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November, 2009.
Brigadier General James McKendrick pushed open the door to the 58th Regiment of Foot’s underground shooting range, looked around, and whistled in astonishment. There were ten shooting positions, an armory, and two offices, plus storage areas. Although the range only went up to fifty meters, it was much better than he’d anticipated. The redheaded Scotsman continued in, noting that there were two people currently working, an instructor and a student, at the position farthest from the door. A corporal came up to meet him.


“Good morning Corporal Lavoisier,” McKendrick nodded.


“Can I help you, sir?” the noncom asked, glancing at the case in the general’s hand.


“Yes. Fifty rounds of 9mm and a ten-meter target please, Corporal.”


Lavoisier checked his clipboard. “Position three is set for ten meters, sir, and I’ll bring your ammunition. Do you have your own protective equipment?”


“Affirmative. Position three. Thank you, Lavoisier.” McKendrick was trying hard to learn the names and faces of most of his new command, but there were still some people he didn’t recognize by sight. Like the instructor and student at position one.


McKendrick finished checking his pistol and getting everything adjusted to his satisfaction, then accepted the brick of ammunition from the corporal. He set to work, shooting five rounds, checking his target, then shooting again. Officially the Army only required general officers to meet the annual basic proficiency level, but McKendrick suspected that, in his new position, the minimum would no longer pass muster. After half an hour or so he took a break and noticed that the instructor and student had changed places.


McKendrick went back to his practice, then stopped when a flash of light caught his eye. As he watched, another three silent flashes lit the corner, then stopped. A male voice with a German accent said, “How can you use these sights, ma’am? They’re dancing all over the target.”


“Sorry Sergeant, I forgot to reset them,” a female voice replied. “Here. Turn this, then push this in. Now try.”


Three more flashes, and the first voice announced, “Much better, ma’am.”


Curious, General McKendrick started to walk over to the first shooting position. Lavoisier appeared at his elbow. “Use these please, sir. You don’t want to startle Commander Na Gael and Sergeant Weber right now,” the Frenchman cautioned quietly, handing the general a small pair of field glasses.


“Thank you Corporal,” he replied automatically, taking the binoculars and focusing on the target. Although he didn’t hear the shots, holes appeared in the paper, drawing closer and closer to the bull’s-eye. After ten more shots, the German stopped firing. “Your turn, ma’am. Upper left corner, five shots.”


The woman stepped up and took the rifle, resetting the sights as the sergeant watched from his seated position. She brought the weapon up to her left shoulder. Five more silent flashes, and a coin-sized cluster of holes appeared on the corner of the paper. The woman moved something just above the trigger and lowered the rifle as the sergeant shook his head, then removed his earmuffs. “How long since you fired that, ma’am?”


“August, I believe, Sergeant Weber. I’d have to check the logs,” she said after thinking for a moment. “By the way, did you feel the trigger get heavier on your last few rounds?”


“Yes ma’am. Is that some kind of warning?”


“Exactly. At this setting, with eleven rounds left the trigger pull increases as a warning, since there’s no other good way to tell how much gas you have remaining.” Clicks and pops told McKendrick that the woman had partly disassembled the rifle.


“And since gas discharge varies with power setting, a straight volume indication would be useless,” Sergeant Weber said, thinking aloud, as the woman put something back together. “That’s enough for today, ma’am. One more session with a standard rifle and we can run that demonstration RSM Chan asked for.” The sergeant stood up and caught sight of McKendrick. “Commander Na Gael, we have an observer.”


The woman turned slowly. McKendrick realized that this was one of the people he’d not met individually, although he’d seen her at the large, whole-unit briefing a few days earlier. There could only be one female with a missing eye in his command, so this was his civilian xenology specialist, Commander Rachel Na Gael. The small, lean woman stood at parade rest, her black-shadowed brown hair pulled back in a tight crown of braids. Her grey jacket and split skirt matched her grey eye. McKendrick was a bit nonplussed to see that she had a holstered pistol on her left hip, the holster sitting on a heavy gun-belt the same black as her eye-patch. Sergeant Weber stepped partway between the general officer and the civilian.


“Good morning sir. Can I help you?” the German rangemaster inquired.


“No, thank you Sergeant Weber. I was just observing your practice once I finished my own. I trust you don’t mind?” McKendrick replied.


The brown-haired sergeant shook his head. “No sir, not at all.”


“What type of rifle is that, Sergeant?” McKendrick pointed to the woman’s weapon. As he did, she slid it off her shoulder and handed it to the German, who presented it to the general.


“It’s a blast rifle, sir. Extraterrestrial technology. It’s Commander Na Gael’s personal rifle—although she doesn’t carry it in the field,” he added hastily at the general’s odd look. The weapon weighed perhaps one kilogram at most, including the sling, and McKendrick gave the thing a careful inspection before returning it to the rangemaster, who passed it to its owner. “Nice weapon. Where’d you get it, Commander?”


“It’s a trophy sir. I captured it on the battlefield and had it modified to fit my smaller stature, then customized the sights,” she said, running her arm through the sling and snugging the weapon against her back.


“Thank you. I’ll let you return to your work,” McKendrick said. He packed his own weapon and left the range, noticing as he did the xenologist and rangemaster disappearing into the office, deep in a discussion of something.


Wolfgang “Wolf” Weber was still uncomfortable using RSM Chan’s office, and Rachel gave him a sympathetic smile. “I noticed that Colonel Khan fled back to his own cubby as soon as he could,” she offered in German.


“I don’t blame him, ma’am. I’d be scared of what might be living under some of those paper stacks,” Weber snorted and Rachel managed a chuckle.


“RSM Chan asked after you,” Weber continued in German. “He should be back next week, if he doesn’t kill one of the nurses first. Or his nephew,” Weber mimicked the young man’s hand-wringing manner. Rachel rolled her visible eye. “I told him you were doing fine, as far as I could tell.”


The woman started to lean back in the chair, then caught herself and growled. “I am fine, mostly. Still sore in spots. Still don’t like having people come up behind me, but that’s not new.” Weber caught a little hesitation in her voice.


“While we don’t have an audience,” she leaned forward again, “thank you. That’s twice now I owe you my life. You and Sergeant Lee.”


Weber studied the woman before shaking his head. “No debts. You saved my nephew and you’ll do the same for me if I am in trouble. I’m curious, ma’am. How much do you remember of . . .” he hesitated, “of that?”


Rachel stared off into the distance, then closed her eye. “All of it. At the end, I remember you two forcing the door, seeing a grenade in your hand and thanking God that the angel of death had come for me. After Lee got the drug flow stopped? Nothing until I woke up in my ship.”


Weber watched her closely as she fought to keep herself under control, and decided that he and Sergeant Lee would never, ever tell her or anyone else how she had implored them to kill her, then fought alongside them as they made their escape, not stopping until the drugs had worn off and she passed out. No, Weber thought, some things were best taken to the grave.


He coughed, bringing Rachel’s thoughts back to the present. “When do you want to do that demonstration?”


“Whenever works for you and the RSM,” she said quickly. “Chan suggested that we not say anything to Vienna, since my cover story is Royal Navy and everyone knows that Royal Navy personnel can’t shoot straight with anything smaller than a fifty caliber anti-aircraft gun.” Now it was Weber’s turn to snort, and he gave the alien a skeptical look, eyebrow raised. She did her best innocent ingénue impression, failing completely.


“November tenth should work, then,” he decided after looking at a calendar.
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Lieutenant Colonel Rahoul Khan and Major Sandra Monroe knocked on the door of the lab, but there was no response. After making certain the light was green, they entered and Khan called “Commander?” There was still no answer, and the two officers frowned. Khan saw papers on the desk and the computer on and running, so the xenologist had to be working. Monroe looked around the lab. “I don’t see her, sir,” the blond Canadian said.


“Rachel?” Khan called, louder this time, and was rewarded by a faint voice replying “Up here, Rahoul.” The South Asian officer saw that the door to the Wanderer’s quarters was open, and he hurried up the spiral stairs, Monroe close behind. “Beside my bed-nest,” the voice directed them, and Khan charged around the corner, then swore as he dropped down beside the woman.


She was kneeling on the floor, blood pooling around her hands and arms. “Rada Ni Drako, what have you done?” he demanded, fearing that she’d broken her promise and tried to take her own life.


“I changed into full cat form,” she explained, “and I was fine until I extended my claws.”


Khan looked at the wreckage of Rachel’s hands and swallowed his gorge. “Monroe, the washroom door’s at the foot of the bed. Get a towel and bring it here,” he ordered, then helped the alien sit up.


“You are a bloody fool, Rada—ah, Rachel. Literally,” he growled, but there was no real anger in his voice.


She nodded in agreement. “I didn’t think. I was so taken aback by what I saw in the mirror that I just reacted and flashed my claws. Major,” Rachel said more loudly, “there’s a first aid kit behind the mirror.” Khan moved to her other side, and with Monroe’s help bandaged the tips of Rachel’s fingers enough to stop the bleeding. Khan’s anger at Tarqi da Kavalle and Brigadier Evelyn Jones flared again as he watched his friend clenching her teeth while they dipped her fingers in alcohol.


“Well, at least I know that the da geschkachk failed at one thing. My claws are regrowing, and since I know it now I can try to keep the skin from closing over them,” the Wanderer observed.


Khan, amazed at her stoicism, sighed, and Monroe winced. “Monroe and I will be in the kitchen. Get changed before you scare someone,” he said, gesturing toward her blood-soaked shirt cuffs. Monroe helped haul the other woman to her feet, and the two humans retreated to the tiny kitchen. The blonde looked around, taking in everything.


“Never been in Rachel’s quarters before?” Khan asked.


“No sir. I had no idea this was up here, although it answers a few questions,” she replied, sneaking a peek into the small fridge, then blushing as a dry voice advised, “There’s nothing alcoholic and the chocolates are wired to an alarm system, so don’t bother.”


She spun around to find Rachel and Rahoul watching her. “Curiosity killed the—” he started, and the alien cut him off.


“Don’t, or I’ll start telling new father jokes,” she cautioned. Monroe shut the door, still flushed, and noticed that Rachel had put on black gloves. “So, what can I do for you?” Rachel asked.


Khan looked down at the xenologist. “You can come to dinner with us. It’s about time you showed everyone that you’re still alive and functioning.”


“Rumor control, in other words,” she said lightly.


He pointed towards the door. “Lay on, Macduff.”


Monroe watched the two as they left the lab and started down the corridor leading to the main headquarters. No wonder some of the troops call them Shere Khan and Bagheera behind their backs. Both had a feline way of moving, both were very aware of their own dignity, and both had an interest in poetry. Monroe had figured out within weeks of starting her tour with the 58th Regiment that Khan and Na Gael were close friends, and what she’d seen in September only confirmed that. They trust each other with their lives. I hope I find someone like that, she mused.


Rachel glanced over her shoulder. “How are you doing, Major Monroe?”


Sandra caught up with the pair and shrugged. “I’m fine. Sometimes I’m angry, sometimes sad,” she admitted, and the older woman nodded sympathetically.


Khan opened the door to the officers’ mess and Rachel gathered herself before walking in as if nothing was the matter and never had been. There was a small flurry of motion and interest as people realized that she was there, but it quickly subsided. As usual, she just found an empty seat and started eating, joining the conversation or not depending on the topic. Khan and Monroe kept an eye on her, but she seemed to be doing fine aside from her touchy hands. Good thing it’s stew today Monroe thought, feeling a bit of pity for the alien.


The officers and xenologist acted as if it were a normal meal until Captain—soon to be Major—Kwame Ngobo stood up and tapped his glass for attention. “In light of recent events, it has been decided to change Commander Na Gael’s radio call sign.” Rachel leaned back a little in her chair, waiting for the announcement as someone called out, “Captain, I hope you’re wearing body armor!” Ngobo didn’t dignify the comment with a reply, but said instead, “From now on, she will be designated Manx One.”


Rachel chewed and swallowed her mouthful before standing up to reply. “You do realize, Captain, that you will have to watch your back very carefully for the rest of your life, which may be quite short indeed?” She sighed, acknowledging the joke at her expense, and turned to the rest of the grinning officers. “And I don’t suppose even offering my year’s salary as a reward will induce any of the rest of you to tell me who came up with this idea?” Since she didn’t get paid, the only response was laughter and she bowed to the group. “Thank you, jackals. It’s good to be loved. I think.”


“Sir, who did come up with the idea?” Monroe asked under her breath as Khan sat back and watched the show.


He smiled. “I don’t know, Monroe, nor do I want to know. But if it helps lift her depression, I’m all for it.”


The next afternoon Rahoul Khan waited in the lab, considering a slight problem. He’d managed to avoid serving as an administrative staff officer up to now, but apparently someone in Vienna had finally decided to rectify the oversight. He was to report to Global Defense Force headquarters on December first to start a two-year tour as chief of staff for General Helmut Eszterházy. After that he would probably return to England to take over as commanding officer of the 58th Regiment of Foot, the GDF’s British branch, but he couldn’t be certain. “Damnit,” he swore. He should have been excited, but there were two complications. One—a happy one—was his wife Panpit and their seven-month-old twins, who would have to move or live without him for the better part of twenty-four months. She’d kill me, except then it would be even harder to find babysitters, he smiled.


The other complication managed to sneak in without Khan’s noticing. “Good afternoon, Colonel! What can I do for you?” the familiar voice inquired from behind him.


“I’ve got good news and bad news,” he began, then paused.


“General McKendrik approved my budget and the twins are teething early?” she guessed.


The South Asian officer pulled a face. “I don’t care to think about that, thank you! Colic and runny noses are bad enough. No, Vienna caught me—I’ve been assigned to work under General Eszterházy at Headquarters.”


To his surprise Rachel smiled—a real smile, not one of the world-wise grins that he missed seeing. “That’s wonderful! Eszterházy’s a very good man, and you’ll learn a lot. He is a bit of a taskmaster, though. More German than Hungarian in the family, I suspect. And very, very ‘easy on the eyes,’ as Major Monroe would put it. Not that that flavor of office scenery matters to you,” she finished, sounding like her old self for a moment.


Rahoul gave his advisor and friend a puzzled look, and she sobered slightly. “Problem, Rahoul?”


“No, I was just a little concerned about leaving with you still not back to normal,” he admitted.


Rachel seemed a bit taken aback but covered it quickly. “It’s not as if you’ve been assigned off-planet! I’ll survive, and your career and the needs of the GDF are more important than the fact that my typing is still not back up to speed.”


Rahoul didn’t completely believe her answer, but he didn’t push matters. “Now I just have to persuade Panpit to move to Vienna,” he sighed. Rachel rummaged around in her desk drawer and pulled out a business card.


“Here. She owes me a favor and I’ll let you and Panpit collect on it for me. Frau Meyerbeer speaks English and owns an apartment house not far from headquarters in Vienna, in a very nice neighborhood with a children’s garden and other things. Use ‘Rosemary Ni Panguar’ and if she doesn’t have anything open, she’ll find something reasonable and nice,” she ordered, handing him the woman’s card.


“For what does she owe you, Rachel?” he asked quietly.


The Wanderer-hybrid’s face went still for a moment as she thought back. “I helped her get justice in 1953 after a group of Russian soldiers—” she broke off, grey eye hard as stone. “Anyway, she’ll remember Rosemary Ni Panguar, because we’ve kept in touch over the years. Give her my regards and she’ll do right by you,” Rachel finished, once again leaving Rahoul to wonder what his friend had seen and done before she “settled down,” as she put it.


“Thank you. I’ll see what Panpit wants to do, and let you know if we take you up on the offer,” he smiled, and the Wanderer returned his smile.
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Early the next evening, Sandra Monroe noticed that Rachel wasn’t eating nearly as much as she usually did. The blonde Canadian hadn’t yet approached the xenologist alone, although the other officers had encouraged her to do so during the year and a bit that she’d been with the unit. Monroe understood that despite the reality of the situation, Rachel felt guilty for General Jones’ death and all the other losses the unit had taken in that near-disaster. For her part, Monroe owed Rachel her freedom and probably her life for getting her and Lieutenant Neils Nielsen out of the trap before it sprung. The human woman studied the Wanderer and tried to decide what to do.


Afterward, she realized that what triggered her decision was Rachel’s reaction when one of the lieutenants brushed behind her chair. The civilian instantly hunched in as if expecting a blow. That’s not the Commander. That’s the reaction of a woman who’s . . . Oh shit. Rachel caught herself quickly and went back to normal, but Monroe’s mind raced with speculation, and she ate the rest of the meal lost in thought as she debated what to do.


That evening, after only two hours of sleep, Rachel gave up the attempt: the nightmares were not going away. Thank you Lord that my quarters are far enough from the others they can’t hear me screaming. It was as if she were reliving the entire episode, every night, in bits and pieces, with fragments of other things mixed in. I can’t go on this way, she thought, standing in the lab and staring out at the moon-touched fresh snow. Her promise to Khan and the Graf-General trapped her, blocking the easiest escape. There were no drugs she could take and her medical equipment only healed physical injuries, not shattered spirits and souls. Dear God, why? The last few nights had been so bad that she’d begun seriously considering trying to persuade Joschka and Rahoul to relent, to release her from her promise and let her die, mortal sin or not.


The sick part of it is that I was sterile long before they made certain that this “half-breed bastard” would have neither offspring nor pleasure. She gave a short, bitter bark of laughter. Not that it mattered, since they had already started killing me. And some people don’t believe in the existence of evil? She sipped her tea and wished it was something stronger.


Someone tapped on the door, then pushed it open. “Commander?” It was Sandra Monroe.


Rachel turned, worried. Jones’ protégée. Just what I need: more guilt. “How can I help you?” she asked, doing her best to conceal her pain and blackness.


The sturdy Canadian hesitated, then approached the advisor. “Well, ah, I’m not sure how to start.” Monroe looked Rachel over, noticing how worn the other woman appeared, even in the dim light. “We—that is some of the others and I—are worried about you. About what happened to you.” The next words tumbled out on their own. “And that you may not want to talk to a man about it.”


If there had been any doubt in Monroe’s mind, what happened next terminated it. The xenologist started shaking, tried to speak and failed. Shit. Sergeant St John and I were right. God damn those monsters. As the human watched, Rachel Na Gael collapsed in on herself, turning away before sinking to the floor of the lab and burying her head in her arms, sobbing. Monroe very carefully and slowly sat down next to the stricken alien. “Talk to me, Rachel.”


And eventually she did, slowly, over the course of several nights.


As the weeks passed, Rahoul Khan noticed Rachel’s gradual improvement, and she admitted that she’d talked to Monroe and Himself, as she referred to her mentor, but about what she refused to say. Pre-departure bustle and chaos kept him from checking again until his last day in England. She was out in the garden, inspecting the mulch on the roses and more delicate plants, and she waved him over, dusting the snow off her knees and shins.


“All packed and ready to go?” she inquired, knowing the answer.


“No,” he said mournfully. “I had no idea babies required so much equipment! Panpit’s sister is helping, and her father is in charge of loading the shipping boxes. If he can pack a C-130, he can manage a flat,” Khan said. Rachel laughed, and even he had to chuckle at the humor of the situation.


“Thank you for Frau Meyerbeer’s information. She found us a flat with access to a garden and a crèche in the complex. If Panpit helps out two afternoons a week, Sita and Robin can stay free three mornings or afternoons a week, and the cost is reduced other times.” He was happy to see Rachel’s eye light up at the news.


“Good! Let me know if there’s anything else I can do, although most of my contacts have retired or moved to the rural areas,” she grinned.


“Is there anything I can do for you before I leave?”


She sobered. “Yes, there is. Come with me, please.” She led him around a corner, out of sight of anyone inside the offices and away from the security cameras.


“Hold me, Rahoul. I need—” she briefly looked away and he could see how hard it was for her. “I need someone to touch me who doesn’t want to hurt me and who has no romantic interest in me. Please?”


He took her in his arms, feeling her stiffen then relax, and he tightened his grip as she buried her face in his coat. He held her, letting her lean on him and wondering just how deep her injuries went. After several minutes she pulled back and he released her. “Are you certain you are going to be all right?” he demanded.


“I will be now. Thank you. It’s going to be a new year before I return to normal, and some things will never come back.” She touched a hand to where her ears had been. “But it’s getting better. And my claws are regrowing nicely,” she bared her teeth, “so I’ll be scaring junior officers again by Easter.”


They both laughed at that, and he saw genuine joy in her eye. He gave her a one-arm hug, then they walked back to the lab. A thought struck him and he asked, “Rachel, how do you know General Eszterházy?”


She flashed the mischievous grin he knew all too well. “If I told you that House Drachenburg, House Sárkány, and House Ni Drako have worked together, would you panic?”


“Yes, I would. As much as you would panic if I told you that you are going to a meeting in Vienna around the New Year,” he riposted, drawing a wider grin.


“See you there, then,” she said. “And Rahoul? Thank you very, very much for all you’ve done for me.”


“Bitte sehr und auf wiedersehen, Freierrin Komanderin Na Gael Ni Drako,” Khan replied, giving his friend a last half-embrace before leaving.
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December, 2009.
General James McKendrick settled back into his chair in his office at the 58th Regiment of Foot’s headquarters. He’d finally arranged his various possessions to his satisfaction: picture of his son and daughter, a framed swatch of his Clan Henderson tartan, assorted military photos and certificates, and a three-quarter life-size black onyx raven that decorated his desk. If only the Regiment were as easy to sort out, he mused.


He’d received very short notice of his new command, but had known enough from the terse description of the situation to realize the difficulty facing him. McKendrick’s task: rebuild the unit and restore morale. Making things even more challenging was the fact that two of the surviving staff members had rotated back to their home commands within three weeks of his arrival, per a schedule determined earlier. In addition, despite protests from several quarters, the executive officer had been reassigned to GDF headquarters in Vienna on staff duty. The reason given by the civilian leadership was that “things would go better” if McKendrick had a clean slate. The Scotsman disagreed, but the Undersecretary had been implacable. “Start fresh and build from the ground up. That’s the best thing to do,” the administrator had sniffed. And so, of the senior staff, only the xenology specialist, Commander Rachel Na Gael, remained. At least a solid core of NCOs and junior officers had stayed, forming a good foundation for McKendrick’s efforts.


He glanced at the schedule floating on his computer screen and frowned. Today would be the first time he and his staff sat down together and ran through a tactical exercise, and McKendrick wondered what the result would be. One never quite knew how people would work together under pressure until the actual event, because there were some aspects of combat that even the best live scenarios couldn’t replicate. But this would be a start to finding the rough places and holes. And although the GDF included some of the best soldiers from around the world, he knew there would be holes.


McKendrick polished his glasses, assembled his notes, and walked to what one of the NCOs called the Wizard’s Lair. The room housed a three-dimensional holographic “sand table,” several superfast computers, and some communications equipment that might as well be powered by magic for all McKendrick understood how they worked. As the stocky, muscular redhead walked down the corridor, he heard a brisk step-tap-step ringing out behind him. He stopped and turned, to see Commander Na Gael making her own way to the training session. The sound ceased abruptly, although she kept walking, and he wondered how she’d done it.


“Good morning, Commander Na Gael,” he said as she drew closer.


“Good morning, sir,” came her lightly accented reply. She fell in at his right shoulder and he noted with relief that she was wearing an eye patch and cosmetics to conceal some of the damage to her face. Why her disfigurement bothered him so much, McKendrick couldn’t say. Perhaps it was because she resembled someone he had once known, or maybe because he didn’t expect that kind of injury on a civilian. Although he’d been warned, the reality still took him aback. He supposed that he’d get used to her injuries in time, but for now they were a distraction, one he didn’t need. She looked odd enough as it was, with her mismatched brown-black hair and very pale skin and eye.


McKendrick saw Captain Maria de Alba y Rodriguez, the communications officer, waiting at her station as he pulled open the door to the workroom. Colonel Tadeus Przilas, the American executive officer and the adjutant, Captain Moshe ben David, arrived before the door could close behind their commanding officer. A moment later Captain Edward O’Neil slid in. The English logistics specialist seemed a bit damp. “Got caught outside when the rain started,” he said as he took his seat at the display.


The sextet logged into their various stations and the equipment sent a signal to the referee. He or she sat at a computer console in Vienna, timing the simulation and watching to see that no one tried to slip in unauthorized equipment or otherwise cheat. There were, however, almost no unauthorized tactics for dealing with whatever scenario the training system generated. Some of the options were purely imaginary, while others derived from real-world events. Rumor had it that part of the GDF training budget went to buying science fiction novels, and the idea didn’t surprise McKendrick, given what he’d learned in the three weeks since he’d been seconded from the regular Army.


McKendrick looked at his officers and advisor. “Everyone ready?” A chorus of “affirmative,” and “yes, sir,” came back, and he entered the code to start the program, wondering as he did what sort of oddness the system would generate this time. Well, the first oddness was a polite apology, because of a glitch in a software update in Vienna—it would be five more minutes before the simulation started.


“Typical computer,” Przilas commented as he leaned back in his chair. “Works perfectly until you try to use it for something.”


Ben David twitched impatiently, running a hand through his black hair as he fidgeted. He was all energy and motion until he got a weapon in his hand, McKendrick had noticed. The Israeli had cross-trained as a sniper and the general had watched him at the improvised long-distance range that ben David and Na Gael had set up one afternoon outside the main headquarters building for an informal competition. All extraneous motion ceased once the young officer took his shooting position.


“Got ants in your pants?” the exec asked, making ben David flush and freeze in place. McKendrick glared a little at Przilas, who looked briefly confused. The American had a more casual air than his commanding officer would have liked, but this wasn’t the time to call him down. Captains de Alba and O’Neil watched the by-play without comment, both taking the extra time to glance over some of the intricacies of the equipment, efforts McKendrick approved of highly. According to Lieutenant Colonel Khan’s introductory briefing, the British branch was the first to get this new simulation equipment because it had the dubious honor of catching a high proportion of “events” relative to its operations area. McKendrick wondered why and added it to his list of things to ask Na Gael.


“Easy ben David, I was just kidding,” Przilas half-apologized, bringing McKendrick back to the present. “Maybe we should bottle your energy and mix it with the Commander’s soberness and see what happens.”


Rachel smothered a disrespectful noise and concentrated on her notes, ignoring the American’s comment. She had not been favorably impressed with Przilas or General McKendrick, to be quite honest. That impression had been reinforced after the general’s first visit to the lab. The intercom system had been undergoing a major, long-overdue upgrade and the lab, located at the far end of every wire or cable in the building, was the last area that needed work. So when McKendrick tried to call her, she’d missed the buzz because the technicians replacing the old fiber optic lines hadn’t quite finished their work. The general had wandered down to the lab himself, opened the door without knocking and spotted her working at the spectrometer. “Commander Na Gael?” he’d called as he walked over to the lab table. She’d looked up and turned towards his voice, forgetting that he’d never seen her without cosmetics and her eye-patch.


McKendrick’s eyes had bulged so much that she’d wondered if they would push his glasses off his nose or fall out of their sockets first. His emotional projection struck her like a slap to the face. She was used to surprise and pity, but it had been quite a while since anyone had been truly horrified by her mangled face. She had turned away, making sure to keep her head angled so McKendrick saw as little as possible of her scars. The officer had gotten control of himself almost instantly and they’d concluded their business. Since that afternoon he’d done his best to avoid her and she in turn took care never to leave her personal quarters without having cosmetics and her patch on, in case she met him or one of the other new people by accident. Rachel still ate with the NCOs once or twice a week, but she hadn’t gone to the officers’ mess since that encounter. No point in ruining everyone’s appetites, she’d thought with more than a touch of self-pity.


Rachel noticed Tadeus Przilas watching her as she pretended to be busy with the computer. He didn’t trust her, and she’d heard from the NCOs that he’d made comments about “that alien.” Well, his ego got bruised pretty badly, she reminded herself. Yes, but he asked for it, and I didn’t leave any permanent marks on him or holes in him. Although next time I might.


Przilas had been surprised to see Na Gael in the gym, engaged in hand-to-hand combat practice against Sergeant Anthony Lee. Przilas didn’t approve of a civilian training with the soldiers, judging by his sour expression. He’d finished putting on his fencing vest and had begun working out with Lieutenant Taibi. Both men were former Olympic fencers, and it had been a good bout. When the men finished, Rachel had asked Taibi for a saber match. He’d agreed and she’d beaten him with a series of fast, hard attacks. The Ethiopian had taken it with good grace, laughing at her unorthodox moves and having her teach him one of her stranger parries. Przilas had decided to show her what he could do and she’d beaten and disarmed him in less than a minute. Everyone in the gym could tell that it had stung his ego and confidence, and he’d avoided her from then on, even after she’d offered to show him how she’d done it. He won’t get better if he refuses to learn, she growled, irritated once again.


The computer chimed and the lights dimmed as a topographic display appeared in front of the six officers. McKendrick noticed Rachel sitting up, a small grin on her face, as she studied the battlefield. The terrain resembled what little he’d seen of the central Appalachian Mountains in the United States, with steeply folded ridges and a wooded valley drained by a small river. A voice with a faint German accent announced, “Seismic recordings indicated an impact or explosion in this valley approximately four weeks ago. Because it is relatively uninhabited and difficult to reach, little investigation was conducted until the residents of Pierce’s Mill,” an area of the display brightened, indicating the hamlet’s location, “disappeared. A traveling librarian on her regular circuit reported the absence, and local authorities began investigating. They found,” and simulated camera footage of things that had once been humans attacking a state policeman played on the officers’ computer monitors.


Having been given the background, the scene changed and the five soldiers and their advisor began participating in the scenario. To complicate matters, the weather started closing in. Heavy snow made resupply more difficult, greatly reducing possible air support. McKendrick found his resources reduced to the troops on hand, with very slow logistical support. Captain O’Neil frowned, then began running through his own options and possibilities. McKendrick ordered Przilas to begin evacuating the residents of the valleys on either side of the invasion point.


“Sir, we don’t have the troops to do that just yet,” the American said, looking up from the information and selection menus on his display. “I can’t keep the blocking force at the valley mouth and move civilians at the same time.” He glanced down and frowned at new information that had just appeared. “And the locals don’t seem to want to listen to outsiders, sir.”


Commander Na Gael raised a finger and McKendrick acknowledged her. “Command One, Two, I suggest opening the valley for the moment and focusing on removing the invaders’ troop source. Since they were able to kill and convert two hundred humans into augmented fighters in a relatively brief period of time, I don’t think we should let them have access to more raw materials. Even if the people don’t care to leave. And the scouts Captain Ben David is putting in place should give us notice of any movement.”


McKendrick noticed his exec bristling and asked, “Manx One, do you have an identification on the invaders yet?”


“Negative sir,” she informed him, considering her display for a moment. “I’ve narrowed it down to three possibilities, based on their arrival time and the results of the autopsies on their victims.”


McKendrick decided to take her advice and ordered Przilas to evacuate the surrounding valleys. Apparently it was the right decision, because despite the initial report the people left with little fuss and the scouts were able to get pictures of the invaders.


“Eeegh!” Captain ben David commented, and O’Neil paled a little at the image. McKendrick was glad he’d not had a lot of breakfast, because the monstrosity revolted his sense of rightness. It looked vaguely insect-like, but with a shimmer to it, rather like the slime of a slug. It had a vaguely head-shaped area, with a round orifice and four small appendages on stalks, and two arms. The rest of the armored body seemed to be supported by hundreds of little legs, although the image blurred out at that point.


“What is that below the thing’s mouth?” Maria de Alba asked calmly, pointing to a string of objects—or possibly markings, it was hard to tell.


Na Gael frowned, then nodded. “Trophies. They’re bits of captured and killed enemy that the Meesshslasi absorber has defeated. The Meesshslasi, or Meessh’ as most of us call them, believe that they can absorb more of the enemy’s energy and skills if they wear part of him or her. Usually the hide or bits of exoskeleton,” she added, her tone amazingly matter-of-fact. The woman had changed, no longer the withdrawn and haunted person McKendrick had seen in the lab or at briefings. Instead, she radiated an intense professionalism and quiet competence, like the SAS soldiers he’d met, and she seemed relaxed for the first time since he’d taken over. He realized with an uncomfortable start that she was truly in her element just now, and he wondered.


The scenario continued. The weather remained uncooperative, although the unspecified country’s air force agreed to come on standby with fixed wing bombers in case it cleared enough and they were needed. De Alba failed to establish communications with the Meessh’, who had begun moving out of their dug-in ship and were probing the Regiment, supported by the late valley residents. What Na Gael could tell them about the invaders did not make McKendrick very optimistic, especially after a civilian vehicle came to grief twenty miles up the highway, blocking most motorized access to the area until they could get the big lorry off the slick and twisting road. That was, of course, when the Meessh’ decided to attack. They had some form of personal energy shield that was capable of stopping basic rifle bullets, forcing the humans to resort to grenades and mortars to kill the creatures. At least their minions are easier to stop, McKendrick noted rather sadly. But the people were already dead, so technically the soldiers weren’t killing civilians.


“Command One, I’m reading increasing signal traffic of some kind,” de Alba reported. She looked over at the xenologist, who was typing frantically, her eye narrowed. The women conferred briefly.


“Got it, sir. It’s a call-in signal, transmitted from the scout ship to someone outside the atmosphere,” the alien said. “Radio One, can you patch your access to the orbital observers to my laptop?”


The two women worked quickly, as ben David reported that his group was falling back a little, to better cover. O’Neil swore—there was another delay in getting the road open and freezing rain had started, which would complicate and slow things further.


A message popped up for everyone, drawing a chorus of groans. “The scouts have informed their mother ship that they can defeat the humans easily and that the planet is more desirable than first thought. The mother ship is to prepare for full invasion, commencing in two hours,” O’Neil read aloud.


McKendrick looked at his options. Freezing rain eliminated all but high-altitude bombing, he couldn’t get more troops quickly, and killing the alien scouts piecemeal would work only until they got near their ship, according to the information that Manx One had fed him. “All right.” He sat back, thinking hard. “Manx One, your suggestion for dealing with this?”


She gave it to him, running the possibility on the display so they could see the results—which were conclusive, McKendrick had to admit, even as he recoiled at her methods. A MOAB and fuel-air burst, followed by carpet bombing of the valley, brought to mind things McKendrick preferred not to contemplate, including the tactical nuclear strike she recommended if a multi-part attack proved unfeasible.


Colonel Przilas blurted, “Na Gael, that’s . . . that’s, horrible! Even if it were possible, it has to violate the Geneva Conventions and the laws of war.”


“They are not bound by your Geneva Conventions, in case you haven’t noticed, Command Two. And if you care to get technical, neither am I. You asked for my recommendation for dealing with them, sir. You did not specify a limit, or that you wanted anything other than the defeat of their forces,” Manx One explained in a calm tone, as if her position was perfectly reasonable. McKendrick stared at her over the top of his glasses, shocked at the woman’s cold brutality. She turned to him. “Please remember, Command One, that in my former occupation our goal was defeating the enemy and keeping as many of our own people alive as possible, with far fewer restrictions on method than you operate under here. Granted, the commanders I served under observed limitations that at times were more restrictive than your Hague and Geneva Conventions, but others did not and do not.”


McKendrick took a deep breath. He’d been thrust into a very different world than the regular Army. He was going to have to learn fast, if the Meessh’ and Commander Na Gael were examples of what lay beyond Earth’s atmosphere. Right he decided. This old dog is going to have to learn new tricks, starting right now.


As the other humans tried to decide how to respond to what she’d said, Rachel sat back a little. The silence lengthened, another time-marker passed on the simulation, and she sighed. “Perhaps you might want to talk to General Whitehead. He found a way to use both sides of me, if you will.”


McKendrick considered for a moment longer. “Manx One, assume we do not have the capability or authorization to use the, ah, procedures,” he gave her a significant look, “that you recommend. With that in mind, what do you suggest?”


She leaned forward and reset the table’s display to where it had been before. “From what I understand of their training and culture, they’ll be focused on motion and attacks originating at the valley mouth and not on this back ridge.” She motioned with her pointer. “If you were to bring some troops here . . .” Manx One explained how the aliens would most likely react to the perceived redirection of attack, and to additional ideas suggested by the staff officers. McKendrick, Przilas, and the others planned their own moves in response and then ran the simulation.


It wasn’t pretty, but it worked, and they managed to destroy the scout ship. Since the Meessh’, according to the referee, had limited energy supplies left, and turned out not to be willing to deal with serious resistance by the humans despite the earlier communication, the main force opted to pull back and regroup. In short, the humans had won, since the scenario didn’t require or allow for extra-atmospheric follow up. Once the referees declared the simulation to be over, the list of right and wrong moves came up for further study. Some were obvious, like removing the civilians. Others were not so plain, and Colonel Przilas shook his head at the one about trying harder to jam the alien scouts’ communications. “How long did it take you to even find their frequency?” he asked the communications officer.


“Fourteen turns, sir” de Alba replied unhappily. She should have done better, but she wasn’t used to acting as counter-communications, or having the variety of equipment available to her that the Regiment possessed. “I’ll speed that up, sir.”


Captain ben David gained extra points for his initiative in placing some scouts in the trees on the ridge behind where the invaders ship was dug in, but the referee dinged O’Neil for not considering other routes, even if they would have required tire chains, which he hadn’t asked to see if they had. Live and learn, McKendrick decided.


The xenologist received no points, but she didn’t lose any, either. In fact, the referee seemed to pass over her efforts without public comment. “Doesn’t Commander Na Gael get graded?” Przilas asked.


“Not in this scenario, Colonel,” the referee informed him. “Invaders known to Commander Na Gael do not get scored unless there are extraordinary circumstances.” The others shrugged, except for Captain de Alba.


The Spaniard shook her head. “That’s not fair to Commander Na Gael. Just because she may be familiar with the invaders doesn’t mean she doesn’t have to work with us and to adapt to the new situation. And she still faces risks if something fails to go as anticipated or as planned,” she reminded everyone.


Rachel made an odd, swirling motion with her right hand. “Thank you, ma’am. But my advancement, pay, and other things are independent of the scenarios we run, unlike yours. So you’re right, but my not getting scored doesn’t mean as much as it would for you.” She sighed a little, her earlier grim expression returning. “Besides, if I screw up, we all pay the price, so I lose all my points, not just one or two.”


Ben David reminded her, “That’s why we are a team, Manx One. We help each other make up for our individual weaknesses.” The woman bowed her head and acknowledged the correction.


McKendrick nodded his approval. “Good work, ladies, gentlemen. We know where we need to improve and what resources we have available. Any questions or comments?” None were forthcoming, so he dismissed everyone.


As everyone left the simulation and briefing room, Rachel started down the hallway to the lab. Tadeus Przilas stopped her. “Someone told me that you used to eat with the officers or senior enlisted almost every day. Is that true?”


“Yes, I did, sir,” she nodded. He started to ask the inevitable next question and she interrupted, “My disfigurations make some of the officers uncomfortable, so I’ve stopped dining with them.”


The American frowned. “Well, they need to get over it. Come to the officers’ mess tonight, please. We,” and he waved to include the people in the hall behind him, “need to get to know you better, and vice versa.”


Rachel started to refuse, then changed her mind. Be professional she reminded herself. “Very well, sir. I’ll be at supper tonight.”


Back in his office, McKendrick thought about the scenario and follow-up. De Alba’s problem had been ignorance—she would take care of that on her own. Przilas seemed oddly indecisive, and his superior made a note to push him harder next time to think on his own. O’Neil handled things well overall, ben David the same. The referee had dinged McKendrick for not involving Na Gael earlier, and would have penalized her for lack of initiative had she been scored like the others. The Scotsman was pleased with the results, overall. He was also curious about the change in his xenology specialist. It almost seemed that she only came alive when faced with combat, a notion that puzzled and bothered him, especially given what he knew of her history.


McKendrick stared out the window at the gray December afternoon. At the height of the simulation he’d completely forgotten about Na Gael’s appearance. After more thought, he decided that his problem was that he’d never seen a woman with combat injuries, let alone a woman who’d been through the trauma his advisor had suffered. Only the Israelis regularly put women in the front lines, and McKendrick hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that the 58th Regiment was a front line unit. For that matter, he’d not even known it existed until six weeks ago! “Welcome to a brand new world, James,” the man whispered to himself.


As her commanding officer mulled things, Maria de Alba was poking her head into the lab. “Commander Na Gael?” she inquired, looking around for the other woman.


“Over here, Captain. What can I do for you?” a friendly voice called from a corner.


Maria hesitated, then walked in. “Commander, what can you tell me about blocking or corrupting the most common forms of communication systems used by aliens?”


The scarred woman put down her tea mug, closed a file folder, and called up some pictures on her ultra-fast laptop. “Do you want to start with voice, image, or electronic signal systems?”


“Voice, since that’s what I’m the most familiar with,” the Spaniard decided. “And do you have any more tea?”


Rachel smiled. “Over on the shelf by the mirror. Help yourself, and there’s sugar in the little canister.” Maybe they’re not all as bad as McKendrick and Przilas. Maybe. And I do need to get her ramped up before I go on leave, assuming my absence request makes it through the queue before Easter. Why does everyone insist on taking the same major holidays off? Rachel shook her head to herself as she called up the computer files she needed. Christians I can understand, but the Hindus and Chinese too? Humans are sooooo strange.
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Year 4193.
Damn, it’s good to be home, Rachel Na Gael, better known as Lord Defender Commander Reh-dakh Lord Ni Drako, Daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, thought, rolling over on her sleeping pad and stretching. The humans assumed she’d stepped out for the evening, going to one of the pubs near the regimental headquarters. Instead she’d taken her scout ship and travelled two thousand years or so into the humans’ future, arriving on “her” estates on Drakon IV in time for the opening of hunting season. His Imperial Majesty Di-Dosk, the king-emperor of the Azdhag Empire, had graciously permitted her the honor of a solo hunt, and she’d been out until just before sunrise. Thank God for a mammal-free planet. I get so damn tired of humans underfoot, some days. It also helped that the Azdhagi had no telepathic ability, allowing her to relax her shields. She peered at the timekeeper on the wall. I’ve got another hour or two before his Majesty and his Imperial Highness return. I think . . . she yawned, curled up, and napped a little more.
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“Mine!” the Prince Imperial hissed, then launched out of the brush onto the unsuspecting roklat boar. The smaller predator barely had a chance to realize his danger before Shy-kii’s forefeet closed around the beast’s thick neck and twisted. The roklat’s spine broke with a dull “crack,” and King-Emperor Di-dosk smiled. His second son and chosen heir had done well this hunt, as had the King-Emperor himself. The huntsmen accompanying the two royals collected the cleaned and tailless carnivore as Shy-kii rinsed the blood from his talons in a nearby stream. The prince preferred to do the dirtiest work himself—a good sign for the future, in his sire’s opinion.


King-Emperor Di-dosk studied the shadows around the hunting party and sighed. “Time to return to Burnt Mountain,” he announced. “No point in spoiling tomorrow’s hunt by thrashing around in the darkness.” The rich-brown Azdhag shook a little, making sure his day’s catch and weapons were well balanced in the packs attached to his carry harness, then turned and led the way back toward the royal hunting lodge.


“Honored Sire, have you heard how Lord Reh-dakh’s hunt went last night?” Shy-kii inquired quietly, scanning the woods around them for more game signs. The King-Emperor looked over his shoulder at the huntmaster.


The smaller grey reptile’s neck spines flared slightly. “You’ll be savoring my lord mammal’s catch tonight, Majesty, Highness. He came in with a talkak and a pair of fat cheezali just before dawn.”


Sire and son smiled, baring their very sharp fangs. Then Shy-kii dropped back as the terrain grew rougher, allowing his sire to go first over the rocky trail as they skirted a dormant volcanic cone. The King-Emperor’s tail swished, then rose level with his back as he threaded his way around a mound of black volcanic stone at the end of an old lava flow. Di-dosk maneuvered carefully, making certain the stones underfoot were stable before going forward. Even four grasping-clawed feet were useless if a rockslide started, as more than one careless—and now deceased—soul had discovered.


As they entered easier terrain, Shy-kii returned to his place at his sire’s shoulder. The slightly-built green-and-yellow blotched reptile lifted his muzzle, sniffing for hints of what other game might be out in the early twilight, then turned to his father. “Honored Sire, why is Reh-dakh allowed to hunt at night? Won’t it ruin everyone else’s pursuit the next day?” Since the only people permitted to hunt at Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain were the Imperial Family and their invited guests, Shy-kii really worried about his own chances, as his sire well knew.


“Reh-dakh hunts at night because he sees much better and moves more easily in darkness than we Azdhagi do.” Di-dosk said, adding thoughtfully, “He probably could be nocturnal, given his coloring and abilities, if We did not require otherwise.”


The Crown Prince’s muzzle gaped a bit before he brought himself back under proper control. “I keep forgetting he’s not one of us,” he admitted.


“Never forget it, Shy-kii,” the King-Emperor ordered. “His value to Us and Our throneworld lies in his difference. That is why We allow him to come and go at will. Do you remember what his true name and birth sex are?”


Shy-kii searched through his memory. “Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, and female.”


Di-dosk nodded. “And now We shall see what Our staff have done with Reh-dakh’s prizes,” as the Burnt Mountain lodge came into view, and a tease of cooking meat scent reached the four hunters. The huntsmen took the royals’ prey to be fine dressed and hung, and the two nobles went to divest themselves of their hunting harnesses and weapons.


“The evening meal will be served in an hour, if your Imperial Majesty would like to visit the hot springs,” Di-dosk’s body servant offered after the King-Emperor had devoured a light snack.


“We do. Bring Our evening robes to the soaking area,” the brown reptile ordered, then walked down the wooden ramp to the natural thermal pools. He shed his lounging robe and slid into the hot mineral water, rolling once or twice before settling onto the bottom of the shallow end of the hot spring, only his eyes and the top of his muzzle visible. He would not admit it, but keeping up with Shy-kii was growing harder, and his sore muscles suggested that he needed to return to daily weapons work if he was going to continue besting his heir in the future.


Normal rules of court were suspended at the hunting estates, even more so at soaking pools, and Di-dosk didn’t blink when Lord Reh-dakh quietly slid into the coolest part of the large thermal spring. The Wanderer leaned back against the smooth stone, head resting on the rocks and good eye closed. Neither bather said anything, nor did they acknowledge Shy-kii when he slithered into the hottest waters, careful not to splash them. After a quarter hour or so the mammal slowly stood and got ready to leave the spring to her overlords. Di-dosk glanced at his Lord Defender, then stared.


“Lord Reh-dakh, what are those white lines?” he demanded.


The mammal hesitated, head bowed. “They are fresh scars, Imperial Majesty. My fur should cover them in a few years, the Healers say.”


The King-Emperor eased closer, looking at the pattern. He noticed something else. “Your tail reached below your hind leg joints, did it not?”


“Yes, Imperial Majesty.” A black nubbin shorter than his thumb talon flipped briefly, shedding a drop of water. “The external parts of my ears were also cut off,” Reh-dakh said in a flat voice. “If you will excuse me please, Imperial Majesty?” Di-dosk nodded his assent and returned to his soak.


Damnit, I should have remembered Rada thought to herself as she dried her fur and dressed out of sight of the two reptiles. She’d not told his Imperial Majesty about what happened to her and Zabet five Azdhag moons earlier. And she’d not planned to say anything about her own experience, just how Zabet had been captured. Even though Di-dosk wasn’t a fast thinker, he was anything but stupid, and she knew he’d ask her about why she looked so bad.


Rada pulled on her breeches, shirt, and boots, then shrugged into her heavy leather vest. It was cold at night up here in the mountains, and until her fur dried she’d chill. She went to her quarters, debating for a moment whether or not to go to supper. No, not much choice—it was her kill they’d be eating, so she’d better be there. She braided her hair tightly, twining it into a bun that she secured with an object that looked like a large, flat pin—it was actually a stiletto. She slid her bahn’leh into her sash, pausing as the door pushed open and a silver muzzle poked in, followed by a little over two meters of silvery-blue True-dragon. Zabet’s whiskers twitched, then settled gracefully as she surveyed the room.


«Not bad, but too much wood.» She minced with exaggerated care, keeping her talons off the plank floor. Rada smiled at her “concubine,” really her business partner and good friend.


“You could wear gloves like the nobles, or get some of those enameled wooden talon-sheathes the courtesans flourish,” the mammal pointed out, coming over to stroke her friend’s neck and scratch around the reptile’s ears.


«Nah. I’ll just be careful and enjoy complaining.» Rada grinned at Zabet’s honest reply. «Are cheezali included in the Daimyo’s Tenth?»


“No. I took them because I was hunting for the royal table, not for myself. Only the Imperial family can take cheezali. Decided you like fowl, have you?” Considering how good the fruit-eating game birds tasted, Rada could understand her friend’s disappointed droop.


«Do they ever die accidently, or fall over from fright?» The True-dragon’s sapphire blue eyes had a mischievous look that her partner knew too well. «Can you eat them if they die in a winter storm?»


“Probably, don’t even think about it, and no. Game rules are rules, silver dancer, and you know how I feel about poaching.” She turned her blind eye to discreet pot hunting by the manor folk, since there was no point in trying to push too hard to stop them from taking the pest reptiles and mammals that raided the fields and gardens, but neither Rada nor her imperial master had any tolerance for theft, waste, and wanton killing.


«Well, go enjoy supper. I already ate.» Rada’s eye narrowed at Zabet’s contented belch.


Rada’s eye narrowed at Zabet’s contented belch. “Do I want to know how you knew what is on the menu?”


