her signature.


“At least you can’t use a flash-bang in here,” she grumbled, even as she smiled with a very cold gleam in her eye.


The RSM sent his junior off to unlock the doors and return the unused ammunition while she repacked her cases. Rachel “knocked” on Chan’s shields before asking mind to mind, «Why the audience this morning, Sar-major?»


«Because it will do him good to realize that at least some of the stories are true,» a richly-colored bass voice responded.


«Trouble?» She finished stowing everything to the rangemaster’s satisfaction and picked up both bags.


Chan shook his head a little. «Probably not. He may not trust you, but he’s not stupid, ma’am.»


She snorted. “I’m sorry you had to come in so early, Sergeant. Thank you for working me in, and I’ll try to keep better track this time.”


The taller man led her to the door and opened it for her, since her hands were full. “Work on your weak hand, ma’am. And one of these days you are going to demonstrate to these troopers what a professional should be able to do,” he stated firmly, ignoring her mild expression of disbelief.


“Vienna will have a cat. No, correction—a cow. They already have a cat.” And she flashed her wicked grin, covering «I’ll do it if you can arrange it and let me practice with one of the current rifles a bit, Sergeant. And I’ll keep my eyes open. Thank you.» She sauntered down the corridor leading to the lift and stairs to the main headquarters level, humming “The Bells of Hell.”


Rachel enjoyed a hearty breakfast after her session on the range. The few officers eating early were reading, comparing the results of the previous day’s football matches, and generally waking up, so she was left to her own cogitation. As she mopped up her runny eggs and grilled tomatoes, she mulled over the non-situation with Sergeant Wolfgang Weber. According to rumor he truly hated extraterrestrials, and she’d sensed mild hostility and strong distrust from him. The hostility she could live with. The distrust was a different story. A CO who detests me and doesn’t trust me, and a sergeant who doesn’t like me. I think I’d rather deal with the sergeant. Rachel added a bit of milk to her tea and drank a few swallows of the scalding hot brew before attacking her sausage. There’s no point confronting him. He’ll come around eventually. She’d earned the trust of other soldiers in her time. As one of her pilots had put it, describing a squadron mate, “Can’t stand him, but I want him on my wing.”


A few hours later Rachel had her feet up on her desk while she tinkered with a recalcitrant bit of electronics. Captain John Marsh, the communications officer, knocked and came into the lab. “Need you to look at these,” he said, tone curt as he slid a file folder across the desktop.


Speaking of people I trust but don’t care for. Rachel pinned the moving folder under her elbow. With great care she set the signal filter onto a padded mat before swinging her feet down and opening the documents. She skimmed a bit and looked up with a puzzled expression. “Who reported these?”


The perpetually morose officer frowned. “Should be on the second page, Commander.”


She flipped ahead, pursing her lips as she read. “Your observation’s correct. The emission pattern doesn’t fit the current solar weather cycle—good catch, that. It would be nice if I could get a copy of the raw data stream, though.” She handed the file back to the waiting captain.


“Not possible at the moment, but I’ll make a note to have the lieutenant find out how much the Institute wants for it. Does it mean anything to you?”


She thought for a minute or so, then shook her head. “Nothing leaps to mind, Capt. Marsh, but I’ll go through my collection. It may be an anomaly left over from that last solar storm, or something re-bouncing off the ionosphere. Or it might not. Thank you.” She got to her feet as he nodded brusquely and left.
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That afternoon, when Rachel checked her secure, non-official e-mail she found a file waiting for her. It had come via an indirect route, suggesting that it contained the last bits of information that she needed to finish a personal project. She made absolutely certain that no one was coming up the corridor outside the lab, turned the door light to yellow, and locked the door. Rachel took her laptop into the Dark Hart and locked the entrance. Only then did she open the attached file. Her eye grew cold and hard, and a predatory expression settled over her features. This is it. He’s done it. This is the last piece I needed to confirm 1000% that monster’s identity and location. Ingeborg, you were worth every damned Kronor you charged and then some.


As fast as she could, Rachel sent the file to the ’Hart’s main computer and then purged her laptop’s memory. There was no hacker on the planet who could get into the mind of the semi-sentient creature that controlled the core of the ship’s processor. But Brigadier General Jones and Major Khan had the access codes for her laptop, and she didn’t want them to have any contact with this batch of data—more for their protection than for hers. Data transferred, she returned to the lab, undid her precautions, and stepped outside into the gardens behind the headquarters building to get fresh air and to think.


With some very discreet help, she’d found the identity of the human who had leaked information that nearly led to the massacre of the Regiment’s soldiers’ children. He had done it with “malice aforethought,” as the human laws phrased it. And this creature remained in a position of high trust where he could wreak more havoc. Now she knew who he was, where he was, and how to get him.


If she’d been in her old business, the matter would be settled. Terminate the source with extreme prejudice. She’d done it before, the first time to the satisfaction of her squadron and the second time to the horror of her business partner. So, does kitty go a-hunting? A nasty smile spread across her face at the thought of what she could do to the monster. She flexed her claws. So easy to catch her prey, so simple to remove the target to a secure location and let her less civilized side have full play. Or she could bundle the data, send it to the parents who remained in positions where they could do something about it, and let them decide. After all, they had a better argument for pursuing a blood-feud. At least two were still SAS, if memory served. Or just slide in, neutralize the threat, and slide out? Given this person’s position, inquiries would be exceedingly quiet and limited, and the human government would hush things up quickly.


However, she was no longer in her old business. Removing the person remained possible, even desirable from her personal standpoint, but there were larger considerations. Granted, the creature had released very sensitive information to a known enemy, and she could prove it conclusively. And the families of the children did have first claim on the creature, not her. No children had died, which might be considered a mitigating factor in the case against the source, even though several were badly injured and all of them terrified and endangered. That the youngsters’ survival had been purely due to military intervention and amazingly good luck nullified the last argument in Rachel’s view of things.


She calmed herself down as she strode back into the laboratory, since there was no call to be hinting of what she had or scaring bystanders. So what to do? This wasn’t exactly a question one could take to a superior officer or spiritual advisor. Jones would be horrified and would absolutely forbid taking any action except for “notifying the proper authorities.” And Father Farudi had often cautioned his flock that true vengeance belonged to the Lord, not individuals. Himself would have a heart attack and give her a good scolding, although given his response to the original incident even he might favor some sort of action, albeit after giving the perpetrator a chance to redeem himself. Well, she didn’t have to do anything that evening. It would be better if she slept on things and let them ferment for a while, she decided.


Early the next morning Rachel made up her mind. She sent out three e-mail messages that simply included her name, private “phone number,” and the fact that she had “interesting information pertaining to a memorable event.” Since that could be anything from a battle to someone’s retirement party, no casual over-the-shoulder reader would find anything untoward in the message. And former squad mates often kept in touch, even in her current line-of-work. In less than an hour two men called her on her ship’s line and she told them that she had data available. Did they want it? Double affirmative, with directions on how to send the material. They would keep in touch and let her know what the application decision was. The third party was “away,” according to one respondent, but he would let her know if they decided to take any action. Rachel bundled two copies of the complete data set, minus her contacts and some source information, and sent it off with a clear conscience. She’d let the natives decide.


Since she’d skipped breakfast, Rachel opted to join the officers for Sunday dinner. She found a seat and listened in as Captains Marsh and Ngobo argued over who would win the European football tournament that year. The discussion seemed to be getting heated and she lowered her shields to get a sense of their emotions. Friendly rivalry, as it turned out, but there was an odd blank farther down the table. She leaned back and looked to see Lt. William “Plank” Carpenter waging a valiant battle against a particularly stubborn piece of beef. Ah, that explains it. Carpenter’s a “null.” I remember now. Natural shields that even a bomb can’t get in or out of, she thought, before returning her attention to the conversations around her.


“Commander, who are you backing?” Capt. Ngobo asked.


She thought for a moment. “Oh, if I was, probably Austria.”


The officers groaned, and one or two cursed or jokingly muttered “traitor,” as a bolder soul called out “You know something we don’t?”


She grinned and shook her head. “No, I just know someone who’s wagering on Germany vs. England for the final and I really want him to lose the bet.” That makes two he’ll owe me.


“So who’s going to win?” Ngobo asked again.


“Won’t tell. I refuse to contribute to further corrupting the morals of the Regiment by encouraging wagering and bet-fixing,” she replied with an arch look and utterly sanctimonious tone.


“You’re not supporting your unit,” one of the younger officers complained, and Rachel laughed as she got up from the table.


“No, Lieutenant, I’m not. And just for that comment, I won’t tell you that two of the winning numbers for the next Sweepstakes are three and nine.” As she left, she heard a murmur of voices and heated discussion about which sweepstakes and how to get tickets by when. Be funny if the winning numbers include ninety three and thirty nine.


The xenologist popped into Evelyn Jones’ office on her way back to the laboratory after lunch. The sergeant looking after things shrugged at her inquiry. “The Capt’n said ‘at the Brigadier’d be out ‘til ‘bout 1500 tomorrow, ma’am. Meeting running long, ‘e said.”


“Thank you.” Oh good, another day without the Welsh fog.


Later that afternoon the intercom buzzed, interrupting Rachel as she finished writing up a brief analysis of the previous day’s signal anomalies. “Laboratory, go ahead,” she grumbled.


“Chan here. Sergeant Weber has some weapons questions for you. Do you have time for a quick talk?”


“Affirmative. My place or yours?”


A staticky pause, then the senior NCO came back. “We’ll come down in ten minutes. Wants to see how energy weapons work.”


“I’ll have the diagrams waiting.”


“Roger. Chan out.”


Rachel rummaged in one of the file cabinets until she found the schematic diagrams for “blast rifle, generic” that she’d made from a captured weapon. I wonder if having a demonstrator would be helpful? Can’t hurt. She pulled the gun belt out of her bag and put it in a desk drawer where Chan could get to it easily.


She decided to brew her afternoon tea while she waited and was cleaning up when the door opened behind her. “Commander? I have a box for you,” Lt. Carpenter announced.


“Just set it on the desk, thanks,” she replied, not turning around as she put the tea canister back on its shelf. She was closing the cabinet door when thunder roared and fire lanced through her right leg. Rachel spun as she fell, grabbing for her gun—now out of reach in the other side of her desk. What the . . .? She scrabbled for purchase, bracing her back against the cold steel door of a chemical locker. “Time’s tempest, what the hell?”


Hard green eyes that weren’t quite sane looked down on her from behind the sights of a nine-millimeter pistol, finger on the trigger. “I’m removing a security risk, alien.”


He’s mad—no point trying to argue with him. His shields rendered her Gift useless, and she’d left her body armor in her quarters. Rachel closed her eye and ran through the short form of the General Confession as fast as she could, then looked up again into the bitter face and black barrel. “One question, Lieutenant?”


“One,” he agreed.


“Why not just kill me?”


Carpenter shrugged but the gun never moved. “Unlike you, I don’t shoot people in the back. And you need to suffer.” He retreated a pace, fired again, and agony erupted from Rachel’s side. She clenched her teeth against a cry of pain, refusing to give him the pleasure of seeing her response. Behind him, the door eased open.


As soon as she saw the muscles in his hand start tightening for a third shot, Rachel lunged forward and sideways, torn muscles and broken ribs howling. As she did, a brown Wolf slammed into the gunman from behind, knocking him to the floor. RSM Chan and Sergeant Weber grappled with the American officer, managing to knock his pistol away from him. Rachel heaved herself upright against the heavy desk, snatched her own pistol out of the drawer, and braced. She couldn’t get a clear shot as the trio wrestled across the floor, until Carpenter slammed Chan’s head against the side of a lab table, stunning him for a moment. As Carpenter rolled onto Weber, trying to get the German’s boot knife, Rachel fired. Her target’s back arched and he collapsed, unconscious. She panted, “I do shoot people in the back, I’ll admit that part’s true. But I use stun, not kill.” However, you are going to hurt like the bloody blue blazes and have trouble moving for quite a while after getting hit in the spine at point-blank range, you scum-sucking son of a whore and a politician. And I am never going without body armor again. Ever.


The German pushed the limp attacker onto the floor and looked up at the xenologist. “How long?”


She glanced to see what setting she had used. “About four minutes. You all right?”


“Ja. You?”


She shook her head and laid the pistol carefully onto the desk, making sure the safety was on and that the barrel pointed at the wall. “Not so good.” She managed not to collapse as she sank to the floor, while the Sar-Major got to his feet and started helping Weber secure the unconscious attacker. Rachel looked at her leg and at the blood on the floor around the desk. “I need a second pair of hands, when one of you has a moment,” she said, keeping as calm as possible.


“Oh shit!” Chan’s eyes went wide. “Weber, get a medic!”


“Negative! Not a medic, do you understand me? Just a pair of hands, Sar-Major. Medic’ll just make things worse,” she countermanded, snarling. “I only need to get patched up long enough for the bleeding to stop. I can take it from there on my own.”


The men stared at her for a second, then Chan reached for the desk phone, decision made. “Weber, help her. I’ll secure the lab. If the fucker moves, shoot him in the head,” he ordered, picking up the blast pistol and changing the setting before he handed it to the German. “Security, RSM Chan. Get some men down to the lab immediately. There’s been an incident.”


“Aid kit is inside the large drawer next to the door,” Rachel said, good eye closed as she tried to slow her pulse and quiet her breathing. “I think he nicked the femoral artery, so let’s start there.”


The German slid her blood-soaked black skirt up out of the way and nodded. “Looks clean, but lots of blood. Tourniquet? No, shot missed the artery,” he said aloud. “Edges already clotting, so,” he applied pressure for a minute and then tied a dressing in place. As he finished with her leg, Rachel raised her left arm and unbuttoned her ruined shirt so he could get to the other damage. Running boots outside the door told them that security had arrived, but Rachel didn’t open her eye. She felt someone brace her raised arm so she could relax, while careful hands pulled the cloth away from her side. “It looks like the bullet went through and there doesn’t seem to be much fabric in the wound.” She opened her eye, looked at the hole in the chemical cabinet’s steel door, and then closed her eye again.


“Good, but it still hurts like fire.” With some help she leaned forward and Weber finished bandaging the wounds while three burly Special Forces soldiers none-too-gently hauled her attacker out of the lab.


“Oh bloody fucking hell! Chan, what the shit’s going on?” Major Rahoul Khan skidded into the laboratory, eyes going wide at the blood and mess.


The NCO answered as Weber finished tying off the bandages. “Lieutenant Carpenter tried to kill Cdr. Na Gael, sir. Weber and I were on our way to the lab and heard the shots. Weber tackled the lieutenant as Na Gael lunged clear. We got his gun away and she stunned him. He’d shot her in the leg and side.”


Khan’s jaw sagged as he took in the gory mess. “Good work Chan, Weber. Are you all right?”


“Yes sir.”


Rachel piped up, “The RSM took a crack to the head.”


Chan felt his skull. “It’s nothing sir. Just saw stars for a second is all.”


Khan swore in Punjabi before demanding, “Commander, what’s your status?”


“Bloody angry, Major. And sore, but I’ll be functional in a few days, probably,” she responded a little weakly.


“Right. Chan, come with me. I want you to give your statement to the legal people right now. I’ll call Lt. Rivera from security to take pictures and get the Commander’s and Sgt. Weber’s statements. Na Gael, since it’s probably useless trying to make you go to medical, stay here. Weber, stay with her and see that she doesn’t try to move, and that no one touches anything until after everything’s documented.”


“Yes sir,” Weber replied and Rachel gave the major a thumbs up.


With the sergeant’s help, Rachel shifted into a slightly more comfortable position against the desk and closed her good eye. “Thank you, Sergeant, I’m your Debtor.” He rustled a bit, gazing at the blood spattered on the wall and smeared across the floor and the grey metal cabinet. Time to distract both of us, she thought. “If you still want to know how blast weapons work before you try and use my sidearm, the schematic diagram is on my desk, in the blue folder.” Weber stared at her, then picked up the folder and started leafing through, curiosity apparently getting the better of him. As they waited for the head of the security detail to arrive, Rachel’s “cell phone” buzzed.


Without thinking she answered it. “Na Gael.” She listened to the call, nodding. “Yes. Yes, there’s no question. I got the last bit of confirmation yesterday. Um huh. You are? Good. I want him as badly as you do, but the first call on him’s yours. I’d love to be in, but I’ve just had, ah, an interesting quarter hour and I’m not going anywhere for a while. No, just let me know how it turns out, if you want to. Otherwise I’ll indulge my imagination and get my jollies that way. Roger. Godspeed.”


She hung up and discovered Weber looking at her with a wary, hostile expression. “Commander Na Gael, what’s going on?”


Oh shit, I’m so out of it I forgot he was here.


The intercom buzzed, and he answered, “Laboratory.”


“Sgt. Weber, Lt. Rivera. It’ll be a few more minutes before I can get there, so tell Cdr. Na Gael to stay put and not to touch anything.”


“Yes sir.”


Rachel made a decision. “I’ll tell you, but you have to swear to me that you will never tell anyone else, because this goes back to an incident some time ago. If you agree, go shut and lock the door.” He glared at her, then walked over, locked the door, and returned. “The condensed version, Sgt. Weber, is that several years ago someone passed information to one of our enemies. That information put the families of a number of our troopers into harm’s way. We rescued them and destroyed the invaders, but could not find the leak. Vienna told us to leave it to them. I didn’t. I found out who did it, and where they are, and that it had been deliberate. I gave that information to some people who are in a better position to act than I am, especially after this little mess. That’s who called.”


“You say ‘our troopers.’ You mean the people here then?” he asked.


“Yes.”


His eyes narrowed. “Was this episode while Corporal Max von Grauberg was on rotation here?”


“Yes, it was.” How do you know, unless . . .


Weber knelt down beside her, brown eyes burning with anger. “Max is my brother-in-law,” he hissed in German. “His son was one of the ones taken hostage. Is that what the call was about? Because if so, then I want in.”


Rachel shook her head. “Not possible,” she stated flatly, also in German. “You heard the conversation, Weber. It’s out of my hands now and I’m not going to tell you who or what. If you can trust me, then trust that the people taking action are very, very good, and very motivated, and the leak is going to be exceedingly dead in the near future. I can probably tell you when that happens but I won’t tell you anything else.” He looked at her, his hand resting on the butt of her pistol. And if you don’t trust me, are you going to finish what Carpenter started, since the power level Chan selected is lethal at this range?


He stood up from his crouch and unlocked the door, opening it a crack, then returned to her side. “I don’t like it, ma’am.” And he shook his head, stilling her before she could say anything. “But I’ll accept it. Mission security. And I don’t care for you. But you were the xenology specialist here at that time?”


“Yes, I was. Has your brother-in-law told you anything about that episode?”


He shook his head again. “Only that it happened, and that the xenology specialist was very badly injured protecting some of the children. Because of that, I’ll trust you.”


She relaxed and offered him her least-bloody hand. “Thank you, Sergeant. I don’t ask anyone to like me, just to have faith that I will never betray the Regiment and its people.” They shook and then he laid her pistol back on the desk.


“How does this type of weapon work?” he asked, holding the first of the schematic diagrams where she could point to things. Security came in and interrupted the lecture a few moments later.
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It didn’t take a psychic to know what was on General Jones’s mind when she stormed into her headquarters that night. Rachel had managed a nap in her ship’s medical accelerator that evening and was finishing up erasing the mess in the laboratory, since Security had reclassified the place from crime scene to biohazard. When she heard familiar footsteps outside the door, the Wanderer slowly straightened up from her work and tossed the cleaning rags into the haz-waste rubbish bin, then counted. Three, two, one and the door flew open.


“Rachel! What are you doing?” The taller woman glared at her advisor, continuing, “From what Khan said, you should be in bed!”


“Good to see you too, ma’am. I got some sleep and decided to tidy the place before someone saw the mess and overreacted,” Rachel replied tartly, easing herself into her chair. “How was the meeting?”


“Blessed saints. Can’t I leave you alone for a week without something happening? And what did happen,” Jones demanded, shutting the door and taking the other chair. Rachel gave her the expanded version, leaving the human shaking her head in disbelief. “God, you were lucky. Any idea what set him off?”


“None. I can’t ‘read’ him because of his shields, ma’am. Maybe something will turn up in the investigation,” she offered.


“I hope so. How are you doing? Truth this time, since even you can’t lose as much blood as Rahoul said was on the floor and not have problems.”


Rachel would have shrugged, except for her sore ribs and aching muscles. “The leg and muscles are mostly healing already. The bones will take longer—maybe a week? I ache, and am tired, but otherwise fully functional.” At Jones’s look of disbelief, Rachel allowed, “All right, mostly functional. What I really am is angry. Damn it!” She slammed her fist onto the desktop. “I want his head on a platter and his balls as a trophy!” And I don’t want to spend my waking hours wondering who intends to shoot me next. After three hundred years this crap is getting old. She glared at Jones, who shifted uncomfortably in her seat.


During the ensuing silence, Rachel levered herself out of her seat and began pacing down the length of the lab.


Finally the Welshwoman cleared her throat. “To be honest, I’m surprised that you’re still here. You have every right to leave after this and from what Rahoul told me, I expected to come back and find your letter of resignation. Probably fastened to the wall with a knife.”


Rachel snorted, “I wouldn’t waste a good blade on such cheap paneling.” She leaned back against a worktable and folded her arms, or tried to. “This was an attack by an individual, as far as I’m concerned. If the investigation shows that there was a larger movement to remove me, than oh hell yes I’m leaving and taking my toys with me and the Regiment can swing for all I care.” Hell, you humans can swing, Joschka’s feelings be damned. “Until then, our agreement holds.”


“If this is part of something larger, then we will both be looking for work. Because what I’ll do to the bastards will get me cashiered. And that goes no farther, do you understand?” Jones stated firmly, wearing a fiercely protective expression Rachel had never seen on her before.


I may have misjudged you, general. If so, it won’t happen again, I promise. “Affirmative,” Rachel nodded, adding, “Would you like the good news?”


Jones’s eyebrows rose to her hairline and she waved at her punctured advisor. “Good news?”


“Sergeant Weber and I reached an understanding.”


The officer managed a faint smile, which turned into a yawn. “’Tis an ill wind that blows no good, as they say. And you will go back to bed, because we need you intact if we get called out. Now,” and she flicked the lights off as she left.


Rachel gave the closed door a narrow-eyed look. I wish your words and your emotions matched better, ma’am.
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Rahoul Khan acted unhappy. He’d been twitchy for the past two weeks, which at least was an improvement over hovering, which he’d been doing for the two weeks before that. Rachel folded her arms and waited.


“General Jones is not pleased with you.”


And this is news? “She’s not cancelling my leave, is she?” Because if she tries I’m leaving any way. I need to talk to someone I can trust about why my mind is still slipping.


“Oh no. Not at all. She’s just,” he folded his arms, mirroring her. “She wanted to know where you were going. And then she expressed considerable unhappiness at the apparent violation of the rules against fraternization across ranks.”


And you of all people can’t tell her to go soak her head, even if you wanted to, which I suspect you almost do, just so she’ll give you some peace. “I see. She keeps forgetting that I’m not military, doesn’t she? No, don’t answer,” Rachel waved one hand. “Since I’m going to see a medical specialist first, if she complains again, maybe you can point out that specialists don’t travel much, and I have to go to him, wherever he happens to be. And if that crosses not far from Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg, well, people go to take the waters at those cure resorts all the time. And the Graf-General’s going to be working, so I won’t be interfering with his command or getting underfoot in Vienna just by being in the same province as his residence.” And that’s all you need to know.


Rahoul gave her a look, and switched to Trader. “What’s going on, Rada? You’re on guard, I’m having nightmares, and General Jones is—” He cut himself short and ducked a little.


“A bit touchy, and not just because of a looming performance review? Let’s just chalk it up to things being too quiet.” Rachel perched on the corner of her desk, taking some weight off her legs. “I’m on guard because someone’s been poking around but not doing anything. And it’s not something I can report, either.” Someone’s been in and out, but they masked their tracks too well. I don’t like that. It could be something harmless, but then it might not. “On a more practical level: do you want me to block your Gift?”


He took a deep breath. “Yes, please. Just temporarily, so we can see if that’s the problem.”


“I’ll do it for a week, with a gradual release of the block. If it is your Gift acting up, it won’t come back all at once, boom.” She wrinkled her nose. “That’s not a fun sensation, trust me.” Very much like having been trapped in a stasis field, actually. Stop that! She jammed the memory down before it could take over.


“Perfect.” He sat down and Rachel put her hand on the back of his neck, establishing a light contact. Fortunately, precognition and temporal sensitivity lay in a different part of the mind from all other Gifts or perception centers, so she could set the block and withdraw without affecting his animal telepathy.


“Right. You’re set. I’m off. You have my emergency contact number.”


He turned the chair and watched her. “Dare I say have fun?” She bared her fangs at him. “Belay that thought. Don’t break anything expensive.”


Rachel did her best to look harmless and mildly affronted. “Me? Break things?” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.


“The BAFTA acting award deadline was last week. Shoo.”


She wasted no time in shooing. With a sense of relief, she entered the coordinates for Himself’s home and settled down into the pilot’s seat in the Dark Hart, singing the connection with the ship. She and the creature inside the central processor linked minds and the Trader scout ship moved between the time threads, settling onto one that would bring them close to a node. From there she could easily get to Master Thomas’s world without disturbing anyone or anything else. The psycho-symbiote showed her a large number of timeship traces around Ter-Tri and gave her a sense of discomfort and unhappiness. But was it unhappy at the number, or just because other creatures were tapping the temporal energy it needed? She couldn’t link well enough to tell.


Charles, the bipedal canine currently acting as Master Thomas’s assistant and butler, opened the door for her when she rang the bell. Master Thomas affected a taste for the ancient, and his home, on the outside, looked like a rambling neo-Tudor pile from Ter-Tri, complete with ivy, false half-timbers, and a bit of thatched roof on the section housing the kitchen. Charles wagged his tail and waved Rachel in. “Good morning, Miss Ni Drako. Master Thomas is out, but will return within the hour.”


“Good morning, Charles. Thank you. I will wait in the medical library.”


“Certainly.” He wagged his tail again, shutting the door behind her. She freshened up, changed into one of the dresses that she kept in her guest room at the house, and set to work researching stasis disorders and their long-term results. What she found did not encourage her. Neither did Master Thomas’s words after she told him of her most recent adventures.


He leaned back in his chair, looking over her head at the wall as he thought. His black hair coat and long white cranial fur set off the rich brocade of his jacket. He tapped the tips of his hoofed digits together and frowned, thinking. “You say things are improving, Miss Ni Drako?”


“Yes, Master Thomas. I’m no longer having difficulty distinguishing observation from memory, but everything remains, ah, fuzzy on the edges, for lack of a better word.”


“May I?” He reached toward her across the desk. She lowered her shields and extended her hand, touching the hard, polished tip of his hooflet. His lightning quick touch flitted through her mind, never hurting but prodding, testing, brushing a few raw edges. Then he withdrew. “You are exhausted. There is lingering damage, tied into your temporal sensitivity, which explains some of your difficulties even though the damage is healing well. I suspect the physical injury has retarded psychic healing, as is to be expected. Stay here for a few days, Miss Ni Drako. Rest. I trust you are not returning to your military positions immediately?”


After having worked with and for him for several centuries, Rada knew the command beneath the question. “No, sir. I am going on leave, attending a social event and being a house guest in a mountain area on Ter Tri.”


“Good.” He frowned. “The Tarqina Elders’ Council has been asking about you.”


She shivered. “Their obsession is unhealthy.”


“I concur with your observation, Miss Ni Drako. Completely concur.”
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Rachel landed the Dark Hart in a grove of trees, out of sight of passersby. Then she lugged her bags up to the edge of the road. Maybe I should make a pasteboard sign, ‘Vienna or Bust’ or ‘Will shed for food.’


Happily for her peace of mind, an antique silver and black touring car rolled to a stop a meter from her. The old vehicle’s polished metal trim glinted in the afternoon sun. The driver’s door opened while a broad-shouldered man with bright blue eyes, dark brown hair graying at the temples, and a lighter brown beard rolled down a rear window and said, “Welcome to the Tyrol, Commander. Shall we?” The driver got out and took her bags.


“I trust your journey was uneventful?” Major General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg inquired as Rachel settled gratefully into the soft leather seat.


“Yes, my lord General, thank you.” Col. Helmut Eszterházy raised his hand from the front passenger seat, barely looking up from something in his other hand, and Rachel waved back. How can he read on these roads? And I thought I had a cast-iron stomach. A moment later the driver fastened his seatbelt and the antique car purred into motion. Rachel said, “So, tell me about Hannes’s latest escapade! Gräfin Adele mentioned something about a tree and the carp pond?”


Joschka sketched the tale of his six-year-old great-grandson’s adventures with great relish and Rachel chuckled at the mental picture of the young lad emerging from the water, a large and expensive decorative fish in the bib of his overalls and a proud expression on his face. She also noted that they were taking a circuitous route to their destination, but didn’t comment. Instead she laughed at the stories and admired the scenery. Earth could be so green and lush in places, and the valleys of the Alps were certainly one of the loveliest sections of this planet. The wildflowers and meadows along the small river seemed to be trying to make up for time lost to the hard winter by blooming wildly, all at once, along with the chestnut and apple trees.


The entrance of Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg had not changed in the years since Rachel’s last visit, and probably not much since its completion many centuries before then. The brown-and-grey stone and wood castle crouched atop a spur of the Drachenburg, watching over the quiet valley below. Large planters full of flowers and blooming almond trees, nurtured through a hundred Austrian winters, helped relieve the lingering starkness. Two flags waved from the ends of the house’s wings: the Austrian national flag, and the blue and white banner showing that the Graf was in residence. Rachel was not surprised to see two servants and silver-haired Gräfin Adele emerge from the main door of the Schloss. Colonel Eszterházy and Andreas opened the car doors for the rear-seat passengers, and Rachel took a deep breath of the spring-scented air.


“Commander Na Gael! It’s so good to see you!” Adele declared as the women hugged their greetings.


Joschka handed his hat to the colonel before sweeping his wife into a passionate embrace, no doubt scandalizing her children and the servants. Adele blushed furiously, laughing as she made a half-hearted attempt to fend her husband off. “Joschka! Please, not out here in front of everyone!” Rachel and Helmut Eszterházy paid careful attention to the plantings on the north side of the doorway.


“If you insist, my love,” and Joschka released her. “I trust we are not too late for coffee?”


Adele shook her head, “Helmut sent word ahead that you had been delayed. Commander, would you like to freshen up a bit before ‘na Jause?”


Rachel smiled, “Yes, thank you, my lady.” Joschka gestured for the ladies to precede him through the door.


After tea and a slice of a wonderful lemon and almond torte, one of the servants showed Rachel to her room. “Dinner is at seven, Frau Na Gael, will you be needing anything?”


Rachel looked around the room, shaking her head. “No, I will not, thank you. Will someone come fetch me before dinner? I am not familiar with where things are.” It had been almost fifteen years since her last visit, and things might well have changed.


The maid replied “Yes, ma’am,” shutting the door as she left. Abandoning dignity, Rachel flopped back onto the luxuriously appointed bed, lacing her fingers behind her neck and staring up at the embroidered canopy. Unless you knew the story of the Drachenburg, she mused, the stitchwork picture looked like a typical Medieval-revival knight slaying dragon scene. Ah well, no point in getting stage makeup all over the lovely furnishings, so she rolled upright and took off her boots, then padded over to the washroom. She scrubbed until no trace of the itchy cosmetics remained before reapplying a light cover coat to minimize the scars. It was to be a “family dinner”—her, Joschka and Adele, and Helmut Eszterházy. Which suited Rachel just fine.


Joschka had explained Helmut’s presence, leaving Rachel wondering what sort of fit General Jones would throw if she knew. “He is my aid at the moment, on semi-detached duty. Since my work is both diplomatic as well as military, he accompanies me to certain social functions.” «And he is a friend’s son, and heir to a Guardian, head of House Sárkány-Kárpatok.»


Rachel had nodded, imagining Evelyn Jones’s recitation of complaints. I thought Rahoul was a by-the-book martinet, Blessed Bookkeeper, but he’s a paragon of creativity and irregular conduct compared to General Jones.


Despite Adele’s assurances that the evening meal was “plain,” Rachel’s eyebrows rose slightly at the beautifully decorated table and selection of dishes. After grace, the four diners enjoyed fresh asparagus, roast lamb, new potatoes, asparagus soup, salads, and fresh brötchen. The others divided a bottle of a local red wine, while Rachel had her usual sparkling mineral water. Helmut noticed her choice, inquiring, “Commander, do you not care for wine?”


She chuckled and shook her head. “Alas no, sir. I like the flavors of different wines very much, but they do not care for me in the slightest! Nor does any kind of distilled beverage.”


“That truly is a shame. You are missing one of the pleasures of life,” he replied with a smile.


“I use wines and liqueurs in cooking, but I understand that it is not the same.” Rachel shrugged a little. “Still, I have managed to learn something about vintages and varietals over the years, so perhaps it is not a total loss. And I remember what happened the night before! Which can be a great advantage when it comes to, oh, shall I say, improving one’s position and small income,” she finished with a mischievous smile as the others laughed.


Helmut retired early since he had to be at morning inspection, leaving the others to have tea and coffee on the terrace outside the breakfast room. It faced east, and the trio watched the first evening stars appear overhead while scattered lights began dotting the valley below. “So Rachel, do you have any plans for your stay at the Drachenburg?” the Gräfin inquired.


Rachel sensed something afoot. “No Ma’am. I seem to remember a threat of a formal reception and Joschka suggested I bring both my working clothes and something in case he decides that he really wants the object of a wager back, but otherwise no.”


“A wager, Joschka? What might that have been, dear?” Adele teased her husband.


“A small trifle with only sentimental value, my love. And I believe I do, Rachel,” he challenged, eyes flashing. “But not tonight. And not tomorrow, either. I have work to attend to, as you can well imagine.”


She nodded. “I certainly can, my lord.”


The Gräfin sipped her coffee meditatively and then shrugged. “Do you ride, Rachel?”


A bit nonplussed at the sudden change of topic, Rachel answered in the affirmative.


“Good. I want to go out tomorrow, and since Joschka must work you can come with me. Given the collection of antiquities in this castle,” Adele gave her husband a look that suggested he was one of them, “I’m sure Meister Lukas can find a saddle that fits and that we have boots and breeches that you can wear,” the countess announced.


“Well, my lord, I suppose that answers the question about what I had planned for my visit,” Rachel sighed as Joschka laughed.


“My friend, you should know by now that any lady willing to put up with my eccentricities is a force to be reckoned with.”


Even in the darkness of the warm evening, Rachel could see Adele’s faint blush as she denied her husband’s charge. Time to be leaving, I do believe. “And with your generous permission, before I hear something that I might be called upon to testify about at some point in the future, I will retire for the evening. My lord General, Lady Adele, if you will excuse me?”


The Gräfin stood with Rachel. “Certainly. I forgot that you have been traveling all day, for which I apologize! If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. Joschka tends to keep odd hours, so there is someone on duty at night. Good night.”


Rachel bowed slightly, “Good night my lord, my lady,” and saw herself off to bed.


She found a set of riding clothes awaiting her when she returned from breakfast the next morning. The third pair of boots fit, and she shook her head as she looked herself over in the full-length mirror. I need longer legs. But only an utter idiot rode in loose fitting pants or soft-soled shoes, and she didn’t care to discover how badly she rode side-saddle after this long, so she collected the helmet and gloves from the small table by the door to her room and set off for the stables.


“Ah, there you are, Rachel! Good!” Adele announced, looking young and stylish in her breeches and jacket. The noblewoman turned to a stocky, red-faced man who stood just off to one side. “Commander Na Gael, Meister Lukas is the riding master and head breeder of Hohen-Drachenburg. Since we raise and train our own horses, he knows everything there is to know about what we have in the stables. Meister Lukas, Rachel rides but has not been out for several months.” Rachel stepped forward for inspection as Adele left to collect her own mount from a waiting groom.


The riding master looked the woman over, then nodded curtly, “Come with me, Commander.” He led her into the stable block, where two horses stood in cross ties after having been groomed. Both were beautiful animals, deep-chested with small ears and calm but attentive eyes.


“Some Barb in the bloodline, Meister Lukas?” Rachel asked, studying the animals.


“Yes, and Lusitano four generations back. Hohen-Drachenburg breeds for strength and intelligence first, appearance second. I think Rudi will do for you.”


“What are his quirks, Meister Lukas?”


“Trucks, pheasant, and tree branches. He gets nervous with dogs behind him.”


The riding master walked off to get a set of tack while Rachel carefully introduced herself to the waiting equine. She puffed in his nostrils, then began running her hands down his chest and flank, picking up each hoof to check for rocks and soundness. She also looked to confirm her suspicion that Rudi was whole, as she’d guessed from the thickness of his neck and chest. She tacked the horse herself, adjusting the stirrups for a standard English seat.


“Do you jump?” Meister Lukas asked as he fastened Rudi’s headstall.


“No Meister Lukas. Just because I live in England doesn’t mean that I am completely foolish. I have hunted, but prefer hacking and dressage. I’ve trained up to Prix St. George but never competed, and have done some of the airs-above-the-ground. But that was several years ago.” The riding master looked skeptical, as she expected him to.


The Gräfin had already mounted and was warming her horse up in walled riding area as Rachel led Rudi over to a mounting block. She swung up onto the brown back, checked the horse as he tried to walk off, and settled herself. After a moment she legged Rudi over to the side and then started him walking around the ring. After a lap, she ran though a set of exercises to stretch her muscles and warm them up before pushing the horse into a trot. Sensing that her partner had warmed up as well, Rachel pushed Rudi into a canter, impressed by the silky smoothness of the gait. She slowed him, trotted, and brought the stallion into a piaff in place, then walked the horse so he could stretch and requested a half-halt before backing a few steps and stopping. The Gräfin and Meister Lukas had been watching the entire warm-up, and Rachel kneed Rudi over to where they waited. “Is there anything you can’t do, Rachel?”


Rachel nodded. “Yes, my lady. I can’t swim, or bake anything, and I have poor grammar in most languages, my lady. I’ve also fallen off all sorts of horses in all sorts of ways over the years. And cleared a few hedges on my own,” she admitted as the riding master smiled.


That afternoon after they returned from their ride, the women looked over the castle’s assorted gardens. They discussed roses and other flowers and Rachel marveled at how the Schloss’s staff managed to keep such an extensive vegetable and herb garden in a relatively hostile climate like the Austrian Alps. Two of the Gräfin’s daughters, Maria and Barbara, arrived in time for afternoon coffee and torte. They and their husbands would be helping host the formal reception and dinner the next day and the ladies discussed menus, who had confirmed and who had cancelled, and who would be staying overnight at the Schloss. Rachel smiled, amused to hear that this would be a casual formal evening.


“Ah, Gräfin, where exactly do I fit into all this?” she inquired, curious.


“Col. Eszterházy will be your escort. Joschka said that you have rank in addition to your former military status?” Adele inquired, making notes as she ate.


Rachel dug into her memory, trying to convert her Azdhag rank into a reasonable human counterpart. “The closest equivalent is the old March Warder, so I suppose it might be Freiierin? Or the original Herzogin, but that would require a great deal of explanation. Truthfully, for title I’d prefer to just use my military rank or ‘Lady’.”


Supper was late and light, as Joschka found himself working longer than expected and Adele wanted to give the kitchen staff an easy evening before the next day’s labors. Lady Adele, Maria, and Barbara excused themselves as soon as everyone had finished eating so that they could tend to their responsibilities, leaving Rachel and Joschka to their own devices for the evening. The pair adjourned to the Graf’s library, where he lit a pipe and she settled onto a hassock with a book of medieval German poetry and minnelieder. After a while Joschka closed his eyes. “Rachel, would you be so kind as to read the Lied des Drakons aloud?”


She paged through the book until she found the requested ballad. “Certainly, sir.” She took a sip of water and began, reciting the thousand-something-year-old tale in the original dialect.


When she finished, Joschka opened gold-colored eyes and smiled contentedly. “Thank you. It’s been a while since I’ve heard that story.”


She took a chance and teased, “Was that your father’s or mother’s side of the family?”


He shook his finger at her, mock scolding, “Now, now. I’ll have you refrain from casting aspersions on my in-laws.” She just laughed.


After a few minutes of quiet, Joschka sighed. “Actually Rachel, there is something I need to discuss with you and this is as good a time as any to do it.”


She sobered immediately and leaned forward, intent. “Yes, my lord General?”


“For you, always Joschka, remember? Are you familiar with how the succession runs in Hohen-Drachenburg?”


She shook her head. “Through the male line, but no more than that.”


He nodded, looking off into the distance. “It is by descent and selection both. The candidate must be a legitimate son of the House, trained in the arts of war and peace, and agreed upon by the entire House.” He paused, letting her absorb what he had said. “And until recently, no suitable candidate had appeared. But one has now. Hannes’ father Leopold, Magda’s and my grandson. He is currently serving in Afghanistan, has trained and managed the estate well, is a confirmed and devout Christian, and both his grandmother’s and my blood run true in him. And it seems, in his son Hannes as well.”


Another silence as Rachel sifted and analyzed what her old friend outlined. The light dawned abruptly and her jaw almost dropped. “Oh Joschka! I never realized . . . I thought your adoption had taken.”


The graying HalfDragon shook his head, smoothing his beard in his habitual way. “The House thought it had, as well. But the Power will not accept me as other than a placeholder, albeit a welcome one.”


There was no bitterness in his voice, just tiredness, and Rachel rested a hand on his arm. “What do you need from me? So long as it doesn’t violate my oaths, I’ll do it.”


He looked down at her, startled. “Are you certain?”


“You have my word as a friend and battle comrade. What do you need?”


He looked away again, toward the mountain. “Sunday, after Vespers, I want you to come with Col. Eszterházy and me to meet with the House and the Power. You will be a witness, nothing more. I want to have the succession sealed to both Leopold and Hannes, although it will be conditional for Hannes. Leopold has already agreed, pending acceptance. I’m tired of worrying about the Drachenburg, Rachel. With the succession settled, I can relax a little and give more of my time to Adele and the GDF.”


She gestured her agreement. “I’ll stand as a witness for you. Just out of curiosity, why me? Aside from durability.”


Joschka snorted a laugh and freed his arm to rest a large, warm hand on her shoulder. “Because you are of Azdhagia and of a Power, as well as being a warlord. Eszterházy is heir to the Carpathian branch of House Szárkány. And because I trust you, Rakoji. You have stood by the House and me for many years, and yet are outside local House squabbles. Should there be a question, your word is accepted by all the Houses.”


Neither of them moved for several minutes, both lost in thought and memory. Finally Rachel’s joints could no longer take the strain and she shifted and her friend withdrew his hand. “I hate getting older,” she complained.


He started laughing. “Oh, to hear that coming from someone like you! Why don’t you just use whatever that magical biotechnology is you Wanderers are so proud of and take care of it?”


She shook her head, fudging her answer a bit. “And lose my girlish figure and good looks? No, I’m a stick-in-the-mud, Joschka. And it probably has more to do with riding all morning after not having been on a horse for several years.”


“Then I suppose you won’t want to meet for that rematch tomorrow, will you?” He laughed harder.


She clambered to her feet, hands planted on hips. “Ah, so it is a conspiracy! I suspected as much. Adele wears me out in the riding ring and then you beat me up so I can’t dance, is that the plan? You get your pin back and Helmut doesn’t have to look foolish on the floor?” She tsked, grey eye dancing. “I’m disappointed, my lord General. I will gladly face you in the salle tomorrow, if only so I can’t get pressed into service by your gracious, beautiful, take-no-prisoners wife.”


Joschka steepled his fingers and pretended to gloat. “Alas, you see through my clever plan. Truth be told, I’d just as soon stay out of Adele’s way tomorrow. She can get rather—enthusiastic, at times.”


He stood up and she backed a pace to give him room, saying, “I’m glad Evelyn Jones is a bit more relaxed than the Gräfin. I’d never get a moment free if Adele was my commanding officer.”


“Now you know how I feel.” Joschka winked, “But I wouldn’t trade it for this planet or any other you cared to offer me, and don’t tell her that I said that.”


“Dare I ask what time tomorrow morning?”


“I don’t have to be in at all tomorrow, so 0800. Andreas will have the car waiting.”


“Might I add that I’m also very glad that you are not my commanding officer?”


“Be careful, Commander,” he cautioned. “I outrank Jones and can ask Vienna for personnel reassignments. And they owe me a number of favors.” She gulped and fled.


Rachel was up before dawn, stretching and warming stiff muscles. From one of her suitcases she pulled a long case that had barely fit into the larger bag. She knelt on the floor beside the case and removed her sword belt and side-sword. The weapon, over a meter long from tip to pommel, had a diamond-shaped cutting and thrusting blade much like those from fifteenth century Italy, and a modified basket hilt. She examined the blade for chips and rust, found nothing, and slid it back into the scabbard with a hiss.


Rachel repacked the case and went down to breakfast. She had finished a light repast and was nursing a third cup of tea when Joschka joined her at the table. He ate quickly and neatly, and neither felt the need for conversation until after finishing. “Out of curiosity, my lord, do any of your men still train in traditional bladework?”


He finished his coffee. “Yes. Many of the officers and some of the enlisted do. It’s partly tradition and partly because they’ve seen how useful it can be. I also encourage it as a way to settle ‘philosophical differences’ without involving visits from the Judicial Office.”


“Hmmm. I may pass that idea on, if you don’t mind.”


Joschka’s driver had the car waiting for them and in less than an hour they walked into the Austrian Branch’s Alpine section. Joschka waved to a captain, then pointed to his guest. “Schneider, please show Commander Na Gael to the armory and salle. Commander, Captain Schneider is in charge of day-to-day operations in the armory and will get you anything you need to warm up. I’ll be along as soon as I finish with the morning reports.”


Rachel followed the captain deeper into the complex. After declining assistance for the moment, she hung her jacket on one of the wall hooks and strapped on a modified fencing jacket with additional hardened leather chest and back plates that made it almost armor. Next she shocked the men surreptitiously watching her by casually removing her skirt to reveal grey breeches tucked into her black knee boots. She snapped black leather wrist guards over her shirt cuffs, then opened her sword case and slung the sword belt around her waist, fastening it snugly so that it wouldn’t shift during the bout. Satisfied, she slid the matching knife into the top of a boot and selected a fencing mask from three that had been left on the bench.


By the time she finished her preparations, word had begun spreading that something interesting might be going on in the salle. The Graf had also finished his preparations, and Rachel was amused to see a not-too-small audience of interested officers and men lining the walls of the training room. She was less amused to see Joschka wearing both belt and baldric supporting a broadsword. He already exceeded her in reach and weight, and the two-handed blade would be harder to “pull” if the need arose. Captain Schneider handed her a fencing mask and she fastened it firmly. It looked silly but she could not risk losing her other eye.


“Ready, Commander?”


She breathed deeply and stepped forward, “Yes, my lord General. What are the conditions?”


He looked around the room, raising his voice to make sure everyone could hear. “Bout ends at first blood or broken blade. No secondary blades. Emergency halt is ‘Savoy.’ Agreed?”


She nodded “Agreed, my lord. May the best fighter win.” They walked to the starting positions marked on the standard fencing mat in the center of the room, but both knew that the fight wouldn’t stay there. The Commander and Graf-General drew their blades and saluted, then took the guard positions for their respective fighting styles. Captain Schneider raised his hand, then dropped it “Greif an!”


The two circled and Rachel took the initiative, darting in with a slash towards Joschka’s arm. He blocked her easily and, after a few more testing moves, the fight began in earnest. This was not the measured thrust and parry of a normal fencing bout, but rather the hack and slash of blade combat, with very little apparent order to it. Sparks flew and steel rang as their blades collided. Joschka used a brutally effective two-handed technique that made the best use of his size and blade reach, while she favored a closer-in, more precise cut and thrust. Either style was deadly, as the fascinated audience quickly realized.


The combatants moved off the mat and around the floor, circling, attacking, and disengaging. At one point, Rachel fell for a feint that almost cost her the match and did cost her her balance as she overreached. Twisting to take the fall on her shoulder and hip, she rolled and leapt back to her feet as Joschka’s blade sliced down where she had landed. Their breath came fast and harsh, and she noted that his eyes had begun glowing faintly red. She bared her own fangs and charged for his side, switching sword hands in the process. Joschka blocked her charge but momentum carried her past him, spinning as she went and changing hands again. All at once she saw a window and pushed in, swinging for his side then reversing her hand and continuing the motion down to slice at his hip. As her shoulder screamed from the unnatural motion, she felt his blade slam into her bad leg, knocking her to the floor.


“Halt!” The pair froze, she on the floor starting to roll and him mid-recovery. Pain in her leg told her that Joschka’s blow had counted and she didn’t bother trying to get up, instead spending her energy gasping for breath. “I call a draw! General, Commander, bout over.” Captain Schneider announced, as applause and yells filled the large room.


Still on her back, Rachel removed her mask before accepting the captain’s hand to get to her feet. A thin line of blood marked her right leg just above the knee, confirming Joschka’s score. But he sported a shallow cut at the point of his hip just below the hem of his fencing jacket. The warriors drew to attention, saluted each other, and sheathed their weapons.


Joschka accepted a bottle of water, as did his opponent, and he took a large swallow before looking around the room. “Ladies and Gentlemen, you have just seen Commander Na Gael and I fight real blade combat with killing weapons. Any questions?” Both fencers looked around the room, and he pointed to a Slavic man who raised his hand. “Yes, Lieutenant?”


“My Lord General, why didn’t you use a straight attack of three to overpower Commander Na Gael?”


Joschka looked at Rachel, “Would you like to show him?”


“Certainly, my lord, but only if we switch to practice blades,” she replied, drawing her mask back on.


After showing a few more maneuvers and defenses, in slow motion, he asked, “Are there any further questions?”


An African woman raised her hand and inquired, “Ma’am, why did you let the Graf-General get in so close on your right side before you countered?”


Rachel shrugged, “Because I can’t see it, Sergeant. My right eye is blind and I’ve trained to make up for the loss, but it’s still one of my weak points, as the Graf-General well knows, just as I’m aware of the slightly limited motion range in his right shoulder. There’s nothing unfair or wrong about using your opponent’s weaknesses, but beware of feints and be aware that they have probably developed ways to compensate.”


“Any further questions? No? Dismissed,” the general called.


It was a good thing Rachel had brought a clean blouse et cetera with her, because she had sweated completely through her morning’s shirt. A few cool down stretches also warned that she was going to have spectacular bruises in places, not to mention the cut on her leg and the slice to her breeches that she’d need to mend. As she cleaned up, Rachel reflected. It’s a good thing Joschka’s so skilled. I don’t think anyone else could have pulled that last blow, and with his mass it would have taken my leg off.


Col. Eszterházy was waiting for her when she emerged from the locker room. “Yes Colonel?”


He smiled and offered his hand. “Congratulations Commander! I’ve never seen anyone fight the Graf-General with live steel and very few who managed a draw.”


She shook his hand and chuckled, “Thank you. At one time, I could beat him! But he’s gotten much better and I’ve slowed down over the years.”


The object of her observation sauntered over, eyes now back to their usual blue, and shook his head. “Actually Colonel, if Commander Na Gael hadn’t lost that eye she could probably have beaten me again. How long have you trained in order to compensate?”


She tried to remember. Blah, I can’t convert the years. Give them a round figure. “A hundred years or so, my lord General. Already being left-handed helped.”


They ate the noon meal at the base. The dining hall staff had heard about the morning’s entertainment and they served both Joschka and Rachel double portions. She also requested a large glass of milk, in order to get even more protein. They dissected the match as a number of officers discreetly—or not so discreetly—listened in, probably making mental notes.


After a lull in the conversation, the medical officer inquired half-jokingly, “My lord General, granted that fencing is an excellent form of martial arts, but surely no one in the past hundred years has killed an opponent with a sword?”


Joschka stopped the discussion cold with his matter-of-fact reply. “Actually, Dr. Cohen, I have. As has Commander Na Gael.” There didn’t seem to be a good reply to that statement, and the topic of conversation shifted quickly.


I wonder what they’d think if they knew that Joschka and I have ripped people’s throats out with teeth and claws? Probably stunned disbelief followed by denial and clutching of prayer beads, Rachel chuckled.


Messages from Adele awaited the truant pair when they returned to Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg. Rachel was to relax and stay out of the way, orders that suited her quite well. Whatever Joschka needed to do would be far more elaborate and time-consuming, and while he read his list she took the opportunity to slip off to her room. A long soak in very hot water eased some of her new aches, and she even managed a nap while her waist-length hair dried.


Then she got dressed. She’d borrowed one of the dresses that Himself insisted on providing for her. Why does every non-human male I work with try to buy me clothes? Oh well. The pale blue blouse had openwork lace panels set into the long sleeves, which gathered into tight cuffs at the wrists. Over this came a bodice and skirt in a muted shade of her Azdhag house colors, trimmed with silver and lapis-blue embroidery around the hem of the skirt and down the front and shoulders of the bodice.


She’d put on her makeup and one contact lens. Her bad eye felt as if another bone sliver was starting to work its way out, and instead of the second contact she opted for an eye patch that matched her outfit. Why not, she thought, considering some of the other strange things that had become fashion accessories over the millennia, even among humans alone: designer eye patches couldn’t be stranger than purse dogs.


Rachel emerged from her room and found Helmut Eszterházy waiting at the foot of the stairs, looking incredibly handsome in his Austrian Army dress uniform. He offered her his arm and the couple went to join the other guests for the reception and dinner. She felt his discreet “knock” and lowered her shields a bit.


«Would you like to know our story for the evening?» He inquired, mind to mind.


«Ready to copy.»


«You are a friend of the Graf’s family, visiting from England. Because my fiancée is unable to attend tonight’s gathering, the Graf assigned me as your escort.» The tale had enough truth to pass muster, Rachel agreed.


It was, she decided later that evening, a rather relaxed atmosphere compared to the protocols and precedence struggles at the Azdhagi court. She and Helmut had been announced, made their entry, and joined the reception line. The other guests ranged from European nobility to corporate millionaires, with a scattering of artists, diplomats, and military personnel. It did not take long for her to sort out who had come in order to pay off earlier social debts, those who really enjoyed these sorts of gatherings, and those of both sexes who preferred to observe, judge, and comment.


The Dowager Lady Sophia Eszterházy was definitely one of the latter, and she presided over a corner full of like-minded old women and a few younger men. Helmut decided to get the introduction over with quickly, so as soon as he and Rachel had made a circuit of the great central room he steered Rachel toward the Dowagers’ corner. “My Lady Aunt! It is good to see you here this evening.” He bowed and kissed the presented hand as Lady Sophia inspected him.


“Ah, Helmut, my nephew. As charming as ever. But where is Ingrid? I’d have thought that she would not have missed an opportunity to be in society,” the silk-and-violets lady inquired.


Col. Eszterházy shook his head. “Ingrid is in Prague at a private diplomatic reception this evening, Aunt Sophia. When the Graf-General received her regrets, he suggested that I escort Lady Na Gael.”


He waved Rachel forward and she obeyed, making a medium-deep curtsy appropriate to the Dowager’s age and station. “Commander Na Gael, my Aunt the Dowager Lady Sophia Eszterházy. Aunt Sophia, Commander the Lady Rachel Na Gael. Lady Na Gael is a friend of the Hohen-Drachenburg family and is visiting from England.”


Rachel did not need to be an empath to discern the old lady’s feelings about her nephew’s escort for the evening; the glare over the gold-rimmed glasses was more than enough, especially when combined with the sniff that followed the introduction. Do I play nicely, or cut her dead? Best be polite, so Helmut doesn’t suffer for the next century or so, Rachel decided.


Lady Sophia granted, “Miss Na Gael, I’m glad to see a young woman who dresses modestly. I’ve always said that good manners and modesty help balance a lack of physical beauty.”


Rachel ignored the insult and replied in a soft voice, “Thank you, my lady.” Aunt Sophia looked slightly mollified and apparently decided that whatever her nephew had been encumbered with that evening, at least the girl knew her place.


Fortunately for both Rachel’s and Helmut’s self control, an old friend of Lady Sophia’s approached, allowing the pair to slip away without seeming rude. «Commander, I apologize for my Aunt’s behavior,» Helmut began.


«Apology accepted but not necessary, Colonel. I’ve heard much worse.» They accepted drinks from one of the servants circulating among the guests and made their way across to a group of younger guests. At least she didn’t call me a fur-bearer. Challenging her honor might be awkward.


“Hallo, Cousin Helmut! Who’s your little friend?” With a click of disapproval, the officer introduced his companion to a cluster of cousins and Adele’s two sons-in-law. After a few minutes of family news, Helmut and Rachel drifted off to mingle and play diplomat.


Dinner found them seated “above the salt” near the Graf’s immediate family, across from a retired Luftwaffe general and his wife. The meal was long and excellent, with multiple courses and apparently remarkable wines. And, unlike the one or two Hapsburg court suppers she’d “had the privilege” of attending, the dishes were not removed when Joschka finished his portion, so everyone actually got to eat. The conversation was not bad, either, and Rachel learned a great deal about the German Air Force, among other topics. It will be so good in a few more centuries when the humans stop killing each other over religion, Rachel mused. Yes, instead they’ll be back to killing for territory and resources, the pragmatic side of her brain reminded her.


Dancing followed the meal. Despite her bad leg, Rachel managed very well in waltzes and other older dances, and enjoyed the rare chance to act fluffy and feminine. That said, she graciously yielded Helmut’s attentions to other ladies, and didn’t press him when he said that he’d like to sit out the next few tunes. Apparently Adele had decided to do the same thing, or had been claimed by another gentleman, because Joschka approached Rachel’s seat and inquired, “May I have this dance?”


“Certainly, my lord.” He led her back onto the floor. The slow introductory measures of the waltz from Strauss’s “G’schischte aus dem Wiener Wald” set Joschka and Rachel into swirling motion.


«I don’t miss Karl Lüger, the coal fires, or down-the-hall plumbing, but the music I do miss,» Rachel sent to her host.


«Hmmm, yes, there was something to be said for sunny afternoons in the Prater park with the lovely young ladies.»


«Hmpf! I was thinking of moonlit nights and dashing young hussars myself.» They both chuckled.


The Gräfin reclaimed her husband for the “Tritsch-Tratsch Polka” as Helmut partnered a diplomat’s wife. Rachel drifted out the open doors and onto the flagstone patio after selecting a glass of fruit juice. The scent of flowers and herbs blowing up from the valley below the Drachenburg filled the late spring night, and Rachel slid into the shadows, living in the warm, life-scented moment.


Helmut joined her after another song, apparently tired of being the target of half the women in the room. “You shouldn’t have been born both handsome and graceful, Colonel. The good manners do not help things, either,” Rachel teased.


He mock-glowered down at her, “If it was swing-dancing, Cdr. Na Gael, you would be the one in demand—athletic and light!”


She laughed.


After a long moment he inquired silently, «Commander, how long have you known the Graf-General?»


She shrugged and sipped her juice. «Two hundred of your years or so.»


She counted the seconds until he replied. It took five. «If you were in Vienna, did you know my ancestor, Prince Nikolas Eszterházy?» Her appreciation of Helmut’s coolness rose a notch.


«No, I didn’t. I never tried to claim much in the way of rank in that court. They were far too careful about status and protocol, so although I wasn’t quite below the salt I was very close to it, and never attempted to approach any of the great lords and ladies.» She could sense his mild disappointment.


The evening drew to a close just after two A.M. Rachel thanked Helmut, her host and hostess, and made her farewells, then retreated happily to her room. As much as she wanted to just remove her slippers and collapse onto the bed, she took the time to hang up her clothes and remove all the makeup before going to sleep. She also extended her senses toward the Dark Hart. She couldn’t make contact and her heart started racing. Right, don’t panic, you are how far apart? Two kilometers at least, in a foreign Power’s territory? If something terrible had happened, you’d know by now, because you’d be dead from backlash. Calm down and go to sleep, she ordered herself. She closed her eye for a moment and woke to twilight and sleepy birdsong.
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Joschka and Adele had neglected to tell her the plans for the day so Rachel decided to stay out of the way until one or the other tracked her down. I suspect Joschka’s going to be busy today, or exhausted, or yes. He’s not a nice HalfDragon in that condition. And I am on vacation, House ceremony or no. After eating breakfast she dressed in the borrowed riding clothes and went down to the stables. She spent a happy hour or so in the ring under Meister Lukas’s keen eye and iron discipline.


Between coffee hour and supper Rachel drifted to the castle’s chapel. As she remembered, St. Leopold of Austria stood over the altar in his armor, eyes raised to the heavens, worshipping the small figure of the infant Christ hovering above pastel and grey clouds. Side altars allowed devotions to St. Michael Archangel and Our Lady of Sorrows. Rachel made her obeisance just inside the doorway, then walked quietly over to the defender of Heaven. She lit a small taper, set it in the holder, and knelt. The faint hints of incense and beeswax comforted her.


She prayed, then found a seat at the rear of the chapel where she meditated. Tomorrow night she, Joschka, and Col. Eszterházy would go to meet with the rest of House Drachenburg, and despite Joschka’s assurances, she felt worried. The situation would not be a comfortable one. The last time she’d faced a full House council had been on a different world in less auspicious circumstances. Yeah, I expected to be executed for negligence. And I should have been.


The chapel had not changed for several hundred years and a deep sense of peace and refuge emanated from the cool stones and blue, green, and white glass. Heraldic designs in bright colors and gilt marked the ceiling bosses, and the scenes carved onto the column bases and crowns also bore paint. A healthy number of Green Men and dragons looked out from behind stones and foliage, peering out from the ends of the pews, and she wondered again how the Grafs of Hohen-Drachenburg had managed to find a bishop who would consent to consecrate the place. Then she turned her thoughts back to more appropriate topics and resumed her earlier meditations on redemption, salvation, and the state of her soul.


Joschka found her, still wrapped in thought, an hour later. He genuflected in the doorway, then shut the door and lit a second candle before the Archangel, finishing his own devotions as Rachel emerged from her near-trance. He caught her eye and gestured for her to come join him at the metal gate and rail that separated the high altar from the nave. They studied the images in silence, then he turned to her. “Do you know music from any masses?”


“Several, my lord. What would you like me to offer?”


He stroked his beard, then decided “A Pie Jesu, Sanctus, and something else, please.”


Rachel shut her eye and took a deep breath before starting the Pie Jesu from Mozart’s “Requiem Mass,” followed by the Sanctus by Fauré. After a pause to let the sound die, she sang Lauridsen’s “O Nata Lux.” Lost in her own music, she also offered up “Wondrous Love.” When she opened her eyes she saw Joschka kneeling before the Archangel’s altar, deep in prayer. She crept down the nave, genuflected, and slipped out the door without disturbing him.


Supper featured a lovely meat pie, several salads, and trifle. As she had suspected, some of the ingredients were making their second appearance, and Rachel admired the clever cook who disguised orts so well. After eating, Helmut excused himself to look after a paperwork problem that had developed and that should have been dealt with farther down the chain-of-command. He would be back the next afternoon, possibly with someone’s head on a pike. Rachel and Joschka exchanged wry looks when Adele turned her back: some aspects of military life were pan-galactic, if not universal.


The lord and lady of Hohen-Drachenburg and their guest spent a lively hour or so chatting in the library. Around nine Adele retired for the evening, smothering a yawn. “If I didn’t know how you two manage to have so much energy, I’d suspect magic!”


Joschka kissed his wife fondly as Rachel pretended to be upset. “Oh bother! You’ve guessed my secret, my lady. You and Shakespeare both. I knew I should have looked behind that hedge for witnesses before I added the eye of newt.” Adele and Joschka both chuckled as the countess left the library.


“Actually, she’s closer to the truth than she thinks,” Joschka added, once he’d shut the door. A gently breeze blew through the open windows, stirring the light summer curtains and ruffling some of the papers on his desk.


“Hmmm,” Rachel said. “If so, then perhaps you could let me in on the trick.” Because you are far too old to be this active, even for a HalfDragon.


“The House keeps me young. Literally.”


I’ve—That’s—I don’t even want to think about that. And what I don’t hear I don’t have to tell Himself and won’t accidentally say anywhere else. She gulped, recovered her wits, and sighed. “Alas, my House is not so generous.”


As she’d hoped, Joschka smiled. He poured himself a drink and settled into his chair, idly caressing the carved talons at the ends of the chair arm. “So I recall you mentioning. And by now I’d think that you have had your fill of capricious Powers.”


“Not ‘capricious,’ rather ‘amoral.’ Logres has its reasons and patterns, even if I heartily disagree with them on occasion and barely understand them most of the time.”


He considered her words, but didn’t reply.


After a while he stirred. “Ah, fair warning. Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg will be invaded tomorrow afternoon.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. Leopold and Elizabet’s brood will be coming to stay here for a few weeks. Lise is bringing Hannes, Magda, and Willi, arriving after 1500.”


“Joschka, just how many descendants do you and Adele have, all combined?”


He gave her a mischievous grin. “Guess.”


After running through the names she could recall, she ventured, “Fifteen?”


“Twenty-one and a third.”


Rachel sat back with a thump, eyebrows raised. “Good heavens! No wonder Adele married you. She probably assumed that you’d never notice another four or five. Nikolaustag must have been utterly wild.”


“Not as much as you’d think, because school was still in session. Epiphany was happily chaotic, I grant you. You are still single,” he gestured with his glass toward her empty right hand.


“‘Was, am, and ever shall be, world without end,’ to misquote the Book of Prayer. I’m not as brave as you are.”


“Brave how so, Rachel? For choosing to stay in one place and raise a family?”


“For being willing to risk loving and losing. I’m not that strong of a spirit. One spectacular failure taught me that,” she pointed at her ruined eye. “But you! You found a place to call home, loved and still love, raised a family and a half at least . . .”


Joschka levered himself out of his chair and began walking back and forth between the open window and the fireplace, hands clasped behind his back. He shifted to Trader. “Truth, Rada. I am not brave. I was lonely and Magda knew it. She was willing to take me on and we grew to love eachother deeply.” He paused, and she sensed the sorrow that never quite left him. “When she died, if I hadn’t had the House and GDF both to look after, I don’t know what I would have done. And then Adele came to me, after Pavel’s death. But Rada, don’t you trust in the future? That’s what children are, after all.”


You never could ask the easy ones, could you? “Truth, Joschka. The Lord did not grant for me to have children of my own, ever. And after what happened to Anna, well, I realized that the risk to others was too great to even consider adopting again. Besides, I’m too selfish to be a good wife or mother.”


“This from the woman who almost died protecting some GDF soldiers’ children?” He wagged a finger at her. “And before you say anything, I read between the lines in the report and then browbeat Whitehead into giving me more of the story, ‘for safety’s sake,’ I think was how I phrased it. But as you will. I agree, not every one is meant to raise a small tribe.”


“While I have you cornered, my lord.” He crossed his arms, waiting. “And we are discussing paternity—how ‘Wanderer’ versus ‘Azdhag’ do you want me to be tomorrow?”


Joschka closed his eyes and Rachel sensed him ‘talking’ to someone. She took the opportunity to liberate a ginger beer from his liquor cabinet, prizing it open with two claws. When his eyes opened, they revealed the faint golden color and slitted pupils that marked him as a HalfDragon. “Be yourself, Commander Ni Drako: healer and warrior, Wanderer and Ka’atian, Azdhag and mammal. That should confuse everyone.”


“Including me.”


He closed his eyes again and they returned to their everyday color. “And on that profound note, I’m going to try and get some sleep before Mass tomorrow.”


She finished her purloined bottle and sighed. “Then I will see you and the Gräfin at dinner.”


“Why don’t you just convert, since the Anglicans are so close to us?” Joschka opened the door and gestured for her to go first.


She shook her head, “Sola scriptura, my lord. And later services.”


He tsked. “You Protestants are just too lazy to attend Matins.”


“The Orthodox shake a finger at both of us as heretics, my lord. Pax vobiscum.”


“Et Dominus tecum,” he replied automatically, caught himself, and glared at the hastily retreating figure as her laughter trailed down the corridor.


Rachel found ways to keep out of mischief the next day, then slipped up to her room and watched as part of the Drachenburg horde arrived. Two children spilled out of the car, followed by their mother, who carried a baby car seat. “Opapa, Oma Adele!” someone squealed, and a ginger-blond little boy threw himself at Joschka, who caught the flying child and tossed him up into the air, then caught him again as the ladies shook their heads.


“Grandfather, if he loses his dinner it is your fault,” Elizabet warned.


Rachel smiled, then shut the window and read for the rest of the afternoon. She took extra care applying her cosmetics, but opted not to wear her contact lenses. As she’d feared, a bone sliver had worked out of her bad eye, leaving it more irritated than usual. Blessed Lord, how long will this keep up? she half prayed. By now she really thought every chip and shard had migrated out of the eyeball.


As she’d hoped, the children and their mother gave her curious looks but seemed satisfied by her explanation of a “lab accident.” Rachel concentrated on acting harmless, at least until that evening. She did not approve of how Joschka persuaded Lise to allow him to take Hannes out stargazing, but it was not her place to fuss, she reminded herself as she laced her boots for the walk up to the Drachenburg. Joschka had said no weapons, but Rachel grabbed her belt and utility pouches out of her work kit. If I have it, I won’t need it.


Hannes, all of six years old and invincible, insisted on leading the way, at least until the wind started blowing through the trees and making strange noises. Rachel trailed behind as the rear guard. The quartet made good speed, and Rachel felt some relief when they reached the caverns and slowed down. Her bad knee did not appreciate the previous days’ exercise and was letting her know.


She glanced around the passageway. Originally a mine tunnel, after a few hundred meters the cavern became a natural passage. The fur on her neck stood up as the sense of Power grew stronger, and Rachel eased closer to Helmut. He seemed not to notice either her proximity or the gathering energies, too intent on not tripping in the very dim light from Joschka’s torch.


All at once they rounded a curve and entered a good-sized chamber. Someone had set up lights and candles around a natural stone altar. Flowstone dripped over the walls in creamy pinks and tans. Rachel heard movement and turned, watching several humans and a True-dragon coming in behind the four newcomers. Joschka caught her eye and pointed to a place near the altar, facing Helmut. Hannes stuck to Joschka’s side, curious about the goings on but calm. Rachel wondered if he had seen True-dragons before or if he were just too young to be scared of large, scaly beasts with sharp teeth and claws.


Rachel tried not to be bored. Most of the discussion sailed past her: the House conducted business in a variant of Old Drakonic, as best she could tell, with archaic Tyrolean German and Latin just to keep her guessing. The ceremony consisted of questions and challenges, as Joschka explained why Leopold and Hannes should be his successors, and an old woman representing the larger House argued against him. Helmut added supporting material when asked and held Hannes in his lap once the boy grew too tired to stand. Finally, after what felt like hours, the House and Power expressed their satisfaction with the candidates. The woman presented Joschka with a stone-hilted knife, and Joschka nicked his great-grandson’s finger, just enough to get a drop of blood on the metal. Rachel sensed a flare of energy. Ah, so this is what I was supposed to witness, she realized. The gathered House members signaled their approval with applause and cheers, then dispersed. Joschka picked up a very sleepy Hannes and led Rachel and Helmut out of the caverns.


A hundred meters or so from the entrance Rachel heard a creaking, groaning sort of moan that emanated from the ceiling of the passageway. Helmut paused mid-step. The moan grew into a crack as bits of rock and wood showered down from overhead and Joschka, just a bit farther along the passage, yelled “Shoreing’s breaking!”


Helmut grabbed Rachel’s hand and jerked her back, “No, we’re too close to the fall!” Or that’s what she thought he would have said, as a rumbling crash knocked them both off their feet in a tangle of wood, rock, and dust. Cold, smothering darkness engulfed her and she jammed her arm over her mouth and nose, trying to breathe through the cloth and shield her face. The stones of the Drachenburg were trying to blind and deafen her, and she fought her way backwards, scrambling as best she could away from the fall.


Thirty seconds or less after the first pebbles dropped, the rock stopped moving. Rachel lay still, concentrating on breathing and rejoicing in the bare fact of survival. Right. No spinal damage, no concussion, everything’s still attached, and nothing hurts enough to be broken, for once, although I’ll have some spectacular bruises. As the dust and rocks settled, Rachel felt around her waist for her belt-bag. Even her eyes were no help in total darkness, and she had a couple of options in her pouch. Her fingers closed on a light-stick, and she cracked and shook it. Might as well save the batteries on the pocket torch, she thought, and began surveying her surroundings. The good news was that the dust seemed to be flowing away, down the passageway and farther into the mountain, so some fresh air was getting through the collapse.


The bad news sprawled at the edge of the pile. “Oh chit. Please God, not as bad as it looks.” She scrambled over to the prostrate form. She could feel a pulse, Helmut was breathing regularly, and no blood gushed from what she could see, but that might not mean anything. More ominously, he didn’t respond to either her voice or her mental probe. Try to move him, or no? He doesn’t seem to be pinned, and I don’t want to be under another fall, but spinal trauma or internal hemorrhage? What’s that? Something creaked overhead. She held the end of the light stick in her teeth as she cleared the rocks away from his legs. Reaching out with her Gift, she stabilized Helmut’s spine as she dragged him farther into the mountain, away from the fall. She spat out the stick, then knelt beside Helmut and ran her hands over his back, feeling for any damage. No spinal problems, no hemorrhaging in his torso, so that left his head. She jerked back as a scream pierced her skull, clenching her fists over her ears and slamming her shields up full.


Dimmit, I can’t monitor a patient, block out the scream, or contact Joschka with my shields up! Gritting her teeth, she lowered them as much as she dared and reached for Joschka’s familiar presence. «Joschka! Are you all right?»


An incredibly reassuring baritone voice rolled into her mind, and she sagged a bit in relief. «Yes! I’m outside the entrance, with Hannes. You?»


«Undamaged, but Helmut’s unconscious. We’re behind the fall. What’s screaming in my head?»


Rachel winced when he replied, «Hannes and the mountain. He’s too hysterical for me to get through to him. Can you?»


Lord have mercy, she thought and reached towards the youngest mind she could sense, slowly and carefully trying to slip a barrier between the child and his terror, even as his great-grandfather talked and soothed the boy. Between the two of them, they got him calmed a little, and she imposed a shield on the child to make things easier for everyone.


«Rada, can you hold the shield on him?»


She grimaced and checked her energy levels. «I assume trying to tap the House is not an option?»


«No,» he snapped, with an undertone of power trying to redirect itself to stop another cave in.


“Bloody farking way beyond Gahanna Hell!” «Yes. I can also take care of Helmut. But that’s all. I can’t dig us out, or call for help, or talk to you.»


She could sense him reaching a decision. «Do it. I don’t have a cell or radio with me. I’m taking Hannes and getting help. God be with you both.» He closed the link.


“Amen,” Rachel whispered before locking the shield on the child. The shield would draw power from her, but she could turn her attention away and it wouldn’t collapse.


Freed from the distraction of extra noises in her mind, Rachel focused her attention on her patient. Blood had begun streaming down the side of his head, from under his hair. Since his spine was uninjured, she rolled him onto his back, cushioning his skull as she did so. Then she very, very carefully reached with her Gift into Helmut’s cranium, feeling for damage. “Oh steaming fewmet! Coprolitic offspring of unmarried amoebas, gn’dang’s tusking mutant!” She swore under her breath for another moment and then settled back down. Depressed skull fracture with intracerebral bleeding. Lord God, what a nightmare. As lightly as possible, she laid her hand over the dented-in part of his head, using her Gift to both pull the broken bones out of his brain and to monitor his vital signs. When nothing changed, she soothed the bruising and stanched the internal bleeding, patiently knitting torn blood vessels back together. Then she started the bones knitting.


It was painstaking, delicate work, and something she’d only done twice on humans. If everything had gone well, and if she hadn’t missed anything, all Helmut Eszterházy would have to show for the injury would be a nasty headache and some scars. Rachel had no idea how long it had taken or if anything else happened while she worked. The light stick had burned out by the time she emerged and her legs were cramping, so it had been a few hours. Well, Lord, he’s in your hands now. Archangel Michael, patron of soldiers, if you could put in a good word for both of us I’d be grateful.


Rachel needed to find a private spot, and after somehow getting to her feet, made her way down the tunnel until she found a semi-sheltered side excavation, where she took care of business. Now that the healing was done, could she push some rocks off the top of the pile? Her second wind gave out as she reached the foot of the cave-in, so she didn’t even bother with trying. Rachel paced back and forth to get her blood flowing again before resuming her vigil beside Helmut.


How long she sat, listening, she wasn’t sure. Another hour or so, probably, elapsed before she caught a change in his breathing. Helmut groaned, and she half held her breath, hoping that everything had been patched correctly. “Shit, my head hurts.”


She closed her eye. Thank you, thank you, thank you. “That’s because a rock bashed it. Don’t touch your head, please. I only just got the bleeding stopped” she fibbed, as she heard him starting to move.


“What’s our situation?”


“Joschka and Hannes are fine, and have gone to get help. We’re trapped on the interior side of the rock fall, and it’s blacker than the Debt Collector’s heart in here.”


After a pause he observed, “You sound to be in one piece.”


Helmut rustled a bit more and Rachel turned on her pocket torch to give him some light and look at his eyes. Both were the same size, so the concussion seemed to be gone. “I’m bruised and cut but nothing serious. You had a depressed skull fracture but I took care of that. I’m also holding a shield on Hannes, who was utterly terrified and projecting stronger than I’ve felt in quite a while. And a few hours have passed, but not much longer as best I can tell.”


“Now I understand why my father only goes into our caves. Strangers’ tunnels are dangerous! And you probably don’t want to know this, but it feels like the stones are still tense and unstable.”


She closed her eyes and shuddered. “So don’t relax, in other words. Lovely.” He struggled to sit up and she helped him lever himself upright. “Not to be completely irreverent, but will you be praying to Saint Barbara or Saint Jude?”


Helmut thought for a while, hands caressing the stone beneath them. “Saint Barbara. The cause is not completely lost yet.”


“Thanks.”


“Will anything bad happen if I walk around a little?”


“No, although you might want to keep one hand on the wall for stability. Unless you want me to come along?”


“Ah, no, thank you. I just need to move.” He got up and slowly, carefully, walked back down the passageway.


This is a scene out of a bad romance novel—handsome young man, single young woman, he saves her from cave-in, they are trapped in the darkness with hours until a rescue party can reach them, et cetera, et cetera. She grinned a little. Too bad I’m celibate and he’s engaged, though. Ruins the plot line.


She was trying to ignore the sound of flowing liquid that came faintly up the corridor when a closer noise got her undivided attention. Rachel had a second to register the snap directly overhead. Then rocks pinned on her side, one arm over her head as she curled into herself for some desperate protection. She dropped her monitor link to Helmut, but that was all she could think to do. Breathe. Just breathe. Blessed Jesus, I can’t move! I’m buried, I’m alive, I can’t move. She started to fight, wanting to dig her way clear of the rocks around and on top of her. Buried alive was not how she intended to die, and she began trying to free the arm pinned beneath her. As she did, the rock shifted, packing tighter around her body, and she froze. Control now. Be calm, be centered, be detached. Be calm, be centered, be detached. Slowly, she calmed down, regaining the proper detachment all Wanderers were enjoined to maintain.


Time to take inventory. She was alive, that much was certain. She had at least some air, also good to know. The aches and pains registering suggested that she had no spinal damage and that her limbs were still attached. However, she had little energy and could feel the cold stone of the tunnel floor leeching heat from her body.


«Commander, can you hear me,» a faint tenor voice asked in her mind.


«Yes. I’m still in one piece, but I’m buried and can’t move.» 


Relief flooded into her from Helmut. «Thank God! I can’t dig you out, but help is on the way and that was the last fall.» His voice grew fainter in her mind, probably because both of them were hungry and tired, she decided.


«Glad to hear it. Helmut, I’m closing the link to save energy.»


A quick «Roger» came back, and then she was alone again.


Why was she getting so tired? She had been resting most of the morning, had eaten well at dinner, and should not be feeling this drained. It wasn’t as if she had been fighting or . . . drained! Oh bugger. Hannes. Damn, I know better. I keyed the shield so it would fade but he’s latched on since he doesn’t know any better. When she focused on the connection, she could feel the faint pull of energy as the child’s mind, without realizing it, drew on her energy. He’d probably latched onto the comfort of not feeling bad and was shielding himself in a crude way, using her strength.


Joschka has got to find someone to train that boy. It was harder and harder for her to think and she tried severing the connection, but it was like trying to grab a greased metal chain with wet hands. Almost as if something was protecting the link. But that’s not possible? Should have faded with distance, too. What’s going on? She couldn’t even think anymore and just tried to relax and keep still. She started drifting off to sleep. No! Have to stay awake, can’t sleep, its not sleep, come on fight it! She managed a few more minutes of consciousness before losing the battle.


Helmut had mentally marked where Rachel had been sitting before the second collapse. As soon as the rescue party managed to dig their way in, he directed them to the spot almost before they had gotten through the original fall. “Rachel’s there, under that large flat stone and rubble.”


Adele had come with the men and she inspected Helmut. “Did she say what hit you?”


He took a drink of water, started to shake his head and instantly regretted the attempt. “A large rock. I think she said a depressed skull fracture, if that makes sense.”


“Then you probably owe her your life, judging by the size of the cut area. How do you feel otherwise?”


He shrugged. “Fine, my lady. Rachel said that Hannes and the Graf-General are unhurt?”


Adele nodded, but looked away. “Just after they reached the Schloss, Leopold’s company chaplain called. Leopold’s APC ran over an IED.”


“Blessed Lord! My lady, do you know how he’s doing?”


“Not yet. Joschka is hovering over the phone, so I came.”


The rescue foreman called, “Found her! And she’s alive!” The miners and mountain rescue workers carefully excavated the rocks from around the crumpled form and Adele clambered over the pile, medical bag banging her hip. The men cleared her a space and the former emergency-room nurse examined Rachel, first physically, then with her Talent. «Commander, can you hear me?» No reply, but Adele sensed a hint of awareness somewhere, and tried again. «Commander, report!»


That worked, and a very faint voice whispered, «Alive for the moment. Sever the link to Hannes.»


“My lady, do I need to call for an ambulance?” a rescue tech asked.


“Hmmm. No. We have facilities at the Schloss enough to take care of her, and it will be easier to airlift her out from there if need be.” As she spoke, Adele laid a hand on Rachel’s forehead and reached for the link. Helmut joined her efforts, helping the older woman see the tie, which she severed.


Rachel started waking up shortly before the rescue party reached the Schloss. She heard Adele’s voice say, “Take Lady Rachel to the castle’s infirmary. Helmut, get cleaned up and then report there as well.” Rachel dozed off again, then roused as someone wiped dirt off her face.


“Where?”


“The Schloss infirmary. What did you do to Hannes and Helmut?” Adele’s warm fingers brushed Rachel’s facial scar and she flinched.


“Ow. He had a depressed skull fracture, three centimeters deep, so wide,” she spread her fingers. “I Healed him. Imposed a shield on Hannes, keyed to when he calmed down or Joschka added one of his own.”


Adele’s pen skritched on paper. “I’ll triple check Helmut, then. Go back to sleep. You’re drained, but no concussion. That’s an order.”
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Rachel let herself wake up just before sunset. She was alone in the infirmary and she ran through an internal and external check, pleased to find everything close to normal, aside from dehydration, hunger, and a nasty muscle bruise on one leg. Someone had left her a set of clothes and she dressed quickly but carefully. Someone had also gotten her cleaned up and she hoped they had not been too upset by what they found. Rachel’s utility belt and pouches lay on a table near the bed, and she slung them on before beginning an inventory of the contents. What’s this? Huh, interesting. She pulled a topaz-looking crystal out of the largest pouch and studied it. Cut and polished stones do not fall out of ceilings. I wonder whom it’s for.


She also found a note, in Adele’s handwriting. “Rachel: food is waiting in the kitchen. Joschka’s in the chapel, but don’t disturb him. Leopold’s APC hit an IED. Are waiting for news. Hannes and Helmut are fine. A.”