The small True-dragon gave her an innocent look and sprawled out in front of the wood stove. «The cook wanted the opinion of someone with a refined and delicate palate.» The Lord Defender stifled a sigh. Someone had been begging again, she suspected.


Rada walked down the ramp to the main floor, then waited with the rest of the hunting lodge’s staff for the Imperials to arrive. There were no other guests for the evening meal—only the King-Emperor and the Crown Prince. It was a relief that hunting season was winding down, at least for the Azdhagi who had to take care of prickly nobles, who often overestimated the level of comfort at Burnt Mountain. Although the main building had been repaired over the centuries and had upgrades to its communication suite, including geothermal generators, the lodge remained exceedingly primitive. Limited running water, wood and coal fireplaces, no electricity outside the Imperial rooms and the comm center, and the absence of central heating, made the building very uncomfortable for almost seven of the year’s thirteen moons. Even in summer and fall, the lack of amenities kept all but the most serious hunters away, which was just how the King-Emperors liked it. No fancy drives or big hunting parties could be held at Burnt Mountain because of the distances and terrain. Add in the threat of earthquake and rock falls, and many nobles politely declined Imperial invitations to come visit. They preferred Singing Pines, which had enough amenities to be no worse than rustic.


The servants prostrated themselves, and Reh-dakh knelt as King-Emperor Di-dosk and Prince Shy-kii entered the main eating room. The two Imperials surveyed the offered first course and took their places, then gestured to Rada. “Come, join Us,” Di-dosk ordered, and she took her seat across from the two Azdhagi. She tapped her claws on the table and the servants rose, easing their way out of the room to begin serving the second course as soon as his Imperial Majesty was ready.


Rada served her overlords and waited until they began before helping herself to the less choice bits. Not that she minded, really. They ate better than she ever did on her own! First came hot soup with fresh grain balls, followed by delicately spiced cheezali sausages. Rada let the fatty-fruity and altogether wonderful savory melt on her tongue, understanding why Zabet had inquired about the birds. Servants brought in a vegetable-stuffed talkak, artfully dressed so the slices of meat remained in an animal shape until Di-dosk removed a tuber “tusk” and the beast’s “head” slid neatly onto his platter. The Azdhagi drank the local version of beer, while Reh-dakh contented herself with a very dark tea.


Conversation centered on the day’s hunt and on prospects for the morrow. Di-dosk pointed with his talon at the remains of the cheezali sausage. “Where did you find these, Reh-dakh?”


“There was a good-sized flock at the pool downstream from the waterfall, Imperial Majesty. Manager Srii trimmed back the berry bushes last spring, before the new growth began, and you had a bumper crop of fruit.” She explained. “I took these two from the very edge of the flock and didn’t seem to disturb them, according to the game scouts. The cheezali were still feeding there late this afternoon, Majesty.”


The brown reptile nodded. “Then that is where We shall go tomorrow,” he announced.


Shy-kii looked a bit disappointed but didn’t say anything. His eyes wandered around the skins decorating the room, then stopped on the subtly dappled hide of a shardi. “Honored Sire, didn’t the huntmaster say that shardi had been seen on the mountain?”


Both Rada and Di-dosk were a little taken aback at the prince’s observation. Di-dosk skewered a choice bit of talkak on his talon, chewing it carefully and swallowing before replying, “Yes, he did. You want to try your talons against the Mountain King?”


“Yes, Honored Sire, I do,” Shy-kii said, determination clear. Rada summoned up memories of the last time she had seen one of the predators. They were not large, but massive, fast, and very intelligent. The shardi had been eating a freshly killed roklat boar and Rada had contented herself with watching through her monocular from a distance.


The King-Emperor studied the hide on the wall and his Lord Defender. “Rada, are you capable of going on an upcountry hunt tomorrow?” It was not an idle question, given her difficulties getting around when she was carrying heavy loads.


Rada closed her eye and ran an internal inventory, then made a lifting motion with her strong-side hand in affirmation. “Yes, Imperial Majesty, I am, provided that I may be excused the next two days.”


“Go with him then,” Di-dosk said, then turned to his heir. “We do not doubt your prowess, but Reh-dakh is a Healer of considerable skill.” The brown reptile left it at that and Shy-kii bowed his acquiescence, then glared at the mammal. The two Azdhagi ate most of the rest of the talkak and discussed tactics for their two hunts as the Wanderer listened avidly. Her opportunities for hunting on Earth bordered on non-existent, so she made the most of her chances to do so here on Drakon IV.


After the fruit and sweets had been served, the King-Emperor turned to his vassal. “Reh-dakh, were you injured here?”


Rada’s stomach clenched, threatening to undo the evening’s fine dining. She really, really didn’t want to answer the question just now and scrambled to find a good reply.


“No, Imperial Majesty. I was elsewhere. Someone was foolish and I was overconfident.” She shrugged at her own stupidity.


Di-dosk seemed unconvinced, but fortunately for Rada a servant carrying a message diverted the King-Emperor’s attention. His read the note and smiled broadly, then stood and disappeared from the room without waiting for either his son or Reh-dakh to bow. Rada caught a hint of spicy perfume on the paper and worked hard to keep from smiling. Physical activity and risk tended to stimulate Azdhagi male desire much as it did some other species, and Rada ignored what was going on as she bowed to the Prince Imperial, who also decided that the meal was over and there were important matters to attend to.


The Wanderer lingered and thanked the servants for their hard work and the cook for his magnificent creations, then snagged a last slice of talkak to nibble as she returned to her own room. Boys are boys the universe over, she thought with a snicker.


Once she was certain she wouldn’t be disturbed, Rada pulled up a seat close to the ceramic wood stove in her quarters and added more logs, leaving the door open for a bit of light. Then she opened her harp case and settled the instrument onto her lap. This would be the first time she’d tried to play since the episode back in Earth’s September. She extended her claws and ran them over the instrument’s strings, then tuned it carefully. She started with basic chords and scales, warming up her hands. Then she closed her eye and began the slow strains of “Buchail an Eire,” plucking the wires lightly so as to keep the small instrument quiet. Zabet watched her from a pile of cushions beside the stove, muzzle on her forefeet, whiskers limp.


Encouraged by the lack of pain, Rada moved into more difficult tunes, including “Brian Boru’s March,” and “Planxty Drew.” With “Sheebeg Sheemore,” Zabet got up from her seat and began slowly swaying, then twined into a complicated dance step. Rada followed that with “Chasing Leaves” and “Stardancer’s Pavane,” watching her friend’s graceful movements as her hands wove the tunes. After perhaps half an hour the woman stopped, setting the harp on the floor as she flexed her fingers and rolled her shoulders. Zabet returned to her ‘nest’ beside the stove.


«Do you feel like singing something?» the silver dancer asked gently.


Reh-dakh picked the harp back up and adjusted some of the sharping levers, then closed her eye. “From sweet Londonderry to the fair London town / There’s no other like Sarah Catherine anywhere to be found . . .” The plaintive, minor song of lost love curled around the listeners, sad-but-not somehow. From that, she slid into O’Carolan’s “Farewell to Music,” but cold talons touched her outside hand, stopping the song.


Bright blue eyes stared into silver grey. «Not that one, Pet. You’ve been too close to that edge too recently» Zabet ordered. Rada nodded and set the harp aside.


“Too close to what edge, Lady Zabet?” a male voice wanted to know, startling the pair. Di-dosk shouldered his way through the half-shut door as the two foreigners knelt. The King-Emperor rearranged Zabet’s nest and settled down, then gestured the others to find seats. “We were returning to Our sleeping chamber and heard unfamiliar music. You play well, Reh-dakh,” and the woman bowed from her place. “But what edge, Zabet?”


Zabet hesitated as Rada bit her lip, then nodded her permission. «Reh-dakh tried to commit suicide, both because of pain and out of guilt at the losses that human soldiers—my lord’s battle comrades—suffered rescuing my lord after Reh-dakh was betrayed into the hands of tarqi da Kavalle. Da Kavalle attempted to torture my lord to death and would have succeeded if not for the humans’ bravery.» Zabet watched her friend closely but the Wanderer could have been carved of stone for all the reaction she showed to this highly abbreviated version of the tale. The True-dragon added, «The bastards also caught me, here on Drakon IV, and planned to use me as bait if an idiotic, arrogant—» She broke off as Rada shook her head.


“Leave Jones out of it, Zabet,” the Wanderer whispered.


Both looked up at the sound of fabric tearing. The King-Emperor ripped one of the thick cushions in two, scattering filling as he threw the pieces into the stove’s open door. His neck spines stood out straight and Di-dosk’s light-amber eyes almost glowed in his fury. “They dared attack you here, on Our throne world?” he demanded of the True-dragon.


«Yes, Imperial Majesty. I had delivered a weaving to one of the lords on the southern continent and agents from tarqi da Kavalle ambushed my ship. I couldn’t outfly them» Zabet admitted, chagrined as well as angry.


“How did they get here, Lord Defender?” The King-Emperor looked as if he wanted to kill something, and Rada cowered.


“They had valid permits and had Traded at the spring fair, Imperial Majesty. It was no secret that Zabet and I were here. I am sorry,” she began. “I should have been more discreet.”


Di-dosk snarled, his tail thwapping the wooden floor. “No. It is no one’s business but Ours who Our ancestors or We invite to Drakon IV, nor is it a secret unless We make it so. However, We will not tolerate any violations of Our territorial sovereignty!” He started to destroy another cushion, then subsided with a growl. “Reh-dakh, show Us your injuries.” It was a direct order and she rose to her knees, removing her vest and shirt so he could see the white scars on her torso and arms. His eyes narrowed as he studied them, then widened again as he recognized the pattern.


“And your ears and tail as well,” he stated, remembering her earlier comment. She nodded. Zabet had curled her tail around the woman and Di-dosk leaned forward, watching them closely. “What else, Reh-dakh?”


She looked down as Zabet laid a comforting forefoot on her arm. “Most of the other scars are internal, Imperial Majesty. Your pardon, but I prefer not to speak of them.”


He sat back and considered the tale. “Very well. You may re-robe,” and she did so. “Lord Reh-dakh, did my honored ancestor know of the enmity between you and da Kavalle?”


The woman nodded. “His Imperial Majesty the great Shi-dan knew before I took my vows and said that so long as I did not involve the Azdhag Empire, it was immaterial.”


Di-Dosk thought hard. His anger burned both at what had been done to his Lord Defender and at the Traders’ violation of Azdhag territorial rights. He got to his feet and approached the pair. Zabet lowered her head and neck in submission and Reh-dakh knelt, head bowed to her knee. The King-Emperor sat and rose onto his haunches, resting gloved forefeet on their shoulders. “Commander Rada Lord of House Ni Drako, Zabet of House Nagali, We extend Our protection over both of you for as long as Lord Reh-dakh remains Lord-Defender. And after, should Our descendants so choose. Continue as you have for so long, Reh-dakh, but know that should da Kavalle or another tarqi threaten you, We shall consider it an affront to Our sovereignty and shall respond accordingly.” He looked down at the two and briefly tightened his grip, then released them. “Our ancestors should have seen to this centuries ago, Reh-dakh, but We will do it now. Our proclamation will be entered and issued before We sleep tonight, Lord Defender.”


She swallowed hard against tears of relief and joy. “Thank you, Imperial Majesty. Neither of us dared imagine such generosity.”


He returned to his feet and turned to go. “Perhaps not, Reh-dakh, but We will not allow Our territories or dependents to be violated in such a way ever again.” And with that he strode out the door. Rada closed it quietly behind him and then looked at her partner.


Zabet sat up, whiskers out straight, ears turning back and forth, eyes shining. «You know what this means, don’t you? We can go to all the Meets and Marts to do business and all the Traders can do is steam!»


Rada sat back down and stared into the room’s shadows. “Trust you to think of the financial aspects first,” she mock-scolded. “But no. Think about it, silver dancer. Do you really want to provoke a war between the Azdhag Empire and the Traders and their allies and debtors?”


«No, of course not. But we can still Trade, carefully, can’t we?» Zabet inquired, shutting the stove door after banking the coals. She curled around the hot metal feet of the stove, making her Pet and pilot cringe at the sight.


“Oh yes. But carefully, as you say.” Rada picked up her instrument again. Zabet dozed off to the strains of “The Ash Grove.”
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Shy-kii led the way over the rough ground, Lord Reh-dakh following and watching for signs of shardi: scrapes, den musk, fresh kills. They were on the west slope of Burnt Mountain itself, skirting the edge of a basalt lava flow and the forest. Shardi denned in the dark rocks but they preyed on forest dwellers, so the hunters were fairly certain of finding spoor most easily in the middle ground. Shy-kii’s comparatively light build was perfect for clambering along the narrow edges and over rough ground. Rada had tougher going but managed to keep up. If you’re trying to lose me, Highness, you have a surprise coming she thought at him.


Both hunters scented their quarry at the same time, heads coming up and nostrils flaring. The prince gestured off to the weak side of the “trail” and the Wanderer pivoted silently, then sniffed as a fresh puff of musk caught their noses. Shy-kii reached back and unslung one of the hunting spears he carried in his harness, removing the protective cover on the very sharp blade. Rada, less optimistic, had a crossbow in hand as the two eased into the forest. Moving very cautiously through the initially thick underbrush, the Azdhag and mammal kept close watch for anything alive. They heard snarling and the sound of flesh tearing and froze where they stood.


Shy-kii eased down until his belly almost scraped the ground, pushing one talon-length at a time through a screen of brush at the edge of an opening in the woods. Reh-dakh stepped to the side so she would be at an angle to the prince should she need to shoot. The yellow-and-green reptile maneuvered so that he had both forefeet free, balancing on hind legs and tail as he eased a bit of shrubbery out of his way. Rada heard a vicious snarl and saw an explosion of motion as the crown prince swung his forefoot back and threw the meter-long spear. The blade slammed into the dapple-brown shardi, knocking the low-slung predator off its feet. Shy-kii waited a moment, then advanced on his prey. Rada raised her crossbow to her shoulder but aimed it off to the side, well clear of the crown prince.


With a meter left between the Azdhag and the shardi, the wounded animal screamed and charged the prince, fangs wide open. Shy-kii hesitated a second, then swung to the side, grabbing the animal’s foreleg and slinging the beast behind him, against the bole of a large tree at the edge of the clearing. The shardi’s back hit the tree with a dull thud and the predator lay still. Rada sighted her weapon, then swallowed a curse as Shy-kii pounced on the stunned creature and slashed its throat with his talon. She waited until Shy-kii waved her in, only then uncocking the crossbow and hanging it back over her shoulder. She still had her blaster if something surprised them.


The prince had already started gutting the reptile, and Rada studied it with interest. A touch over a meter long, the shardi’s stocky and cumbersome-looking body belied its speed. The blunt head sported large jaws, the lower of which could disarticulate, allowing the shardi to bite and kill quite large prey. Rada had heard of a shardi taking down gantak unassisted, and those were the size of a small Terran cow. She hadn’t believed the tales before, but now she did! The predator’s leathery hide sported an attractive dapple pattern in shades of brown, fading into a cream-colored belly.


As Shy-kii finished his work, Rada looked over the shardi’s kill and frowned. She knelt down, drew her hunting knife and poked at the few remains, trying to identify what it had been. A few scraps of hide, some bones, and a battered ear told her the tale, and her frown deepened. The prince joined her inspection. She looked up at him, “Imperial Highness, what was this?”


He picked up the ear and sniffed it, then felt the bits of hide. “Smells like ts’talee,” he said. Reh-dakh wiped her blade in the dirt before sheathing it, as the reptile thought hard. “But ts’talee are nocturnal,” he added, pointing at the scrap of black, scaly skin.


“So why was it out at midday, Imperial Highness?” Rada asked, standing and listening hard as she sniffed the wind. Shy-kii mirrored her, sitting back and rising onto his hind legs for a better taste of the air. The mammal’s lips drew back in a flehmen.


The prince noticed it first. “The birds have stopped singing.” Reh-dakh nodded. “And there’s sulfur in the air,” Shy-kii said, dropping back onto all fours and looking concerned.


“And I’ve been twitchy all morning,” the mammal observed. “Highness, perhaps we should start moving back toward the open meadow we passed? I don’t care to be near rocks or trees if an earthshake starts.”


Shy-kii started to argue, then stopped and shook himself, as if shaking off water. “I yield to your greater experience,” he said. Rada helped him balance the gutted and bagged shardi on his harness, then followed him through the forest. At one point they passed a spring and noticed that it had started bubbling with something. Rada didn’t sniff to see what it was, but picked up her pace—and rolled up her lower sleeves, revealing her pelt and scars. Her fur had started to stand up, making her uncomfortable. Enough so that she briefly considered shifting into her pure Wanderer shape, then decided against it. She growled silently, Even half-blind and earless, I’m faster and more sensitive in this form, but damn I hate static in the air!


The pair emerged at the edge of a bald, a large grassy area. Rada, increasingly uneasy, froze and pointed. Two roklat, a small herd of talkak, and other animals had gathered at the edge of the forest. Shy-kii stared at the scene. The predators and herbivores ignored each other, instead milling in groups, or hunkering down against the ground. “Farther into the open, I think,” Shy-kii announced and walked forward. Rada trailed behind, glancing over her shoulder to the northern sky.


“Oh fewmets,” she muttered, catching up with the prince. “Highness, I think we want to sit down—” She got no farther as the ground swayed under them.


She dropped to all fours for balance as Shy-kii dug his talons into the dirt. The surface of the meadow seemed to roll up and down with the quake, launching birds into flight as the other animals howled or screamed in terror. So much static electricity filled the air that Reh-dakh’s fur stood out straight, and to Shy-kii’s amazement a spark jumped from her metal hairpin to her neck when she looked up, making her flinch. Ripping and booming sounds filled the air, and the hunters exchanged worried looks.


The temblor lasted perhaps twenty heartbeats, although it seemed longer. Rada shifted to her knees, then sat, etiquette ignored. Shy-kii flopped down, breathing hard and eyes wide. “Lord Reh-dakh, does this happen often here?” His voice sounded higher than usual and the brunette felt a bit of sympathy as she remembered her first earthshake.


“Oh, every half-century or so there’s a big one, which this may be. Little ones happen every year, Imperial Highness. That’s why the lodge is made of wood—it gives and flexes, instead of breaking like masonry or stone does.” She rubbed her nose, then sneezed at the dust in the air before continuing, “Singing Pines gets more small shakes, and the manor-fortress is tied into the living rock, so it fares very well, even in a big shake.”


Shy-kii didn’t look happy. He relaxed his grip on the dirt and sat up. “Why do you say this ‘might be’ big?” A series of animal screams answered his question as Rada dropped flat to the ground, eye shut tight. The second shake hit harder and lasted longer, making Shy-kii sick at his stomach. Nothing he’d read or heard could prepare him for the feeling of solid land waving and shaking under his feet!


After it stopped, Rada clambered to her feet, then nodded towards Burnt Mountain lodge. “Highness, we need to get back and check on your people.”


“Can we do it and stay in the open?” the lean reptile demanded.


“I think so. My only worry is the possibility of rockfalls closer to the lodge,” and Shy-kii winced, remembering the booming, which still echoed though the quakes had stopped. Then his eyes opened wide and Rada knew what he’d just realized. “And to make sure he got back safely, Imperial Highness.”


“Come.” Shy-kii trotted in the direction of the lodge. There was no way she could keep up with him in her current shape, but Rada tried. After about two kliqs the partly crippled woman gave up and dropped into a fast walk. She slid what looked like an ancient Terran “cell phone” out of its case on her belt and dialed someone as she hurried along. First she called Singing Pines and checked in with the Steward there. Then she tried Burnt Mountain and was surprised when the head com-tech answered. Relief washed over the daimyo at the news that aside from a few minor injuries and two small fires (quickly extinguished), the place was intact and everyone accounted for.


She heard Azdhag cursing from ahead of her, and rounded a curve to find Shy-kii swearing at a fresh rock fall. Rock avalanche would be a better description of the loose jumble of stones, boulders, mud, trees and God-knows-what. Shy-kii tried getting onto the pile and tumbled back.


“Highness, there’s a better, faster way, if you don’t mind helping me for a moment,” Reh-dakh offered.


“What?” he demanded, his agitation plain.


“Let me shift form and go first. I can find you the most stable path.”


“Do it,” and he helped her take off her harness, weapons, and garments. She stepped back and closed her eye, then shifted form into her full cat shape. The reptile’s muzzle gaped as she shook herself, but he collected his wits and helped her reload with her harness and the shardi, as well as his weapons and gear. Rada wiggled to make certain nothing would move and tangle her, then carefully leapt onto the rock fall. She took a step and bounced a little, making certain that the surface wouldn’t move, then advanced farther, Shy-kii following behind. It took some work, and she had a close call when something shifted under her weight, but she led him across the slide. It was only a kliq or so wide and they made very good time. Rada stayed in cat shape once they emerged onto open ground again and so was able to keep up with Shy-kii’s pace.


The manor servants must have thought they were seeing things as the Prince Imperial and a large black feline with a single grey eye charged toward the buildings. They screeched to a halt and Shy-kii demanded, “Has my honored sire returned?” A swirl of negations answered his question and he turned to Rada. “Take me to where he was hunting.”


Then he stopped, staring at her as servants removed her load and harness. The cat looked down and realized that her scars had transferred to this shape. “What happened to you? Those look like skinning cuts!” he hissed.


She nodded, thinking you must really be clutched not to have noticed before, and then reverted to her normal form. “They were, Imperial Highness. I can lead you to where his Imperial Majesty went this morning, but it will be faster to call a half-hover in from Singing Pines,” Rada suggested.


“Call in a half-hover for what, Lord Defender?” the King-Emperor asked, coming into view and helping one of his huntsmen stagger along. She didn’t answer but moved to help her liege with his burden. The huntsman’s left rear leg and tail had been crushed, and how Di-dosk and the huntmaster had managed to get him back to the lodge Rada didn’t care to guess. Instead, she clamped her hands on the male’s leg, stopping the bleeding as she got an idea of the extent of his injuries. Another Healer galloped up and stopped beside the mammal, as did Zabet.


“Zabet, traction on the leg at my signal. Skara, spine and tail are yours,” Rada decided, and her two assistants took their positions. The dark green Azdhag female laid her forefeet on the hunter’s back and tail base as Zabet very carefully locked her talons around the mangled hindfoot.


“Teer, has it stopped hurting?” Rada asked quietly.


“Yes, Lord Mammal” he said, eyes closed, flanks rising and falling slowly as he relaxed. Probably trying to go shocky on me Reh-dakh thought, then set the notion aside for the moment. Airway, bleeding, and consciousness were assessed and good, or under control, so she nodded at her associates. “On three. One, two, three.” Zabet pulled gently, straightening the leg as the mammal reached out and massaged bone back into place, feeling with her Gift for torn blood vessels, ligaments, and muscles. Skara concentrated on the tail and nerves. It only took a few minutes before the three sat back. “Someone get blankets for—” and a heavy quilt dropped onto the woman’s lap. “Thanks.” She spread it over the patient.


Skara checked Teer’s pulse and peeled back his outer and inner eyelids, then nodded with satisfaction. “He’s tough, Lord Mammal.”


“That he is,” Di-dosk agreed, peering over Skara’s shoulder. The Healer started dropping to the ground, but the King-Emperor stopped her. “Don’t. Not now.” He turned to the Wanderer, who’d scooted away from her patient and lay on her back in the short grass, eyes closed. Zabet didn’t seem overly concerned, so the King-Emperor wasted no energy worrying about the mammal.


“What is the status of Our estates?” Di-dosk asked.


Rada didn’t open her eyes. “Minor damage at Burnt Mountain, scouts are checking on the settlements. Singing Pines, a few injuries, no buildings damaged, people have left the lower fields just in case there’s a quake flood. Harvest shouldn’t be interrupted too much, Imperial Majesty.”


The two Imperials drew aside and held a private discussion. The manor staff had already taken the two men’s catch, and someone dropped Rada’s harness, weapons, and other gear beside her. Spicy scents and wood smoke came from an outdoor kitchen that had been set up away from the house, in case of more aftershocks. Soon, one of the servants came around with mugs, then another appeared, carefully dragging a cart with hot talkak soup for everyone. The King-Emperor decided that it would be safer to sleep outside, since the skies looked clear, and servants began carrying bedding, hides, and heavy blankets and quilts out of the lodge.


Rada still hadn’t moved or spoken after her report, and Shy-kii approached the prone woman, a little concerned. Zabet claimed a blanket and tucked it around the pale figure. The True-dragon’s forefoot rested on the Wanderer’s chest, and Zabet sighed as Shy-kii approached. «He’s so far asleep I don’t think even Burnt Mountain erupting would wake him» Zabet said to no one in particular.


Di-dosk joined his son as they contemplated their Lord Defender. “Reh-dakh has earned his rest,” the King-Emperor decided. “Let him sleep until We need him.” Shy-kii and Zabet bowed, and it was so.
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February, 2010.
I don’t want to be here, I don’t want to do this, and I want to kill whoever produced this exercise, Rada grumbled. She’d returned to Ter-Tri too soon, and now some sadistic idiot in Vienna had opened every raw wound in her still-healing mind. At least she wasn’t the only unhappy one, she growled to herself. If her ship were any larger, she’d offer to take de Alba and ben David to Vienna so they could wait in a dark alley for the scenario’s designer. General McKendrick looked more dyspeptic than usual. Given that most of his command are dead, I’d look a little green too if I were in his position, Rachel thought. Not that I let it reach that stage when I really did have to deal with a planetary invasion, she thought, and she let her mind drift to the memories of what the Azdhagi still called the Mercenaries’ War, at least until the debriefing dragged her back into Hell.
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When the lights came up, General James McKendrick took his glasses off, rubbed his nose, and tried not to sigh too loudly. The exercise had not gone well. The branch’s efforts had been successful well into the scenario, that is until the xenology specialist was captured by the invaders. Six hours later, by the accelerated clock the referee used, the invaders had suddenly managed to turn the tables and—had it been a real invasion—much of England would have been occupied and the British branch of the GDF would have found itself in a fighting retreat with its back to the Atlantic.


McKendrick noticed that Commander Na Gael remained silent through the debriefing. The officers finally stopped and looked at her, puzzled by her unusual quiet. “Commander, are you feeling well?” Captain de Alba asked.


“No. My part was far too real,” Rachel answered. There was no emotion in her voice or expression in her eye. The others called up her action-response set on their screens and Colonel Przilas winced. “Could we continue the debriefing, please?” Rachel asked, voice dull.


McKendrick nodded, “Yes. It seems that we’ve been underestimating just how tactically valuable the xenology advisor is.” The Scottish general gave his executive officer a harsh look. It had been Tadeus Przilas’ quite optimistic under-estimate of how exposed the xenologist’s position had been that allowed her—and the field headquarters—to be captured, although McKendrick noted that she and her two guards had managed to eliminate several of the invaders before they were overwhelmed. The American nodded and made notes.


The five officers and their advisor finished reviewing and picking apart the exercise. In the end, McKendrick was annoyed but philosophical. They’d done well on ninety-five percent of the scenarios and simulations they’d run before, and the regiment had handled the two actual emergencies they’d faced since his arrival without incurring major casualties or suffering a defeat. Truth be told, it was probably good for them to get the occasional reminder of their fallibility. But it still stung.


Na Gael left as soon as she could, pale and very unhappy. “What did she mean, that her part was ‘all too real?’” Captain Moshe ben David asked.


Maria de Alba’s head popped up from where she’d been bent over her notepad. “You don’t know what happened back in September?”


“She got hurt in that mess, I remember, but I never got the details.”


“She was tortured, almost to death,” Maria informed him. His breath hissed as he inhaled, and the Spanish officer nodded. On that cheerful note the officers went back to their usual assignments, promising themselves to do better the next time.


Two days later, Tadeus Przilas knocked on his commanding officer’s door. “You want to see me, sir?”


McKendrick beckoned him in. “Yes. I’ve been looking over the scenario from the other day. Do you have access to everyone’s actions and responses?”


“No, sir. I see the general information but not their specific problem sets,” the American replied.


The general officer grunted in acknowledgment, then turned his computer monitor so his executive officer could read it. “What do you think?”


Przilas read, then re-read the lines on the screen. “That makes no sense, sir. Given what Commander Na Gael’s been through, she should have opted for suicide. She certainly would have saved the rest of us a lot of grief.” As soon as the words were out, the sandy-blond man winced a little, and McKendrick’s eyebrows vanished into his gingery hair.


“I’m going to take your meaning and ignore your, hmmm, unfortunate phrasing, Przilas. But yes, her action doesn’t make a great deal of sense. I’ve not been able to sort out why Commander Na Gael didn’t choose the suicide option. This,” he reached around the monitor and tapped the screen, “makes it clear that there was no possibility of rescue.”


“Could she have been thinking she could give them enough false information to confuse them and buy us time? Or that they couldn’t break her?” Przilas thought back to his own escape, evasion, and resistance training.


McKendrick took off his glasses and rubbed his nose. “That’s a possibility. Have you talked to her at all about things recently?”


Przilas shrugged, “Not really, sir. She keeps to herself unless she’s with the noncoms. Na Gael’s been willing to talk when I’ve approached her, but I’ve been busy with other things.” McKendrick replaced his glasses and looked over the top of them. Przilas shifted uncomfortably. “Alright, I’ve not talked to her because she makes me uncomfortable.”


The general turned the computer screen back around and cleared it. “Well, we need to start talking to her more, and not just at meals or in simulations. This makes it clear that someone considers her to be an almost mission critical item—and the more I learn, the more I’m inclined to agree with them. She’s too valuable to keep avoiding, Przilas. That goes for both of us.” After almost four months with the regiment, McKendrick was still reluctant to draw his xenologist out, although for very different reasons.


McKendrick thought about the situation over the next few days and decided to ask Commander Na Gael directly. Przilas’s suggestion had some weight to it, but McKendrick’s gut disagreed. Perhaps Na Gael’s reluctance was because of religious strictures, he mused, although the Church of England had changed its teachings on suicide since the days when it was considered an unforgivable sin as well as a civil and ecclesiastical crime. Na Gael appeared at his door five minutes after he called her and he waved her into a chair.


“Commander Na Gael, I’ve been reviewing the simulation session from last week,” he began. “I’m curious about your decision after you were ‘captured.’”


The pale woman seemed unhappy about the question. “I’d rather not talk about it, sir, unless it’s absolutely critical.”


“Based on the simulation, it could be at some point,” he reminded her. “Why didn’t you kill yourself?”


She gaped a bit at his bluntness, eye wide. “Because, and this goes no farther, sir, I’m not allowed to.” He frowned as she explained, “At the end of the events in September I tried to commit suicide and was prevented. General von Hohen-Drachenburg and Lieutenant Colonel Rahoul Khan forced me to swear to them that I would not take my own life.”


“That’s a serious problem, Commander,” McKendrick said after a moment. “I suggest if we have a similar scenario again, you do what is necessary. I’m sure the general and colonel would understand, given the military situation.”


To his surprise she refused. “No sir. I’ve never broken my vows and I don’t intend to begin now, even in a computer scenario.”


“So instead you’re potentially going to let pride condemn your fellow Defense Force members to defeat?” he asked in a quiet voice, face starting to flush with anger at her irrationality.


All trace of color drained from her face and she swallowed hard. “No sir. I will ask to be released from my promise.”


“Do that, Na Gael. Before you become more of a liability than an asset.” McKendrick hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but his words seemed to have the desired effect as her back stiffened. “You’re dismissed,” he told her.


Rachel left the general’s office, returned to the lab and locked the main door, then locked herself in her quarters, curled up in her bed-nest, and shook with pain and anger. He’s right and you know it she told herself, even as another part of her wailed at the memory of that night and at how close she remained to joining the shadows. She stayed nearly catatonic for half an hour, fighting down her reactions and fears. Eventually the hardened mercenary in her won out over the frightened woman, and Rachel got cleaned up, unlocked the doors, and sent identical e-mails to two men in Vienna, Austria. Then she went about her business as if she’d never spoken to James McKendrick that morning.
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Colonel Rahoul Khan had wondered how long it would take for the general to summon him after they received Rachel’s message. He’d almost phoned her on her personal line to inform her in no uncertain terms what his answer was, but he’d managed to restrain himself. In the heat and fear of the moment, he hadn’t thought about the larger security picture, and apparently neither had Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg. The South Asian officer considered the matter and Rachel’s request, trying to focus on the security concerns she outlined. But he kept seeing her as he had that night—kneeling with a dagger in her hands, the blade just starting to pierce her chest—and the image wouldn’t let him be as rational as he needed to be. It was a relief when Major General Helmut Eszterházy called him in.


“Joschka seems unable to keep from depriving me of personnel,” the blond Hungarian groused. “Go see what he wants, Khan, before he drives me to early retirement.” Despite his unending complaints, Eszterházy never refused the Graf-General a request, because Joschka made so few of them, and everyone knew it. “Do you have any idea why he wants to steal my chief-of-staff?”


“Yes sir. It’s related to last year’s situation in Britain,” he explained, and Eszterházy sighed. Rahoul echoed the noise.


“Go then. And remind him that I have Munich 1920 two to one,” the Hungarian ordered, laughter in his eyes as Khan shook his head ever so slightly. He didn’t wager on the football pools—much.


General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg sat behind his spotlessly clean desk in an office so well organized and tidy that it could have served as an exhibit on Germanic stereotypes. “I don’t like her message,” he said without preamble once Rahoul had taken a seat. “It sounds to me as if she’s using this as an excuse so she can finish what those creatures started.”


Rahoul took a deep breath, “With all due respect sir, I disagree. I took the liberty of reviewing the simulation in question and it appears she has a valid point.” At the Austrian’s gesture that he continue, the British officer explained, “According to the program records, when the command post was overrun the computer gave Rachel two choices—suicide, or resistance followed by capture without possibility of rescue. She chose the second option and by the scenario, she was tortured, she broke, and she gave the enemy the information they needed to nearly destroy the British branch.” Joschka started snarling even before Rahoul was halfway through his description.


The HalfDragon slammed his hand onto the desk with a crash. “Damn it! Who issued that scenario so soon? No,” and he waved towards Khan, “don’t tell me. The damage is done. As much as I hate to say it, Rachel has a valid point. But I still don’t like her tone.” He considered things for a while as Rahoul waited. “We need to talk to her in person, I think,” and Rahoul nodded. Joschka continued, “I’m going to have her come here, which she needs to do anyway to look at some materials the Southeast Asian branch sent in, in case she can identify them. While she’s here we’ll find out what’s going on.”


Three days later, Rachel made her way from the military side of Vienna’s airport to the train station on the commercial side and boarded the city-runner tram for the main train station. It was a cold, damp, late winter day, typical for central Europe, and she pulled her coat collar tighter as she stared out into the drizzly grey. Officially, she’d been ordered to come to the GDF’s global headquarters to look at some captured materials. Rachel suspected that there was something else waiting for her and she didn’t want to face it. She’d taken the position as xenology specialist as a way of hiding from her enemies, among other reasons. Earth had been her safe haven and her work fairly light duty. All that had changed over the twenty plus Earth years she’d been with the GDF, Rachel mused, and not for the better.


She changed trains twice, walked from the U-bahn station to a neighborhood on the edge of the gardens around Schloss Schönbrun and rang the bell at the courtyard door of a town-palace, one of many that had seen better days. She leaned against the stone as she waited and a very close observer would have noticed a hint of light appear under her hand. Then the door opened and the small, damp brunette slipped inside. Rachel walked across the rain-slick cobbles of the courtyard and swiped her pass card at the edge of a brass plaque identifying the office of an immigration law attorney. That is the dumbest joke I’ve seen in quite a while she snorted to herself, then ducked inside as soon as the door opened.


“Commander Na Gael?” a West African sergeant inquired, looking at a list on her desk.


“That’s me,” the Wanderer affirmed, presenting her pass card and identification, along with a copy of the “request” for her presence. The other woman entered the data into the security system and a series of green lights flashed discreetly as a glass door opened. Rachel recognized the faint tinting on the thick material and the corner of her mouth twitched with amusement. I’m in so much trouble if something ever does a serious technology check, since blaster-resistant coatings would not be (officially) developed on Earth for another two centuries or so. Then her momentary humor faded as a Japanese major caught her attention. She followed him without a word into a lift, which descended for thirty or forty seconds before the doors opened into a research laboratory. Rachel pushed her problems to the side and strode into the room, projecting an air of calm competence.


The xenologist assigned to analyzing the items in question greeted the new arrival with a combination of trepidation and relief. “Commander Na Gael, Colonel Ahrimansingh suggested that you could help identify these,” the rather nerdy-looking man said, gesturing to a set of specimens on a lab table.


Rachel gave him her warmest, most reassuring smile. “I can’t promise anything, Doctor Spaustet, but I’ll do my best. Why don’t you tell me what you’ve learned thus far, and we’ll go from there?” She dug her loupe out of its pocket and opened the satchel holding her tools as the other scientist began.


Two hours later, Rachel and Dr. Spaustet found a match. “It is organic, then,” the human pronounced, looking up from controls of the scanning electron microscope.


Rachel nodded. “In which case its harmless now, Dr. Spaustet. That’s the problem with weaponized non-microbial life forms; pick something from one environment and it probably won’t do as well in a different one. May I take a look?”


The man got up from his seat and Rachel leaned over, peering at the display screen. “Well now, that’s interesting,” she said aloud.


“How so, Commander?” the scientist asked, frowning and running a hand across his comb-over.


“These spots that appear green on the false color image?” she pointed. “I’ve seen them before, but in a very different use, as a chemical added to dyes for very, very high quality textiles. They are used as a batch tracker, allowing an appraiser to verify the source and authenticity of the material being dyed. They can also be used for medical purposes, but not in a carbon based life form.”


The scientist sighed, “Too bad this is all that was located. So we have a neutralized bioweapon, incapable of propagating on Earth in this form, with some sort of cellular tracking chemical in it. Where do you think it might be from?”


Rachel had been running through possibilities as they spoke, and decided, “One of three worlds in two star systems on the very far side of this galaxy, Dr. Spaustet. Without doing a series of destructive tests I can’t be more specific than that.” She smiled apologetically, “and a larger specimen would be nice, but not for whoever has to deal with it in the field.”


It was an old lament and response within the GDF, and Spaustet nodded. “Well, I’ll just tell Colonel Ahrimansingh and the rest of the Southeast Asian Branch to be more careful next time and not kill it so dead that we can’t take samples.”


He was serious, Rachel realized, and it took a great deal of effort not to laugh at his earnestness. “I’m not sure they will cooperate, Dr. Spaustet, but we can ask.”


He grunted and went back to the microscope. Rachel recognized his focus and knew that she’d served her purpose as far as he was concerned. He’d write up the report, mention her briefly if at all, and add another bit of fascinating knowledge to the files. Since she did the exact same thing, Rachel just smiled to herself, collected her “toys” and put everything back where it belonged in her satchel or on the laboratory shelves. The Japanese major reappeared from wherever he’d gone, frowning a little.


“That was fast, Commander Na Gael,” he observed, expression carefully neutral.


“Dr. Spaustet had already done most of the heavy lifting, Major,” she glanced at his nametag, “Takamashi. I just provided a slightly larger reference base and suggested a technique that makes sampling easier.” Rachel downplayed her role, as usual. The humans needed to gain confidence in themselves. Her job was to nudge, hint, and stay out of the way as much as possible. Except that it didn’t quite work out like that in the real world. Joschka, your “quiet little consulting position” line deserves to be immortalized with some of the recruiting sergeants’ whoppers, Rachel thought at the Graf General.


Major Takamashi didn’t ask anything further, but led the way back to the lift. They went up for longer than Rachel remembered going down and she wondered what the new destination was. She found out when the door opened, revealing Lieutenant Colonel Rahoul Khan waiting a touch impatiently. “Commander Na Gael, as the Graf-General requested, sir,” Takamashi said, then disappeared with the elevator.


The two former teammates regarded each other curiously. Rahoul thought Rachel looked thinner and still wary and worn, even five months after the attack. For her part, Rachel decided that both staff duties and fatherhood agreed with her former protégé, because she sensed a polish and confidence that Rahoul had lacked before. She looked around the hallway, breaking the silence with, “Whose idea was the overly-flocked wallpaper, Colonel Khan?”


She heard Rahoul stifling a sigh and almost smiled. “So much for hoping you might ever be domesticated,” he shook his head. “And if you must know, it is a reproduction of the original materials used in the palace,” he turned and she followed, listening to the lecture. It would have been convincing except for the fact that the location had never been a town palace until the GDF built its headquarters on the site. Rachel did approve of the carpet, a restful brown that toned down the walls.


The pair rounded a corner and were confronted by a large woman at an even larger desk. She glared at Rachel and Rahoul impartially, reminding the Wanderer of the paintings of Azdhagi temple guardians. “Do you have an appointment?” the Graf-General’s secretary demanded. Her tone suggested that if they didn’t, it would be the next century before they recovered from daring to intrude on her boss’s time.


“Yes, Frau Horowitz, we do.” Rahoul announced as he presented his identification. Rachel followed suite and drew a sniff as the woman studied Rachel’s card, comparing the picture with the reality. Before she could ask, Rachel lifted her eye patch so that she better matched the image. That satisfied the fierce secretary, and she returned the cards, signed the pair in and unlocked the door. “My lord General? Colonel Khan and Commander Na Gael to see you, sir.”


“Send them in,” a light baritone voice called, and the two British branch members eased past Frau Horowitz, who obviously considered them to be truant schoolboys going to see the headmaster.


“Be seated, Commander,” the graying general ordered. She sat as Rahoul moved to stand at Joschka’s shoulder. “We received your message last week. Have you changed your mind since then?” Hohen-Drachenburg demanded.


“No, my lord General, I’ve not changed my mind,” Rachel said quietly, barely hiding her discomfort.


Joschka made no secret of his own unhappiness. “If I understand correctly, Rachel, you are asking us to let you go off somewhere and kill yourself.”


“No, sir. I’m asking you to release me from my promise, conditionally,” she explained.


The men watched her intently and Joschka leaned forward. “What conditions?”


Rachel glanced down to the floor, then back at her superiors. “Combat or capture. At this moment, I’m an enormous security liability if I’m captured because I’m unable to kill myself in order to protect information or people. I’ve been broken twice before, sirs, and it could very well happen again. Please allow me the option of suicide in that one case. Or give Brigadier McKendrick orders to have his troops kill me to prevent my capture.” Rachel could have been discussing a problem out of a logistics textbook for all the emotion she allowed herself to show.


Rahoul tried to remember the last time he’d heard such a blunt analysis of everyone’s second worst fear. It had been a very long time ago, back when he was a young lieutenant and still certain that he was ninety-five percent immortal and proof against anything in the universe. He’d participated in an extended field exercise and SAS troopers playing the enemy captured and questioned him. It had been an . . . educational experience. And he contemplated Rachel’s account of losing her eye, and remembered his own thoughts as he’d helped Sergeant Weber lift her into her ship’s medical bay during the September Disaster. Rahoul forced himself to not shiver as he watched General von Hohen-Drachenburg.


The general held a vial on his open palm. It was a bit smaller than a test tube, with a pair of seals across the top. He studied Rachel, whose attention seemed locked on the translucent tube. “I assume you remember what this is,” Joschka stated. She nodded. “And you know what it means.” She nodded again, finally meeting the Graf-General’s eyes.


“It means painful but rapid death with nothing left for postmortem interrogation,” she said quietly, her accent thicker than Rahoul had ever heard it.


“Commander Na Gael, please step outside my office for a moment,” Joschka ordered, and she bowed slightly and complied.


The two men considered the matter. “Your thoughts?” Joschka inquired as he smoothing his neatly trimmed beard.


Rahoul didn’t know quite what to say. “I’m of two minds, sir. Unfortunately, she has a valid concern and as a security precaution she should be allowed the option of suicide. But I’m not so certain I want to give her that just now.”


The GDF’s military commander stood up and walked a few steps to the window, hands clasped behind his back. “I agree on both counts, Rahoul. Perhaps issuing McKendrick orders to have her killed to prevent capture would be better.” The bigger man turned, hard blue eyes locking on Rahoul’s. “But would that order be obeyed?”


“I don’t know, my lord General. And there’s this—will someone use that as an excuse to kill her at the first hint of difficulty because they don’t trust having an alien as xenologist?” Rahoul broached the topic reluctantly, remembering just such an occasion, and knowing what he now did about his superior.


The Austrian’s expression showed that he recognized the irony of the situation. “It seems a conditional release is the best of bad options, backed up by a quiet word to McKendrick. Do you concur?”


“Yes, sir.”


Joschka returned to his seat behind the spotless desk. “Bring her back in, Rahoul,” he sighed. He studied the small woman as she returned to stand before him again. “Commander, lower your shields,” he barked. Startled, Rachel did as ordered and Joschka locked eyes with her, reaching into her mind. After a moment he withdrew, leaving her to stagger a bit as Rahoul caught her elbow and supported her. “Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako, Rahoul Khan and I give you permission to take your own life in the event you are captured and threatened with torture or other forms of coercion. That is the only exception we allow to your earlier promise to us.”


Rachel looked up at Rahoul and then back to Joschka. “I promise that I will not take my own life unless it is in combat conditions or after capture, and then only to protect information and lives. On my honor, this I swear,” she repeated formally, binding herself again.


Rahoul blinked as he realized that they had switched from German to Trader. He glanced at Joschka, who nodded. “Security precaution,” he said. Then he stood. “Colonel, I’d like a brief word with the Commander.” Khan left the office, wondering what Joschka had seen in Rachel’s mind.


The door shut and the two aliens looked at each other. Joschka stood and motioned for Rachel to come around his desk. He frowned down at her, then handed her the vial he’d shown earlier. “Take this with you. I have a second one,” and he patted his tunic pocket. “And this.” It was an envelope, which she tucked away unopened. “You’re scared of yourself, aren’t you?” he asked, his voice gentle.


“Yes, my lord General,” she admitted. Joschka shook his head, then took her in his arms, holding her as she trembled, neither of them able to say what they wanted to say.


He released her after a minute. “I’m going to have a quiet word with the undersecretary and the various branch commanders concerning xenology specialists and options in case of security concerns. It’s a matter we’ve not given enough consideration to recently, and should have. Thank you for bringing this to our attention Commander Na Gael,” he said in German.


“You’re welcome, sir. I apologize for taking so much of your time,” she replied, inclining her head slightly.


“You are dismissed to return to Britain. I’ll see if I can prevail upon General Eszterházy to lend me his chief of staff for a few more minutes and have him escort you out.” Joschka winked slightly and Rachel gave him a little smile.


“Colonel Khan, would you see Commander Na Gael out, please?” Joschka’s secretary started to protest, then returned to her work, sniffing at the violation of her preferred protocols.


“Yes, sir. This way, please.” He opened a door for the smaller, half-blind woman.


“How is the family, sir?” Rachel inquired once they were safely out of Frau Horowitz’s hearing.


Rahoul smiled broadly. “Very well. Both Robin and Sita are walking all over the place, if you can believe it! And they babble away like a pair of jackdaws, although Sita seems a titch bit quieter than her brother,” and he expanded for a few minutes as they navigated through the maze that was the GDF’s international headquarters. Rachel grinned at her friend’s children’s adventures. Eventually Rahoul wound down a little. “Is Aunt Rachel going to come visit any time soon?”


She shook her head. “I’ve taken far too much personal leave time, Rahoul. I need to stay put, more or less, for a while. But please give my regards to Panpit and the twins.”


He smiled again, “I will, if I can get a word in edgewise!” Rahoul watched his friend closely, decided that her pleasure at hearing about his family was genuine, and felt relief.


He took her as far as the entrance lobby, then returned to General Eszterházy’s office while she signed out and began retracing her route to the airport. Rachel didn’t especially care for flying military standby, or flying at all if she wasn’t the pilot, but she’d not been given much choice. Maybe I should just resign she mused, staring into nothing in the bare-bones passenger lounge.


Rather than divide her time between Earth, Drakon IV and the rest of her trading and business area, she could concentrate on two. It might be safer, and there would be fewer reminders of what had happened five months prior. But she’d miss the twins, and she was their godmother and guardian if anything happened to Rahoul and Panpit. Plus, she enjoyed being around humans most of the time and liked being useful. It would be a few decades more before humans could truly defend themselves without someone like her or Joschka helping to even the odds for them, and she hadn’t been asked to leave. Face the truth: you’re staying for the same reason that you started this in the first place—because Joschka asked you to. Aren’t you? the horribly honest and blunt part of her whispered. Well, yes, she reluctantly admitted to herself at last, that was a large part of it. Fortunately for her, the flight she was waiting for began loading at that point, preventing any further painful introspection.


Fourteen hours after she’d left, a tired and hungry Rachel drove into her car’s parking slot in the garage at GDF Great Britain’s headquarters. She dragged herself out of the old Marlow coupe, slung her satchel over her shoulder, and limped toward her quarters. Her path took her through the main office wing of the complex, and she noticed that General McKendrick was working late. He keeps hours almost as odd as mine, Rachel noted, and wondered why. Ah well, none of my business. She made her slow way down the hall, heard a door open behind her and ignored it. “Commander Na Gael?” McKendrick inquired.


She stopped and turned. “Yes sir?”


“That was fast. Were you able to get matters taken care of?” He was backlit, face unreadable.


Rachel was too tired to stop herself. “Yes, sir. You wanted me dead and your wish has been granted.” She’d probably regret her nasty words but at that moment she wanted to hurt him as much as he’d hurt her over the past few months.


The xenologist’s words struck home and the Scotsman flinched. Rachel started turning back down the hallway when McKendrick’s rich bass voice informed her, “That’s cruel, Commander.”


“So am I. So is this lifestream,” she replied bitterly. “If you will excuse me, sir?”


“Not so fast,” and he strode up the night-dim corridor towards her. “You are correct—life can be cruel, and I owe you an apology. Several in fact. I know you’re tired, or should be, so I won’t keep you now, but we need to talk about a number of things. Tell Captain ben David when you have several hours free so we can schedule something. Good night, Commander Na Gael.”


“Good night, sir. And I apologize for my harsh words.” She limped tiredly into the darkness as McKendrick watched, wondering how he could bridge the gap between her, him, and the other officers.


For her part, Rachel wanted to curl up in her bed-nest and not wake up for a century or so. Instead, she replaced the materials from her satchel that she’d expended in Vienna and put her PDA-like data link and her “cell phone” in their chargers. When her jacket pocket rustled she remembered the envelope from General von Hohen-Drachenburg. She cut it open with the “ornamental” ceramisteel knife she kept on her desk and caught a credit-card sized item that dropped out. She looked at it and frowned, then read it again and smiled. “By special permission of the Secretary and the commanding general of the Global Defense Force . . .” she was ordered to carry a firearm for self defense, on or off duty. Only for direct self defense, to be sure, but she’d never again be caught like she had been in September.


And there was a note in the envelope, a reminder that she wasn’t as alone as she felt. Rachel slid the permit into her document carrier, tucked the note into her shirt pocket, and retired to her quarters a happier woman.
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“No, that’s definitely not normal,” Rachel agreed two weeks later as she looked up from the microscope, “and neither does it come from Earth.” McKendrick frowned as she continued. “Granted, it certainly looks like a rook, but the bones are not hollow, the wing-muscles attach to a smaller keel bone, and no Terran corvid sports little claws on the end of its longest phalange.” She pointed to the end of the outstretched wing. “I’m not certain yet where it originated, but not on this planet.”


James McKendrick picked up the single wing and folded it in and out as he thought, running a finger over the pinfeathers. “Doesn’t feel like a corbie, either.”


His advisor raised an eyebrow and nodded, handing him her loupe. The stocky redhead took off his glasses and studied the plumage, then returned the magnifier. “How many of these have been reported?”


“This is the fourth from England, plus two in Scotland and nine in Wales. People are reporting them because of the West Nile virus warnings this past summer,” the xenologist explained, leaning some of her weight against the edge of the lab table. “Interestingly, I’m not finding any evidence of that virus in these birds, unlike Terrestrial rooks and crows.”


McKendrick frowned, then shrugged, saying brusquely, “Let me know when you can pinpoint a source—and if any of these things turn up any bigger. Say, oh, raven-sized.” He turned and walked out of the laboratory, leaving Rachel to puzzle over his order. She decided once again that she’d never understand humans and didn’t waste any more time on the question.


A few hours later, Captain Moshe ben David tapped quickly at the door and charged into the lab at his usual break-neck pace. “Commander, what do you know about Sergeant Morgan St. John?”


“She’s been here since, um, just a moment,” Rachel pulled a book out of her desk drawer and flipped through it. “Since the early 2000s, sir. Quiet, hard worker, has assisted me in the field on occasion. Fond of the Tarot and apparently quite good at shinny. Why?”


“St. John wants emergency leave but I can’t figure out why. Read this.” He shoved a piece of paper under her nose.


Rachel read it, reread it, and got up from her desk. “It’s for religious reasons, sir. She’s what you might call a neo-pagan ‘Old Believer’.” She handed him back the page, then reached for one of her walking sticks.


He shook his head. “Never heard of a religious emergency.” Just as the GDF’s commanding officer had done, he spun on his heel and trotted down the hall.


As soon as the Israeli adjutant had cleared earshot, Rachel called the vehicle maintenance department. “Sergeant St. John, please.” A brief pause, then “Yes. You too? Problems with what?” She frowned at the phone. “Can you meet me at the tree in fifteen minutes?” She tapped her fingers against the wood of her cane as she waited. “Good morning, Lieutenant Johanssen. Yes, I’d like to borrow Sergeant St. John for a few minutes if she’s not working on something critical. No, no emergency. Yes, perfect. Thank you, Lieutenant Johanssen. I promise I shan’t keep her long.”


A few minutes later Rachel walked out the back door of the lab, her dark grey coat wrapped close against the late winter cold. Sergeant St. John thought the woman looked like a shadow against the grey snow and darker grey clouds, and the human shivered a bit when she heard a raven cry from the woods on the other side of the base fence. Rachel nodded. “That makes two of us, Sergeant. Do you want to monitor or shall I?”


The human considered it, then took a piece of carved wood out of her pocket and stood with her hands in front of her, cradling the talisman. Rachel nodded, closed her eye, and reached inside, then out. She felt something watching her and pushed it away as a distant sense of wrongness attracted her attention. Rachel let her awareness run to the west and north toward—


“Gwynedd.” St. John whispered.


There, in the winter coldness, something moved that should not. It felt alien, even to Rachel, and she reached deeper, touching heat and fire that slept deep in the land.


“Commander? Commander!” St. John shook the xenologist. Rachel took a deep breath, opened her eye and found herself sitting in the snow. “You said something in Old Welsh,” the sergeant explained as she helped Rachel to her feet. Rachel sensed an extra presence inside her head as Logres, the Power of the Isle of the Mighty, looked out through her eye. When she turned to St. John, the other woman held up the carved piece of rowan she’d been holding. The Power acknowledged it, then withdrew a little.


“Don’t be surprised if we go to Wales in the next day or so,” Rachel warned. “Thank you, Sergeant.”


As Rachel brushed off the snow, Morgan shook her head, blue eyes sympathetic. “Glad it’s you and not me, ma’am.”


Rachel gave the human a surprisingly lascivious grin. “No, you’d be happier as the Summer Guardian, I wager.”


Morgan grinned right back. “The Lady wouldn’t give us gifts of pleasure if She didn’t want us to enjoy them, ma’am.” The raven called again and both women sobered, then retreated into the warmth of the headquarters buildings.


The next day brought clearing skies, colder temperatures and a box with three more of the unearthly birds, all from the same town in Wales. Rachel took her usual seat at the back of the briefing theater, looking as inconspicuous as was possible. Lieutenant Eastman, a cousin of the long-retired General Johnny, did a double take. “Not gray today?” he inquired under his breath, gesturing toward her black clothes.


“Doing a wash,” she said quietly, attention elsewhere.


McKendrick also noticed the change but ignored it in favor of the display screen in the new podium. He wasn’t pleased with all the quirks they were having to sort out in the new communications package that had been installed recently. The joys of being on the cutting edge of technology, he grumped to himself—they also got the bleeding edge. Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith called the briefing to order and McKendrick summoned up a map of northern Wales. “Be seated,” he ordered.


Once the rustling ceased, he began, “You’ve heard about the odd non-birds that have been found in parts of Britain. They are not from Earth, and their numbers seem to be increasing, concentrated in this area.” He circled a town with his pointer. “Yesterday London received a report of people being mobbed by a group of the creatures,” and a picture appeared of pedestrians ducking and fleeing from what looked like a flock of crows. “Someone caught the attack on their cellphone camera and posted it on the Internet. We’ve been tasked with locating the source of the creatures and the cause of the attacks, and with stopping any further mobbings.” Now he looked to the back row of the theater. “Commander Na Gael, do you have anything to report?”


She got to her feet and a ripple of nudges and whispers flowed through the room as people realized she was not in her usual uniform, but wore a stark black turtleneck and slacks instead. “Yes sir. The creatures are called ruchava and are predatory avians from Fregach, an Earth-like planet about eighty-five light years from here. They are not quite sentient, but can be trained to obey commands, rather like dogs, and are used as watch creatures on Fregach and some other nearby worlds. At this time I don’t know who brought them here, how, or why.” Rachel sat back down.


McKendrick filed away her information. “The latest sightings have come from Caernarfon, in Gwynedd. So that’s where we will be going. Commander Na Gael, pick an assistant for this trip.”


“Yes sir,” she called, surveying the group until she located Sergeant St. John, who nodded her agreement. Good. Someone who knows oddness when she feels it.


McKendrick made some more general comments before turning the briefing over to Captain Moshe ben David, the adjutant, who announced the names of those “lucky” enough to be going in the first group. Rachel tuned out the rest of the briefing, concentrating her attention on the second presence in her head, trying to learn more about what had disturbed its semi-slumber. She couldn’t get more than a vague disquiet and the sense of something trespassing. Well, the ruchava certainly don’t belong, and it’s a sure wager that whoever brought them doesn’t belong, either. She tuned back in to the briefing in time to hear that she had three hours before departure, then made her usual early exit.


“You’re riding with me,” McKendrick informed Rachel a little more than three hours later, stopping her as she and Sergeant St. John were preparing to grab seats in one of the troop transports. She started to protest, but his stern expression warned her that this wasn’t the time to discuss security concerns.


“Very well, sir.” She slid into the rear seat of the command car and Sergeant St. John “rode shotgun,” as Colonel Przilas described it. The trip from the GDF’s British headquarters in Northamptonshire to Caernarfon would take just over three hours, weather permitting once they got into Wales. Another winter storm was forecast to arrive later that day and Logres registered the changing pressure and growing waves that pounded the western coast in the ancient battle of land and sea. Rachel forced herself to shunt the awareness off to one side—to focus on her body in the car and not on the presence under Britain. She didn’t need Logres taking her over completely, although scaring the whey out of McKendrick might be entertaining. So, who brought ruchava here and why?


McKendrick finished the papers he was reading and glanced over to see his xenology specialist staring out the window, apparently lost in thought. He’d finally gotten past his reaction to her injuries, and the time had come to sort out some matters between them. The redhead took the initiative. “Commander Na Gael,” and she turned so she could look at him. She had a green contact lens in, making it little easier for him. “What exactly are you?”


A grin appeared and her eye narrowed. “Besides the most infamous wiseass in the GDF?” She sobered before he could chastise her. “The name of my species translates as ‘Wanderer,’ sir. My father’s people have no fixed home. Instead, they have roamed space—and, to an extent, time—ever since their original planet was destroyed.”


Three months earlier, McKendrick would have had difficulty believing her. Now, he didn’t even blink at the information. He frowned slightly. “Why are you with the GDF, Commander?”


“You mean why am I serving here, sir?” The woman looked away for a moment, pain crossing her features. Then she turned back to him. “Because I needed a place to hide and someone suggested that I apply when the xenology specialist position came open back under Brigadier Eastman. I stay on because I don’t care to see people bullied by those with better technology and because no one’s asked me to leave yet.” She gave what might have been a ghost of a smile. “The agreement and understanding I’ve had with the earlier commanding officers has been that as long as I’m useful and we can trust each other, I’ll stay. Otherwise, sir, let me know and I’ll give you my month’s notice and resign.”


Now it was McKendrick’s turn to look away, glancing out at the cold landscape. He noticed some high, thin clouds to the west, and wondered if they meant another storm was coming in. It had been a wet winter and grayer than usual, even for Britain. He pulled his drifting thoughts back to the matter at hand. “Very well. I will be frank—I’m regular Army, used to regular human opponents. All this science fiction mumbo jumbo irritates me. That said, it’s not fiction and I need your expertise. Everyone I’ve spoken to gives you high marks, and I’ve seen how the men and women here trust you implicitly. On those grounds, I’ll trust you too.”


The scarred woman bowed her head in acceptance. “Thank you, sir. I can’t promise that my actions will always make sense at first sight, but I give you my word that I’ll never betray your trust.”


That was the foundation of it all, McKendrick thought, wasn’t it? Trust in your fellow soldiers to do what was needed and to cover your back. Without that, things started falling apart, even without the pressure of combat. “One last thing—why do you weapons qualify? I understand that you’re a civilian, retired from active duty.”


“I am a civilian, sir, in part because I can’t swear allegiance to the British Crown or to any other Earth government.” The woman shrugged. “I qualify because I don’t care to lose my skills. Although I’m a civilian, I am not a non-combatant.” McKendrick’s eyebrows rose almost to his hairline. “I believe the term used in polite circles these days is ‘independent security contractor.’” She grinned—a touch evilly in his opinion.


McKendrick’s reply was preempted by Sergeant Tedder’s announcement over the intercom: “Welcome to Wales. Please set your clocks back seventy-five years.” Both St. John and Na Gael growled under their breaths and McKendrick shook his head.


The small convoy stopped for a “leg stretch” just inside Offa’s Dike after crossing the border. Rachel sniffed the wind, then closed her eye and whispered something. McKendrick looked askance as she turned, eye still shut, a strangely cold expression on her features. Then she shook a bit and looked around. Both Rachel and her temporary assistant pivoted when a raven called from one of the nearby trees, a sound that made McKendrick feel a little better.


Rachel noticed her commanding officer’s reaction and raised an eyebrow. Interesting she observed to herself. He wasn’t an “Old Believer,” as St. John called her, nor was he a closet neo-Teuto-Pagan, as best she could tell. So why favor a raven? Something within her moved again, and the Wanderer made note of the time for future reference.
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Caernarfon, Rachel decided an hour later, was less unattractive than the coal pit towns of the south. Alas for her sense of aesthetics, there were just too many blocks of council flats for her taste, all arranged in neat rows without the character she’d grown to appreciate in other human towns. And then there was the weather—grey and damp, with patches of old snow here and there. She turned up her coat collar against the sea wind blowing up the river valley and looked at the small city. Overhead, a bird called, and Rachel wished again that Colonel Rahoul Khan was still with the Regiment. His talent was looking through animals’ eyes, and he could have identified and located the false corbies very easily. She did approve of the castle, however. Sergeant St. John sniffed and made a mildly rude comment about Normans and their leavings that Rachel pretended not to hear, although she smiled a little.


“I think our place of interest is there,” she pointed towards the river’s edge. McKendrick looked through his field glasses and saw a squat building with a rather tasteless white and green tower next to it that did nothing to enhance the appearance of the older neighborhood. There were trees around the building, but nothing of especial note. “Try this—higher magnification,” his advisor offered, and he accepted her monocular. After a bit of fiddling, the scene became crystal clear and he noted birds in the trees. Lots of birds, all of them dark.


“It certainly does seem to be one possibility,” the Scottish officer allowed. “No time like the present.” He turned back toward the car, then stopped. A black bird flapped overhead and Rachel’s eye narrowed. Then she frowned, drawing the hood of her coat over her head as the bird stooped like a hawk, diving towards the soldiers. “That’s not a corbie,” McKendrick exclaimed, ducking for cover. The bird redirected, aiming toward the four who’d ridden in the command car. A quick-thinking—and tall—NCO whipped off his anorak and slapped the bird as soon as it came within his reach, knocking it off target and forcing it to the ground. It landed a few yards from Commander Na Gael and McKendrick stared as she pounced on the bird and broke its neck with a sharp crack.


The thing kept moving! The humans watched it trying to get away from the woman’s tight grip, and Sergeant Lee produced a large handkerchief which Rachel used to bind the thing’s wings. “You are quite right, sir. It’s not a corvid at all.” The bird-like creature’s head hung at an unnatural angle as it struggled to get free. The xenologist flipped it upside down, murmuring, “Well, this is an interesting variation,” and holding one red leg out straight.


A drop of fluid squeezed from one of the three toes, and Lee opined, “Aye, ma’am, ‘at’s right nasty lookin’,” as he pulled his anorak back on.


“I wager it would be quite nasty indeed if it got into an open wound, Sergeant,” Rachel agreed. She turned to McKendrick. “Suggestions for disposal, sir? I don’t think there’s enough to be worth cleaning and roasting.” One of the watching soldiers made a gagging sound and McKendrick agreed with the sentiment.


“Kill it,” he said. “If you can,” he added after a pause. His advisor nodded and stepped away from the watchers, tucking the bird under her arm for the moment. She drew an odd looking pistol from under her coat, adjusted something, and held the creature very carefully, so the head was clear of her hand. McKendrick heard a pop and the thing’s head vaporized, leaving a stench of burned feathers that quickly dispersed in the wind.


The officer considered the dead creature as Na Gael returned Lee his handkerchief. Same claw on the tip of the wing, same oddly-glistening black plumage, but—“Commander, the ruchava you had in the laboratory had different feet, did it not?”


“Yes, sir. It had four toes and nothing dripping from them. I think this is a variant on the basic form, but I’ll have to run some image and descriptive confirmations to be absolutely certain,” the one-eyed woman said, then brought the thing up to her nose and sniffed. “St. John, what do you think?”


The noncom also smelled the thing, albeit a little reluctantly. “Smells like curry, ma’am.”


“Aliens opening a take-away?” the xenologist’s mouth quirked up at one corner and a few of the longer-term men and women shook their heads.


McKendrick decided that some things were best dealt with by daylight, and that was fading very rapidly. “New orders: We’re going to quarters tonight, and we’ll investigate first thing in the morning.” A rustle of movement as everyone scattered back to the four vehicles. The small convoy re-formed and headed to a discreet location about five kilometers outside the city. Commander Na Gael rummaged around in her satchel and found a large glassine bag, into which she dumped the headless bird, then stowed it in her sack.


The next morning McKendrick frowned at the five centimeters of fresh snow that covered everything in sight. Commander Na Gael seemed unperturbed by the foul weather, not even pulling her hood up to keep the icy flakes off her head. She noticed him watching her a little dubiously and gave him a small smile. “My winter pelt is rather thick, sir.”


She said pelt, not coat. Pelt. Ach, Lord, what have you sent me into? No answer was forthcoming, so he pulled his heavy gloves tighter and got into the car. “Did you determine if that thing yesterday was a ruchava?”


“Yes and no. It’s a variant that’s not in my databases, although it has the same basic structure as the others that have been turned in, but someone has tinkered with the paths of the main blood vessels and nerves.”


McKendrick ran through what he remembered from his long-ago biology classes. “So that’s why it didn’t die after you broke its neck.” His advisor nodded. The redhead returned to his briefing page, then remembered. “Oh, and it’s a good thing Captain ben David is along. He speaks Arabic, and that building where the birds were is a mosque.” The woman went very still at the news for some reason. The officer returned to his notes, noting that the Caernarfon police had been warned by the local Council to leave the Moslem neighborhoods strictly alone, “in deference to their cultural sensitivities.”


They drove in silence to the mosque. The first two vehicles stopped a block away, and McKendrick looked up to see the trees absolutely full of black birds. “Commander, this doesn’t look very reassuring.” The other part of the advance group would be fanning out to keep an eye on the neighborhood and to determine how big the mob of birds was.


“Oh, I don’t know, sir, it reassures me that we’ve found part of the answer to our questions,” she replied, scanning the trees and their occupants. She opened the door and got out. Since the birds didn’t react, McKendrick followed his advisor.


Halfway between the parked GDF people vehicles and the mosque’s entrance gate, a blast of curry scent filled the air. It came from a small building, which bore a sign proclaiming in Arabic, Welsh, and English that it was the “Al-Arabia Charity Office and Community Kitchen.” Rachel wrinkled her nose and hurried out of the path of the building’s exhaust fans. Sergeant Lee grinned down at the civilian, “Don’t care for curry, ma’am?”


The woman pulled her hood up and across the scarred half of her face in reply. Lee frowned, then hesitated, stepping off to the edge of the sidewalk and away from the elaborate wrought iron fence as two of the not-birds landed there. A swirl of ruchava flowed overhead, moving out of the trees to settle on corners, downspouts, and other perches on the Al Nour Mosque. The Scottish officer didn’t care for the situation in the least, but took a deep breath, opened the gate, and walked up the gravel path to the mosque’s front entrance. Commander Na Gael and Captain ben David followed a few paces behind him. She stopped and had a quiet word with St. John, who looked none too happy but nodded, handed the xenologist something, and dropped back, remaining behind with Lieutenant Eastman and some others.


McKendrick, Na Gael, and ben David removed their shoes in the anteroom and walked into the main building in their socks. Na Gael looked this way and that, twisting around but not lowering her coat’s hood. McKendrick wondered why for a moment before catching sight of a rapidly departing figure in a full burqua. Ah, so she won’t get tossed out on her ear. The officer nodded to himself, then turned to see a man of indeterminate age hurrying up to meet them. He sported the full beard and long robes of a traditional imam and said something in Arabic that sounded like a demand.


Captain ben David sighed to himself and interpreted. “Mr. ben Adhem is the imam and he wants to know what we are doing here.” The imam gesticulated toward the door, and McKendrick guessed his meaning even before the adjutant said, “Unless we want to worship—and this is the wrong time for it—we should leave. And he wants to know if, ah, the female, is clean.”


McKendrick glanced past the imam and frowned as he saw a pair of young men walking toward them. They carried wooden staves, and their belligerent expressions started the Scotsman’s hackles rising. “Tell Mr. Adhem that we’ve come to investigate people being attacked by sick birds and that we are concerned about his parishioners being injured as they come to pray here.”


“And I’m a neuter, so he doesn’t have to worry about me,” Rachel added quietly, causing the two soldiers to blink and stare briefly. The imam did as well, and Rachel’s eye narrowed. So you understand English. She turned her attention away from the three men and studied the severe, plain building’s interior. Ornately stylized calligraphy and geometric patterns in blue, green, and white decorated the tops of the walls, so this was not a Wahabi mosque despite what the sign outside said. Or was it? She drew a little away from the men and noticed what looked like a series of words written in the shape of birds. The second presence in her head stirred, then surged, and Rachel spun around in time to see a large black bird appear from the shadows around the edge of foyer’s domed ceiling.


The raven circled and cawed, distracting everyone as it barreled overhead, interrupting the imam’s increasingly voluble gesticulations and protests. Something prompted Rachel to follow the corbie despite the unhappy Arabic cries coming from behind her. The bird and the presence within her led the small woman down a hall to a door that sported the Hand of Fatima on it in blue paint—something that most certainly did not fit in a Wahabi mosque. She heard footsteps behind her and hesitated for a split second, then tried the knob. It was locked, but not for long after she picked the simple mechanism. The raven returned to where the humans were arguing over something and Rachel opened the door and sniffed, then poked her head in very carefully. She recoiled as the stench of decay, underlain by the scent of explosives, rolled out towards her and she backed away from the creature that emerged. I hate it when I’m right! The young tough that had come up behind her screeched and fled, Rachel close on his heels.


McKendrick saw the imam’s eyes go wide as the man blanched. The Scotsman looked over his shoulder to see his advisor retreating, followed by something that looked and smelled like an oversized, animated, long-dead corpse with glowing eyes. Captain ben David paled and the imam smiled, withdrawing and chanting as the monster bore down on the three soldiers. “What in the hell is that?” McKendrick demanded, drawing his service pistol and backing towards the door.


“An ifreet,” ben David hissed, eyes wide. “Or at least that’s what it smells like. But how did it get over here?”


“And what’s it doing in a mosque, in a storage room full of weapons and explosives?” Na Gael added conversationally, coming to a stop beside the men. “You might also ask why the reverend imam is preparing for Guy Fawkes eleven months early.” As she spoke, Na Gael had flipped her hood back and pulled something out of her pocket. The two soldiers reached for her to draw her behind them, but she shook her head. The monster had advanced to within a few yards of the trio and it moaned, sending a wave of charnel stench toward them. Moshe started reciting something under his breath while taking aim at the thing’s chest. “Aiming for the head will work better, I think,” Na Gael suggested.


The captain did, and a hole appeared in the thing’s bare skull, but it only slowed the ifreet’s advance. “Blessed Lord, Commander, how do we stop it?” McKendrick demanded.


“We find the original summoner and have him return it to hell. Or if it’s Moslem, reciting scripture can get rid of it,” she told him. “Or we call up immigration.”


“This is no time for a joke!” he snapped, taking his own shot at the corpse as Moshe radioed for help. Behind them a door slammed, probably the imam taking cover, the officer thought.


“I’m not joking,” Rachel informed her superior, as she closed her eye and raised the small object she’d taken from her pocket to eye level. She reared back and threw it at the ifreet as hard as she could. It hit, and it stuck to the place where ben David’s shot had broken the skull open. The evil thing lurched and staggered, taking another swipe at the warriors and keening like a banshee. Rachel yelled something that sounded both poetic and insulting, and as the two men stared the ifreet staggered, then turned. The woman darted for the door, the creature in shambling pursuit. “Need to get it off concrete and onto soil!” she called over her shoulder, as the raven that had been circling the room screamed out.


Completely baffled, and queasy from the sight and stench of the spirit, the general followed quickly, but at a healthy distance. “What did you say that is?” he asked his adjutant.


“An ifreet. It’s an evil spirit from the desert. Inhabits caves, or so the legends claim. You can tell its lair by the smell of the rotting bodies of its victims,” the Israeli told his commanding officer. “Most people think they’re imaginary, like the English bogey man.”


A commotion from outside sped their steps and the men emerged into the cold winter morning to find Na Gael leaning against a tree off to the side of the gravel entry path, lacing her boots and watching the remains of the monster as it screamed and writhed in apparent agony. The thing had shrunk, and as the officers and gathered soldiers stared it made one last, horrible noise, then collapsed into a pile of bones and tanned skin.


“What did you do to it?” ben David demanded of the pale woman.


She grinned. “Cymru doesn’t like illegal aliens. I used Sergeant St. John’s—ah, let’s call it a ‘talisman’—to form a circuit, so the energy from the ground would have a path to follow.” Rachel walked over, picked up a stick, and poked the remains with her walking cane, fishing something out of the mess with the stick. “Here Sergeant St. John. Many, many thanks.” She wiped her find on some clean snow, revealing a piece of carved wood, then tossed it to the relieved NCO. “Well, well, no wonder it collapsed so fast,” and Na Gael flipped something else out of the corpse. “Not a traditional Arabic artifact, is it, Captain ben David?”


The young officer crouched down to look at what proved to be a cluster of wires, resistors and circuit chips. “No ma’am,” he agreed.


“Sir, I think I know what this unholy conglomeration was, but I suggest we dispose of the explosives that were with this thing, for starters?” Na Gael sounded flip, but her expression was deadly serious. “And where did Mr. ben Adhem run off to?”


“And the birds, ma’am,” Lieutenant Eastman added, pointing over his shoulder to the now-empty trees.


A satisfied quork, drew everyone’s attention as a very large raven landed on General McKendrick’s extended hand. The human looked as ruffled as the bird was calm, and he glared at his troopers. “What are you staring at? Ben David, Eastman, Allende—get teams together and start searching this place—respectfully but thoroughly. Lee, secure the outside and grounds. No one leaves until we finish. And Eastman, call Ordinance Disposal if we confirm what Commander Na Gael claims to have located.” The soldiers scattered like chaff on the wind. Rachel stood up from her post-postmortem on the ifreet in time to see her boss gently stroking the bird and giving it a piece of something like her own dried meat, then launch it back into the air.


“Commander Na Gael, you have some explaining to do once we secure this building,” McKendrick warned his advisor. She looked confused, but the expression faded into a politely neutral mask. She nodded, silent as he continued, “When you finish with that . . . thing, go back inside and examine the mosque and that tower.”


“Yes, sir.” She resumed poking at the stinking remains that polluted the fresh snow. McKendrick shivered a little at the gory sight, then returned his own task.


Four hours later, the GDF soldiers reconvened in the foyer of the mosque. Rachel’s nose had been correct, and an ordinance disposal team was busy cataloguing the contents of the storeroom. The local constabulary had taken one look and evacuated the entire neighborhood, while taking Mr. ben Adhem in to the station house to explain what several hundred kilograms of fuses, detonators, explosives, and ammunition were doing in a storage closet. A further search of the mosque turned up weapons and a computer system that caused Rachel to hum in appreciation.


“Very nice, Lieutenant Eastman, very nice,” she agreed. Then she frowned and turned the system on, watching the prompts that appeared on the screen.


Captain ben David had come looking for her, and she waved him over. “Can you read this?”


“It’s not Arabic or Hebrew,” he told her, shaking his head.


“Not Welsh either, ma’am,” St. John added, peering over Rachel’s other shoulder.


The xenologist folded her arms and pursed her lips. She took her “PDA” out of its case, took a picture of the computer screen, then tapped away with her stylus. The little box worked its magic, and more symbols appeared on the hand-held computer’s display. They were gibberish to the humans, but Rachel’s mouth quirked on one side. Then she typed a command on the mosque computer’s keyboard. After a moment the strange words on the monitor vanished, replaced with a picture of the outside of the mosque.


The Israeli officer looked at the woman. “That’s a thermal image, but what’s this?” He pointed at the slight blurring that appeared here and there on the screen.


“The monitor is set for eyes that use both visible and ultraviolet light, Captain, so you’re seeing overlays from a U.V. sensitive security camera. All of which matches what I found in the minaret,” she explained, shutting down the equipment.


“We don’t see U.V.” Moshe half-asked, gesturing towards the other soldiers.


The pale-skinned brunette looked up as if asking for patience. “No, Captain, we don’t.” Then she limped to the foyer where McKendrick waited, nodding as he took Sergeant Lee’s report.


“Ah, Commander. What have you found?” the officer inquired after sending Lee back to his post.


“The jihadis are working with extraterrestrials, or at the very least with someone who has access to off-world technology and species,” she informed him, ignoring the presence of people without security clearance.


One of the local constables frowned, interrupting her. “Excuse me, ma’am, but these people are refugees, not jihadis. You need to watch your language, ma’am.” He’d apparently missed the important part of her statement, McKendrick noted. The policewoman present had an ‘oh-no-not-again’ expression that shifted into an apologetic look, suggesting that this was not the first time her colleague had put his foot in it.


Na Gael’s voice became deadly quiet. “I was at Portobello Road market when the suicide bombers struck, Sergeant. I am rather more familiar with jihad than most and I use the term with full knowledge of the meaning and of the current situation.” She turned back to McKendrick. “The computer terminal Lieutenant Eastman found is designed for something with eyes very different from yours or mine, sir, and the communications equipment and energy-gathering devices and other items in the minaret are definitely not local manufacture.”


James McKendrick was solid but not stupid. Keeping in mind the policemen and civilians wandering about, he looked over his glasses at his advisor, suggesting, “And these non-locals might be working with the, ah, organization responsible for the unusual items in the storage closet?”


“Affirmative.” He caught her hand sign for “more later” and nodded a little.


“Very well. Ben David,” the adjutant twitched, “go with Na Gael, take a squad, and strip whatever ‘imports’ she tells you to for future study. Commander, keep whatever you think worth keeping—beyond that, make certain no one can use the items again. Oh, and forward any data of, ah, ‘local interest’ to the appropriate parties.” She bowed a little, spun around and dragged the black-haired officer off to get assistance.


The police sergeant looked very unhappy. “General, I know you mean well, but this is all very rash! The local Islamic Council will be most upset with the disrespect your people are showing for their place of worship and the accusations being made about them. And your advisor seems rather touched, if I might say so, Brigadier General McKendrick.” His tone verged on a whine, and the Scottish officer frowned.


“I should think they should be more upset with our finding more than enough explosives in their broom closet to level this ‘place of worship,’ Sergeant,” he said mildly.


As they left the building a few hours later, Rachel noticed the police on duty giving the soldiers a wide berth. “Did I miss something, Sergeant St. John?”


“Only the general picking up one of the police by the collar after the constable tried to argue that we shouldn’t be removing anything without having the regional Islamic Council and the current imam come and supervise. The constable was a little too, ah, I’d say vehement, ma’am.”


“Interesting. Thank you.” I’d love to have seen that. I wonder if someone got cell-phone footage?


As they drove away from Caernarfon, Rachel let Logres rummage through her memories of the day. It felt unsatisfied with what it found, as if the problem remained unresolved.


That night at supper, McKendrick listened to the reports from his officers and advisor. The latter was very quiet, seemingly preoccupied with something. In fact, he decided, Na Gael reminded him of nothing so much as a dog listening to sounds humans couldn’t hear. As usual she ate quickly and neatly, excusing herself as soon as she finished. “Before you go, Commander Na Gael.” She sat back down, and he continued, “What exactly did you do to that whatever it was in the mosque?”


She pursed her lips, thinking about how to explain as clearly as possible. “I completed what you might call an electric circuit. Captain ben David’s shot let me get an energy receiver into physical contact with the ifreet. When it followed me outside, it was as if it completed an electrical circuit, as you could see.”


Colonel Przilas, who had arrived that afternoon with the second group from Headquarters, leaned back in his chair. “Wait. How did you get the electricity into the thing? Was there a broken power line outside?”


“I said like electricity, Colonel, not actual electricity. It was a type of bioenergy.” Rachel bent over and fished around in the satchel resting beside her chair. “This is what was actually animating the ifreet, controlling the nervous system and muscles.” She slid the circuits and wires towards him. “I assume the creature also had something in it to convert bio-energy into electricity, but there isn’t enough left for a decent autopsy.” She sat back, “It wasn’t exactly an ifreet in the traditional sense, sir. But it certainly acted like one and whoever created it did a good job.” Rachel frowned, her eye narrowing, then shook off whatever thought had bothered her.


“So it wasn’t magic?” a disappointed Will Eastman asked. McKendrick went still, attention locked on his advisor.


“If you mean supernatural, like Merlin the Magician in ‘Sword in the Stone,’ no.” Rachel smiled around the rapt audience. “If you mean as in the Second Sight or telepathy, then it is magic.”


“You’re serious?” someone asked, a little incredulous.


Her smile broadened, grew mischievous, and she started humming, then singing “Over the Hills and Far Away.” All at once, a misty scene seemed to appear in the middle of the table, like a film projected on smoke, and everyone caught a glimpse of soldiers in Napoleonic-era uniforms gathered around a map. One of the soldiers in the vision glanced up and McKendrick could have sworn it was a much younger, unscarred version of Na Gael. A second trooper also looked vaguely familiar, and McKendrick leaned forward for a better look. As he did, the scene vanished as she stopped singing. “Yes, I’m serious.”


Tadeus Przilas crossed himself and McKendrick stared over his glasses at the brunette alien. “What did you just do?” Przilas demanded.


“My talents are medicine and emotional manipulation. I can use music to create pictures and emotions within people’s minds, or to sooth and calm. You would call it ‘empathy,’ as compared to telepathy with words.” Ben David and Eastman nodded their agreement, raising some eyebrows.


“You know what she’s talking about?” the American asked ben David.


Moshe’s dark eyes were very serious. “Yes, sir. We don’t call it the Second Sight, but there are a few people in my family who have special gifts. My Uncle Avram can stop bleeding by touching a person and praying.”


“And Brigadier Jonathon Eastman, my cousin, talks into people’s minds like Commander Na Gael does with feelings,” the lieutenant observed. “It’s rather spooky until you get used to it.”


The woman in question smothered a yawn. “And all of these take a great deal of energy to use, so if you will excuse me, sir?” He nodded, still rather nonplussed, and she departed. McKendrick had matters that needed his attention, and he left not long after his advisor.
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February, 2010.
Later that night, McKendrick stood up and stretched after finishing his initial report. The sky had cleared and a thin crescent moon cast faint blue snow shadows outside McKendrick’s window. The GDF soldiers were staying in an “abandoned” Army base outside Caernarfon, so the white blanket remained undisturbed for the most part. Something about the scene bothered the McKendrick, and he wondered what was wrong. Nothing seemed unusual and he started to turn away, then hesitated. One of the shadows moved, the edges crawling like heat shimmering off a macadam road. “What?” he breathed aloud, retreating to one side of the window, out of a direct line of sight. The shimmer grew thicker and took on a vaguely human shape, as if an invisible figure cast a shadow. McKendrick rubbed his eyes, but it was still there. “From ghoulies and ghosties and things that go bump in the night, the good Lord deliver us.”


Then he heard a faint melody and recognized Na Gael’s voice singing. He couldn’t quite make out the words at first, but once he did he risked opening the window. A flow of cold air swept into the room, followed by the tune “St. Patrick’s Breastplate”. “In Cymru at this fateful hour, I place all heaven with its power / And the sun with its brightness / And the snow with its whiteness . . .” McKendrick joined in a bass harmony beneath her melody, supporting the woman as she sang through to, “All these I place by God’s almighty help and grace / between myself and the powers of Darkness!” She stalked into view and the shimmering shadow faded away.


She kicked through the wet snow to where McKendrick leaned out the window. “Thank you, sir. You noticed it too?”


He stared past her, up at the thin moon. “The crescent moon is the symbol of Islam, isn’t it?”


“Among other things, yes sir.” She looked tired and McKendrick wondered if she’d been sleeping at all.


“What was that?” he asked, gesturing toward the spot where the strange shimmer had been.


She gave the warped grin that he was coming to recognize. “It was the effect of reflected light on the edges of a holoprojector field. Something, or someone, was sneaking around trying to be invisible, but the moonlight reflecting off the snow gave away the edges of the field’s energy projection.”


“Definitely extraterrestrial then,” and McKendrick shivered at more than the cold flowing into his quarters. “What about whoever’s on guard duty?”


“Extraterrestrial getting a little local help, I suspect. And I’m on my way to find out. Thank you for your help, sir. Good night,” and she slipped into shadows herself, vanishing around the corner of the building. As she did, a black shape ghosted in through the open window.


“Trust you to want to come in from the cold now,” the man growled to the feathery visitor. It shook to settle its plumage and nodded. Why me, McKendrick wondered again, then shut the window and the curtains and went to sleep.


He was up early the next day and met Commander Na Gael as he poured his first mug of tea in the temporary officers’ mess. “What did you find?”


“A carefully concealed hole in the fence, sir.” She added a touch of sweetener to the black tea. “With enough wire left to keep from breaking any electric circuits. Nice touch that—not many people bother with that detail.” The brunette drank some tea. “And footprints. Human shaped, but light for their apparent size.”


Her words didn’t improve McKendrick’s mood. In fact, as he thought about it, he realized what was very wrong. “Were you manipulating my feelings last night?”


“No sir. Why?” She cradled the thick china mug as if warming cold hands.


“Because I should have been very, very upset about intruders on this base! And you should have been as well.” His tone became accusatory.


Rachel stared off into the distance. “Everything I did last night was aimed at the intruder, sir. The other effect on us . . . came from someone neutral who did not care to be disturbed as it worked. Or so I guess.”


That didn’t make McKendrick feel any better, but the arrival of Lieutenants Eastman and Allende terminated the conversation for the moment.


“I wonder what became of the bird-things?” Captain Edward O’Neil mused over his oatmeal half an hour later.


“I’ve not seen any more reports since yesterday morning,” Przilas said, adding extra cream to his own bowl. He ate, then stared at Rachel’s empty plate. “Good grief, Na Gael, where do you put it?” A large helping of eggs, three sausages, a rasher of bacon, two slices of toast, and two large spoons of kidneys had vanished.


“Fast metabolism.” She wiped her mouth. “The fats keep my pelt shiny. If you will please excuse me.” Rachel left the table.


A puzzled silence followed her departure and finally Moshe made the universal sign for “crazy,” twirling his finger at his temple.


“No argument here, sir,” Lieutenant Guadalupe Allende said around her coffee cup.
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An hour later McKendrick, Przilas, Rachel, Sergeants St. John and Lee, Captains O’Neil and ben David, and Lieutenant Allende discussed the previous day’s events, and whether the threat had been eliminated.


“I wonder if discovering the operation in Caernarfon persuaded whoever brought the bird-things here to take them and leave, now that their allies have been neutralized.” Przilas had decided to play devil’s advocate by giving the best-case scenario.


His boss looked thoughtful. After whatever had happened late last night, he was tempted to agree, but something just didn’t feel right. He looked at his xenologist, who was studying an ordinance map of the region east of Caernarfon.


“No, this isn’t all of it,” Rachel cautioned McKendrick. “There’s something more, something,” and she frowned at the map. “Here,” pointing to a little town, not far from Snowdonia National Park.


“Capel Curig?” the Scotsman read. “What’s there?”


“Not in the town, sir, but nearby,” Rachel corrected, staring off into the distance. “There’s a Roman ruin on a farm just outside the town, but around the ruin is something else older again . . .” Her voice faded.


Sergeant St. John groaned. “Not Romans again, ma’am?”


The xenologist’s nose wrinkled and her mouth twisted at the corner. “No, not revived Romans this time, Sergeant. Something alien and something old . . .” Once more she left the sentence unfinished. McKendrick looked over the top of his glasses, but the woman didn’t appear to notice, so lost in thought was she. A commotion in the hall brought her out of her reverie, and soon McKendrick had something new to sigh over.


“Hey! Get out! Shoo!” an angry voice called and McKendrick heard a horribly familiar “caw, caw!” followed by a swish like a broom. The door stood partly open and a raven arrowed in, followed by a determined army corporal wielding a mop. The bird circled to land in front of the redhead and the corporal froze.


“I’ll deal with this, Corporal,” McKendrick said and the man backed out of the room.


The raven cawed again, walked over the map and tapped where Rachel had pointed. St. John muttered something and Rachel extended a hand towards the corbie. It gave a little bow before stepping onto her hand, letting her pick it up. “So, bird of the Morrigan, you agree with me, do you?”


“Caw!” She set it down again. The bird hopped back over to the general’s seat.


McKendrick glared at the raven, who stared right back. “I suppose introductions are in order. This is Knox. Knox, these are,” and he pointed and named off the people sitting and standing around the room. Tadeus Przilas looked very confused, but held his tongue. “Przilas, get a scout party assembled to go to Capel Curig in two hours.”


“Yes, sir.”


O’Neil’s laptop chimed and he glanced down at the incoming message. “Ah, I think this is what you were wondering about sir.” He held the computer so the others could see the image on the screen. It was more cell-phone video, judging by the poor quality and bouncing, and it showed trees absolutely covered with black birds.


Someone was narrating in a language most people in the room didn’t know, but Sergeant St. John interpreted. “The birds appeared last night and have been quiet, but the speaker is nervous. She says it reminds her of a movie and she’s called the wildlife people to come and see what’s going on.” The sergeant pointed to the place on the map that Rachel and Knox had highlighted. “It’s two kilometers south of Capel Curig.”


After the others had left, Colonel Przilas caught McKendrick’s eye. “Sir, I’ve served with the GDF for about eight years now and I’ve never seen anything as weird as this. With all due respect,” and he gestured towards Knox, who was busily poking around for interesting bits of whatever.


“I’m regular Army, Przilas. All this is unbelievable, except that it’s happening. But I agree, weird is definitely the correct word. I trust you’ve read Shakespeare?” the Scotsman inquired, rescuing a pen from Knox’s beak.


Completely perplexed, the American finished collecting his materials. “A few of the major plays and some of the sonnets, sir. Why?”


“You might read the first act of ‘the Scottish play.’” He quoted, “When shall we three meet again / In thunder, lightning, or in rain?” The general officer swept out of the room followed by the raven, leaving his befuddled executive officer staring.


“These people have been cooped up on a small island for far too long,” he muttered. Come to think about it, the Japanese he’d worked with in the GDF also seemed a bit strange. Who was that major who had sworn that there was a dragon working for her branch? Przilas shrugged and went off to collect people for the requested scout.
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Capel Curig straddled old Roman and post roads. If the weather had been clear, McKendrick and his people could have seen the peak of Snowdon, or as the locals called it, Yr Wyddfa, and the adjacent highlands. Instead, the earlier sun had faded behind more high clouds as the second part of the storm system approached, while a haze cut visibility. He decided to go along with the scout group, and the general shook his head at the mass of black birds swirling up from the trees beside the road. The two vehicles proceeded as close to the old Roman site as they could get before stopping, and Sergeant Lee helped Commander Na Gael out of the troop transport. She limped heavily until she’d walked a few paces, apparently stiff even from the short ride. McKendrick caught up with her and St. John easily.


The rest of the scout had stopped back at a now-disused slate quarry, one of thousands in the slate belt of Wales and Cornwall. Someone had reported “strange lights,” and swore that it was not alcohol or local jokers at work. It would be a logical place to find cover, since the Roman site—at least on the map—was far too exposed to observers. McKendrick had also noted a Bronze Age chamber or barrow tomb in the small nature park near town. Well, McKendrick mused, you could hardly turn around without tripping over an archaeological something-or-other in this area—people tended to reuse the same terrain features over time, so it probably meant nothing.


Back at headquarters, Captain Maria de Alba was going through the records of odd happenings to see if there were any old reports of meteors or other extraterrestrial arrivals from Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula, or the rest of Southwest Asia. “Of course, the lost kingdom of Atlantis could surface in the Empty Quarter and no one would notice or report it,” Lieutenant Eastman had sighed. Two years before, the Saudi government had firmly rejected the GDF’s assistance with ejecting sentient plants, and it had cost them dearly. Not that they seemed to have learned much, since according to quiet rumor the religious authorities were still trying to sort out how alien invaders fit into Sharia law and whether they had to be given a chance to convert before being eliminated.


McKendrick wrenched his thoughts back to where they belonged, which was in northern Wales, sorting out alien birds and whoever controlled them. “Manx One,” someone inquired from behind him, “why haven’t they attacked us yet?”


“Because we’re being led or herded somewhere,” she answered, drawing unhappy murmurs.


“At least ‘is time we know it’s a trap,” the first voice informed someone else, and McKendrick glanced back to see Sergeant Lee, Boer One, shooing along one of the corporals. The words didn’t reassure his commanding officer one whit. Then McKendrick frowned, looking off to the side.


He caught Lieutenant Eastman’s eye and signed for “pivot and watch.” The junior officer and his men swung to the side, and Eastman’s eyes flashed open wide as he signaled for his people to take cover. The trunks of the bare trees on a slope just north of where they walked had an odd look to them, as if they were rippling slightly, and McKendrick remembered the moonlit shadows the night before. He picked up his pace, joining Manx One on the edge of an open field.


It looked like a typical pasture, the dips and rises of the uneven surface covered by the recent snow. But there was a pattern, or rather there were two: the rectangular Roman area and a larger ring surrounding the partly-excavated settlement. St. John—acting as Manx Two—and Manx One, stood on the raised edge of the circle, staring at a shimmer that resembled hot air rising off pavement. “I think they are expecting us, ma’am,” the Welshwoman observed, reaching a hand into her pocket.


“Concur.” Na Gael had unbuttoned her coat and now leaned on her stick, watching. She turned as McKendrick came up on her blind side, and he noticed that she’d left off her usual contact lens. “Shall we go find out who’s been sticking their fingers into your business, Command One?” Her faint accent was gone, replaced by a lilt not unlike that of a native Gaelic speaker. What in the blazes is going on with her?


The stocky officer took a deep breath. “Yes.” Behind them, the other members of the party spread out, weapons ready, alert for an attack from any direction. McKendrick started walking forward, hopping over the shallow trench inside the ring. As he did, his skin tingled. Manx One swore from behind him.


“Damnit, I hate static-based shields. Frizzes my fur—and it itches,” the woman complained, sounding like her usual self. But her eye remained locked on the figures approaching them from the other side of the excavation. “Feel free to drop your holoprojection,” she invited loudly.


The shimmer stopped in place and did as she suggested. The five bipedal individuals stared at the humans and vice versa. The creatures’ covering—skin, or whatever served the same purpose—seemed to flow and shimmer like faintly rainbow-tinted mercury. Their heads were smooth, with three openings that McKendrick took to be eyes, plus a vertical slit below them. He couldn’t see any obvious joints on the visitors’ legs and three arms, and he wondered how they moved. The creature on the end closest to him stepped forward, and McKendrick watched fascinated as the entire leg bowed forward, rather than bending at a set joint.


“What are they?” he asked Na Gael, who shrugged.


“We are called Quiforlo,” the apparent spokes-creature announced. “You are?”


McKendrick replied, “General James McKendrick. What are you here for?” Might as well find out before telling them to leave, he thought.


Behind him, a commotion arose as a cloud of ruchava moved over the soldiers, the birds crossing back and forth in the sky a few meters over the humans’ heads. A few people pumped shotguns, ready to fire if the birds attacked. “We were invited to assist in reclaiming this land from error,” the Quiforlo said.


“How thoughtful and generous of you to accept,” Na Gael said. “In exchange for whAGK!” Her voice choked off as something flashed from one of the aliens’ hands and she dropped onto one knee, bending forward. Before McKendrick could go to her aid, the woman planted her walking stick and got to her feet, eye blazing in fury.


“Manx One, are you alright?” McKendrick demanded.


“She is unharmed!” This was not supposed to be the case, judging by the Quiforlo’s upset tone.


The person in question bared her fangs. “The Azdhagi make truly superior body armor,” and she gestured to the charred front of her black turtleneck jumper and the faint sheen of very dark blue beneath it. “Now answer the question.”


“We want power. The life-energy from Quifor has faded, but that of this planet is strong and sweet. You humans make no use of it, but we can, and will,” the Quiforlan told the listeners.


McKendrick didn’t understand. “Manx One, what is he, er, it talking about?”


“He’s talking about the very energy of the land and living things of the Isle of the Mighty. That which gives the land its strength and keeps chaos at bay,” she replied, the lilt even stronger in her voice. “Humans do not use it directly but other creatures native to Britain do.”


“Which matters not to us. We will take what we need and leave.” McKendrick, and he suspected Rachel as well, had his doubts. Especially as the first ruchava attacked the soldiers protecting the trio’s backs.


“You will leave now or we will eject you,” McKendrick told the Quiforlo, although at that moment he wasn’t exactly certain how.


“How? You lack our technologies, our strength, and our allies,” the creature sneered, calling his bluff. The quintet advanced on the three soldiers. Na Gael pulled something off her belt, flipped a switch, and tossed it to McKendrick. As he caught it, he heard her voice inside his head saying, «Push the top button. It’s a small energy shield.» He did as suggested just as the quintet began firing something.