After eating, Rachel limped onto the terrace where she and the count and countess had chatted the first night of her visit. I am not going anywhere near Joschka or anyone else, not as tired as I am. Sticking my hand in a bonfire would burn less. Too frustrated to sit, she paced until she felt tired. She perched on the stone retaining wall, one leg dangling and kicking the rocks. As a distraction, she put on her thin leather gloves and pulled the crystal out of her pouch, turning it back and forth in the waning evening light. “Who are you for, you pretty thing, I wonder? Not for me, that much I can tell. And what do you do, hmmmm?” If the piece had been smaller, she would have thought about setting it as a pendant, had it been hers to play with. “You’d go well with some of my formal court dresses. Or perhaps mounted into a new cane, as a focus?”


As she turned and watched the pale ice-blue gem, a small ginger-blond boy snuck out the doors to the terrace and walked to where Rachel perched. She continued playing with the stone, pretending not to see him. Hannes studied her solemnly and asked, “What’s that?”


She acted surprised and smiled. “I’m not sure, Master Hannes. Maybe you can tell me. Why don’t you come up here and take a look at it.”


“Mama says I’m not supposed to climb on the wall.”


Rachel looked around for an adult and found none. “Well, sitting is different from climbing, and you can tell her an adult asked you to. That way she’ll get mad at me instead of you.”


His green eyes brightened and he clambered onto the waist-high barrier. She held the stone up for him to see, turning it this way and that. He watched it, asking, “Why are you wearing gloves?”


“Because I do not think this crystal is supposed to belong to me and I don’t want to give it anything by accident.”


Hannes cocked his head to the side. “Where did you find it?”


“I didn’t find it, Hannes—it found me. Someone put it into my bag while Col. Eszterházy and I were waiting for people to move the rocks. But it’s not mine. I’m supposed to give it to someone and I don’t know who.”


He grinned. “Maybe its for Opapa! This is his house and land.”


She thought about it. No, I don’t think so. “Maybe. Why don’t you take it and see if you can tell anything. You know more about rocks than I do.”


“Is it safe?”


Rachel held it out to him. “Very safe. This is a ‘help rock’, not a ‘hurt rock’.”


A small hand reached forward and picked the beautiful crystal off her palm. The stone flashed then faded. “It likes me!”


She slumped a little with relief. “It certainly does, young man! And I think we’d better get off the wall before your Mama finds us.”


The unlikely pair hopped down and Hannes pocketed the gem. After a moment he looked up at her. “Is it true that you know things Mama and Opapa don’t?”


The Wanderer flinched inside. Who or what told you that, Hannes? “Sometimes I do, Hannes, just like Colonel Eszterházy and your Opapa know things that I don’t. Why?”


“Mama said that bad people tried to hurt Papa, and Opapa is scared and praying for him. But you’re not worried, are you?”


She knelt and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders, looking him in the eye. “Yes, I am. But when I was not much older than you are, I went to school to learn how to keep other people from feeling what I’m feeling.” Among other things.


“Can the bad people come here?”


“No. Your Papa and Col. Eszterházy, your Opapa and Tante Adele, and I are going to keep them away. And I think we’d better go inside before your Mama gets mad at us for staying out too late, hmm?”


As she stood up and started ushering the boy towards the door, he looked back at her. “Oh, are you like Papa?”


“Yes. I’m like your Papa, and Opapa, and Col. Eszterházy.”


“There you are, Hannes,” Lise said, swooping down on her son. “Time for bed, young man. Again.”


Feeling very much at loose ends, Rachel got a large bottle of water from the kitchen and settled down in a corner of the library. The case holding the remote communications link to her ship chirped and she pulled out the cell-phone-looking device and thumbed the screen open. “Contact the Palace. Ah drat.” But not tonight, she thought, sticking her tongue out at the grey-and-black box.


She read a few pages in a not-too-bad family history and cogitated about the last twenty-four hours’ events. She was more than a touch angry with whatever had put the crystal into her pouch. There had been no need to flatten her with rocks in order to get the stone to her.


Rachel closed the book. I need to soak in hot water, preferably up to my chin, without anyone bothering me. She tried to get up and managed that much, but after the second step her knee started to buckle. Oh, blast, and I don’t have my cane, and since this is not England, there aren’t any spares tucked in decorative umbrella stands littering the halls. She kept one hand on the wall, stopping to lean every few meters. She navigated through the great hall and stopped at the foot of the main staircase, peering up into the shadowy heights. It got taller this afternoon. And steeper. Maybe I should shift form and go up on three legs instead of just one. She rejected the idea. No, no point in spooking anyone. Plus it’s only one and a half flights.


She couldn’t even reach the second step. As soon as she put her full weight onto her bad leg, an all-too-familiar pain shot up into her hip and she had to grab the railing to keep from falling. Bloody farking illegitimate son of a dockside professional and a politician, that hurts! Gads, I hate these sodding antique architectural follies. She managed a controlled descent onto the carpeted landing and rubbed the offending joint. Blessed Lord, no offense, but when I come home for good, I really want to ask You why the med tank can’t just heal me like it does a normal Wanderer. Except that I just answered my own question. Grrrrrr. She snarled low in the back of her throat before sighing.


Problem: inability to bear weight and railing not able to take enough mass to allow ascent. Solution: call for help, or nap on the step and wait for someone to trip over her? Just once I’d like to not get shot at, beat up, threatened, or inundated with rocks. Or paperwork. Is that really too much to ask?


She left off massaging blood into and out of her knee and leaned against the ornate banister on the landing. As she sat, she could hear the night noises of the old castle. Not too far away, she sensed Lise praying, Joschka pacing, and Adele watching him while trying to be busy. And someone approaching from the top of the stairs. She twisted around to see Hannes clutching a toy animal of some kind and making his way down in the darkness. She called very quietly, “Master Hannes, shouldn’t you be asleep?”


The six-year-old spooked, then recognized her and stopped beside her. “I can’t.”


She patted the landing tread, and he sat. “Do you want to tell me why not? Or do you want me to call your Opapa or Tante Adele?”


Hannes looked up at her with an all-too-mature expression and she winced inside, wondering what he had been picking up from all the grown-ups. “Promise not to tell Mama?”


“I promise.” I hope this is just a nightmare.


It wasn’t. “I’m scared. And so is Mama, and the servants. And Opapa’s mad at someone.”


Adele, why did you not shield the child? Rachel thought, and gently imposed a shield over him again. “Yes, they are scared. You know why, don’t you Hannes?”


“Because they think Papa’s not coming home. And they are afraid of Opapa, that he might hurt them or hurt himself.”


She closed her eye and reached around the boy, who leaned against her shoulder. “Oh, Hannes.”


“You’re not scared, are you?”


She shook her head. “No. Not of your Opapa, and not for your father. But I do get scared in water over my head,” and when a timeship passes too close to Ter Tri.


“Is Papa going to be all right?”


She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to find a way to explain that he would understand. “I can’t tell you Hannes. When you are older, either your Opapa or I will tell you why, but right now I’m not allowed to say.”


He drew back with a hurt expression. “That’s not fair!”


“You are right, it’s not fair. And it hurts me to know and not be allowed to say anything.”


He thought about it. As they sat in the darkness, the telephone rang and she felt the emotions surging through the house, lapping like bitter water against her shields. Hannes startled, looked at her with huge eyes, and started crying. Rachel pulled him into her lap. He clung to her and to his stuffed horse. “Shhh, shhh. It’s all right. It’s hard to be brave and strong all the time, isn’t it?” The child nodded, snuffled, and sobbed into her shoulder. She merged their shields, sending comfort and warmth.


Rachel braced her good leg and shifted so that she could gently rock back and forth. As soon as she sensed Lise’s relief and joy at the news that her husband had been shaken but not seriously injured, Rachel whispered, “Hannes, your father is just fine. It’s all right.” She could feel him relax and she very carefully eased into his mind and started him drifting to sleep, half-humming an old lullaby.


Joschka found them there some time later, the boy in deep sleep and the Wanderer rocking him slowly as she hummed. The noble eased himself onto the landing with a creak. Neither spoke for a very long time. At last he sighed. “Tell me again how you do not like children.”


Rachel gave a warped half-smile. “Never said that. Said I don’t like seeing children suffer. And someone had better get put back in his bed before his mother and Tante Adele get worried. Can you . . ?” Great-grandfather leaned over and took the boy, who snuggled sleepily against his chest.


Joschka returned. He sat down again and despite the dimness Rachel could see angry red in his eyes. “You knew.” It was a statement, not a question.


“Yes. No details or names, but I know that your heir will live to succeed you.”


He slammed his hand down onto the stone, hissing with fury. “Sod it, bitch! You arrogant, selfish, hateful bitch! You let me and my family suffer for nothing!” Rachel sat and looked at him, silent, as he pounded the worn stone under the carpet. “You God damn smug Wanderers, so happy to just watch and blame the ‘Rule of Detachment’ or ‘Travelers’ Laws’ when you decide not to help us and go on your way. You knew! You could have spared me this, damn you!” Stung to the quick, she snarled, claws starting to extend as she fought for control.


Before his hand could connect with the stone again, she slid hers underneath and caught the blow. “Yes, my lord, I am damned, as you know very well by now. Now let it go. You’ve scared half the household, or so your successor says.” The HalfDragon and Wanderer glowered at eachother. Then she looked away, sliding her bruised hand out from under his fist and wiggling the fingers to make sure nothing was broken.


With a sigh he leaned back against the wall, anger gone. “You’re right, Rada. I just, well, it’s not fair.”


She removed her patch as she rolled her good eye and massaged under its scarred-over partner. “That’s what Hannes said. And you are both right.” She closed her eyes. “Adele said that Helmut is better?”


“What? Oh, yes. His headache is almost gone and the cuts are healing quickly.”


“Well, at least I did one thing right. Unless you need me, I’ll leave after breakfast tomorrow. This morning. Whenever this is.”


“Are you running away again?” Adele asked, emerging from the darkness.


“Getting out from underfoot, my lady. You are going to have your hands full with keeping the children and Joschka out of mischief and there is a message waiting for me in my ship,” Rachel replied, looking up at the countess, who laid a hand on her husband’s shoulder.


Joschka started reaching towards the secure cell-phone now clipped to his belt. “Do you need to contact Jones?”


Rachel patted the phone-looking device on her own belt. “Ah, no. It will be interplanetary long distance to the captain of the King-Emperor’s guard. And I don’t think you want to pay the roaming charge on that call!”


“No, he does not!” Adele shook her finger at them.


Joschka caught and kissed his wife’s hand, “That settles it.”


Rachel started trying to drag herself onto her feet, and Adele asked, “What’s wrong?”


“Oh, just the usual, my lady. One of the rocks gave me a muscle bruise, and I sat longer than I should have. Glad to hear that Leopold wasn’t hurt.” Rachel kept a light tone in her voice as she struggled to get more purchase with her good leg.


Adele hurried toward her as Joschka got to his feet and reached around Rachel’s shoulder. “Why didn’t you say anything? Damn it, Hairball! If you were one of mine I’d demote you for stupidity,” he hissed as he half-lifted her.


“When you were one of mine, I almost did,” she retorted. “So honors are even.”


Adele planted her hands on her hips. “I will never understand soldiers, even after marrying two of them!”


Humans! The errant pair thought simultaneously—behind very thick shields. 
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Rachel blinked as the translucent tank near the back wall of the Dark Hart wavered in and out of focus. “Stop that. You’re making me sick again.” She blinked again and the fuzz cleared from her eye. “Right. So much for the nap. And so much for a quiet vacation.”


An orange blob drifted by, brushing against the side of the tank before fading back into the depths of its habitat. The ’Hart’s psycho-symbiotic core let her know that it did not care for either her exhaustion or the timeship traces they’d encountered around Drakon IV. “Me either, but only an idiot would try and attack me on the throneworld,” she told the creature and herself. “And I don’t have the authority to ask the empire not to do business with them.”


Of course, if Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, better known as Lord Reh-dakh, didn’t get “his” tail to the Imperial Palace on time, the King-Emperor would render the Traders’ desires for Rada’s head moot. Rada triple checked the correct temporal and spatial location, and entered the codes for the last leg of the trip. She’d left the Drachental in spring and would be arriving in early winter on Drakon IV. She hummed a fragment of melody to establish the link with the ’Hart, then sang the link. The ship matched her melody before spinning into a wild harmony. Together they set the course, riding a thread of time to the fourth world in the Drakon system, well inside the galaxy humans called the Milky Way, almost 2100 years in the future from when she’d left Ter Tri.


The Dark Hart landed on the far edge of the Imperial palace’s secure spaceport, far enough from the main traffic area that most guards and workers wouldn’t have to look at the twisting, shifting exterior of the scout ship. Rada stood, stretched, and buckled on her sword and blaster belt. She’d change into her Azdhag uniform once she got to her quarters. “Right. I’m Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, Lord Defender of Drakon IV, called Lord Reh-dakh.” She ran a finger over the folded iron war fan of her name. “And I don’t have to look at another mammal for at least a sixt, thanks be to God.”


She opened the door and strode into the cold night.


Two days later King Emperor Huan-di summoned her to meet in the private imperial gardens. Rada looked at the talon-written invitation and felt her fur rising. What does he want? Nothing positive came to mind.
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“You may rise, Lord Reh-dakh,” King-Emperor Huan-di announced that afternoon, waving an elaborately gloved forefoot. His heavy winter robes covered everything but his head, revealing grey and green stripes that swept back from his blunt muzzle, over the broad skull, and disappearing under the coat collar behind his steel-tipped neck spines. “Come, walk with us in the winter garden.”


“Thank you, Imperial Majesty,” Rada said, rising from a semi-crouch in the snow and following two paces behind His Majesty’s shoulder as they passed slowly through the boulders, evergreens, and ice sculptures of the emperor’s private garden. Although very curious as to why the King Emperor preferred the garden’s bitter chill to the warmth of his personal reception rooms, Rada stayed quiet, content to wait on Huan-di’s pleasure. Walking through a beautiful garden was, after all, a vast improvement over fighting battles during Drakon IV’s winter. She admired the contrast and balance of white snow, black water, dark grey stones and the varied evergreens. At the foot of a large Tear-of-Heaven tree Huan-di paused, then gestured. “Come face us, Reh-dakh.”


Rada did as ordered. “You are prepared for the arrival of the Sapient Republic delegation on the morrow?” The emperor’s breath made puffs of steam as he spoke.


“As well as can be, Imperial Majesty. Your forces have been briefed and I am given to understand that there will only be three military personnel in or with the delegation, as Your Imperial Majesty specified. None of those three are Special Forces. I took the liberty of vetting them as soon as the composition of the delegation was made known.”


The medium-sized Azdhag considered what his head of planetary defense had just said before making a strong-side gesture of assent. “Very well. What about you, Lord Reh-dakh? Are you ready? We do not want you compromised.”


Rada bowed slightly, acknowledging the King-Emperor’s concern. “I understand, Imperial Majesty. I am ready. The humans will, no doubt, underestimate me and misunderstand me, but that is the lot of translators.” Rada ventured a smile. “I stand to my word, Imperial Majesty.”


Satisfied, the emperor rose onto his hind legs. “Kneel,” he ordered, and reached into his elaborate robes as Rada dropped to one knee into the snow. “It has come to our attention that despite your long service, you lack this,” and he withdrew a leather-wrapped bundle, which he held out to her. Rada bowed lower and unfastened the coverings, eye opening wide at the contents. Huan-di smiled slightly. “You have shown that you need no assistance to defend the Empire’s honor. Now we give you the means to defend your own, Lord Reh-dakh. And we hope that you are never called upon to use it!”


Rada turned the bone-hilted knife in gloved claws before carefully sliding it into position in her sword belt. “Thank you, Imperial Majesty. I never hoped for such a gift.”


“And it is for that reason we grant it to you, Reh-dakh. Rise.”


Rada’s thoughts swirled like blowing snow as Huan-di led the way along the garden paths back to where they had entered. He paused at the simple gir-dakh, the iron gate leading back to the palace entrance. “You understand the bahn’leh. We presume the humans do not?”


Rada sighed. “No, Imperial Majesty, most of them no longer do. They believe that they have ‘outgrown the need for archaic concepts’ such as honor and sacred vows—to their loss, I fear.” And I include Evelyn Jones in that number.


The emperor’s grey and green striped head swiveled as he strained to look over his shoulder. “Are those your words, or those of a human, Reh-dakh?”


“They belong to a human, Majesty. One of their scholar-politicians.”


The emperor snorted steam from his nostrils and shook his head. “Foolishness indeed. You may leave us. We wish to enjoy the silence of the garden.” Rada bowed very deeply, then backed ten paces before turning and walking quickly towards the palace armory.


A sixt of days later, Rada sat in the comparative warmth of the Defense Command Center in the depths of the Palace, watching the ambassadorial arrival. Huan-di had ordered her to remain out of sight of the humans until the formal presentation, which suited Rada just fine. She’d taken the time to sleep and train, two things she’d missed over the past months. Right oh, here we go, history in the making and all that. The technician on duty nudged the volume control up so the reptiles studiously not listening in could hear the audio.


Out on the landing pad, at the base of a ramp leading to the door of the S.R.S. India, a large, green-brown Azdhag in a cobalt-blue robe advanced several paces ahead of the reception committee, and bowed to the human delegation. Ambassador Daniel Bolton, or the man Rada assumed to be Bolton, bowed in return and the slight human beside him did likewise, bending lower than Bolton. The Azdhag straightened up and spoke, breath puffing in the cold as he recited, “Imperial Vizier Shu offers you welcome and asks you to accept what poor hospitality the royal household can provide.” The slighter human translated the words into Republic Standard.


“My great thanks for the most generous greeting, Great Vizier, but we are too lowly to accept such a magnificent gift,” the ambassador replied.


Rada listened to the human interpreter. He’s good, but ouch, that accent! He’s not using the gutturals properly, either. Granted, after four hundred Azdhag year-turns she still had trouble voicing them, but that wasn’t an excuse, Rada sniffed.


Following more back and forth polite protestations and declarations, the vizier gestured with his strong-side forefoot and tail towards the palace. “No, please, I insist. Night will be here, and no traveler should face the Dark Lady’s veil at this time of year. Come,” and he turned, as the other Azdhagi spread out to form a double-line. This, apparently, was the sign Ambassador Bolton had been waiting for, and he strode off behind the vizier, beckoning the other members of the party to follow. The group followed their host and the ambassador into the palace under the careful eyes of the minor nobles attending the vizier and the palace guards. And the Lord Defender, who counted the humans. No spares visible. Good. I’m getting tired of surprises.


Since she was there and on duty, Rada spot-checked several Defender bases, ordering the technicians to call up the various communication centers and depots. Two failed to respond promptly, and the remote camera at Three Trees revealed two Azdhagi engaged in a most un-military operation. Stunned silence filled the DCC, followed by a wave of the snorting gurgles of Azdhagi snickers. Rada sat back in her chair and studied the ceiling. “Pull the recording and send it to Defender Kir.”


A quiet hiss ran through the soldiers. “Yes, Lord Mammal,” the comm tech replied, talons tapping on his command board. Rada stood, logged out, and strode down the corridors to her own quarters. Kir would deal with the offenders more effectively than she could. I wonder if he’ll leave any remains? Probably not. He’s neater than I am.


Rada opened the door to her quarters and found three servants and supper waiting. “Thank you. You are dismissed. If I need anything further, my orderly will attend to me,” she said. Given the long days and nights of official events coming up, Rada saw no reason to keep the servitors longer than necessary. They would be working harder than anyone else. The trio bowed low and saw themselves out, no doubt anxious to go catch up on the latest gossip about the newcomers.


The spicy perfume of the main course tickled Rada’s nose, summoning an even larger smile. A real treat! Double-cooked gantak, spiced with ground lii nuts and served over “invisible” noodles was one of her favorites and a dish only served in winter. Rada settled ungracefully at the low table and savored the meal.


Act one in the play had concluded successfully, Rada thought. Now for the exciting part: tomorrow would be the first time the humans met Lord Reh-dakh, and vice versa. I wonder what they’ll do? A number of things quite possibly, starting with a major double take. The humans might accept the Lord-Defender at face value and go on as if nothing were unusual. Or they might make some assumptions that could cause a diplomatic disaster. Rada sipped the last of the tea and decided not to worry about it. If they act stupid, it’s their fault, not mine.


Rada set the dishes by the door and retreated to the private section of the suite. Since protocol forbade assassination ambushes in a noble’s inner sanctum, Rada could relax. Not that anyone was currently calling an active feud with the Lord-Defender, but the current Lord Blee might decide to reopen the old one between House Blee and House Ni Drako. Rada cleaned up, changed into a sleeping robe, and yawned so hard her jaw threatened to unhinge. I’m not two hundred anymore, alas. Rada considered studying her new weapon but opted for something less worrisome and flipped to some ancient poetry on her reader. “Let me not to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments. Love is not love / Which alters when it alteration finds, / Or bends with the remover to remove.”


A barely-audible scrape of claws on wood and the faint hint of cinnabar and clove warned her that someone had slipped in through the passage behind the wall. “To what do I own the pleasure of your company tonight?” Rada inquired of the sliver-scaled figure settling down on the edge of the sleeping platform.


«I happened to be in the area and I heard you reading,» Zabet’s warm voice answered. «Unless you don’t want company?» Rada reached over and caressed the True-dragon’s chin, scratching underneath her jaw. «Ahhhhh, you can do that until sunrise,» Zabet sighed, stretching out on the thick mattress, sapphire eyes closed in pleasure. «Interesting choice of sonnets, by the way.»


Rada nodded in the darkness. “Yes, given the situation, Sonnet 121 or perhaps 25 would be more appropriate, but they require too much thought. Shall I give you your sonnet, oh silver dancer?”


«Yes, please. And then to sleep. For both of us.» 


Rada turned pages until the desired poem appeared. “When in the sessions of sweet silent thought / I summon up remembrance of things past . . .” The visitor’s throat hummed with contentment, a slight vibration that continued after they both drifted to sleep.


The next day, as she triple-checked her weapons and adjusted her headpiece once more, a susurration of sound caught Rada’s ear. She turned and bowed as the vizier walked up to where she waited in the annex to the great throne room. He glared up at her. “There’s been a change,” he stated, tail-tip patting the floor with irritation.


“My lord?”


His tan eyes narrowed. “Because the Sapient Republic’s delegation is so small, it has been decided that the nobles of court, and you, will be announced individually after the humans enter the throne room. His imperial highness thinks it will be easier for the humans to observe and recognize us, and vice versa, since you mammals all look alike.” He sniffed, giving Reh-dakh an unhappy sideways look.


“Very well, my lord.”


“Stay here until you are called.” Vizier Shu stomped off.


He still hates it that I’m taller than he is. But then I’m taller than everyone. Ah well. Rada shrugged her tail and turned a little, watching a small screen built into the wall. It let her see the hall from the rear, in case trouble started and she needed to intervene. At the moment, all looked well. The familiar dark, heavy beams over light-colored stone walls formed the background of the Great Throne Room. Four enormous tapestries hung on each wall, illustrating episodes from Azdhagi history or life. At the far end of the Hall four low, wide steps led to the Imperial dais, topped by an ornate throne that blended opulence and the latest in modern communications technology. As a sign of the peaceful intent of the meeting, only two guards stood watch from among the gathered Azdhag nobles and notables.


The speaker announced the Court nobles, except for the Lord-Defender, in reverse order of rank beginning with the palace seneschal and concluding with the King-Emperor. Rada nodded as he announced Lord Peitak, the Minister of Imperial Defense and Foreign Minister Li-Kss together, as they shared equal rank both by lineage and by position. Rada could see the Sapient Republic’s delegation members also nodding, probably taking mental notes of markings and House colors. Vizier Shu they had already met, and his cobalt blue robes gave him away, as did the lack of embroidery on the cuffs of the sleeves. Peitak was not the largest of the Azdhag present but had a deeper chest than most, and wore dark brown robes belted in leather and stitched with stylized pine trees and clouds, along with leather and metal foreleg protectors. Rada frowned. He’s unarmed, that’s odd. He and Li-kss and Shu all have bahn’leh but no attack blades. What’s his majesty trying to signal, I wonder? Rada settled her weapons belt once more and rested her hand on the door, ready to move.


“Commander Reh-dakh Lord Ni Drako, Lord-Defender of Drakon IV,” the herald announced, and Rada stepped into view, taking a position to the left of the throne at the same level as Vizier Shu. The youngest-looking human gaped at her and the rest of the party appeared equally dumbfounded. Rada risked dropping her shields to get a sense of the humans’ thoughts, in case one of them did something stupid.


The youngest, Juan Ch’ien, projected so hard she had to shield again. Even then he broadcast better than most communication satellites. She could actually see herself through his eyes. Her plaited, dark brown hair and the cut of her dress made it obvious that Lord Iron-Fan was most definitely a human female, albeit one carrying both a sword and a blast pistol. A bahn’leh hung from her belt, above the larger blade. “Lord” Reh-dakh’s dark grey dress split just below the hip to reveal breeches tucked into knee-high boots, all trimmed in dark blue-green embroidery along the hems and high collar. What looked like an elaborate silver comb rose from the back of her hair, highlighting the silver-edged patch over her right eye.


Rada barely had time to finish reading the assistant ambassador when the door to the Imperial wing swung open. “His Imperial Majesty Huan-di, Emperor of Azdhagia, protector of DeShan’s System, King of Drakon IV,” the herald called. Rada half-knelt, her forehead to her knee, as the others prostrated themselves and the humans dropped to their knees but didn’t bow. Green and grey stripes swept from the Emperor’s nostrils back over his head. His heavily embroidered jewel-tone red and green robes winked with metallic threads, and gems flashed on his red gloves. He wore a yellow sash and carried a bahn’leh. After taking his place on the throne, the Emperor waved a gloved talon. “You may rise.”


Rada stepped closer to the throne, hands clasped behind her back and feet shoulder-width apart, expression neutral. “Parade rest,” she heard Admiral Kundera whisper and he nodded slightly. The official interpreter, Adan Dan, took a deep breath and introduced the delegation from the Sapient Republic. Rada repeated his words in Azdhagi, loud enough for all in the room to hear. The Great Hall’s acoustics made the two interpreters’ jobs easier by keeping the sound clear despite the size of the room. “Ambassador Plenipotentiary Charles Bolton, spokesman for the Sapient Republic to the Imperial Court.” After he was announced, Bolton presented the envelope bearing his credentials to a waiting Azdhag, who bowed, accepted the envelope, and handed it to the Foreign Minister.


Rada worked hard to stay as still as an Azdhag would, hiding any sign of private emotion. She did allow herself to acknowledge Admiral Kundera, because the Minister of War did it first. Lord Reh-dakh would not do anything outside Azdhagi custom, after all.


The rest of the ceremony followed the original script. Papers were exchanged, Huang-di inquired as to the level of hospitality the delegation had received and whether their quarters were suitable, and both sides expressed their hopes that this would be the beginning of peaceful and prosperous relations between their two governments. Rada felt a little odd to be part of the ceremony rather than guarding it, but as Himself had often reminded her, rank brought changes and duties. Which often outweigh any perks, she grumbled. No real work would be done, either here or at the formal banquet that night, but both sides used the opportunity to measure each other.


At last, the King-Emperor suggested that there might be general questions for his councilors. After a few from Kundera and Garcia, the trade representative, directed towards Lords Shu and Li-kss, Assistant Ambassador Ch’ien cleared his throat. “If I may, Lord Reh-dakh. I’d like to express my surprise at seeing a fellow human in the Imperial Court.”


Not too observant, are we? Rada translated his careful non-question before glancing to the King-Emperor. He gestured his permission to answer. “I am not human, Assistant Ambassador, although I may appear so. My dam was Ka’atian,” she explained first in Azdhagi, then in Standard. Her cool tone suggested that that should be the end of the matter.


Bolton nodded. “Thank you, Lord Reh-dakh. I believe that we have no further questions at this time.”


“Neither have We. Until this evening,” the King Emperor announced, starting to rise. As he did, the Azdhagi again touched their heads to the floor and the Lord-Defender sank to one knee as the humans knelt on two. Once his Imperial Majesty had departed, the nobles rose and followed suit, aside from a small group who would serve as guides and interpreters, and Lord Reh-dakh.


Rada came down the steps, stopped in front of the ambassador, and bowed. “Your Excellency, part of my duties includes palace security. The Azdhag are a warrior people and I do not want any concerns on your part that someone’s behavior might be threatening or hostile. If you think there might be a problem developing, please tell one of your guards, and I will see to the matter immediately.”


Bolton nodded his agreement. “Thank you, Lord Iron Fan. We will be sure to do so, in the unlikely event that it is needed.” Rada bowed again, then turned and left.


Later that afternoon, Rada returned to her chambers with a few hours to spare before the start of the evening’s banquet and held cold hands over the top of the ancient combustion stove, letting them thaw. She’d gone from the audience to her office near the Palace Guards’ barracks, and done paperwork and signed the quarter’s requisition budget. Then she’d observed sparring practice and spent time at the target range, despite the blowing snow. As she pointed out to a reluctant NCO, “There is no longer any such thing as invasion season.” By the time she finished work and got back indoors she was wet and cold despite heavy silk robes and her own pelt. Bah, I’m getting out of condition she grumbled to herself. Too much good food and central heating.


Rada changed into dry breeches, shirt, and vest, and made the most of a pot of very hot tea that had appeared on the table beside her desk. Zabet returned in time to start the second pot of tea.


«Well, no one’s been skewered yet. That’s a positive sign,» the silvery-blue True-dragon observed, her whiskers floating up and down.


Rada snorted, “And it had better stay that way! Unless the humans start it. Then they can finish it.”


«I thought you liked humans?»


The mammal looked over her teacup. “I’m recovering from a mammal overload, Boss. Let’s leave it there.”


Rada settled onto the padded window seat in the public portion of her quarters and started brushing out her long hair. Zabet sauntered over and joined her, looping her long tail around them both. It played into their official roles of noble and concubine. After she got the last tangle out, Rada lifted Zabet’s muscular tail and stood up.


“I’m going to have a bit of a kip before tonight’s banquet. Some of us have to work, you know,” she teased. “Treats and meals don’t fall from the clouds, as you well know, Boss.”


Zabet draped herself in an especially fetching tooroi fleece shawl and took possession of the window seat, helping herself to the rest of the tea as she watched snow fall.


Two hours later, the Lord-Defender’s orderly frowned over a bit of paper work. “Lord-Mammal, should we increase security around the humans’ quarters?”


Rada turned around, making her body servants click their talons in frustration. As if I need help getting dressed, even in full Court formals! They finished adjusting the heavy skirt, then started preparing her headpiece. “Has someone called feud already, Lt. Ashdri?”


“No, my lord. But Lord Den-ban made a rapid departure from Lady Kii’s chamber as her mate entered.”


“And Lord Kii-blee won’t let a small thing like a diplomatic mission’s quarters come between him and redressing his honor when it happens a second time.” Rada thought aloud, then sighed. “No, don’t increase security. Send a note to the Crown Prince, with my deepest respects, suggesting that perhaps Lord Den-ban might be interested in meeting one of the new courtesans we’ve all been hearing rumors about.” If there’s any truth at all to the tales about those females, even Den-ban will be distracted for quite a while and stay away from that part of the Palace. She froze as one of the servants very carefully set the ornate silver hair band and pendants on her head, gently pressing it into her crown of braids.


Lt. Ashdri saluted and took himself off, after getting her signature and seal on the note for the Imperial heir. The servants followed close behind him and Rada savored a few moments of quiet. Zabet, who had been watching the proceedings from the corner by the porcelain-tiled stove, chuckled. «You still don’t like being dressed, do you?»


“No, I do not. Or any kind of fussing over, as you well know.” Which wasn’t quite true, but being fussed over by spa attendants was different.


The silver-blue reptile shook the tip of her tail in amusement. «Is that a new dress?»


Rada ran her hands over the blue-green material of the skirt and bodice, then adjusted the fit of the cuffs. “No, I just haven’t had an occasion to wear it for a century or so. On a different topic, have you looked at the bahn’leh?”


«Yeeeesss. It’s not like others I’ve seen, not counting the size difference. And I’m not happy that you’re carrying one.»


“Yes, well, there’s a reason I’ve never asked for one—it’s an invitation to another feud. However, this blade seems more discreet than most.” Reh-dakh picked up the knife and caressed the ornate carvings on the hilt, then slid it into the knife pocket in the top of all her knee-boots. “Are you coming with me?”


Zabet rolled over, scratching her back on the side of the stove as her Pet winced. «No. Tonight is formal, so no females. Go make nice and watch out for the derrzhin.»


Rada chuckled and she gave her business partner’s neck a quick scratch. “It’s the salad I need to look out for. Derrzhin I leave for the professionals! Have a nice evening,” and she picked up her sword and bowed slightly, then turned and walked out, the pendants on her coronet clicking quietly with her steps.


Who was it that pointed out that an armed society is a polite society the mammal mused as people cleared out of her path in the corridors leading to the banqueting chamber. Even Lord Kii-blee limited himself to a sniff of disdain as she joined the group waiting for the doors to open. The “philosophical difference” between their Houses went back two centuries and by now had become more ritual than actual fight.


Rada caught Lord Peitak’s eye and bowed slightly towards him. He acknowledged her, beckoning her over to where he stood. “All quiet?”


“Thus far, my lord. And may it stay that way.”


The Defense Minister snorted hard enough to flutter Rada’s heavy, embroidered skirts. “And if wishes were wings, I’d soar the stars. What do you think about Admiral Kundera?”


Rada glanced around for the Sapient Republic’s party before answering. “He seems honest and honorable, my lord. One of the old-style officers is my guess, which explains why he’s not made full admiral despite his seniority. But that’s just supposition and I’ve been very wrong before.”


“Well, that makes one we can work with, at least. Let the courtiers deal with the politicians is my motto,” he stated firmly, for public benefit.


And only a fool thinks you don’t play court politics with the best of them Rada observed, bowing at the implied dismissal.


Rada took her place with the mid-ranked courtiers, watching the humans without openly watching them. The meal started with a large salad of fresh greens that Assistant Ambassador Ch’ien devoured hungrily, as did everyone besides her. She limited herself to a very small bowl and tasted neither the wines nor the stronger spirits. From what she recalled about wine-food pairings, the fruity white complimented the sharp and sweet salad, while a mellow red accentuated the second course of dark fish in a tart sauce.


The third course arrived and Rada let her gantak cool slightly before tasting it. It had only taken one bad burn to teach her that Azdhag could tolerate much hotter foods and beverages than she could. It had been a good year for gantak and this dish featured the game quadruped after it had been aged, then rubbed in dry spices and cold smoked until the meat was tender. One human, Juan Ch’ien, seemed to be eating no meat, and judging from the subtle comments among the Azdhag, he would be the butt of jokes for quite a while. Rada hid her smile, wondering yet again why some people suffered voluntary herbivory. We wouldn’t have meat if we weren’t supposed to eat it. After the fresh fruit course, a midwinter luxury even in the palace, one of the seneschal’s assistants handed Rada a small card. She read it, leaned forward enough to catch the Prince Imperial’s eye, and inclined farther forward in acknowledgment. The dark-brown prince nodded in return and he flashed four talons before returning to the conversation around him.


After the dishes had been cleared away, his Imperial Majesty and the Crown Prince left their table and took seats on the left side of a broad platform. Musicians brought drums, stringed instruments, and some sort of woodwinds out and arranged themselves along the back of the dais, behind a thin fabric screen. One of the Azdhag interpreters smiled at the Assistant Ambassador. “You are very fortunate, Your Honor. It is a rare thing for his Imperial Majesty’s personal musicians to perform outside the Imperial chambers, and they are some of the best in the Empire.”


Ch’ien smiled in return. “I have heard much about Azdhag music, and I am very grateful for such a privilege.”


Something about Ch’ien’s reply bothered Rada and she lowered her shields. He was not pleased, and she caught flashes of unhappiness at the lack of females and the absence of commoners. Great, he’s one of those: no culture is worth anything unless it’s identical to his own. Not my problem. She raised her shields again and turned her attention to the music.


After three instrumental pieces, Rada got up from her place and walked to the front of the dais. She knelt, was permitted to rise, and stepped onto the platform. After a dramatic pause, she began singing “The Ballad of Dawson’s Christian.” It was a song a number of the Azdhagi knew well—as did Kundera, apparently—although the other humans and some of the nobles did not.


Rada smiled to herself later that night as she slid along the back passages to her chambers. Some things about young human males never changed. She didn’t need her Gift to sense what the Assistant Ambassador had been thinking after her performance. Her dark blue-green dress had a very low neckline and a standing collar. Her ankle-length skirt and tight bodice were embroidered with dark blue and sliver dragons and stars. As before, she carried a blue-hilted sword on her right side and the iron war fan hung from her belt on the opposite side. Ch’ien and everyone else in the room would have gotten quite a look when she bowed to the audience. However, she’d have to be more careful in the future. Well, I’ll be out of sight for the next while unless a problem develops or I’m needed to interpret. And he’s probably one of those that doesn’t date outside his caste, let alone his species. The high ministers, Crown Prince, and others would take over interacting with the S.R. delegation, and she could go back to catching up the estate records and her military duties.
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One week later, Rada ran her sheathed claws over the side of her iron war fan as she stood in the DCC. Defender Kir made a weak-side gesture, inquiring, “You’re certain that it’s just a meteorite, Warder Pei’rra?” The Lord Defender stood back, watching her second in command as he talked to the officer in charge of the north polar sector.


“That’s what the scouts report, Defender Kir. I had them out as soon as it was safe, and all they found was a 40-brii crater, with the remains of a stony-iron meteorite in the bottom, still steaming. We’ve put monitors around the crater as a precaution and are watching the area, over.”


Kudos to the scouts: it takes a big pair to go into a fresh crater, even one that small. Rada made a note to herself to pass on to Lord Peitak, should he need to augment the Imperial scout forces in the near future.


She let her subordinates handle things, content to observe. They needed to stay used to operating with or without her. Over time she’d managed to quietly “corrupt” (as an arch-conservative had once said) the defense forces by encouraging initiative among the soldiers, and the quality of troops at her command had improved markedly over the centuries. Then again, homeworld defense was not as glamorous as front line action, but even more critical in many ways, in her opinion. King-Emperor Shi-dan had had the same thought all those centuries ago, because he’d hired her, then protected and promoted her to her current station. In another generation they might not need me at all! That’s what I hope, at least she mused, making another note, this time about comm equipment.


An orderly sidled up to her, interrupting her thoughts. “Lord Defender, the seneschal sends his greetings and wishes you to meet with him as soon as possible.”


She tucked her data-link into its pouch. “Please carry my respects to Lord Rreis, and tell him I will be there momentarily.” She gave the orderly a thirty-second head start before she logged out of the DCC. “Carry on Defender Kir.”


“Yes Lord-Defender.” He bowed, and returned his attention to the hazards plot screen.


The seneschal didn’t quite cheer in relief when she arrived at his office, but was obviously pleased to see her—for a change. She bowed and he made the gesture for her to sit, which she did. “Lord Reh-dakh, do you know anything about human temperature preferences?”


The woman looked puzzled. “A little, my lord. They do best between about 288 and 293 degrees, and 45 to 65 percent humidity.”


The green-scaled noble ran a claw over the metal edge of his writing table and sounded frustrated. “The servants say that the delegation members have started wearing heavier clothes and requesting more blankets. I had the temperature in their chambers increased, but they still seem cold. Especially the Assistant Ambassador.”


Rada ran through what she knew about human physiology and health. “How much have you increased the temperature, my lord?”


“To nearly 33 of their degrees.”


Her eye bulged. “My lord, that’s not good. May I have permission to speak with their servants, and with the delegation if necessary?”


“Yes. I do not want any accusations of lack of hospitality, or anything else!” Great Lord Rreis was delighted to hand one of his problems off to someone else.


She nodded, then rocked back onto her heels and stood up. “I will see to it at once, my lord.”


Rada sent a message to the Sapient Republic delegation, asking to meet with them. Then she interviewed the servants assigned to the delegation. There are times my reputation for eating people alive is useful, she admitted to herself as she considered what she had learned. The humans had started asking about the temperature of the rooms on the third day after their arrival. Apparently the Assistant Ambassador was the most sensitive to cold, because he’d requested extra quilts and a portable heater for his rooms, and even asked if there was some way to cover the windows to keep more of the heat in. The Admiral appeared the least affected by whatever bothered the other delegates, although he did not complain about the warmer temperature in his quarters.


As she waited for her appointment, Rada triple-checked her medical records and manuals. No diseases could cross from Azdhag to human or vice versa without a vector, and that vector couldn’t have survived the human’s trip to Drakon IV. And the delegation had been in isolation for three weeks on their trip in, so neither they nor the ship’s crew could be carrying any of the other diseases that had symptoms similar to what the servants reported. Their diet is a little worrisome, especially that junior ambassador, the vegetarian. It was possible that a lack of protein could be partly to blame for the humans’ inability to keep warm, she thought. But two of the personal servants had offered observations that worried her and that did not tally with short-term protein deficiency in humans. She strode towards the humans’ quarters, pondering the problem.


A guard announced Lord Reh-dakh and Rada walked into the public reception area of the delegation’s quarters, almost panting as a wave of heat hit her. After the requisite courtesies, Ambassador Bolton took the initiative. “Your message said something about our quarters being moved. Is there a problem?”


Rada frowned slightly. “There was one that has been defused, I hope. It’s not related to your party, but rather to a matter of honor that might spill over into this section of the palace. However, my message said ‘changes to your quarters,’ and that is what concerns me, Excellency. May I speak freely?”


“Certainly Lord Reh-dakh, although we’ve not observed any changes to these rooms aside from what we’ve requested,” the ambassador pointed out.


She nodded. “Your Excellency, Lord Rreis approached me with a question about the temperature of your chambers. He said that you have been bothered by the cold. Is this correct?”


“Yes. Especially my assistant. He’s originally from NeBrazil and is sensitive to harsh winters.”


“Have you had any difficulty getting around, Excellency? Or you, your Honor?” Reh-dakh watched the two men very closely, noting that the younger seemed to be having trouble writing, as if his hand were asleep.


Bolton shook his head. “I’ve not, Lord Defender.”


“I’m fine, Lord Reh-dakh,” Juan Ch’ien declared.


No you are not, not the way you smell. “Your Honor, what did you have to eat for supper? I apologize for the strange questions, but I will explain in a moment.”


He thought back, or tried to. “Ah, I had tea, and a salad, and vegetable soup, and some kind of grain.”


“How often have you been having salad?” Rada leaned forward, trying to get a better look at him. Pale, poor circulation, smells a little ketotic, chilling, I wonder if he’s started hallucinating? That’s the next phase, I think.