Na Gael and St. John had dropped to the ground and the xenologist began half-singing, half-chanting something. “Thou, who noble Cambria wrongest / Know that Freedom’s cause is strongest / Freedom’s courage lasts the longest / Ending but with death!” she sang out, and a shimmer formed in front of the two women, blocking the shots, much like the device the general now held. Behind him, the ruchava lifted off, and out of the corner of his eye McKendrick saw with relief that his people were scratched but unharmed, and a number of dead birds lay on the ground outside the circle. Na Gael got to her feet and pointed at the aliens as Knox called, punching his way through the swarm of ruchava to land on McKendrick’s outflung arm. The man stared at his advisor. Her expression and body language changed, as if another person inhabited her skin.


McKendrick couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing—or rather, his mind didn’t want to accept the sight of Commander Na Gael overshadowed by something. Knox spread his wings and called and the woman turned, looking straight at the bird. She seemed to have grown darker, with an inhumanly cold expression in her single eye. Knox dipped his head and she nodded in return, then turned back to their opponent.


“You will leave the Island of the Mighty,” she demanded of the alien, her voice sounding older and stranger than McKendrick had ever heard.


“We will not,” came the reply. “We have been invited across the threshold and will stay.” As the entity spoke, Knox fluttered up to perch McKendrick’s shoulder and Sergeant St. John stepped forward and to the side, seeming to brace herself for something.


“Your ‘invitation’ came not from the land or its people. Go,” Manx One repeated. Or rather, as McKendrick realized, the thing controlling her repeated.


“We refuse. Your time is gone, your vessel is crippled, and newer generations have come to take your place. Surrender,” the Quiforlo ordered in turn, as the wind swirled up some of the loose snow around the two groups.


McKendrick sensed something gathering its strength, and he reached up to steady Knox against a stronger gust of wind. As he did, a series of images poured into his mind from the raven’s—white lines of nearly immortal and absolutely amoral power flowing around all of Britain, connecting ancient sites, long-dead volcanoes, great cities, and roads as old as man. A being that watched, never quite as asleep as it seemed as it guarded its territory. And a name—not the true name, but one that served. “Logres,” the human whispered as the raven called and Rachel raised her hand.


“So mote it be,” the Power stated with her voice. The wind stiffened, changing directions to blow from the north, and a darkness like a shadow enveloped the small woman, gathering in folds before pouring from her toward the interlopers, filled with cold, death, the grim strength of Romano-Britons facing the Saxons, and the bitter heat of winter battles fought by humans and by the land itself, slamming into the aliens and their minions. A cold so bitter as to be hot—hot like the ancient volcanoes under McKendrick’s own home in Scotland—streamed into the enemy. McKendrick alternated between visceral fear, incomprehension, and awe as the aliens screamed, writhed, and collapsed, their “birds” dropping to the ground like a black feathered rain.


Morgan St. John had begun chanting in a strange language that resonated in McKendrick’s mind. He released his grip on Knox and ducked as the raven launched, cawing and screaming in triumph, while the wind died and the snow settled. A fierce exultation that his ancestors would have recognized as battle light settled around the officer and it took all his will not to call out, to match the raven’s fierce cries. St. John’s voice quieted and Manx One turned back to the watching humans. She raised her hand and Knox landed, allowing her to hold him as a falconer would.


Nothing remained of either the smart aleck eccentric or of the quietly depressed Wanderer in the person who regarded the two humans. An ancient presence stared out from behind the pale face, as uncaring as stone and just as hard. “Dispose of the foreigners,” it demanded. Then the presence vanished, Knox launched himself and Manx One collapsed. Sergeant St. John lunged forward, anticipating Logres’s departure and catching enough of Rachel’s weight to lower her into the snow in a controlled fall so she didn’t hit her head on something.


“Lord God Father Almighty, what was that?” McKendrick demanded as he knelt in the snow. He didn’t really want to touch her, but forced himself to check his advisor’s pulse and breathing. She seemed to be fine, although her skin was very cold.


“Well sir, I’m not your god but I can answer your question,” St. John offered, shaking her head as she buttoned Na Gael’s coat collar and pulled up the hood to try and help keep the woman warm. At McKendrick’s nod the NCO took a deep breath. “That was Logres, the personified form of the energies that flow in and through Britain. My people call it the Winter Power, and the Crone, or Cailleach, is the face we give it.”


“But what was it doing to Manx One?” McKendrick thought aloud, “It was as if she was possessed.”


The mousy blond sergeant nodded soberly. “That’s exactly what it does, sir. Manx One is the Winter Guardian. Logres uses her as its eyes and voice when it wishes to defend Britain. I don’t know how it picked her or why she accepted the Guardianship.”


McKendrick stood as some more of the Regiment’s soldiers made their way to the earthen ring. “And the Summer Guardian is a person born of the Isles and who partakes fully of all of life,” he said meditatively, drawing on what Knox had given him. “Her opposite in many ways.” Then he shook off the mood. “None of which makes sense, but that seems to be part and parcel of the GDF.” The Scotsman sighed to himself, then began giving orders.


Rachel came around a quarter of an hour later, with very little memory of what had happened. “My mind shields itself and hides when Logres moves in,” she explained, after listening to everyone else’s version of what happened. McKendrick didn’t blame her for not wanting to be around whatever had taken her over, although the matter was something that opened a whole new box of worries. Ah well, he had more immediate concerns. The group sent to the slate quarry had indeed found traces of something, but at the same time that Logres literally overpowered the Quiforlo, whatever had been in the pit arced, smoked, and shattered. “It was the damndest thing,” Captain ben David reported later. “Corporal Henry was down next to the thing and she didn’t feel a buzz or shock, even as the structure cracked and glowed with St. Elmo’s Fire.”


Four days later, at the regular Tuesday staff briefing, a grey-clad Rachel explained as best she could what had happened. “Creatures like the Quiforlo or the Larganga that live on some form of energy have difficulty ‘metabolizing,’ if you will, substantial excesses of it. Rather like humans and alcohol—you can drink a certain amount, but get enough and your liver gives up and you die of alcohol poisoning. So Logres overfed them and overloaded the circuitry in their equipment. The old earth circle contained most of the power, as did the slate works.”


Przilas asked the logical question. “This ‘Logres’. Is it an ally?”


She hesitated, frowning. “Sometimes, sir. It’s more of an armed neutral. It will defend its own interests, as it did this time, but only acts then. You can’t call it in for backup if that’s what you were hoping.”


McKendrick turned to Captain de Alba, the communications officer and the senior staff member who had remained at headquarters. “What did you find out about a possible Middle East connection, de Alba?”


She scrolled through her notes. “Something registered on the seismic net about two years ago on the Afghan-Iranian border, just before the Iranians lost that ‘non-existent’ nuclear reactor. The back-channel net to the Saudis didn’t turn up anything, and the Pakistanis say they have no record of any unusual activities, but they admit they haven’t been into the tribal areas for a while.”


The Scotsman glanced a question at ben David, who took a deep breath. “This goes absolutely no farther,” and everyone nodded as the hyperactive adjutant met the officers’ and advisor’s eyes. “We were as surprised as the Iranians when their reactor vanished.”


“It could be true—true and unrelated—or it could be part of our little headache,” Rachel shrugged.


McKendrick had a few more esoteric questions he wanted answered, but decided that this wasn’t the time. The discussion shifted to more routine topics, and the briefing wrapped up an hour later.


That afternoon, McKendrick returned Na Gael’s shield generator to her. “How does it work?” he inquired, turning the small box around in his beefy hand.


“It has a small but very powerful battery inside. You can’t use it constantly but for short-term emergencies, these are great. A lot of private security companies and governmental protection details use them as back up, say when the Prime Minister is walking from his transport to the door of Parliament, that sort of thing.” She took the item back and stowed it in a desk drawer.


McKendrick took the chair next to her desk. After a moment he got up, went over and opened a window, then sat down again. Not sixty seconds later a black missile zoomed in, circled the room, and back-winged to a landing on the desk, looking very proud of himself.


“My turn sir,” Na Gael pointed to Knox. “Who is this, really?”


The man shifted uncomfortably. “Knox is Knox. He landed in my life about thirty years ago and has been following me around ever since.” Since corvids don’t live that long, even in pampered captivity, Rachel’s eyebrow rose as she studied the bird.


“He occasionally gives me useful information,” McKendrick growled. “That is, when he’s not being a nuisance, getting into mischief, and stealing eggs.”


Rachel smiled. “I have a business partner like that. Wonderful person, until she pokes her muzzle into the nearest hornets’ nest. Tea, sir?” At his nod she got up and poured two mugs.


Finally, McKendrick launched the question that had bothered him since the battle of the ruins. “How can you serve Logres and God?”


“Because God created Logres when He formed this planet. The life and death energy of the planet sustains more than just what we see, sir. Sort of like microscopic creatures in pond water that live off sunlight just as pine trees do, or the mites on a bird’s feathers.” She gave Knox a knowing look. The raven shook and gave the mammal a disdainful glance in return, suggesting that he never had bird mites. “In order to defend the people of this world, sometimes it’s necessary to defend other things as well, including cold, amoral, and ancient places and powers. Please don’t ask me how I ended up as Guardian, because I don’t really remember,” Rachel concluded.


“What do you gain from it?” McKendrick couldn’t think of anything good.


She pursed her lips. “Knowledge of what’s normal or abnormal, which can be a bit of advanced warning, as it was this time. And access to energy, sir.” Rachel rubbed under her blind eye, a gesture her superior had begun to recognize meant that the eye was bothering her. “Normally, to Heal people, I have to use my own energy, exhausting myself very quickly. As Guardian I can draw on some of what Logres uses, but only during the winter. As we’ve discussed before, sir, the Second Sight and other of what I call Gifts are just ways to manipulate energy. It’s a talent and a skill, just as, oh, singing or doing woodwork are.”


Knox nodded in agreement, drawing an uncomfortable sideways look from the human upon whose chair arm the raven now perched. James McKendrick thought hard. The idea of having a civilian woman on the front lines still made him uncomfortable, and the events of the previous week went almost completely against what he’d learned growing up in the Kirk. But Rachel was a valuable asset and McKendrick could imagine a few too many unpleasant “what ifs” that could have come to pass if they’d not defeated the aliens and arrested their human “sponsors.”


Another uncomfortable though floated up. “What if Logres’ desires conflict with the needs of the unit?”


Rachel closed her eye for a long moment. “It’s not come up yet. But if it does,” and her eye opened again. A bleak note crept into her voice as she said, “the Regiment comes first. If I can’t break loose, take me out of the equation, however you need to.”


Silence filled the lab. Then Rachel glanced down. “You stop that! Put that down you feathered kleptomaniac,” she exclaimed, grabbing for something shiny that the raven had pulled out of a desk drawer. The bird cawed derisively and launched himself up to pose atop one of the chemical cabinets. McKendrick could have sworn that the bird gloated as Rachel hopped up and down, trying to grab the stolen trinket being held twenty centimeters out of her reach. “If you hide that sensor, there’s going to be roast raven for supper,” she threatened as the human smothered laughter. The bird made a rude noise, then spat the item down on the Wanderer’s head. She caught it, snarled, and returned to the desk, where she proceeded to lock the drawers, muttering as she did about avians and the cost of platinum. “Your associate almost cost the lab approximately five thousand pounds, sir. That sensor array adapter is made of a platinum-iridium alloy.”


That terminated McKendrick’s laughter. He glared at the bird and barked something in Scots Gaelic, followed by a burst of strongly accented English to the effect that Knox’s ancestors were dust mops and hat trimmings and the raven might soon join them if he cost McKendrick that sort of money. Now it was Rachel’s turn to smother laughter as bird and human glared at each other across the room.
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Early September, 2011.
“I don’t think Gertrude is going to make it, ma’am,” Sergeant Tony Lee observed a little mournfully several months later.


Rachel reached into the leggy rosebush in question, and after a minimum of tugging broke off a dead cane. “I fear your observation is correct, Sergeant.” She backed out and, with a bit of help, stood up. “Well, she’s been relocated twice in her thirty years, and it’s going to be another hard winter, so I suppose there’s no point in trying to save her. Gertrude Jekyll is not a rose that takes cosseting well.” The two warriors looked at each other, the dying plant, and the spade and turning fork leaning against the waist-high hedge. They sighed.


Fifteen minutes later, the deed was done and the dead shrub had been hauled off to dry before being put into the power generation incinerator’s burn pile. Rachel shoveled compost, some bone meal, and fresh potting soil into the hole, then added three chrysanthemums to provide some color until the ground had lain fallow over winter and the following summer. When Lee returned from hauling the rose off, he shook his head a little to see the xenologist sniffing at a handful of loam from under another rose. He’d been with the British branch for almost eight years and was no closer to understanding her than when he’d first joined the regiment.


“Ah, um, that is, ma’am, do you have time for a question?”


The scarred brunette nodded. “Yes, if you don’t mind helping me move some things in the glasshouse.” His tone had suggested that this wouldn’t be a herbological inquiry, and the glasshouse was quiet and private while remaining public enough to minimize potential gossip.


The pair re-arranged some herbs and hybrid rose starts. After a bit of shuffling, the scout asked, “Ma’am, does everyone in the GDF have an odd talent?”


“No.” Rachel leaned against a sturdy potting bench, resting her bad leg. “Most people don’t. It just seems like they do because they tend to talk about them so much. But mind talking, or reading emotions from an object, or having a Gift for encouraging plants, are all about as common as being a musical prodigy. Why?”


The noncom seemed relieved and said noncommittally, “Oh, I was just wondering ma’am, is all.”


Rachel gave him a real smile, not her usual grin. “Your talents are much more useful than ninety-nine percent of the odd Gifts. I envy your knack with computers. I can’t stand them and they know it!”


Lee shrugged a little too casually at the praise. “It just seems as if everyone is always going on about telepathy or other things, and . . .” He didn’t feel quite comfortable asking his other question. A knowing expression crossed the xenologist’s face.


“That’s because they can, without fear of being hauled off to the booby hatch.” She grinned at his chuckle. “Despite what you may fish out of the rumor stream, having a mind talent does not fast-track you for promotion or advancement.” She turned away, rummaging beneath the top of the bench. “Hard work, study, the right temperament, and skill are much more important, and knowing how to get along in the system also helps.” Rachel fished a sack of bulbs out of the chaos and shoved it toward him. “Carry these for me, please.” She picked up two trowels and led the way to the flowerbed bordering the motor pool. She seemed to be in a better mood than in previous weeks and months, and Lee took it as a good sign.


As the pair emerged from behind a hedge, a bird cawed loudly. The soldier and advisor heard swearing coming from an open doorway and froze in place as a large raven shot out into the afternoon sky, Lieutenant Johanssen in hot pursuit. “Come back with that spark plug you feathered felon!” Knox stuck up his middle feather, then found a perch a meter above the furious officer. A few seconds later, the bird dropped the stolen trinket and soared off in search of a new target.


Lee and Na Gael carefully pretended not to see anything, although he heard her mutter, “Other people’s familiars.” Despite the repeated threats of raven potpie, no one touched General McKendrick’s alter ego.


Rachel sensed Lee mulling over what she’d said as he helped her stick the bulbs into the rich, warm soil. She wrinkled her nose. “Eeww, a worm,” and she gingerly picked up the creature and moved it out of the way. Lee smothered a laugh at her strange behavior and relaxed some more—which was exactly why she’d done it.


Even though the woman was eccentric, mystifying, and intimidating, the English sergeant felt comfortable around her for some reason. Maybe because she’d come up through the ranks. It wasn’t common knowledge, but RSM Richard Chan had commented once that the commander was what the Americans called a “mustang.” Her odd position of being both inside and outside the chain of command also helped. And she made it no secret that she’d seen plenty of time as active-duty military, so she understood what it was like.


“Have you kept in touch with RSM Chan?” she inquired, as if reading his mind.


He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. And Sergeant Weber, too.”


She sat back, smiling and relaxed. “Good! Now that he’s retired and Wolf has gone back to Germany, you might find it interesting to know that Richard only discovered his knack for mind-talk about ten years ago. And Wolf has no esoteric Gifts, unless you consider the ability to teach anything with arms and an eye how to shoot a Gift.”


Lee covered his surprise by digging a hole for the last spring bulb. “Ah, that is interesting, ma’am.” He’d always assumed that both men had some special talent. He was starting to feel better about things and more confident about his future. After a few minutes of silence as they rearranged the mulch, the commander coughed, catching his wandering attention. She held up a hand and Lee pulled her to her feet. “Leg bothering you, ma’am?”


“A little. I’m glad I’m not at risk of immortality, Sergeant. I’d hate to have to live with this body forever!” Her comment took him by surprise and he stared for a second before catching himself. “Oh, and don’t worry so much about promotions, Sergeant Lee. Just keep doing what you have been doing. I need to go to a briefing, so do a last check for stray tools, please. Take your time.” She winked.


With that, Rachel limped off towards the lab, leaving the noncom to enjoy the rest of the warm, early autumn afternoon. She couldn’t tell him that he was being quietly and discreetly groomed to become the regimental sergeant major, provided he didn’t go astray, leave the regiment, or become a combat casualty. Rachel liked Lee, and she had even before then-Corporal Lee and Sergeant Wolfgang Weber had saved her life in the September Disaster. In addition to getting along well with computers, Lee was a magnificent scout with an instinctive sense for using cover and terrain, and also did very well training people new to the regiment. She’d encouraged those talents, in her own way. It was harder for her to mentor the NCOs than the officers, because of the disparate ranks and duties, but she tried, just as she nudged and taught her Azdhagi soldiers.


Rachel viewed it as an investment—the sooner the humans and Azdhagi could fend for themselves, the sooner she could relax and tend to her other interests. Or so she told herself. Another few years and I can resign and go play. They are so very close to not needing my nudges, and Joschka will have to retire soon. He can’t fudge his medical paperwork forever. But she’d been thinking that particular thought for twenty years now. She snorted and rolled her eye. Joschka retired would probably get into more trouble than he had when they were in the Scouts together. Now he had the resources as well as the energy, and even more skill. You know, Joschka retired is actually a rather terrifying thought. I’m not sure the planet would survive, she realized as she swiped her ID in the lock and opened the door to the lab. Or Adele will kill him for getting underfoot first. Fifty-fifty odds, I’d guess.


Once inside, she dropped the mask she’d been wearing and sagged. Almost a year since the September Disaster and she still had no energy. The little black cloud returned to its usual place over her head and it took most of her remaining strength to haul herself up the spiral metal stairs to her quarters. I need a nap—a hundred years of nap. A permanent nap would be even nicer, but the dreams . . . blagh.


Rachel washed up, then walked down the hall to the meeting room where staff briefings were normally held. She approved of the wooden paneling and stonework that lined the main corridors of the headquarters building. It gave the place a warm feeling, something she appreciated—and it tended to relax people, which she also appreciated. For someone who sensed emotions as easily as breathing, spending time around tense humans was about as comfortable as trying to eat a spike plum without peeling it. Speaking of tension and prickles . . . she upped her shields a bit as James McKendrick came around the corner. I wonder if he was a barrel cactus in a previous life? She studied the solid, muscular redhead as he preceded her down the hall. No, a trigger thorn, that’s what he was. Broad, check. Prickly, check. Responds to the slightest pressure or brush, check. At least—unlike the trigger thorn bush—McKendrick wasn’t poisonous.


Rachel took her usual place at the table and discreetly checked her official messages. She wasn’t the last to arrive—Captain Edward O’Neil had that honor once again. Maybe we should give him the retirement watch now. The others paid close attention to logging into the computer system while McKendrick glared at the tardy logistics officer. Once everyone was in place, McKendrick stood up and announced, “We may have a situation developing. Przilas?”


Tadeus Przilas stood up and took over the computer displays mounted in the table, switching them to show a map of the coastline near Brighton. “As you remember, there were unconfirmed reports two weeks ago of a shipwreck in the Channel here,” and he circled a place a few kilometers off shore. “Yesterday morning some holidaymakers found what look like pieces of an enormous shell, as in seashell, on the beach here, and picked them up without reporting it to the authorities. We now know this because some of their friends were hiking in the edge of these woods here.” He highlighted an area east and north of Brighton, not far from the small port of Newhaven.


“The Weald,” someone said.


“Excuse me?”


O’Neil repeated himself. “The Weald. ‘The Weald is sheep, the Downs are corn, be glad that you are Sussex born’,” he quoted. “Old forest, used to be iron mining and refining there.”


Przilas nodded, then continued, “As I was saying, the people were out walking in this area and came upon something very much out of place, and took off running after seeing these.” Somewhat blurry images of a large, rounded metallic object appeared. The camera moved around, then jerked over to reveal an insect-like, bi-pedal thing with two pair of arms and a triangular head with faceted eyes. It had a sheen a bit like very dark mother-of-pearl, and Rachel stared, as fascinated as the humans. Then the image changed to one of blurry motion before going black. “Apparently whatever it was didn’t pursue the hikers.” Przilas concluded.


Everyone turned to look at Rachel, who was pulling her laptop out of her satchel. “Commander, is it friendly?” Moshe ben David, the adjutant, inquired.


“Haven’t the foggiest,” Rachel admitted cheerfully. She felt stares and noticed McKendrick giving her an especially dubious look. “With all due respect, just because I’m five hundred years old and have done business with and fought with, for, or against several hundred species doesn’t mean I’ve met everyone in this galaxy!” More strange looks came her way.


“We really are in trouble if Manx One’s admitting her ignorance,” O’Neil needled, then shut it off as the others joined their commanding officer in glaring at him.


Rachel wanted to cut the man off at the knees, but this wasn’t the time. “There’s nothing that comes instantly to mind, sir, but I’ll keep working on it.”


Captain Maria de Alba y Rodriguez raised her hand. “I may have something useful sir, Commander. Starting three days ago, the Royal Observers began logging some odd electronic signals. They recorded and sent them to the Astronomical Society—and to us, in case they might just be an equipment test. The astronomers say they’re not doing anything at the moment, and the signals do seem to be originating from Sussex.”


“Are they audio or otherwise, ma’am?” Regimental Sergeant Major Sheldon Smith inquired.


Captain de Alba pursed her lips. “They seem to be both, or rather it alternates between audible and microwave. Which is an odd combination. Commander, I’m sending you the file,” she said to their advisor. Rachel nodded and kept skimming databases.


McKendrick seemed to hesitate, and Rachel lowered her shields even as she searched. He felt restless to her senses ,and he practically radiated suspicion, but not aimed at anyone in particular. That’s bloody odd she observed to herself. I wonder what’s gotten into—ah ha!


McKendrick decided, “Whatever they are, we need to go take a look, and we’d best assume that they are somewhere between neutral and hostile until proven otherwise. O’Neil, is there anything we’re currently short of?”


“Besides funds and guns?” He was channeling Rachel at her smart-ass worst for some reason and even she bristled. The undistinguished officer straightened up and reported, “No, sir. We are at ninety-five percent supply and the items we’re low on are not mission critical.”


Rachel caught McKendrick’s eye and patched an image into the local network from her laptop. “This seems to be a match.” It was a group of insects, roughly two meters tall with dark exoskeletons, standing around a something that resembled a table with a mechanical device sitting on top. “This is from a news report about a weapons technology sale. The insects are called, um, I guess you’d say T’sorwou.”


McKendrick’s distrust and unhappiness hit Rachel like a slap in the face and she raised her shields to full strength, wondering what in the hell was wrong with him. He’d not been this suspicious for months. He asked, “Are they friendly?”


She shook her head. “I haven’t the faintest idea, sir. Not until we find a way to translate the broadcasts—if they’re being made by the T’sorwou and not by someone else.”


“Right, we still assume hostile. Commander, keep digging. You and de Alba assemble the briefing materials. O’Neil, see about getting us ready to move out with at least one overnight away from base. RSM Smith, I want,” he paused, thinking, “only two-thirds this time. The rest as a flying reserve, since this is so close to London. Ben David, you’re staying here for the moment. Everyone got that?” A chorus of assent met his words. “Very well, full unit briefing in two hours. Dismissed.”


As the group scattered to their various tasks, Rachel and Maria de Alba compared notes. “Captain, I’m going to need to access some things in the lab before I can break this apart.”


The black-haired Spaniard nodded, picking up her notes and computer memory stick. “I’ll get the briefing data together then and wait for you to come to me?”


“That sounds good,” Rachel said. “I should have something within an hour—at least enough to know if the signals are really paired or just a coincidence of transmission. Do you need images?”


Maria smiled, “No. I pulled them from what you showed us while the general was talking. And I still have the satellite access you showed me, if needed.” She swept gracefully out of the room, leaving Rachel wondering if her own deviousness was rubbing off. The Wanderer shrugged and returned to her lair.


Once there, Rachel made certain there was no one to see her before opening the wall panel and easing into her ship. She plugged the portable supercomputer into the Dark Hart’s main data processor, then settled back into the command seat and closed her eye, humming quietly. The processor came online and linked into her mind. She was looking for patterns and as the ship read the transmission from the laptop, the semi-sentient creature that guided the time ship joining Rachel in the search. It took a few minutes, but the Wanderer found the pattern and the ship pulled the language out of its communication data banks. When she opened her eye, Rachel had a splitting headache—it felt as if her mind had been twisted into a shape that it didn’t like. She also saw that there were lines of text on the ship’s main display.


She levered herself up and read the communication, then flopped back into the seat and rested one forearm over her eyes. Oh, flaming fewmets. She recited it aloud in Trader, just to make certain that she understood the message. Um, this is going to require a bit of creative obfuscation. Once the pounding in her head eased, she dug around in a cubby under the computer, found some treat flakes for the psycho-symbiote, and thought about McKendrick’s earlier mood. How much did he and the others need to know about some things? Not that much she decided. Rachel sprinkled the flakes into the creature’s tank while she thought. As she weighed matters and watched the orangey thing scarf up its treat, she decided she could leave most of the specifics out without hurting anyone or affecting mission capability. She translated the audio portion from Trader into English and printed out what she needed for the briefing, then caressed the creature and let it nip her fingertips, praising it before packing up her laptop and leaving the ship.


As she walked back to where the communications equipment and its minders worked, Rachel wondered about McKendrick. From the beginning of his tenure with the regiment he’d had doubts about his xenology specialist. That was normal, she’d decided. Humans had good reasons for being suspicious about extraterrestrials, so it was a healthy response. But after ten months he still felt that couldn’t trust her, even though he used her data and generally heeded her advice. They weren’t functioning as a team should, especially a team that dealt with live ammunition and explosives. Rachel thought about it and decided that if McKendrick still distrusted her after this mission, she’d resign for the good of the regiment and go to on-call status. That would lessen the frequency of her headaches, at least. Mammal overload is what I’m suffering from. Too many mammals messing with my peace and quiet, and that includes Joschka.


“Success, ma’am?” de Alba asked when Rachel tapped on the doorframe.


“Affirmative. Good news and bad,” Rachel said. “I’m still waiting for the time someone lands here and asks to be taken to your leader.” She mimicked any of a number of bad movies.


Captain de Alba couldn’t resist asking, “Does anything ever do that, really?”


“Not that I’ve heard. The closest I can recall was, ‘Where the hell’s your commanding officer?’ followed by threats to have us all court-martialed for shooting at its ship,” the former mercenary said after a moment.


The captain double-checked her materials and pulled the memory drive off her main computer. “Do you want space in the briefing or are you going to wait to be called on?”


Rachel held the door open, then matched the taller woman’s pace as they walked down the hall. “I’ll just wait. No point in upsetting the flow more than usual.” They reached the main briefing theater ahead of the main crowd and Maria went down to load the program into the audio-visual system while Rachel took her usual place as the peanut gallery in the back row. The human soldiers soon filled the auditorium, talking quietly as they speculated about what might be going on. It couldn’t be an emergency, since they had the luxury of briefing everyone before going into the field.


“Ten-shun!” RSM Sheldon Smith called, and everybody except Rachel came to their feet. She was already standing, so she just waited, then leaned back against the wall rather than sitting when McKendrick ordered, “Be seated.” She played with her House sigil pendant, listening to the introductory with half her attention, the other half drifting as she looked over the khaki-clad assembly. Roughly three hundred men and women from around the planet were paying close attention to their commanding officer. Their mood was one of mild excitement, expectation, curiosity and a hint of anxiety—in other words, the usual. One of Rachel’s unofficial duties was that of emotional monitor, looking for problems before they could develop into crises. She sensed nothing that afternoon and relaxed a bit in her slouch.


“Commander Na Gael?” McKendrick pointed.


At Rachel’s nod, the press picture of the T’sorwou replaced the map on the main display screen. A ripple of murmurs washed through the room, and someone said a bit loudly, “Not giant roaches again!”


“No, not giant roaches again,” Rachel confirmed. “I hate to break the news to you, but in this galaxy—as on this planet—insects outnumber mammals. These are the T’sorwou. They are not an expansionist species, and are not known for being particularly inclined to war either, although they are divided into castes and do have a set group of warriors. I couldn’t find a good image, aside from,” and the picture changed to a still shot from the cell-phone footage. Rachel continued, “They are fairly technologically advanced, so anticipate the usual weapons and shielding problems.


“One thing that may work to our advantage if they won’t depart in peace is this.” The picture flipped back to the press-release, and Rachel explained, “The individuals you see there are all male. You won’t see their females—they do not leave the main colonies and planets. T’sorwou females have no role in public life because there is extreme sexual dimorphism in the species. This produced a culture where females are ignored except for reproduction. That carries over into public life.” Rachel paused to let people think about what she’d said. “Based on what I’ve found, the T’sorwou ignore almost all females, no matter what species.” With that she resumed her earlier slouch. McKendrick frowned and Captain de Alba and some of the other women in the group muttered quietly.


McKendrick turned the podium over to Colonel Przilas, who detailed the plan thus far. “Commander Na Gael, were you and Captain de Alba able to decipher the transmissions?” he asked after finishing his brief, and she straightened up again as everyone turned to her with an expectant rustle.


“The signals are indeed a communication attempt. The audio and microwave contain the same data and are a request and threat. Apparently the T’sorwou are at war with or have a feud with a reptilian species and they believe that members of that species have fled to Earth.” She grinned, “If the people of Earth know of any three-meter-plus sapient reptiles hiding here, the T’sorwou would like you to turn the reptiles over to them.” That drew some chuckles and Rachel nodded her agreement. “If no giant reptiles are forthcoming, the T’sorwou will begin trampling flowerbeds, leveling cities, et cetera, et cetera.”


Przilas’ eyebrows rose almost to his receding hairline. “Are there any of these reptiles here?”


“Not that I know of, sir,” Rachel replied easily, fingers crossed behind her back. Dr. Fujimori’s only two point nine meters she told herself. And there is no way the Nippon Branch will give him up!


“You’re certain, Commander?” McKendrick demanded.


She didn’t grind her teeth, but it took some effort. “I can’t be one hundred percent certain sir, but in the past ten years no one has reported any reptiles matching the description provided by the T’sorwou.” The redhead wasn’t satisfied but nodded anyway.


A hand waved and Przilas pointed, acknowledging Lieutenant Slobodan “Sheep” Cluj. “Ma’am, can the T’sorwou really level cities?”


Good question. “From what we know at the moment, no, Lieutenant. The force on the ground appears insufficient for that.” Rachel gave the executive officer a nod, tossing the rest of the answer to him.


“Our observer satellites have not found any stand-off ships or new items in orbit that might be weapons platforms, so it appears the T’sorwou are bluffing. But we don’t know what weaponry they might have in their ship,” Przilas reminded everyone before they could relax.


“Which is why we are dividing two and one,” McKendrick rumbled, taking the briefing over again. Rachel listened and noted who was going where. Moshe ben David would be staying at Headquarters. Too bad, I’d rather O’Neil stayed. There were a few general information announcements, including the reminder that anyone due for rotation who wanted a transfer other than back to their home units needed to start putting paperwork in now, lest it get lost in the queue. As was her habit, Rachel slipped out ahead of the mob to give herself time to get to the lab and collect her gear.


Once there, she checked her “PDA.” Like, her “cell phone,” the device was tied into the Dark Hart’s computers and provided remote access to the databanks in the ship. However, Rachel had changed out some of the program and now the PDA could serve as a translator if she could feed sound into it. She frowned at the two gizmos and wished once again that she was better with technology. There was a definite irony in someone who grew up on a deep-space vessel, who could travel time, and who possessed detailed knowledge about a large number of very complicated weapons system, not being able to create and execute a simple data transfer program. Oh yes, God has a sense of humor, she sighed. Warped.


Half an hour later she accepted a hand into one of the troop vehicles. The soldiers and Lieutenant Shelawi M’theku noted that she carried her medical kit as well as the usual black satchel and walking stick. “Expecting trouble, ma’am?”


“No more than usual,” and Rachel gave them a reassuring smile before pretending to fall asleep as soon as the vehicle started moving. Did she feel bad about not giving the GDF the full contents of the T’sorwou message? A little, but very little. This is not the place or time to try and explain the Houses, she’d decided. Because that was who the T’sorwou were really after—not True-dragons per se, but any House member, not just those belonging to the House that had defrauded the T’sorwou. They must be desperate or frustrated that they can’t easily find what they’re looking for. I’ll just skip that bit for now, since no one needs to know about House members serving in the GDF.


Rachel managed to doze off for a while, but woke in time to hear Lieutenant M’theku grousing about London traffic. Apparently their route skirted too close to the massive agglomeration that was greater London, slowing progress greatly. As a result, the group unloaded just after dark. Rachel took her usual place with General McKendrick at the command vehicle, listening as he spread people out and dispatched Sergeant Lee and the scouts. She’d gotten enough sleep on the drive to keep her going until well past midnight, so she used the quiet darkness to see what more she could pick up from the T’sorwou communications.


Captain de Alba smothered a yawn and leaned back in her seat amongst the communications equipment. “Manx One, is there a way to reply to the T’sorwou and tell them that they have the wrong address?”


“Yes, there is. We can route my PDA’s display onto one of the monitors here and use its language program to translate from their speech into English and vice versa. Send it back using your local transmitter and no one else should be able to pick it up.” Rachel massaged the area under her bad eye as she thought aloud.


“Do it,” a bass voice commanded, and the Wanderer turned around to find James McKendrick looming behind her where she sat. The heavyset man didn’t seem to be too pleased and gestured as he turned, “Manx One, come see me as soon as you finish the wiring.” The women shrugged and did as ordered. Rachel also left her cell phone with de Alba, then silently eased out of the communication trailer and hunted up Command One.


He was obviously not happy, but tried to hide it. “Boer Two reports that the T’sorwou have erected some kind of dome near their ship.” He handed his advisor some IR images. She took out her loupe and studied them. “Weapon?”


“I don’t believe so, sir. There’s nothing to suggest one, and any reusable devices would be safer within their ship. Standard practice is to keep the delicate and valuable things within hardened and shielded cover,” Rachel reminded him. “And if it were dangerous to them as well as us, the shelter would be farther from the ship and shielded.”


McKendrick thought about her words, expression shuttered. “I’ve written up a message for de Alba to send to them,” he handed her a piece of paper. “Let me know what the answer is.”


Rachel glanced at the text as she stood. “I wager they’ll opt for black olive with extra cheese, but I could be wrong,” and she made her escape before McKendrick could fuss at her.


“High Lord of Glory, what did I do to get saddled with such a pain-in-the-arse?” he prayed under his breath. There were times when Rachel’s wiseassery was just too much, and this was bordering on being one of them. McKendrick shook his head and wondered what was bothering the woman. She seemed to have been getting more distant recently, keeping apart from the officers again, although not as badly as the previous winter. He wished she didn’t remind him of her so much. Na Gael could move very gracefully if she needed to, and every time that she did McKendrick saw her and not his advisor. Well, that should pass soon, he decided, especially if he concentrated on it. Now, what to do if the bugs didn’t go quietly?


Meanwhile, Sergeant Lee and his scouts worked closer to the T’sorwou ship. Lee had already dodged one of the insects’ perimeter guards and he didn’t like the prickly feeling in the back of his neck. He and his men assumed that the invaders could see both visible and IR, and camouflaged for those. But what else might the T’sorwou use? Ten meters to his right, Corporal Johanssen disappeared into a heavy patch of brush. Lee caught a flash of shadow just ahead of the Swede’s position, then heard a loud thud. An equally large shadow loomed directly ahead of the English sergeant and he froze in his cover, hoping the creature would ignore him even as he sighted in on the threat. He heard a buzzing sound. His entire body stung as if he’d grasped a hot electrical wire, and suddenly Lee couldn’t move. He could only watch as the large insect swayed up to him, reached down with one foreleg, and plucked his rifle out of his numb hands.


Back in the communications vehicle, Rachel handed over the message and smothered a sigh. McKendrick didn’t believe her and didn’t trust her analysis of the images. Am I being oversensitive? she mused, thinking back over the past nine months. No. If this were January, I’d be oversensitive. Now it’s a problem. I’m second-guessing both Command One and myself and nothing good will happen. It’s time for me to retire before one of us ignores our better judgment and a large number of people die—or worse. Once the mission ended she’d turn in her papers. Her decision felt right and she relaxed, even as de Alba made an unhappy noise. A second, unhappier sound followed the first and Rachel leaned over to read the communications officer’s display. “Oh dear. That’s a bit sticky,” the Spanish woman commented.


“I’ll break the news. Command One’s already unhappy with me anyway,” Rachel offered.


“No, Sheep will take it,” and Captain de Alba dispatched Lieutenant Cluj to bear the bad news. He returned with McKendrick and Przilas in tow, and Rachel squeezed back against the side of the small space, trying to get out of the way and not hit any switches.


The bad news—the T’sorwou didn’t intend to leave without at least one prisoner. Worse, they’d caught three scouts and claimed they were in the process of rounding up the rest. Rachel didn’t doubt them, and she wondered what McKendrick’s next step would be.


The redheaded Scotsman growled in his throat. Were the T’sorwou that good or had Lee’s people been careless? Well, now he had a hostage situation to deal with as well as a reconnaissance in force. Lovely. “Wires Two, go fetch Hunter One,” he ordered and the curly-haired Slav disappeared. “Manx One, this ‘House’ refers to the lizards?”


“Yes, sir. That’s the term used for their clans.” Her words fit the message and McKendrick turned back to the problem at hand. O’Neil trotted up a bit out of breath and Rachel slid out of the trailer, making enough room for the logistics officer to at least squeeze into the hatchway.


As the officers discussed the situation, a third message came in. “We have seven human soldiers in our possession. We also know that at least one House resides on this planet and we insist that you cease operations against us and either turn the House members over or stand aside and allow us to retrieve them ourselves. Our foes are your foes and only wait to cause you as much injury as they have caused us.” McKendrick read aloud over de Alba’s shoulder.


“And if we don’t, sir? They seem to be leaving a great deal out of their communications,” Przilas observed.


“Indeed,” McKendrick agreed. “Tell them we need to contact our political leaders—and ask what happens if we don’t agree to their requests. Be polite, please,” he added.


O’Neil had been thinking. “It’s too bad we can’t bluff them, claim that we’re turning over the House or whatever and instead give them an armed squad. Or maybe hand over a bunch of crocodile bones or dinosaur bits and say we terminated the House ourselves.”


The other officers looked dubious. “I don’t like the thought of giving them more potential hostages. Didn’t something like that happen when Jones was in command here? They tried to rescue hostages and got trapped and had to fight their way out,” Przilas reminded the others. Out of sight, Rachel shuddered, feeling memories crawling up, trying to force their way into her awareness.


“The South Asians weren’t so lucky. They lost twenty in something like that,” de Alba added.


O’Neil, closest to the hatch and not willing to give up, poked his head outside. “Manx One, do the House creatures look like dinosaurs?”


An amused voice replied, “No sir. They look more like dragons out of one of your fairy tales, except with round ears and whiskers. No wings usually.”


Disappointed, the Englishman pulled back into the vehicle. “Well that’s a complication.”


The computer cheeped and the four officers turned to read the incoming message. “Warrior-leader McKendrick: if your government does not turn over our enemies, we will call in our reinforcements and take the House by force. We will also execute our prisoners as an example. You have until darkness tomorrow to turn over those whom we seek,” Przilas read. He looked at McKendrick and shrugged, “Well, now we know.”


The three men left the communications trailer. After waiting a few minutes to let the place air, Rachel eased back in. She didn’t say anything—just took a seat on some storage boxes in a corner, thinking. After a while, de Alba yawned and stretched. “Where’s Sheep?” she asked.


Rachel said, “Command One carried him off when he went back to the command trailer. Do you need a leg-stretch?”


The Spaniard yawned again, “Excuse me! Yes, I do. Can you watch things for a moment until I get back?” de Alba asked, already out of her seat and edging toward the hatch.


“Certainly. I’ll stay until you or Sheep get back. Promise not to break anything.” Rachel slid into de Alba’s place and settled down, not touching anything. She let her face settle into grim lines. The T’sorwou weren’t bluffing, she was certain of that. An idea began forming in Rachel’s mind as to how the situation might be mitigated, at least as far as the hostage problem went. She turned the pieces over in her mind, wishing she knew more about the T’sorwou. Why did I leave the laptop back at H.Q., thought, sighing. Because only a week ago she’d finally finished repairing it after it got drenched in saltwater the last time she brought it into the field.


Maria de Alba returned with Lieutenant Cluj. Rachel excused herself and decided to go to the medical station, just to check in. Then she found a quiet corner and took a nap, still turning things over in her mind.


By midmorning it was clear that a stalemate had been reached. The T’sorwou remained insistent that they would not leave without at least one House member and they remained determined to execute the captured humans. For his part, McKendrick and the British government could not hand over non-existent creatures to the interlopers. A raid in force had been suggested and vetoed. “We don’t know about their in-ship defenses, we don’t know the layout of the ship, and by the time we fight our way in and locate our people, the T’sorwou would have had plenty of time to kill them.” Rachel listened silently and applauded just as silently—she’d discovered something that could turn the trick in the humans’ favor, but she didn’t know if she could use that knowledge.


Rachel twisted inside, trying to decide what she should do. She kept thinking back to O’Neil’s idea and wondering if there was any way it could be made to work. Not the crocodile bones part, but other bits. There might be, if her guess was correct.


Rachel poked her nose into the command vehicle and communications trailer once or twice, but no one needed her or had any questions. So she borrowed her PDA back. “It will be a while before the deadline. Just whistle me up if something comes through and it can translate from a recording.” Sheep nodded and Rachel sauntered off to do a little research. And to send a message or two. As she did, she noticed Knox the raven perching on a corner of the Brutus command vehicle, looking flustered. Irked James until he tossed you out, did you? The bird glared at the woman with more than a hint of “sod off!” She flicked her claws at it and continued meandering.


Meanwhile, Lieutenant Ekaterina Gretchkaninov returned to the temporary base with some interesting observations. “They ignored me, sir.”


Przilas and O’Neil blinked. “You’re certain that they knew you were there and watching?”


The Russian woman nodded vigorously. “Very sure, sirs. One of them pointed at me and then returned to whatever it was doing. I saw them move Lee and his men into the shelter and out of the main ship, and the T’sorwou didn’t bother me, or approach—or anything.”


The American drummed the work surface with one hand. “Maybe Manx One was right and they do ignore all women.”


“But how would they know, since we all wear uniforms and body armor?” O’Neil pointed out reasonably.


Gretchkaninov coughed and the men looked at her. “I took the risk of removing my armor. It was quite obvious that I was different from a male.”


“Well done, Lieutenant, and don’t ever do anything like that again,” Przilas told her, trying not to smile. Even with her armor on you’d have to be blind to mistake Gretchkaninov for a man, the colonel observed silently before dragging his thoughts back to the situation at hand. “Hmm.”


O’Neil raised an eyebrow as the executive officer wondered aloud, “How many women do we have here?”


“I’ll get Lieutenant Chow and find out, sir.” The Englishman trotted out.


Meanwhile, Rachel’s investigations and queries had born fruit. She sat back under a tree, enjoying the shade and thinking hard. The T’sorwou truly had to return with proof of their efforts or they would be punished severely by the other members of the warrior caste for failure to fulfil their duty. Thus their insistence on having something to show as evidence, be it an actual member of a House, or evidence of having killed a House member, or the remains of human soldiers. And the humans’ satellite net showed a group of ships gathering just beyond the orbit of Mars.


Ways existed to determine membership in certain Houses such as Drachenburg or Hitori through bioenergy scans. Rachel assumed that the T’sorwou’s claim to posses the correct equipment to find what they were after, even among humans, was valid. That meant that a number of innocents would be swept up along with some people in very sensitive military or government positions. The security risk made even Rachel’s mind boggle—and that was just considering the four or five House members she knew of.


Rachel weighed the options and wondered if she should inform McKendrick of her idea for a possible solution to the impasse. She decided not—definitely not. He’d veto it out of security concerns. Or he might start asking about the Houses. Or have her locked up pending a mental evaluation. But if she took the chance then the scouts would be released, the T’sorwou should leave without looking any further for the Houses, and it just might pay off some of Rachel’s own Debts. That alone, clearing some of the deaths and sins off her slate, appealed. She didn’t believe in the Bookkeeper, Paymaster, and Debt Collector of the Traders pantheon any more, but she owed someone reparations for her sins over the centuries


She looked again at the message she’d composed, added her House sigil and name, and sent it on a secondary frequency that the humans weren’t monitoring.


An hour later, Rachel tapped on the side of the communications trailer. “Hullo! Want this back?” she inquired.


“Thanks,” de Alba smiled. “We’ve not heard anything yet. Did you find what you were looking for?”


Rachel nodded as she passed the PDA over. “Yes and no. The good news is that the bugs are serious about wanting to trade. The bad news is that they are deadly serious. It has to do with something about getting killed for failure if they return empty handed from a mission.”


“Oh dear. Backs to the wall. Those rarely end well,” de Alba winced.


“Agreed. I’m off to tell Command One what I found.” Rachel sauntered out of the trailer again. I do not like this, but I don’t see many other options.


McKendrick was noncommittal. “Well, not much we can do. London is fretting over the idea that it might signal weakness. You know about the astronomers’ find?” She nodded silently and McKendrick dismissed her.


Rachel found an unoccupied troop transport and climbed in. She took off her body armor and emptied her pockets. She also left her holdout weapon and bahn’leh in the vehicle. She kept the medallion bearing her House insignia—a dragon and a star—and a small vial holding three pills. She bundled everything else neatly and tucked it into a cranny between a seat and the back of the cab. After taking a last look around the camp she walked into the woods, easily dodging the perimeter patrol.


She stopped just outside the T’sorwou’s apparent observation range, hesitating. Would it work? It should—the T’sorwou recognized her claim as a War Lord and as Head of House Ni Drako despite her sex. What sex? The Traders cut it out, remember? Maybe this will start cleaning some of the blood off my hands. Now, let’s see if the side effects are as bad as I remember. There’s a reason I only tried these painkillers once—Himself damn near panicked. She swallowed the pills, washing them down with cold, fresh water from a little brook there in the woods. She stood up and walked steadily towards the first T’sorwou guard position. Within a minute the early fall colors began blurring as the drug took effect and scrambled her senses. The scents of old leaves and early wood smoke became faint sounds and the afternoon bird chirps felt like someone pelting her with small rocks. At the rate the painkiller’s side effects took hold, she’d be lucky to stay on her feet much longer.



[image: * * *]



“Sir, sir,” Hunter Five caught McKendrick’s attention. “Look over here!”


The general clambered up onto the top of the Brutus command vehicle in time to see Sergeant Lee and his entire squad not quite running toward the camp. Per earlier plans, the GDF soldiers prepared for either an attack if the T’sorwou tried to advance using Lee’s squad as cover, or to rush out and try for a rescue. But nothing followed the soldiers, and Lee’s people slowed their pace before reaching the secondary perimeter. McKendrick met Lee as soon as he’d been cleared to enter. The soldiers were scratched and bruised, but appeared otherwise unharmed. “Report,” McKendrick ordered, wondering what kind of miracle his scouts had pulled off.


Lee started, then stopped. The tall sergeant began again, “They roughed us up a little when we got caught, and again when some of us tried to escape this morning. They can apparently see ultraviolet as well as infrared, sir. The bugs locked us up in their ship, but didn’t do anything more or ask us questions. We weren’t sure what was going on until this morning when one of the bugs—their leader, I think, because he’s the biggest—one, showed us a computer readout in English. It said that they were going to execute all of us as a warning for you to hurry up. That’s when they moved us outside their ship and handcuffed us. About fifteen minutes ago a bunch of coming and going started, with bugs scrambling out of their ship. Our guards hauled us outside and I thought they were going to kill us. Instead, there was some sort of commotion and two of the things marched up dragging Manx One.”


He paused for a breath and McKendrick’s eyes bulged. Tadeus Przilas, standing behind the general, swore viciously when Lee continued, “The bugs’ leader looked her over and then pulled off the necklace she was wearing. It must have meant something to the bugs, because the next thing that happened is they let us go. Before I could say anything, they’d secured her. Then the biggest bug swung one of his arms back and slammed his ‘fist’ into her head so hard it knocked her to the ground. Two of the bugs grabbed her and dragged her into their ship.” Lee swallowed hard. “Then they drove us away from their camp, undid our cuffs and chased us this way.” The tall sergeant stared at the ground, then met the general’s eyes, his own brown ones suspiciously damp and very angry.


McKendrick didn’t say anything. Przilas stifled a groan, then ordered, “Boer Two, tell Rose One everything you can about the T’sorwou and what happened.”