“Twice a day. They’re very good and quite filling,” he said.


She turned her attention to the Ambassador. “Your Excellency, Admiral, gentlemen, have you also been eating the salads?”


They had, except the Admiral. “I’ve had one or two but I prefer cooked vegetables and meat,” he admitted. The assistant ambassador looked disapproving.


Rada regarded the men soberly. “I’m afraid that you are all suffering from a form of food poisoning. The greens have an alkaloid in them similar to hemlock and wolfsbane on Earth. It causes gradual reduction in circulatory efficiency and neuromuscular paralysis in mammals, and builds up over time.” She ran a hand over her face. “I didn’t think to warn you or the seneschal, so this is partly my fault.”


Ambassador Bolton looked skeptical. “What makes you so certain about all this, Lord Reh-dakh? You seem to be very familiar with human medicine and Terran plants for a non-human who has apparently lived among Azdhag for so many years.”


“I served as a paramedic and Healer, among other things, with humans and other species for many years before I began serving the Azdhag Empire, Excellency. I’ve also been to Earth a few times. And I avoid uncooked Azdhagi greens ever since the first time I ate them and overdosed. The alkaloids have different secondary effects on me than they do on humans,” she explained.


Juan Ch’ien reached for his stylus, or tried to. His fingers didn’t seem to be working right. The ambassador noticed, as did Lord Reh-dakh. “Juan, are you all right?”


He nodded and tried to say “Yes, Ambassador,” but couldn’t seem to coordinate his mouth with his thoughts. Bolton looked aghast and drew back, while Lord Reh-dakh leapt to her feet and came around the table, pulling Ch’ien’s chair away from the others.


Without asking permission, she laid her hand on his forehead, then swore. “Your Honor, I need to treat you for advanced alkaloid poisoning. Do I have your permission?” Ch’ien tried to respond, but had trouble getting his breath.


Kundera spoke. “Lord Defender, do you give your word of honor that you will not hurt Mr. Ch’ien?”


She reached into her boot and pulled out the bahn’leh. “By my honor, I so swear,” she said, drawing the blade and laying it against the veins in her wrist, nicking the skin and running the flat of the blade over the drops of blood. The metal flashed blue, then faded, and she sheathed the weapon before returning her left hand to the human’s temple.


Admiral Kundera nodded in approval. “Treat him, Lord Reh-dakh,” he ordered, and she placed her other hand on Ch’ien’s wrist. Ch’ien struggled, then subsided as warmth started spreading from his shoulders down his torso and arms. Breathing also became easier, and he relaxed further, leaning his head back against Rada’s chest and closing his eyes.


Rada concentrated on the human’s circulation system and heart, reaching with her Gift and pulling the chemicals out of the cells and into the blood stream, while keeping his heart beating and his breathing steady. She worked faster once he stopped fighting her, concentrating the toxins in his kidneys and liver as much as she could do safely. His pulse stabilized and grew stronger and she slowly disengaged, noticing as she did that she was drenched in sweat. Rada lifted her hands off the human and stepped back from him.


I’d better check the others before I faint from the heat. She turned her attention to Ambassador Bolton. “Excellency? Your symptoms are not as advanced, but I’d like to check if you have no objection.” He hesitated, looking at his flush-faced assistant.


“Trust Reh-dakh, Charles,” the admiral reassured him.


Bolton made up his mind. “Very well, Lord-Defender. And please see to the rest of my party.”


She did as requested and by the time she finished with the trade envoy, Juan Ch’ien had improved enough to open his collar and fan himself, perspiring from the heat in the room. The other men had not been poisoned as severely and took less effort for her to treat, but she was still exhausted by the time she finished.


Lord Reh-dakh bowed to the humans. “If you will excuse me, I’ll leave you to your rest. May I respectfully suggest that you avoid the salads from this point on?”


The ambassador rose to his feet. “We will certainly do so, Lord Reh-dakh. Thank you.”


“Mine was the ill, so mine the cure, Excellency. I’ll have a word with the seneschal, so this never happens again,” she said.


A commotion erupted outside the door. Something heavy slammed into the wood as loud voices screeched in anger. Rada ran towards the door. “On guard,” she ordered. The sergeant drew his flank arm and handed over her weapons’ belt. She pulled the door open, then slammed it shut behind her. She heard the door bar lower as she took in the tangle of male Azghai rolling back and forth across the corridor. “Stop this,” Rada ordered, drawing her sword and slamming the flat of the blade down on the first head to roll within reach. Lord Blee staggered and Rada grabbed Den-ban’s foreleg, twisting it so hard he screamed. He started to pull away and she let him, positioning herself between the two. “You are dead. You have violated his imperial majesty’s pledge of protection over his guests, and you are dead. In ten seconds, there will be no one in this hall or I will inform him myself of this, and I will claim both your hides for bench covers. Go!” Both males, panting and bleeding, tensed. She looked from one to the other, her free hand flipping loose the tie-down on her blaster and starting to draw it. Den-ban turned tail and fled. Blee gave Rada a look of pure poison and departed the other way, leaving her alone in the hall. She counted to one hundred before sheathing her sword. “Idiot males.”


Rada tapped a rhythm on the door. The guard unbolted the door and slid it open a talon’s width. Rada said a few words and he followed her out of the humans’ quarters. A servant appeared in the hall and Rada stopped him. “Turn the heat in the humans’ quarters back down and give them two pitchers of water every hour for the next six hours. Healer’s orders.”


Instead of the King-Emperor, Rada spoke with the crown prince. “It shall be dealt with, Lord Ni Drako,” he informed her.


“Thank you, your highness.”



[image: * * *]



Three sixts later, Reh-dakh, Lord Defender of Drakon IV, Imperial Councilor and daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, would have torn her hair out with frustration if she hadn’t needed it for insulation against the cold.


“Why have you not brought the rest of the winter supplies into the main house? Or continued the avalanche patrols that I ordered?” She drummed her fingers on the top of the comm monitor’s table, the clicking of claws on wood an audible sign of her annoyance.


The reptile’s spines flared a bit. “Lord Mammal, there have been greater needs and demands on my time. It is easy enough to get to the stores where they are and the cold is keeping things fresh and limiting the vermin. I’ve told the manager at Burnt Mountain to see to the patrols because they fall within his jurisdiction and avalanches are more of a problem for him than for Singing Pines,” Royal Estate Steward Ksskt explained, managing to be both obsequious and whiny.


Count your blessings that I can’t reach through this screen, incompetent oaf, his lord snarled behind her calm demeanor. As Rada formulated her reply, the door to her quarters opened and she turned, then rose to her feet and bowed very low. A brown-skinned Azdhag entered the public area, heavy winter robe swishing, talon-clicks muffled by elaborately tooled leather gloves.


He looked around, obviously curious, then waved towards the Lord Defender. “You may rise, Lord Reh-dakh. Finish your business—this is an informal call.”


She straightened. “Thank you, Imperial Highness,” and turned back to where her steward waited, not bothering to mask his impatience. You are an utter fool.


“Steward Ksskt. I will be coming to the manor in three sixts. By then you will have done as I ordered or you will find other employment on a different manor. Is that clear?” He started to protest her order, then hesitated, eyes widening.


“Is there a problem on my sire’s estate?” The Crown Prince had come up behind Rada, looking over her shoulder and watching the exchange with great interest.


Rada looked at the steward, who had shrunk, neck spines so flat they seemed to be burying themselves into his scales. “Not any longer, your Highness. Correct, Steward Ksskt?”


“All is as your magnificent Sire might wish, great Lord Imperial Highness! I shall see to these matters personally!”


I can smell his fear through the screen. Sad but impressive, Reh-dakh sighed. She looked at Prince Di-dosk, then back at the screen. “Thank you Ksskt. Reh-dakh out.” She closed the connection as the Prince backed a pace to give her room to stand.


Servants had already laid a tea table suitable for her royal guest, and he took his place after leisurely walking through the suite, studying Rada’s few visible personal possessions and ornaments. The Prince Imperial lingered in front of a small table placed beneath a picture of a winged human drawing a sword, then settled comfortably on cushions the servants had left for him. “Join me,” he ordered, and Rada took her place opposite him, pouring hot tea and uncovering the plates of savories for his pleasure. She waited until he had made his selections before taking any tea.


“Do you think that the Steward will do as you ordered?” Di-dosk inquired after several minutes of silence as he ate.


“Yes, after having waited as long as possible and found more excuses.” The Wanderer spoke with the voice of experience. “Might I have your Highness’s permission to go to Singing Pines on the morrow?”


Di-dosk considered her request. “Yes, you may. Provided you can return in two days,” he cautioned.


“Thank you, your Highness. The next storms are not due for four more days and I will make the best use of the time you have granted me.”


He inquired further into the condition of the two royal estates under her nominal supervision. After receiving satisfactory answers, he leaned back and she refilled his teacup. “Lord Commander, my honored sire says that you are more familiar with human history than is anyone else at court. If this so, will you explain to me how humans lost their belief in honor and duty?”


She considered for a long moment. “Your Highness, I believe it started during the first phase of what they call ‘The Ideology Wars.’ A group of young people began teaching the equality of all save those who adhered to the old ways, or who belonged to the culture that had dominated the old hierarchies. Along with many bad and unjust practices that indeed needed to be ended, valuable concepts such as public honor and a duty to one’s faith and culture were also lost.


“I think that is where it began, your Highness. There are still some worlds where you will find humans who believe in duty and honor much as we do, including, it seems, Vice Admiral Kundera. But they are not the leaders of the Sapient Republic at the moment,” she concluded.


Crown Prince Di-dosk considered her words. “I will want to speak with you more on this matter, when I have the time.”


“Certainly, your Highness. My time is yours to command.”


“What is that picture?” He inquired, pointing to the one he had studied earlier. She retrieved it and laid it on the low table.


“The original is a window made of colored glass. Almost two thousand years ago the window stood over the high altar of a military chapel on Earth. The figure is Saint Michael Archangel, who is called the Defender of Heaven and is the patron guardian of soldiers.” She smiled down at the picture.


The amber-eyed Azdhag picked the frame up and studied it while she refilled his tea. He tapped the image with his bare talon. “That looks like a True-dragon in the far corner.”


“It is. For millennia many humans considered dragons a symbol of evil,” she said, as a tart voice spoke into their minds, «Twits, all of them!»


The Crown Prince raised his head at the interruption and Rada cringed. “My apologies, your Highness. Zabet is more forthright than is always wise.” Di-dosk set the frame down on the table and looked over his shoulder as a sinuous form flowed into the public reception area, blue eyes serious for once.


«Imperial Highness, my lord, pardon the interruption but you need to know something.»


“Speak freely, Zabet,” the prince ordered.


«One of the humans wishes to compromise Lord Reh-dakh.»


Rada stiffened as Di-dosk prodded, “In what way, silver dancer?”


The blue-silver True-dragon looked very unhappy and with a protective gesture rested her muzzle atop Rada’s shoulder. «Physically, if what I sense is true. Diplomatically as well, from what the servants are gossiping.»


Rada felt a little sick. “I feared this might happen, Imperial Highness.” Her fingers traced the carvings on the hilt of the bahn’leh tucked into the sash covering her gun belt.


“Go to Singing Pines on the morrow, Lord Reh-dakh. I will speak with his Imperial Majesty about these matters. You will tell no one else of what has been said here, either of you,” Di-dosk ordered, rising to his feet. Reh-dakh rose only far enough to kneel as he left the room.


«You’re in deep shit, aren’t you?» Zabet said, as she sat back down and sighed.


“No more than usual.” Rada helped herself to a few of the scant remains of the Crown Prince’s tea before starting to pack.


After Rada left, Zabet decided to take matters into her own forefeet. She kept an eye on Assistant Ambassador Juan Ch’ien and tipped the servants assigned to the Sapient Republic delegation to let her know his schedule. The next day, as he rounded a corner he found someone waiting for him. “May I be of service?” he asked, taking the initiative.


«I apologize for delaying you, Assistant Ambassador, but I wished to have a word with you, if I might. I am Lady Zabet of House Nagali.»


“I have a few minutes, Lady Zabet, but only a few. What do you wish to discuss?”


«I will be brief and to the point, Your Honor, as I know that your time is valuable. Your assumptions and aspirations towards my business partner are both unfounded and unwelcomed. I do not want you to find yourself challenged on a point of honor or doing something that might compromise either the treaty negotiations or Lord Reh-dakh’s person.»


“I assure you, Zabet, I will do no such thing nor did I intend to!” He acted innocent and affronted, although Zabet could tell that he understood exactly what she was talking about. She smelled guilt as well as hearing it.


Her whiskers fluttered and she made a graceful gesture with her forefoot. «Thank you. I’d hate to lose my best business partner yet to the executioner’s block for someone else’s, ah, ‘cultural misunderstanding’.»


He stepped back a pace, tan skin going pale, and he gulped. “What do you mean?”


«Although the honor blade allows its holders to defend their honor if challenged, and is a mark of great regard and esteem, there are also grave penalties should the bearer come under suspicion of misconduct. It is truly a two-edged gift,» she explained. «And I apologize for delaying you, Your Honor. My regards to Ambassador Bolton and have a good rest of the day.»


With that Zabet bowed and left him to puzzle over her words and their implications as he hurried to his meeting. She probably shouldn’t have confronted him, but after she’d spent this long training Rada Ni Drako, she wasn’t going to let a hormonal idiot ruin all her hard work.
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Two days later, one of the household servants ushered Lord Reh-dakh into His Imperial Highness’s “office.” Reh-dakh dropped to one knee, bowed her head, and waited for his acknowledgment. She could hear writing stick on paper, then a snap and a muttered curse. She hid a grin of sympathy. At last, after perhaps five minutes, she heard, “You may rise.” She stood carefully, so as not to put too much weight on her bad leg.


“Report, Lord Reh-dakh. What did you find at His Majesty’s estates?” The Crown Prince regarded her steadily, waiting.


“Your Imperial Highness, things were not as good as your Imperial Sire’s former steward suggested.” That was a rank understatement, in truth. She had, alas only metaphorically, kicked the idiot’s tail from the Singing Pines manor house, over the northern pole, and back to Drakon IV’s equator when she saw the state of things. “Instead of tending to his duties, former Steward Ksskt apparently found other pursuits to fill his time. There is enough food to get through the rest of the winter and seed for the spring. And access to Burnt Mountain should be restored by a twelve-night after Breakdark unless a truly severe storm comes through. But the manor and villages were left unprepared for the cold, my lord, and there has been suffering. Of the two estates, Burnt Mountain has fared better, with much credit due to Manager Tiisk,” she finished.


The prince’s expression grew more troubled with each detail of her report. “How much suffering has there been? Any avalanche losses?”


“No deaths yet, although there have been illnesses. It seems that the former steward failed to distribute supplies before the storms started and the most remote settlements have been running short. Singing Pines village is better.” She looked down at the elaborate patterns decorating the marble floor. “I’d told the headman of the village and the manager of Burnt Mountain a number of years ago to use the Daimyo’s Tenth of the hunt if there was need. They have both done so and no one has starved. The granaries are being cleaned, grain sorted, and rodent traps and baits are now in place, and the juniors will get a copper per rodent they catch in and around the granaries until the harvest is in proper storage.” She kept her head down, waiting for an explosion. Neither of those had been requested of, or approved by, the estates’ owner.


“I believe my Imperial Sire will confirm your decisions, Lord Reh-dakh,” Prince Di-dosk said. “Have you ever taken the Daimyo’s Tenth? It is your right, along with personal service.”


“Yes, your Highness, and I have. But not if the worth was needed for improving the estates, or in a hard year,” Rada said, daring to look up.


The brown Azdhag made a forefoot negation, an amused expression in his amber eyes. “Besides the steps you described, what is being done?”


“I’ve ordered Manager Tiisk from Burnt Mountain to take over until after the treaty negotiations are ended. He was en route to Singing Pines when I left and should arrive late tonight. Grain has been distributed per the schedule, plus extra because of the pending storm, and some villagers have been bringing in extra fuel. If His Majesty grants permission, after the treaty is signed I will return to the estates and see what else is needed and begin looking for a new Steward, as Tiisk has said that he lacks the experience.”


Di-dosk paced for a bit, then gave the Azhdag equivalent of a shrug, rumpling his tail. “You have done well, Lord Reh-dakh. Bring me a formal report tomorrow afternoon and I will give it to my honored Sire. Go take a hot soak, on my orders, and supper will be waiting in your quarters since I know you came directly here upon landing.” She knelt again, “You are dismissed, Lord-Defender.” The tired woman rose and left.
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Three nights later, Rada wondered which son of a dockside recreational professional had taught the bright idea fairy how to travel the stars. Lord Kii-Blee had formally petitioned to end their feud. “The Assistant Ambassador can serve as a neutral witness and peacemaker,” Kii-Blee’s message had read. “All feuds will end, no guilt will be assigned.” Well, I may have declared it but your ancestor deserved it. I should have killed him and his painted, perfumed, pandering popinjay of a King-Emperor both. Instead she was cooling her heels outside one of the imperial chapels, waiting for Juan Ch’ien and Kii-Blee both. She’d agreed to it why? Because I’m tired and because the Pack approves of ending this folly. And I of all people know better than to anger the Pack. I’m the only one living who has seen what can happen.


Kii-Blee appeared and gestured for her to follow him into the chapel. Rada had participated in other feud-ends but never been in this room, and she took her time studying the lovely chamber. It wasn’t large, but beautifully decorated with paintings of Azdhag deities of both sexes on a pale gold background. A silver altar stood against one wall, and Blee lit two sticks of incense that burned with a scent resembling the peaches of Ter Tri. A table stood in the center of the room, holding a tray with three cups and a large basin of water. The human coughed, and Blee beckoned for him to enter. Lord Kii-Blee wore his house colors of midnight navy embroidered with stylized hills, and Rada wore her basic court formal clothes. Both were armed with swords.


Kii-Blee, as highest ranking, spoke first, with Rada interpreting. “I wish to begin by apologizing for the disturbance outside your quarters last sixt, Your Honor. In my anger over an affront to my honor, I brought my fight to your door, and for this I am truly sorry.”


“My Lord, I accept your apology, although none is needed. No one was injured or inconvenienced and I thank you for your restraint and consideration,” Ch’ien replied just as formally.


“Thank you. Shall we begin?” Kii-Blee said, gesturing to the table in the center of the room. Rada bowed and moved to stand opposite him, her back to the altar. “Please stand here, facing the door,” Kii-blee directed, and the human did as bidden. Kii-Blee rose onto his hind legs and nodded to Rada. They drew their blades, touching the tips over the water and cups.


“One hundred and sixty year-turns past, House Ni Drako did offense unto House Blee through usurpation and calumny: usurpation by taking as vassals those sworn to House Blee and unreleased, and calumny by accusation of negligence and unconcern,” Rada recited. Although your blasted ancestor did neglect and harm his people, and didn’t try and help them after the flood, so no wonder they refused to go back, she thought.


Kii-blee took up the story. “Since that day, feud has ruled between House Blee and House Ni Drako, shading all dealings and coloring all duties. Such is the discord that other Houses have been tainted by this strife, even unto the feet of the royal throne. Now has come the time to end this strife and wash away the anger,” Kii-Blee concluded. The two nobles withdrew their blades, saluted, and presented them to Ch’ien hilt-first. He accepted them and took them to the altar, laying them there for the next part of the ceremony.


“Heads of your Houses, do you renounce this feud?” Ch’ien asked after resuming his place at the table.


“For my House, I so do,” Reh-dakh said in Azdhag, then in Republic standard.


“For my House, I so do,” Kii-Blee repeated, grey-brown eyes never leaving the Assistant Ambassador’s face.


Ch’ien took the two incense sticks and used them to light candles, which he presented to the Azdhagi nobles. “Then with this water quench the blaze of anger, that it may never flare again.” They dipped the tapers in the bowl, then returned them to the witness, who in turn replaced them on the altar. He then handed one cup to each of the nobles after raising each one to eye level. “With this wash away the conflict, that it never return,” and all three drank.


Rada saw that the human had a cup of something creamy-looking and sweet, while hers and Blee’s were dark red-brown, like Azdhag blood. Kii-Blee stuck his tongue out. “Truly, even ending a feud is a bitter thing.”


Ch’ien removed the swords from the altar and returned them to their owners, who saluted him, then each other, and sheathed them. “So ends the feud. We go in peace and peace between our houses,” Rada and Blee said in unison, bowing to each other and to the witness.


“Thank you, Your Honor,” Kii-Blee said.


“You are very welcome, Lord Kii-Blee. My best wishes for the prosperity of your House,” and Ch’ien turned to Rada, who waited politely for the higher-ranking noble to finish. “And yours, my lord.”


“Thank you, and I bid you good night and fair skies Your Honor, Ni Drako,” Kii-Blee said.


“Fair skies and good harvests unto your House, my Lord Kii-Blee,” Rada replied, bowing slightly as the Azhdag left the room.


Juan Ch’ien turned to Rada. “Lord Reh-dakh, could you guide me back to the Sapient Republic Delegation’s rooms? I am not familiar with this part of the Palace,” he admitted.


On her guard but polite, she gestured for him to precede her. “Of course, Your Honor.”


They were about halfway to his rooms when he asked, “My Lord, could you explain your position in court? It seems rather ambiguous.”


She nodded and smiled slightly, turning her head a little so she could see him. I’ll be honest, since he probably won’t believe me anyway. “Fluid would be a better term, Your Honor. Technically, I am within the middle ranks of all courtiers and hold the lowest rank of those within the Imperial Council. But—and this is where matters become very complicated—when acting as Lord-Defender I outrank everyone on the Planetary Council and at Court except His Imperial Majesty, his Imperial Highness, and the Minister of War. When commanding in battle, I outrank all save the King-Emperor, but only then.”


“That’s rather confusing, Lord Reh-dakh.”


“Yes, it is. It evolved over several hundred years, so I’m familiar with the patternings, but for someone not used to the Azdhag culture and ways it is confusing. There is much like this within Azdhagia, Your Honor—things that are not as they seem on the surface. That is part of what keeps me here,” and she stopped, turning to face him. “Like the sea, the Azdhag Empire seems unchanging but in truth it alters, turns over, and recreates itself almost constantly. But that is far more than you wanted to know and I apologize, Your Honor. We are just down the hall from your chambers. I bid you good night.” She bowed.


“Thank you, Lord Reh-dakh, Lord Defender. This evening has been most enlightening. Good night,” and he left her in the hall.


«Pet, are you feeling okay?» Zabet asked the next afternoon as Rada leaned back against the stones framing the bay window, eyes closed. «You look flushed and your eye is bright.»


“I’m fine. I’m just a little tired. Having to memorize that entire ceremony on short notice, plus dealing with the manor records, the negotiations, and then a training session this morning, have all taken it out of me,” Rada said. “Are things as messy as they looked?”


Zabet nodded and closed the last of the old-fashioned account books, then walked over to her friend, resting her head on Rada’s lap so the woman could scratch around her ears. «Yes, but all the funds are present and accounted for, if not correctly. He was lazy, but not dishonest. At least not with the King-Emperor’s money.»


“Thanks for wading through that.” Rada sighed and looked down at the True-dragon, noting the worry in her blue eyes. “Tell you what. Let’s forget the estates for the rest of the afternoon. I have a few hours before the ceremony, so I’ll get dressed early and read to you. Go pick something while I change.” She got up and the world spun a little. Too many things going on at once, she decided.


«What are you wearing?»


“The field grey outfit with the smoke embroidery, no headpiece. I need to fade into the stonework and let the great lords shine tonight,” the Wanderer said as she changed. “Find a book?”


«Yes. Tales from a Wayside Inn by Longfellow. “Listen my children and you shall hear / of the midnight ride of Paul Revere . . .”» She recited a bit, then handed the old book to her associate before curling up in the sunny window seat. «Read me a story! Please o please o please!» The True-dragon sent to all hearers, mimicked a brainless bit of fluff as she struck a pose in the light. The servant checking the stove made a tail-tip wiggle of laughter, as Zabet had no doubt intended.


“You are something else again, silver dancer.” Rada chuckled, then found a place to start.
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Three hours later Rada felt worse. She almost swayed on her feet as she watched the other court nobles and the S.R. delegation. As the lowest ranking member of the Imperial Council, Lord Reh-dakh’s signature was the first affixed to the treaty, then the seneschal’s, with His Imperial Majesty’s seal the final mark. Reh-dakh signed with her full titles, save for “former Ruling Regent.” The Sapient Republic did not need that bit of information. She finished, laid the writing rod down, and stepped out of the way. Write fast, please. I need to go lie down. She had to remain until the final ratification—by tradition and law, the treaty was not valid unless all signers witnessed all signatures.


Fortunately, the others all wrote quickly. At last King-Emperor Huan-di dipped a talon into the special lapis ink and drew his ornate sigil, then added his seal to the paper. “This marks the beginning of peace between our Houses, the Azdhag Empire and Sapient Republic. May it remain thus,” he declared, and servants appeared with small cups of golden ice-wine or fruit juice. Rada accepted hers and joined the S.R. delegation and other councilors in drinking to peace and prosperity. His Majesty took his seat and the doors to the throne room opened, allowing the rest of the court to enter.


After the formal ceremonies concluded, Rada took a position towards the rear of the hall with the minor nobles. A few minutes later she began fanning herself discreetly.


Admiral Kundera had also left the dais and was chatting, via Master Zhing, with Defender Kir. The two soldiers were deep in a discussion when Kir gestured towards the Lord-Defender, apparently suggesting that they ask Lord Reh-dakh about the topic. The three started towards her, then began walking faster as they drew close. As Rada watched, they faded in and out of her vision, and she had to concentrate on their words.


“My Lord, is there a problem?” Kundera asked through Zhing. Rada looked confused and started to reply. Her face flushed, then abruptly turned pale and grey and she collapsed, metal fan clanging on the stone floor.


Rada regained consciousness very slowly. She heard voices and tried to rise and see who was in her private chamber, but taloned forefeet held her down and she heard Zabet saying «Lie still, please. Let Healer Panjhi finish examining you.» It took a moment for the name to register, and when it did Rada snapped completely awake. Panjhi was the senior physician in the Palace and normally focused her attention only on the royal family. Her next realization was that she was stark naked, a state that made her blush crimson even though the Azdhag wouldn’t care in the slightest. «Well, your reactions are intact at least,» Zabet commented, relief plain to hear.


The violet-robed healer finished her careful inspection of the Lord-Defender, then stepped back and regarded her patient. “My Lord-Mammal, what is the last thing that you remember?”


Rada frowned and tried to think back. “I was in the great Throne Room, following the signing of the Sapient Republic treaty, and it was very hot—so hot that I felt ill. Defender Kir and a human, Admiral Kundera I think, had come up and were asking me a question. I couldn’t catch my breath and my heart started pounding. That’s the last I recall, Lady Healer.”


The olive-green Azdhag handed Rada a glass of a pale-blue liquid. “Drink this. All of it, now.” With some help Rada sat up and did as ordered, even though the drink was so bitter it made her stomach churn. “It’s a purge, to get the last of any remaining redleaf out of your body. You were given a large enough dose to kill every mammal in the imperial granaries, no offense.”


“None taken.” The implications of the physician’s blunt statement hit abruptly. “I was poisoned?”


«You damn near died! Twice over the past day and a half we thought we’d lost you, before you started improving. I should kill you for scaring me like that.»


“It seems that Lord Kii-Blee decided to ensure that the feud between your Houses ended with your death, Lord-Defender,” a male voice remarked, and she turned her head far enough to see the Prince Imperial seated just beyond the edge of her private chamber. As she struggled to cover herself and bow he waved her off. “Don’t. Healer Panjhi says that you need to rest another twelve hours or so. And now, I’m going to report to my honored Sire. Lady Healer, once again you have the thanks of my House.”


Reh-dakh’s muscles trembled, and she lay back down as Panjhi commanded, “Zabet, I’m leaving one of my assistants here. When next you wake, Lord-Mammal, drink this,” she pointed to a flask, “and eat something. And drink all the water you care to, in order to finish re-hydrating.”


Rada didn’t protest. “As you command, Lady Healer, so shall it be. And my thanks for your care.”


“Anything to keep Zabet quiet, Lord-Mammal. Good day,” and she departed.


“My sleeping robe, please. I’m chilly.” Zabet handed her the warm silk and grass-fluff garment and helped her put it on. After a trip to the head, Reh-dakh returned to the sleeping platform and sank back into the thick cushions. Zabet stretched out along her side, head across the woman’s abdomen, eyes closed. “What happened, silver dancer?”


«I’ll tell you when you wake up.» Sensing the futility of an argument, Rada fell asleep.


It was a few hours before sunrise when she woke again. Zabet had moved away at some point and a heavy quilt spread over the sleeper. Rada stretched and began moving, taking her time. She felt hungry and a bit light-headed, but otherwise fine. She’d barely started to stand when a servant appeared and handed her a heavy over-robe. “Lord-Mammal, food is waiting.” Rada walked through the darkness to where a light meal had been laid out. After dutifully taking the last of Lady Panjhi’s medicines, Rada ate with a will, then sat back as the servants took the table away, leaving tea and water for her.


Rada took her drinks and went to the window seat. The tall, drafty, ancient sand-glass window overlooked part of an inner courtyard and the end of the public gardens. Rada noticed that a platform and some other things had been added to the courtyard. “Ah. Justice will be swift,” she said aloud.


«Indeed,» a satisfied voice said. «It seems that sunrise on Breakdark is a good time for one as dark as Kii-blee to die. His Imperial Majesty has decreed and it shall be done—by your hand if you choose.»


“Zabet, what happened?”


Zabet sat down next to her Pet and snarled, round ears tipped back, whiskers stiff with anger. «As the Prince Imperial said, that which was once Kii-Blee tried to win the feud between your houses and to cast doubts on the treaty as well. You should have had red wine or berry juice in your cup, not a redleaf decoction. He assumed that you would collapse and die before or just after signing, thus shattering the negotiations as well as eliminating you. And if that weren’t enough, he gave himself a weak dose so that the human witness would be blamed. You didn’t react the way he anticipated but you ran a terribly high fever, had heart problems, went into convulsions and scared the hell out of me and a few other people for a day and a half. It was near enough that Lady Panjhi had a death record prepared for you and the seneschal made arrangements for your cremation service.»


Rada, eye wide, stared at her friend. “Blessed Lord! Oh Zabet, I’m so sorry.”


She stopped when the dragon reached up and waved a talon. «The condemned is the one who owes me, and I’m going to let others collect my debt. His Imperial Majesty wishes you to carry out the final sentence. Will you?»


Rada didn’t answer. Instead, she got cleaned up and dressed. Once finished, she looked in the mirror. Hair mostly loose down her back, dress in her House color of blue-green, black underskirt, breeches, and boots, she seemed even paler than usual. The Lord-Defender fastened her modified sword belt tight, checking the charge in her pistol before hanging her bahn’leh above the sword. On the other side she clipped her namesake, then threw a heavy black cloak over everything and pulled on black gloves. “Come,” she ordered, and Zabet followed. Two soldiers fell in behind them as an escort.


Her boots rang on the frost-washed stones of the courtyard and she stopped off to the side of the temporary dais and watched, impassive, as the court and S.R. party assembled. Just before dawn on the shortest day of the year, the King-Emperor, Prince Imperial, vizier, and seneschal walked onto the dais and the assembled court knelt. “Rise. Lord Reh-dakh, join Us.” She climbed onto the platform and drew her sword, resting the point on the wood, gloved hands lying over the pommel.


The King-Emperor looked over the nobles, servants and soldiers. “The creature which was once called Lord Kii-Blee has been accused and found guilty of attempted murder. It also broke truce-oath, and brought suspicion onto an innocent party, while simultaneously violating diplomatic protection, and attempted to disrupt Imperial negotiations. Although Our interests and honor were threatened, We find Lord Reh-dakh the most aggrieved party. We give him the life of the convicted, if he chooses to take it.”


“Imperial Majesty, I do.” She unfastened her cloak and handed it down to Zabet.


She could see the humans exchanging puzzled looks. At the Emperor’s wave, guards hauled the former noble forward. He had been stripped, muzzled, and chained, and struggled against the soldiers, eyes dilated with fear. They threw him down at the foot of the dais just as the first sunlight touched the stone walls above the crowd. Rada took a deep breath. “You forfeited your life when you betrayed your ruler, your House, and your honor,” she told him, loud enough for all to hear. “It is the Empire’s right, not yours, to decree life and death for those of us sworn to its service.” Her breath steamed in the crisp winter air.


She jumped off the low platform and nodded to the soldiers, who hauled the terrified Azdhag up onto two legs. “Know that I take no joy in the justice you will receive, oathbreaker.” He tried to protest and the stink of excrement and fear tainted the clean morning air. Before he could do anything more, her sword stroke opened him from neck to hips. Red-brown blood and pale tan intestines gushed steaming onto the cobbles and Rada paused and nodded again. The soldiers dropped the mewling creature and stepped away as he thrashed in agony. After a minute or so of watching his torment, Rada’s blade sliced down again, ending the Azdhag’s suffering. Another pair of guards bundled the remains in canvas before dragging them out of the courtyard. Defender Kir handed the woman a bit of cloth and she cleaned her blade before sheathing it with a crisp “click.”


“You are merciful, Lord-Defender,” the King-Emperor observed.


“I take no pleasure in suffering, Imperial Majesty. That is why I am here,” and she bowed as he looked out at the witnesses and called, “Blee-zhi, come forward.”


A lean, nervous Azdhag stepped out of the assembly, carefully avoiding the bloody puddle where his uncle had died. Blee-zhi genuflected before the dais. “You may rise,” Hunag-di commanded.


The reptile stood on four feet, eyes downcast. Di-dosk left the platform and joined Reh-dakh and Blee-zhi on the cold stones. “Nephew of House Blee, are you willing to take leadership of your House, serving Us in Court and caring for your people?” the King-Emperor asked.


“I am, Imperial Majesty,” he said in a weak voice.


“Lord Reh-dakh, do you uphold to end the feud with House Blee?”


“Imperial Majesty, the feud ended when the Head of House Blee and I washed away the conflict three suns ago. There is naught between our Houses save shared loyalty and duty to the Empire.”


Huang-di smiled. “Lord Blee-zhi, I confirm you in lordship of House Blee, and all the lands and rights and duties therewith.” At his nod, the Crown Prince presented the new Lord of Blee with his titles and assigns. Blee-zhi touched head to ground three times to the King-Emperor and once to the Crown Prince, then turned to Lord Reh-dakh.


“Congratulations on your accession, my Lord,” she said, smiling and bowing as was proper.


“Thank you, Lord Defender. Health and long life to your House,” he returned the courtesy.


The accession ceremony finished quickly and the King-Emperor, Crown Prince, and others returned indoors, followed by anyone with enough sense to get out of the bitter cold. Thus, only Zabet, Reh-dakh, Admiral Kundera, and Assistant Ambassador Juan Ch’ien remained as a group of servants began removing the dais and other items. Zabet gave her Pet back her heavy cloak and Rada pulled it tight around her shoulders as the two humans approached. Ch’ien was still green from the morning’s display and looked very uncomfortable, while the Admiral was nonchalant.


“It’s good to see you well, Lord-Defender,” Kundera said, offering his hand.


She shook it, then bowed. “Thank you. I apologize for not being able to answer your question the other evening.”


“I understand. You were a bit distracted.”


Juan Ch’ien listened to this understated conversation with growing confusion. “I don’t understand, Lord Reh-dakh,” he admitted at last. “How can you be so calm after what happened to you and what you just did?”


She folded her arms over her chest, still smiling slightly. “Your Honor, this is not my first brush with Death’s forefoot. After this long, any day when I wake up breathing, with all my limbs attached and functional, is a good day. As for administering justice, the nameless one committed suicide when he betrayed us both, Your Honor. I just killed his body—that which made him a person had gone long before.” Zabet nodded her agreement, as did the Admiral.


“And His Majesty was serious when he called me merciful. By right and custom I should have killed the condemned slowly, with a short blade so that he only expired when the first light touched the cobbles.” Ch’ien looked at the band of sunlight just now dropping below the top windows of the courtyard wall and blanched.


«As your poet said, “The quality of mercy is not strained. It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: It blesseth both him that gives and him that takes.”» Zabet quoted into their minds, and her friend chuckled appreciatively.


“Merchant of Venice, Act IV, Scene I. Not my favorite of Shakespeare’s plays, but not bad at all.”


«Can we go inside, my lord? My toes are frozen and there are all sorts of good things for breakfast.» Zabet bounced lightly back and forth on alternating feet.


“Excuse our discourtesy, Lady Zabet,” Ambassador Ch’ien said, giving a most courtly bow. “We have no intention of delaying your meals.”


«Wise young man. Keep your head out of your trousers and you just may have a future in the diplomatic corps.»


“A valid observation, Lady Zabet,” Ch’ien managed with commendable aplomb as he turned and walked inside.
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That afternoon as she half-napped, her stomach happily full of meaty treats, Rada decided to stay on Drakon IV until her mind healed, orders and leave times be damned. I’ll go back to when I’m supposed to. And if General Jones needs me earlier, well, Rahoul knows how to contact Joschka who can call . . . She fell asleep.
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(August 2007)




“. . . and I expect everyone to do their part to . . .”


Rachel scratched another square off her mental scorecard. Performance evaluation time is a pain. Even outside the chain of command it’s a pain. Because General Jones droned on, and on, and on at the staff meetings. One thing about the Azdhagi, Rachel mused, their version of a performance review is short and to the point—occasionally lethal, but short.


At last came the words Rachel had longed to hear. “Cdr. Na Gael? Do you have anything to report?”


She stood up and waved toward the data now running through the projector. “Brigadier, gentlemen, Captain Monroe—a few weeks ago this signal was received by the Astronomical Institute and noticed by Captain Marsh. Neither they nor we were able to identify it, although it seemed vaguely familiar. As it turns out, a similar signal reached the Institute’s receivers shortly before the little incident with the assassination attempt in the lab, which explains why I did not follow up immediately. Between then and this report, at least two more similar signals were picked up by other observers. As you can see,” she ran the three traces together, “they match. I’ll spare you the technical details, but they are from a materials’ and resources bioscanner. The three triangulate to this area,” and she pulled up a map of the Moors of North Yorkshire.


Evelyn Jones leaned forward, brown eyes intent. “Can you determine who’s scanning?”


“Yes, ma’am. The signal matches a Keldak military scout scanner. And no, no one on Earth should have access to one, based on what I could find.”


Captain John Marsh waved a finger and Rachel nodded towards him. “This is what I brought you the day before . . ?”


“Yes. It was a very good catch. The other two transmissions have been logged within the past four days,” she added.


“All right, Commander. What do you have on the, what did you call it?” Jones asked as the others started making notes.


“Keldak, ma’am.” Rachel began reciting, “They are an expansionist species from about 145 light-years away, give or take a parsec. Technologically far advanced from Earth, and last I heard very interested in resource acquisition, mostly bioresources, since they lost a lot of their ecosystem support species after making major errors with an attempt at planetary climate modification. However, that information is somewhat out-of-date. If it is indeed a Keldak scout mission that has set up in the northern moors, you’re looking at, oh, probably five individual Keldaki, plus some robotic defenses.” Rachel stopped and thought. “Oh, and they’re amenable to negotiation sometimes. Depends on if it’s just scouts or if any others have come along,” she added with a pointed look at the commanding officer.


Jones ignored the jab and tossed a sheaf of papers at her advisor, who missed the catch. “Here’s the morning’s report,” the Welshwoman said. “Seems some hikers were reported missing by a friend, and park rangers have found holes in the ground where there shouldn’t be any. Same area as your signals. Suggestions, if it does prove to be your Keldaks?”


Rachel shrugged, rumpling her tail as she collected a wayward page. “Politely suggest that this planet is taken and that they be on their way would be my first thought. If they refuse, then threaten to eject them.”


“Have you negotiated with this species before, Commander?” Major Rahoul Khan asked, looking up from his computer terminal.


“No, sir. I’ve observed negotiations but never been directly involved.”


Marsh frowned. “If they are scouts, we should block their communications out, in case they try and call for reinforcements,” he offered, and Jones nodded.


“See what you can get started, Marsh. Khan, get people moving. Ngobo, I want you and the Commander to get a briefing packet ready within the hour. Dismissed,” Jones announced as she stood up, followed by her men. Rachel, still on her feet, finished skimming the reports as Kwame Ngobo came around the table to get a closer look at the printout she had brought with her.


“Your office or mine, Captain?”


“Mine, assuming you’re already packed for the field,” he said, collecting his notes and her laptop.


“Let’s go then.”
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Later that afternoon Jones waved her resident boffin over to where she stood next to her command car. “You’re riding with me today.” The smaller woman gave her an odd look—for safety’s sake she usually traveled in a separate vehicle from the CO and executive officer. “Another report came in. You can read as we go,” the officer explained tersely. “Khan will be following later. Vienna has something else they also want us to look into.”


Half an hour later, Rachel emerged from the reports and fished what looked like a Personal Data Assistant out of a pouch on her belt. She tapped the screen with the stylus and frowned down at the results, then tapped some more before muttering an imprecation under her breath.


“Care to share?” Jones inquired.


“Oh, just trying to sort out how long before the rest of the Keldaki ships arrive within planetary orbit.”


Jones yelped, “What?”


“Got you.” Rachel grinned. “The ships are probably out beyond that mess of asteroids and junk, what is it, oh, the Oort Cloud you call it. Good place to lurk out of sensor range,” Rachel explained as she tucked away her data-link. “Actually, ma’am, I was looking up some information about Keldak ship capabilities. Engine thrust, power sources, weaponry, the usual.”


Jones bit back a reprimand for the alien’s joking. Instead she settled into her seat and mentally reviewed the morning’s staff briefing. “You said you had observed the Keldaks before? What circumstances?”


Rachel shrugged and twisted a bit so she could see the human. “It was at a Traders’ Fair many years ago, when I was still apprenticed. The Keldaks sent a trade party for the first time that anyone could recall, and the master I was assigned to had been tasked with briefing them on the Trade Truce and finding them a place in the main Mart. I thought at the time that they were more noise than actual threat.”


Jones mulled over the advisor’s account, and added another piece to the puzzle that was her consultant. She still really knew nothing about the woman who called herself “Commander Rachel Na Gael,” other than that she was not from Earth, had been a mercenary before she began working with the Global Defense Force, and had impressive empathic abilities. Evelyn Jones suspected some other things about the scarred brunette sitting beside her, but had precious few facts.


“Tell me more about the Keldaki,” Jones ordered.


“They are bi-pedal marsupials and stand just under two meters tall. Their homeworld’s gravity is about 1.25 times greater than Earth standard, so they are stronger than they seem, with sturdier bones. Last I heard about them, they’d started expanding out of their star-system and were looking to form their own dominion. They tangled with the Azdhag Empire once and I’d have thought that would cure anyone of expansionism, but apparently not.” Rachel frowned, then corrected herself, “Will tangle with the Azdhagi. Sorry, getting my timethreads snarled. Anyway, the Keldak are fairly hierarchical, so elimination or negotiation with the top officer on scene is the most effective way to deal with them, at least from what I remember. There’s just not that much information about them available,” she allowed, with a faintly apologetic look.


Jones considered the information. “What comes after a scout ship?”


Rachel retrieved her data-link and called up an image. “Light cutter, similar to the Shii-dakt class,” she shook her head, “Sorry, ma’am. That wouldn’t mean anything to you. A Keldak cutter is about 500 meters long, carries 175 crew and warriors, and has the same firepower as two American Nimitz class aircraft carriers, in a different form.”


Jones whistled, making her associate cringe. “Sorry. What form of firepower are we talking about?”


“Plasma weapons. Could level Manchester in about half an hour,” «which might be urban improvement, depending on where they start» Rachel thought, remembering her last visit to that city.


«I heard that,» Jones said into Rachel’s mind, making her jump. «Hey, I heard that!»


Despite her annoyance, the alien smiled. «Good, you’re improving, ma’am.» The officer was pleased, until Rachel continued, «Now raise your shields before you pick up more than you really want to, or I learn something you’d just as soon keep private.»


Oops. Jones concentrated for a moment, willing a wall between her mind and the rest of the world.


The officer noticed her associate making herself as comfortable as possible, wedged into the corner between the doorframe and seat. “One more question. Why do you nod off so often when we’re en route?”


“After so many years of marching to the guns, I’ve learned to get my sleep when I can and to be less impatient about travel time, ma’am. Plus we cats have a reputation to maintain,” and she winked.


The alien drifted to sleep, leaving Evelyn Jones alone with her thoughts.


Ninety minutes later the GDF vehicles came to a stop at the edge of the Yorkshire Moors National Park. Jones, grateful for the chance to stretch, got out of the car and looked around. A swarm of midges seemed to materialize out of nowhere and she glared at the insects, then ignored them. Rachel made a rude noise as she pulled a small grey-and-black box the size of her hand out of her black satchel and began waving it around. They had halted just inside the park’s borders and Rachel fiddled with the box some more, pointing it west and then west-south-west.


“The transmissions came from an area about two kilometers from here on a 220 degree bearing from present position.” Sgt. Weber, their driver, spread a map sheet across the vehicle’s bonnet, and found the spot.


Jones looked it over, mentally laying out positions and routes in and out. “We’ll set up here,” she pointed to a paved turnout, “and then proceed.”


Rachel put her tool belt, walking stick, and satchel in the rear of the command vehicle and started walking in that general direction. “Cat One, just what do you think you’re doing?” Jones demanded.


“I’m going to take a look-see. Meet you at the lay-by,” a voice called, and the grey-clad woman vanished into a hollow before Jones could stop her.


Oh bother. And why did she leave her field kit? As she got back into the car, a hint of motion caught the woman’s eye and she glimpsed a black something slipping quickly through the waist-high heather and brush. Feral dog?


They found Rachel waiting on top of a small rise to the north of the lay-by when the vehicles rolled in. She didn’t move and seemed to be intently watching something. Rather than join her, Jones sent one of the scouts up while she took care of other matters. After a few minutes, Rachel descended and retrieved her gear from the back of the car. Sgt. St. John shook her head. “Only works if it’s blooming, mum,” and the advisor pulled a twig of heather out of her tightly plaited dark-brown hair with a shrug.


“’Twas worth a try, Sergeant. An’ ’twill be white come Lughnatha,” she said, mimicking the local dialect.


The initial reconnaissance of the area revealed a pond where the previous year’s Ordinance Survey showed nothing. The park rangers’ mysterious holes were on the south side of the pond, in two hillsides, and a cautious probe showed them to be more tunnel than hole or cave. Evelyn Jones considered her available resources, and made her plans. Captain Monroe will act as my number two until Khan arrives, since Ngobo and Marsh are remaining at headquarters—Marsh will continue to oversee the signals jamming of the Keldaki scanner, and Ngobo is forwarding more data from the Astronomical Institute to Na Gael and Marsh. Monroe needs field and command experience, Jones decided, and this is a good way for her to get it.


“As you can see, the pond is new since the last survey ten months ago,” Monroe reported a little later. “The holes, or rather tunnels, were first reported by a park ranger two weeks ago. Otherwise the area does not seem to be disturbed, and the University of York’s geologists report no unusual seismographic anomalies in the past twelve months in this area. However, three walkers failed to meet their car. According to the friend,” the blond shuffled her notes, “they were supposed to be here at 1400 this past Sunday. He was delayed, and reached this lay-by at 1500. When they hadn’t appeared by 1700 he notified authorities. Another hiker claims to have met them at around 1130, four kilometers up the trail, on Sunday. Captain Marsh has the jamming signals and started broadcasting,” Monroe paused to check her watch, “two hours ago. I’ve posted scouts and an observer here, here and here,” she pointed a slender finger at three high points around the area of interest.


Jones nodded. “Good job Monroe. Cat One, you have the mice ready?”


Rachel looked up from tinkering with what looked like a child’s remote-control toy and removed her loupe. “Affirmative. I’d like to wait until after sundown before sending them in, if possible.”


“Why?”


“First, it will be easier to get close to the tunnel entrance. Second, these sense IR, and we can get better imaging after the sun goes down and the air cools.” She started to add something else, then stopped. At Jones inquiring look, the Wanderer shook her head slightly and gave the hand-sign for “later.” Monroe and the others failed to notice the communication, although RSM Chan raised an eyebrow.


Jones dismissed everyone to their assignments a few minutes later and went to get supper. Afterwards, she found Rachel leaning on one of the lorries, chewing dried beef and contemplating the scenery. The alien was resting her leg on the lorry’s bumper, and the officer noticed a white shape tucked into the top of the other woman’s boot. She pointed with her mug. “What’s that?”


Rachel reached down and handed her the object. It was an elaborately carved knife about twenty centimeters long. “Please don’t try to draw it.”


Jones contented herself with a close look at the hilt and sheath. “Very nice.” She returned it, and Rachel slid the knife back into its pocket. “That’s not ivory, is it?”


“No, ma’am. It’s bone. Sturdier and easier to clean blood et cetera off of.” She said it so easily that it took Jones a second to register the comment.


She sounds like that hand-to-hand combat instructor from the Paras I heard once. Jones filed another bit of information away and finished her drink, waving away the midge cloud that drifted past.


Rachel turned and faced Jones. “Ma’am, the third reason to wait until after sundown is because the humans are not in danger. The Keldak will send out a night patrol, and we can reduce the number we have to deal with by taking out their troops up here, rather than in the ship proper.”


“And how do you know this?” Jones leaned forward, not exactly doubting her advisor but very concerned.


“I did an early recce before you and the vehicles got here, just far enough in to get a sense of the emotions and to make sure what we’re dealing with,” the alien admitted.


Jones looked away and counted to ten, trying to keep from biting Rachel’s head off. “You realize that you could have jeopardized the command if you had been caught?”


“I wasn’t, and I got useful information.” Rachel shrugged, totally unrepentant.


“Commander, there are times I wonder if you are actively suicidal, or just incredibly stupid.”


A long silence followed and Jones wondered if she’d finally hit a nerve. “Not stupid, no, ma’am,” came the thoughtful reply. “If you will excuse me? I need to get the ‘mice’ off the charger,” and the grey shadow slipped off into the twilight, leaving Evelyn to puzzle Now what in the hell does that mean?


The remote controlled “mice” found the humans, who seemed to be uninjured and—after a few minutes—unguarded. “Command Two, how many Keldak have you noted thus far?” Jones wanted to know, and Monroe checked.


“Sixteen. That includes the two neutralized by the scouts.”


Jones frowned. So much for the alien’s initial assessment. Which suggests that this is more than just a simple scout. We’ve got to get the civilians out, but then what? And do they know we’re jamming them yet?


Jones turned to RSM Chan. “Any sign of attempts to communicate?”


“Negative Ma’am. They seem to be lying low after a burst earlier this evening,” he answered.


After more watching and getting Khan’s latest ETA, Jones made her decision.


“All right. Recon in force, we grab the three and fall back. Command Two, Hunter Two, get the men ready. Cat One,” and she hesitated. Her gut said that the xenologist should be with them. “Come with us. We may need you to interpret.”


“Wilco. St. John, I’m slaving the mice to your controls.” The sergeant nodded, then said something under her breath. Rachel paused before following the others out of the command trailer.


“What was that about, Cat One?” Jones asked, catching the smaller woman by the elbow.


«St. John cast a tarot on us before we left headquarters. My card was the Emperor, instead of the usual tre of swords. Probably means nothing.»


Jones had to ask, «What was mine?»


She could sense discomfort in the reply. «The Hanged Man. Normally yours is the Emperor, according to St. John.»


They mustered at the back of the rise closest to the lay-by. Jones, Monroe, and Chan finished their plans, then started moving out. Rachel went with the second batch of five, ghosting along the edge of the group, and Monroe had tail. Jones motioned, and the troops made their way into the two tunnels. If all went as planned, Jones’s squad would free the walkers while the others diverted the Keldaks’ attention. That left perhaps seven to ten defenders for each squad to deal with, while the remaining troopers acted as reinforcements.


By the time they reached the second air lock door, Rachel had worked her way to up her usual position at Jones’ shoulder. The alien wore an intent expression and kept turning her head as if listening or scanning for a sound only she could hear. The soldiers paid her no attention as they eased their way through the dimly lit corridor of the Keldak ship. They encountered one Keldak and captured it without any fuss before reaching the still-open and unguarded room where the three humans huddled.


“Ksssst.” Corporal Ulianov, on point, eased past the room, taking up a watch position just past a bend in the wall. Jones motioned and the soldiers checked for a force field, and, finding none, slipped inside. The hikers, eyes wide, didn’t say anything after Boer Four, Cpl. Lee, gestured for silence. Rachel had one of her devices at the ready, and she unlocked the trio’s cuffs while Corporal Lee gave them a quick medical check. All three were hungry, tired, and scared, but otherwise uninjured.


All at once Rachel spun around, head up, eye wide and ears pointing down the hallway. She darted for the door at the first sound of a scuffle and touched Jones’ arm. «Five Keldak incoming. A sixth between us and the exit.»


“Right.” Jones could feel her breath coming faster with the adrenaline. “You and Monroe get the civi’s out and then come back with the rest of the troops.”


Rachel started to protest, then shook her head. “Wilco. You lot, follow me,” she said over her shoulder.


The soldiers shooed the young people out and up the hallway, then took positions along the corridor walls. Jones keyed her radio. “Command One to Block One, over.” There was no reply, not even static. “One to Block One, do you copy?” Silence. She tried Chan’s group, and got no response. The first of the Keldaks appeared, then vanished back around the corner. Right, we’re on our own. Time to fall back and regroup. Just as she started to give the signal, she heard a clang of metal on metal, and her eyes and mouth started to burn.


A solid looking creature wearing a dull yellow jumpsuit, bandolier, and boots stood in front of the second airlock, its stubby snout and vulpine ears twitching behind a mask of some kind. A second joined it, both pointing gun-looking things at the human troopers. Jones blinked hard, trying to keep her eyes clear. It was getting harder and harder to think and see, and Jones tried to fire at the creature but lost control of her arms and legs. Didn’t think about gas, did you, she cursed herself.


She never really lost consciousness, but it took several minutes before she could move everything and her vision returned to normal. The Keldaki soldiers had stripped the GDF troopers of their weapons and secured their hands behind their backs. Corporal Lee tried to fight his captor until a paw to his head knocked him to his knees. “Don’t. We won’t hurt you if we don’t have to, human.” The speaker, a Keldak with red dots on its shoulders, hauled Jones to her feet by pulling up on her hands, and she yelped at the pain in her shoulders. “Our field commander wants to see you,” it said, prodding her with the barrel of its gun.


It drove the humans into a brightly lit control room, where a taller Keldak in a brown uniform stood. Jones winced when she saw the members of the other group already under guard. At least no one’s injured. Yet.


“Which one of you is the commanding officer,” the brown-clad marsupial asked, arms crossed as it studied the prisoners. Jones tried to work her hands free, and failed.


She stepped forward. “I am.”


The alien’s black eyes widened. “Brave, if not very smart.” The guards stacked the troopers’ weapons beside one of the doors, and another Keldak said something in a snuffing, growling voice from behind the field commander.


“As you guessed, we’re jamming your radios. Returning a favor, you might say,” it paused. “I suppose I should introduce myself, but I won’t bother. You’ll get a chance to know us very well in the near future, after we rejoin the rest of the fleet.” She thought it might be smiling, but she couldn’t tell. Her attention was distracted by the arrival of another Keldak, who dumped a bound Sandra Monroe onto the floor. It reported to the officer. The larger creature unfolded its arms and strode over to Jones. Two of the Keldak scouts took hold of her shoulders as the officer approached, digging their claws into her armor. “How many more troops do you have waiting, female?”


Jones didn’t reply until one of the scouts worked its claw into the gap between her body armor and arm protector, drawing blood. She bluffed. “If my subordinates don’t hear from me in fifteen minutes, they will call in an air strike.”


The creature stepped back, and gave a human sounding snort. “Ineffective and suicidal. That sounds like what we’ve observed of humans.” The scout that had brought in Monroe said something that made the field commander stop and ask a few more questions. “My lieutenant says that a non-human and that female escorted the three other humans towards the surface. What allies are you working with?”


“None.” She’s not an ally, she’s under my command.


The officer pointed towards Sergeant Thomas and two more guards dragged him forward. “Again, who is working with you?”


“As I said, no allies.” Her mouth had gone dry.


One of the Keldak soldiers pushed what looked like a hypodermic syringe against the human man’s side and turned it, producing a red spark. Thomas screamed, back arching, bowels releasing their contents, eyes rolling in their sockets. After what seemed like an hour the guards released him and he collapsed, not moving. “Which of your men will be next, officer? Answer my question!”


A half-truth can’t hurt. “Cat One’s a human hybrid, speaks something called Trader Talk,” Jones admitted. “We don’t know anything else.”


“Trader Talk? That sounds promising.” A commotion outside the room interrupted the soliloquy.


The sounds from outside the ship’s bridge grew louder as a woman cursed eloquently. “You mean Trader Talk like that, officer?” The Keldaki officer sounded pleased.


Oh damn. They caught her, too.


“Sir, the non-human was unarmed aside from this,” the soldier said, handing an ornately carved white shape to its superior officer.


“Well now this is interesting,” the Keldak field commander purred, rolling the bone-hilted knife in his hands. Rachel had stopped struggling against her captors and stood nearly motionless, attention apparently locked on the object in their enemy’s hand.


“Very interesting,” he repeated. “Where did this come from, I wonder? It had to come from a high ranking Azdhag, and they never surrender or trade an honor blade.” He mused aloud, walking closer to the white-faced brunette and her guards. “Unless it’s a replica,” and he tried to open it. The blade remained firmly locked in the sheath and he showed his teeth. “No, a very real bahn’leh. So how did you come by this rare artifact, little fighter?”


Rachel stayed silent and the Keldak commander extended a claw. He laid it on her throat, rubbing it back and forth and forcing her to raise her chin. “Perhaps a little persuasion is in order,” and he drew back and punched her in the stomach, then returned to his earlier position. Rachel doubled over, retching and gagging before her guards hauled her back upright, but she didn’t answer him.


“How did you get this blade?” He repeated. When no response came, he jerked his head towards the other prisoners. “I’ll just let my warriors play with your allies for a while then, and maybe that will loosen your tongue, like it did theirs. Or,” and a thought seemed to strike him, “are you one of the ones the Azhdag call ‘The Oathbreakers’? The ones who abandoned an alliance and fled, leaving the Azdhag to defeat, and then came back to scavenge the remains? Yes, that seems to fit better. Oathbreaker, betrayer, honorless,” he hissed.


Jones took a deep breath as one of the Keldak soldiers grabbed hold of her hands, as if to pull her over backwards. Before they could do anything more, Cdr. Na Gael exploded into motion, screaming a battle cry.


Rachel threw herself at the Keldak’s field commander, claws extended and fangs bared. He started to bring his paw up in a defensive move but the force of her attack knocked the larger mammal to the ground. The two fought claw and fang as the humans and invaders watched with amazement. He scored on her arm and throat, while Rachel’s hand raked down her foe’s flank, grabbing something and sliding it across the floor towards the humans, then dug into the officer’s knee-joint, drawing gouts of purple blood.


Tufts of fur floated up from the grappling pair and he gave a battle-yowl, rolling over on top of Rachel, trying to pin her with his greater mass. She sliced her claws across his face and gut and he gasped, rolling back and clutching one eye and his bleeding abdomen. The Keldaki officer had dropped the white knife and Rachel snatched it up from where it had fallen, jerking the bone-hilted blade out of its sheath. She said something in a calm, quiet voice, then dove back onto the Keldak, cutting his throat open to the spine. He choked, drowning in his own blood as she watched. And smiled.


While the guards watched the fight, Monroe rolled and twisted around so she could pick up the thing Rachel had slid towards the other captives. Monroe fiddled with it and, before the guard could notice, unlocked her manacles. She passed the key to one of the other troopers, got to her feet, and shouldered a guard away from the group. A scuffle broke out as the humans freed themselves and turned on their captors. More Keldak tried to enter the command center, but Rachel left her fallen foe and attacked the control panels, slamming doors shut and activating switches. RSM Chan and Sgt. Weber retrieved their weapons and killed two more Keldaki before the English-speaking alien scout shouted.


“Stop! Or your commander dies, just like ours did.” He had pulled the still-bound Jones against his chest and held a blade to her throat. The humans hesitated and the other Keldak grabbed one or two, pinioning them. Rachel and Jones locked eyes. The human woman gave a very slight nod and the alien took a step away from the ship’s main control panel. Then she smiled a grin that distorted into an inhuman snarl. She took the unsheathed bahn’leh and touched it to her hand, drawing more blood. At the same moment Jones ducked her head down against the blade at her throat, sagging out of her startled captor’s arms. Rachel reared back and threw the knife into the guard’s unarmored chest.


The Keldaks froze, staring at Rachel. In that moment the soldiers attacked, and after some intense hand-to-hand fighting and close-quarters gunfire, took control of the ship’s bridge. Rachel dove through the fray and clamped her hand across Jones’ neck, stopping the bleeding and Healing the nicked windpipe and torn blood vessels. Jones coughed, then got to her feet as Rachel returned to the instrument panels.


“Situation report,” and the Welshwoman stopped, coughing again and rubbing a very sore throat. “Report, Command Two.”


“The control center is secure. Only four Keldak remain outside the control room. We have five injured, including you, but all are mobile. One fatal, Sergeant Thomas,” Monroe summarized.


“Command One, we have communications with Reserve One,” RSM Chan announced.


While the soldiers reported and regrouped, Rachel considered the ship’s instruments and gauges. She paused long enough to wipe the bahn’leh on a dead Keldak’s jumpsuit and sheath the weapon, replacing it in her boot before going back to work. Jones had to call her name twice to get her attention. “Cat One! What’s our situation?”


Jones had to strain to understand Rachel’s words through a thick accent. “There are another twenty Keldak warriors in distance-hibernation. The program the field commander activated will finish awakening them in eight minutes. And these are heavy infantry, not the scouts we’ve fought thus far. Marsh’s signal jam is still working.” Her clipped and harsh tone made one or two of the humans give her wary looks, but she kept her back to them.


“Can you stop the program?”


“Negative. I’d have to manually override it at each hibernation pod, and there’s not enough time. However,” and she finally glanced over her shoulder, eye still burning with anger “if you care to fight through the four remaining scouts, I can set the engines on overload and blow this derzhan balkonda to bits. All four are at that door, which is also the closest to the exit.” She pointed with a bloody hand.


“Command One to Reserve One,” Jones said into the now-working radio.


“This is One, go ahead,” Khan replied.


“Is there any activity at your position, over?”


“Negative, Command One. Two hostiles were seen, but they returned to the ship about ten minutes ago, over.”


Thank God for small favors Jones thought, then made up her mind. “Cat One, how big of an explosion will the engines make?”


“Not big at the surface. Maybe a 400 m across and 10 m deep crater,” she said, accent growing thicker. “Most force will be contained by the dirt and water overhead, or vent out the tunnels.”


“Reserve, fall back to the road. Have the medics ready and continue signal jam.”


“Wilco.”


“One out.” Jones clicked off, then turned to the troops. “Hunter Four, get a rear guard together. The rest of you, weapons at the ready. Cat One, how long will we have before the engines overload?”


“Six of your minutes. I’ll need to stay for a t’kerra to lock the program, so it can’t be overridden once the process begins.”


“Do it.” Jones looked at her troops. Sgt. Hayden and Lt. Nielsen had picked up Sgt. Thomas’ body, and the injured were ready to move. Chan, Weber, Lee, and Ulianov moved closer to the xenologist, who threw switches and typed feverishly.


“Weapons free, fire when ready. Cat One open the door.”


Rachel reached over and pushed some buttons. The metal panel slid open, and the soldiers bolted out. The force of their charge carried them through the few remaining scouts and out of the tunnel leading away from the ship.


Four minutes later the rear guard trotted out of the tunnel leading to the Keldak ship, Lee in the lead with Chan and Weber not far behind, as Ulianov helped the now-limping Cdr. Na Gael keep up with the men. They ran straight for the protection of a small rise, clearing it and then slowing their pace before making their way towards the rest of the soldiers strung out along the road. Ninety seconds after that a dull whine built to a howl, then terminated in whumpf! A fountain of mud and water rose about a hundred meters into the air, then collapsed.


Jones started looking for Rachel. RSM Chan shook his head. “She went over that way,” and he pointed towards the other side of the roadway. “She wasn’t speaking English anymore by the time she finished ‘fixing’ the ship, ma’am.”


Jones’s eyes narrowed. I wonder if she reverted to her own language because of stress. Now what? Suddenly she remembered that Khan had learned some phrases of “Trader Talk” as he called it. Well, if that’s our only problem, we’re in better shape than I could have hoped half an hour ago. Jones rubbed her neck and returned to the command post.


As Chan had observed, Khan and Jones found Rachel on the other side of the road, where she was splashing around in a small stream. Khan stopped well out of her reach and called to her in Trader. She waved her hands underwater some more and swished her tail, replying in the same language. He approached a bit closer, waited until she stopped plashing about, and then made what sounded like a suggestion. She rubbed a little water on her face, then shook her hands dry before standing up. Rachel started with an explanation, then caught herself. Khan folded his arms and she looked a touch sheepish about whatever it was she’d been saying. “Would you care to switch to English, Rachel,” he inquired mildly.


Rachel seemed puzzled, then shook all over, like a damp cat. “Sorry. Lost my English when I lost my temper. Can you give me a hand?”


The South Asian officer walked down the bank and reached out, helping her clamber up the grassy slope. He got a good look at her as he did so, and his eyes widened. “Christ have mercy! What happened?”


She glanced down at her bloody arms and bloodstained jacket and shirt. “He called me an oathbreaker, Rahoul,” and she staggered a little with fatigue. He pulled her closer and kept an arm around her shoulders as they walked back to where Jones and one of the medics were waiting.
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Two days later, Jones looked up from her paperwork-strewn desk at Major Khan and accepted his report. Marsh and Na Gael had devised and transmitted a signal to any other Keldaki ships that might have been in the area, letting the know exactly what happened to scouts who “trespassed and wore out Earth’s hospitality.”


Jones laid her pen down. “One last question before you go, Rahoul. Do you have any idea why Rachel went berserk and attacked the Keldak field commander?”


He nodded, “Yes, ma’am, I do. As I understand it, that knife has a special meaning that ties it into some of her vows. And Rachel is deadly serious about keeping her word once it’s given, ma’am. Calling her an oathbreaker and taking that knife away was, let’s say, a ‘gross tactical error’ on his part.”


“Thank you. You’re dismissed,” and a knock sounded on the door. “You can let Rachel in as you go.”


Rachel slid in around Rahoul and took a seat across from Jones’s desk. The officer met her advisor’s sober gaze and looked away as the silence lengthened. It was very much like having a cat stare at you, Jones thought.


“Trouble writing a letter, ma’am?” Rachel broke the quiet, pointing to the scratched and edited draft lying in the middle of the desk blotter.


“And if I am? It’s not really any of your business,” Jones snapped, instantly regretting both her tone and the words as Rachel leaned forward and frowned.


“Technically true. However, Sgt. Thomas was a promising noncom who had been talking about making the military a career. He also played classical guitar very well—well enough that I’m willing to forgive his fondness for blasting American hip-hop on the lorries’ intercoms from time to time. Thomas didn’t have much of a sense of humor, but he was a good soldier and a decent man.” She sat back and folded her arms. “So why did he die?”


Evelyn Jones gripped the arms of her chair, knuckles white. “Because I was trying to protect you.”


Na Gael shook her head. “No. He died and you and others were hurt because of impatience. Someone failed to stop and analyze the situation, to recognize a potential trap and to wait until there were enough troops available for a true raid, or to lure more of the scouts out of the ship where they could be picked off piecemeal on ground that favored the attacker. And before you fire me or bite my head off, I know this because I did something very similar once and got my ass handed to me, losing eight men in the process. We were lucky to get out at all.”


How dare you lecture me, Jones thought. You are a civilian, my subordinate. You have no place criticizing my actions.


As Jones glared at the alien, Rachel stood up. “It’s the same bloody impatience that damn near cost me my sanity two days before Easter, ma’am. For which I’ve forgiven you, but it’s going to be a while before I can forget it.” She started for the door. “I’ll be in the lab. I still have copies of some letters like that one that I wrote, if you think they would be helpful.”


After the door shut, Jones turned and stared out the window at the bright summer afternoon. That does it. I’m giving her the sack right here and now for gross disrespect and insubordination. What does she mean, questioning what I did last spring? She wasn’t hurt and we destroyed the Larganga. But the more she thought about, the more she had to admit that the alien had a point. An unpleasant, nasty, hard point that would get more than Sgt. Thomas killed if she didn’t do something about it. Jones spent a very bitter hour thinking and reviewing matters. At last she stood and went down to the lab.


The light by the door shone green and the officer pushed the door open without knocking. Rachel sat with her back to the door, one hand in the drawer where she kept her side arm, the other full of tea mug. Jones noticed new mirror hanging where the xenologist could see anyone coming in without having to turn. Not taking any chances, are we?


“So, do I still have a job?” The smaller woman inquired, swinging her chair around and looking up at Jones.


The officer leaned against the desk, folded her arms and looked up at the ceiling, then down again. “Yes. I came to apologize. I shouldn’t have snarled at you, and I should have listened to what you said, and didn’t say.”


Rachel got up and made Jones a mug of tea, which she took. “Apology accepted, ma’am. Many years ago I knew a promising junior officer who was also very impatient—always hungry for action and eager to charge in where angels, and even I, feared to tread.”


“What happened to him?”


“He almost got his entire squad killed in an ambush in a narrow mountain valley. Then it took all I could do to keep him from killing himself. But he’s now one of the best men and soldiers I’ve ever known.” Before Jones could ask, Rachel added, “And he’s not anyone in this unit, currently or in the past.”


The human shuddered a bit and thought as she drank her tea. “How long were you on active duty?”


I still am, but we’ll just skip that bit, I think. “Let’s see, ah, just a bit less than two hundred years as you calculate them. Enough time to screw up, fall on my face, get reamed out on several occasions, make an idiot of myself at least twice, and to learn never, ever to play high-stakes cards with a senior NCO.” Rachel patted her pocket. “Took a year’s wages to pay him off!”


Despite herself, Jones had to laugh at her advisor’s rueful tone. “One of these days I’m going to dock your pay for insubordination.”


“I hope we both live to see that day, ma’am, considering how close we cut it Wednesday night. Speaking of which, how’s your throat, and have your heard what Vienna is going to do about my budget request?”


“Still sore, and no.” Jones touched the red line just visible over her blouse collar, and she chilled a little at the memory.


Rachel pointed to her own chair. “Sit, please, and I’ll take a look at it if you wish.” Jones did as asked, and felt cool, gentle pressure on the healing wound. The ache faded, as did the small tickle she’d felt for the past days. “That should help. It’s going to scar, but won’t be too noticeable.” Rachel handed her back her tea.


Jones finished and rose to go. “Thank you. ”


“Ma’am, only in a garden are impatiens a virtue.”


Jones groaned. “For that you should be drawn and quoted. But point taken.”
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A few weeks later, Rachel scowled at the paper target hanging at the far end of her shooting lane, finger tightening on the trigger. Right, this time I’ll—


“Cease fire,” RSM Chan called.


Rachel activated the safety on the pistol, ejected the magazine, and laid both of them down on the counter at her position. As she did, a shot rang out. Oh dear. She leaned back past the divider and watched Chan and Colour Sergeant Martino descending on a soon-to-be-unhappy first sergeant. If it was a junior officer, well, they all need retraining. But First Sergeant Ustinov knows better. Corporal Anthony Lee appeared at her elbow, made some notes as he reeled in her target, and handed her the proper page to sign. “I’ll take care of your weapon if you would like to leave, ma’am. RSM’s suggestion.”


“Ah. Then I’ll get out from underfoot. Thank you, Lee.”


Rachel wasn’t pleased with her performance on the range. Even if it is my weak hand, I should do better than that. She was grumping her way back to the lab when a fuzz-cheeked lieutenant whistled as she passed. “Hi Brownie!”
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“And this is where the offices begin,” Sergeant Wolfgang Weber explained to the newly assigned corporal. “We have to go through here to get to the lab, unless we go outside, or take a back way.”


“The lab is that area on the far end of the north wing?” Corporal Jacques Lavosier tried to remember what little he’d seen when he’d arrived at the 58th Regiment’s headquarters the evening before.


“Correct,” the German non-com agreed. As they rounded the corner, Weber’s hand swung out, catching the dark-haired corporal on the gut and stopping him. They could hear a woman’s voice, quiet but intense, and louder replies of “Yes, ma’am, no ma’am” from a nervous-sounding man. Weber gestured for silence, and the two crept closer and then stopped just past the turning.


Lavosier was surprised to see a small, dark-haired civilian woman facing off with a tall, very blond First Lieutenant. “And further more, thou ill-mannered cross between a shoat and the village idiot, my name is neither ‘hey baby,’ nor ‘Brownie.’ Nor are my nocturnal recreational activities any of thy business. Art thou clear on that, Lieutenant?”


The man, backed against the wall and braced at attention, gulped. “Yes ma’am!”


“What is my name and rank, Lieutenant?”


“Rachel Na Gael, Commander, Royal Navy retired.”


She nodded and stepped back. “Correct. Willst thou remember that or dost Captain Marsh need to be informed of thy most unfortunate lack of both long and short term recall capabilities?”


“Yes, ma’am. No ma’am!” As the lieutenant said this, Weber pulled Lavosier back out of sight. They waited until they heard Cdr. Na Gael bark “Dismissed!” Her victim trotted past, oblivious to their presence. Then they continued their tour of the facility. Of the woman they saw no trace.


The two men made their way down a long, wood-paneled hall to the far end of the north wing. Weber pointed out the light beside the door. “If you value your life, don’t go in if it’s not out or green, or without knocking. Cdr. Na Gael doesn’t react well to surprises.” He knocked, but there was no answer and the door was locked. As they turned to go, they could hear step-tap-step getting louder and a voice echoed up the hall, “Just a moment, got delayed, sorry.” The woman they had seen earlier walked briskly towards them, elaborate cane in one hand and a black satchel slung over one shoulder. They gave her room and she unlocked the door for them, hanging her satchel next to the door within easy reach of her desk. Then she turned.


Corporal Lavosier was glad he’d been warned about the xenologist’s handicap, so he didn’t blink at her patch and scars. She smiled at the two soldiers. “Good morning Sergeant Weber! What can I do for you?”


He waved towards his associate. “Ma’am, this is Corporal Jacques Lavosier. He’s one of the new rotation and will be working with RSM Chan and me in weapons and training. Commander Rachel Na Gael is the xenology specialist, and is a medic as well.”


Rachel extended her hand. “Welcome, Corporal. Despite what you might hear, I don’t bite much.”


Lavosier shook her hand, noting as he did that it seemed cool to the touch. “Thank you, Ma’am.”


Weber pointed out the exits from the lab, then excused them to finish their tour, going out the back door into the rose gardens behind the lab. “So, what tales have you heard about our xenology specialist?”


“That she’s an alien, that she is insane, and that she’s someone in Vienna’s relative, which is how she came to work here,” the Frenchman said.


“The first one is true. The second one just seems true. The third, no. You do not have to like her, Lavosier, but trust her. And do not get on her bad side—it is not healthy.” Weber led the new man past the greenhouse, around some hedges and toward the entrance to the motor pool. “Oh, and if she says run? Do not ever stop to ask why.”
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Rachel paged through the morning’s reports and made notes beside one or two items. Mostly hearsay on top of wishful thinking—people seeing things and imagining far more interesting explanations for them than really existed. For example, the slow moving triangular UFO reported over Belgium, which after a little observation proved to be an ultralight with unapproved lights. The owner got to talk to EuroControl, and three websites appeared discussing the alien visit and what it could mean, and was it related to the crop circles seen in Flanders. Rachel circled the report of yet more odd things from under the volcanic rocks near Bingen in Germany. This is the third group that have been found. Time for more investigation. Sorting the danger from the dross seemed to be a fair part of her job, one not too far from sorting auction goods for a Mart Meet. She blocked that line of thought before it could go too far. Keep the useful, lose the painful, or else you’ll never get a moment’s peace.


After looking over the morning news, Rachel didn’t have anything on her schedule and she decided not to try and find anything for the next hour or so. Instead she stripped and inspected the blast pistol she kept in her desk drawer, then pulled down an old and carefully wrapped book. Hmmm, wonder why it falls open here? Someone been borrowing again? “God of our Fathers, known of old, / Lord of the far-flung battle line, / Beneath whose awful hand we hold / Dominion over palm and pine, / Lord God of Hosts, Be with us Yet, / Lest we forget, lest we forget,” she read aloud. [‘The Recessional’, Rudyard Kipling]


“East is east and west is west, and never the twain shall meet. / Till Earth and sky stand presently before the Judgment seat,” a man’s voice began, and Rachel happily chimed in, “But there is neither East nor West, border, nor breed, nor birth, / When two strong men stand face to face though they come from the ends of the Earth.” [‘Ballad of East and West’, R. Kipling]


Rahoul Khan smiled slightly as he handed the xenology specialist a small package. “Don’t tell me you had to memorize poetry in school.”


“No. I had to memorize pricing structures, star charts, and chronowave patterns. Poetry was a frivolous waste unless it could be used to lull a buyer into lowering their guard,” and she made a face as she opened the parcel. “What can I do for you, sir?”


“You can tell me why Captain Monroe is so put out with her fiancée. It has something to do with rugby, I think.” He didn’t seem surprised when Rachel shook her head vigorously and made a warding-off gesture. “No help then, are you?”


“Wrong species, wrong age, wrong problem. You’d be better off asking one of the marrieds than asking me. The only thing I know about human love affairs is to stay well clear of them until after the dust settles.”


The South Asian officer pointed. “In that case you can find out what that is. Washed ashore and bit someone, according to the paper there with it.”


“I’ll see what I can sort out. Thank you and good luck,” she offered with a smile.
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General Evelyn Jones called Rachel into her office after dinner. “Commander, this goes no farther than these walls. Have you heard any rumors about Major Khan?”


“New rumors or old ones, ma’am?”


“Either.”


“Let’s see,” the alien started ticking off her fingers. “One: the Major is going to resign because he hasn’t been promoted. That one has been going around since he was a Second Lieutenant. Two: that he’s gay, which I suspect is not true. Three: that he’s secretly married. Four: that he has a mistress in the village or in London. And five: that he’s considering a transfer to the Chaplin’s Corps, which again goes back to his days as a junior officer. Otherwise, nothing,” Rachel finished with a chuckle.


Jones ran a hand over her short, sandy-brown hair. “I’ve heard the one about the mistress, except in this version he has one in the village and in London.”


She rolled her eyes and her advisor snorted, “If he does, I’d like to know where he finds the time. Is there a problem, ma’am?”


“Not exactly. I’m just trying to run down something that’s been floating around before it gets to be a problem.”


This drew another snort. “This group is worse than a starliner full of old ladies. If you don’t need anything else, ma’am, I’d like to get back to work sorting out that thing that came in this morning.”


The officer cocked her head in puzzlement. “Still no identification? I’d have thought that it was something simple, like the ambergris the Americans found.”


“It has some sort of biologic and electronic interface in it, ma’am, so it’s not from a sick whale. Unless we have a mutant whale running around robbing computer stores, in which case I think the Russians owe you yet another explanation.” With that Rachel returned to the lab as Jones rubbed her forehead.


Why did Jones want to know about Rahoul? Rachel shook her head a little as she walked. I wonder what the latest rumor is. And why she’s twitching. We survived that mess in Yorkshire last year—well, most of us survived. Rachel let her expression settle into its usual grim lines. She’s trying too hard again. I don’t know who she’s trying to impress, but she damn near got all of us killed, and now she’s practically making the sign of the cross at my back when I walk past. Damn, I’m a predator, what does she expect? The thing on the worktable caught her attention and Rachel shrugged, then returned to work. At least she didn’t ask if I wear flea collars. I am sooo tired of that story.


Rachel brought the mystery item to the next morning’s Staff Briefing and set it on the table in front of her. The past few weeks had been blessedly quiet and the other staff members’ reports were brief and routine, “all of which suggests that excrement is about to hit an impeller somewhere,” as Captain Monroe put it. There could be such a thing as too quiet, the seven people in the room agreed. At last Rachel’s turn came around. She pushed the box forward and called up an image on the computer screen.


“This arrived yesterday morning for identification. It was found on the coast near Penzance by some beach keepers and consists of both electronic and biologic materials. As best as I can determine, it seems to be part of a larger creature with a control circuit implanted in it. The organic material has decomposed to the point that all I can determine is that it was a cephalopod of some sort.” Images of a squid, octopus, and nautilus appeared on the screen. “Why it had a type of limiter circuit implanted, or rather grown into it, I do not know. I suggest forwarding this to Captain Ahkai for her analysis.”


Jones chuckled at the image that came to mind. “A remote-control squid?”


“No, more a device to restrict some aspect of the creature’s behavior or functions, rather than to allow someone else to manipulate the creature’s actions,” Rachel clarified. “Electronics are my weak point, ma’am. That’s why I recommend letting Ahkai and her people run a full protocol on whatever it is.” She frowned down at the box.


“Commander, who currently has the type of technology that you’re describing?” Capt. John Marsh, the communications officer, asked, looking up from his notes.


“No one should, Captain Marsh. It’s Terrestrial, but from about 500 years in your future. Before you ask ma’am, I’ve already started a trace on the source.” Rachel sat back in her chair, still frowning at the mysterious thing.


Major Khan looked up from his notes. “Did you at least figure out why it ‘bit’ the people who found it?”


“Yes, because it ‘bit’ me, too. I got careless and brushed it with a bare fingertip. Won’t do that again!” she declared. “The weak electric field around a moving animal is enough to activate the circuitry and it sparks into the nervous system.”


“Very well, Commander. Write everything up and send it to Capt. Ahkai. And I want a second copy, with images and your account of getting zapped, for our records here,” Jones ordered. “Anything else?” After the head shakes, “negative,” “No Ma’am,” finished, Jones stood. “Khan, I’d like to see you and Commander Na Gael in my office at 1100.”


After Jones, RSM Chan, and Capt. Marsh had left, the other officers turned to their civilian advisor, blocking her path and grinning.


“Rachel, did you eat a lieutenant yesterday morning?” Monroe asked.


Rachel ducked and looked a bit sheepish. “Not exactly. Nibbled on one, perhaps? He seemed to be under the impression that by calling me a cute name and suggesting that he was my type, he could get an easy lay. I gently corrected this misunderstanding and I will admit that perhaps I was not as complimentary about his ancestry as is strictly professional.”


The others laughed and even Rahoul smiled.


“From what I heard, when he got back to the communications center, there was a trail of smoke from scorched tail feathers, his ears were crisped, and he’d stopped on the way to check and see if he still had his manhood,” Kwame Ngobo, the adjutant, expanded.


“I wasn’t that harsh, I swear! I leave that sort of thing to you or the RSM.” She put on her best “affronted innocence” expression, which only generated more laughter.


Khan pointed to the door. “All right hyenas, back to work.” The others finished collecting their things and scattered to their departments and offices, and Rachel raised an eyebrow as she went past him.


“After the burial parties leave and the baffled crows have fled?” He glared at her and she shut up and vanished.


“The wise hyenas come out at eve / To take account of our dead,” he finished under his breath as he strode off. [‘Hyenas’, R. Kipling.]
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Rachel knocked on the general’s inner office door. “Enter,” Jones called, and Rachel slid in, shutting the door behind her. Rahoul made room for her without taking his eyes off the general, and Rachel stopped to one side and slightly behind him.


“I’ll be brief Major, Commander. I’m not comfortable with your relationship. You two seem closer than is strictly appropriate for your positions,” Jones said, watching them closely.


The pair exchanged a puzzled glance and Rahoul frowned, then lit up. He turned to the xenologist. “I think I understand. There’s been a rumor going round that you and I are having a romance, isn’t there?”


Rachel grimaced. “There was until I heard it! Lt. Garcia won’t make that mistake again.” Jones could see the light dawn as human and Wanderer simultaneously put the pieces together.


“Ma’am, you also thought that we were romantically involved?” Rachel asked.


“Well, it certainly seems like you are,” Jones said, growing annoyed.


Rahoul and Rachel started laughing. The lean Welshwoman glared at the pair. “I fail to see what is funny.”