“Yes, sir,” the noncom agreed, leading his squad back towards where Gretchkaninov waited.


As he left, RSM Smith walked up with a bundle in his hands. “Corporal McIntosh found these in one of the lorries,” he said. The general took one glance at the xenologist’s weapons and armor, spun on his heel, and stormed into the command vehicle, furious at his advisor. The raven, who had been lurking around, dove in behind the human, silent for once.


“Did McIntosh find a note or anything?” Przilas asked, noting the jumble of knives, wire, and other items from Rachel’s pockets. He picked up a knife and admired the intricate carvings on the bone hilt and sheath.


“No, sir.”


An hour later, as McKendrick and Przilas were trying to decide how badly the commander’s actions had hurt the regiment, a voice from outside the command vehicle gasped, “Damn it. Confirm status of target.” The two officers emerged to find Lieutenant Cluj listening to his radio. “That was Corporal Tsvangi, sirs. He says that the T’sorwou have hung Manx One from a tree near his position. He says that she’s all bloody and looks dead. Tsvangi thinks they tortured her.” A growl rose from the listening soldiers, especially Sergeant Lee, who had just emerged from initial debriefing.


“We’re not leaving her there are we, sir?” Lee begged.


The general glanced to the western horizon. It would be full dark in twenty minutes, he decided. “No, we are not. But you’re not going, Boer Two. Neither are any of the scouts.” His cold expression stopped any protests and McKendrick raised his voice. “We’re going to recover her body. Not provoke a full-scale attack. Is that understood?”


A mutter of “yes, sirs” came back. Well, if she’s already dead, I can’t kill her myself. And she can’t give them any more information, the general snarled as he ordered his exec to organize the retrieval.


Przilas had no difficulty finding volunteers for the mission. In fact, he had more than enough, as everyone who could wanted to be in on the project. In the end he sent Captain de Alba and a squad one way and another group out in a different direction as a distraction, both with orders to retreat if challenged or if they even thought there might be a problem.


Captain de Alba’s team ghosted up to within ten meters of where the Commander’s body hung. It still glowed warm to their night-vision equipment and someone hissed, “I bet she wasn’t dead when the fuckers left her.” The sergeant quickly motioned for silence and Corporal White slipped around to take up a scout position closer to the T’sorwou ship.


Nothing moved, and after several long minutes the Defense Force soldiers set to work. The chains holding Rachel’s body were basic steel, without any security wires or sensors, and the cuffs were just loose enough that after rubbing camouflage greasepaint on her skin, the humans could slip her arms and hands out, costing her a little hide but nothing else. Maria eased away to call in the success for the first stage and to let her stomach settle. She wondered what had left the long, jagged scars down the other woman’s belly and back, and shivered at the new injuries visible through cuts and tears in her clothes.


“Ah, Comm One?” one of the corporals said hesitantly. “I think she’s still got a pulse.”


“What?” Maria spun around and hurried over, stripping off a glove so she could feel the Rachel’s neck. Sure enough, there was a hint of a rhythmic beat under her fingers. “No wonder there’s so much blood,” she whispered. “Get moving,” she hissed louder. The five humans trotted as quickly and quietly as they could, one carrying the Wanderer and three covering the retreat.


By now, the protocol was ingrained into regimental training—if Manx One had a pulse, stop her bleeding, then get her to headquarters. The senior NCOs and some of the officers had been shown how to get into the area where her ship was housed, and how to start the emergency sequence on the Dark Hart’s medical equipment. Everyone knew that some day she might not survive even with her ship’s technology. Everyone also knew that the “magic” had always worked before, and so the soldiers watching the departing ambulance assumed that she would emerge groggy but intact once more. Sergeant Lee accompanied the Wanderer back to headquarters, with orders to return as soon as he finished getting her stabilized.


Lieutenant Cluj appeared at the door of the Brutus. “Sir? New message from the T’sorwou, and one from the Royal Astronomers.” He handed them over and disappeared back to his post.


Przilas looked his question as the stocky general wadded up the page. “The good news is that the fleet or whatever it was has moved away from Mars and seems to be heading away. However, although the T’sorwou’s demand has been met, they plan to stay and set up housekeeping.”


The exec studied the map of the scene, now updated with the additional details Lee and the scouts had provided. “May I respectfully suggest that we usher them out?”


“I believe that we will.” The men bent over the map, planning their next move.


Once the flurry of activity had ended, McKendrick took a moment to see if there were any messages from London or Vienna concerning the current situation. There were not, but he did find a file from Commander Na Gael. He hesitated, wondering if it was a message attempting to justify letting herself be captured. Why had she done something so foolish and harmful? The redhead opened the e-mail and his eyebrows rose as he skimmed the contents. It was not a letter of justification or a suicide note, but all the xenologist’s material on the T’sorwou and her suggestions for ways to approach and deal with them. Now he had a new problem—could he still trust her recommendations and ideas? They matched and expanded on his own observations, and after sorting and sifting through the material he decided to use what she’d given him since it backed up his own plans.


Just after dawn, the GDF moved into position. The attack started with two passes by helicopter gunships, first with Charger missiles, then 30 mm guns, focusing on the aliens’ ship. That brought the T’sorwou out into the open, at which point the infantry went on the attack, aiming for the leaders. As McKendrick had suspected and Na Gael’s notes confirmed, that confused the invaders. Meanwhile, a small squad led by Captain de Alba circled around behind the main fighting lines. They heard the sounds of heavy combat, but kept working slowly and quietly closer. Their goal was to get between the T’sorwou and their ship, cutting them off.


After taking what felt like too long, the special group was in position. The insects had ignored them completely. De Alba turned to Sergeant St John. “Ready?” she signed.


The sergeant and the other women nodded and St. John gestured back, “ready.”


Male chauvinist fools de Alba snarled. “Command Two, Rose Two.”


Przilas responded, “Rose Two, Command Two. Go ahead.”


“Roses in position and ready, over.”


A pause, then “Rose Two, Command One says show your thorns, over.”


The woman nodded and swept her arm forward, bringing her squad up. “Wilco, Rose Two is clear.”


“Command Two clear.”


The insects quite literally didn’t know what hit them. De Alba and the Regiment’s other women were just as lethal in their own way as the men—something the T’sorwou couldn’t comprehend, or even imagine. Their exoskeletons and weak personal shields failed to protect them from rifle bullets at close range. Corporal Ruth N’kasha showed just what a former shot-put medalist could do with hand grenades, sending bits of T’sorwou spattering the line. If the men were angry, the women fought with a special fury, and their enemy had just enough time to realize their predicament before the slaughter really began. The insects tried to retreat to their ship, only to fall to a sniper’s bullets as soon as they got close. As a matter of rank, the T’sorwou’s version of officers wore no head armor, making them easy targets once they entered Lieutenant Gretchkaninov’s sights. She and Captain ben David had a highly unofficial contest going, and she smiled grimly as she picked off three more.


Once the trap had closed, the slaughter went quickly. Perhaps thirty minutes after the gunships started the battle, McKendrick called it off. “All station, Command One. Hold your fire!” Nothing seemed to be moving any more, and a tense silence covered the killing field. He allowed himself a feral smile.


At the same time, something on de Alba’s shoulder harness beeped. She reached up and pulled Manx One’s data link out of its case and looked at the message. “Command One, Rose Two. Be advised, the T’sorwou ship seems to be broadcasting a high-power signal.”


That didn’t sound good and McKendrick made a snap decision. “All stations, Command One, hara-kiri protocol.” As he watched, McKendrick glimpsed soldiers retreating in orderly groups away from the T’sorwou’s ship. Then he followed his own orders and moved to cover behind the armored fighting vehicle. Knox appeared and landed on the general’s arm, tucking his head under a wing and hunching down. It got very quiet after everyone called in clear. The humans waited and McKendrick’s hunch was rewarded when a series of muffled explosions began inside the metallic-grey vessel. RSM Smith watched through a periscope over the roof of the Brutus vehicle and whistled as an especially colorful blast went up vertically from the space ship.


“Quite a flair for the dramatic,” Tadeus Przilas commented during a lull in the self-destruction.


“Pity. I would have liked to see how their shielding worked,” his commander said quietly, then ducked instinctively as a massive bwoosh-booooooom rolled over the soldiers. A shower of ash and bits of metallic debris rained down, generating a few curses as hot pieces of matter found bare hands and gaps in armor. As soon as the concussions died away, McKendrick was on the radio. “All units report status.”


“Boer One, green.”


“Hunter One, green,” O’Neil called in.


After a worrisome pause, “Rose Two, green.”


“Time to see what’s left,” he announced. And whether we’re going to glow in the dark. McKendrick listened for the radiation alarms to sound, but apparently there had been no nuclear material on the ship, or else it hadn’t scattered in the blasts.


There wasn’t much of the ship left. A hole in the ground several meters deep, scattered fires in the woods that would soon be put out, and a number of insect bodies. The least scorched would be sent to Vienna for study, along with samples of the weapons they carried. Some people choked as the stench of dead and cooking insect filled the morning air, and Przilas looked a bit green around the edges as he glanced away from one T’sorwou soldier who’d been cut in half lengthwise. Yellow green blood, just like an Earth insect, a part of McKendrick thought. Interesting.


“Do you have our press story?” he asked Captain de Alba when she appeared.


She looked at the hole and considered the options. “Ah, there’s a natural gas pipeline not too far away. Gas leak and careless campers, sir? No,” she frowned, thinking aloud, “old ordinance and some repair work. Yes, that will work—unexploded German bombs and some repair work that exposed them. Bomb was unstable and detonated before the ordinance disposal people could get here,” she nodded. It fit the hole, and the site was on a possible flight path from France to London.


“Good.” McKendrick nodded. “And good work, Rose Two.” He felt a momentary pang that Manx One wasn’t there to see the results of her information gathering, and he wondered if she’d survived her injuries. He hoped so. “Right. Time to clean up and head back to base. Przilas!” and he strode off, giving orders.
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Rachel regained consciousness slowly and reluctantly. Her body no longer ached, and for a split second she thought that she might at last have died. Then she recognized the texture of the body-support material in her ship’s medical pod. Lord, why? Why won’t You let me free of the shadows? When will I find peace and rest? The Wanderer longed for oblivion, but had once again been denied. She wanted to wail her frustration to the universe, but there was no point—someone wanted her alive for reasons she couldn’t know and that was that. She opened her eye, then reluctantly triggered the mechanism to let herself out of the equipment.


Whoever had brought her back to Headquarters had rummaged around in her quarters and left clothing for her, this time. She got dressed and checked the current location and time. The Dark Hart showed that she was at the British headquarters and that ten hours had passed since she’d swallowed the pills and walked toward the T’sorwou’s lines. Any humans still at Headquarters would be asleep, and Rachel offered a grateful thought for that mercy. Her body didn’t hurt anymore, aside from the usual, but her spirit ached and she just wanted to be alone.


That wish was granted. Rachel fed the symbiote that controlled the Dark Hart’s temporal navigation system and power supply, before climbing up to her personal quarters. She ate some dried beef and then went to sleep in her bed-nest, oblivious to the presence in the lab below. In her exhaustion and heart’s weariness, she didn’t notice the dark shape watching patiently from beside one of the lab tables. Captain ben David eased out of hiding and took up a guard position as soon as the door to her apartment closed, in case the T’sorwou tried to reclaim their prize. He would be tired the next day, but the troopers had decided that someone needed to keep watch—and that McKendrick didn’t need to know.


Rachel awoke just before sunrise. She stretched and washed, then went back to the Dark Hart, lay down in the command chair, and closed her eyes. She didn’t engage the navigation system or computers, but instead linked with the psycho-symbiote, sensing the time threads weaving and flowing around Earth. Several of them crossed, and she frowned in concentration, “feeling” her way along the possibilities to make certain that no one was trying to manipulate the potentials. It frustrated her that she couldn’t see, the way true Wanderers pilots did, and instead had to rely on feel and intuition, assisted by the symbiote. However, everything remained as smooth as it ever was around Earth. She sensed a tiny knot and potential split in her own thread, one running parallel to something familiar but not quite identifiable. While she linked with the ship, the symbiote drew energy from the timethreads, siphoning off just enough to recharge the energy storage systems and to strengthen the passive shields. The entire process took at most an hour, as humans counted time, and Rachel emerged a little stiff but refreshed and more comfortable with her decisions.


She wondered how things were going and whether the T’sorwou had made good on their bargain. Warrior to warrior she’d thought that they might, and she prayed that they had. She also wondered how she’d come to wake up in her ship. She remembered very little that made any kind of coherent sense. A close inspection that morning had revealed no new scars in any of her shapes, for which she was grateful. She thought she could recall some pain, but the drugs had so confused her that she gave up speculating and just thanked God for His mercy in wiping her memory.


There was no report to write and she didn’t feel like walking down to see what the latest news was, so Rachel retrieved her primary side-arm and went out into the cool morning garden. She tidied here and there, snipping a few roses and putting them in water in the greenhouse for the moment. Then she shifted form. Gun belt in mouth, she strolled on four feet to the bench at the end of the rose garden, set the weapon where she could grab it quickly, and stretched out for a nap. Captain ben David found her there two hours later, black fur soaking up solar energy as she dozed. “Ah . . . Commander?” he inquired tentatively.


She yawned, showing a set of very long and sharp teeth. «Hmmm?» A sleepy voice said into the officer’s mind.


“Just to let you know that we beat the T’sorwou,” he said. “Command One and the first group will be returning in a few hours, barring other developments.” She sat up, then stretched and flashed vicious-looking claws before flowing off the bench toward him. Moshe took an involuntary step backward and could palpably sense her amusement at his reaction.


«Be easy, Captain ben David. You are neither a mouse nor an enemy,» she told him, then sauntered around to rub lightly against his hip. Curious despite himself, he reached down and touched her fur, surprised at how soft and thick it felt. «Ahhh, thank you,» she sent as he stroked and scratched between her shoulders.


A thought struck and he asked, “Um, this doesn’t count as intimacy while on duty, does it?”


«Absolutely not! Petting cats while on duty is most certainly allowed.» She looked up and winked. «Besides, I never date outside my species.» And with that Rachel returned to the bench, picked up her gun belt, and padded off, leaving the Israeli standing and shaking his head, firmly convinced of the entire organization’s absolute insanity. He watched her until she vanished into the greenhouse, where she resumed her more human form, then went back to his office and wondered if he, too, was losing his mind. No, he decided—if he was worrying about it, then he was still sane.


Rachel took the collection of late roses and divided them, leaving half in the officers’ “lounge” and half in the NCOs’ lair cum meeting room. Then she settled in at her desk and began reading through the previous three days’ reports, sifting and marking items of potential interest. She sent brief e-mails to her counterparts with the South Asian and Pampan branches. Argentina and Chile—there was a miracle of Biblical proportions she mused yet again. She asked for more information if possible, sending her initial data on the T’sorwou in exchange. It was highly unlikely that there would be a second point of infiltration, but sharing data never hurt in these sorts of matters.


As his advisor worked, James McKendrick was putting his field kit back in its appointed place, along with a note for the supply corporal about materials expended. He went by his quarters and got shed of his body armor, thinking wistfully as he did about Commander Na Gael’s own set and how discreet, light, and comfortable it seemed, especially compared to what he had. Granted, things had come a very long way in twenty years, but still. That line of thought led him back to wondering if his advisor had survived and, if so, what he was going to do about her.


McKendrick got a bite to eat, then went to his office. Captain Moshe ben David waited for him with the good news that nothing of interest had occurred at the headquarters during the absence of the main bulk of the Regiment. “And Commander Na Gael is alive, appears well, and is back at work,” the hyperactive adjutant reported.


“Hmph,” his commanding officer grunted, noncommittal. He dismissed ben David and turned to stare out the window, wondering how to deal with Na Gael. His initial relief at her survival was shifting quickly back to anger and confusion: anger at the danger to which she’d exposed the Regiment, and confusion as to why she’d done something so stupid and suicidal. Could she have some sort of romantic attachment to one of the troopers who’d been captured? No, that clashed with everything he’d seen of her and heard about her. The distinct possibility that she was trying to commit suicide by proxy floated up, and McKendrick frowned deeply. He wished he knew more about how her mind worked and what exactly the Graf-General and Colonel Khan had made her promise.


Well, that all paled in the face of what might have happened. The xenologist knew far, far too much about the unit to be allowed to do anything so stupid ever again—that much, McKendrick had already decided. As the exercise in February had shown, she could badly hurt the Regiment if she were coerced into providing information and he had to assume that she’d done so. The only way to find out was to ask her, so McKendrick scrawled some notes on the issues where he’d have to confront his advisor and had his secretary page her.


Commander Na Gael appeared five minutes later. He didn’t offer her a seat, studying her instead. She looked to be her normal self, but as McKendrick had learned, appearances were very deceiving.


“I understand the mission was a success, sir?” she offered.


He growled, “No thanks to your actions, and don’t try to bullshit me with a story about straying and getting caught. You gave me good data and information, but what you did afterwards?” He let it hang in the air.


Her back stiffened and she came almost to attention. “I did what seemed necessary to get your people back alive, sir.” No remorse in her tone, he noticed, or apology, and his anger flashed white hot.


“Do you realize the security breach you caused, Commander Na Gael?” McKendrick thundered.


To his complete surprise, she shook her head. “There was no breach possible, sir. I took steps to ensure that before I reached the T’sorwou lines. I knew that they didn’t want information, but even if they had I couldn’t have communicated what I do know. The chemical reaction I induced in myself,” she searched for a word, “twists things, is the best way I can describe it, and would probably destroy my mind completely if my body didn’t fail first. Even a post-mortem scan would have given the T’sorwou nothing of use.” And it was very close, if I’m reading the medical report correctly. Himself will be furious. Then he’ll want the full data set and I won’t see him for two days at least. Rachel met McKendrick’s eyes, her expression a little sad as she reminded him, “I promised that I would never betray you, sir.”


He stared over his glasses. “Let me make certain that I understand this. You gave yourself over assuming you would die one way or the other? Why?”


The one-eyed woman’s answer stunned him. “To get your scouts back to you alive.”


“You walked into enemy lines of your own free will on the off chance that it might ransom Lee and his squad?” She nodded. McKendrick repeated, “Why?”


“You don’t trust me, sir, and you no longer need me. So why not? Eight for one is a good trade in anyone’s books,” she said calmly. Rachel decided not to mention anything about the Houses and the T’sorwou’s other threats.


The Scotsman sat back in his chair and stared at her. He didn’t know what to think. His first impulse was that she’d gone insane, but her behavior before the event and since didn’t fit with that diagnosis. So he had to assume that she’d been in her right mind, which led to the next question: why did she believe that he didn’t trust her? Of course he did—otherwise she wouldn’t be standing in his office: she’d be dead of her injuries. And he for damn certain needed her both as his intelligence specialist and as a medic. McKendrick thought back over the past weeks, trying to remember anything that might have made her think that he doubted her.


“Rachel, if I did not trust and believe in you, I wouldn’t have used the notes you left for me,” he quietly reminded his advisor. “And if we all didn’t value you, I wouldn’t have had my entire command volunteering to recover your body when we thought you’d been killed.” He paused, then asked in turn, “Why do you think that I don’t trust you?”


“Because I can feel your unhappiness, your discomfort and suspicions, sir. I haven’t tried to read you to find out the specifics or to learn why,” the scarred woman assured him, “but your feelings get stronger when I’m near. And you’re skeptical of everything I suggest or offer.”


McKendrick took off his glasses and shook his head. “You could have just asked me,” he pointed with the glasses. “And you should have, before things reached this point.”


“What have I done to make you so unhappy?” she inquired, matching his tone.


He got up from his chair and walked over to the open window, staring out at the quiet autumn afternoon. “Nothing. It is because, physically, you very much resemble the woman who broke up my marriage.” He glanced back to see Rachel blinking hard with surprise, her mouth hanging open slightly. “I’ll spare you the tale, except to say that a bit of fun I had in my younger days returned to haunt me two years ago.” He glanced at the calendar on his desk. “Two years ago this past Sunday, in fact. She was taller than you are, but slender with fair skin and hair that she colored mahogany brown to match her eyes.” He studied his advisor’s face, adding, “and her face was broader and flatter than yours. But she moved as gracefully as you can and from a distance you two look very similar.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” she told him, and he knew that she meant it. The woman’s tone suggested that she’d had her own difficulties. And why not? McKendrick thought. Just because Rachel wasn’t human didn’t mean that she didn’t feel similar emotions or have relationships.


He returned to his seat. “Thank you. And I’m skeptical of everything having to do with the GDF, not just you personally.” He motioned for her to sit, which she did. “So, now that each of us knows where the other stands, there will be no more talk of your not being wanted or trusted. Yes, we could have defeated the T’sorwou without your help, probably. But it would have cost a great deal of time, treasure, and blood, including Sergeant Lee and his people.”


“Yes, sir,” she agreed.


“Lock the door,” he ordered, and she got up and did as told. “This will go absolutely no further Rachel, unless you force it to,” he began quietly, leaning forward to study the alien closely. She went on guard, wary of what might be coming. “Answer me truthfully—are you trying to die without doing it yourself?”


She met his eyes, her face and voice calm and controlled. “No, sir. Do I look forward to the day when I won’t live in constant pain and am no longer haunted by death and sorrow? Oh yes, very, very much. But I am not trying to kill myself by tricking or forcing someone else to do it for me.” She took a deep breath and exhaled quietly as McKendrick considered her words. “That would be a double sin, sir—suicide and ruining another person’s life. I don’t think even Last Rites would protect my soul after that,” Rachel opined, surprising her Calvinist superior.


“Strange thoughts from an Anglican,” he said. “Very well. In the light of circumstances, here’s what you will write in your report and I’ll do the same: based on your knowledge, you approached the T’sorwou to see if they might be willing to bargain. Instead, they took you and released Lee and his men for reasons known only to the T’sorwou. They thought they had killed you as an example—when their demands were not met—but we were able to recover you before what they did took final effect.” McKendrick’s words had enough truth to fit and covered everyone involved.


Rachel nodded, adding, “And per security requirements, when it became apparent that the T’sorwou were not going to abide by any agreements, I took actions to prevent the transmission of sensitive information.” How cold and dry the words were, and how unpleasant the realities behind them! Rachel wondered if all languages allowed euphemisms and obfuscation to the extent that English did.


“That will suffice,” the Scotsman agreed. “One last thing. Why did the T’sorwou’s message claim that you were ‘a valuable prize’?”


Rachel took a ring off her left hand and gave it to him. It had an emerald-cut blue-green stone with a pattern carved into it, and he realized that it was a signet ring. “That is the sigil for House Ni Drako. My business partner belongs to a House in another part of the galaxy, not far from where I was born.” Both true, and he could combine them as he chose.


McKendrick wondered what she was not telling him. It’s not that important, he decided. Let her see that I trust her. “Lovely ring,” and he handed it back to the woman, then dismissed her.


Rachel returned to the lab. When she opened the door, she found Tony Lee waiting for her, looking rather uncomfortable. He turned, watched her come in the door, and relief lit up his face as he saw for himself that she was all right.


“Good afternoon, Sergeant Lee,” she smiled. “Do you need something?”


The tall man nodded. “To return your things, for one,” and he pointed to the neat pile on her desk. Then he hesitated as if trying to decide what to say next. “And I need to thank you for saving my life, ma’am. My people and I owe you a lot, and . . .”


She waved her hands, cutting off his comments. “No, Sergeant. No debts and no owing. You take care of me and I take care of you. That’s how we work here, remember?”


Lee glanced around, then surprised Rachel by leaning over and hugging her tightly. After a few seconds he released her. “God bless you, ma’am,” and before she could do anything more than blink, the noncom left. Rachel stared after him, then shrugged. She would never understand humans, the Wanderer decided. And wiped something from the corner of her eye.





[image: 8: New Year’s Peace?]


January, 2012.
Colour Sergeant Tony Lee twitched. Crowds made him uncomfortable. Even here, on the edge of the press of people that streamed toward the Thames River bridges, anxious to be in place for the New Year’s fireworks, the mass of passing bodies felt as if it trapped him despite the open road at his back. Still, he had to grin just a little when a disgruntled voice at his elbow growled, “At least you can see something other than backs and bums, Boer Two.” He tended to forget Commander Na Gael’s lack of physical stature until, well, he glanced down at the top of her head. It stopped level with the bottom of the unit insignia on his anorak sleeve. “Any sign of our sort of trouble?”


“Not yet, ma’am.” He’d spotted a few cheerful drunks, two teenagers with surly expressions, and several people who might well walk into the river as they texted on their cell phones, but nothing “exotic.” He didn’t want to encounter anything exotic. “I do hope this is one of our false alarms.”


“So do I. Although,” she sounded thoughtful, “if we do encounter an exotic, the Mad Scotsman will have something to vent his frustration on.”


In fact, Commander Rachel Na Gael growled to herself, I could do with a little bit of hand-to-hand myself right now. There was a reason General McKendrick had caught her sneaking out to run the obstacle course in her personal field kit. He’d fussed a little, mostly because she’d interrupted his own run and he was trying to improve his personal best enough so he could beat RSM Smith the next time the seniors had to run the course. Well, that and that she’d been using unorthodox techniques, as usual. Rachel snorted to herself as she looked around, part of her tracking the crowd and part of her a light year or so away. Of course I was. I hate getting wet, even indoors in the warm. Ugh, wet makes me grumpy and things tend to chafe which makes me grumpier still and puts those nasty little knots in my fur in rude places—and what in the name of hairballs is that?


“Boer Two, eleven o’clock, low, on the pave beside the second strut past the first cable attach.”


Beside her Sergeant Lee lifted his night glasses and looked over the stream of heads. “I don’t—belay that. Something disk shaped and glowing that wasn’t there a few minutes ago. Or that wasn’t glowing.”


Rachel nodded at the confirmation and pulled her mini-scanner out of the pocket of her long, dark grey coat. It looked like a late-model cell phone and she tapped it with the stylus, humming a random tune as she did. “Hmm, mmm, mmm, hmm, mmmeeeowch cover your eyes!”


Tony ducked and turned away, one forearm up. Even so he sensed a flash and felt his hair lift and his fingers tingle. Without opening his eyes he reached to the side, grabbed Manx One and hauled her back and around the corner, away from the empty road and into the protection of a wall. As he’d guessed, after a heartbeat or two of motionless silence, the crowd screamed and began to panic. People streamed past the warriors, ignoring the barricade in their flight. “Status, Manx One.”


“Flat,” she snarled from behind him. “Move.” He stepped sideways. “Thank you.” She shook all over. “Not flat. We need to get to the target marker and see what’s left of it.”


Of course they did, Lee groaned to himself. And that meant wading through the crowd. How were they going to—? He had an idea. “Right, come, Manx One.” Louder, he said, “Idiots never can get their effects right. I told Mack all the cell phone signals would trip the flasher too early, but noooo, he never listens.”


Rachel caught on as they crossed the crowd. In the dark, Lee’s anorak and her coat looked like the kit of the roadies for the fireworks and effects team. “Of course he doesn’t,” she groused in turn, falling into the role of disgruntled effects technician alongside him, “because it’s his baby. So much for the surprise effect he was hoping for. That’s why God gave us wire and gaffer tape and timers. ‘Scuze me, sorry, thanks,” she squeezed between two of the now less frantic pedestrians, Lee close behind. “What a flippin’ mess.” Rachel ran a hand over her hair. “Mack’s going to be right peeved, he is.” She pulled a tiny torch out of her other pocket and shone it on the remains of the device.


“That’s a mess all right, ma’am.”


“Aye. Better tell Mack. I’ll see if there’s anything salvageable,” she said, crouching down and poking at the rounded shape. The bottom appeared flat and it looked very much like a larger version of the skeet they used for shotgun training, but charred. As Lee passed the word to Command One and Boer One, Rachel tested the electronic circuits on the target. They remained intact. “Ah, this is a problem.” She stood up, glanced around for curious observers, and tapped the thing with her foot. It scooted a little, then stopped. Rachel walked around the device and tapped it back the other way. It scooted and remained loose. Further attempts to encourage it to the end of the bridge failed, but it would move toward the center of the bridge. Rachel wrinkled her nose as she calculated whether she had enough charge in anything short of her sidearm to ruin the targeting receiver. She didn’t. Rachel cursed under her breath in Feltari, drew her sidearm under the cover of her long coat, set it to low stun, and popped the device. The readout on her scanner showed that it remained functional. “Right.” She raised the power level, looked away and fired.


ZZzpop!


A toe tap moved the device a nice distance and Rachel chased after it, then picked it up. “Ow! Hot metal—blast it I know better.”


“So is it totally ruined?”


“Yeah. Mack’s going to be soooooo pissed.” Rachel walked back to where the device had been and looked up toward the top of the buildings around them. Where had the energy pulse originated? The discharge had overloaded her scanner, hiding its point of origin.


Lee leaned over, shining his own torch beam on the charred mass. “Boer One wants to know if we should look for more of these, and where the energy surge came from,” he said quietly.


Rachel holstered her sidearm and poked at the warm half-sphere. “Yes, we should. Send him a picture, and it likely came from the top of a building, or at least from the upper floors. It’s probably a line-of-sight device.” Rachel continued her study, then looked around, tapping one claw-tipped finger against the metallic shell in her other hand. They stood on part of the bridge that had been asphalted over the metal base. Farther up the slope of the bridge deck it reverted to bare metal along the edges. It would be very simple for someone in the crowd to drop more of the devices, and they stuck like limpets. Like limpets. “Boer Two, how do your limpet mines work again?”


“They stick to the hulls of ships using magnets and—ah. I’ll pass the word.”


“Please do.” Rachel left him talking quickly and quietly on his portable radio. She trudged up the edge of the bridge, skirting the crowd. She found one more lump, but it proved to be the housing of one of the lights decorating the bridge. She leaned against the railing and looked away from the crowd, running her scanner at max sensitivity. Nothing, because a mass of very local signals close by was drowning out what she wanted. Rachel frowned, peering down, then out through the safety mesh at the dark river below. Underwater cable connections? No, that made no sense. Security people doing something? No, she didn’t see the usual figures and silhouettes. Besides, she and Lee would have been informed of their location. All she saw was a barge with a lot of tubes and “Blast it.”


“Come again?”


She turned and looked up at Lee. “The barge, Boer Two. We saw a test.” I think.


Lee’s face went pale. “Understood.”


“And we need to look for more of these, but on the out route.”


“Roger.” Again Lee passed the word. Rachel wished her radio hadn’t chosen that evening to break wires, but lowest bidder contracts and Murphy the Universal Solvent had struck again. “Ah, ma’am, I think the view will be better back that way,” Lee pointed to the end of the bridge, a little upstream. “We’re too close to see much from here.”


Don’t you want to be at the center point of the blast and crowd, Boer Two? It might be rather exciting. Rachel’s thoughts went no farther than her own mind for once, and she made the hand sign for “concur.” The two warriors wiggled their way out of the crowd once more, grumbling about technicians and vast ideas with half-vast wiring diagrams. Rachel felt Lee placing his hand under her elbow to steady her as they came to a nasty set of old, moss-slick stone steps. She accepted the support, looking up and around as she climbed. Something flashed in a window of the office tower ahead of them, about eight floors up. Rachel stopped, eye narrowing with concentration. A red light flashed from the same window, much like a targeting laser’s dot, but larger.


“Boer Two, twelve o’clock, eighth floor third window from that appalling modern metal excrescence.”


“Ah, no one’s supposed to be in the building because of the fireworks barge, Manx One.”


“Then I think someone needs to find out what’s going on, because I’ve seen two lights there and—hang about.” A dark shape fluttered out of the window, like a curtain caught in the wind.


“Can’t be.” Lee radioed to Command One. He listened as Rachel watched the people around them.


“Sorry,” someone said, jostling her. She grabbed the wrist attached to the hand that was trying to slip into her pocket and bent it backward, sinking her claws into the soft, fat flesh. “OOwwwww!”


“Sorry bout ‘at ‘Duchess,” she exclaimed. “Didn’t mean t’ stomp yer foot.” Rachel released the pick-pocket with a firm shove and a silent curse


Lee loomed up and the older woman took herself off with a parting curse that sounded Slavic. Rachel rolled her eye. Whatever the woman had invoked would have to get in line. “What did Mack say?”


“To stay put and watch for more failures.” He turned his attention to the building, while Rachel looked back toward the dark river. She could still see the hole in the shimmering reflections of London’s lights that marked the location of the pyrotechnic barge. “Oh, and they’re checking the other barge as well—the one near Parliament.”


Rachel and Lee took turns watching their target and keeping an eye on the people and buildings around them. After too long for Rachel’s comfort, Lee put his hand to his ear to hear better, then spoke into his radio. “They’re checking the building now. Which floor again, ma’am?”


“Eighth, I think. Bottom, then eight up from that, three windows over from the ugly metal swirl-drape-slug thing.”


“Eighth floor, three windows upstream from the art installation,” Lee told someone.


“And a fine waste of my tax money that was, too,” a Scotts accented voice announced, but quietly. Rachel didn’t startle as General McKendrick walked out of the shadows on her blind side. “That’s the sort of thing that makes me sympathize with the separatists. Charles Rennie Mackintosh must be rolling in his grave at being called the inspiration for that . . . thing.”


The curtain-like object flapped again where solid glass should have been. “They should be there,” McKendrick growled under his breath. “Have you identified the— damn!”


Red and yellow flared, and flames burst out of the opening in the building like a chrysanthemum from hell. Rachel pulled her scanner out and looked from the flames to the display, then turned to the bridge and river. A mass of voices chanted, “Three, two, one,” and explosions leaped from the barge into the air, turning into shimmers of color as the crowd cheered in the New Year.


“That was too close,” all three warriors said in unison, then looked at each other.


With her free hand Rachel reached back and tried to smooth the fur on the back of her neck. “Remind me to get some local currency, Boer Two, because I need to make a very large donation come Sunday.” Farging Gehenna, that was stupid. I am so stupid. Sod it, I should have gone in there myself as soon as we saw the flash. Dear Lord I hope we didn’t lose anyone.


Both humans listened intently to their radios, leaving Rachel fuming and frustrated. Damn it, she was going to use her own bloody kit from now on, full stop. So what if she looked strange? McKendrick spoke quickly, his back to her, and she couldn’t hear him over the fireworks and crowd noise. Rachel growled low in her throat and flexed her claws. She really needed that hand-to-hand practice right now.


Lee bent over and whispered into her ear-holes. “Whoever was in the office hit a self-destruct just before Hunter One and his support reached the door. Took out at least two people, maybe four—it’s hard to say, ma’am—but their people only. Our people are a little toasted but fine. The equipment is slagged.”


Rachel opened her mouth, then closed it. She waited for McKendrick to turn back so he could see her face before saying, “I do not think that was a deliberate self-destruct, Boer Two, Command One.” She held up her scanner, and the two men bent to look at the palm-sized screen. “You can see some kind of energy building until five seconds before midnight, then a discharge of sorts.”


McKendrick looked from her to the smoke oozing out of the missing window and back. “We were too late?”


“Almost. Whatever they were using failed, or someone panicked, but I am not confident in the last, Command One.”
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Three days later, Rachel and McKendrick looked at the heap of melted, charred metal and other substances now taking up a corner of the laboratory in the 58th Regiment of Foot’s headquarters. “You are certain?” McKendrick asked. “I don’t doubt your analysis, Rachel, but others will.”


“I’m as certain as I can be, sir, and Captain Ahkai and the wizards are ninety percent certain as well. It included exotic materials.”


The redhead stared at the mess, a morose expression on his round face. “According to Inland Revenue, that office belonged to one of theirs, and the glass should not have been missing. The manager to whom the office belonged is also missing.”


“Presumed charred, I assume. And one of the bodies was not human. Humanoid, very close, but not human. Humans do not have triple-rows of teeth in their jaws.”


McKendrick stared at her over his glasses. “Like a shark?”


“Yes.” Rachel leaned over to the side and fished a bit of sooty something out of a shallow pasteboard box. “This is exotic. The lens and half the circuits are imports. Ah, were imports, sorry.”


McKendrick folded his arms. “I di’ nay like this.”


Rachel rubbed under her blind eye. “Neither do I, sir. I can’t tell where it came from, or when, but the important bits were imported.”


“And worse. I missed Hogmanay because of them,” McKendrick growled.


“There’s always Burns Night, sir.”


“T’is nae the same.”


“Then may I have your haggis?”


He drew himself up and glared at her. “Certainly not. Nor may you have my tattie scones.” He relaxed. “The leeks, however, are all yours. Only someone as mad as the Welsh would consider those edible.”


Rachel risked sticking her tongue out at him. He wagged his finger and chuckled. “Do not abuse my generosity, Commander Na Gael.”


“It is my stomach, not your generosity, that leeks abuse, sir.”
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February, 2012.
Sergeant David O’Malley tried not to act nervous as the xenologist looked over his personnel file. Even so, he heard her growl, “Relax Sergeant. I don’t eat enlisted.” The assurance didn’t help.


After an eternity of minutes, she sat back in her chair and looked up at him. «You can hear me, Sergeant?»


He almost jumped out of his skin before answering, «Um, yes, ma’am.»


“Good. You are receptive and projective. That’s even better. Raise your shields, please.”


He did as ordered.


“Even better, you’ve been properly trained.” She smiled, reassuring him a little. “I doubt I’ll need to contact you mind-to-mind very often, Sergeant, but be aware that it might happen in a pinch. Your main job is to keep me out of trouble by guarding my back. Literally sometimes, if I need to look at equipment. Unlike most xenologists, I can and will shoot back, but,” she shrugged. “If my hands are full . . .”


“Understood, ma’am.”


“Then you are dismissed back to your primary duties, unless you have something you need or want to ask me?”


O’Malley sifted through all the things he wanted to ask but didn’t really dare. “Ah, will I also assist you in medical cases, ma’am?”


She shook her head and made a swirling motion with her right hand. “No. Not unless it is a case of ‘carry this bag’ or possibly ‘hold this IV bag for me.’ Unless you’re cross trained on more than basic field emergency medicine, you won’t be called on to play doc—” She caught herself. “To play medic. And keep in mind, someone or something might still be shooting at us.”


“Ah, good point, ma’am. No other questions, ma’am.”


“Then you’re dismissed.”


Rachel Na Gael waited until the sergeant left before exhaling a long, tired sigh. I’d just gotten Sergeant Griffin trained, too, and Vienna and Horseguards decide to play fruit-basket-upset. Oh well, happens every year, twice in years beginning with a one or a two. It would be nice if Joschka would find a way to fix that. Right. Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg, who cannot organize a raid on a brewery. Just because Major Gupta happened to overhear us grousing about getting tossed out and ordered the other platoon to guard the place is no excuse. Now he’s got all the resources on hand this planet can offer and he won’t use them for anything productive. She’d gently reminded him of that episode a few years before, and he’d reacted poorly. He’s gotten old and respectable. Thppppht. She ran her hands over her complicated crown of braids, rocked forward in her chair, and heaved herself to her feet. Something tapped on the windows behind her, and she dropped one hand to the hold-out pistol concealed in her pocket. She turned, looked, and rolled her eye.


Knox wanted in. Should she? Rachel walked across the lab to the back door, trying to decide. James McKendrick normally didn’t encourage his alter ego to come indoors, unless it was into McKendrick’s office or—Rachel assumed—his quarters. On the other hand, the mischief Knox generated provided more than enough entertainment to balance getting fussed at for spoiling the corbie. The large raven tapped on the glass again, posing and looking dramatic against the white snow that stretched out behind the regimental headquarters. Rachel pulled her pass card out of her other pocket and deactivated the door lock, opening the door a hand-width or two. “Coming or going?”


“Quork.” Knox hopped down the ledge toward the door and Rachel sighed, sticking her arm out into the wet cold. The raven blinked and hopped onto her fist, graciously allowing her the honor of bringing him into the warm, dry, snack- and shiny-thing-filled building.


“Your—hmmm, not owner—your human representative is going to fuss,” Rachel informed the bird.


He hopped from her hand onto the closest lab table and regarded her with a haughty, down-the-beak stare. “Caw.”


She folded her arms. “Really.”


“Caw.” Knox tipped his head sideways and then tipped over, rolling across the lab table like a trained parrot. He got to his feet and shook, settling his sleek, shiny black feathers. “Caw.”


Rachel blinked. “That’s new. Or does this mean James is rolling in his grave already? Or is it your namesake?” That she could well imagine, although John Knox the Scottish Reformer and the raven shared some similarities. “Right. I’m going to attempt to get something accomplished. Do not, I repeat, do not attempt to carry off any of my equipment. Or I will use your feathers for arrow fletching.” She limped back to her desk, confident that the mischievous bird would not find anything small enough to carry off. She’d started locking everything that was smaller than her head or weighed less than three kilos in drawers and cabinets since Knox’s last heist.


Instead, the raven flapped his wings, crossing the lab to perch on top of a book on the shelf above her work desk, where he began to preen. Rachel shrugged and returned to the tome she’d been struggling through in an attempt to get all the chemical logs caught up. The new forms required her to use the official government-issued safety and data codes, rather than “one gram sodium fluoride” or something else readily comprehensible. I wonder what happens if I make up something, like two grams of Polonium, five grams of FOOF? Probably nothing, unless some busybody came rushing over to look for the glowing crater where the lab had once been. Life had been so much easier before Horseguards decided to standardize everything and make it more efficient.


She’d worked long enough to get a stiff neck when a book fell onto the open tome. “Wha—?” Rachel looked up to see Knox straddling the gap between volumes, watching her. She looked from the raven to the book and back. Something in his eyes made her stomach sink a little.


She picked up the slim volume. It was not the poems of Edgar Allen Poe. “Haunted Antiquities of Britain?” she read aloud. The book actually served a purpose in her work, and she looked from it to Knox again. “I take it I will be dragged out of my nice warm lab to go stand in the cold in the near future?”


Knox shook, ruffling and settling his feathers, as if it meant nothing at all to him.


“You could be a little—no,” Rachel caught herself. “Belay that.” She got up and opened the lab door, propping it just enough that he could leave if he wanted to. She did not want him to be any clearer. The last time she and Knox had communed, it had scared the spit out of half the regiment, herself included. “Go pester the cooks, birdbrain. The away bag is already packed.”


Five minutes or so later, Knox took himself off. Faint sounds of human unhappiness came up the corridor to the still-open lab door, and Rachel smiled a little. If she had to enjoy the raven’s attentions, it was only fair that others get the same privilege.
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Rachel accepted Sergeant Lee’s hand getting out of the vehicle. “Thank you.” The other troopers fanned out along the road, securing the area before a corporal began waving in the other vehicles and pointing to the parking area. Rachel glanced around for General McKendrick or Colonel Prizlas, but didn’t see either officer yet. “Right. I’ll just to a little recce,” she said under her breath.


Lee frowned. “Where’s Manx Two?” He stayed where he stood, effectively blocking the xenologist from walking off on her own. Rachel started to bite his head off, then stopped. Sergeant O’Malley appeared at Lee’s side. “Good.” The tall, lean NCO got out of her path.


Rachel detested being cossetted and shadowed. On the other hand, considering the reaming out McKendrick had given everyone after the last time she’d escaped her bodyguards and gone haring off on her own, she couldn’t really blame Lee for not wanting a second round.


So, what are we looking for today? Rachel thought as she walked, mindful of the uneven cobbles of the old road. Strange lights and a new buzzing in the local telephone lines, as if something had introduced interference, according to the local constable, who had passed the news on to her superiors, who then tossed it to the 58th Regiment. A light drizzle hid much beyond the edge of the churchyard, softening the air. Rachel hoped they’d finish and get back to base before the drizzle turned into snow. The Met Office had assured everyone that the warm-up would continue, but Rachel knew better.


Trailed by Sergeant O’Malley, the xenologist walked out of the village proper as far as the outside wall of the churchyard. A glance behind her showed that she’d come far enough to get her portable scanners away from interference range, and she stopped. Rachel scraped the remaining water-logged snow off the top of the wall with her arm. Whoever had built the wall had done lovely work, she observed, as smooth and level as the wall’s top stones seemed to be. She peered closer. Slates? Yes, at least here along the road. Reusing someone’s roof? Or just showing off with imported stone? This area was quite wealthy, back in the day. Rachel shrugged a little and dug her basic scanner out of her satchel, propping it up on the top of the wall and tapping a few buttons. After a moment’s thought, she opted for a full-distance scan. The areal coverage balanced out the lack of detail, since she had time to use her secondary equipment. Rachel watched the warm-up indicator until it stopped flashing blue, then swiped the command pad with one gloved finger.


“Right-o. We need to get out of the way and let it do its job. Over here should be far enough Manx Two.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” O’Malley with his full battle kit on reminded Rachel a bit of a Berpart: large, slow, and deceptively round—and as with the Berpart, the sergeant’s external covering concealed very heavy muscles. The Irishman currently held the Regimental clean-and-jerk weight record. He’d also picked Captain O’Neill up off the ground during unarmed combat practice, earning a round of quiet cheers and probably several pints the next time he went out to the village with some of the men. Rachel found a semi-sheltered niche in the stone retaining wall holding up the edge of the hill across from the church, facing the village.


O’Malley ran his free hand over the stones. He peered closer, putting his nose to the lichen-dotted surface and wincing at the squawk of protest from his helmet monocular’s focus mechanism. “Here, Sergeant,” Rachel said, digging her loupe out of a pocket.


“Thank you, ma’am.” He looked along the wall, poking at a few stones, then running his hands over the structure until Rachel had to fight the urge to make a lewd comment. “This is old.”


The awe and certainty in his words caught Rachel’s attention. “How old?”


“Very old, ma’am.


After glancing around to see if Knox or his human had arrived, Rachel lowered her shields just enough to reach Logres. She closed her eye, looking through the creature’s senses at the land around her. She sensed the humans, a few so-called ley lines nearby, and the wall beside her. O’Malley had it right: the wall showed to her sight as part of the fabric of the land, it had been in place for so long. And something else, a bright spot, a small spill of power, appeared as well.


Rachel returned to herself in time to catch the beep of the scanner finishing. She pulled her coat collar tighter and peered right and left for traffic before crossing the road. The scanner flashed amber and she raised her eyebrow. “Really?” She lifted the device down from its perch and studied the display. “Hmm.” The scanner showed a small energy discharge in roughly the same place that Logres had marked. The coincidence made Rachel wonder. Logres never worked with imported technology, except to reject it. But never say never, she reminded herself.


So, where was this thing? The scanner gave her the energy wavelength and she frowned. Yes, that would be visible, but . . . perhaps it cycled for some reason. “I do hope it’s not pouring out beta radiation just now,” she sighed, tucking the scanner into her satchel and hitching the strap higher on her shoulder. “Right,” she said louder. “Found something. This way.”


O’Malley reported her news as he followed her across the road once more, then down the length of the wall. The energy source felt to be a half kilometer farther on, around the back side of the hill. The two warriors had to continue on far enough to find a stile, then up and over into a rather muddy field. Rachel looked at the expanse of snow and rain-sodden dirt between her and the target. Sergeant St. John is going to fuss about my tracking again. “Well, it can’t be helped.” Rachel stepped down into the ankle deep bog and made her way to the continuation of the wall.


“Manx two, does this strike you as a bit different?” She asked when they’d covered about half the remaining distance.


“Um, yes, ma’am, it does. Are we going to that pale bit there?” He pointed past her shoulder.


“Yes.”


“Very different, ma’am. It looks like a plaque or something added to the wall, except it doesn’t. Doesn’t look added, I mean.”


As they got within a few meters of the hot spot, Rachel said, “Ah. I see what you mean, Manx Two. Good call.” She halted a meter from the bit of wall and folded her arms, studying the object. “You know, I’ve never heard of a Neolithic fountain before.”


“No, ma’am. But it doesn’t look later than Roman from those lichens and all, ma’am.” O’Malley leaned forward and peered at the object. “I’d say it’s always been part of the wall, ma’am, except it can’t be. Not that old, no.”


Rachel thinned her shields. The fountain glowed red-hot with energy. It flowed out of the wall at the same rate as water burbled out of the fountain’s mouth. The sober stone face, surrounded by carved leaves, stared out at the world with dark eyes. “I wonder.” Rachel dug a mini pocket torch out of her satchel, walked to the side of the fountain, and shone the light at a low angle. The eyes glittered and O’Malley crossed himself. “Someone did beautiful work on this, whoever made it, faceting and setting the stones.” She switched the torch off and considered the stone. It truly appeared to be a single stone, a meter across and a little more than a meter tall, with the face in the center. It sat flush with the rest of the wall, or perhaps recessed just a hair into the surrounding brown stones. Lichen mottled most of the carving. Rachel let out a long breath through pursed lips, not quite whistling. “Right. I need to see some records.” Because this didn’t appear to be in her antiquity guides, among other small problems.


Rachel squelched back to the road, scraped her boots as best she could, then limped back to the gathered military vehicles. She retrieved her walking cane from the APC, then took a deep breath and crossed the small village market square to the command vehicle. General McKendrick stood outside glaring at the damp cobbles. Then he saw her. “Yes?”


“There is something here, sir, something odd. Before I say much more, I need to look at the parish records, or the village chronicle if there is one.”


“Oh?” Before he could say much more, Knox swooped between them. “Oh.” He glared at the bird.


“Yes, sir, but not entirely that. There may be an imported item included, which is why I’d like to look for something similar: more lights, odd noises, that sort of thing.” She scuffed her boots as she spoke, trying to shed more of the mud.


“Very well. Does it pose an immediate threat?”


“No, sir, I don’t believe so at present. It has been here, and by here I mean in its current location, for several thousand years.”


The stocky Scottish general blinked at her, red eyebrows rising until they almost touched the brim of his hat. “Thousand years? Without anyone noticing?”


Rachel shrugged a little, catching herself as she started to make an Azdhag forefoot gesture. “Not exactly. I suspect it has been noticed, but ignored or explained away.”


The parish record had almost nothing. “You see, there was a fire in the parish hall in 1871,” the parish warden said. He shrugged broad shoulders. “Someone use it as an excuse to clear out a number of old, badly foxed books. Some had been the parish records from 1654 on.”


“I see, Mr. Pryde. Thank you.” Rachel shrugged to herself: what’s done is done. “Thank you for letting me see these.”


“You’re welcome, Commander Na Gael.” He rubbed a thick finger under his very large, flat, red nose. “Ah, what precisely are you looking for?”


“Accounts of odd goings on, like what Constable Smith reported. Strange sounds, lights where there shouldn’t be any, perhaps animals acting odd or not acting odd when they should have been, those sorts of things.”


“Oh, you need the town record and Mrs. Whitacre. If it happened and was funny, she’s heard the story.”


Rachel smiled. “Yes, that is exactly what sort of thing I need, Mr. Pryde. Where can I find Mrs. Whitacre?”


“Green Brush tea shop, the table in the corner under the shelf with the tatting and the china cat toby mug.” His recitation brought a little grin to Sergeant O’Malley’s face before he caught himself.


Rachel risked a sending. «Sound familiar, Manx Two?»


«Just like me Gran’Pa, ma’am. Third stool from the end, Black Ox pub, four to six every afternoon but Sundays for thirty years or so.»


And probably had solved all the world’s problems four times over in that time, Rachel thought to herself. “Green Bush, under the cat and tatting, thank you Mr. Pryde. I’ll just go have a word with her then.” McKendrick is going to fuss.


Rachel took a back way from the parish hall around a row of houses and gardens before doubling back up the high street to the Green Brush. Before she went in, however, she poked her head into the town museum. “I’m sorry, Miss Na Gael,” the wispy woman at the desk said, looking very apologetic. “All our old records are at the archival conservation center at Lincoln. We hope to have them back in a month or so. Would you like their number?”


“No, thank you, I have it. Thank you.”


Once back in the street, O’Malley asked, “Ma’am, do you really think Mrs. Whitacre can answer your questions?”


Rachel let out a long puff of breath and turned to face him. “I suspect the problem will be getting her to stop telling me, Sergeant. After all, I’ve not heard her stories before, assuming she’s the talking type.”


An hour later, Rachel wondered if she’d still be there at sunset. Mrs. Whitacre was that rarest of English creatures, a talkative soul. “Oh, aye, I know stories about that sort of thing. My grandmother saw lights too, back before the Great War and the drought of ’96, and before that she told me about her father seeing the leaves around the fountain dance. You see, he was out late one night comin’ back from the cattle fair in . . .” and the tale commenced. Rachel took notes and after forty-five minutes thought she had a pattern.


Two pots of tea, some sandwiches, scones with clotted cream, and another hour later, Mrs. Whitacre finally wound down. By then Sergeant Lee had relieved Sergeant O’Malley outside the tea shop, and Rachel desperately needed to visit the WC. But she had more than she had hoped for. “And you say your great uncle’s teacher said he’d seen something about it in a book in the Bodleian?”


“Oh yes.” The old lady leaned forward, light brown eyes intent. “You see, the Romans wrote about the wall around the hill and commented about the fountain in it. A church book from the Saxons had the story, and someone else copied it down in a new book a little while later.” A little while meaning less than five hundred years, Rachel decided. “But getting it listed as an antiquity is such a fuss, and since there’s nothing in the hill, no one’s ever bothered. The field belongs to the parish, you know, and trying to get the entire parish to agree on something.” She gave Rachel a significant look and finished the last of her tea, setting the dainty chintz-pattern cup down with the faintest clink.


“Indeed, Mrs. Whitacre, indeed.” Rachel put her PDA and stylus away and began gathering her things. “I apologize for bothering you, Mrs. Whitacre,” she began.


“Oh, it was no bother Miss Na Gael. No one wants to listen to me these days. It’s all on paper, you see so this,” she tapped her white curls, “doesn’t matter. You say you are doing a local history article?”


Oops. I think I am now. “Yes, Mrs. Whitacre, I am. I can’t promise that it will be accepted, but I will let you know as soon as I have word from the editor.” After a few more polite words, Rachel managed to escape. She found the loo and made grateful use of it, then went out to find Sergeant Lee trying to look inconspicuous with as much luck as a giraffe would have in a petting zoo. “I got what we needed, Boer Two,” she said.


“Very good, ma’am.” She sensed him stopping his next comment and wondered what it would have been. Probably something about having her ears talked off, Rachel decided, which was almost funny. In a few more years it might be truly funny.


“Well?” General McKendrick demanded.


“Actually sir, that’s entirely correct.” Before he could explode, Rachel said, “The power source is a well, what has been occasionally considered to be a holy well, simply because of the very high water quality.”


Captain Moshe ben David, standing behind McKendrick, made an interested noise. “Is it the water from the face in the wall, Manx One?”


“Affirmative Hunter One.”


McKendrick looked from his officer to his xenologist. “And you say that that is the source of the power surges and that it is . . . imported?”


“Yes, sir, and yes. I’d like to go back and make a closer examination of the item, but based on what I’ve heard and observed thus far, I recommend improving the insulation on the telephone lines, or burying them, and leaving the object where it is.”


She’d never made that recommendation before, and McKendrick and ben David both stared at her. “We never leave imports out in the open,” Moshe protested. “That’s not policy.”


“Hunter One, this one has been here for so long that, eh, come see for yourself,” Rachel sighed, rubbing her forehead.
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Five days later, Colonel Tadeus Przilas rubbed his forehead as he studied the picture and the energy releases on the graphic below. “Sir, I’m sorry, but why did we leave it in place? If it’s transmitting that much power, it could pose a real problem. And what’s fueling it?”


McKendrick pointed down the table in the staff briefing room to Rachel.


She explained. “We left it in place because it’s been there for tens of thousands of years, sir. It’s been there so long it is literally part of the landscape. And it serves to vent excess power from something that’s also been here for tens of thousands of years. That energy is then drained off into natural channels,” tapped by Logres actually, but you don’t need to know that, she thought. “No chronicle or evidence suggests that the discharge is harmful, so we’re better off leaving it where it is. If we start digging, or just prize it out and replace it with a replica, one, the energy build-up could cause problems of some kind and two, the water will back up and probably flood the parish hall basement and the church’s crypt. The church is a historic property of national interest.”


“Oh.” The American executive officer leaned back in his chair. “No, I do not want to face angry church ladies or architectural preservation officers.”


Captain Maria de Alba turned back around from studying the projected chart. “Commander, how long has that pattern repeated?”


“Well, based on Mrs. Whiteacre’s stories, confirmed in part by what records have been released by the preservation team, every fifty years, three months, and six days. It starts as infrared, then visible light, then jumps through ultraviolet to alpha radiation, I’d guess over the course of two weeks. Then it goes quiet again, except for a very, very low baseline release, barely enough to register. That is what’s absorbed into the environment, which explains in part why the parish has been so determined to keep that field. Apparently it produces magnificent crops, especially root veggies and clover.” Rachel caught Captain O’Neil making a face. “Yes, turnips, Swedes, potatoes, beets, the usual, sir.”


“The stone cries from the wall,” RSM Sheldon Smith said.


Rachel blinked. “Say over?”


“It’s written on a slab in a churchyard in Wales, one of the odd places. The slab reads in Welsh and Latin ‘The stone cries from the wall.’” Smith nodded at the officers’ blank looks. “Archaeology instructor I had used it as an example of inscriptions that will never be understood.” He raised one dark brown eyebrow and looked at Rachel.


All of Wales is an odd place, based on my experience. She tiled her hands and turned them out, palms up, in a sort of shrug. “Probably no connection, RSM, but, well, people do odd things and perhaps someone remembered the face in the wall. The wall was built around the hill at the same time the fountain went in, and there’s nothing inside the hill that showed up on test excavations or on a LiDAR re-survey.”


McKendrick frowned. “Nothing at all?”


Captain ben David spoke up. “No, sir, nothing. Which also suggests that pulling the stone out of the wall might not end the energy discharge.”


“Could you determine why it does that, Commander?” Tadeus asked.


She opened her mouth and closed it again. “If you mean am I capable of doing it, I probably have access to the necessary tools, but would need Captain Ahkai to back me up. If you mean did I try in the field, no, sir, beyond what we’ve already discussed here. It’s part of the landscape and the village, sir, so why dig too hard?”


“A twenty thousand year old fountain and you don’t want to see why it still works?”


Rachel and McKendrick both shook their heads. “It does what it’s supposed to,” Rachel said.


“And it’s part of the village, has been for, as you put it, twenty thousand years,” McKendrick said. “I wouldn’t be surprised to find people in the area whose families have been living there for that long.” He sorted his papers and looked around the room at the gathered staff officers and senior NCO. “Is there any further need for discussion?”


A chorus of “no, sirs” rose from the seats.


“You are dismissed.” He waited until everyone but Rachel had logged out before ending his own session on the GDF intranet. “Americans have no sense of time, do they?”


She smiled a little as she finished collecting her stick, satchel, and notes. “Not for truly old things, no sir. Leastwise not the way the Isles do.”


He led the way out into the hall. “By the way, I understand you have applied for publishing permission?”


“Yes, sir.” She squirmed a little. “I was not entirely honest with Mrs. Whitacre about why I wanted to know about the parish’s history and the fountain. So I have written up a little bit about holy well customs in parish tradition for the folklore journal.”


“What did she say about the soldiers outside the tea shop window, pray tell?” He folded his arms and looked down at her.


Rachel gave that crooked grin that always made him concerned. “She thinks Sergeant O’Malley has a nice rump and that someone needs to feed Sergeant Lee more because otherwise people will think his mother doesn’t love him.”


McKendrick didn’t know if he should laugh or sigh. “You are dismissed,” he said instead.


“Caw!”


“You too.” Knox followed Rachel down the corridor, giving her a piece of his mind, apparently. McKendrick watched the show and smiled a little. Better her than him for once.
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April, 2013.
I should have known that things were too quiet, Rachel moaned as she sat down at the table across from Rahoul Khan and General Eszterházy. Nothing had moved in Britain since the discovery of the stone in the wall. And then Joschka’s world had shattered in an instant with the sound of breaking glass and crumpling metal. She’d called him as soon as she heard, and he’d given her an order, the one order she could never obey. I should have lied to him, then lied again. But I didn’t and now he hates me. She’d been impressed that he recalled all those words in Trader and other non-Terran languages. Then he’d hurt her, his words ripping into her and leaving her with flashbacks and night terrors for half a week. Rachel had shunted the pain aside and pretended she’d not spoken to him. It had almost worked, at least until General Eszterházy had dragged her to the funeral. As soon as the mass ended, Joschka’s grandson Leopold had ordered her out of the church.


Another three weeks passed. Then Eszterházy called her back to Vienna. They needed Joschka on duty. They thought she could help him. Rachel was not certain they should, but kept her thoughts to herself as Helmut briefed her. He finished and she took a deep mental breath, wondering if she’d go mad before they got through to Joschka.


“You are correct, sir—I fear I am now the only one who knows what is required.” And I know it too damn well. You have no idea what he’s capable of, no idea at all.


“Rachel, you know that he hasn’t forgiven you?” Colonel Rahoul Khan cautioned his friend and former advisor as Major General Helmut Eszterházy nodded.


“Yes, sir. And I’m afraid that the only way to break his depression is to force him to confront matters. I don’t like it.” She absently rubbed her temple as she thought back three and a half centuries to when the man then called Yori dar Orkhan had hurt her in a moment of rage—a rage she’d deliberately goaded him into. “I’m open to any other possible suggestion.”


The two humans exchanged a glance and both shook their heads. In four weeks they’d not been able to come up with any, nor had the man’s priest and confessor. General Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg’s depression had grown blacker and deeper, until his family had asked for the GDF to try to help him before someone was hurt. The few administrative staff and military personnel involved assumed that the family meant Joschka killing himself. Eszterházy, Khan, and Na Gael knew differently, especially Commander Na Gael.


“When are you going to start?” the Hungarian wanted to know.


Rachel studied the ceiling for a moment. “Next week. Colonel Khan and General McKendrick need to work out a timetable so I can be at British H.Q. most of the day and get night coverage. Then I will come here and see what I can manage. It will probably take at least a week before he even lets me near him,” she warned.


“Better to take three weeks and get him back than push the situation and lose him—and at least one other person,” Eszterházy decided. His subordinates didn’t look as satisfied, but could offer no better option. There had been brief talk about drugging the general and taking him to medical care, but Eszterházy and the secretary had vetoed that idea. While no one denied or confirmed that Rachel was an extraterrestrial, only four people outside of Hohen-Drachenburg’s immediate family were aware that the Graf-General wasn’t completely human. Thus, normal medical treatment was not an option even within the GDF. Rachel flatly refused to try and use her skills to force him to get well. “Can’t work without his cooperation and I won’t do it even if you order me to.” Hell, he’d kill me if I tried, and he’d be justified doing it.


Eszterházy left his chief of staff and the British Branch’s xenology specialist to work through the details. Once the schedule complications had been ironed out, Rahoul leaned across the table to his advisor and friend. “Rachel, is there anything more I can do?”


“Pray for me and for Joschka. You’ve never seen him truly angry, Rahoul, but I have. And I’m scared about his mental state at the moment.” She leaned back and said more loudly, “And see if you can get any invaders to reschedule until after this little headache gets sorted out. I do so hate having to interrupt an appointment for a battle.”


Once again, Rahoul Khan wondered what horrible thing he had done to deserve having to work with a cocky wiseass like Rachel. And what he’d do if said cocky wiseass wasn’t around to shoulder so much of the load.
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Joschka sipped his drink and stared into the darkness. The library of Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg had become his lair and refuge for the past three weeks as he shut out more and more of the world. He put his glass down with a snarl. Alcohol didn’t affect him like it did humans—there was no numbing intoxication, no escape from reality. But he was still drinking too much. Adele and Magda both would have fussed at him. Now they were both gone and he didn’t care anymore.


He brooded, wrapped and buried in black anger and pain. Over and over he saw Helmut Eszterházy standing in his office door, expression grim and sad as he broke the hideously bad news. “My lord General, I’m very sorry to have to tell you that . . .” The aging soldier got up from his chair and paced the darkness, trying to forget the moment and the realization that it had been his fault. If he hadn’t been so determined to go in to Headquarters to look over something he would have been with Adele as she drove back from Salzburg. His reactions were much faster, and his strength much greater, than a human’s, especially a sixty-nine-year-old woman, no matter how lively and young she’d seemed. His presence would have saved her—but no, he’d insisted on dealing personally with a trivial matter and she’d died.


As he paced, Joschka heard something scratch on the tall window that looked out over the valley. He ignored it but the sound continued off and on for several minutes. Growing irritated, he went to see what was violating his solitude.


A black cat stood on its hind legs, front paws on the wide outside sill. It scratched on the glass and meowed as if asking to be let in. Joschka’s eyes narrowed as he realized what—or rather who—it was. Neither Eurasian wild cats nor domestic Earth cats could easily stretch their paws almost two meters off the ground to scratch at this glass, nor did most of them sport white scars slashing over a blind eye. “Fuck off,” he growled and shut the curtain. The scratching ceased.


The next night, as soon as full darkness swallowed the Drachental, the jaguar-like black cat returned and scratched on the windowpane. She came back again and again, never leaving Joschka in peace. One night she even managed to perch on the windowsill, mewing quietly when he came to the window. Each time he told the animal off and ignored the scratching—just as he ignored his family’s efforts to pull him out of his world of shadow and fire. The House remained clear of him, although he thought he sensed something from it the fourth time he swore at the black animal that haunted his evenings.


The feline was nothing if not persistent. One night a storm crashed over the mountain, its explosions and flashes matching the Graf of Hohen-Drachenburg’s feelings and mental state. To his surprise, he heard the now familiar scratching during a lull in the storm and looked around to see a very pathetic and drenched animal peering through the window at him. She gave him a pleading look, begging to be let in out of the rain and cold. Joschka almost relented before he remembered who was under the sopping black fur. “No. You’re not ruining my rugs, you furry bastard. Go drown,” and he returned to his seat. The HalfDragon felt guilty but soon quashed the feeling.


At the end of the second week he’d had enough of the animal. That night, when she scratched at the glass, he was ready. He heaved the window open and started to throw a kettle of hot water at the obnoxious beast. But before he could swing his arm the cat jumped past him and into the room, taking partial refuge under the chair that had first been Magda’s, then Adele’s. The man started for the feline, then stopped and shut the window. “All right, stay. See if I care.” The cat said nothing but remained under the chair for the moment.


Joschka regarded the animal with distaste, but decided to ignore its presence, as much as he could ignore sixty kilos of feline. After a few minutes the animal scrambled her front end out from under the chair and relocated to the hearth. She licked some ruffled spots on her fur, then settled down, forefeet curled under her chest and eye closed. The only sounds were wood popping in the fireplace and the intermittent whistle of the animal’s breathing.


“You look silly in that shape. No self respecting cat goes traipsing about without ears and a tail, or with a twisted up leg,” Joschka told the animal when he couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “Why don’t you get prosthetics? They can’t make you look any worse.” He aimed his words to hurt, and the cat twitched in response but didn’t say anything.


“Well? Are you going to tell me why you’ve been harassing me?” Joschka paced, keeping his back to the irritating beast. “Did Eszterházy put you up to it?” No reply came and he turned, glaring at the black shadow basking in front of his fireplace. “Or are you a larger version of Poe’s raven?” At this the cat gave a human-sounding snort of disdain, opening her good eye and giving him a look of pure feline arrogance, as if she could hardly believe he would dare compare her to a mere bird. Joschka realized the problem after a few more minutes of silence: she couldn’t “talk” to him because his shields were up and he wasn’t sensitive enough to animal minds to hear her through them. He locked his shields even harder. If she wanted to traipse around looking like an overgrown alley cat, then fine.


The soldier returned to his chair, determined to pretend the cat was not on his hearth soaking up the heat from his fire. He picked up a book and tried to read. He actually found himself becoming distracted by the work until a bit of motion caught his eye and he looked up to find the cat washing her stomach. Joschka hadn’t seen the animal up close for several years and was puzzled by the white streak running down the length of the cat’s chest and belly. Then he realized that he was seeing the scars left from the Traders’ murder attempt. As if reading his mind, she got up, turned around and then rose on her haunches so he could see a matching cut down her back, over the spine, along with other marks where they had cut off her hide. Then she turned back around, facing him.


His anger surged, aimed at creatures who would skin someone alive for the pleasure of causing her pain. Then Joschka’s target changed, fury redirected to the animal instead of her attackers. “You survived and recovered because the GDF helped you. Where were they when I needed them? Where were you? She’d still be alive if it weren’t for the damn GDF or if you’d gone to help her!”


The cat ducked a little but stared at him reproachfully. “You didn’t even come to the memorial service,” he accused. Now you’re being unfair a tiny voice said from his conscience. She had been at the service but had not tried to approach him because Joschka’s grandson Leopold had told her not to.


“Quit absorbing all my heat,” Joschka ordered the animal as he pretended to return to his book. She complied by standing up, stretching, and walking over to curl up on the hassock between his chair and the sidebar. That was not what he wanted, but the beast didn’t seem to be interested in his wants. “Typical stupid feline,” he muttered.


He couldn’t stand the animal being so close to him. Joschka got up and returned to pacing the library’s shadows. The cat watched him, as if trying to make up her mind about something. “I thought you healers were bound to help those in need.” The lone silver eye gave him the same look that he’d given two centuries worth of slow recruits, suggesting that if he thought for a moment then he’d realize that he already knew the answer to the question he wasn’t quite asking.


“Oh, what the fuck do you care—or Eszterházy and Khan and the others? You don’t know what it’s like. I’ve lost my oldest son and two wives and all you do is tell me how sorry you are! Then you ask when I’m coming back on duty! You have no idea what it feels like, you ice-hearted sociopath,” Joschka hissed. “You’ve never watched someone you love waste away before your eyes as cancer eats her from within despite everything the doctors try. You’ve never gotten a phone call telling you that your son’s been killed in a training accident! Or had the police appear at your office door to inform you that if you hadn’t gone in to work that day, if you’d honored her wishes and retired, your bride would still be alive!”


The animal listened silently. He thought he saw sorrow in her eye, but he turned away, pacing again. Then he returned to his chair. The large feline left the hassock and put her paws on the chair arm, sitting up so she could meet his eyes. She opened her mouth as if to meow but no sound emerged. She repeated the motion, still silent.


Joschka snapped. “God damn you!” He grabbed the black throat and squeezed. Taken by surprise, the animal tried to pull back but the HalfDragon’s grip was too strong and he choked the creature without mercy. “You could have saved her! Why? Why didn’t you even try, you arrogant, sadistic bastard? Everything I’ve done for you, as many times as I’ve saved your life, and when I need you the most you abandon me! Never again, you oath-breaking, misbegotten monster,” he snarled, tightening his grip and shaking the cat harder with each word.


She batted at his hands with her paws, digging into the floor with back claws and trying to pull away. Her struggles diminished quickly. The cat’s second eyelid closed and the animal shuddered, weakly pawing Joschka’s arms one last time and then sagged, unmoving. Joschka threw the body toward the wall. His leverage wasn’t good and the limp mass landed only a meter from his chair. He brushed clumps of black fur from his hands, stood, and strode over to the other window, looking out into the starless night. He heard a harsh wheeze behind him and ignored the rattle that followed. After several minutes of thoughtless stillness, Joschka turned back to his unwelcome visitor and gasped.


She had at last returned to her true shape, still sprawled on the floor where he had thrown her, mouth gaping open, eye closed. Rachel’s chest didn’t move and there was no sign of life in her. Joschka approached the body, knelt, and hesitantly touched the woman’s shoulder. There was no response, even when he nudged her with both hand and mind.


Joschka started shaking his head, horror struck. “Dear God no! No, I can’t have! No, not—no!” He grabbed her, scrambling to find her pulse. The marks of his fingers were already appearing on her pale skin and his eyes widened at the sight of how badly he’d hurt her. Her heart beat weakly, but there was not even a faint movement of air through her lips when he held the back of his hand to them.


The desperate man tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, praying as he did: Holy Lord, forgive me he pled. Please, please dear God don’t let her die. I didn’t mean to take another life, Father, I didn’t! Please, don’t let me lose her too! She didn’t move, but after a near eternity she started breathing on her own. All the while, her heartbeat remained faint but steady. Joschka picked up the limp form. He didn’t dare call for help, so he held her in his arms as he knelt on the thick rug, one hand keeping her head up and airway open. The HalfDragon prayed and held his friend, terrified by what he’d done.


He had no idea how much time passed before she started coughing and tried to sit up. Thank you blessed God. Relief and guilt in equal measure poured over him and he held the injured Wanderer until she could support herself. Rachel managed to get her knees under her and then leaned forward, hands on the floor and head bowed.


“Rada, I thought you were dead, that I’d—Rada, what have I done?” he cried, slumping over. He heard her move but he didn’t dare look at his victim.


He felt her hand brush his shoulder and tried to shake it off, but failed. “You’ve done nothing, Awful Clawful. And you are right. I should have tried to jump back and seen if there was anything I could have done to save her. I owed both of you that and more, no matter what the price would have been,” Rada admitted, her voice thick and heavy with guilt.


Now Joschka looked up. “No. That would break the Laws—bring even more trouble down on your head. And you’re not a god, Rada. The police said no one could have avoided the crash and that she died instantly, that there was nothing anyone—” His voice trailed off as he heard his own words and faced the truth in them for the first time.


“No more a god than you are, my friend,” and the sorrow and knowledge in her tone, and the compassion in her eye, broke him. For the first time since he’d learned of Adele’s death, Joschka wept. Rachel held him against her shoulder as he cursed the drunk driver and mourned for his loving, lively wife.


When the emotional storm had died down, Rachel stood up and got him a glass of water, then sat back down beside him. The Wanderer didn’t say anything—she was just there, as she’d been for the past thirty years. After another long silence she patted his hand. “You’re still braver than I am, Awful. I’m too scared of the pain to love again.”


The older-looking man took her cool hand. “Don’t say that, Hairball. The joy is so much greater than the sorrow. Don’t ever lock yourself away.”


“Why not? Look at you! How can there be enough joy to counter this,” and she waved her free hand towards him.


“Adele,” and he swallowed hard. “Adele would tell you that you’re wrong. Remember when we were at Klarbach, and . . .” he started reminding his oldest friend about the laughter and the good moments all three of them had shared, even in the middle of a near disaster. Then he went to other memories, eventually turning back to the bright years with Magda when their children were young.


The darkness outside began growing light before he realized what Rachel had done. “You pulled me out of the shadows,” he accused her.


The exhausted and aching woman shook her head. “I tried. You pulled yourself out.” She started to get to her feet. She managed to stand on the second try, then walked toward the window. “Good-bye, my lord General.”


He stopped her. “Rakoji, is there any way you can forgive me?”


She studied him, her face deadly serious. “Yes. If you swear that you will never, ever give in to your fury off the battlefield and that you will never lay hands on a woman in anger—combat excluded.” Rachel knew very well what she was demanding from him and how hard it might be for him—even harder than what he and Rahoul had required of her.


Joschka drew himself up to his full height. “I swear on my honor that I will not let anger rule me, nor will I lay hands on a woman outside of combat.” He felt the rest of the House witnessing his oath and knew that they would take action should he break his word.


The woman bowed her head toward him. “I forgive you, Joschka. This,” she lightly touched her bruised throat, “was a risk your other friends and family and I were willing to take to bring you back,” she told him, giving him a weak smile before turning away. “Open the window, please.”


He did. A huge black cat leapt onto the wide sill, licked the back of his hand, and then jumped down. She trotted off into the pre-dawn silence, the stump of her tail high like a banner as she disappeared.
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“Commander Na Gael, General Eszterházy rang me up this morning,” Colonel Khan said at supper the next evening. He was visiting the British headquarters as part of a facilities inspection.


“Oh? Any news from headquarters about—?” she started, and he waved her off but followed it with a wink.


“Your budget? No change, but no cuts, either.” She made a noise that caused the junior officers to smother laughter. Khan ignored the commotion and continued, “General von Hohen-Drachenburg will be coming back from his extended personal leave, so Eszterházy wants to know if you’ll come help Dr. Marceau get everything caught up at Headquarters.” Rahoul sat back, watching her reaction.


She flashed her warped grin. “Unless it’s a direct order, combined with a budget increase, no. I’ve my hands full here, sir.”


“Good, because I don’t care to be informed that a temporary transfer has been made permanent. I detest the extra paperwork.” He glanced down at his salad, then looked up in time to catch her rearranging the scarf around her neck to better hide a fresh bruise.


Later that evening, when he went off duty, Colonel Khan dropped by his friend’s personal quarters. “My God, Rachel, what happened to you?” he demanded, staring at the livid purple and black marks around her throat.


“You and Helmut were correct. He lost his temper and I didn’t dodge fast enough,” the Wanderer told him calmly, as if nothing had happened.


“He tried to kill you, didn’t he?”


She looked away, then back at her friend and semi-superior. “Yes, he did, just as we anticipated. And he stopped himself. That’s what broke the depression, Rahoul. Don’t tell anyone,” she begged. “I’m fine. He felt horribly guilty when he realized what he’d almost done and swore on his honor he won’t do it again. We got him back. Just let it drop, please?”


Rahoul stared at her in disbelief, arms crossed over his chest. “He hurts you, almost kills you, and you want me to let it drop!”


Rachel got up and paced her cramped quarters, then stopped, leaning against the cool stone of the fireplace mantle. “No harm, no foul, as the Americans say, Rahoul. Mission accomplished without permanent injury and I’m not going to file charges or agree to them if you do, since I deliberately goaded him to the point he was forced to react. Forget you even saw my throat, please.”


The South Asian officer rubbed his forehead, warding off a threatening headache, but gave up protesting. Instead, he walked over and rested his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eye. Some things were not worth fighting, he decided, even though he wanted to hurt the Graf-General very badly just then. “Bah, alright. I don’t like it one bit, but I won’t say anything about what happened, provided it never, ever happens again.”


“Thank you,” she smiled up at him. “It won’t. And you’d better not breathe a word to General Eszterházy about my including ginger beer under ‘lab supplies’.”


Since she hadn’t, Rahoul agreed, and then helped himself to a bottle. “To friends?” he offered, and she tapped his bottle with her own.


“To friends.”


But if Joschka ever lays a hand on you again, Rahoul promised silently behind his shields, I will beat him to a bloody pulp, rank be damned. 
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August, 2013.
“I wonder if they’ve given up,” Helmut Eszterházy half asked his chief of staff.


“Sir?”


The blond Hungarian nodded at the single page of reports from the assorted GDF units. “Nothing has stirred in several months. Even the British have had one false alarm, and whatever they are looking into at the moment seems to be minor at best. Perhaps everyone has decided to leave Earth alone.”


Rahoul heard Rachel’s voice in his memory, growling at the last person to talk about how lovely quiet things were. “I hope you are correct, sir.” But this feels dreadfully like the lull before the storm, sir.
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“I’m too old for this,” Captain Edward O’Neil, the British branch’s logistics and supply officer groaned as he hung his body armor and weapons in their appointed places. It had been a mission more tedious than brutal, and he got no sympathy from his fellow officers.


Captain Moshe ben David finished a final inspection of his own kit and shrugged. “I don’t know. No one got eaten or vaporized this time, and the mad Scotsman didn’t try to strangle the commander. Maybe we shouldn’t even bother putting this one in the log books.” A few discreet snickers and knowing grins spread among the officers at the description of their commanding officer and infamously irregular xenology specialist. Someone hissed from near the door to the magazine, and everyone got busy as General James McKendrick strode in, growling under his breath. The redhead ignored his officers as he locked away his weapon, then started putting the rest of his kit back where it belonged. The men and women finished and went about their business, glad to have come back with as many people as they started with.


Up one level, at the far end of the headquarters complex, Rachel also stripped off her body armor, then gave it a quick wipe down. God bless access to modern technology she thought, wrinkling her nose at the thought of having to wear what the humans did. It was so bulky, with such minimal stopping power! She much preferred her own, Azdhag-made set. Among other things, the Azdhagi designed their personal defensive equipment to be worn discreetly under one’s robes, where it would not be obvious. The philosophy was that assassins would be less likely to attack if they knew that most of their targets had armor on, visible or not. For serious combat, Rachel had a much better, heavy-duty set, decorated with her House insignia and colors. Not that the humans needed to know about it, she chuckled. “What do you do in your spare time?” she mimicked O’Neil’s nosey manner. I command the defenses of an entire planet Rachel smirked.


For once, Rachel was in a good mood. The mission had gone well, with minimum work on her part. The humans were progressing very quickly and she guessed that in another decade she could retire to a purely on-call status. The small woman hummed a naughty song as she changed into clean clothes, grabbed a handful of dried meat to tide her over until supper, and left her quarters. She bounced down the spiral steps and settled down at her work desk, meaning to skim through the previous few days’ reports before starting her write-up of the mission.


Among the items in her in-box—and those of all the other staff and senior NCOs—was a list of which other GDF units were currently engaged in a mission. At the moment, Australia was on stand-by pending the results of a scout, and all was quiet in the Americas. The German Branch had reported an initial contact of interest and Rachel wondered if it was at all related to the materials that had turned up in the Vosges and Lower Rhine. I really need to look into those things she reminded herself yet again. The kettle beeped and Rachel added water to her teapot, then went back to typing.


The next morning, Tuesday, found the senior officers, plus the Regimental Sergeant Major and xenology specialist, gathered in the larger meeting room for the weekly staff briefing. Rachel leaned back in her seat and surveyed the group as they waited for Lieutenant Slobodan “Sheep” Cluj to arrive. The Serbian was acting as communications officer while Captain Maria de Alba was away on compassionate leave after the deaths of her mother and aunt. The young, round-faced man skidded into the room, looking concerned and carrying a bundle of papers, part of which he slid down toward Rachel. She caught them and set the pile to one side for the moment, wondering why he’d printed out whatever it was.


McKendrick didn’t say anything but gave the junior officer a significant look over the top of his glasses, making the dark-haired lieutenant flush. “Since we’re all here, let’s get started, shall we?” the Scotsman suggested. The reports were routine and worked around the table by rank, with one exception. RSM Sheldon Smith spoke immediately after Colonel Tadeus Przilas, the executive officer. Rachel couldn’t remember why, but it had been that way for twenty years now. She listened with half her attention and drifted with the other half. Captain ben David (adjutant) reported no changes in personnel for the near future and Captain O’Neil let them know that a new form for reporting materials expenditure would be coming from London. That news drew barely-stifled groans, and though McKendrick ignored the reaction Rachel caught a whiff of agreement from her commanding officer.


It was Lieutenant Cluj’s turn, and he cleared his throat as if he were nervous for some reason. He kept glancing toward Rachel and she sat up a bit, wondering what was going on. “Ah, sirs, we received a class two alert from Vienna at 0730 which required decryption.” That got everyone’s attention and Rachel sensed a new focus among the humans. The junior officer continued, “All elements of the German Branch are currently committed to an operation in east-central Germany and the Austrian Branch has been placed on ready-reserve to support the Germans should the need arise. Vienna is asking for Great Britain, France, and Poland to prepare to come to alert status.”


“Do you have information on who or what Germany is dealing with?” Tadeus asked.


“Very little, sir,” the Serbian informed the American. “There was material included in a data burst for Commander Na Gael specifically, but nothing else at this time.”


All attention swung towards Rachel as she skimmed through the papers Sheep had given her. She finished and called up data on the table-mounted computer displays. “Whoever the Germans are dealing with knows the terrain very well. They are in the Harz Mountains and have apparently taken over the main telecommunications relay point for east-central Germany and western Bohemia.” A map of the area appeared on the others’ screens, the communications node highlighted in yellow. “The worse news is that there are no images of, or data about, the intruders yet available. The Germans are too busy fighting to send more information.”


McKendrick grunted. “Well, you and Lieutenant Cluj see what you can find. Tadeus, you and Smith see about getting everyone ready to move out if needed. O’Neil, go through and make sure we’re resupplied and start planning a move into Germany, with all the necessary coordination with the Bundeswehr and Vienna.” He thought for a moment. “Ben David, track down Captain de Alba. Warn her that she may have to return immediately.”


A chorus of “yes, sirs,” followed, and at McKendrick’s nod the group scattered to their assignments. On the way out, O’Neil caught Rachel by the elbow. “That’s not Bohemia anymore,” the officious English officer reminded her. “It’s now called Czechoslovakia.”


“If you look at the geographic description of the region affected, you will find that it includes the Czech-speaking portions of Poland, as well as Germany and Czechoslovakia and part of Lower Austria. Bohemia is the correct noun,” she replied tartly. “Now if you will excuse me?” and she walked over to where Cluj waited. The lieutenant pretended not to notice O’Neil’s sour expression.


Rachel matched the acting communications officer’s pace as she went with him to the area containing the various radios, computers, and other devices the GDF used. There was even a civilian amateur operator’s set and Morse-code key as an extra fail-safe. Sheep Cluj set his papers down and cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “Ah, ma’am, I think I know where to begin.”


She gave him a reassuring smile. “Start then, and I’ll just double-check you if you have a question or run into a problem,” and she pulled her laptop out of her ever-present black satchel.


The young officer set to work as Rachel observed. He ran through the usual public sources and GDF–specific files and data streams, then opened a desk drawer and pulled out what looked like an address book with black leather covers. The Wanderer got very busy with her computer, hiding a grin at someone’s irreverent sense of humor. That had to be Blackie Anderson’s idea she snickered. His way of digging at General Whitehead without Andrew knowing. “Baaagh,” the Serb announced after half an hour. “It’s strange. I should be able to find at least something beyond the initial reports from Germany, ma’am, but there’s nothing. It’s as if there’s a hole in the data net.”


Rachel considered things. “Who has a satellite over the area just now?”


“InMarSat, EROS 5 and,” he turned around and looked again, “something that’s not officially there.”


Rachel made a noncommittal noise, then winked. “I don’t suppose you can tap one of the commercial satellites without getting a bill, can you?”


Confusion appeared on the officer’s face, followed by a flash of understanding. “No ma’am, I can’t,” he said as he thumbed through the little black book and began typing a code. “That would be theft of data.”


“Quite right, Lieutenant. I was just curious,” Rachel agreed piously, even as she leaned over his shoulder to see what he was pulling out of the commercial transmission stream. She probably shouldn’t have shown Captain de Alba how to do that, a faintly guilty bit of her conscience cautioned. It was promptly stomped upon for its efforts.


“Oh, my. That’s going to require a bit of cover-up.” Cluj said with near-British understatement. The image resolution was one meter by one meter and the picture was not pretty.


“Indeed. Someone should have been more careful,” Rachel tried to match his tone. The pictures revealed several hectares of flattened trees and crumbled rock, with what appeared to be bits of armored vehicle in the debris in a stream valley. “Can you enlarge this bit here?” She pointed to an area showing a ridgeline.


“Um, let’s see,” and he did something. The picture zoomed in and human and Wanderer blinked. “It looks like powered battle armor, like in the Japanese cartoons.”


“It is.”


After a thoughtful quiet, Cluj turned around and looked at the advisor. “That’s not a good sign, is it ma’am?”


“Not really, no. How big is the armor?” Rachel thought she could tell, guessing at three meters.


She was close. “Three and a half meters, if the distortion’s not too bad. Do you know what it is, ma’am?” When she shook her head no, Cluj started bundling the data for distribution. And hiding the source of the images. As he did, a signal chimed and he spun around to catch the incoming urgent message. “It’s from Germany.” He started to decrypt it and Rachel read over his shoulder. Before he finished she’d packed her satchel and was out the door, bound for the lab. A few people noticed her rapid departure and the fast “step-tap-step” as she half-ran down the corridors.


“That’s not a good sign,” Sergeant Tony Lee observed, before hurrying to accelerate his scouts’ resupply efforts.


Time to get her serious field gear assembled, Rachel decided. She pounded up the steps to her quarters and laid out a change of clothes, her heavy-duty combat boots, an array of edged weapons and other implements of mayhem, and her rifle case. She looked at the number of extra ammo packs she had for her rifle and swore loudly and creatively. The rifle the humans had issued her was good, but not against powered battle armor that most likely had at least a basic shield capability. “Damn, it’s going to be RPGs around corners again and a lot of hiking.” Rachel trotted back down to the main lab, opened the false back of one of the chemical cabinets, and began taking out medical supplies. Most of them were common to Earth and just exceeded what her augmented medical kit was supposed to have in it. A few others dated from the mid 3000s and shouldn’t have been there. The Wanderer had long ago decided that the benefits of having the stuff exceeded the risks to her. After all, if they worked, no one would know that she’d used them!


As she was packing, her “cell-phone” rang. She frowned, then flipped open the device. “Commander Ni Drako,” she said in Trader, still adding supplies to her medical bag.


“Be careful! Rada, are you aware of the situation in Germany?” General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg demanded in German.


“Affirmative sir. I’m packing as we speak, medical and other,” she replied in German. “Any idea on the capability of the enemy yet? We’re not getting anything on the official data net, but the image we found of the battle armor wasn’t pretty.”


The man at the other end of the line gasped. “Battle armor? Blessed Saint Michael, no wonder the Germans are having trouble. Could you tell what kind?” Rachel heard a slamming sound and engine noises in the background.


“Negative. Bi-pedal, three point five meters tall, we’re guessing, and possibly plasma capable, but that’s just another guess based on the terrain damage. It took out a Challenger-series tank, or so the debris suggested.” She finished packing the medical bag.


There was muffled conversation before Joschka’s voice returned. “Very good job Commander! And whoever else was working on the matter. I’ll have a general warning sent out.” More muffled conversation and he returned. “My regards to General McKendrick and his staff. Drachenburg out,” and he rang off.


Rachel looked at the cell phone for a moment, then shut it back off and hung it from her belt. And a lovely rest of the afternoon to you too she snipped. No, this may well be an emergency. Harass him about his phone manners later, once this clears. “Typical male,” she sighed aloud.
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Meanwhile, thirty kilometers southwest of Frankfurt-am-Main, a blue-eyed man with grey-touched, dark brown hair and a light brown beard slipped his phone into the pocket of his uniform tunic and sat back against the car seat, thinking. Rachel’s news was not good. Powered armor meant other, even more advanced weapons—far superior to what his forces had. The military commander of the Global Defense Force frowned, calling up a map in his mind. Who was close enough to support the German Branch? France had just gone on alert for something in the Pyrénées, as had España. That left Austria, Poland, and Great Britain, since the Russians were on their way back from the Urals and he wanted to keep the Scandinavians where they could move in from the north as a blocking force if necessary. Poland-Lithuania would be closer, he mused. Yes, he’d start them moving. Joschka typed out his message and sent it via the GDF’s satellite com-stream.


The trio of vehicles, including the Graf-General’s car, was only three kilometers from the Luftwaffe airbase when the Slepnir armored personnel carrier that led the way slammed to a halt. “It must be deer season,” Joschka’s driver joked even as he was starting to turn the car in case evasive maneuvers were needed. Suddenly, all hell broke loose as the Slepnir opened up with its main gun, firing forward, then swinging to the left at a still unseen target. “Ambush!” and the driver began reversing and turning.


Fifty meters behind them, the car carrying Joschka’s communications gear and security guards exploded, trapping him for the moment. “We get out, now,” he ordered, grabbing his briefcase and the rifle kept hidden in the rear seat, then diving out of the car. Marko didn’t hesitate, and the two men ducked and wove, taking shelter behind some trees on the low hill slope to the right of the road. It had been a good choice, because moments later a silver-and-red robot-looking shape stomped out of the thicket on the other side of the road and fired into the car. Then it shifted its attention to the Slepnir. Joschka and Marko stared wide-eyed and prayed that it wouldn’t notice them as they slid through the brush and away from the site of the ambush.


“Can you call for help, sir?” the driver hissed as they ran down the back of the hill.


Joschka shook his head. “We’d risk being located if they’re monitoring the cell net. We head for the airbase and hope the APC gets word out.” He heard the sounds of a chain-gun firing and then an explosion, but he didn’t look back or stop. Please dear God, may that have been one of the enemy. And please help us defeat these things!


Back in England, grim determination enveloped the main briefing theater. McKendrick gave the initial overview briefing. As he did, Rachel noticed Lieutenant Cluj putting his hand to his earpiece and writing quickly in his digital notebook. The Wanderer hoped it was information from the German branch coming in, especially more data on the battle suits. We’ve gotten confident and sloppy, she sighed to herself. And now we’re about to pay the price. It was the same problem that had led to her becoming Lord Defender of Drakon IV, but it stemmed from a different cause. If the humans manage to contain this, at least it may force their governments to turn some attention to stand away defenses.


“Commander Na Gael?” McKendrick pointed and Rachel straightened up, clicking a remote control as she did. The image Sheep had pulled out of the datastream appeared on the main screen and a wave of mutters, whistles, and curses flowed through the room.


Rachel pushed another button and a schematic of generic battle armor came up beside the photograph. “I won’t ask anyone to confess to reading or watching cartoons from Japan, but if you do, you actually have a pretty good idea of what the Germans are currently dealing with. And no, at this moment it does not appear that these can fly.” Someone actually said “bummer,” and Rachel pinned the speaker with her good eye until the sergeant sank in his chair. Another push of the remote and the terrain damage picture came up. “Powered battle armor such as this seems to be can support a number of weapons packages. The most common are rockets, chain-gun-type projectile throwers, and plasma weapons. What you see here looks like the results of a plasma discharge.” Rachel looked around the room. “The good news is that if this is a plasma-equipped set of armor, the lack of a gas-pack on the rear suggests that it uses an internal supply, so it’s limited to five or six shots before the mass is exhausted. That’s also the bad news. Depending on the strength of the shields, an RPG to the control area or a leg joint may be enough to put the suit out of commission. Otherwise you have to tip the thing over, usually by getting it to step on a mine, or going at it with heavy artillery. The operator generally rides in the ‘head’ or ‘torso.’”


O’Neil waved a hand. “Commander, that’s a lot of ‘maybes,’” he challenged. “Can’t you give us specifics?”


“Not without better images and knowledge of just who is operating the equipment. These units are like armored vehicles, Captain. As your Aethelstans are different from Reapers from Rhinos from Magogs, so is powered armor.” As she spoke, Lieutenant Cluj sent a new picture onto the screen. This one showed a metallic silver and red set of bipedal armor with a bulbous head. “This is from Germany?” Rachel asked.


“Yes, ma’am. It came as a data burst. A group of GDF vehicles were attacked near a Luftwaffe base in western Germany, not far from Frankfurt. The Bundeswehr is fighting two of these.” Sheep started to add something, then shook his head and fell silent.


“Well, I take back what I said about not flying,” Rachel managed a weak chuckle. “This is a light scout unit that does have limited flight capabilities, using LOX rockets. The fuel is carried there,” and she circled what looked like a backpack with her pointer. “It probably carries a small plasma weapon in the ‘arm’ packs and very good intelligence and communications computer packages. Not much shielding, however, and thinner armor because of the weight considerations. Sir?” She turned the briefing back to McKendrick.


After a few more words, McKendrick in turn passed the briefing to O’Neil. The average-looking English officer posted a detailed new transportation list and Rachel cringed. It was too complicated and she wondered how they were supposed to get re-organized, loaded, and then over to the continent and re-formed with such a crazy plan. If there was a logical pattern in the mess, she didn’t see it. Nor could she find herself on the chart. Apparently she wasn’t the only person to have a few qualms, because RSM Smith looked as if he’d just reached for a tulip and found a stinkspike instead. Well, if need be I can transport myself.


As soon as the briefing ended, Rachel swam upstream through the departing soldiers to reach “Officers’ Row” at the front of the auditorium. Everyone had clustered around Lieutenant Cluj. The Serbian officer looked grim. “General von Seelandt just asked Vienna for all the help they can provide. His troops are falling back and evacuating civilians as they go. The last word from General Esterházy is that the Polish branch is to join with the closest Bundeswehr and American regulars to form a blocking force between the Harz and Berlin, in case the city has to be evacuated. The Scandinavians will also move in to hold the area north, toward the Baltic.”


Obviously puzzled, McKendrick frowned over the top of his glasses. “General Esterházy?” He didn’t have to fill in the rest of the question.


“Graf-General von Hohen-Drachenburg disappeared when his convoy was ambushed and is presumed captured or dead,” Lieutenant Cluj reported. Everyone gasped or blinked at the news, and he continued, “All three vehicles burned, and the Germans have not yet been able to determine how many bodies and whose they are. Until positive proof of General von Hohen-Drachenburg’s survival and freedom turns up, Lieutenant General Esterházy is in command of the GDF.”


Outwardly, Rachel just nodded. Inside, she screamed: no, he couldn’t be! Unfortunately, he probably was, the Wanderer snarled to herself, brutally blunt. Joschka was supposed to be beyond that sort of risk, but the odds had caught him at last. Rachel felt her heart go cold. She’d never told him that she loved him and now it was too late.


Something broke inside her and the barriers Rachel had imposed on herself melted away. A hardness and rage—so cold that it burned—enveloped her, turning her grey eye to ice. The humans around her had never seen it, but her Azdhagi soldiers would have recognized Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako’s battle fury. Later, she would mourn and wail her grief to the endless stars. Later, she would pay proper tribute to his soul. Now was time for vengeance. The enemy, whoever they were, would regret the price they would pay for the life of Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg. Of that, Lord Ni Drako was sure. You have killed the man I love, Rada informed them, and you will pay dearly. And when I finish, I will sow your bones with salt, burn your ancestral altars and make your crime known to every lineage, that your forbearers may be damned to the endless cold. The ritual curse came easily and Rada imagined the unknown enemy recoiling as an Azdhag would. Then she shut her pain away, banking the flames so that they could serve her later.


Cluj was continuing and Rachel dragged her thoughts back to the present. “Captain de Alba is unable to return before our scheduled departure because of a developing situation in Spain.” The Serbian officer gave McKendrick a pleading look, but found no help, so he finished the updates with, “General von Seelandt also sent word that the enemy has captured several towns in the area and appears to have taken the adult residents captive. He didn’t know what had become of the children.”


Captain ben David suggested, “Probably left them behind since children can’t work or travel quickly.”


With that hopeful thought, the group began to disperse. “Captain O’Neil,” Rachel stopped him. “I seem to have missed something. Where am I traveling?”


“You’re in with the rest of the medical support staff,” he sniffed, turning on his heel and striding off.


“Actually, you are traveling with the scouts, ma’am,” a new voice said quietly, and Rachel turned to see RSM Smith tipping his head towards Colour Sergeant Tony Lee and the men and women clustered around him.


“Thank you, Sergeant. As usual, the NCOs save the day,” she smiled before drifting in the indicated direction.


“. . . and bring extra ammo, as much as you can carry,” Lee ordered. He turned to the Wanderer. “Anything else you can suggest, ma’am?”


She thought back over the years. “Yes. If you have a sidearm or favored personal weapon, bring it, regulation or not.” Lee reinforced her suggestion with a nod and the group scattered for the moment.