Khan managed to sober up first and explained. “Sorry, Ma’am. I’m Rachel’s godfather. Then-Captain Elizabeth FitzWilliam, the logistics officer, and I stood as her baptismal sponsors when she converted and was baptized during my first posting to the GDF in 1988. That’s all, ma’am.”


Rachel added, “We’re friends and comrades, but nothing more. Believe me, ma’am, there is no way under Heaven I’d get in a romantic entanglement with anyone in the GDF. I’m not going to destroy unit cohesion by doing something that stupid. Besides,” she finished, “I don’t date outside my species.” Khan rolled his eyes at the old joke, then sobered again.


Jones wasn’t convinced. “If that’s all there is, than how did you learn Trader Talk, Major?”


“I once went with her to get some information about a possible threat and learned some Trader as a result. Later, during the episode with the massive security breach, Rachel was so badly injured that she temporarily ‘lost’ her Terran languages. General Whitehead decided that he and I should learn at least enough of her talk to be able to get through to her if something like that ever happened again.” He looked over at Rachel, who nodded in confirmation.


The corner of Jones’ mouth twitched, then she gave in and smiled. “Well, if that’s all there is to it, then I suppose I’ll just tell you two not to take leave at the same time, so we can prune this rumor tree back to a workable size.”


“Yes ma’am,” Khan replied.


Rachel muttered something vaguely resembling “spoilsport,” then subsided.


Jones reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a box, which she tossed to Khan. He caught and opened it. Rachel peered over his shoulder at the contents, her grin spreading into a true smile when she saw the new insignia. “And while we’re spiking rumors, congratulations on your promotion, Lieutenant Colonel Khan,” Jones said as she stood up and shook his hand. “Commander, you’re dismissed.”


“Yes Ma’am. Congrats Colonel. Now we just have to get you married!” and with that archaic reference, the Wanderer sailed out of the office, still smiling. Khan coughed and looked embarrassed.


“Let me guess. You are getting married,” Jones said.


She was amused to see Rahoul Khan blush as he admitted, “We’ve been keeping it very quiet, but yes. Only Father Farudi knows.”


Jones turned and clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter at his discomfort, then started coughing as her throat spasmed. “Sorry. When do you want to take your leave?”


“Early August, ma’am. Ah, we’d planned to ask Rachel to be one of the witnesses, but we were going to have the ceremony at St. Clement Dane’s, because Panpit’s father is RAF,” he said.


“Which Rachel can’t do if you don’t have overlapping leaves. Not that a lack of permission ever stops her!” She thought for a moment. “Simple enough. I’ll have her come with me to the meeting in London that’s scheduled for early August.” Evelyn smiled broadly. “I assume that you don’t care to have this made public.”


Rahoul smiled back, shaking his head. “No ma’am, I don’t. Not until after the ceremony. I meant to tell you when I made my leave request but I’d just as soon keep this quiet. Panpit and I are going to get enough grief as it is.” At her inquiring look, he pulled a picture out of his inner tunic pocket. “She’s a bit younger than I am and my family doesn’t exactly approve of her.”


Evelyn Jones studied the small portrait of a beautiful half-Asian woman with bright green eyes and sloe-black hair, then handed it back with a sad smile. “Craig was almost ten years younger than me. We caught our share of hell, as you can imagine, but I wouldn’t have traded him for any older gentleman you cared to mention. Congratulations, Rahoul. My lips are sealed.”
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Back in the lab, Rachel finished typing up her observations and sent them to Capt. Rhoswitha Ahkai. “I think Joschka needs to know about this directly,” she decided. “This is very much like . . .” She let the words trail off, unwilling to say them aloud. Like the last time a Trader got stupid. He really needs to know, and I need to start monitoring things more closely. I don’t like this. The Ideology War is perfect cover for trouble. “I need a vacation” she informed the universe. “Already.”





[image: 13: Whose War Now?]


Some vacation, Rachel sighed, trying to look harmless. And I hate being unarmed.


Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg smiled at her companions as they surveyed the stalls at the Portobello Road market. “Admit it, Rachel, you’re having fun. You can’t fool me,” the silver-haired Austrian woman twitted her companion as Rachel grumped. Colonel Rahoul Khan’s vivacious bride Panpit giggled at Rachel’s mild discomfort.


“My lady, you know very well how little I like being in crowds,” Rachel whined, “and why.”


“Well get over it! You should know better than to wager with both the Graf and Colonel Khan over football matches. Now come along. Panpit, where do you suggest we start?” Adele asked the London native in the trio.


“I like the vintage clothing stalls, Lady Adele. I’ve found some lovely old silks there that I use in my textile art,” Panpit suggested, still a bit overawed at the prospect of a shopping visit with the Gräfin von Hohen-Drachenburg.


“Then lead the way, Panpit! And both of you stop using my title, please. I’ve been ‘Adele’ much longer than I’ve been the Gräfin,” the cheerful noblewoman ordered, chivvying her companions towards the rows of stalls.


It was one of those sorts of gentle summer mornings that poets have written about for centuries. A few puffy clouds floated in the pale blue sky, chased here and there by a light southerly breeze. A cool front had pushed through a few days before and the air remained mild for mid-August. All of Europe seemed to have gone on vacation and the English newspapers were well into “silly season,” although in Rachel’s very private opinion that seemed to describe most of the year. When Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg had announced the night before that she intended to take advantage of the lovely weather, the Graf-General and Lieutenant Colonel had both cashed in their wagers with Rachel and sent her out with their wives.


Rachel followed a few steps behind Adele and Panpit, smiling despite herself at the sight of the two of them chatting away like old friends, even though Panpit Khan had only met Adele a day or so before. Adele had a gift for making people comfortable—one Rachel envied a bit. Silver head and black leaned in, comparing notes on something and then laughing, oblivious to the glances of the other people in the open-air antique and flea market. Rachel watched the crowd, getting a measure of the feelings and keeping an eye out for any ambitious (and foolish) members of the “light-fingered gentry,” as the old ballad described them.


“Ooh, Rachel, look at these,” Adele called over her shoulder, nodding toward a stall with Victorian petticoats and shawls. “Isn’t this lovely?”


Rachel inspected the ornate lace and linen underskirt and sighed. “Yes, it certainly is! And in perfect shape. Someone cherished this piece,” she said, looking at the stall’s round-faced proprietor.


“Oh, ay! Best Flemish lace and Irish linen, ‘mum. Come from an estate up country few years back, so I’m told,” he winked. “Won’t find nowt like this anymore, if I do say so myself.”


After some friendly dickering, he and Panpit settled on a price. He wrapped the petticoat up and handed it to Panpit. She in turn presented it to Rachel. “Rahoul said you’re to carry for us. Here.” With a long-suffering sigh that drew laughs from the stall owner and the other ladies, Rachel did as told.


They paused at another stall, this one with odds and ends of fabric in a rainbow of hues. “Rachel, this would look lovely with your hair,” Panpit suggested, holding up a length of bright green silk. “You could wear it with a paler-green or grey blouse so it doesn’t wash out your eyes.”


Adele looked thoughtful. “Green or tan blouse. Rachel wears too much grey as it is.”


Rachel looked down at her dark grey slacks and pale blue blouse. “What’s wrong with greys and browns? Besides, I do wear brighter colors, just not to work,” she protested, drawing skeptical looks from the other ladies.


Half an hour or so later, a scent caught Rachel’s attention. It came from a booth selling all kinds of incense and lotions. “Adele, Panpit, just a moment please,” she excused herself and stepped up to the booth. After some careful sniffs, she found what had caught her attention, and waited patiently until the old woman had finished with another customer. “Good morning! What’s this?”


The seller picked up an incense stick, “This one, miss?”


“Yes.”


“It’s a combination of clove, sandalwood, musk, and a touch of cinnabar. If you like, I’ve it also in a lotion.”


Rachel thought for moment, then decided. “I’d like twenty of the sticks and cones, please.”


“Very good mum. That’ll be three pounds fifty.” The twinkle in the woman’s eye suggested a challenge.


“Three pounds fifty? That’s heaven high! I’ll give you one and fifty, which is generous considering how some of these aren’t straight and won’t burn their full time.”


“One and fifty! And you can’t see straight from crooked, miss, no offence. Three pounds and no lower. Surely these ladies will tell you how generous I’m being—clove oil is dear this year!” the stall keeper retorted, pulling Panpit and Adele in as witnesses. With that the haggling began in earnest. After a few minutes of happy bargaining, they settled on two pounds thirty, with an extra cone of bayberry for lagniappe. The two women concluded their trade, shook hands, and parted well satisfied.


As they walked over to another fabric stall, Panpit gave Rachel an admiring look. “Rachel, I haven’t heard that kind of bargaining since I visited relatives in Chiang Mai! Where did you learn?”


“It’s what I more or less grew up doing. If the people that tried to raise me had had their way, I would have been a merchant-Trader for their family company.”


“Tried to raise you?” Panpit repeated.


“Let’s just say that they were disappointed with how I turned out,” Rachel said in the understatement of the epoch. “Too much like my parents for the trading family’s taste. But I still enjoy a good haggle from time to time, as long as it’s fair and the other party is willing.”


The trio had stopped to get a bite to eat when Rachel’s secure “cell-phone” rang. She excused herself and stepped outside of the small café to take the call. “Na Gael here.”


“Cat One, where are you right now?” General Evelyn Jones asked, concern evident in her voice.


“Portobello Market, north end of the main section.”


She could hear Jones repeating her response to someone, and a male voice replying in the background. “Cat One, you, the Gräfin, and Mrs. Khan stay there. Do not try to take the Tube back—a car will meet you at the south end, the Westbourne Grove Road, when you are ready to leave. That’s an order from the Graf-General and I, is that understood?”


Jones’ tone brooked no arguments and Rachel nodded, suddenly watchful. “Understood and will comply, Command One. Problem?”


“Affirmative. Two bombs went off in Paddington Station and another in Victoria, as of yet unclaimed. Have the Gräfin ring the General half-an-hour before you are ready to leave.”


“Wilco.”


“Command One out.”


Rada rejoined her companions, now charges, in the café. Should she tell them, or no? Adele, absolutely, or she’d never agree to what Evelyn Jones had ordered, Rachel knew. Panpit Khan? They’d have to see. The other ladies gave her expectant looks and the Wanderer patted her phone case. “Never, ever give your boss your cell number,” she said in a “much ado about nothing” tone that sent Panpit into giggles.


Dark green eyes dancing, the young woman asked, “Does she really have three-inch long fangs like Rahoul claims?”


“Only at the full moon,” came the response, drawing more laughter. Their waiter came over with the cheque and under that cover, Rachel brushed the back of Adele’s hand. «Change of plans.»


Adele fished about in her handbag for her coin purse. «What’s wrong?»


«Terrorist bombs in the Underground. Call the Graf-General half an hour before you want to leave, and a car will come fetch us. Direct order,» Rachel sent.


Adele chuckled at something Panpit said, and nodded. «Tell Panpit?»


Rachel glanced at the third woman and gave a tiny shake of her head. Adele nodded and continued her conversation. There wasn’t any call to be upsetting the young woman if they didn’t have to. God knew, she’d find out soon enough. Although. Some of her family lived in London, but farther west than where they were now. No, Rachel decided to stay quiet a bit longer.


The trio slowly wandered back through the market, stopping at a few shops as well as the booths and tables. Panpit had bought them all some hot Pakistani savories, and they were nibbling them in a gap between stalls, out of the flow of people. Rachel kept glancing around. Something flitted at the edge of her memory—from one of the Terran history lectures she’d had to sit through at some point, and had probably dozed off during. Something about effective use of force? That would make it one of the military tactics talks from her mercenary days. She could almost hear the lecturer’s voice droning on about infrastructure and disruption of civilian morale as a tactic in unconventional warfare. Oh no. Oh God, please no. Joschka and Rahoul will kill me, dearest Jesus just may I be wrong and I will be such a good little Wanderer for the next millennium I swear.


“Rachel, something catch your eye?” Adele inquired.


“My La—ah, Adele, I think we need to be leaving,” Rachel murmured under her breath, eye locked on something in the distance.


Adele drew Rachel farther back into the corner. “Rachel says that something doesn’t agree with her. I told you last night to stay away from the oyster salad this time of year, didn’t I?” Adele sighed, shaking her head and reaching for her cell phone to call her husband. As she dialed, Panpit glanced around for observers and laid her hand on Rachel’s arm, then drew it back as if burned.


“You have the Eye, don’t you? What are you seeing?” Panpit demanded, as Rachel shook her head.


“Not seeing but feeling. Something’s amiss but I can’t pinpoint it, except to suggest that we start moving south now.” Rachel took a sip from her water bottle. “And how did you know I have the Eye?”


The Thai woman gave Rachel a knowing look. “Your colors. You’re green like Adele, but with blue, and a grey and red core. That means you have some form of the Eye, the healing Touch, and something I don’t recognize.”


“Hmmm. The Guardianship, probably. Which is a fascinating discovery, but we really need to be going.”


“The car will be here in thirty minutes or so and we’re to meet it at the south end of the road,” Adele said.


Panpit’s eyes narrowed as the trio walked down the market. “I thought we were taking the Tube back?”


Rachel raised her shields a notch against the ripples of disbelief and fear as news of the explosions began spreading from cell phones around the market. “The West End lines are shut down. Leaves on the tracks again. Adele’s husband arranged to have a car meet us.” A few more meters and we’ll be clear of the crowds.


The three women were almost at the south end of the main area of market stalls when Rachel pivoted, turning back the way they had come. “Farking Gahanna!” She swung back around, grabbing the startled women, and dragging them to the ground. A split second later, crump-boom boom! echoed through the crowded market, followed by a hideous silence, then screams and yelling. “Up, out of the way, now! Move, move!” Rachel ordered, and Adele and Panpit obeyed, dodging through an open gate into a side yard. “Are you two all right?” she demanded, voice harsh.


Panpit stared at Rachel, eyes dilated. “Panpit, are you okay?” Still no response, and the other two women both touched her. Suddenly Rachel was in a bazaar somewhere else—Surat Thani in southern Thailand, full of screaming, injured people, sirens and the stench of unwashed bodies, open sewers, and terror. With an effort she wrenched back into now as Adele hugged the frightened Panpit.


“Not again! Please, please not again,” Panpit implored of someone.


Rachel turned toward the market. Why did I sleep through the rest of the lecture? What happens next, I can’t remember! Damn them to the depths of the hottest hell.


When Rachel turned back to her charges, she saw a determined expression on Adele’s face. Adele said to Panpit, “I’ll need your help. Can you shut down your Sight?”


Panpit nodded, trembling. “Yes ma’am.”


“Then do it,” Adele ordered, locking eyes with Rachel, who clenched her teeth.


“You realize that Jones and the men will kill me if we do what you want, and that’s only if I’m very lucky. And if a second bom—” Rachel caught herself. “A second bomber. That’s what I’d almost forgotten!” She swore in Trader and Azdhagi as the other women and a passerby paled.


Rachel grabbed Panpit’s arms, locking eyes with the terrified lady. “Panpit, I need to see your memories of the Surat Thani attack, so I can tell what to look for. Please, let me in.”


As soon as she saw the start of a nod and felt the woman’s affirmative, Rachel reached into the human’s memory and pulled out the attack, as Panpit had seen and felt it. She wasn’t gentle and Panpit clutched her head and doubled over as the Wanderer broke the contact.


“What did you do to her?” Adele demanded, helping the young bride to sit down on the rough pavement of the garden path.


“Got her image of the bomber. Can use it to find the second one here. If you leave, stay together, and call the men on this,” she tossed her secure phone to Adele. “I have prey to hunt.” Rada Ni Drako bared her fangs, her eye hard and hungry.


“No! You can do more good helping me with the wounded.”


“Not if another bomb goes off, Gräfin. Do your duty and I’ll do mine.” Rachel vanished into the crowd.


Adele swore in German and then using one or two phrases she’d picked up from her husbands over the years. “Panpit, dear, how are you?” Adele crouched down beside the weeping form, reaching very gently with her gift to see if Rachel’s harsh mindsearch had injured the young woman.


“I’m scared, Adele,” she gulped, looking up at the silver-haired nurse. “But Rahoul won’t want me to just sit around not doing anything. How can I help?”


Adele hugged her volunteer and helped her to her feet. “I’ll need an extra pair of hands. I was an emergency room nurse before I married Joschka, and people need our help. You’ll do just fine. And when Rachel gets back, our husbands and Evelyn Jones will just have to wait their turn until I’m done with her!”


Rachel threaded her way through the remains of the market, all senses alert for the traces she’d picked up just before the first explosion, and what she’d stripped from the human’s mind. The next blast wouldn’t be in the market—that much she knew from previous experience. It would be at one of the entrances, where people were gathering, or where the ambulances and police stopped. A blast there would further terrify the civilians, plus cripple the emergency responders. Rachel ducked behind a stall as a pair of police trotted past, trying to clear people out of the area.


Whoever had made the first bomb had been a professional, Rachel could tell. She’d heard at least one detonation, with possibly a second or an echo. As she got closer to the initial blast site, her practiced eye noted nasty shrapnel: ball bearings, small screws, and glass. Perfect for causing massive injuries and difficult to remove, thus demanding more resources and time from the paramedics and doctors. At least it hadn’t been one of those phosphorous horrors she’d seen on Valkohli. Rachel avoided the actual zero point, preferring to circle it, sniffing for the scent of the chemicals used in the explosive. Hmmm, now who uses Semtex cologne, I wonder, she mused, locking the scent into her memory. Must have a large budget, or maybe it came from that construction site heist Ngobo was reading about a few months ago.


Rachel worked methodically, helping as she could but more focused on her quarry. The person would be either very anxious, invoking their god and nervous as they waited for the perfect moment to detonate the bomb, or cool, confident, and totally at ease, with a hint of eagerness for the results to become apparent. The first attacker had been a suicide bomber: his mental cry of “Allahu Akbar” had given her a split-second’s warning. So what about the second? And she knew there would be a second—she remembered that much from the long-ago lecture on the Ideology War’s second phase, the long one.


Rachel stopped, then swung her head back and forth, eyes narrow. Ah, there it was! Fear, determination, an edge of sexual excitement, all overlain with religion and pleasure at being able to strike a blow for the True Faith. Suicide bomber then, and not far away. But something else also caught her attention and she hesitated.


Back at the south end of the market area, Adele and Panpit worked with what they had, helping people who had been injured in the explosion and the panic that followed. Adele had paused for a moment when the first ambulance arrived, then moved to start assisting a woman with a badly cut scalp but no other apparent serious injuries. Panpit distracted their patient while Adele made sure that nothing had gotten into the wound.


All at once they heard crump-boom! This one sounded quieter than the first blast. Adele closed her eyes, then took a deep breath and returned to caring for the bleeding woman. Panpit swallowed hard and followed the older woman’s example. One of the paramedics handed the nurse some bandages and she secured the loose skin back into place, then wrapped it all to protect the wound. As a police officer helped the injured woman stagger towards the ambulance, the two military wives briefly touched hands before moving on to the next bombing victim. Panpit’s vision blurred and Adele took a moment to comfort her. “People need us to keep working. We can think about it later.” Panpit wiped her eyes with her sleeve and nodded, returning to her self-appointed task.


As they finished re-checking the tourniquet on a man’s nearly severed arm, more paramedics and police began swarming the area, taking over from the first responders and bystanders. Adele reported her diagnoses and the actions she’d taken towards treatment to the paramedics, who made notes and continued the work.


“Adele, should we go look for . . ?” Panpit asked, looking north up the road.


The older woman thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No, although part of me wants to. We’d be underfoot and we really need to leave and tell the men what happened, once the car arrives. In fact it should be here.”


As the woman stood waiting, watching for the Graf’s car and driver, they heard a commotion and saw a stocky young dark-haired man in a dark colored jacket stagger, as if tripping. “Sir, are you all right,” a familiar voice asked loudly, before yelling, “Get back, he has a bomb vest!” Rough hands grabbed the women, hauling them backwards and down onto the pavement as police swarmed towards Rachel’s voice, some of them carrying a bomb blanket. The small brunette, looking worse for wear, emerged from the edge of the pile of high-vis vests and body armor and trotted in a crouch over to where Adele and Panpit had taken shelter.


“Are you two all right?” Rachel asked the astonished women.


“Yes. You?” Adele replied, voice cold.


“Mostly intact. I think I see the car, back behind all the panda cars and black marias.” Rachel offered Panpit a hand.


“Oh, you’ll want these,” Rachel said absently as they threaded their way between the vehicles to the armored grey Mercedes waiting a hundred meters or so down the street. Rachel swung her rucksack off and handed Panpit her purchases. “They’re unharmed.” Her cold tone and odd behavior discouraged questions and for the moment Adele didn’t press or scold her.


A military driver opened the rear doors of the car as soon as he saw the trio approach. “Adele, may I have my phone back?” Adele tossed it at Rachel’s head and the alien caught it neatly, then opened the front door herself. Panpit slid into the car behind Adele, and the driver shut the doors.


“General von Hohen-Drachenburg wants you on guard,” he told Rachel, who nodded and shrugged into her shoulder holster before taking the front passenger seat.


Rachel could hear Panpit’s sobs through the closed partition of bulletproof glass. She shunted her own feelings aside, focusing on her duty. Their driver was very good, but there was still a chance that someone might try to attack them or they might get caught in another bombing attempt. Only when the car stopped safely in the garage of the hotel where the GDF people were meeting did Rachel start to relax. She let the driver lead the two wives through a back entry, away from prying eyes, and followed slowly. There’s going to be hell to pay and I don’t want to see the bill before I have to.


Rachel ducked into a women’s washroom to get the worse of the blood and other things off her hands and face. She took out her contacts and put on her patch. No need to upset poor Panpit any further. She took the back stairs up to a very private secure conference room. Her identification card unlocked the door and she eased in to find Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg and Rahoul Khan holding their wives in their arms. Panpit had buried her face in Rahoul’s chest as he stroked her hair and murmured into her ear. The Austrians’ backs were to the door and Rachel walked silently over to some chairs in a far corner, sat down, and closed her eyes, finally letting herself tremble with reaction. Thank you for getting us here safely she prayed.


“Commander.” General Jones handed her a glass of water.


“Thank you,” she said, then drained it and set it on the table beside her.


“Report,” the Welshwoman ordered. Rachel told Jones everything that had happened between Jones’ phone call and scenting the second bomber. The other four had come closer and the two women settled into their chairs, husbands standing behind them. Rachel didn’t spare herself as she described what she had done to Mrs. Khan. She got up, then dropped onto one knee beside Panpit’s seat. “I’m very, very sorry that I hurt you. I didn’t want to cause you pain, but I needed the information fast.”


Panpit wiped her eyes and said very quietly “Apology accepted Rachel.” Rahoul burned with black anger, but he kept his peace for the moment.


“Then what happened, Commander?” the Graf-General prompted, blue eyes cold.


She stood back up, swallowing hard. “I realized that there wasn’t one more suicide bomber, there were two. One heading north and the other south. And one was going to detonate his explosives. I,” she closed her eye for a moment, then returned to the story. “I got into the second bomber’s mind and tricked him. He set his vest off in almost the same place where the first bomb had been, thinking that he was already at the flyover on the north end of the road. I tried to be sure that no one else would get hurt, so when he stumbled over some debris, he thought he in the middle of a group of paramedics and . . .” She swallowed her gorge and continued. “Then I picked up the trace of the third bomber and tracked him back towards the south entrance.


“I nearly made a fatal mistake. I sensed two minds exalting in what had happened, and what was coming next. The emotional load was too much, between the bomber, the wounded, and all the other people swirling around, so I had to go on gut instinct. One of the two walked directly towards the ambulances, where Adele and Panpit were standing. That seemed to be the greatest danger, especially when he started limping as if he were one of the injured. I couldn’t attack him straight out so I fell into him, ‘accidently’ knocking him over. As soon as his jacket came open, I grabbed a handful of wires, pulled them loose, and yelled that he had a bomb. And almost got flattened under the dog-pile that followed. The ladies can tell you the rest, my lord general.”


The humans glanced at each other and back at Rachel. Jones gave her advisor a skeptical look. “Adele said that when you returned, your hands were covered in blood and dirt. Where did that come from?”


“I helped those that I could as I hunted for the other bomber, ma’am.”


Adele von Hohen-Drachenburg’s expression softened a little at the explanation and she nodded slightly.


“One thing, Commander,” Rahoul asked. “How did you know that the second bomber was going to detonate? And why didn’t you stop the others by tearing up their minds, like you did to my poor wife?”


Both the Graf-General and Jones started to speak but Rachel raised her hands. “No Generals, I deserved that one. Because I remembered the lecture, sir. There had been two bombs that detonated, both in the market. I couldn’t change that, sir. Damn it, I can’t change things, only ameliorate them!” She snarled, angry at herself and at the Laws. She turned and took a few paces away from the group, then leaned against the wall, eye closed. “And I ran out of energy, couldn’t risk getting into the wrong head, or getting trapped inside.”


She heard murmurs of discussion, then a silence that stretched longer. Evelyn Jones cleared her throat, and Rachel sensed her anger and distrust. I’m not up to a lecture.


“Can we postpone the rest of the debriefing?” Rachel pled. “I think we all need a few minutes peace. Gräfin Adele and Panpit worked far beyond the call of duty, especially Panpit. And I feel like I’ve been swimming through an abattoir’s cesspit after touching those creatures’ minds.”


Jones nodded, as did General von Hohen-Drachenburg. Rahoul didn’t seem satisfied but Panpit stood up and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “I just want to go to the room right now. Please, love?”


Rachel didn’t move from her slouch as the others started walking towards the door. “Ah, Colonel? Is there something you wanted to ask me?” she said, catching Rahoul’s eye.


He hesitated and Joschka also paused, then whispered something to Adele, who nodded curtly. “I’ll be up in a moment, my Rani,” Khan told his bride. Joschka followed the women out and had a few words with Jones, then returned and shut the door, locking it.


Rachel straightened up and folded her arms, waiting. The graying Austrian officer stayed by the door, listening and watching as Rahoul advanced on the xenologist. “What the God damned bloody hell were you thinking? What if you’d been wrong? Panpit could have been killed! And ripping apart my wife’s mind! I, I,” he spluttered, growled, then swung around and backhanded Rachel. Her head thumped against the wall and after a few seconds she felt carefully to make sure he hadn’t broken her jaw.


Joschka left his post by the door and pulled the furious officer away from Rachel. Rahoul clenched his fists but kept them at his sides. “Why the fuck did you let the third bomber get so close? You should have stayed with Panpit, like Jones ordered you to!”


Rachel snarled in the back of her throat, an utterly inhuman sound. Eye icy cold, she shook as she fought to control herself. “Because I didn’t know! Balkonda, you flaming twit! At least I remembered that there was more than one.” Her voice dropped to a hiss, her accent thickening. “Do not yell at me anymore, Rahoul. You did not have to feel and see what the Gräfin, Panpit, and I did, and you did not have to wade through the mind of a horny sadist dreaming of all the kuffirs he was going to kill and all the houries eagerly awaiting his enormous wang!”


“Enough, both of you! Col. Khan is honor satisfied?” Joschka asked. The South Asian officer took a deep breath, then nodded. “Commander, you did what you could within the bounds of the Laws. So stop beating yourself up and that’s an order.”


Anger exhausted, Rachel murmured, “Yes, my lord general.”


Joschka stepped back and folded his arms, then smoothed his beard. “I’ve let you say and do what was needed in order to keep things from festering. This will be the end of the matter, as far as Jones and I are concerned, provided both of you keep your mouths shut. Otherwise Jones and I will find ways to discipline you for violation of a direct order, Commander, and for striking a fellow warrior, Colonel.”


The British officer and xenology specialist both nodded and Rachel extended her hand. “I’m sorry, Rahoul. I shouldn’t have let fear overwhelm my self discipline.”


He accepted the apology. “Forgive me for letting anger get the best of me,” and they shook.


Rahoul left to go take care of Panpit and let her know that her relatives were all safe, leaving Rachel and Joschka alone in the conference room. “The blood on your hands wasn’t entirely from the injured, was it?”


“No sir. I left my marks on the third bomber. He’ll never walk normally again, among other problems. But Jones and Khan don’t really need to know that, do they?”


He considered the matter. “Probably not. Adele and Frau Khan certainly don’t.” The foreigners shared feral smiles and Rachel turned and started walking away. “Ahem.” Joschka cleared his throat.


“Yes, sir?” Rachel ducked, afraid of what he was going to say or ask next.


Instead, the graying officer came over and pulled her into a close embrace. She stiffened, then clung to him, leaning on his calm strength. He freed one hand and rested it on her head; bending to whisper into her ear, “Thank you for bringing my Adele back to me. And for bending the Laws as much as you could.” After a moment Joschka released her and they straightened up. Then he pointed at the door. “Weg!” Shoo! For once, she obeyed without comment.


An hour later, Rachel sat staring out the window. Why do I feel guilty? I did what I had to, what I needed to, didn’t break any Laws. Damn it, I shouldn’t feel like this. I think I’m just hungry is all. She ran an inventory. Hungry. That’s it. This is supposed to be a quiet advisory position. Why did I let Joschka talk me into it? She levered herself out of the chair and shrugged on a jacket to cover her holster. I wonder where those detonators came from. The humans won’t have that style for at least what? Fifty years?


The fur on her neck started to rise. “You know,” she whispered to the empty room. “This reminds me of the last time Joschka and I fought together. Who’s supplying what and why?” Rachel shook all over. “Go eat something. You’re being paranoid.”
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“So that’s the status of everything I’ve found thus far. That said, does it strike you that this year has been too quiet?” Rachel asked Joschka as she leaned back in the command chair of the Dark Hart.


His voice came through a speaker. “It does, at least for you. We will not speak of the Russians or the Australians.”


“Agreed. They are truly unspeakable.”


She heard his snort. “So is the British foreign minister, but that’s neither here nor there.”


No argument here, but what’s that? A bit of motion caught her attention and she saw a woman’s hand reaching into the timeship. “Someone’s arrived. I’d better go.”


“Understood—and be careful, Rakoji,” Joschka warned.


“Always.” After a year, and all the witnesses, the government officially states that Islamists had nothing to do with the attack? It’s a good thing Rahoul’s on family leave because otherwise he’d be clawing my door down wanting me to go after the Foreign Minister. She turned off the speaker and turned her head to see Evelyn Jones peering into the ship. Rachel caught her snarl just as it started.


Jones blurted, “Your name is Rakoji?”


Fewmets. Rachel leaned back and closed her eye. “It’s part of it, yes. How much did you overhear, ma’am?”


“Just the last bit.”


Rachel ran her hands through her loose hair, then opened her eyes. “Do not, under any circumstances, let anyone know what you just heard. Please, don’t. It’s not safe. And welcome aboard the Dark Hart, I suppose.”


The general peered at the cramped interior of the scout ship. “Dark Hart, as in deer or as in Valentines Day?”


“Deer.” Rachel recited, “ ‘As a hart longeth for the flowing streams so longeth my soul after thee oh God,’ to use the words of the Psalmist.” She pointed to a highly stylized stag woven on the cover of a pillow perched atop one of the computer screens. “Apparently my late father was fond of deer. That or he was prescient, which is more likely.” She levered herself out of her semi-reclined seat, continued, “All of which is neither here nor there. What can I do for you, ma’am?” I need to get you out of here before you upset the central processor and me both.


“Nothing, for a change. Good news: Rahoul and Panpit are now the proud parents of twins! A boy and a girl arrived at 0300, and all four are doing fine.”


“That’s wonderful! I’m so glad to hear that everyone’s well, although,” Rachel sobered, “has Rahoul gone looking for the other man yet?”


It took Jones a second or two to catch the joke. “Rachel!”


Rachel grinned, totally unrepentant. “Sounds like cause for a drink, unless you’ve already had your tea?”


Jones shook her head. “Not yet. It’s too early for me to think that far ahead. My luck, choosing a career better suited to larks than owls.”


“True. Or mine with a position requiring me to be around in summer. Why don’t we adjourn to my quarters and I’ll put a pot on.” Rachel gestured for Evelyn to precede her out of the ship. Because I don’t want you anywhere near my equipment. You tend to poke buttons.


As the two women emerged into the lab, Jones heard a third voice from within the concealed ship, this one neither male nor female exactly, and speaking a strange, half musical, half guttural language, with metallic clips and rolled r’s in it. Rachel paused, excused herself for a moment, and returned to look at something on one of the screens. As her superior waited, Rachel leaned forward with both hands on the console and ducked her head, then looked up at the low ceiling while replying in the same language. The first voice spoke again, and Rachel repeated part of her phrase, more slowly and insistently. The lights in the ship dimmed. “Computers. I should ask Sgt. Torres if the Catholics allow you to count computer work towards penance—especially voice-activated computers. So, what kind of tea would you like, ma’am?”
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Rachel took a week’s leave and returned in worse condition than when she’d left. “Someone tried to kill me,” she admitted to Captain Sandra Monroe before the staff meeting started. “Happens on occasion. Occupational hazard.” For once Zabet was right about other people’s politics, not that I’m ever going to tell her that. She’d gloat for the next two centuries at least.


General Jones’s arrival forestalled further conversation. Good, Jones thought. Everyone’s here and on time for once. “Be seated. Captain Monroe, start please. I’ll hold my business until later.” That generated some curious rustles but no comment. Jones kept an eye on her xenologist, weighing her. Rachel listened to the other reports and added her own brief contribution, but she seemed to be distracted, Jones thought. Maybe Rachel had already heard rumors about what had started during her absence and was being her usual suspicious, paranoid self. She needs to get over it or leave. I think the time has come for her to retire.


Jones reported last this time. She’d wanted a bit more time to decide on how to phrase her announcement. “Ladies and gentlemen, I have some potentially very good news,” she said, noting the sudden and total focus on everyone’s faces, including her advisor’s. “As you may have heard, we have been contacted by a possible ally, one that seems willing to assist us with both expertise and perhaps some technology as well. At the request of Vienna and Horseguards I’ve kept things quiet thus far because the contact has been very cautious, as we all can understand! However, as you have no doubt already noticed, Commander, they have given us a sample of their equipment as a gesture of good will,” and the sandy-haired general looked at the smaller woman, inviting comment.


Rachel nodded but remained silent, irritating Jones a little. She continued, “They have expressed a desire to meet with several of the Regimental staff, and I believe the time has come to do so. Questions?”


To her mild surprise, everyone but Rachel had one. Captain Sandra Monroe inquired, “What is this group called, ma’am?”


“The Veitketers. They are humanoid mammals.”


Major Kwame Ngobo, the adjutant wanted to know “Has Vienna given complete approval? And are they sending additional staff or will we be drawing from the Army?”


Jones smiled broadly. “Vienna knows, and General Jaques McPherson and the Secretary have given me full authority as senior officer on site. If the first meeting goes well, they’ll send someone.”


“How are we going to be communicating with them?” Capt. John Marsh asked, as always jealous of his turf.


Jones thumbed through her notes. “We have been using open-access e-communications, Captain, but apparently a few of their people have learned spoken English, mostly by monitoring Terrestrial commercial broadcasts.”


Someone muttered, “Oh Gawd, I hope it wasn’t Dame Edna reruns.” Jones glared around but no one broke eye contact.


“However, apparently they do speak Trader-Talk as well their native language, so you will be acting as an interpreter if needed, Commander.” Again Rachel gave little response, aside from a nod.


“How can we be certain that this isn’t a ploy or trap of some kind, ma’am?” Oddly, that came from Major McGregor, the medical officer, and not Cdr. Na Gael.


“We can’t. That’s why I want you to stay here, Arthur, and why I’m not calling Col. Khan back from leave. We’ll be friendly but wary, and I assume they will do the same. However, I feel, and Vienna agrees with me as does London, that this is an opportunity we can’t afford to let pass by.” Jones worked hard to keep the triumph out of her voice.


If Regiment could do this, it would mean great things for them, and for her, and she intended to give it her best. If this goes well, I’ll have proved that I’m just as good as anyone, even Drachenburg—better than Drachenburg, for all of his string pulling and politics.


“Any further questions? No? Very well then, the Veitketers have invited us to meet with them tomorrow afternoon. I’ve accepted, and we’ll be working out the details today, with a full briefing in the morning. You are dismissed, except Cdr. Na Gael. Na Gael, I will speak with you in my office.”


Rachel gathered her things and followed Jones out of the room. As they went down the hall, Jones wondered what was wrong with her associate. Well, she’d find out soon enough.


“Be seated,” Jones said, and Rachel sat in one of the chairs across from the general’s desk. “Tea?” Jones inquired as she poured herself a mug.


“No, thank you, ma’am.”


“You’re being awful quiet. I’d have thought you would be the one asking about security and warning us to be alert,” Jones observed, pointing to the xenologist with her tea mug.


Rachel took a deep breath and let it out. “I didn’t see much point, ma’am. You’ve already made up your mind and seem to have things well in hand, so there’s no reason for me say anything.”


Evelyn Jones stared at her advisor. Cdr. Na Gael wasn’t protesting, or fighting, or challenging her, and there hadn’t been a single smirk or wise-ass comment since she’d gotten back the previous morning. This is not normal. I like it, I want to see more of it, but it is not normal. “Rachel, is something wrong? This doesn’t sound like you at all.” In fact, it sounded perilously close to her advisor’s state following the episode with the stasis field. “Are you hiding something?”


Rachel made an intricate swirling gesture with her left hand. “Let’s just say my leave was a bit less restful than I had hoped, ma’am. There were some very complicated matters to sort out that I hadn’t anticipated needing to deal with. Sort of like going on vacation to Naples and having Mt. Vesuvius erupt while you’re sunbathing.” Rachel gave a half smile and a snort, shaking her head. “Only not that simple to deal with.”


“Good heavens! Do I need to call in someone to backstop you?”


“No, ma’am. It’s just a matter of getting re-oriented and back into the routine.” Rachel wrinkled her nose. “That and I forgot the rule about always, always avoid fish on Sundays if you are eating more than fifty kilometers from the shore.”


Now it was Evelyn’s turn to snort. “And stew served just before inspections. Amazing what people try to hide under spices.” She shuddered a bit. “What do you think about the new equipment?”


“I haven’t tried it out yet. I’m still reading the manuals. I’d hate to break something by just launching in and punching buttons, especially since it looks expensive. Um, ma’am, why was it not sent to Capt. Ahkai first?”


“You’re closer and can give me a first impression. She won’t report until she’s taken it apart, put it back together, and back-engineered it to make tea and toast.” Jones leaned back in her chair. “You’re dismissed. And be prepared to interpret for us tomorrow.” Jones paused. “Do you know anything about the Veitketers?”


“No ma’am. But that doesn’t mean much. It’s a big universe, about which I know very, very little.” And with that odd statement, Rachel left.


Something’s wrong with her. I wonder if she’s ill? If she is, and she’s lying to me, I will dismiss her as soon as we’ve confirmed friendly contact. She’s a walking discipline problem as it is.



[image: * * *]



Commander Na Gael pretended to be asleep. She dozed off in vehicles so regularly that people had come to expect it, and if more than half the time she wasn’t really napping, they never noticed. She’d snagged a seat in one of the troop carriers as a way to avoid Jones and the other staff officers. The Wanderer wanted a bit of thinking time, and this was the last chance she’d have to get it before they got to their destination.


I don’t like this proposed meeting and alliance, for all that Jones and the others think they’re being careful. Rachel hadn’t been sure at first if her objections were from her unending paranoia or just due to an injured ego a well as a still healing body. She’d gotten too used to being almost necessary to the Regiment, and her none-too-small self-opinion reacted poorly to the prospect of having to share her turf. However, for this planet’s sake, allies would be very good. And my feelings are immaterial in the face of necessity. She’d two-thirds decided that she was jumping at shadows.


Khan’s phone call that morning had changed her mind. Her “cell phone” had rung just after 0500 that morning. Rahoul was calling from home, which was a first, and she had been afraid that he and Panpit needed her to help with a sick child. No, instead he’d had one of his rare but strong prescient spells. Nothing certain, but he was very concerned about “a meeting.” Since Jones hadn’t told him about what was in the works for the day, Rachel’s alarm bells had rung louder as she talked to him. She’d gone ahead and briefed him on what she’d known at that point. If Jones screamed at her, so be it. Just before they left headquarters a message from him had popped up on her data-link. He was going to go on standby until she phoned him back, ready to return to duty at a moment’s notice. God bless you, Rahoul. I owe you yet another favor.


And then there was the news that the greeting party were to go without arms. Rachel almost bolted from the morning briefing right there, before what little diplomatic sense she retained kicked in. The Azdhagi had required that the Sapient Republic delegation come without military escort, and humans, especially some English humans, tended to be sticky about shooty-things meaning overt hostility. Rachel considered the very notion foolish in the extreme. But Jones had insisted, and Rachel had complied—edged weapons aside, of course.


The hole in her files also worried her. She’d found nothing about a human-alien alliance for at least another century. Which again might not mean anything. The Trader files had as many lacunae as data points, and it could be that the humans, Veitketer, or both, decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Wouldn’t have been the first time. How often have the Azdhagi told other people to go in peace, but just go? Dozens at least, I think. And Himself always says that the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. But he also said that the Traders retained the capacity to learn, and thus far she’d seen no examples of it. Rachel shifted a little and drifted into real sleep.


Her vehicle was one of the first to reach the initial staging point, two kilometers from the Veitketer’s ship. Rachel hopped out and stretched, acting as calm and unconcerned as if they were going for a pleasure stroll on a winter evening. She wasn’t cheered by the prospect of a long walk while she was still recovering from a murder attempt, but no one needed to know that. In fact, she’d decided that once this alliance was cemented, if it proved to be as good as Jones believed, she would go into semi-retirement and return to her and Zabet’s business and the Azdhag Empire, at least until Jones retired. I owe Joschka, but not this much. Especially not after the rock fall.


“There you are, Cat One. Let’s get moving, shall we?” Jones sounded more cheerful than usual, nearly manic to Rachel’s ears, and she slammed her shields up hard.


“Yes, Command One.”


They’d gone about half a kilometer when Jones realized that the xenologist hadn’t brought her usual field kit. That’s odd, the general officer thought. Rachel was also in her most human-looking form and wearing brown contact lenses. She remained quiet and slightly withdrawn, as if lost in thought. “Cat One, where’d you leave your field bag?” Jones wanted to know.