Rachel trotted to her quarters and changed into a combat-sturdy version of her usual clothes, followed by her serious body armor with camo cloth over it. She ran through a full checklist before she loaded her belt and pockets, slid a second knife into her boot, and grabbed up her helmet as well as her medical kit and black satchel. She pulled a heavy-duty sword cane out from its hiding place beside her bed-nest and hurried off to load up with the scouts. She was carrying about twenty kilograms of gear, including two rifles, but her gut said that she’d need every bit. God be with us she prayed on the go. Because I fear we need it desperately! Before she left her personal quarters, she also added a new accessory. It was foolish, but she felt better as she looked in the mirror.
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“And you will remain here, Przilas,” McKendrick informed his executive officer.


The American frowned, respectfully. “Ah, Headquarters is calling for our full compliment, sir, aren’t they?”


“Yes, they are. But someone has to keep the back door open, Tadeus, in case we need it,” McKendrick informed his executive officer, “and you speak fluent French.”


The other man’s green eyes went wide. “Yes, sir. Where will the back door be?” The redhead noted the American’s mental jump and applauded Przilas’s quick study.


McKendrick tapped a place on the map screen. Przilas noted the small town’s name—Dunkirk. “That’s not a good omen, sir.”


“Better there than Sedan,” McKendrick pointed out as he finished signing off the last orders.


“True. Good for us, not so for our foes,” Przilas agreed.


Two hours later the men and women of the 58th Regiment of Foot crossed the English Channel by air. An hour after that they landed at Rhine-Main air base and started unloading their equipment. Two Bundeswehr officers located McKendrick and his acting executive officer, Moshe ben David, to brief them on the latest developments and inform them as to where the GDF was to report. As Rachel had feared, O’Neil’s complicated loading system had screwed everyone up. Everyone, that is, except for the scouts, who had ignored the new plan and instead used their customary loading schedule.


Lee’s people, with the xenology specialist in tow, moved into departure position and began weapons checks and other final preparations. McKendrick noticed and excused himself from the Germans for a moment. “Very good work, Boer One,” he said warmly.


“Thank you, Sir.” After McKendrick went back to his conference, O’Neil sailed up, frowning. Sergeant Lee braced himself but before anything happened, Rachel slid in between the irate officer and the NCO. Neither party said a word, but the logistics officer growled under his breath and stormed off to deal with another part of his self-inflicted headache. “Thank you, ma’am,” Lee murmured under his breath.


The small woman nodded, then walked over to take her position at the general’s shoulder, listening to the news. Corporal Hajo Mikitori observed, “Manx One isn’t acting like her usual self.”


“No, she’s not. Which suggests that we need to be ready for anything—even more than usual.” The tall, thin sergeant returned to making certain his people were squared away and ready to go.


As the British got themselves sorted out, several hundred kilometers to the east and south, General von Hohen-Drachenburg took a last glance in the mirror. It had been a very long time since he’d sported regulation hair, and he decided that the only saving grace was that the short clip hid the gray. He already missed his beard. Well, he wasn’t supposed to be in combat anymore, either, and that had also gone sailing. Joschka turned and walked out of his temporary quarters in the former American armor and air base at Grafenwör in northern Bavaria, almost on the Bohemian border. This was as close as they could safely establish a headquarters for the moment and Joschka frowned. He triple-checked his body armor before trotting from the barracks to the main building, which housed the communication and other electronic equipment.


It had been a very close call. He and Marko managed to evade the enemy and reach the Luftwaffe base in time to watch their attackers leave, apparently satisfied with what they’d accomplished. That in itself set off warning bells, and Joschka hadn’t tried to contact his headquarters. Instead, he called in every favor the head of the Luftwaffe, General von Staufenberg, had ever owed him and got transportation to Grafenwör. By then, Helmut Esterházy had set Joschka’s earlier orders into motion and assumed temporary command of the GDF. Once at the Bavarian location, Joschka reestablished contact with Vienna via landline. Helmut had been preparing to evacuate and Joschka concurred. The still-unknown invaders had effectively neutralized human air-superiority through electronic jamming that interfered with communications, aircraft control, and weapons systems, and it seemed that Joschka’s had been one of the last flights possible in central Europe. After a terse discussion with the secretary, it was decided that Joschka would take command of the human counterattack and resistance, while Helmut Esterházy retained overall planetary command. So now he was here, trying to put pieces together and start fighting back.


Lord, I wish I could get Rada down here he thought as he surveyed the most current situation map. She’d know exactly what to do and how best to counterattack. His years of planning and simulations were no match for her field experience, and Joschka growled. But she had no active commission and the German and Polish militaries would not acknowledge her command. I really should have had her transferred to Vienna. If things continued as they were, though, she might well end up taking field command of the British forces, God forbid.


“My lord General, incoming message from Major Doctor Petra Freulinghausen. She is taking command of the German branch,” the lieutenant handed the page over to Joschka, then backed out of the way as Joschka’s eyes widened. His stomach clenched as he read the message. Von Seelandt’s field command post had been attacked and destroyed with almost no survivors. The medical personnel had been several kilometers away, and so escaped the disaster. Major Freulinghausen, medical officer and now the senior officer, was trying to rally the forces in the field to hold their current position, but they just didn’t have enough people. Instead, they focused on getting the local civilians out of the area and back toward the Polish and Bundeswehr lines forming near Berlin. A battalion of reservists had been on maneuvers in the area, and she’d called them in to help, but that was all she’d been able to accomplish so far.


Joschka frowned as the map updated. The invaders now controlled the airspace in eastern Germany and the ground of the Harz. The British were en route and moving east, and he assumed they’d been spotted. They didn’t have much heavy weaponry or local knowledge, but they did have Commander Na Gael. On the other side of the Harz massif, the Polish Branch and the German Army were setting up as a blocking force while the Scandinavians got ready to move in from the north. Helmut had turned the Austrian Branch loose to join the Graf-General as a reserve, and the HalfDragon considered his options and wondered how long before he was found again and attacked. And he wondered just who they were up against!
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After taking longer than Rachel would have tolerated if she’d been in charge, the British formed up and moved onto the autobahn. She stayed with the scouts, keeping watch on the skies above for more of the enemy’s observers. The Luftwaffe couldn’t guarantee air superiority, so the troops moved by ground and hoped for the best. After an hour, Lee tugged on the Rachel’s sleeve and she flipped her radio over to his frequency. “I’ve never been to northern Germany, ma’am. Is it all this flat?”


“Yes. You could stand on Ben Nevis and not see anything higher until the Urals if the atmosphere didn’t get in the way.” She waved her hand at the low hills and seemingly endless fields and towns around their route. “Aside from marshlands this is prime cavalry country, especially just a bit north of here, and I can’t remember the last century when someone’s army hasn’t rolled over it.” Lee nodded and Rachel noticed the others in their vehicle looking at her curiously. “Yes?”


Corporal Mike Sherman asked, “Were you here for those, ma’am?”


“No. My first war here was the Napoleonic,” she answered easily. “The company I served with was hired to come in and make certain that no one tampered with events. But we were well south of here, in Bavaria and Bohemia.”


A much more current distraction abruptly drew everyone’s attention skyward. Something paced them at altitude, and Rachel adjusted her targeting monocle. “Guess who?” someone half-asked, and one of the other scouts confirmed the guess. As they called in the observation, Rachel tightened the focus on her viewer and switched her audio receiver to random pickup. It skipped through a number of frequencies before she got lucky. The frequency appeared on her viewer, and the woman’s mouth twitched as she listened to the chittering communication and watched the parallel data stream appear on the display mounted on the forearm of her armor.


Rachel switched back to the scouts’ frequency, keeping the enemy as her secondary. “Boer One, Manx One.”


“Manx One, go ahead.”


“Boer One be advised that hostile is gathering telemetry data on all units. Suggest preparation for rapid evasive action: aerial attack.” Rachel found herself working hard to keep track of the three frequencies that she monitored, but her old conditioning and training still held good.


“Roger. Boer One clear,” and Lee passed the information ahead to the command vehicle. Rachel continued to watch the vehicle flying above the convoy and noted that its altitude was starting to decrease.


“Boer One, hostile is descending,” she advised quietly. It took a second before she remembered how to zoom the targeting monocle. Fewmets, I’ll never let myself get this out of practice again! she promised. She dearly missed having her second eye, because she couldn’t view the targeting and data displays simultaneously anymore. “Hostile now one thousand meters above,” she reported. The enemy still made no effort to attack the convoy and Rachel wondered why. After another minute the spy climbed again and turned north-northeast, toward the Harz and away from the convoy’s route. By now they’d turned due north, before cutting east again to cross a low divide near Hannoversch Munden.


The British left the autobahn at the divide, turned up a small road, and stopped at a well-camouflaged parking area. “We stop and refuel here. We’ll get back underway at 1800 Zulu,” Command One announced. With a little help, Rachel got out of the Aethelred scout vehicle and began walking around stiffly, trying to get her blood moving again. “Manx One report to Command One,” came over her earpiece, and Rachel made her way through the defensive laager to the Brutus command vehicle. Several people gave her odd looks as they studied her highly unusual body armor and helmet. She ignored them.


Commander Na Gael found the other officers listening to a major who wore a Swedish uniform but spoke with a clipped Berlin accent. The British soldiers looked grim and Rachel wondered how bad the news was.


Major Halvorsen was brutally clear. “The German Branch no longer exists. There are small groups fighting their way back and trying to evacuate the civilian population of the Harz, but the command structure is gone—General von Seelandt and all of his staff aside from Major Petra Freulinghausen are dead following an attack on the field command post. Because of the threat to the entire GDF command and control, Lieutenant General Helmut Esterházy, the secretary, and the majority of the Headquarters staff have evacuated to the secondary headquarters.” A murmur arose from the British, and Halvorsen continued, “Field control of Operation Heart’s Blood is being run from a secure location until the Central European branch can come into position.”


The xenology specialist studied the map showing the best estimates of the enemy’s positions and strength. “Has a counter jam been tried, sir?” Lieutenant Cluj asked.


“No. We do not posses anything strong enough to cover the area affected,” Halvorsen told him.


“Do you have anything capable of jamming super high frequency?” Rachel asked. “That’s what they’re using for their voice communications. Their scouts, at least, are also using shortwave data bursts.” Halvorsen stared at her and the woman raised her eyebrow in return.


McKendrick realized the problem. “Manx One, remove your helmet for a moment, please.” She did as asked and McKendrick explained, “Commander Na Gael is our xenology specialist. We have access to some experimental technologies, as you can tell by our equipment.” The Swedish Branch officer had heard of her and relaxed. For his part, McKendrick wondered why in heaven’s name his advisor now sported a pair of very real-looking black animal ears on the top of her head. Then a bird called, and as he watched one ear swiveled toward the sound, as a cat’s ear would. Well, that explained the ridge at the center of her helmet he thought, bemused. It also explained her call sign.


“Ah, I believe we might be able to,” Halvorsen said in response to the earlier question, making notes. “If the Poles can get their heavy communications equipment close enough.” As he spoke, Rachel passed Sheep a note with the frequencies involved. She remained silent through the rest of the briefing until Halvorsen asked, “Do you have any idea what we are facing?”


The humans as one turned to their advisor. “Besides a very hard slog, Major? Yes, I think I do,” she hurried, before McKendrick or O’Neil could explode at her. “If the audio signals analysis is correct, we’re dealing with a species called the Vreenahlwee. They are tripedal insects that are controlled by a hive-mind through a combination of pheromones and low-level telepathy. Which means that if you have anyone with a knack for talking mind-to-mind, they need to be very careful if they’re close to a Vreenahlwee. However,” Rachel cautioned, “this is all if my hypothesis is correct. I’d really need to see a set of the armor and its operator up close to make certain.”


“You’ll get your chance soon enough, Manx One,” McKendrick reminded the alien. The briefing wrapped up, and Rachel went back to where the scouts had clustered their vehicles. The afternoon’s heat lingered and brought out the smell of pinesap and warm soil. A faint breeze from the west promised a fair evening, and Rachel offered up a word of thanks that it was not storming and cold. She absolutely detested being cold and wet. Corporal Sherman sat on the running board cum blast deflector of the vehicle he drove, cleaning his rifle and singing “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” under his breath. The woman shook her head as she set her helmet on the bonnet of the Aethelred. “Catch!” someone called, and she reached up and intercepted a flying supper box. It was the dreaded creamed beef and she sighed. Then she heard something digging and skittering in a stony outcrop in the woods beside the parking area.


“Corporal, would you mind watching my things for a moment?” she asked.


“No problem, ma’am,” he said. Rachel took off her weapons and armor, then strode into the dark woods. Twenty minutes later she came back smiling and well fed. The marmots had been young, stupid, and very tender. She rearmed and went to find a place to sit and inspect her equipment.


Corporal Mikitori walked up after she left. “Is she really an alien?” he asked the American.


Sherman shrugged, but Sergeant Lee emerged from behind the Aethelred. “Yes, she is. Manx One’s our secret weapon. And she worked her way through the ranks, so if she says jump or run, do it—ask why later.” The three men looked over to where the woman sat. “Get some rest if you can. We move out in three hours.”


As he stolidly chewed his own field meal, McKendrick thought about his advisor. With her helmet on she looked like something out of a science fiction movie. A black shield covered most of the blind side of her face, while a monocle in a metal frame protected her other eye. She’d covered her body armor with cloth for some reason, and he wondered what sorts of things were wired into the display on her right forearm. Add in her assorted weapons, including that blast rifle of hers, and it was no wonder the European major reacted the way he did. And why had he not noticed her ears before? He snorted to himself—if she began sporting a tail, he’d have to say something. McKendrick wanted her to ride with him, then hesitated. Could they afford the risk? Probably not, but he’d think it over before they moved out again.


And so it was that Rachel found herself tucked into a corner of the Brutus. She’d rather have remained with Lee and the scouts, but no. She napped, her blast rifle tucked within quick reach and her sidearm set on “kill.” After a while McKendrick cleared his throat and she opened her eye, startling a bit until the monocle reset for the correct distance. Her mouth twitched with amusement at the crosshairs that appeared before she blinked them off. “Sir?”


“Tell me more about the species we’re fighting. Why are they here and how do we deal with that armor of theirs?” the Scotsman wanted to know.


She flipped a latch on her left forearm guard and released what proved to be a long, slender computer screen. She passed it over to McKendrick. The display showed a bright purple creature with three legs and two arms extending from a central torso. The figure didn’t seem to have a head. “That’s a Vreenahlwee warrior. The third thorax appendage has been amputated to allow the soldier to carry more and move more quickly. The brain is housed within the lower thorax, between the hips and the ocular patch. Aural receptors are on the top of the thorax stalk.”


McKendrick studied the image. It was hard to take something that color seriously, and he observed, “It doesn’t look that dangerous. How big is it?”


Rachel looked at something on her datalink. “The warriors average one point eight meters. Their homeworld has lower gravity than Earth, so if you managed to catch one without its armor, it wouldn’t be as strong as a human soldier of the same size.” She leaned forward with a grunt as her armor cut into her stomach and tapped a button at the end of the display, changing the picture to show a Vreenahlwee warrior holding a curved black object. “The cutting blade mates into the warrior’s body and becomes an extension of the arm. It also carries poison that paralyses the voluntary muscles of mammals. So you still breathe and you have a heartbeat—all the autonomic systems still function—but you can’t move. And they never attack alone, always in swarms, like your ants.”


The more he heard, the less happy McKendrick was. “You said they are controlled by a hive mind?”


“Affirmative. I wager that their armor has been customized to boost the signals of the central mind-beings, so the warriors can function independently of the swarm.”


“If we can eradicate the mind, what happens?” McKendrick made some notes of his own as Rachel considered the question.


She sighed. “I’m not certain. Best case is if the warriors lapse into utter confusion and can be eliminated piecemeal. Worst case is they go mad en masse and form a single giant swarm.” Rachel sifted through her memories. “I’ve never fought them, sir. They are native to this galaxy, but the only time I’ve crossed paths with them was at an arms market when I was looking into some temporal contraband. Keep in mind, sir, that all this is only if they are, indeed, Vreenahlwee,” she cautioned her semi-superior.


He snorted. “And how often have you been wrong? No, don’t answer that—I don’t want to know.” He waved her off, then returned the viewer. She slid it back into place and locked the frame. “Why are the Vreenahlwee here?”


“I don’t know, sir. I just don’t have enough data on them at the moment,” she admitted. “I’m not even going to speculate.”


“And their armor?”


“Ah, the armor,” she grinned. “Generic, but I assume modified for their bodies and communications style. It’s not the very best, but hardly the worst. They bought it from the Gormak Cartel, judging by the way the joints are hinged. It’s solid, easy to repair, and not very complicated, but can’t support high-end weapons, either. And it tends to have marginal shields. The Gormak buy their shielding units from the lowest bidder, and you know what that means.” Everyone in the Brutus knew exactly, and there was a palpable sense of relief to learn that the giant things had an exploitable weakness.


As he considered the new information, McKendrick felt the Brutus slowing, and he turned his attention to the location display map. It showed . . . nothing.


“The jammer,” he sighed. Well, they were close to the enemy, obviously. “Command One,” their driver said over the intercom, “be advised that we’ve reached the suggested staging point.”


“Very good. Move into position,” McKendrick ordered. The vehicle rolled over some rougher terrain, then halted. As soon as it stopped, Rachel undid her shoulder harness and bailed out of the vehicle.


O’Neil snickered. “Shouldn’t have had so much tea,” he called after the woman.


Captain ben David had already disembarked from his vehicle and came over the net “Command One, Command Two, enemy in sight one kilometer from this position.”


The Vreenahlwee, or whatever it was, made no attempt to hide from the humans. It stood on the shoulder of a hill near the staging field, watching the soldiers. Rachel activated the passive scanners in her armor and wondered why the occupant of the armor had its shields turned off. As she and the others watched, lights flashed on, casting a red glow upwards onto the head and chest of the battle armor, giving the thing a very malevolent aura. “Nice touch,” ben David commented.


After several minutes the observer moved, raising its arm. Rachel ducked and trotted off to the side, away from the vehicles as she heard the buzz of a target lock in her earpiece. Before the Vreenahlwee could replicate the massacre of the German branch, a flash and a hiss of thrust cut the commotion, and her monocle darkened automatically as Rachel caught the first glimpse of launch flame. With a loud crack-boomf, a Spike rocket hit the armor’s torso dead center. Something inside the armor exploded and the suit crashed backwards. As soon as it fell, Rachel had her rifle up and was trotting from tree to rock to bush so she could get a better look at the thing.


Sergeant Lee wasn’t far behind her, as the scouts approached the fallen enemy carefully. The impact with the ground had loosened the hatch in the armored “head,” and as the Defense Force troopers watched from behind cover, a thin figure emerged. It moved awkwardly, as if stunned by the impact. Rachel didn’t need the low-light enhancer on her monocle to see that the individual had three legs and two arms. Well, at least I guessed right this time, she grinned to herself. The figure swung toward her and she slammed her mental shields up full, but she’d already been spotted. The Vreenahlwee warrior fired toward her, and she ducked and rolled away from the tree as a blaster shot sent splinters everywhere. Lee and Mikitori fired back, dropping the alien.


Now that she knew exactly what they faced, Rachel went back to the Aethelred, where she’d left her portable supercomputer. With a little work, she dug up an article about the Vreenahlwee. “Oh bugger,” she whispered. The advisor searched until she located McKendrick, who’d gone up to look at the powered armor and its late operator.


“It seems you were correct, Manx One,” he observed, watching ben David poking the Vreenahlwee with a stick.


“Do these things have an exoskeleton?” the Israeli pointed to a dent toward the top of the gray torso, where something had apparently bounced off.


Rachel hunkered down for a closer inspection, wrinkling her nose at the bitter, sharp smell of the creature. “No, I think that’s external armor that has been gen-bonded to the warrior’s skin. The dent is the aural sensor. You’d call it the ear.” Loses color after death. Interesting.


She got up and went back to McKendrick’s side. “Sir, I think I may have found out what the Vreenahlwee want here.”


“Oh?”


“Apparently they’re cross-kingdom parasites.” Rachel tried to phrase it delicately. “It seems that during their larval stage, in order to develop and mature, the juveniles require certain amino acids and hormones produced by mammals.”


“Their young eat mammals,” McKendrick translated.


Rachel nodded.


“Why do I suppose that next you’ll tell me that the Vreenahlwee won’t be satisfied with sheep and cows?” he asked rhetorically.


She nodded again. “The potential intelligence of the creatures is determined by their environment during the larval stage. The Vreenahlwee prefer sapient hosts.”


Moshe ben David put the pieces together. “We need to evacuate the civilians first, before the invaders capture any more—” he winced. “Um, food?”


“That’s what I would recommend, Command Two,” Rachel said.


Back at the Brutus, McKendrick sent his scouts out, then gathered the officers and senior NCOs. “Who here has mountain warfare experience? And I don’t mean just annual training.” Almost a dozen hands came up, including Manx One’s. “And who has worked with civilian evacuations and refugee situations?” Twenty hands, including most of the Americans currently assigned to the Regiment, plus Manx One. There was some overlap, and McKendrick made his plans accordingly.


“Very well. Our tasks are—in order—to contain the invaders, evacuate the civilians, and defeat the Vreenahlwee. Hunter One, I want you and Lieutenant Shapiro to focus on the evacuation. The Bundeswehr and German Branch will take care of clearing the eastern slope. Our job is to focus on the western edge. Command Two, you and Lieutenant Takesti work with Manx One to see what we can do to prevent a repetition of the attack on the Germans. RSM Smith, assign people as needed. Lieutenant Cluj, break through the Vreenahlwees’ jamming. Borrow Manx One if you need to. Everyone clear?” The British soldiers nodded or voiced their agreement. “Good. We’re on unfamiliar ground, facing a potentially dug-in opponent. However,” the redhead smiled grimly, “the GDF motto is ‘Inexstinctus.’ Let’s show the Vreenahlwee what it means.” 1 And with those quiet words, the men and women scattered. Soon the vehicles scattered as well, moving away from the Brutus, just in case.


An hour later, Captain ben David sent Rachel to help Lieutenant Cluj as he tried to find a frequency that wasn’t being jammed. After she left, the Israeli hunted up Sergeant Lee. “Boer One, how long have you known Manx One?”


“Only eight or nine years,” Lee replied. “I don’t really know her that well, sir.”


The black-haired officer glanced over his shoulder in the direction that he’d sent his advisor. “Does she seem a bit odd? Odder than her usual, I mean.”


Lee made certain that there were no lower-ranked witnesses within hearing. “Yes, sir. She’s much more focused and cold than I remember seeing her. And she’s speaking in a language I’ve never heard before when she talks to herself. Kind of hissing, with lots of ‘ee’ and ‘ay’ sounds.”


The officer nodded. “So I’m not the only one.” He wondered if he should be worried, then decided no. He’d heard McKendrick muttering under his breath in what had to be Gaelic, so Rachel wasn’t the only one acting unusual. Ben David chalked it up to stress and went back to work positioning people and getting reports from the scouts. He hoped there wouldn’t be any storms. He’d sent Corporal McWhorter up into the tallest tree they could find to get a view of the sky in case of another air attack. At least the enemy’s jamming had one positive effect—it made identifying flying objects easier. If it flew, it was enemy.


It took work, but Sheep managed to find a way. “Baaagh,” he declared, ready to pull his hair out. “Too bad we can’t use carrier pigeons anymore,” he groused. “Stupid animal rights people. Even a telegram would work, but . . .” his voice trailed off. “Telegram!” he repeated, twisting around and opening a compartment at the bottom of the Brutus’s radio stack.


Rachel blinked as the Serbian excavated a Morse code key and set it on the writing surface. “Sergeant Ruiz?” The Panamanian noncom stuck his head into the vehicle’s hatch. “Manx One, find the wire for this.” The woman folded her arms and waited. “Please, ma’am.” Cluj added. “Sergeant, hook it into the closest telephone landline.”


Rachel sighed to herself and went out, locating the external wiring port more by feel than anything else. After a bit, she located the device and checked it. “Be careful,” she cautioned. “He’s already energized it.”


The man gave her a look she’d seen on the faces of NCOs for centuries. It roughly translated, “I wish just once I’d get an officer I didn’t have to train.” Mindful of their situation, Rachel confined herself to an understanding nod as she carefully handed over the wire. She went back into the Brutus.


“All right, Lieutenant, tell me you are not going to try to contact someone with Morse,” she asked as she studied a printout of the enemy’s broadcasts. They couldn’t decipher them, but did make note of how many there were and how often the signals came.


“No, this is the backup, but it has an old manual telephone built in,” Cluj explained. He hesitated. “Um what’s the German emergency number?” Rachel just shook her head. “Ok, then we call the operator and go from there.” To her surprise, Sheep’s crazy idea worked. He explained much later, “Even twenty plus years after German reunification, this area didn’t get fully converted to digital telephones and fiber optic lines.” So unless the enemy could tap the phone mechanically, they couldn’t intercept a telephone call over the old system.” He’d looked sheepish as he told her, “the same was true around my home village.” Soon, Sergeant Ruiz tracked down one of the Germans assigned to the British Branch, and she and Cluj established communications at least with the closest Bundeswehr unit.


Meanwhile, Rachel returned to her assignment and found ben David and his people trying to balance the need to disperse with the need for mutual defense—and trying to sort out how to start taking the fight to the enemy. “I know they’re moving. They have to be, and they have to be moving against someone. But where in Sheol are they?”


She had no answers for the Israeli’s questions, aside from reminding him that the Harz had been a mining area for thousands of years. “They could be traveling underground.”


McKendrick called his staff in just before 0900 local time. “Good news. Cluj has established communications through the Bundeswehr. The Austrians are getting ready to start moving in from the south and we now have a combined forces plan. The bad news is that the Germans report seeing several scouts launch from the eastern side of the Harz, headed west. We still can’t get good tracking data, and our radios are jammed beyond line-of-sight. So we don’t know what their target is,” the frustrated Scotsman growled.


Rachel had been perched on the running board of a lorry, idly skimming her trans-temporal e-mail. Too bad I can’t send the ‘Hart forward to get data and have it passed back she mused wistfully. Be nice to have the Imperials’ satellite system too—and then an idea hit her. She swore, then started typing furiously. “Access code delta four sigma, lancer eight mrrakleh sheevoul tsrigmai Vergeltung four,” she chanted into her helmet’s microphone as she typed, and the others around the vehicle realized that she’d been tapping the keys in a rhythm. “OK, I have what we need and don’t ask how I got it,” she informed them, looking up at last. Three humans clustered around to look at the screen and O’Neil whistled, making the Wanderer cringe.


“Ah, this is an overlay on a CosMol image, isn’t it? Realtime?” the English officer said.


“I said, don’t ask,” Rachel snapped. “I can get us ten minutes an hour, five times a day at most before someone notices.” Ben David’s eyes widened as he looked at the images and he started taking notes as quickly as he could. It showed five of the Vreenahlwee armor units moving east, toward the German defensive line, and another four standing on a ridge three kilometers from the British.


That decided McKendrick. “All right. O’Neil, start the evacuations in this area.” He indicated a trapezoidal swath from Seesen southeast to Braunlage and west to Oesterode. “Use the line to the Bundeswehr to call the mayors and have them start people moving, if they haven’t already.” A stream of private vehicles and buses was already filling the westbound roads as the locals fled. “Ben David, we start pushing our way in along here,” and he tapped a river. As he did, Commander Na Gael shook her head. “Problem?”


“That’s how the Vreenahlwee caught the German vehicles, Command One. They have weapons that can collapse a hillside onto us, sir. I’d suggest not giving them easy targets.” Her words were properly respectful, but McKendrick didn’t like the tone of her voice. Nonetheless, she made a good point.


“Very well.” He thought and looked at the terrain. “We start here then,” he said, and gave his orders. There were no more comments and McKendrick dismissed his people.


So once again Rachel found herself riding to the sound of the guns. She wanted to be on the front lines—the better to start getting her revenge as soon as possible. Sergeant Lee had assigned Corporals Hajo Mikitori and Mike Ford to guard and assist her, and the three took their places in the line of vehicles moving toward the backcountry roads into the mountains. The warm afternoon sun flashed off metal ahead of them and the convoy broke for cover as the first shot blasted down from a ridge at their ten o’clock. Rockets launched in reply, and the British scored their second kill. “Now it gets hard,” Rachel muttered to herself.


As the British carefully felt their way into the massif, Joschka sat back and chewed the stem of his unlit pipe while the secretary concluded the briefing. “And the governments of Germany, Poland, the Czech Republic, and Austria have reached their decision,” the secretary informed the listening men and women. “You are authorized to utilize the Gehenna Protocol if necessary.” It took all of Joschka’s self control not to react to the news. The others were not so restrained, and a wave of gasps and sick looks flowed through the conference room.


“Fortunately, Mr. Secretary, the situation appears to be reaching containment at this moment,” Joschka managed calmly. “However, we will keep the Gehenna option in mind, should the need arise.” After that, the secretary terminated communications for the moment and the Graf-General looked around at his current staff. “I assume everyone knows what is being discussed?” They all did, but he summarized the situation just to be certain. “At present, based on the reports being forwarded by the Bundeswehr, the Vreenahlwee have been contained within the Harz. Unless the situation changes drastically, the forces on the ground will continue as they are and we will use strictly conventional weapons.” He used the same tone as he always did and the Defense Force staff relaxed. He completed the briefing, then sent everyone off to work.


The Austrian stole a moment to collect his thoughts and allow himself a shiver. The Gehenna Protocol was something only discussed, never used. Although, he sighed to himself, the Soviets had used it once back before the Global Defense Force had even been imagined. He shook his head at the thought of having that much firepower at his command. It was terrifying, really. Because the man now called Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg knew exactly what the result would be if he needed to take recourse in Gehenna. He and Major Rada Ni Drako had been on a mission with the Adamantine Division’s scouts when one of the warring parties had decided to commit suicide and take the opposition with them.


Please God, may it not come to that, Joschka prayed, seeing once again the bare and scorched wasteland that had been a city at the foot of the mountain where the scouts had been deployed. His stomach churned at the thought of being responsible for the deaths of his own people—and the deaths of innocents, as well—if it came to that. Holy St. Michael, defender of heaven, give us the strength to deal with this without using nuclear weapons. St. Leopold, pray for us, the graying general pleaded. Thank you Lord that Rada could identify our enemy and that the British passed the information along before they were under the jamming screen.


And with those cheerful thoughts, Joschka took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and returned to the fray.
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“I’m going to strangle that idiot,” Rachel snarled. Or at least, that’s what anyone who understood Azdhagi would have heard, which fortunately none of the humans did. To their ears it was simply a wordless expression of unhappiness. She and her escorts had been diverted from the probe into the Harz by a medical emergency, one induced by Captain O’Neil’s failure to do his homework. So what if the internet is down? It’s a big town, so it has a hospital! Gads, how did that mono-synaptic excuse for a vertebrate ever manage to get a commission, let alone promotion to captain? It was just as well that it took twenty minutes for Rachel, Ford, and Mikitori to work their way into Seesen once they reached the highway, because it gave her time to get her temper under control. She’d returned to civility by the time the Jeep-like vehicle reached O’Neil’s temporary base.


“You said someone needed medical assistance?” she inquired after checking in.


The nondescript Englishman waved towards the municipal hospital. “If I understand right, the doctors have some patients they claim are too sick to move without specialized ambulances or air-evac. Take care of it,” he ordered, then turned back to other, more important, matters.


Rachel’s mouth opened, then shut, and her left hand twitched. For a split second her claws flicked out and her ears went as flat as the prosthetics allowed. Then she spun on her heel and strode from the room. As if by magic, a path cleared. She slammed the door open and marched outside into the cloud-dappled afternoon sun. “Hospital that way?” she pointed.


“Yes, ma’am,” Colour Sergeant St. John said, wondering who was about to be verbally eviscerated.


“Thank you, Sergeant,” Rachel replied absently, heading in that direction.


By the time she and “her” men reached the hospital door, the Wanderer had regained full control of herself. She went in and smiled blandly, looking for the GDF medical personnel. “Lieutenant Housemann?” Rachel inquired once she found the medical officer’s assistant. “Captain O’Neil says that some patients are too critical to move?”


“Yes ma’am: an adult, a child, and an infant in an isolette. If we can get the infant’s heart stabilized, we can move her and the isolette both. The child is on a respirator in an induced coma due to traumatic injuries sustained when the invaders attacked and captured his village,” she explained as she led the way to the pediatric ward.


“And the adult?” Rachel wanted to know, already gathering her strength.


“Senile dementia and refuses to allow anyone close enough to give him a sedative, which we need to do to be able to transport him,” Housemann explained with some frustration.


Rachel gave her satchel, blast rifle and cane to Corporal Ford before she scrubbed and gowned, then walked into the dim, quiet children’s ward. She spoke to the doctor in charge. “My name is Commander Na Gael. I’m a medic with specialization in transportation and trauma care. Captain O’Neil said that you did not feel these patients could be transported safely?”


A no-nonsense older man nodded curtly. “Your captain is a fool. I can move the child if we have a proper ambulance, but the baby is too precarious to transport with the equipment you seem to have available.”


Rachel walked slowly over to the isolette and looked in at the tiny baby. “Premature?”


“Yes. The mother developed complications of preeclampsia and required an emergency C-section.” After glancing for permission, Rachel gloved and reached into the clear isolette. She very gently massaged the baby’s chest, extending her Gift and working to strengthen the heart and the blood vessels feeding it. She also sensed a developing airway obstruction and soothed the swelling there and around the brain. As she watched, the infant grew pinker—a good sign. Rachel pulled her hands out of the crib and blinked.


“And the other child?”


The pediatrician could barely believe what the monitors showed him. “What did you do?” he demanded.


She shrugged, “Babies like me. The other child Herr Professor Doctor?” After another strange look, he led her to the child’s bed. Yes, trauma indeed, and Rachel frowned. “Do you have a respiratory therapist here? When I finish, you can take him off the machines,” and she set to work. This required less delicacy, since all she was doing was accelerating an on-going process. She emerged from her work in time to hear an explosion and to see Corporal Mikitori poking his head in. “Ma’am, we have to leave now! The enemy is moving into the town!”


Rachel muttered some unkind words. “Doctor, move the children now, please, however you can.” She turned and rushed out to meet Lieutenant Housemann. “Where’s number three?”


“This way,” and the brunette led Rachel down into a locked ward. A muscular older man cursed and thrashed wildly. Rachel evaluated the scene and took a deep breath.


“Do you have the drugs ready?”


“Yes, ma’am.” A nurse held up a syringe. Rachel ducked and trotted for the man. All she needed to do was lay a hand on him—she managed to slip under his swinging fist and touch his bare arm. She slammed into his mind, stopping him for a moment. As she did, the nurse injected him and within seconds he was asleep on the floor. Rachel stepped back and staggered, drained for the moment. She leaned against the wall and just watched the humans bundling the old man out of the ward and into an ambulance. Another dull whoomp echoed through the now empty hospital, and Rachel tried to clear her head.


“Right, we get out now.” She trotted up the corridor to where Ford and Mikitori waited, fidgeting as they stared out the window. “By the black heart of Cygnus X-1!” An enemy in battle armor loomed outside the main entrance, blocking it. Ford tossed her the blast rifle and her helmet, and Rachel switched from healer to killer, slinging the rifle over her shoulder. Her official weapon was in the 4×4 on the other side of the Vreenahlwee. Too bad, but the gun’s not worth dying for. Rachel grabbed her field bag and pointed with her head. “I think I saw a door back this way,” and the three ran for it. They emerged into sunlight, got their bearings, and trotted away from the enemy. Mikitori led them back towards the GDF lines, but screeched to a halt when they found two more of the enemy.


“Okay ma’am, I heard shots up that way,” Ford panted, and the trio wove around the rubble of what had probably been an apartment block. They found the source of the firing: several men in German uniforms trying to block a grey-and-black heavy attack unit. Rachel triggered the passive scan on her targeting monocle and frowned.


“Ford, can you launch a grenade?” she asked sotto voce, and pointed to what seemed to be a weak spot in the suit’s midsection shielding.


“Affirmative.” He switched some pieces on his heavy rifle, mounted a grenade, and fired. The hit staggered the armor, and two more Germans raced forward, threw a rope around one of the legs, and ran back to a waiting car. The driver sped off, pulling the Vreenahlwee off-balance. It smashed into the ruins of a building, flailed, then began to smoke as something short-circuited. Rachel pumped her fist in the air and whistled, getting the exultant Germans’ attention. Three more Vreenahlwee stomped in behind her, cutting off any hope of rejoining the other Defense Force troops. O’Neil, I hope you have jam in your pockets when I catch up with you Rachel thought bitterly, because you are going to be toast!


“To me, to me!” Rachel called in English, then German. Her two escorts and the surviving German reservists pounded up to her, and she pointed toward the cover of the hill behind town. “That way. We’ll regroup and let the Vreenahlwee get past.” She crouched down and ran that direction. The soldiers followed without comment, and soon ten warriors sheltered behind a thick stand of trees and underbrush, watching as the enemy’s force lumbered away. “Everyone okay?” Rachel asked, meeting eyes.


“Yes, ma’am,” Corporal Mikitori said for himself and Corporal Ford.


The Germans compared notes. “We are all fine,” their lieutenant answered.


“Do you speak English? Sprechen Sie Englisch?”


He shook his head. “Russian and French. Knut speaks a little English, but just the basics.” Rachel nodded and translated for her escort. Ford had (rusty) Canadian French and Mikitori knew Japanese and Thai. Oh well. We’ll muddle through, as usual.


“If you need medical attention, speak up. I’m a field medic, among other things,” Rachel reminded everyone, once again in German as well as English. No one took her up on the offer. “All right. Time to make some plans. We’re here.” At her nod, Ford unfolded their map. “The Vreenahlwee we saw are here, here, and here,” she pointed. “Do you know of any others?” she asked the Germans.


“There were two of them back here,” the lieutenant advised, pointing farther into the massif. “They were westbound.”


Rachel thought about their options. “I see two possibilities. One is to try to work back through the Vreenahlwee and regain contact with our units.” Dubious looks met her suggestion, and she nodded. “The other is to take the fight to the enemy. You seem to know the terrain much better than we do, Lieutenant. We know how to fight things like these and how to work around their technology.”


Now that the enemy had stopped shooting at them, the Germans regained their composure and the lieutenant frowned. “You are a civilian. Why are you giving orders to soldiers?”


“Because I’ve been fighting these sorts of creatures for many years, Lieutenant,” she looked for his nametag and didn’t see one. “My name is Commander Rachel Na Gael. I was invalided off of active duty and am currently the xenology specialist for the British Branch of the Global Defense Force.” The officer didn’t like her answer and didn’t trust it, but the British corporals were nodding their agreement. Rachel rolled her eye, reached into her armor and pulled out her ID. The officer recognized it, and accepted it, albeit reluctantly.


“If you know how to fight them, then let’s fight them. I’m Lieutenant Alois Grauberg. I’ve heard of the GDF through a cousin,” he said, and Rachel wondered why the name seemed familiar. Oh well. “What do you suggest we do, besides getting under better cover?”


“First, we find our prey, Lieutenant. Then we kill them.” Rachel repeated her words in English, drawing nods of agreement from the GDF men. “You know the area, so we’ll follow you.” The Germans conferred, and Grauberg pointed to a faint path heading into the trees. Ford took tail, and the group set off to flank the Vreenahlwee.


As Rachel and her new friends were taking the fight to the enemy, Captain O’Neil watched the last vehicle speeding out of Seesen and then turned to follow. As he told Corporal N’Theki to take them back to the Regiment’s current location, Lieutenant Patel asked, “Sir, what about Manx One and her guards? They’re still unaccounted for.”


The Englishman hesitated for a split second, turning to look at the towering armored Vreenahlwee lumbering up the road behind the refugees. “If anyone can take care of herself, it’s Manx One. She should have moved faster, and we don’t have the people to hunt for her as well as guarding the refugees, even with the American armored unit that’s joining us—now go!” Patel didn’t say anything more, but his black eyes snapped with anger and disappointment. The Defense Force had one ironclad promise: we never leave anyone behind. Patel watched out the back of the Magog troop carrier as the single Vreenahlwee stopped, then turned back to Seesen.


McKendrick smiled at O’Neil’s report. “Good work! Lieutenant Gretchkaninov phoned in that the other towns have been evacuated—the Germans had already cleared out Oesterode by the time she got there.” McKendrick looked at the map of the Harz, with colored areas showing where the GDF and Bundeswehr had scouted. “Apparently the Vreenahlwee don’t want to challenge the tanks and self-propelled guns the Americans have brought up,” he tapped the new markers filling in the flat ground on the western edge of the massif. McKendrick continued, “some civilians reported that the Vreenahlwee have set up very tight security in this area,” he said, indicating the heart of the massif, the Brocken. “There are a lot of old mines, and apparently this part of the mountains looks like Swiss cheese inside. Which explains how the creatures hid so well.” He outlined the possible next steps.


Sergeant Ruiz handed Lieutenant Cluj a message and the Serbian officer looked puzzled. When McKendrick and O’Neil paused for a moment he interjected, “Excuse me sirs, didn’t Manx One go with Captain ben David?”


“Yes, why?” McKendrick wondered what the problem was.


“He wants her sent back as soon as Captain O’Neil can release her,” Cluj reported. The men looked at O’Neil and the captain briefly studied the floor.


“I borrowed her to deal with some unexpected problems related to the evacuation,” he explained. “She apparently took a wrong turn leaving the hospital and got cut off along with some of the Reservists that were helping us. Given the need to remove the civilians, I felt it better to do that than try to find where she’d run off to.” A deafening silence filled the Brutus, and O’Neil tried to make light of the situation. “She’s a cat, sir. She’s got nine lives, at least!” Cluj shot him a look of silent disgust before turning back to the radios.


McKendrick turned red with anger. “You left Rachel and her escort. And the Germans,” he repeated.


“Yes sir. Priority one was evacuating the civilians, sir. You said it and Manx One agreed!” O’Neil stopped as the burly Scotsman glared at him.


McKendrick calmed himself down before he could say something unbecoming of an officer. “She did, and were she alone, she probably would approve of your actions. But she wasn’t and I don’t.” He left it at that. They were too shorthanded for him to do without O’Neil. “We’ll continue as we are until we get further orders from the Graf-General. Go see what our status is on ammunition and fuel, and what we can borrow from the Bundeswehr.”


“Yes, sir.” O’Neil turned to go, then stopped. “The Graf-General’s alive?”


“Affirmative, Captain. He is commanding Operation Heart’s Blood.” McKendrick turned back to the maps and plans as O’Neil slunk out of the Brutus. The fool had thrown away their most valuable intelligence resource and their top medic, along with at least two other people! The redhead throttled back his anger and dictated a message for Cluj to send to the operation headquarters at Grafenwör.
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“Any word from the British on their progress?” Joschka asked the communications technician on duty at the Austrians’ temporary command post. They had slipped in earlier that afternoon, giving the Graf-General the last piece he needed to start phase two of Heart’s Blood.


“No, my lord General, aside from this piece of good news.” He handed the Graf-General a recent decrypt.


The aging warrior read the update. He re-read it and then put it back on the pile. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said absently as he stepped back into the chilly early fall evening. Terse and to the point, the British had evacuated the remaining civilians from Seesen, thus clearing the final section needed to cut off the central massif, as well as what was probably the Vreenahlwee’s main base. All the British forces were accounted for except for Commander Na Gael and her guards. They had last been seen fighting alongside some Reservists in the rearguard as the hospital evacuated, and witnesses said the rearguard had been surrounded and cut off from the others. As a result they’d been left behind when British and reservists evacuated the civilians ahead of a Vreenahlwee attack. The British presumed that Rachel and her men were dead or captured, which Joschka knew for her meant the same thing.


He found a shadowy place and stared up into the darkening sky, watching for the first stars and wondering why he’d never told Rada his feelings for her. He suspected that she loved him, although she’d never said it aloud or tried to intrude into his marriages. That wasn’t her way. He wanted to hope that she’d survived and that the next news would be good, but he was too realistic to indulge himself. Instead, he prayed that her end had been quick and clean. Rada was dead, gone to Valhalla, and he’d never hear her songs or see the laughter in her eye ever again. He would mourn her, and have masses said for her, if he survived the next few days and weeks. But now it was time to begin taking the battle to the enemy and the Graf-General returned to his temporary headquarters, already planning the next moves.
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August, 2013.
“Verdamtenden Dingen!” Lieutenant Grauberg snarled quietly. Rachel didn’t need to translate that, so she concentrated on slithering lower into the rocks between the Anglo-German squad and the Vreenahlwee scout. On the positive side, the soldiers and their one-eyed associate had managed to pick off two more of the armored invaders. However, they were no closer to getting back to the Anglo or German lines than before. Instead, they’d found themselves dodging eastwards, into higher terrain. They’d overnighted in a shallow cavern and managed to catch some sleep. Rachel caught more than that, and the soldiers risked a fire to augment what rations they had with them with an out-of-season grouse and two roasted marmots. “It doesn’t taste at all like chicken,” Ford observed of the marmot at almost the same moment that Private Koch mentioned the same thing. Grauberg was proving himself to be a very decent leader, Rachel thought, if a little over his head at times, so she reverted to her usual role of advisor for the time being.


“Now where?” Grauberg asked, looking for the map. Mikitori unrolled it and they studied the terrain.


Rachel had pulled out the display from her armor and noticed something. “The red dots are the enemy. You’re the blue,” and she waited as the others passed the image around.


Sergeant Mueller made a circling motion with his finger and raised an eyebrow. Rachel grinned and nodded as Grauberg caught on. He thought aloud, “They are falling back into the high country. Why? They have better weapons and air superiority.” Rachel waited while he considered what they’d seen and learned. “But if an RPG can cripple one of the heavy units and destroy a scout, then they are no match for a Tiger Three or self propelled artillery. Or Spikes and Hellfires,” he continued. “So, in numbers we can overpower them.”


“On flat terrain we can,” Rachel agreed. “But here they have the initial advantage of being dug in, and we can’t get our heaviest weapons off the roads. And still no air support.” Or at least they’d seen none.


It was Sergeant Mueller who put the pieces together correctly, as events later proved. He looked up toward the increasingly rugged terrain, then back over the plains to the west. “You said that the enemy feeds on humans and that the local residents were being evacuated as quickly as possible.” At Rachel’s nod he continued, “What if now that we’ve emptied the,” he hesitated, “pantry, they are having to change plans? And to regroup before they launch a new attack?”


“Then this may be our chance to find out where their headquarters is and take that information back,” Grauberg followed the thought. Rachel wanted to kill Vreenahlwee, not report troop movements, but she bit her tongue and then translated Grauberg’s statement.


Corporal Ford nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yeah. And then we can borrow an American MOAB and go home early!”


Two hours later the group found themselves in trouble. True, they’d managed to eliminate another Vreenahlwee with a minimum of effort by triggering a rock fall that knocked the scout over and trapped its legs, then killing the operator that emerged. But the scout had been followed by two very heavily armed—and apparently angry—warriors, and the mammals had been forced to run for cover. They ducked and dodged, and finally Mikitori pointed frantically to a cave. Grauberg nodded and everyone dove inside, scattering out along the walls. Rachel also discovered a pool inside the cave by the simple expedient of falling into it as she backed up. “She curses better than Sergeant Linden,” one of the Germans observed, impressed with the stream of trilingual invective. Then a rumble caught their ears. “Oh scheisse,” he added quietly. A shadow covered the mouth of the cave as one of the Vreenahlwee looked inside.


“His shields are up full,” Rachel cautioned. The mammals eased farther away from the cave entrance.


“Ksssst!” Mueller hissed. “This is a mine! Back this way,” and everyone followed him into the darkness, at least far enough to be out of the Vreenahlwee’s direct line of fire. They heard another rumble and the last light vanished in a cloud of dust.


“Oh scheisse,” Ford sighed after he finished coughing. But Rachel was already moving. She’d pulled a light stick out of her bag of tricks and started creeping farther down the tunnel.


Grauberg and the others tried moving part of the rock fall, but stopped when they heard the Vreenahlwee adding more stones from outside. Lacking any other option now, the humans followed Rachel. The passage dipped in places, but never crossed the water table, so the cool stone remained dry, with good footing. Although they had enough room to walk two abreast, the men spaced out in case of a cave-in or other surprise. The tunnel continued for quite a distance, and after several kilometers, Grauberg spoke up. “The air is still fresh. Commander, what’s going on?”


She pulled her mind back from its focus on hunting and stopped. “This is an active mine. The cross tunnels and ventilation shafts keep air moving through here. I noticed the dust being sucked in—that’s why I started moving this way.” She realized that she’d gotten thirsty and took a sip of water from her bottle. “We should intersect an exit passage soon.”


“How do you know so much about mines?” he asked, taking a swig from his own canteen.


She shrugged. “I was visiting a cavern on a friend’s property and got caught behind a cave in. It gave the guide plenty of time to teach me all about caverns and mining in Germany and Austria.”


Another kilometer or so farther along they found the cross passage. “Well, this looks promising,” Grauberg said, smiling tiredly. Then his eyes narrowed as he watched one of his men stroking the smooth rock wall of the large hall. He went over and felt for himself. The granite was silky smooth and his flashlight revealed a matte finish, as if the stone had been polished, though not to the point of having a shine. He played the beam up higher and realized that there were no supports in the shaft, although he did see a bundle of wires that disappeared around a bend in the cavernous gallery.