“Back at the vehicle, Command One. There didn’t seem to be any call for it, and I can have someone bring it if necessary.”


Jones almost stopped right there. Damn it, she’s lying to me. She’s broken our agreement. Once we’ve established contact with the Veitketer, I’m terminating her contract.


The perimeter scouts reported nothing new, so the group continued on, coming to a halt in the thick oak woods surrounding the Veitketers’ ship. Jones sent more scouts and a small reserve into positions around the ship, then waited. Rachel leaned against a tree and studied what they could see of the Veitketer ship, a slight frown on her face. Capt. Sandra Monroe approached the smaller woman. “Something wrong, Cat One?”


After a second the Wanderer shook her head. “Not really, Hunter One, just trying to remember where I’ve seen a ship like this before. It seems very, very familiar, but it could just be because so many cargo ships look alike. Sort of like American pick-up trucks,” and she grinned a little as Monroe nodded emphatically.


Three figures emerged from the ship’s open entrance, and Rachel came over to stand at Jones’ shoulder, expression politely neutral. Jones waited as the trio approached. They were humanoid, just under two meters tall, and lean, with pale yellow-green complexions and very dark hair—almost as dark as Rachel’s. The men had greenish, slit-pupil eyes that seemed reptilian. The oldest of the three, with fading hair, bowed slightly to Jones.


“You are Brigadier General Evelyn Jones?” His voice sounded smooth but a touch nasal, with a slightly rough accent.


“Yes. And you are Elder VanDere?” Jones said, offering her hand.


“Yes,” and he shook, his hand cool to the touch. “These are my assistants, Goght and Harmant.” Like the Elder, the two men were tall and lean. “They speak English, but not as well a I do, Brigadier Jones.”


The officer smiled. “I brought a translator, since you indicated that you were familiar with Trader Talk. My adjutant, Captain Kwame Ngobo,” and the Ivorian man nodded, “communications officer Captain John Marsh,” the dour technician gave a slight bow, “and logistics officer Captain Sandra Monroe.” The blond smiled and one of the Veitketer gave her an appreciative once over.


The Elder’s attention came to rest on the woman standing beside Jones. “And this is your translator?”


“Commander Rachel Na Gael is serving as interpreter,” Jones explained as Rachel inclined her head in acknowledgment.


Elder VanDere smiled broadly. “Excellent! Please, come into our ship. I do not wish you to think us inhospitable by making you and your people stand around in your woods, although I must say you do have a very attractive forest.” He gestured toward the ship’s entry, and Jones and her party followed.


As the Welsh officer and Veitketer elder exchanged small talk, Marsh’s beckoning gesture caught Rachel’s eye and she dropped back. The Veitketer Harmant asked in Trader, “What exactly is the role of a communications officer among your people?”


Mental teeth gritted, Rachel translated, and Marsh replied, “I oversee and coordinate signals and radio information, and am in charge of maintaining all the equipment required.” Rachel “stumbled” over some of the more technical terms the men used in their discussion of radio, optics, and signals, as if she had a limited vocabulary.


After half an hour or so of introductions and discussion, Jones felt quite satisfied, although she had developed a bit of a headache. Elder VanDere seemed truly interested in a working partnership between the Veitketer and Earth’s governments, and Jones was quite impressed with some of the capabilities he suggested that his people might be willing to share with the humans, in exchange for Terran products and what he called “cultural goods,” apparently meaning literature, music, and such things.


The Elder excused himself for a moment, and Jones took the opportunity to see how the rest of the party was faring. The Regimental personnel seemed satisfied with what they’d learned from their counterparts. Rachel looked paler than usual, however, and Jones brushed the back of the Wanderer’s hand, trying to establish a link. Rachel gave a discreet shake of her head as pain stabbed behind Evelyn’s eyes. “Don’t even try, Command One. The Veitketer have a blocking field switched on. It’s not uncommon during diplomatic negotiations,” she explained very quietly.


Jones’ glanced around, asking, “Who else besides you and I are affected?”


“Chan, and possibly Lee, although I can’t be certain.”


Jones finally took a hard look at her advisor, and felt a rush of concern. If I have a headache, she must be utterly miserable! Plus having to translate for almost everyone has to be wearing on her, the officer thought, feeling a flash of mild guilt. Jones made a note to herself that when this initial meeting was over, she’d have Na Gael teach more people Trader phrases and terms before she left.


As she waited for Elder VanDere to return and thought over the meeting, Jones began to wonder. The Veitketers’ offer of an alliance seemed so well planned and prepared that it felt a little too perfect. And as much as she hated to admit it, Rachel’s reluctance to encourage or even comment on the Veitketers proposals, and the alien’s lack of knowledge, made Jones uncomfortable. The suspicious part of the officer’s mind had been pointing out that the Veitketer Elder had not asked anything about the xenologist, even how she knew an alien language well enough to translate. And the revelation of the blocking field raised her hackles.


Elder VanDere returned and apologized, “Apparently some of your scouts startled one of your animals and it triggered an alarm.”


Curious, Jones inquired, “What sort of animal?”


“Tan, four footed mammal with split feet and something like branches on its head,” VanDere explained.


“Ah, a male deer. They eat plants and this is their mating season, so they tend to act a bit odd and are less shy than usual.”


“Interesting. We no longer have large herbivores on our home planet because of our large population. We transplanted ecosystem samples onto other worlds to serve as preserves,” the green-skinned man replied, and Jones did her best to look interested.


The Elder caught himself. “My apologies, General Jones, I forget this is not a pleasure meeting. Would you care to inspect our communications center? I believe we are a bit ahead of your technology in this area,” and he smiled in self-deprecation, “although your weaponry is far better in some ways than ours.” Jones allowed herself to be flattered, and started into the large, well-lit room.


A thud and a cry of pain came from behind them. Rachel spun and dashed around the corner, Jones not far behind. Captain Monroe was being helped into a sitting position and holding her arm, which bent between the elbow and the wrist. Blood had already started staining her uniform, and Rachel dropped down onto one knee, very gently taking Monroe’s arm in her hands.


“Look at me,” Rachel ordered, and Monroe turned towards her. “Take a slow, deep breath. Good. Now let it out slowly, yes, that’s right. Breathe in, and out.” Rachel pitched her voice lower than usual, and Monroe seemed to relax as Jones watched. “How does it feel?”


“Better. It’s going numb.”


“Good, let me know when you can’t feel any more pain.” Rachel looked around. “Hunter Three, I need your help. Come here and hold Hunter One’s shoulders. Hunter One, I’m going to have to pull and rotate your arm just a bit to get the bones lined back up so I can start them knitting. I want you to look at Command One, and not me. Got that?”


The Danish lieutenant crouched down behind Monroe and steadied her as Rachel backed a bit, easing the broken limb off to the side and out of Monroe’s sight. “Yes, ma’am. And it doesn’t hurt anymore,” the woman said, doing her best to stare only at Jones.


“Captain, what happened?” Evelyn asked, trying to help distract her injured officer.


“I wasn’t paying attention and must have tripped on something, Ma’am. Started falling backwards and put my hand out, but it skidded and I landed wrong,” Monroe said. As she was talking, Rachel had been mouthing something to Nielsen, who tightened his grip on Monroe’s shoulders. Rachel’s hands pulled and twisted and there was a quiet click. Monroe gasped.


“Sorry. Should have warned you about the sound. Need to start the bone knitting,” Rachel said.


Jones glanced at the medic and noticed beads of sweat on her forehead. How much pain must she be in, if just trying to talk to her gave me a headache? Rachel’s breath hissed through clenched teeth as the bleeding stopped and the torn skin seemed to be closing. Then she rocked back, saying, “Try moving your fingers.”


The blond Canadian did as requested. “No problems, ma’am. And it doesn’t hurt, just a little ache.”


Rachel stood up and staggered as if physically exhausted. “Command One, I didn’t try to completely Heal everything, just started the process and stanched the bleeding. I suggest that Hunter One report to Dr. McGregor to have the arm x-rayed and to make absolutely certain it sets straight. And I’d like to send a note with her, explaining what I did so he’ll have it for his records.”


Jones didn’t like it, but had to agree. “Monroe, take Nielsen and go back to where the others are as soon as Cdr. Na Gael gets her message written.” Monroe started apologizing, and Jones waved it away. “No Captain, accidents happen. We’re not in combat, so there’s no point in your running the risk of re-breaking it.” She turned back to the Veitketers, who had been watching the whole episode with great interest and murmuring in their language.


“Will your officer be all right? If there is a problem we have medical personnel here who can help,” the Elder offered.


“Thank you very much, Elder, but our regulations require us to use human medical facilities whenever possible,” Jones explained, fudging a little. I wonder what she tripped on? I don’t remember anything when I walked through there. Rachel quickly finished whatever it was she had been doing and rejoined the rest of the party.


The Elder nodded and gestured. “There is one last thing I’d like you to see, General Jones. As my fellow officers and I said in our earlier communications, we have many things in common, and a desire to protect our home worlds is one of them. I understand that one of your difficulties at times is finding intruders before they come in reach of your planetary moon. Is that correct?”


Jones looked noncommittal. “It can be, but not always Elder. There are times we prefer to wait and see if someone is, shall we say, ‘just passing through.’ No call to be attacking innocents, after all.”


He seemed pleased with her response. “A most good policy, General Jones! Very wise!” They had reached a point that Jones estimated was about three-quarters of the ship’s length from where they had entered, and the Elder stopped, gesturing toward a door. “Perhaps then you can help us identify this creature. We found its ship in the area of the planet you call Jupiter, and it failed to answer our hails. We captured it, but thus far it has refused, or been unable, to communicate with us. Don’t worry, there’s a force-screen behind the door so it can’t get out.”


“I can’t promise anything,” Jones said, very puzzled, “but we’ll try. Commander, come join me.”


The advisor hung back a little, giving the door a wide berth. The Elder placed his hand on a panel and the door slid open. Jones looked in to see a reptile, over two meters long. It looked blue-grey in the light of the door, and its tail twitched, but otherwise it remained motionless, eyes closed. “I haven’t a clue, Elder. Commander, what do you make of it?”


Rachel stepped forward, took one glance and froze, all blood draining from her face. “You bastards, what have you done to her?” She spun, eye blazing in mad anger. “Run, now!”


As soon as she yelled it, the Elder and another Veitketer grabbed Rachel, while more appeared from behind panels set in the corridor wall. Rachel snarled and fought like a madwoman, cursing and clawing. “Fall back!” Jones yelled, trying to defend herself from the alien warriors converging on the humans. A blow to Jones’ head stunned her, scrambling her reactions long enough to allow the Veitketer to restrain her.


Low numbers and the narrow corridor worked against the humans. Rachel disappeared under a pile of Veitketer, emerging bloody and dazed, her hands tightly bound behind her and a gag in her mouth. The Elder smiled coldly and with a look of pure malice whispered something to her. She reared back, struggling to control herself, a look of abject terror on her face. The man bared more teeth and added something, then jerked his head. The brunette tried to resume the fight, but they dragged her off out of sight.


The three aliens holding Jones started pulling her off in the other direction, and the Elder joined them after a last pleased glance after the Commander. One of the aliens tapped something on Jones’ manacles and she staggered, suddenly having trouble coordinating her movements.


“I’d apologize for the deceptions, Jones, but deception is part of the Trader lifeway, and something of which we are very proud,” the Elder stated, flicking a switch on his chronometer. The yellow-green skin paled and his hair turned straw-brown, while the slit-pupils of his eyes rounded until they looked human. “The criminal who calls herself ‘Commander Ni Drako’ would recognize us on sight, and we needed time to confirm her identity. Now that we have her, I’m afraid that we’re going to have to keep you aboard until we finish carrying out her sentence. In appreciation for your help in her capture, you and your men won’t be harmed, but we do not care to be interrupted by a foolish rescue attempt.”


They had reached an open door, and Jones struggled, trying to keep them from shoving her inside. “What’s going on? And what are you talking about Rachel being a criminal? What’s going to happen to her?”


“The embarrassment that you call Rachel was tried and convicted many years ago of crimes against this tarqi. She fled, and we have been searching for her. As to her fate? She will die as an example to others, as decreed by the Elders’ Council. It shouldn’t take more than four of your days. She’s not that strong, so perhaps less?”


“No! You can’t! That’s, that’s—” Jones spluttered, still not thinking clearly as they pushed her through the door.


Just as the door started sliding closed, she heard a scream come from the direction they’d dragged Rachel. “Yes, we can,” the Elder stated, contentment in his eyes. Then the door shut and Jones was locked in with Marsh and Ngobo, and with her own thoughts.
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That night Rahoul listened to Captain Monroe and wondered what the hell to do next. When the phone did not ring, he had kissed Panpit, collected his gear, and set a new speed record reaching Linconshire. Once there he’d found a disaster unfolding and no staff officers to deal with it, aside from Sandra Monroe. She’d briefed him and he took command, mobilizing the auxiliary troops available to the Regiment. Task done, Monroe found him in his office. “I almost forgot, sir. Before it hit the fan Cat One slipped me these and told me to give them to you, for security reasons.” She handed Rahoul what looked like a cell phone and a PDA. “And this.”


With a sinking heart he accepted the bone-handled knife as Monroe continued, “She said you’d know what it means and what to do.” He turned the beautifully carved and engraved weapon over, studying the markings before locking it in his desk drawer. When he looked up Monroe had a puzzled, worried expression. “Sir, Rachel exploded and killed people the last time someone tried to take that from her and she won’t loan it to anyone. Why did she give it to you?”


“According to tradition, when the holder of a bahn’leh dies, the blade is returned to the person’s superior.”


“Oh shit, Sir! She must have decided it was a trap.”


“Correct. It’s something she and I have discussed before, Sandra, so that’s how I know what she means by sending this with you. Thank you for bringing her gear back. You did very well.”


She heard the dismissal in his voice and turned to go, then turned back. “Sir, are we going to try to get our people out?”


“Yes. I don’t know exactly how yet, but yes, we are,” Rahoul reassured her. “We never abandon our own.”


After she closed the door Rahoul picked up his phone, then set the receiver down again. Some things were best done in person. Five minutes later he knocked on Father Mikael Farudi’s door. “Come in,” he heard, and opened the door.


“Colonel Khan! What can I do for you?” the Anglican priest said.


“I’m afraid I have some bad news, Father,” Khan started, shutting the door behind him.
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Just after dawn, Rahoul picked up the chirping phone. I think I’ve done what I can do from here, at least until I hear from Horseguards and Vienna. I need the reinforcements, air support, and a miracle, in that order. “Khan.”


A familiar voice replied in German. “Good. The person I needed. Vienna got your report and I’m en route.”


“Very good, sir, no changes.” Well, almost none, but I’m not going to say anything over this line.


He waited until the Graf-General hung up, then sank into Evelyn Jones’ chair. Rahoul massaged his temples, forcing the headache away. I’ll sleep after he gets here, conditions permitting. Vienna had listened to his account, as best he could give it, and General McPherson, military head of the GDF, had stated, “I’m sending Hohen-Drachenburg. Not to take over, but to act as xenologist. He’s the only thing I can spare right now.”
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Major General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg strode up the hallways of the 58th Regiment’s headquarters, almost outrunning his guide in his haste to get to the commanding officer’s office. He threw open the door to find Lt. Col. Rahoul Khan talking to another officer. The blond woman looked at a sheaf of papers and nodded her head. “Yes sir, that’s it. The rest are dead, captured, or on temporary assignment where we can’t call them in. France and the Low Countries are on standby-watch for something else, so we only have regular Army.”


Khan winced but his voice remained steady, “Thank you, Monroe,” the South Asian officer said, before turning and acknowledging the Graf-General.


“At ease, Colonel, Captain. I assume you have things under control, so I am here only as an advisor unless you request otherwise,” Hohen-Drachenburg announced.


“Thank you, sir. Major Monroe, go eat and try to get some rest. You’re dismissed.” Her eyes were red with fatigue and, like Khan, it looked as if she’d slept in her uniform, if she’d slept at all. The Graf-General stepped out of the door to let her pass, then shut it behind him as he entered the cluttered office.


“Sit please, Colonel. What is your status? All the Secretary and Gen. McPherson gave me was that something very bad happened, the xenologist and commanding officer had been captured, and that you had taken command.”


Khan flopped down into the chair. “It’s not good, sir. I’ve lost a third of my combatants, including the adjutant, communications officer, and a number of junior officers, along with six of the NCOs. And General Jones. We’ve got a perimeter established and re-enforcements from the regular army are moving into place around the hostiles. No air support yet, but it was suggested that that would be counterproductive at this stage.”


Joschka noticed that Khan couldn’t keep his hands still. “When was the last time you got any sleep or food?”


“Sleep would be some time yesterday, sir. Food, I don’t remember. Dinner?”


“Right. Then my first advice is for you to eat something and go sleep for four hours, after you tell me who your number two is and where to find them,” Hohen-Drachenburg said. “And no protests, Rahoul. You’re no use flat on your nose.”


Khan tried to protest, then subsided. “Yes, sir. Captain—acting Major—Monroe is executive. And sir, there’s something you need to see.”


“Dear God have mercy,” Joschka breathed, crossing himself as he looked down on the gravely injured woman. Even blurred and faded by the misty gas swirling inside her ship’s medical tank, her wounds made his stomach churn.


“You should have seen her when they brought her in, my lord, if you think she looks bad now.”


“How long?”


Khan let out a deep breath. “Twelve hours, and still no motion or sign of regaining consciousness. Sergeant Weber and I put her in as soon as the helo landed but I’m afraid we may have been too late.”


Joschka ran a hand through his graying brown hair. “Does anyone know what happened to her?”


“Sergeant Weber said they were,” Khan looked down, fists clenched. “After she was captured, they cut off her plait and her tail, then her ears and claws and had started,” he swallowed and looked up, eyes burning. “Skinning her. And that’s just what we know of. I suspect there was more. Weber and Lee had ducked out of sight as soon as Monroe and Nielsen left the ship. When everything went wrong, they managed to evade until they heard screams. That’s how they found her. The three of them fought a way out, somehow, before she collapsed. Weber and Lee think that the monsters gave her drugs to keep her conscious so she would feel everything. I’m putting them up for the DSO for getting her out. Weber, Monroe, Lee, and Lt. Nielsen are the only members of the boarding party that escaped. And Rachel.”


The two men looked down at their advisor and Joschka took a deep breath, not wanting to say what came next. Khan beat him to it. “I, that is, just before we got her in and started the equipment running, Father Mikael gave her Last Rites. What ever happens next, sir, she’s ready.”


After making certain that Khan had eaten and gone to bed and getting updates from Maj. Monroe, Joschka returned to Rachel’s ship and stared down at his old friend. Lines of pain creased her face, aging her, and a ragged fan of short, black-brown hair spread around her head like a halo. Nothing remained of her ears but tiny scabbed stumps. The gas suspending the nanomedical repair devices concealed the rest of her, for which he was grateful. He rested his hands on the medical tank’s thick glass and prayed. “Oh Rakoji, I am sorry. Please God, Father, don’t let them win.”
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Eight hours later, the Graf-General, Khan, and Monroe gathered around an electronic sand table model of the enemy ship and its surroundings, trying to sort out what they knew and how to go about rescuing the captive troopers.


“And you said from what you could remember that the entrances are here and here?” Khan turned some dials and green highlights appeared on the 3-D display.


Monroe agreed. “Yes sir. There may have been another further forward, but I didn’t get that far in.” She gestured towards the ship’s bulging mid-point. “Only to here.”


A red dot from a laser pointer appeared and drew a circle around a spot just aft of the ship’s bow. «There’s an emergency hatch here, one meter by one and a half, operable from outside. It can be opened larger from inside, expanding to four meters by three meters. It connects directly with the forward cargo section, here, which is where the hostages are currently being held.»


Joschka and Rahoul heard the information directly into their minds and jerked their heads around to see the “speaker.” She had propped herself against the wall, perching on the edge of a table in a dark corner of the room. «My throat’s so swollen that I can’t talk.» She looked apologetic. «Can’t sit yet, either.»


Monroe could tell that something was going on but couldn’t hear the conversation. “What’s the matter, sir?”


Khan pointed to the pale figure in the corner. “Rachel has decided to join us. She says she can’t talk out loud, so she’s communicating in a different way to the Graf-General and I.”


Monroe brightened. “That’s wonderful! She’s better and someone else will finally get the last word in!”


The men stared at the blond Canadian, then started laughing despite the gravity of the situation. Rachel managed a harsh wheeze before she eased herself out of the corner and approached the sand table, where the three officers hugged her. «Easy, please! I’m still a wee bit sore.»


“Oops, sorry.”


«And, as much as I hate to say it, we need to keep working. They’ve not killed any more of the hostages, but I don’t know how long a respite we’ll have.»


Joschka translated for Monroe’s benefit, and frowned. “How do you know, Commander?”


«I have an open link with one of the prisoners. Not one of our people, but a friend and ally the bastards captured earlier. That person is feeding me data as long as she can, whatever she can learn.» 


“Isn’t that going to drain your energy as well as providing information? And put you at risk if someone senses the link?” Joschka asked with some concern, thinking back to the cave-in.


Rachel nodded, shrugged, and tweaked something on the model in order to correct part of the ship’s interior layout. «Yes, sir. But not as much risk or drain as you might think and we need the information more than I need to be staying up late carousing.»


“I fear you are correct. For once. So, Rad— Rachel, tell us what you know,” Joschka ordered.


Khan added, “If you can, type it so Monroe can follow along.”


«Yes sirs. The ship is called the ‘Gerzhal da Kavalle’ and is a modified goods transport vessel.»


An hour later the quartet were still working at the sand table. Khan stepped back and folded his arms. “That’s as much as we can do for the moment, I think, sir. Do you concur?”


Joschka stroked his neatly trimmed brown beard and nodded. “Yes. Until we get more men, and can sort out how to breach the shields, we have done what planning we can do.”


As Monroe finished recording the session, the men turned to Rachel. She was visibly weakening and Khan growled, “Why didn’t you tell us you were getting tired?”


She spread her gloved hands in apology and he heard her ‘voice’ very faintly, «Because you needed me, sir. And I’m just a little tired, is all.»


“Bull,” Khan declared. “You are getting something to eat, if you can, and going off duty. That’s a direct order, Rachel. Don’t defy me on this.” Joschka glared his agreement. Khan continued, “Major Monroe, see that Rachel gets food and then escort her back to her quarters. And you’re going to stay there for the next,” he glanced at his watch, “five hours, Na Gael! Am I clear?”


“Yes sir,” Rachel rasped.


She had a protein-rich meatshake and a glass of ice water in the officers’ mess. Monroe was walking Rachel back to the lab when Joschka appeared. “Major, I’ll take over from here, if you have no objection.”


“No my lord, not at all,” Monroe replied, leaving Rachel to the Graf-General’s tender mercies.


He checked to make certain that no one was watching and then offered her his arm. “Lean on me.” They walked in silence. At last he said aloud, “It’s been a while since you had short hair.”


«I like it better long, Joschka, but it was the first thing that they—»


“Understood. Around this corner?”


«Affirmative.» She straightened up. He released her arm as she slowed a bit to allow him to get ahead of her, as was proper for their official positions.


Once inside the lab she stopped and turned to face him. «I need your help. My fingers are too tender to program the medical equipment.»


She used her teeth to pull off the black gloves and he hissed as he saw the damage. “Whatever you need.”


«Thank you. This way.» She led the way to the wall beneath a narrow metal staircase. After confirming that the human on guard outside the back of the lab was not looking their direction, she laid her battered hand against the faux-wood panel. A hint of light rolled under it and Joschka heard a latch open.


At her direction, Joschka programmed the medical equipment and she started clambering awkwardly onto the patient platform. “No you don’t, Hairball.” Before she could protest he’d lifted her and laid her down on the contoured cushions.


She splayed her hands out so the carved-up fingertips rested in contact with the mattress-like surface and gave him a ghost of a smile. «Thanks, Awful Clawful. All you have to do is close the top and push the green button. See you in a few hours.» She closed her eye as he lowered the metal and glass lid into place, then activated the program. Her breathing slowed and deepened and he watched for a few moments, then left the ship, closing the panel behind him.
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Rachel frowned at the numbers. There had to be a better way to breach the Da Kavalle’s shield besides a tactical nuclear strike. A decimal’s in the wrong place. It has to be. She heard a tapping sound and looked over as the soldier who had been posted outside the lab came in. “Commander, Col. Khan wants to see you in his office immediately.” That doesn’t bode well, Rachel thought, and she slung her satchel over a still-tender shoulder and picked up one of her sticks. As she left the lab, the soldier fell in behind her.


When a second trooper joined them, Rachel knew something bad loomed in her near future. She resisted the urge to pick up her pace and instead walked calmly down the corridor as if an armed escort were normal. “Colonel Khan’s usual office or the one he’s currently using?” She inquired as they rounded a corner.


“Current office, Cdr. Na Gael.”


If they’re using my full title, I’m definitely in trouble. Rachel let herself into the outer office and the two soldiers took up positions in the hallway.


Khan sat behind the commanding officer’s desk, expression unreadable, and handed her two pages. “Be seated. This came in while you were off duty. It is addressed directly to me. I did a rough translation for myself since you were indisposed. Was I close?”


After the first few sentences, her hands shook so hard that Rachel had to lay the pages down on the desk to finish reading them.


“Yes, very. You got the main meaning perfectly, sir,” she confirmed, looking him in the eye.


He leaned back, face still expressionless. “And they are correct in claiming that the convicted criminal they are seeking is present within the Regiment?”


“Yes sir. She is present in your office.” Cold settled over Rachel and her stomach felt like lead. “My true name is Rakoji da Kavalle and I alone am responsible for everything that has happened over the past three days.”


Her former friend regarded her steadily and she clasped trembling hands as he asked, “Of what were you convicted, da Kavalle?”


“I am a half-breed, a mischling, guilty of offending the honor and purity of tarqi da Kavalle and all other Trader tarqina by the fact of my existence. For that, 300 or so of your years ago, I was sentenced to death.”


At last a sign of emotion, this one of disbelief. “If you’re joking this a piss-poor time to do it.”


She shook her head. “I am completely serious, sir. My father’s people, the Traders, value species purity and obedience to the tarqi, what you’d call a clan, as two of the most important things in the universe. I am an affront to both of them simply by existing. Think back to your history lessons about the 1930s in Germany, but with less tolerance than the Nazis had.”


The human shook his head in turn. “That makes no sense at all.”


“No, it doesn’t to you,” she agreed. “It was a survival trait that became law. But my father chose true love over obedience to the dictates of his tarqi. And only God knows how, I was the result. My sire was killed in a, oh, call it clan war just before or just after I was born and mother was killed around eleven years later by pelt hunters. Not long after that, a different tarqi tracked my father’s travels back and found me, who looked completely Wanderer and shared my father’s talent for both space and time navigation.


“The combination is rare enough that they were willing to hold their noses and take me into an apprenticeship. That lasted until I was around a hundred and forty, when it rather suddenly became apparent that I was a mischling. A friend of my father’s with a grudge against the Elders’ Council gave me access to my father’s ship and the other things he had left for me. I fled, hoping that with enough time they would give up the hunt.”


“And they tracked you here, where you have been hiding,” Khan stated.


“Yes sir. And they no longer care who they have to murder to get to me.”


He thought about it. Before he could add anything farther or ask any more questions, she offered, “Sir, may I make a recommendation?”


“What?” His tone was cold.


She started, hesitated, then said, “Execute me, sir, and give them the body, since they don’t specify living or dead. You will fulfill the contract offered and lose no more of your men.”


Khan rocked forward, eyes flashing wide open. “Dear Christ, Rada! How can you say that?”


“Because it will prevent any more bloodshed and I’m not going back to them alive, sir. That is a promise. I’d rather die cleanly at your hands than even think about going back to those n’geedak alive. If you believe that the men will not obey such an order, then I will do it once I finish my current task.”


“I see.” Col. Khan turned around, looking out the window and thinking.


Rachel stood up and paced as much as she could in the cramped office, then closed her eye. Please, holy and merciful Lord God, thou who didst undertake death, yea even unto death upon a cross, may your servant be merciful. It was too late to escape in the Dark Hart: the tarqi knew her location and they threatened to kill the hostages if she attempted to flee. They could track her easily this close to her ship. And they might try to go after headquarters in their efforts to catch her, although she doubted that they had the kind of weapons necessary for a serious ground barrage. Khan swung back around and she stopped, hands behind her back, waiting.


He studied her, noting how her whole body trembled as he told her, “You are not going back to them alive, Rakoji da Kavalle.”


She bowed her head as a wave of relief washed over her. “Thank you, sir.” Thank you God. It will be quick.


“In fact, Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako,” he continued, “you are not going back to them at all, unless they can force their way through the entire regiment. You are going to help guide the assault on the ship after you find a way to neutralize their shields.”


She stared at him, speechless for the first time he could remember. Rahoul stood up and walked around the desk, rested his hands on her shoulders, and looked down at her. “You seriously thought I would even consider surrendering you, dead or alive, to those fucking monsters? Rachel, you are an idiot. If we leave no one behind on the battlefield, we are certainly not going to offer up one of our own on a platter!” He shook her lightly. “Never, never, ever think otherwise. You are one of us, no matter where you came from or what those creatures claim. Understood?”


“Yes, sir,” she squeaked.


“Good. Now, I want you armed and get to work on that shield around the ship,” he ordered, releasing her and returning to his seat.


She nodded, then rocked backwards, eye dilating. Khan swung around but there was nothing behind him. He turned back to her, “What is it?”


Fists clenched, she snarled, “My source says they killed John Marsh and forced Evelyn Jones to watch. So much for waiting for your response to the contract.”
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There were too many empty seats in the briefing theater for the Graf-General’s taste. “Khan, where’s Cdr. Na Gael?”


Khan pointed to the rear doors, where near-latecomers were still trickling in. “She’ll sneak in just after the briefing starts and sit or lean against the wall on the back row. It’s become a bit of a tradition, by now.”


They heard a quiet, harsh cough and Rachel joined the officers gathered at the far corner of the speakers’ platform. “Felt your ears burning, did you,” Joschka said without thinking.


“Not anymore. Amazing what modern pharmaceuticals can do,” Rachel snapped, softening the retort with a wink. She turned to Khan. “I understand you want to do a little rumor control first?”


“Affirmative. Then we’ll get into the main briefing. Do you have anything new on the internal situation?”


“Nothing since the update, sir. And the last test is running on the equipment as we speak. I should have the results before the end of the briefing,” and she patted the case hanging on her belt just behind her blast pistol.


“Good work. Let’s get this started, shall we?” At Khan’s nod, Sergeant Weber called out “Attention!” and the Graf-General, Khan, Monroe, Lt. Nielsen, and Cdr. Na Gael took their places.


“At ease—you may be seated,” Khan announced. “Before I start the main briefing, I want to say a word about the past three days’ events. No doubt you’ve heard bits and pieces of details and we all know the basic story. However, I want to quell a few rumors once and for all. Commander Na Gael, come forward, please.”


She shed her grey jacket, revealing a low cut, short-sleeved sweater. And the marks of some of what had been done to her. Her remaining hair had been evened up and fell just to where a human’s ears would be. A rumble of murmured anger swept the regiment, then faded. “Commander, how much of your tail is left?” Khan asked.


“About four centimeters, sir.”


“What about your ears?”


“Almost nothing, sir. They were cut off flush with my skull.”


How does she manage to keep herself so tightly under control, Khan wondered.


He let the mutters die then nodded to her. “Thank you, Commander; you may be seated.


“Ladies and Gentlemen, the people holding our fellow soldiers, the Tarqi da Kavalle, claim that everything that has happened over the past three days is Commander Na Gael’s responsibility and promise that if we will turn her back over to them to be executed by torture, they will release their prisoners and go in peace.” The earlier mutter grew into a growl, which Khan stilled with a raised hand. “They are lying, as they have already proven. We are not going to surrender anyone to those creatures—we are going to rescue our people. The leaders of the tarqi da Kavalle assume that because we do not have their technology, we can’t get to them. They underestimate the results of trust and training. Here’s what we are going to do.”


At his nod, Lt. Nielsen called up a picture of the inside of the Gerzhal da Kavalle, based on the escapees’ memories and Rachel’s first-hand familiarity with the ship and its systems. Khan highlighted the forward cargo area, now subdivided into five holding areas. “There is an entry hatch here, above this bay. It will be opened from outside at first, then opened wider from within. Once inside we’re going to split initially into three groups: one to get the prisoners out, one to distract the guards, and a third will be demolitions.”


Murmurs of surprise hummed through the room as Khan continued, “Once we get our people—plus one—out and behind the perimeter,” and the picture zoomed out to show where the Army and another quarter of the Regiment’s own troopers were currently located, “the first group will re-enter the ship and join back up with the second squad. We are going to try to capture the leaders of the tarqi if they are willing to surrender.” His tone and the mutter of “and pigs will fly,” from General von Hohen-Drachenburg suggested that this possibility was unlikely. “If they do, fine, and we’ll destroy the ship after we leave. If the choose not to surrender, we destroy the ship with them inside. Commander Na Gael has specifics for the demolition team on where and what will make the greatest impression.”


As he was finishing the overall description, Rachel studied her data-link, tapping the screen. The Graf-General leaned over to see what was there and raised his eyebrows as if to ask, “Does that mean what I think it does?” She tapped some more and one side of her mouth lifted slightly.


“Commander, do you have something to add?” Khan turned to her and she nodded and stood.


“Yes, sir. The testing shows that once we pop even a small hole in the shield, it will collapse completely. In modifying the ship’s shields for unplanned long-duration use on the surface, the tarqi apparently forgot that they are powered primarily from the stellar engines, which cannot function in atmosphere. They are on battery alone and those batteries are probably nearly drained. It won’t take much more than one tight hard punch to breach the shields and collapse them.”


The briefing continued and Monroe was preparing to hand out packets for the squad leaders when Rachel sagged forward as if fainting. Joschka caught her. “What’s the matter?”


She shuddered, then straightened back up, face slightly green. “Not here. Somewhere private. I’m going to have to,” and she closed her eye. Joschka helped her stand and they left the briefing room as quietly as possible, then ducked into the first open office.


Joschka saw that Rachel was barely keeping herself under control. “Dear blessed God have mercy,” she whispered, whole body shaking. “They’ve, they’ve—” She looked down at the floor, cradling her head in her hands. “Jones. They’re taking their frustration out on her. Like they did to me.” Joschka stared at her and started mouthing curses as she continued, “I can hear her; through the link with the other one. Please God, send mercy . . .” and her voice trailed off. Joschka snarled and his eyes changed color, becoming scarlet red with anger that burned of its own accord.


Rachel reached out blindly and laid her hand on his arm. “Not here, not now. Channel it or you’ll scorch me, Joschka. I can’t shield you out.”


He took a deep breath, turned away, and regained control over himself. “Close the link, Cdr. Ni Drako. Don’t make yourself go through this.”


Her reply confirmed both his fears about her condition and his suspicion as to her source. “I can’t, my lord General.”


Joschka took something out of his pocket, then reached over and touched the small box to the back of Rachel’s neck. She shivered, her eye rolled into her head, and he caught her as she passed out. “Forgive me, Hairball,” he whispered, “but we need you sane,” and he eased her onto the office floor.


She woke two hours later to find Corporal Lee keeping watch over her. He helped her sit up and then stand. “Um, ma’am, Col. Khan said to ask if you had any news, beyond what the Graf-General relayed?”


Rahoul had obviously not told anyone yet, so she just nodded. “Please tell him that it’s finished. He’ll know what I’m taking about.”


“Yes Ma’am,” and he turned to go but she caught his arm.


“Corporal, I understand that I am your Debtor. Thank you.”


“You’re welcome, Ma’am,” he said, looking a little uncomfortable. And he hurried off to tell the colonel the “good” news.


Joschka and Rahoul found her in the lab, staring out the windows at the remains of a grey sunset. “Her late husband grew roses,” she said as they came up alongside her. Joschka laid an arm over her shoulders and Rahoul held her hand. Then the three warriors returned to work.
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They arrived in position just after midnight. Regular army troops now provided the bulk of the defense around the Regiment’s field headquarters, and speculation flowed freely when the headquarters staff arrived. “Sergeant, have you ever seen body armor like that?” one of the lieutenants asked.


The NCO studied the two sets of equipment through his night-vision monocular and shook his head. “No sir. And they’re both different. Must be the ones who lost the toss for testing it in the field,” he decided.


General von Hohen-Drachenburg happened to overhear the comments and smiled without humor.


A voice in his mind observed that «Your armor seems to be getting a bit snug in places, my lord general.» Without bothering to comment or break stride he snapped his hand out and caught Rachel by the scruff of the neck, squeezing gently but firmly. «I was just observing that you’ve put on muscle through the shoulders, sir.»


The man released his grip. “You don’t always have to be such a,” he searched for a word, “wiseass, Cat One,” he said.


“Actually, I do, sir. They see the clown and forget the claws.” Rachel looked back and forth, head turning constantly as she swept the darkness for signs of trouble.


The equipment for cutting a hole on the Gerzhal da Kavalle’s shield had already been put into place. As usual, Khan had a backup plan—one that involved Rachel’s personal rifle and which she devoutly hoped they would not have to use. “It’s a custom weapon!” she’d protested. “I can’t replace it,” because I captured it in battle.


Not that she mentioned that part aloud. Rahoul and Joschka already kept giving her frequent sideways looks. As she climbed up the two steps into the command trailer, Rachel debated if she should tell them what had happened while they had been en route to the battlefield. No, she decided—it didn’t matter and there was no call for distracting them now. That’s another soul you owe me you heartless whores. You kill the best friend I ever had and you call me misbegotten? May your gods and mine have mercy on you, because I won’t.


She took up her position at the monitors attached to the shield breaker and reviewed the planned sequence of events. It had been a long time since she’d felt the sort of grim determination in the air tonight and she caught herself responding, slipping back into her old ways and habits. Her left hand caressed the butt of her blast pistol and her upper lip curled into a hint of a snarl. Rachel took a deep breath to settle herself and waited for Khan’s signal.


“Cat One, Justice One.” It was Khan, just outside the edge of the shield at the da Kavalle’s bow.


“Justice One, go ahead,” she replied, hands moving onto the keyboard.


“Cat One, begin Operation Scales on my mark. Three, two, one, mark!”


Her fingers danced and the heavily modified industrial laser began powering up. Four, three, two she counted down, then watched the power gauges surge as the device sent a stuttered burst of plasma into the shield. Come on, come on.


“Cat One, breach open. Repeat, breach open. Report to the gate,” Khan ordered. She yanked her headset off and was out the trailer door before he released the frequency. Two soldiers fell in behind her as she ducked and wove through the darkness to where the attackers were already trotting through the expanding hole in the defensive shield. She joined Lt. Nielsen and turned on her helmet radio system. “Justice One, Raider One has join up with the Cats,” she heard the squad leader report.


“Roger and Godspeed. Justice One clear.”


As planned, one of the strongest troopers tossed her onto the hull of the merchant vessel and Rachel clambered over the gently sloping metal. Her hands found the emergency hatch and she reached back into her memory for all the drills she had done so many years ago, then entered the opening code. It remained unchanged, and the heavy metal panel dropped into the ship with a loud clang! As soon as it started to fall, she rolled to the side and made a semi-controlled descent. “Raider One, Cat One away. Good hunting.”


“Cat One, acknowledged. Raider One clear.” She heard boots and other things moving up the ship’s hull.


Rachel took a second to draw her pistol before she started running, dropping her shields and yelling “Come and get me you Debt-laden contract breakers!” in Trader at the top of her lungs and her mind-voice. Her job for the next few minutes was very simple: be bait. She heard footsteps behind her and slowed just enough to let her escort catch up, then accelerated again and ducked through some underbrush, taking the long route to the secure perimeter and the command trailer. After a moment she heard sounds of pursuit and something spread across her face that was not a smile. As much as she would have loved to turn and take her revenge, Khan’s orders had been clear: draw them into the army’s field of fire. “Do not engage unless forced to.”


The trio slipped through the army line without any difficulty and it didn’t take a telepath to know what Sgts. Straslund and Torres were thinking. “Herd of elephants, Cat Two?” Rachel asked once they’d slowed up and she’d caught her breath.


Even with his night kit masking half his face she could read his disdain. “Hope it’s not a learning experience for them.”


Instead of returning to the command post, the “bait” stopped in the deep shadow of some trees and waited to see what happened next. They could hear shots as the first of their tail came within range of the Regulars and after a moment Rachel holstered her weapon. The sounds of killing faded and she took the opportunity to flip to the command frequency and listen in.


The situation wasn’t good, judging by the calls for medics. Rachel wanted, dearly wanted, to be out there but she’d just be a shot magnet. Damn it! “I hate waiting,” she muttered under her breath. Then she dropped to the ground as a blaster bolt hissed over her head, blowing out part of the tree trunk.


Someone else had gotten past the perimeter guards. Rachel rolled under cover and drew her own weapon, setting it to full power as her escort returned fire. Right you gold-sucking whoresons, you’re on my ground. Berks. Dead berks. Because I play for keeps now.


Time for plan B. Rachel was supposed to run for cover while the sergeants delayed the attackers. Instead, Rachel crept forward through the brush and then eased off to the side, staying clear of the lines of fire. She identified her first target, a tough who was fixated on the two humans. She sighted and fired, then got to her feet and trotted off at an angle away from the lines, picking off another of da Kavalle’s hired guns as she went. Yells and thuds marked where the GDF riflemen’s targets had been. But there was someone else out here, someone she could smell, a da Kavalle trademaster. She darted back toward the soldiers, switching gun hands and drawing her secondary weapon.


He had anticipated her reversal and was waiting for her behind one of the big oaks not that far from Torres and Straslund. He had not anticipated that she would have more than a blaster in her arsenal, but still managed to block her blade with an armored forearm. Rachel dropped into a fighter’s crouch, eye locked on her opponent. His disgust for her was plain. “Not going to accept justice are you, impure bastard?”


“Not your idea of it, you miscounted abortion.” Her insult struck home and he hesitated a split second too long. She ducked to the side and forward, skewering him through a gap in his body armor before falling out of the way as rifle bullets slammed into his back. “Amateur,” Rachel spat, then used his jumpsuit leg to clean her knife blade before turning on her heel and stalking towards the command trailer. “You all right?” she asked the men.


“Yes ma’am. You?”


“A little sore but not bad.”


After a few more meters, Straslund coughed, “You shoot pretty well for an officer, ma’am.”


“Thank you Cat Two. I think,” and she turned to let him see that she was smiling. Then she stumbled and sighed, “And I believe our little stroll is about to catch up with me.” Rachel made it no farther than the steps of the command trailer before the last of the adrenaline wore off. Right, I’m just going to stay here for a while. She leaned forward, pillowed her head on her arms and closed her eyes for a moment as the men went on guard.


She was snoring quietly ten minutes later when Monroe came out and almost tripped over her. “She’s asleep on the steps, Dragon One. Should I wake her?”


A pause then “Negative. Let her rest.” Inside the trailer, Joschka listened to the reports coming in from the men and women in the ship and nodded. To his surprise, the plan had not only survived contact with the enemy, but was going as hoped. Truly, miracles still take place. After a few minutes, he took off his headset and stepped outside to stretch and get some fresh air. He looked down at the napping woman before walking a few meters off to the side of the trailer. The silver sliver of the last quarter moon hung east of the zenith, and he glanced at his chronometer: 0115.


Rachel had woken up and gone in by the time he returned to the trailer, and he stopped to thank and dismiss her two escorts. Straslund hesitated and Torres said, “Ah, not to disobey, sir, but the colonel was pretty emphatic about our staying with Cat One until this was over.”


“Yes Sergeant, he was. And I’m going to take over from here.” He unfastened the holster flap covering the loaded pistol at his side.


“Yes, sir. Thank you sir,” Torres said, saluting before he and Straslund went to rejoin the Regiment’s other soldiers on the perimeter. Not that Joschka anticipated having to grant his advisor’s request, not anymore.


Victory came with sunrise. I almost can’t believe it, Rahoul thought. We got in and through faster than they could react to. And we only had two fatalities and fifteen injuries. Although RSM Chan’s going to be out for the near future, damn it. He could not believe that Rachel shared any genetic material with the alien bastards. And he marveled that the Traders really hadn’t believed that the humans had been serious about attacking, thanks be. All in all, it had gone as well as they could have hoped and a hell of a lot better than he’d feared. Rahoul walked back to the command trailer and found Rachel outside, watching the morning star fade away.


Might as well tell her now, he decided. “I’ve some bad news, I’m afraid.”


Before he could continue Rachel sighed, “I know sir. I knew when the link collapsed as we were driving here. But thank you.” Before he could say anything more or correct her, she turned and opened the trailer door. “The Graf-General is waiting for you, sir. Vienna and London want your preliminary report as soon as possible.”


“Very well. We need to talk about this, but later. Get me your initial report by 1300.” He didn’t like the shadow that seemed to have gathered around his advisor, but there were other things that came first.


“Wilco, sir.”
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Later that day Joschka and the surviving staff officers met for an informal debriefing and a review of the orders from Vienna and London. They gathered outdoors, away from the empty chairs in the staff briefing room. As Khan, Monroe, and the others gave their accounts and discussed things, Rachel remained quiet. Her report was concise to the point of being clipped and although she answered when spoken to, Rahoul and the others saw few other signs of life from her.


I do not like this. Rada is too quiet. What does Rahoul think? Joschka tried to mind-call Rahoul Khan before he remembered that only Rachel could do that, since Rahoul’s talent connected to animal minds, not human ones. The conference finished just after sundown and Rachel excused herself, “to go move some plants in the greenhouse.” As she vanished into the darkness, Rahoul came up beside Joschka. “Does she seem overly quiet and polite to you?” Joschka asked, smoothing his beard.


“Yes, sir. Even for the post-combat Rachel she’s terribly—I guess I’d say, shadowed. And I’m not sure she should be wandering off alone just now,” Khan said, starting after her, Joschka close behind.


Rachel had hung her head and closed her good eye as Rahoul reported the results of the past four days. Sweet Jesus, why? Jones, John Marsh, Lts. Scott and Garcia, two sergeants and a corporal were all dead and the RSM remained in serious but stable condition. All of them gone because of me, she wailed. Despair slammed down on her and she turned away from the others, walking farther into the garden. It would have been better if she had died on the da Kavalle—most of the humans and one other would still be alive. Blessed Lord, why? She begged again. I’m not worth it—my life is not worth this price. She reached down, removing the bone-hilted knife from its pocket in her boot.


Rachel walked as far as the bench near the big tree at the end of the rose garden, turning the honor blade over and over in her hands. There she stopped. Rada Ni Drako, Rakoji da Kavalle, looked up at the clear autumn night sky. Then she knelt, drawing the knife and laying the sheath on the stone bench. I can’t go on with this Debt on my soul. I’ve taken too many lives to go any farther. It ends here and now. Almighty God, Father, Judge of all men and Lord of creation, forgive me for what I am about to do, but this ends here. Be with my comrades, please Lord. She bowed her head. I’m so sorry, she thought toward the starry sky. Rachel gripped the bone hilt with both hands and drove the knife into her heart.


“No!” Rough hands hauled her backwards, forcing her to drop the blade before it could pierce more than her skin. Joschka pulled her to her feet, holding her wrists with all his considerable strength. “No. Do not take that road, don’t even think about it!”


She shook her head, wanting to sob but unable. “I’ve caused so many deaths, my lord general. Let me pay the toll and clear the debt, please, my lord, please.”


Rahoul, standing behind her, wrapped his arms around her, pinning her arms to her sides.


Joschka released his grip on her wrists and put his hands under her jaw. “Listen to me.” She fought him but the Half-dragon forced her head up, making her look into his molten red-gold eyes. “You have nothing to do with this evil. The Elders’ Council absolutely, tarqi da Kavalle absolutely, Evelyn Jones a little. You’ve tried to stay clear, to protect your friends and fellow soldiers from these creatures’ folly for as long as I’ve known you, Rada. Isn’t that true?” She tried to break eye contact but he held her too tightly. “Answer me. Isn’t that true?”


A very faint whisper: “Yes.”


Joschka grabbed her arms and shook her as Rahoul let go. “It does stop here, but not that way. Never that way. Swear to me, Rada. Swear to us.”


He watched her turn her head away in denial, then caught her weight, breaking her fall as she collapsed. “I’m, I’m,” and she said something incomprehensible.


“Swear to us, Rakoj—”


“No! Never that name, never again! Rakoji da Kavalle is dead!” Rachel took a ragged breath, then another, eye streaming tears. “She died under the torturers’ blades two days ago.”


“Then Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako has everything to live for,” Rahoul said, crouching beside her. “Doesn’t she?”


After a long silence she nodded. The men strained to hear what came next. “I will not take my own life. By my honor, this I swear.”


The two men helped her to her feet and guided her back to the headquarters building. “There’s another report you need to hear, Commander.” Khan said, forestalling any objections. “First things first, however.” He opened the door for the Graf-General and the ghost-pale Wanderer. “Dr. McGregor needs your help with one of the injured. He says you are more familiar with treating this patient’s type of injuries than he is.”


She sighed and straightened her shoulders. “Must be a nervous system problem or something of that sort.” The men could see a bit of the blackness surrounding their friend fall away as she mustered her strength for the task at hand. Joschka crossed his fingers. Lord, please may this work.


They opened the door to the infirmary and let her go first, then closed it behind her. Joschka started counting under his breath. At two they heard a shriek of pure joy and smiled. “How did you manage to persuade your medical officer to accept a True-dragon as a patient?” Joschka inquired mildly.


“By pointing out that if he didn’t, sir, he’d probably lose his best paramedic. McGregor has a very healthy sense of self-interest. And do you want me to give this back to her?” Khan held out the sheathed honor blade.


Joschka ran a finger down the carvings on the knife. “Yes, but not until after the memorial service.”


“Agreed, sir.” Khan pushed the door open for his superior. “By the by, sir, have you ever heard her make a noise like that last one?”


“No, but then I’ve only known her for a hundred-fifty years or so. And that stays here, Colonel, unless you want to be reassigned to a tour as my personal aide.” The HalfDragon bared his fangs as Khan shook his head. 
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“Ah, there you are Miss Ni Drako,” Master Thomas said, looking up from the display floating beside his desk. “And what news do you bring me?” She’d cut her hair as short as when she’d been a regular soldier, he noted. How odd.


Rada took two steps toward him and stopped, leaning against the chair in front of the beautifully carved desk. The Wanderer took a deep breath and then another. “Good morning, sir. They finally caught me, the Traders—that is my news.”


“But you are alive,” he observed, black eyes curious as he waited for her to explain.


She nodded, still not taking her seat. “I am alive because two human soldiers risked their lives to save mine and because two more soldiers refused to let me die. But I am not yet fully well, sir. Please forgive me if the tale comes with difficulty. And I cannot sit in a chair such as this one just yet.”


His eyes narrowed and he sat back, steepling his hooved digits. “Tell me,” he ordered. She only got as far as her initial rescue before he stopped her. “Enough, Miss Ni Drako. You need medical attention, do you not?”


After three centuries of working with her, her denial did not surprise him. “No, thank you sir. My ship took care of the worst injuries and the rest are healing with time.”


He highly doubted her self-appraisal. Oh, her ship’s nanotechnology had no doubt healed the worst of the injuries as best it could, but in some ways he knew her body and mind better than she did, and the equine being suspected that the medical equipment had not cured all of Miss Ni Drako’s problems. He did not say any of those things, however. Instead he stood up and offered her his arm. She took it and he led her out of his office, to the study. She moved slowly and stiffly, confirming his suspicions about her injuries.


“You need tea,” he informed his protégé. She didn’t argue. In an instant, hot water simmered in the “kettle,” and he poured it over a pot of leaves. “Please bring me Oktab’s book on trauma, Miss Ni Drako. I want to refresh my memory.” She dutifully turned to fetch the desired volume, and as she did he added three drops of sedative to her cup. Miss Ni Drako searched for a minute or two before finding the correct book and she carried the valuable tome carefully, setting it on the small table beside her mentor’s chair, well away from the tea things. He took his usual place and she poured the tisane, adding a little sweetener as he preferred before serving him. He drank, then turned pages, keeping one eye on her as he did. “Hmmm, it was an obscure reference she used,” he thought aloud. “Here,” and he tapped the page. “She describes unusual forms of tertiary trauma following nanotechnological medical applications in mammals, if you recall. Come read.” He put the book on the table and picked up his cup again.


Rada set down her tea after two more swallows and started walking over to read the page. She stopped in mid-stride, her eye widening as she raised a hand to her throat. Terrible pressure squeezed her chest—she couldn’t breathe or feel her hands and feet! She looked to her mentor. He’s executing me for breaking my pledge—for not dying before they raped me. Her battered mind could devise no other explanation and Rada stared at him as the equine lunged out of his chair, catching her and lowering her to the floor.


«But I fought as best I could, Master Thomas,» she protested as her vision clouded over and darkness swallowed her. «I tried, I. . .»


Her eye rolled into her head and he frowned as her pulse slowed far below where it should have gone, then stopped completely.


“Lucien, get my airway and cardiac kit now!” he called, starting chest compressions to keep her blood flowing. He’d misjudged her sensitivity to narcotics and he cursed himself for not thinking more carefully. He wanted her unconscious so that the examination would not cause her more mental trauma. He most certainly did not want her dead.
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Master Thomas shut the door and walked quietly over to the side of the bed. Instead of taking her to her usual chamber, his servants had brought her here, so as to be closer to the consulting room and surgical suite. Thirty-six hours had passed since her collapse, and she should be waking soon. He studied his protégé, considering her situation and the potential medical complications arising from her injuries. Matters would have been much simpler had she not possessed such fascinating genetics and metabolic processes, he mused.


The object of his interest lay still, only the slight movement of her chest hinting that she was alive. It would be at least half an hour before she began regaining consciousness, giving him time to study her without her becoming uncomfortable. He brushed some stray hairs away from her eye with his hoof and considered matters.


She could not exist. Obviously the female mammal did, thus posing a problem for the rules of reproductive biology. Two species as different as K’atians and Wanderers could not crossbreed—their genes simply would not combine, and any gamete should have been rejected by the K’atian immune system and have been miscarried. But no, or at least not according to what his protégé claimed. He did not doubt her recollection—or rather he did not doubt that she believed it was true. The equine biped carefully turned the female’s head, noting how well the reconstruction of her facial bones had taken. He wondered if she was aware of the journal article published about the surgery and results. Probably not, since she focused on non-surgical techniques, as befitted her talents and expertise in emergency medicine and trauma care. Privately, he suspected that she was not truly the natural offspring of her parents, but rather a chimera. Her sire most likely had her made, for reasons her mentor did not care to guess. Oh, there were other possibilities to be sure, but that was the simplest explanation for Miss Ni Drako’s existence.


Not that Master Thomas had ever spoken of his supposition to his mentee. He sat carefully in the chair beside the bed, taking the girl’s cool hand and stroking it with his hooved digits. He hoped that she would awaken soon. He had come to be rather fond of the little half-breed, in as much as his kind ever formed attachments to members of other species. What had begun as an exercise in self-preservation and an observational experiment had developed into something more. He would miss her when she died, Master Thomas realized with a bit of a start. How odd.


What to do about her hunters? He stroked the limp hand and pondered the situation. Once the Azdhagi learned of the attack, he was quite certain that they would act, although he did not know how. He suspected that it would most likely be in a defensive manner, so as to prevent a future assault on the King-Emperor’s token mammal. The humans of Earth would do nothing, because there was nothing to be done. And although her business partner could have been a consideration, Zabet’s separation from House Nagali rendered her a non-player in the matter, unless her Pet were attacked again in her presence. Master Thomas considered his allies and contacts, weighing their potential willingness to assist against the likelihood of his needing them for other matters in the future. He did not care to call in alliances for something this minor and decided against acting. This was a matter for his mentee and her allies to deal with and not worth his intervention, the equine determined at last. The aggressors from Tarqi da Kavalle had been punished for the most part, although some inquiries had revealed that at least four of the Traders had gotten away between the half-breed’s escape and the destruction of the Traders’ ship by the humans. They had taken . . .trophies . . . with them.


The hand in his forefoot moved slightly, and the equine laid it back onto the bed covering. His associate had cautioned that their patient would probably panic if she were restrained in any way and Master Thomas had no desire to upset her. The mental damage that had been inflicted along with the physical injuries was considerable, and there was no need to hurt her further.



[image: * * *]



Rada awoke. She hurt. I’m not dead. She listened and heard breathing, not hers. She opened her eye and saw ceiling beams, and the shadow of lace curtains on the wall below them. The pattern seemed familiar, and after a moment she recognized it from the guest room two doors down from Master Thomas’s consulting room. She turned her head and saw him sitting, watching her.


“I owe you a tremendous apology, Miss Ni Drako. I took a liberty that I am not allowed and tried to sedate you without your knowledge so that I could examine you without causing further trauma. In that I failed.”


He’s never apologized before. What do I say? She swallowed, or tried to, and he helped her sit, handing her a glass of water. She drank. “Thank you sir. I accept your apology.” I do not want to know. I need to know. “What did the examination show, sir?”


“As I had feared, you indeed suffered tertiary trauma, physically, from the nanomedical procedure. I trust you noticed your difficulty with locomotion?”


“Yes.” And the pain, the tearing, and the other problem.


“It required surgical intervention. Rakash Hwee performed the procedure. It restored bladder and urinary function. However, nothing could be done for the reproductive organs, Miss Ni Drako, because of the damage and subsequent scarring. The remnants have been removed.”


Rada fought down a wail of despair, struggling to stay properly detached. “Ah. That explains the lack of pain and the regional muscle weakness.”


Master Thomas smiled. “Correct. You must rest.” He patted her hand with his own. “After then, I wish to see your ship’s medical record, in order to add it to your files.”


“Yes sir.” He left. Rada waited until she heard nothing but silence. She rolled over, taking her time to keep from hurting the weakened muscles. Then she screamed into the thick pillow. She cried until her eye burned and screamed until her voice failed. You shattered my last dream. You vicious, thrice-damned, evil, vile . . . She ran through every malediction in her considerable collection. Then she slept, pursued by nightmares.


The next morning she returned to the library to find that book on nanosurgical reconstruction that Master Thomas still wanted her to read. Rada discovered the book back on the shelf. She opened it and started reading as she walked, accidentally bumping the tea table. Canisters, jars, spoons, and other things clattered to the floor, a few rolling under Master Thomas’s chair just out of spite. “Fewmets.” She set the book on the chair, got down on all fours, and started rounding up the escapees.


“Come back here you,” she felt around under the chair and found a canister of chili pepper. “Really? Oh, for adding to chocolate. And the humans think I have strange tastes in food?” Rada reached farther and her fingertips brushed a small bottle. “Ugh,” she stretched, wincing, and rolled it close enough to pick up. It had a dropper cap.


Rada sat back and looked at the bottle. This is the sedative he used. She held the bottle close to her ear-hole and shook it. It sloshed. This is enough to kill me. She opened the cap and loaded the dropper. He’s not here, Charles is not here, I will be dead before they can do anything. No pain, no memories, no nightmares. I’ll be free.


Half the length of the dropper appeared as she lifted the cap, full of dark liquid. Rada hungered for the promise it offered.


All at once, instead of the bottle, she saw Rahoul Khan and Joschka. “If Rakoji da Kavalle is dead, then Rada Ni Drako has everything to live for,” she heard in her memory.


I have nothing. The Traders saw to that. They ripped my last dream away when they destroyed my womb and everything attached to it.


Joschka’s voice spoke. “Promise me, Rada, promise me, us.” She tasted again Joschka’s emotions: fear for her, anger at the Traders, a ferocious desire for her to live, and love that dwarfed everything else. The emotions had overwhelmed her, driving her to make that damned promise.


Dropper loaded, bottle open, Rada fought the silent, hidden battle. At last, hands shaking, she closed the bottle and put it on the little table beside Master Thomas’s chair.


Rada chose to live.
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Lieutenant Colonel Rahoul Khan adjusted the cuffs of his dress uniform and sighed. Loudly. His wife Panpit giggled at his grumpy expression. “I think I’m starting to understand how Rachel felt when we made her wear that pink bow and little silver bells,” he said.


She put her hands over her mouth to muffle her laughter. “Pink bow and silver bells? Oh that was vicious, love!” The South Asian officer thought back to Rachel’s predicament, sitting there at the end of a leash—an enormous black cat with an elaborate pink ribbon bow and little bells on her collar. Panpit’s dark-green eyes danced with mirth and he gave her a quick hug. “She must have been furious!” Panpit laughed, and he nodded.


“Oh, she was. We still haven’t told her who came up with the idea, nor am I ever going to. Someone else can risk life and limb.”


A light hand tapped on the door to the couple’s room and Rahoul went over and cautiously opened the door. “That didn’t take long,” he exclaimed, gesturing for their visitor to come in.


Rachel smiled a little. “Well, I’ve had a bit of practice.” Panpit finished gathering her evening wrap and Rahoul put on his topcoat, then ushered the ladies out of the room. “Are we driving or walking?”


“I assume we’re walking, since it’s so close,” Panpit replied, giving Commander Rachel Na Gael’s hair a close inspection. Rahoul had warned her that Rachel’s waist-length plait had been hacked off at ear level in late September, and Panpit was curious to see how the older woman was wearing it now. She’d pulled it back in a net snood, held at the top with a silver filigree and black-crystal barrette in the shape of a butterfly. The lift doors opened and the trio stepped into the lobby of the elegant old hotel, decorated with greenery and flowers for the Christmas and New Year holiday.


A broad-shouldered gentleman with a neatly trimmed brown beard and mustache gave them a discreet wave and rose from his seat by the fireplace. “Good evening Colonel, ladies.” He smiled.


Khan gently pushed his petite wife ahead. “Good evening, my lord General,” Khan replied as Rachel dropped a very old-fashioned curtsy, making the others chuckle.


“So formal, Miss Na Gael?” the Austrian nobleman teased gently, taking her hand for the equally old-fashioned kiss.


“Remind me what century this is again, my lord general?” Rachel retorted, smiling broadly.


“The twenty first, which means no one is allowed to be fashionably late.” The Graf-General pointed toward the door, and the four walked out of the brass and wood lobby into the damp chill of midwinter Vienna.


“My lord General, where’s your bride?” Panpit asked, tucking herself close to her husband as he took her arm.


Joschka gave a long-suffering sigh. “She’ll join us at supper. It seems she found a sale at Zur Schwäbischen Jungfrau.”


Both Panpit and Rachel grew very attentive and Rahoul shuddered. “My Rani, remember that we’re on a soldier’s budget.” Panpit’s infectious laugh rang out over the snow, drawing answering smiles from passersby.


They crossed the Ring and threaded their way through the New Year’s crowd to the Rathaus, the old city hall. General Joschka and Adele—the Graf and Gräfin von Hohen-Drachenburg—Commander Rachel Na Gael, and Lt. Col. and Mrs. Rahoul and Panpit Khan presented their identification and were admitted to the military and diplomatic reception, dinner, and ball. They stopped by the cloakroom, then the ladies adjourned briefly to freshen up, emerging to find the men chatting with a Russian and an American. “I’ll bring up the tail,” Rachel offered, letting the couples go ahead.


Joschka shook his head. “No, come between us, please.” Rachel acquiesced gracefully, falling in behind the nobles and giving Panpit a chance to study the others’ dresses.


Gräfin Adele wore a blue-lavender evening gown that set off her silver hair and light-blue eyes, and didn’t clash with her husband’s sash and decorations. Rachel had chosen a black, ankle-length dress with a standing collar and modest sweetheart neckline, embroidered with a black-and-silver pattern of stylized dragons and stars along the hem of the full skirt and with blue-green piping on the cuffs, collar, and neckline. Her eye patch also had silver trim around it, and she wore black gloves with blue-green around the cuffs. The effect was both exotic and severe.


Khan smiled at his beautiful young wife, whose simple green velvet gown matched her eyes, highlighted by gold filigree earrings and necklace and a gold clip in her midnight-black hair. Then they followed their hosts into the Gothic-inspired room and began circulating among the dignitaries. When Khan first attended an affair like this one, he’d escorted Rachel and she’d given him a suggestion. “Pretend it’s a theater or a game, Lieutenant. You’re playing a part, along with everyone else in the room. They are as worried about getting soup on their shirtfronts as you are, so relax.” It had worked then, and it still worked. He and Panpit mingled, sipped white wine, and acted as if they belonged in the glittering crowd.


Rachel vanished briefly, reappearing among a cluster of Austrians and Norwegians. “Who’s the tall blond general?” Panpit whispered.


“My commanding officer, General Helmut Eszterházy,” Rahoul said, leading her over to the group.


At a lull in the conversation, Col. Khan caught the general’s eye. “General Eszterházy, I’d like to introduce my wife, Panpit. Panpit, Major General Helmut Eszterházy is military advisor to the Secretary.”


The strikingly handsome officer bowed slightly towards the couple. Eszterházy gestured to the redheaded woman standing beside him, who extended her hand to Panpit. “Frau Colonel, my wife Ingrid. It is a pleasure to meet you at last Mrs. Khan—you are even lovelier than your husband’s descriptions suggested.” Panpit blushed, and the general’s wife gave him a little elbow in the ribs as Rachel smiled at the byplay. The civilian soon yielded her place to an American officer and drifted off to mingle some more.


After about half an hour or so, a footman in eighteenth-century livery called the group to supper. Joschka had arranged things with the mess chiefs so that Rachel sat beside his wife, allowing Adele to guard Rachel’s blind side—Khan had warned him that Rachel was still skittish about being in crowds. Khan thought she was holding up very well after a week of meetings. He noticed Panpit watching the Graf-General and Gräfin closely, and under the cover of the arrival of the first course inquired, “Something catch your interest dear?”


“Are Rachel and the Graf-General related?”


“No, but they’ve known each other for a very long time.”


Panpit raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps that explains it.” She turned her attention to the soup.


Seated on Commander Na Gael’s other side was Colonel Ynocencio Kohl from Argentina. They discussed Argentinean wines, opera, and other light topics. “Have you ever visited Argentina, Commander Na Gael?” he asked.


“No sir, I’ve not had the pleasure, although I’ve read about the area. I’m afraid work keeps me rather busy and I don’t speak enough Spanish to be comfortable traveling in the Americas alone,” she admitted, looking slightly embarrassed.


He tutted and patted her hand, then did a double take as he looked at her fingers. She curled them under and said quietly, “Accident in the laboratory.”


Col. Kohl gave her an understanding look, “Ah. You’ve probably heard about our little problem along that line.”


“Yes. A true shame—Dr. Gutierrez was such a good botanist. It is a great loss to Argentina and to his family,” Rachel said.


After a pause, the topic changed to other matters. Rachel turned to the Gräfin and found her watching. Adele brushed Rachel’s hand and sent, «How are you doing, Rachel?»


«A little tired, but otherwise fine. The crowd is not as bad as I’d feared.» Rachel sipped her water as a waiter slid the salad course in front of her. She’d been trying to eat without exposing her tender fingertips, and as a result she was slower than the humans around her.


Adele noticed and frowned slightly. «Has anyone looked at your hands?» The silver-haired Healer demanded. Aloud she said, “Commander, it really is a shame that you don’t drink wines. This red is truly outstanding.”


«Not really, my lady. The problem is that the claws are regrowing and keeping things sensitive. Perhaps another four months and my hands, at least, will be back to normal.» “I’m glad to hear that. I read somewhere that reds were going to be problematic this year because of the recent cool summers,” the brunette observed.


After the meal and before the dancing started, Gräfin Adele and Panpit Khan drew their husbands into a corner while Rachel excused herself to get some fresh air. “My lord, Colonel, what happened to Rachel?” Adele demanded quietly, light blue eyes boring like drills into the two men.


Khan looked around for listeners and took a deep breath, “Are you certain that you want to know, my lady? The story is not exactly suitable for a social occasion,” he cautioned.


“I’m a nurse, Colonel, and my medical opinion is that your advisor seems to be suffering from lingering effects of major physical and psychological trauma. What happened to her?” Panpit shifted so she was closer to the Gräfin than to her husband and the Graf-General. The men considered, then told their wives a highly edited version of the story. Even so, Panpit shivered in horror.


“You may not be able to answer this, Rahoul,” Panpit ventured, “But were all of Rachel’s injuries, um, external?” It took him a second to decipher her delicate phrase.


“I suspect they weren’t, but the only people she’s ever spoken to about her experience are her mentor and Major Sandra Monroe.” As Khan spoke, the women’s expressions hardened and the Graf-General’s eyes started to turn ever so slightly red with anger.


“Blessed St. Michael,” the general snarled, “they didn’t do anything by halves, did they? Thank God Weber and Lee were able to get her out.”


“And you are going to dance with me tonight, my dear husband, even though you don’t care for it!” Panpit announced as Rachel came back into sight, melting snowflakes spangling her dark hair.


The quartet made room for her and she smiled slightly at Mrs. Khan’s declaration. “If you can get your husband onto the floor, you have my deepest respect and admiration, Panpit.”


Rachel smiled even more broadly as the Graf-General chuckled, “Colonel, it seems you have been outflanked. I suggest you surrender before the siege engines arrive.”


As the measures of the first dance started, Rahoul Khan yielded to the inevitable and led his wife onto the dance floor, followed by the Graf and Gräfin. Commander Na Gael contented herself with watching for the moment. Her friends and the other soldiers and diplomats looked like a jewel box of black evening dress, formal uniforms, and glittering evening gowns. Rachel had always enjoyed Vienna, even during the sometimes-stultifying formalities of the Hapsburg court, and part of her wanted to violate protocol and coerce a hapless officer or junior minister onto the floor for a couple of turns, like she used to do. The rest of her cowered, afraid of the touch of an unfamiliar hand and worried about the crowd and who might be hiding in it. She told herself to calm down and not worry, but had minimal success. She looked down at her Azdhag Imperial Court finery and shrugged a little. She wasn’t dressed for dancing, Rachel told herself, so it didn’t matter.


“My lord?” Adele inquired during the third song.


“Hmmm?” Joschka glanced down at her, then back up at the other couples around them.


“Has Commander Na Gael come onto the floor yet?”


“No, but Rahoul is talking to her. Apparently Panpit found a willing partner,” he said.


Col. Khan watched his wife disappear into the dancers during the energetic strains of the “Tritsch-Tratsch Polka.” Rachel tapped him on the sleeve with her elaborate black fan and looked mildly disapproving. “Didn’t you check to see what her hobbies were before you signed the lease?” she twitted him, a hint of her old humor in her eye and voice.


He shook his head in mock-exasperation. “You’ve been on this planet how long and you still don’t know how courtship and marriage work? Perhaps I should ask Major Monroe to fix you up with a nice Intelligence officer some weekend,” he threatened, referring to the British Branch’s former matchmaker.


As soon as he said it he cursed himself, because her laughter died and she stared down at the floor. He couldn’t tell through her gloves, but it looked as if her hands had started trembling lightly and she clasped them in her lap. «Something is still very wrong with you, isn’t it?» He asked mind-to-mind, taking Rachel’s hand and drawing her to her feet and towards the dance floor.


“Sorry sir,” she apologized as they started moving with the music. “Still over sensitive about some things,” and she gave him a ghost of a smile. Khan didn’t push the matter, but worried about her as they turned and swung through a foxtrot. The brunette gave him an amused look. “Colonel, when you aren’t thinking about how much you hate dancing, you’re very good on the floor,” she observed. “Perhaps I should tell your bride,” and he cut her off.


“Don’t you dare, or I’ll see if the Graf-General will make good on his threat to lobby the Secretary for a GDF base in Antarctica and have him assign you to the staff for a ten-year tour!”


“That might be what I need, Colonel,” she mused, completely serious.


Panpit Khan cut in as soon as the last bars of the foxtrot sounded. “Ah ha! You’re mine now,” she threatened, winking at Rachel and capturing her husband’s hand.


«That’ll teach you to leave the twins with visiting grandparents,» Rachel sent Rahoul, then ducked away before he could respond to her.


Joschka and Adele decided to sit out the next dance, and Rachel began making her way back to where they were sitting. She’d almost reached them when the room seemed to shrink and grow warm and the Wanderer felt a surge of adrenaline starting. It was too crowded, too many people, and she fought the urge to run. Only ruthless self-discipline allowed her to weave a path between the dancers, smiling politely and nodding to the three or four people she recognized from other events of this sort. I wonder if the painkillers are part of this she thought, almost free of the people around her. It’s not been this bad in weeks!


Joschka and Adele took one look at their friend and bustled her outside into the quiet and dark of a balcony normally occupied by smokers. “Show us,” the Graf ordered. She hesitated, expression haunted, as she hunched in on herself. “That’s an order, Commander,” Joschka repeated, this time with all the weight of his rank and his House behind it. Rachel touched their hands and opened her memories, leaving out as much as she dared. Even so, before she finished she could feel the heat of the general’s anger and the Wanderer cringed. She started to turn away, feeling guilty for having exposed her friends to her agony and shame. The other two broke the contact and left her reliving hell alone.


«Never alone, Hairball, not while Adele or I are alive,» a rich baritone mind voice sent very privately and Joschka pulled her against his chest as Adele rested gentle, warm hands on Rachel’s shoulder and back.


Rachel shuddered, fighting her first reaction: to pull away from them, to try to escape the man’s grip. No, this is Joschka and Adele, you’re safe, calm down, you’re safe with Joschka and Adele. She repeated it over and over, forcing herself to relax into his arms as Adele stroked her back. Tears flowed from Rachel’s good eye and she gave up any pretense of hiding her pain and fear. Joschka shifted his position so he stood between her and the door, shielding her from curious eyes and holding her head against his chest. Adele made shushing and soothing sounds, keeping her hands on Rachel.


When Adele touched Rachel’s lower back, the Wanderer went rigid. “Easy Rachel, easy. You’re safe, it’s Adele and I’m a Healer. Just let go,” Adele murmured.


Rachel finally stopped shaking and looked up into Joschka’s face. Ancient golden eyes looked down at her and she ducked her head. “No, meet my eyes,” he ordered. The Wanderer gathered her nerve and did, letting herself sink into their molten depths. Soon she was in a light trance and Adele let her hand drop for a brief moment to where Rachel’s tail had been before placing both hands on the Wanderer’s shoulders.


Adele sighed and studied her friend. “I’m amazed that she’s still alive, let alone making herself work and serving as Guardian.”


Joschka met his wife’s eyes, his own back to a human blue. “She would have finished what the monsters started if Khan hadn’t gone after her that night, beloved. As it was, we barely reached her in time and had to force her to swear not to try it again.” The couple turned their attention back to Rachel, still lightly entranced by draconic power. “Shall I release her?”


The Healer made one last quick check, then stepped back. “Yes. Thank God you and Rahoul laid enough of a foundation for her to start healing, my love and my lord. Let her go.”


The tall man gently turned Rachel so her back was to him and closed his eyes, whispering an ancient phrase. Rachel sagged, then woke up, tensing again before making herself lean against the noble’s chest. He put his hands on her shoulders, slowly pushing her away to stand on her own. She took a few steps and turned to face her friends. “I—Joschka, Adele, I’m sorry for dragging you through this.”


Adele frowned and snorted in a most unladylike fashion. “Commander, you have no call to be apologizing. If anyone still living owes an apology, it’s Rahoul Khan and Brigadier McKendrick for not seeing that you got proper care.”


“I can’t help what I don’t know about,” Rahoul stated, joining the Austrians and his former advisor on the balcony. “And I seem to have lost my wife to my commanding officer, my lord General. Do you have any suggestions?” he continued lightly as he walked over to Rachel. He laid an arm across her shoulders from her blind side. She stiffened a little, then deliberately relaxed her muscles as he pulled her closer, loaning her a handkerchief so she could blot her tears.


“Make her jealous by dancing a turn with your advisor, who is a much better dancer than she will ever admit,” Joschka suggested, taking one of his wife’s cold hands and rubbing them between his own. “And who does not seem to be having any trouble getting around, for a change,” he continued, a speculative look in his eyes.


“Does this mean you finally found a doctor to look at your leg?” Rahoul asked as he led Rachel back into the hall just as the orchestra struck up “Roses of the South.”


They swung onto the floor and Rachel shook her head, looking up into his brown eyes. “No. I took the last of my painkillers so I could enjoy the evening,” she admitted. Beside them Joschka and Adele both made noises, then subsided into the complicated turns of the waltz.


Panpit recaptured her husband for the next piece and Rachel started to leave the floor when an Italian diplomat approached her. “Signora, may I have this dance?” She smiled graciously and gave him her hand, slipping into the rhythms of Strauss’s “Wine, Woman, and Song.” Her full black skirts billowed and swirled as they turned around the dance floor, lost in the music. A few couples nearby applauded the show and His Excellency the Italian Foreign Minister raised her from her curtsey, then bowed. After two more rounds with a Spanish diplomat and an Italian general, a tiring Rachel began making her way to her seat.


Grafin Adele caught her. “Are you up to one more?”


“Yes, I think so my lady,” Rachel smiled, fanning herself lightly.


“Good, because I’m not! Go keep my husband out of the clutches of that Russian troublemaker’s wife while I order drinks,” and the silver-haired woman laughed as she pushed Rachel toward where Joschka waited.


He bowed, she curtsied, and they began circling to the strains of “Tales from the Vienna Woods.” Rahoul Khan and Panpit joined the Gräfin as she watched the pair with a fond gaze. Panpit leaned around her husband, “Thank you, Lady Adele.”


The Gräfin smiled more broadly. “It was a group effort, Panpit. You and Rahoul started the process, Joschka and I just built on your work.”


The three watched the HalfDragon and Wanderer dance a Viennese waltz. The older officer and Healer glanced at Panpit, standing between them, then returned to watching their friend and the general. “What century is it again?” Rahoul inquired, only half joking.


“Love, you must be the only staff officer who doesn’t dance,” Panpit teased as the song began winding down. He picked her up and kissed her soundly, to Gräfin Adele’s delight. “Ah, never mind,” Panpit said, face flushed.


As the music died away Rachel sank almost to the floor in a deep curtsey, leaving her hand in the Graf-General’s as her black-and-silver skirts pooled around her. They held the pose, then he pulled her up and they rejoined their comrades. “Lady Adele, can you rescue me from your lord husband? He has far too much energy,” and Rachel touched both their hands simultaneously. «Thank you,» she sent, with all her meanings and feelings. Then she joined their hands and stepped back, fanning herself.


“Odd. He’s always tired when I need his help in the garden, or with the grandchildren,” Adele teased.


“Yours has that problem too, does he?” Panpit said, ears perked. Rachel took her seat, still fluttering the ornate black and silver fan.


“Not going to help us, are you Commander?” the Graf-General asked.


“No sirs. I’m neither a miracle worker nor bulletproof,” and she gave them her signature warped grin, then a real smile.


“Hmmm. I’ll remember that. Two years is plenty of time to plan my revenge,” Rahoul warned her, eyes narrowing.


“God willing, I’ll be waiting. With all due respect, I’ve a bit of a head start on you in the mischief department, sir.”


Adele and Joschka smiled at the exchange, then he cleared his throat. “Colonel, perhaps a joint forces operation would be more effective.”


“I yield to your greater experience, my lord General,” Rahoul said. Rachel smiled coyly and fluttered her fan.


Adele and Panpit had collected Champaign for the natives and sparkling grape juice for Rachel. The clock began striking twelve and the five raised their glasses. “To the New Year and a new start. May both be clear as crystal and bright as gold,” General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg proposed.


The others met his glass.


“Prosit Neu Jahr!” 
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Colonial Plantation Ltd. abandoned ColPlat XI, writing the planet off as a tax loss after a series of severe Carrington-type events. Now, four hundred years later, Laurence V of Frankonia wants to write Elizabeth von Sarmas out of his kingdom, but like her Lander ancestors, Elizabeth refuses to roll over and die. 
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Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Empire-Colplatschki-Chronicles-Book-ebook/dp/B00PNW640U


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/elizabeth-and-empire-alma-boykin/1120752229


Available from Kobo at:

store.kobobooks.com/en-US/ebook/elizabeth-and-empire




Peaks of Grace


Book 5 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Margurite deSarm knows that she cannot govern the Sarm lands alone. But her husband, Gregory Berlin of Louvat, refuses to fulfill his duties. As Marta attempts to undo her marriage, Odile Rheinhart discovers her own unique calling. In their own complimentary ways, over ten years the two women work to keep the Sarm Valley free from the machinations of Phillip of Frankonia while balancing family, duty, and desires.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00S1XGJSA


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/peaks-of-grace-alma-boykin/1121023658


Available from Kobo at:

store.kobobooks.com/en-US/ebook/peaks-of-grace




Circuits and Crises


Book 6 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


The Turkowi begin their advance from the south as a fight between brothers threatens the Empire.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00UZP7QFM




Blackbird


Book 7 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Charles Malatesta will defend his inheritance or die trying.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00YHXJ3A4




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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(Listed in chronological order from the perspective of Rada Ni Drako.)




Hubris: The Azdhagi Reborn


Book 1 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


When the Azdhagi overreach the limits of their science, only a few individuals stand between them and chaos. Three interlinked disasters start a chain reaction of tragedy and triumph leading to the re-creation of Azdhag society.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Hubris-Azdhagi-Reborn-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B00J8UCN9O


Available from Kobo Books at:

store.kobobooks.com/en-US/ebook/hubris-4




A Cat Among Dragons


Book 1 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


They started it. Rada Ni Drako just wanted to do her job, but her father’s people declared her a corrupt half-breed, one unfit to live. Now she’s on the run and in need of a new identity and a job. When she fled back in time to join an interstellar mercenary company, she did not anticipate becoming the Pet of House Nagali, becoming the student of a mysterious but very well connected Healer and diplomat, and fighting her way into power as the only sentient mammal in the court of a reptilian empire. And falling flat on her face several times in the process.


This collection of short stories, the first in the Cat Among Dragons series, begins the saga of Rada Ni Drako and her odd assortment of allies. Join the adventure as Rada takes on her father’s people and tries to keep her head, and the rest of her, intact.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/A-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00AMNB0N6


Available from Kobo Books at:

store.kobobooks.com/ebook/a-cat-among-dragons


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/a-cat-among-dragons-alma-boykin/1113943157




Hairballs


Short fiction from the Cat Among Dragons series.


Rada, Yori, and some of the other Scouts are unwinding from a mission when they hear that the Division is testing new battle armor. Yori gets the idea that someone needs to put the armor through its paces, and against Rada’s better judgment, Yori ropes her into the adventure.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Hairballs-Among-Dragons-Story-ebook/dp/B00B1DR544


Available from Kobo Books at:

store.kobobooks.com/ebook/hairballs




Justice and Juniors


Book 2 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


A collection of short stories following the exploits of Rada Ni Drako in a universe full of danger, excitement, and strange alien species.

 
Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Justice-Juniors-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00CA95AP4


Available from Kobo Books at:

store.kobobooks.com/ebook/justice-and-juniors


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/justice-and-juniors-alma-boykin/1118414531




A Double-Edged Wish


Book 3 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


Rada Ni Drako soars to a new height—a moment of carelessness brings her crashing down. Rada and her business partner Zabet survive a King-Emperor’s anger, a contract that leads to plague and discovery, and motherhood. But when inattention, famine, and a conspiracy from Earth’s future combine against her, Rada proves once again that there’s nothing so deadly as a cornered cat. Especially one who already lost her soul.


A Cat Among Dragons short story collection, including the novella Famine, Fortune, and Justice. 92,000 words.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Double-Edged-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00FP46K96


Available from Kobo Books at:

store.kobobooks.com/ebook/a-double-edged-wish


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/double-edged-wish-alma-boykin/1118414543




Promises and Powers


Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


Don’t threaten a HalfDragon’s family: he’ll change the world in order to protect them. 


Alien invasions only exist in bad movies. Earth’s militaries know better. That knowledge forces Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg to make a choice. Will he remain in hiding, or will he risk losing everything in order to protect his family and House Drachenburg? His decision pulls Rada Ni Drako back into his life. She in turn receives an offer she probably should refuse, from a creature as old as Earth itself. 


When the Cat and a HalfDragon join forces, everything changes. 


A Cat Among Dragons short story four-pack. 24,000 words.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Promises-Powers-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00IOV8L94/


Available from Barnes & Noble at:

www.barnesandnoble.com/w/promises-and-powers-alma-boykin/1118759525




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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