It was time for a decision and Grauberg, Rachel, and the others found a side chamber that just barely held them all. Rachel had already decided—if the humans wanted to leave, fine. She’d go with them as far as the surface, chase off her guards, and then come back and start working her way as far into the mountain as she could before the Vreenahlwee caught her. If the humans wanted to keep taking the fight to the enemy, she’d stay with them. She listened and interpreted as needed, but kept her thoughts to herself.


In the end, the men decided to scout down the tunnel, then see if they could escape and get back to report what they’d learned and found. As they proceeded, they encountered artificial lights—enough that they no longer needed flashlights. Rachel ghosted along, then dug something out of her bag and set it on the floor. She pulled another something from the depths, and Corporal Ford grinned as he recognized it. “Trust a cat to find mice. Ma’am,” he sobered a little as she gave him a tired look. It was a rather ancient joke. Then she sent the remote viewer down a side passage and waited to see what it found. On the third look-see, she grinned and handed Ford the display. His eyes widened and he pursed his lips as if to whistle, then remembered where they were. “Can we borrow some of those?”


“I don’t see why not,” she said, and retrieved the “mouse.” She kept watch as Mikitori and Ford eased into the passage and chamber, then returned with their find. They risked two more trips before the Germans started getting concerned about staying still for so long. They didn’t turn down the proffered loot, however. As the men distributed the ammunition, grenades, and other goodies, Rachel turned a knife over in her hands, frowning. She flipped up her monocle and drew the blade, looking at the engravings on the steel. “Oh dear God,” she hissed.


“What is it Ma’am?” Mikitori asked, worried by her dead expression.


“This belongs to Sergeant Wolfgang Weber. In fact, all these are GDF weapons.” The NCOs looked sick, then angry. They will pay for this too, she promised, tucking Wolf’s boot dagger beside her bahn’leh. Then she caught up with the soldiers as they continued scouting.


One of the Germans came back in a hurry and there was a rapid conference. “Commander, Marcus says that he saw two Vreenahlwee guarding a door. Another pair came up and opened it, then dragged out a man in a uniform like yours,” he pointed to Ford. “The man had a German flash on his uniform.” Grauberg finished.


“We get them out,” she stated flatly. “No arguments, Lieutenant. We get them out.” He wasn’t inclined to argue anyway, and they started planning when they heard running feet and scattered for whatever cover they could find. Four Vreenahlwee warriors charged past, heading for the entrance of the tunnel, and Rachel and the others exchanged hopeful looks. Then she heard something horrible suggestive from farther up the little passage she and Mikitori had dodged into.


“Stay with Grauberg,” she ordered. “I need to go check something.” She slipped away into the darker shadows before the corporal could react.


Rachel’s eyes adapted much faster than the human’s did, and she began trotting within seconds. The audio pickups on her helmet, slaved to her ear muscles, swiveled this way and that, catching faint sounds from ahead and to her right. She advanced slowly but steadily, sweeping the tunnel ahead for possible traps and ambushes. Apparently the Vreenahlwee hadn’t had time to prepare this area—either that, or they assumed that humans would never get this far without being detected. Or this whole area may be a trap, and once we’re really committed, it will drop on our heads, Rachel reminded herself. There was still too much ore in the rocks for her scanners to “see” any wires or detonators running within the stone, but she didn’t smell any explosives. The mammal heard more of the sounds she’d followed, and after swallowing hard she eased into a crouch against the tunnel wall and sent her view-remote around the next corner.


Her first reaction was to reach for a grenade to toss into the chamber. Then she caught herself and advanced the viewer farther into the room to confirm what she’d seen. Unfortunately, her instinct had been correct. Rachel pulled the device back and closed her eye, trying to decide on her next course of action. A grenade might work, but what if any of the room’s occupants survived the blast? And what if it brought the tunnel down? That would be a bad thing. Should she go back and tell the humans what she’d found? No. I can deal with seeing this and doing what’s needed. The humans? I can’t ask that of them. Besides, what are another score of lives on my head? The woman pulled her sidearm and a second magazine of blaster gas out of their holsters.


The chamber was a feeding and breeding hive. Forty or fifty humans lay in cocoons, conscious but paralyzed, their breathing and other functions controlled by the Vreenahlwee larvae in their abdomens. They larvae slowly ate their way up towards the host’s head, destroying what soft tissue they didn’t consume. Why they required their host to be aware, Rachel didn’t know, although she suspected that it was to maintain the flow of certain hormones required by the larvae. A quick check revealed that all the people in the room were too badly parasitized to survive if their larvae were killed or removed, and Rachel cursed viciously and silently as she adjusted her pistol’s range and power settings. “Forgive me,” she whispered. The last trace of Rachel Na Gael disappeared as Rada Ni Drako set to work.


First she shot each person in the head, ending their suffering, then she fired again and killed the parasites. She didn’t count how many of the invaders’ victims she terminated. The humans’ fear and agony beat against her shields, but with each death the emotions grew weaker and weaker until she’d killed the last human in the chamber. They’d all been adults, thank God. If there had been any children, Rada would probably have finished by chewing a blaster shot herself. As it was, she knew she’d have nightmares for decades. God forgive me and grant them mercy, whoever they were and whatever they believed, she prayed, scraping away tears as she surveyed the carnage.


She heard shouts and the echoing staccato of gunfire from the area where the rest of the impromptu squad had been in the mine. She turned and retraced her path, then headed toward the entrance and the sound of shooting. She arrived in time to shoot one Vreenahlwee in the back, opening a hole in the enemy line that the humans exploited. Rada waited until the humans finished cleaning up the four dead invaders before emerging from the side passage, her hands well clear of her weapons. Sergeant Mackintosh recognized her, as did Corporal Johanssen, and they beckoned her forward.


“Manx One, are we glad to see you!” Mackintosh exclaimed with a grin.


“Likewise,” Rada said tersely. “I’ve got my guard, plus seven German reservists, and we found where the Vreenahlwee are holding some of the German GDF people. Care to join forces?”


Colour Sergeant Lee appeared in time to catch the end of the conversation. “The more the merrier,” he said. “Command Two sent us to scout the mines and see if we could locate the headquarters or hive-mind, and to free any civilian captives we find.”


“Gather your men and follow me, then,” the woman ordered, and without thinking about it Lee did as he was told. Five minutes later, the re-enforcements gathered around Lieutenant Grauberg and his people. Rada interpreted as Grauberg outlined what they’d found. “So it seems that the simplest approach will work the best—a small distraction, then attack hard and fast. Commander, are you familiar with this sort of lock?” He held up a cell-phone camera with the image on the screen. She looked and bared her teeth.


“Yes. The best solution is a 9-mm master key.” The others chuckled.


Rada let the German lieutenant take charge—he’d done the scout and made the plan. She was there for revenge—not to liberate prisoners, not for research, but to kill enough Vreenahlwee that the species would never hear Joschka’s name without trembling and mourning. Two warriors guarded the door, both armed with blasters and poison-edged knives. At the last minute Rada spotted an alarm beam on the floor and hissed a warning. Lee nodded and kicked up enough dust to give the others a glimpse of the hazard. Then the humans struck quickly and quietly. They dropped the warriors before the enemy had time to send a warning, as far as Rada could sense. Lee and Grauberg covered the main tunnel approaches, while Rada dialed down her sidearm and popped the lock. Then she ducked out of the way and Johanssen hotwired the latches, opening the heavy wood and iron door.


“Kssst, Sergeant Weber, if you’re in there, get your Teutonic ass out here,” she hissed.


A familiar voice called back, “Who the fuck is that?”


“Manx One,” and at that reassurance the Germans emerged. Mikitori pointed out the trip beam, and the soldiers very carefully stepped over it. Weber and a corporal stopped long enough to grab the Vreenahlwee’s blasters and ammo before the much larger unit hurried away to find cover and compare notes. One of Lee’s scouts had noticed a dark opening and led the group that way. It proved to be a chamber off a side tunnel, out of easy sight from the main passageway. Once everyone was in, Rada took a post at the door, listening and watching for pursuit, while the humans sorted themselves out. Weber and most of the other GDF people spoke fluent English, freeing Rachel from the task of translating.


She took the opportunity to hit the update stud on her armor’s mapping system. It would help them get back out if they left the main passage, since they didn’t exactly have chalk or breadcrumbs to follow. Or microtransmitter dots, or holosigns, or map implants, or—


Weber interrupted her list. “How’d you end up here, ma’am?” he asked, joining her at the passage.


“Got cut off after an idiot pulled me off my primary duty. You?”


The brown-haired German shook his head. “We were en route to reinforce the field headquarters when we got caught and hauled down into this hole. What’s the situation?”


Rada took a deep breath to start answering, then listened carefully. She heard scuffing and motioned for silence. She ducked and crept forward silently, the low-light portion of her monocle on full. Two more Vreenahlwee warriors moved down the main passage, coming from the direction of the entrance. She hesitated for a heartbeat, then drew her sidearm and clicked it to three-quarters power. She eased even closer and heard Wolf’s intake of breath as he guessed what she was doing. The woman sighted carefully and fired. Her monocle blacked, then cleared, and she bared her teeth at the two dead creatures. Weber slipped up beside her and scavenged the creatures’ weapons. “No, not the blades. Too dangerous,” she hissed and he withdrew with what he had. Rada dragged the bodies into a shadowed alcove before returning to her post.


“You heard that the German headquarters was destroyed in an attack?” she started.


“Shit, no! How many casualties?” Weber breathed, shocked at the news.


“Everyone who was there, from what I was briefed. Your medical officer took over command. The British came in and are on the western slope, evacuating every civilian they can find. The remnants of the German branch are to the east, backstopped by the Bundeswehr and some Americans, while the Polish branch is covering Berlin in case the city has to be evacuated,” Rada filled him in on what she knew. A hiss for attention called both warriors back to the cave.


The group had sorted itself out into two. Five of the German GDF personnel would return to the surface, meet up with the human forces, and pass on what the others had found. The reservists—now numbering twenty—and the German and British GDF people would pick up Lee’s mission. The two officers compared notes, and it turned out that Lieutenant Grauberg just barely outranked Lieutenant Marko Kinsky, who’s squad Weber belonged to. During a lull in the conversations Rada gave Wolf back his knife and his eyes lit up. “Where’d you find this?” That led to a quick return trip to finish clearing out the chamber where the Vreenahlwee had stored the captured human weapons. Now very well armed, the party started working deeper into the heavily modified mine. Well, at least their thermal-cutters left a nice, walkable route, Rada mused as they pushed on.


Meanwhile, as Rada, Sergeant Lee, and the Germans crept into the depths of the Harz mines, James McKendrick watched as Lieutenant Cluj crossed his fingers. The Serbian thought he’d found a way to break through the jamming enough to send data bursts, and he and Sergeant Ruiz had cobbled together a very small, but stout, transmitter. “Three, two, one,” and Sheep hit the switch. The lights inside the Brutus dimmed for a moment, then returned. “Baaaagh! We’re through!” Cluj exulted. He typed furiously, then waited. Almost instantly, a series of messages appeared on the computer screen, and the lieutenant set to work downloading them in case something went poof. Soon he turned the new device off. “I don’t want to let it go too long, sir, in case it overheats or the enemy tracks it,” Sheep explained around a large grin.


For the first time since he learned about losing Manx One, McKendrick felt as if things were looking up. “Very well done, Cluj! Very well done,” the Scotsman smiled.


“Thank you, sir.” The young man began decrypting the incoming messages. Fifteen minutes later, McKendrick looked at the updated map. The Austrians were starting to push in from the south, while the Germans and Poles had set up a cordon to the east and north and were slowly moving back toward the mountains. Ben David’s group had found an especially interesting, busy mine entrance, and he had sent Lee and several others in to see if they might have located the Vreenahlwee headquarters. So, our next objective is? General Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg had sent a list of possibilities, all currently of equal value, leaving it for McKendrick to decide which to attempt and in what order. He cleaned his glasses, then returned to the map and thought about what he knew of the enemy’s strengths and supplies and his own. Several patrols reported that the armored Vreenahlwee tended to concentrate on the ridges, staying there unless absolutely forced onto lower ground. “Let’s start denying them that advantage,” McKendrick decided.


Far to the south, Joschka settled into the armored vehicle and tried not to shiver. After his last experience with convoys, he’d just as soon have ridden in the open turret hatch. That wasn’t an option and he knew it, but that didn’t stop him from wanting to be up there! Even walking would feel more comfortable. He told himself to stop fretting and get to business, turning his mind to things he had at least some control over. The situation had improved markedly over the past twenty-four hours, and he didn’t know quite what to think. The Vreenahlwee had pulled back and stopped patrolling outside the central highlands of the Harz. Their jamming continued, but the British and Poles both had found ways to punch through intermittently. It didn’t help as far as air resources were concerned, but it did make communications more reliable and regular. But why had the enemy pulled back?


It must be a trap was all he could think. They were luring the mammals into the mountains and would suddenly pour out and overwhelm the gathered forces, then probably head for the nearest population center to start collecting humans for fodder. That fit both Commander Ni Drako’s data and the Vreenahlwee’s behavior thus far. But despite his fears he couldn’t not pursue the enemy—a siege of the Harz was impossible with the forces available and without air superiority.


A radio message interrupted his speculations. “Sir? A report from the German Army,” the radio operator offered, handing Joschka the earpiece. The Graf-General listened, nodded, listened some more, gave an order, then sat back to process the new data. The British thought they had found an entrance to the Vreenahlwee headquarters, based on information from escaped German GDF soldiers. They were also detaching a group to join with some Bundeswehr commandos to infiltrate the enemy lines, attack the jamming transmitter, and recapture the Brocken communications node. The Germans concurred on the possible Vreenahlwee base location, and as a result were speeding up their plans to move into the areas east and west of the Brocken. Joschka summoned a mental map and tried moving his forces around in different configurations, thinking about their various weapons capabilities.


In the end, he decided to continue with what he’d already set in motion, although he added a warning to General Kohl, the Bundeswehr’s field commander, to remain prepared for a possible breakout and surge towards Berlin. Regaining air superiority—or any air support at all—probably should have been step two after evacuating the civilians, Joschka growled at himself. Then he’d have had the option of using some of those American ground-penetrating bombs, or even the Gehenna Protocol if need be. Do you really want to be the third person on this planet to use nuclear weapons? his conscience inquired pointedly. No, but I’d rather that than explain why the population of Berlin was eaten. The HalfDragon sat back in his seat and wondered how all this had started. Well, that was for Helmut, Colonel Rahoul Khan, and the others at headquarters to sort out. Joschka’s task was the present, not the past.


Somewhere in the depths of the Harz Mountains, a group of humans plus one found a dry, fairly warm cave and settled in to rest. Their bodies needed to sleep, and the men shared out what provisions they had. Rada even sacrificed some of her precious jerky, wishing they could find some nice fat rats. Everyone drew cards for the shifts on watch, and she came up in the second batch.


“Sounds fine to me,” she said, noticing a side cavern that might afford some privacy. “And I need to get cleaned up, so if you’ll excuse me?” She was still wet from her discovery of the pond and she needed to dry off in places before things really started chafing. Plus, she wanted to get away from the humans for a moment.


No one fussed as she slipped off, although Lieutenant Kinsky watched suspiciously. He didn’t like caves, hated dealing with the unknown, and didn’t trust the heavily—and strangely—armed civilian. In fact, he’d decided to leave the GDF even before getting ambushed by three towering robot things and then locked in a lightless hole. That his sergeant and the reservists seemed inclined to listen to the so-called commander in preference to him didn’t help Kinsky’s mood.


Two of the German GDF men had been keeping an eye on the main passage while the others sorted the shifts on watch, and the first scheduled watch relieved them. One, a corporal, happened to walk back toward where Rada had wandered off, and he heard a strange noise, almost like something licking. “Sergeant, what’s that way?” and he pointed. Weber decided to have a little fun and suggested that he go check it out.


The corporal swiftly returned from his investigation. “There’s a great big black cat—I think it ate your advisor,” he told Weber in German, his eyes wide.


“Did you shoot it?”


“No. I didn’t want to attract attention,” the man said, drawing a sigh of relief from the sergeant.


“Corporal, what was the cat doing, exactly?” Weber asked, although he had a good idea.


The soldier relaxed a little since the sergeant wasn’t worried. “It was washing its nethers—had one back foot stuck into the air. Your advisor’s weapons belt, bag, jacket, clothes, and other things were scattered around it. When it saw me, it squeaked and trotted away.”


Weber started laughing quietly despite the seriousness of their position. The German corporal looked offended, and his sergeant made a placating gesture before explaining the report in English for the others’ benefit. The British sergeant and soldiers snickered. Wolfgang told his trooper, “Easy Fritz. You just surprised Commander Na Gael while she was taking a bath. Be glad she didn’t kick something at you or shriek into your head.”


Weber’s lieutenant froze, then turned to the men. “There is a giant cat also named Commander Na Gael?” he inquired in English.


“No sir,” Mackintosh corrected. “The cat is Commander Na Gael. She’s a werecat.”


Anything else he might have added was lost as the person in question, back in her customary shape and obviously irritated, walked around the corner and stopped a meter or two from where Kinsky stood. “What does a female have to do to get a little priv—” The sound of someone working the action on a pistol stopped her complaint, and Rada froze as Lieutenant Kinsky aimed his weapon at her head. “Problem?” she asked very quietly.


“Lieutenant, what are you doing?” Weber demanded, too startled to move.


“I’m eliminating a spy. You say that this creature is a werecat. That means it’s not human, in which case it has to be working for the Vreenahlwee.” He walked toward Rada, who didn’t move or try to respond. “What have you told them, bitch? Well?” He held the pistol to her head.


Rada stared at the wall of the mine and silently cursed. “Lieutenant, I’ve told no one anything. I work for the Defense Force, not the invaders.” Her steady, calm voice continued, “and I’ve been with you or Lieutenant Grauberg since we evacuated Seesen. Never alone, never around a Vreenahlwee.”


As she spoke, Weber, Lee, and Corporal Ford moved silently, coming up behind the officer. Rada didn’t seem to notice and neither did Kinsky. “I don’t believe you, Commander—or whatever you are.” His finger moved to the pistol’s trigger as he prepared to execute the xenology specialist.


As quick as thought, Rada dropped to the ground while Weber and Ford grabbed the officer, and Lee dragged her clear of the fracas. Kinsky fired but the shot went wild, bouncing off the mine ceiling to hit Sergeant Mackintosh. While the two NCOs grappled with Kinsky, Rada scrambled to get her hands on the British sergeant and stop any bleeding. A dull thud ended the struggle, and everyone looked over to see Weber shaking his head as he looked at the unconscious lieutenant. “Damn low ceilings. I told him to duck.” Lee, Mikitori, and a second British branch corporal stood between the alien and the rest of the soldiers, hands on weapons.


Mueller shrugged, went back to eating, and everyone else followed suit. The reservists had already decided that whatever or whoever she was, Commander Na Gael was on the side of the angels, at least for the moment, and several of the German GDF men knew of the alien by reputation. The few who entertained doubts decided that silence was the better part of valor.


But now Lieutenant Grauberg had a problem. He gestured to Lee, Na Gael, and Weber. “What are we going to do when he wakes up? It’s too dangerous to leave him alone, but I don’t trust him not to try again if things get tense.”


“Ah sir, I detailed Ford and Mikitori to keep an eye on Commander Na Gael. They’ll watch the lieutenant as well as the enemy,” Sergeant Lee offered.


Rada shrugged a little. “Forewarned is forearmed, Lieutenant. And I agree that we can’t leave him behind—unless he were to insist.”


The German considered his options. “Very well. Just watch him, and I’ll have him put under arrest once we finish and return to the surface.”


After Rada checked and ascertained that Kinsky would have a headache but nothing worse, she put him farther out. “He has third watch, anyway,” she sighed. She, Wolf Weber, and Tony Lee exchanged concerned looks but didn’t say anything more. This wasn’t the first time someone had tried to assassinate her, as the men well knew. Rada confirmed that Mackintosh had settled down for some rest, and yawned herself. “Right, I’m for a kip.” She curled up in an especially dark corner and was instantly asleep.


Weber frowned. “Is Manx One all right?” he asked Lee under his breath.


“I think so. She’s been incredibly focused and ‘hard’ since just after this started.” Lee rolled his head left and right, trying to loosen tight muscles. “Rumor has it that one of the staff officers has been giving her hell, but I don’t know specifics.”


Wolf grunted and found a piece of floor that looked a bit less hard than other spots, lay down, and tried to get some sleep himself.


When Rada woke for her watch, she gently deepened Lee and Weber and some of the others’ sleep, just enough so they could truly rest, but not so much that they’d have difficulty waking if need be. She relieved one of Grauberg’s men and took her post, then hung her helmet from her belt, freeing her ears for a while. The glue that held them on stung if she got too warm. Well, it’s not going to matter for much longer, she mused. She wasn’t going to kill herself or do anything stupid—she just didn’t see any point in trying especially hard to survive.


Four hours later, rested and sort of fed, the men moved forward again. Lieutenant Kinsky kept a wary eye on Rada, which she ignored. In turn, Ford and Mikitori discreetly watched him. Sergeant Mackintosh took over the job of sniffing in corners and side passages, and scored another batch of weapons for his efforts. Kinsky identified them as more from the GDF, which raised a number of disturbing possibilities in the mammals’ minds. Rachel wondered if they would find any remains—and if they found parasitized GDF personnel, how she’d be able to grant mercy without getting killed by the others.


A shot and a clatter interrupted her spiral of depression as Mikitori grabbed her and hauled her back into a fold in the rock. Rada had her helmet back on and rifle at the ready, and she shook the corporal off and crept forward just in time to see a pitched battle start between the humans and a mob of Vreenahlwee, who were assisted by one in battle armor. The armored shape bent over, grabbing for Sergeant Mueller. Without thinking Rachel pushed the power selector on her rifle to “full,” knelt, and fired. The results were a little too good, and even the enemy ducked for cover at the sparking explosion as the suit’s power booster detonated. Several of the humans turned to stare at the source of the energy blast and she shrugged, resetting the weapon. “Problem?”


One of the Vreenahlwee recovered and attacked Johanssen, and the melee resumed. Mikitori and Ford realized that they couldn’t keep Rada out of the fray, and just watched her back as she picked off as many of the enemy as she could. Soon, a pattern developed as a wave of Vreenahlwee would surge forward, the humans would drive them back, and the tri-pedal creatures would retreat for a moment. Then it would begin again. Rada alternated between killing and healing, then concentrated on serving as medic. After fighting off at least four waves, Grauberg, Lee, Kinsky, and a lightly wounded Weber held a conference. Rada ignored it in favor of rotating fresh ammunition forward in her holsters and making sure the humans were all right. They’d lost a British corporal to a blaster shot, and several people were injured but still capable of moving and fighting.


The discussion ended with a furious Kinsky glaring at Grauberg, Lee, and Weber. His dark eyes snapped with anger, but he didn’t say anything. The reserve officer took off his helmet for a moment and ran a handkerchief over his sweaty, nearly bald head, then reset everything. “We let the next wave pass and continue on into the tunnel,” Grauberg informed the soldiers. A few of the men looked at Rada, who nodded her agreement. They pulled back and waited. Two minutes later a surge of purple swept up the corridor and kept going. Two armored warriors lumbered past without stopping, and the humans looked at each other.


“I feel sorry for whoever’s outside,” Ford opined.


Rada nodded again. “True, but this means fewer between us and our objective.” She didn’t add her next thought, which was “and more for you to fight your way out through.” There wasn’t any need to hurt morale. Grauberg waited until five minutes had elapsed without any more Vreenahlwee trotting past, then signaled for the group to move out. Two men lay Corporal Teskawa’s body off to the side. They’d pick him up on the way out, God willing. Rada crossed herself and said a prayer for his soul as she fell in with the others.
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“Holy shit—incoming!” a voice called, and Joschka dove under the table in the temporary Austrian headquarters. A dull bwoom-BLAM rocked him and the others, and they all held their breath as they waited for another salvo. “We’re under attack! Four armored enemy advancing from the north, three from the west. Repeat—” Joschka didn’t bother listening to the rest of the report. He was up and moving despite cries of “my lord General, wait!” No more waiting, no more running, the HalfDragon snarled as he fastened his helmet strap and grabbed a rifle and ammunition pouch. Part of him screamed at him that he had to take cover so he could continue directing the larger war. But the old battle fury overrode everything else and Joschka let it surge through him, reveling in the heightened sensations and awareness it gave him. The Graf-General charged for the northern edge of the encampment, his bodyguard ten meters behind him and losing ground.


Joschka could see the four coming in from the north. They’d all landed, and they strode forward, shields up high. Even .50 caliber bullets bounced off the creatures’ shields, but as Joschka and the humans watched, a soldier ran toward the shield and passed under it. He lobbed a grenade up into a gap in the monster’s back and ducked for cover as the explosion shorted the shielding and sent the three-meter suit reeling and staggering. A swishing hiss signaled the launch of a Spike, and Joschka covered his eyes as the blast sent the Vreenahlwee crashing onto its back. Those who had seen what had happened called the discovery to others: fast-moving things were repelled, but slower things—like humans—were not, and the shields didn’t reach the ground. A sergeant ran up with an armful of plate-shaped munitions. “Here. Magnetic explosives,” he explained. Joschka nodded, then dropped to the ground as another Vreenahlwee launched a rocket from a pod mounted in its arm.


Soon the Austrians had disabled or destroyed all their attackers, though not without serious casualties. The fighting soon came to focus on the Vreenahlwee soldiers who’s “vehicles” had only been damaged. The creatures pushed their way into the laager so the humans couldn’t bring their heavy weapons to bear without killing their own people, and it fell to individuals and small teams to disable and then destroy the battle armor. Joschka snarled, then ducked again, before hurrying over to the last Vreenahlwee standing. It had pushed well into the Austrians’ night camp and seemed to be looking for something. Or someone, Joschka guessed, and lowered his shields, sending I’m the humans’ commander!


The last Vreenahlwee battle suit held a secret: four unarmored warriors crammed into the chest and head. They sprang out and attacked with blasters and vicious-looking black blades, aiming for Joschka even as the armor continued trampling through the Austrian laager. Joschka found himself face-to-visual-patch with a Vreenahlwee, exchanging shots at close range with the purple tripod. He knocked the thing over by injuring one of its legs, then ran forward. Without thinking he screamed “Drachenburg!” and ripped away the enemy’s blade, reversing it and cutting the creature in half top to bottom. The HalfDragon stabbed the blade into the still-twitching corpse and swung around looking for a new target. But there were none. A brilliant flash marked the demise of the last armored Vreenahlwee.


“Sir, sir, are you . . . oh fuck,” the lieutenant from his bodyguard fell back, eyes white with fear, as he stared at the Graf-General. The general’s eyes practically glowed an unholy red, and his bared fangs gleamed in the light of several scattered fires from burning equipment and vehicles. He seemed larger than the junior officer remembered, with long black talons instead of normal hands. The young man took several steps backward, wondering what the hell had happened. Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg turned away for a moment. When he looked back at the Austrian officer he had returned to normal, and the lieutenant decided that it had been a trick of the light and the stress that had made the general seem inhuman.
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Meanwhile, other soldiers were learning just what vicious fighters their comrades could be. Sergeants Lee and Weber agreed later that the strangest part of the fighting had been Rachel’s absolute silence. Whatever else she was, the small woman could kill, and did so without blinking. It was a good thing for her companions that she could, because as the Germans and Brits slogged their way closer to the chamber housing the Vreenahlwee’s hive-mind, the aliens’ resistance stiffened. Despite the chaos, Rada moved steadily, firing on the move and only stopping when someone needed a medic. Through some miracle, only one person had been more than scratched since they’d restarted their advance, and the group leapfrogged smoothly into the depths of the mine. They found one feeder-breeder chamber, and several of the soldiers lost what little they had in their stomachs. “I know. But there’s nothing we can do for them and we’ll be more use if we can destroy the hive-mind than if we try to free them,” Rada pointed out. The Germans, especially Lieutenant Kinsky, protested furiously, and Lee sympathized—these were their people, and he’d probably feel the same way if they were fighting in England. The xenologist appeared to remain unmoved, and Lee wondered about her mental state. “Then stay. Barricade the door before you get involved doing anything, in case some adults come to check on the larvae.” After a short, unhappy discussion, Lieutenant Grauberg, his men, Weber, and most of the others rejoined Rada and the other British Branch soldiers.


They lost track of time as they fought their way into the heart of the old mine. At last they were able to see a purple-red glow that came from around the next bend in the tunnel. “All right. Time to take stock. What do we have left?” Grauberg asked. A quick check turned up fifteen hand grenades, three shaped charges, something that Lee really should have given back to Rada several months earlier, and Rada’s blast rifle, as well as about thirty rounds of rifle ammunition per person. As they counted, Rada sent her mouse ahead and watched the display on her forearm monitor.


“You’ve got to be kidding,” she muttered in disbelief. “I’ve seen better effects in a B movie!” Lee and the other Brits relaxed at the normalcy of her wiseassery. If she sounded like that, whatever waited for them, while incredibly difficult, must not be impossible. “The hive-mind is behind a standard energy shield. There are some warriors around, but none in armor and not as many as I’d have thought. And I think the grey things are breeder females.” Everyone shuddered a little at that bit of information, including the Wanderer. Then a very serious expression settled over her features. “Even worse, I think this is part of a mining history park, so we’d best not damage anything, because the paperwork will be worse than death,” she joked, tipping her arm to show the others the scene. As they looked, something walked over and they saw a grey blur. Then the screen went black. “Bastard!” she snarled.


“So much for poor little Yorick,” Johanssen sighed.


“You knew him well?” Rada inquired with a grin. “Go for the shield power sources first, Lieutenant. They will be outside the actual shield, and once they’re destroyed anything inside will be vulnerable.”


Grauberg nodded. “That’s what we will do. You are obviously a marksman and have the heaviest personal weapon, Commander. We go first and clear the field of fire and eliminate the shield. Then you kill the hive-mind.”


To their great surprise, the woman shook her head. “Too dangerous, sir. The hive-mind uses telepathy to control its warriors. This close to the thing, there is a chance that it could force its way through my defenses and try to take over my mind. I’m not willing to risk having me turn on you with this,” she hefted the rifle. “However,” she turned to Weber. “If I reset the sights, will you trade?”


He nodded. Rada moved, separating the sights and handing her rifle to the German noncom. He passed her his own rifle in turn. “If you break it, you buy it,” he cautioned.


“I don’t get paid, remember?” she retorted, then turned back to the rest of the gathered men. “No promises as to what happens once we kill the hive-mind. I don’t think the chamber or mine is booby trapped, but . . .” She met everyone’s eyes.


“I have point,” Grauberg announced. “Commander, you come tail as medic,” and Rada took her place. The German officer gave the signal and the mammals advanced.


They surged into the hot, red-lit chamber, and Rada almost laughed out loud at the ridiculousness of the scene. The hive-mind closely resembled an enormous wet cauliflower, complete with life-support and energy tubing underneath it like a stalk. Behind it and to the sides, grey, bloated versions of the Vreenahlwee warriors squatted in alcoves, looking rather like ugly pillows. Then the fighting began and her world narrowed to watching the humans’ backs and killing Vreenahlwee. Two of the seven shield power transformers went easily, but the enemy realized what the humans were after and resistance stiffened. Lee grabbed Ford and Johanssen and set up a distraction, attacking the breeder females. That worked a little too well, and Rada turned her attention to protecting them. She ran through all of Weber’s ammunition, then grabbed more from Mackintosh after a purple warrior cut his rifle’s barrel off. “Azdhagia!” she called, bracing herself to pick off another warrior that had been about to jump down onto Grauberg. Then she dropped and rolled as someone did her the same favor. Soon only one shield projector remained.


Rada ran out of bullets but didn’t blink. She laid aside Weber’s rifle and drew her bahn’leh and sword cane blade, then crept up behind one of the Vreenahlwee who was taking aim at a German. Rada struck silently, stabbing with the sword’s heavy blade. It pierced the creature’s aural opening, and she twisted as black fluid sprayed out of the hole. The Wanderer planted her foot against the thrashing body, then wrenched her weapon free and hurled herself against another opponent. It swung its black blade at her and she ducked and closed, this time going for the visual patch with her shorter knife since she was so near. Blinded, the warrior staggered off toward the spot where Weber had braced himself. Rada tackled the Vreenahlwee, knocking it to the ground, then stabbing up into its torso with her sword. More black blood sprayed out, and Rada reeled back from the stench. Turning, she saw a warrior aiming a blaster at Weber as the hive-mind’s shield collapsed. There wasn’t time to try to reach the creature, so she sprang forward, putting herself between the creature and the sergeant. She felt something slam into her shoulder, knocking her to the ground. Joschka! Rada cried silently. Then she couldn’t think at all as pain ripped through her mind, the force of the creatures’ anguish tearing apart her mental defenses. Rada screamed as the Vreenahlwee hive-mind died. Then came silence.
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“What the fuck’s going on?” Corporal Fischer demanded, lapsing into German in his surprise. The British soldiers coming behind him on the ridge crest didn’t need an interpreter to understand his question—they were thinking the same thing. The two armored Vreenahlwee staggered and suddenly began lashing about in blind confusion, knocking into each other. Below them, dozens of unarmored warriors dashed this way and that, some dropping their weapons, others randomly shooting at anything and nothing. The humans began picking off the Vreenahlwee, in part to protect themselves from the random shots. One set of armor sparked and screamed as the other ripped its head off and hurled the steel assembly to the ground. A Spike to the chest finished the second combatant, and it slammed backwards in a crash and puff of shattered pine boughs.


“Come on! Let’s get the others while they’re confused,” ben David called, and the GDF and Bundeswehr surged forward. They didn’t know what was going on, but they seized the advantage as best they could.


Farther east and south, O’Neil and his men watched sparks fly as three of the creatures turned on each other, blasting and grappling in the fog that shrouded the Brocken’s peak. “This way.” He led his group up the snow-covered slope toward their objective. Three hundred meters above them stood the communications node atop the Brocken, housing both the jammers and the humans’ transmitters and microwave towers. O’Neil, Patel, and Bundeswehr Captain Herschel Fleischer worked upslope.


“No, don’t please,” Herschel pleaded as one of the heavy Vreenahlwee warriors began staggering towards the radio antennae. Then it turned and rammed headfirst into the aliens’ own jamming transmitter. “Never mind,” the German cheered, then yelped and swore as a purple warrior’s random shot grazed his back plate. Fighting resumed, in chaos rather than purposeful attack, as the aliens staggered, ran, capered, and fired mindlessly.


Far underground, “Manx One? Rachel?” someone called, gently shaking the woman. No, no I don’t want to be alive! she wept inside her head. Leave me alone, leave me be. But Sergeant Lee was insistent. “We need to get out of here! Ford, Mackintosh, help me.” Rada felt strong arms picking her up. Someone lifted her injured shoulder and she mewed plaintively as it was shoved back into place. “Partial dislocation but her armor saved the arm,” the voice said, then she felt herself being dragged.


“I can walk,” she said, and the men set her down on her feet. Lee handed her the sword cane, Weber’s rifle, and her kit. “How are we?”


Lee’s expression was grim. “We lost Mueller, Armijo, and Parkman. Johanssen’s hurt, as are Grauberg, Mikitori, Schmidt, Klaus, and you. But the wounded are all able to travel. We’ve already moved Armijo, Mueller, and Parkman out of here. Let’s go, Manx One. You and Weber have the tail.” Rada’s head bobbed numbly, and then she and the others began the long walk out of the mine. As they went, she wanted to hang her head down, leaving the others to watch for danger, but fought off the urge. She could hardly focus her eye, her shoulder ached, and exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her. But she put one foot in front of the other, just as she had on the long forced training marches with the Komets so many centuries before.


“Um, ma’am?” Wolf Weber said after what seemed like forever. She looked over and noticed him stopping, so she slowed as well. “This is where we left the others.” Rada sensed something in his words and limped over to the chamber. Grauberg stopped her as Mackintosh and Klaus emerged white lipped, heads shaking. Weber continued into the room and came back out just as quickly. “Don’t go in there. Kinsky and the others are dead.”


“You’re sure?”


Wolf nodded, then took her arm and gently turned her back toward the main tunnel, pulling her away from the men bringing the remains out of the chamber. “There’s nothing you can do for them. We’ll come back for the bodies after we’re relieved.” The soldiers resumed their climb toward the outside world. She never learned what happened to the German GDF lieutenant and the men who’d stayed with him, but she could guess. I should have pulled rank and forced them to come with us, she cursed herself as she walked. After another long time, Grauberg called a halt. Rada fell asleep as soon as her rear touched the ground, and she wasn’t the only one. Weber, Lee, and Grauberg decided on a three-hour pause before resuming the long trail uphill.


Back at the field headquarters, Joschka and his staff realized what was going on when the reports began coming in again after the jamming ceased. “It’s as if the brain lost control of them,” Colonel Havel said, as he removed another batch of Vreenahlwee from the map.


“I hope that’s what happened,” Joschka said around his pipe. He blew a smoke ring. “Since we don’t know if this is permanent, we need to take every advantage of it that we can while we still can.” At his command, the Austrians and British, along with the remaining Germans, began pushing deeper into the Harz, while the Polish branch moved in closer to be ready in case of a breakout attempt. Soon word came in that the communications node had been recaptured. Once things stabilized into a steady advance, the Graf-General stepped outside to stretch his legs and indulge in a few minutes of smoky contemplation.


The message runner found him standing in the sunlight, two perfect smoke rings drifting eastward. “My lord General, it seems that the enemy’s confusion is permanent,” she said with an enormous smile as she handed him a hard copy of a field report.


The blue-eyed man thanked her, read the paper, and smiled, his heart almost bursting with joyous relief. Not only had a group of German and British soldiers killed the hive-mind, but Rada Ni Drako was alive! The group reported finding no booby traps on the portion of the mine that the Vreenahlwee had commandeered, and they awaited further orders from their location at the mine entrance. McKendrick and his people were fighting their way in to meet and relieve the exhausted squad. Thank you, blessed holy Lord Joschka prayed, fighting back tears. Thank you for letting us survive and for giving us the victory. Thank you for giving me Rada back.


Two hours earlier, Lieutenant Grauberg, Sergeants Lee and Weber, their men, and their advisor had basked in the late afternoon sunshine and relished the sensation of being alive. Lee, who didn’t care for dark, wet places to begin with, decided that he never, ever wanted to go underground again. Corporal Fritz made a note to himself to ask his grandfather, a miner in the Ruhr, what it had been like in the old days and how the old man had survived.


Commander Ni Drako just soaked in the heat, rested her bruised shoulder and tried not to weep. Once there was nothing left to vent her bloodlust upon, only bitter sorrow and the knowledge of just how much more blood was on her hands remained within her soul. Rada was exhausted. They all were, but her emptiness and guilt came from more than just weariness, and all the healing sunlight on the planet couldn’t chase away the shadows crowding around the mournful woman.


Captain ben David’s advanced party found Grauberg and company just before sundown. Rada dragged herself out of her darkness and did her best to act cheerful, if tired. The nap had helped, but the food the GDF people brought helped more, and she began to feel a bit less like a shadow herself. But only a bit. She stayed in the background while Grauberg and Lee gave their initial reports, and she grinned as Weber vanished in a sea of congratulatory back slaps and cheers. “Be careful—we might need him again!” someone joked, and laughter echoed back from the bare stones around the mine entrance. It wasn’t that far downslope to where ben David had left his vehicles, but Lieutenant Grauberg shook his head. “No sir, thank you. We need to retrieve our dead.”


“Where are they?” the Israeli asked. Grauberg signaled and Rada handed over the map she’d made of their path.


“The black crosses are your people,” she explained. Sergeant Pierce took a digital photo of the map, checked to make sure that her image was good enough to follow, and handed the display back.


“We’ll bring them home,” ben David promised—only after that assurance did Grauberg’s people shoulder their weapons and start downhill, away from the mine. Rada and Wolf Weber traded back rifles.


“I don’t know, ma’am,” Wolf teased gently. “Yours weighs at least a kilo less than mine does.”


She snorted, “I’ll drop it over a cliff,” and mimicked holding his very expensive rifle over the edge of the road.


“No thank you.” He handed the Gorgonian Navy blast rifle back. “Ah, you have four shots left,” he advised.


“Thanks,” she sighed, then caught herself after tripping on a small rock. The stocky German gave her a sympathetic look and took her left arm, supporting some of her weight for the last kilometer of the trip, even though his injured arm hurt like fire and he was easily as tired as she was. They boarded the troop transports and drove into the night’s silence. Rada tried to sleep but she couldn’t, so she watched over the others as they dozed and expended more of her energy helping accelerate their bodies’ own healing.


Just before midnight, the convoy pulled into the combined GDF/Bundeswehr encampment outside of Querfurt. Corporal Mikitori helped Rada out of the vehicle, and she walked around trying to get her blood flowing again. “Thank you, Mikitori. You too, Ford. You should at the very least get DSOs for keeping up with me. I owe you, and I’ll put in very, very good words for both of you,” she managed, forcing a grin as if nothing were really wrong. Her shoulder ached and the rest of her body wasn’t much better off. Her soul didn’t bear thinking about.


A tall figure appeared in front of her and Sergeant Lee gestured over his shoulder. “The rest of our people are over this way, ma’am. Command One wants to debrief as soon as we’ve eaten something.”


Rada’s bottom lip stuck out a little. “But the marmots were very filling, really,” she assured him. Lee didn’t know whether to laugh or to whap the civilian on the top of her helmet. He settled for sighing loudly and gesturing for her to lead the way, which she did. Grauberg and his people followed, and no one complained when they joined the late-night food line. Hot coffee revived the humans, and tea helped perk Rada up a little, but she still felt as if she’d just fought a running battle, then walked from Wales to London. Large quantities of “don’t ask won’t tell” stew, fresh bread, and baked apples put some color back into everyone. All too soon, though, a messenger found them and the British Branch soldiers and their advisor made their slow way over to the Brutus.


The basic debrief was blessedly fast since McKendrick knew that everyone was tired. He listened to the general outline of events, minus the xenologist’s personal report. Then he sent them to find bunks. However much she tried, Rada still couldn’t sleep, so she hunted up the women’s showers and a portable laundry and took a much-needed bath under very hot water. While she washed and dried, her clothes did too, and soon she was presentable, if a tad wrinkled. The adhesive on her ears gave up the ghost, and she tucked the silicone and fur counterfeits into her satchel, then wiped out the inside of her armor and helmet.


Lieutenant Gretchkaninov found her outside, soaking up the morning sun just after dawn. “Commander Na Gael? Captain ben David’s back with our people.” She led Rada to the vehicles. Motion came to a halt as the bodies were carefully, reverently lifted out of the trucks and carried to the temporary morgue. A Lutheran minister said a few words and the gathered soldiers saluted their fallen comrades. The formal memorial services would come later.


“Come with me, Manx One,” McKendrick said from behind her. Rada fell in two paces behind his right shoulder. Once more she found herself in the Brutus, now very crowded, with all the staff officers in attendance, as well as a few Germans leaning in the door. “It’s cramped, but we need the privacy,” the general explained as he took Sheep Cluj’s usual place, while the lieutenant wedged himself into a corner. “Report, Commander Na Gael. Then we’ll take a pause and you’ll give yours, Captain ben David.”


She’d been thinking about how to tell her story and launched in from when she, Ford, and Mikitori had gotten separated from O’Neil’s people. Rada praised Lieutenant Grauberg highly, as well as her two guards, and gave Grauberg and Sergeants Lee and Weber all the credit for finding and killing the Vreenahlwee’s hive-mind. She omitted finding the feeder-breeder chamber, although she mentioned that Lieutenant Kinsky had located some of the civilians and had remained with them prior to the final assault on the hive mind. She also mentioned his attempt to kill her, but blamed herself for not thinking about how her shape-shifting would upset people. McKendrick, ben David, and O’Neil asked a few questions, as did the German officers. “And then we worked our way back to the surface. Lieutenant Grauberg managed to contact some of our people, so we waited to be relieved,” she finished.


Captain O’Neil didn’t look pleased with Rachel’s account of why she ended up heading for the hills, but couldn’t say anything in the presence of the Germans. After a few more questions about how the reservists did, the Bundeswehr men excused themselves and left. McKendrick wanted to know more about the patients in the hospital, and had her back up the story to the point when O’Neil called her in. As she started her account, someone knocked on the outside of the Brutus. It was one of the Austrian staff officers. He looked ill.


“Sir, we found what the Vreenahlwee did with their civilian and some military captives,” Major Weismann said, his voice shaky. He called up images on his digital camera’s display screen, and James McKendrick thought he was going to lose every meal he’d ever eaten. “Ah, the medical people couldn’t save most of them and the survivors are apparently insane from pain and fear,” the major managed to say before his voice cracked with emotion.


“Holy Lord God,” McKendrick choked. “How many?”


“Over a thousand, in five chambers, thus far.” Weismann got himself back under control as ben David nodded, thin lipped. “We found people alive in four of them. Everyone in the fifth, the smallest, was already dead. They’d each been hit once in the head and once in the torso with some kind of electrical discharge or energy pulse.” The British officers looked as one to their xenology specialist. She gazed back, waiting.


“Thank you, Major. If you haven’t told General Kohl, please break the news to him as well.” McKendrick ordered quietly. As soon as the man cleared earshot, McKendrick stated, “You found them first.”


“Yes, sir. Per my duty as a medic and Healer, I relieved their suffering, then terminated the Vreenahlwee larvae.” She made no apology for what she’d done, but by now McKendrick could read the agonizing pain and guilt behind the woman’s calm demeanor. He leaned back, both appalled and unsurprised.


“You took those actions why?”


Commander Na Gael met his eyes. “Because there was nothing else that could be done for them, and to spare your people from having innocent blood on their hands.”


Edward O’Neil’s words dripped disgust and hatred. “You murdered how many helpless people?”


“I didn’t count, sir. They were too parasitized to recover even if they had gotten medical treatment then and there, so I did the only thing I could to ease their pain.”


“Murdering bitch!” O’Neil lunged toward her, slamming his fist into her abdomen, then her face. Moshe ben David and Sheep Cluj grabbed him before the second blow connected and hauled the English officer back as Rada doubled over, gasping through clenched teeth and trying not to lose her supper.


Furious, McKendrick grabbed O’Neil by the collar and twisted, choking the man. “Nivver lay a hand on Commander Na Gael, ye’ ken?! Did ye’ nae hear th’ major?” The Scotsman snapped back into Standard English. “The medics are giving most of the Vreenahlwee’s other victims morphine to stop their pain because that’s all they can do before the poor souls die. Rachel did what she could, the best way that she could,” McKendrick growled, his burr still as thick as an Edinburgh fog. O’Neil croaked but couldn’t get anything more out around the general’s grip. The Scotsman looked over his shoulder as Rada sat up, paler than usual. “You are dismissed, Rachel. Go get some air.”


“Yes, sir,” and she vanished out the door. Only after she was out of sight did the furious general release his logistics officer, who had begun wheezing and whose face had turned the color of oatmeal. Cluj and ben David glared at him and he snarled back, then subsided at McKendrick’s warning growl.


Rada went looking for a quiet place recover her breath. Instead she found Grauberg, Weber, and several of the Germans arguing with someone. “What’s all this?” she asked.


“Do you know who fired the shot that killed the hive-mind?” the stranger demanded.


“Sergeant Weber did,” she informed him. “Lieutenant Alois Grauberg, who should really be Captain at least, led the way into the central chamber and he and the other Germans and some British soldiers destroyed the force shield protecting the hive-mind. Sergeant Weber fired the killing shots.”


The stranger frowned. “And why do you know this . . ?”


“Commander Na Gael,” she filled in. “I was in the tail as medic.”


A hauntingly familiar voice inquired into her head, «Finally learning not to charge in first, are you?» Rada gasped as Joschka’s ghost walked towards her. He looked just as he had when she’d dropped him off on Earth in 1833! Her eye rolled into her head and Joschka darted forward, catching her as she sank to the ground.


“Scheisse!” Weber hissed, dropping to a knee to check her pulse.


Joschka carefully opened her eye and then let it close again. He sighed. “She’s just asleep. I’ve seen her do this before when she pushes herself too long and too hard. All you need to do is find a quiet place and leave her there for an hour or so. Then she’ll be fine,” he said as he got to his feet.


As he did, Captain ben David came out of the Brutus and walked up to the group. “Excuse me, sirs. Have any of you seen,” and he glanced down. “Oh dear. What did she say to whom this time?”


The Germans laughed at his exasperated tone. “She’s asleep, sir,” Grauberg explained through Weber.


“I suppose she’s not going to be answering General McKendrick’s other questions just now,” ben David smiled, shaking his head as Rachel whistled a little in her sleep. “Unless you want to wake her up?” he asked the observers.


General von Hohen-Drachenburg laughed quietly, blue eyes dancing. “No, and I don’t recommend waking her abruptly. The results can be spectacularly bad.” He sobered and continued, “Is McKendrick in there?” he asked, pointing to the Brutus.


“Yes, my lord General. Shall I get him?” ben David started turning that direction.


Joschka turned, too. “No need. I’m going that way en route to the command post.” A few minutes later, as Hohen-Drachenburg and McKendrick walked to the field command post, Joschka decided that once an appropriate interval had lapsed he would carefully and discreetly see if Rada might be interested in making their friendship into something more. But not for a while yet. Now, everyone had much more pressing concerns to attend to, like the displaced and the dead. Winter would be coming soon and the refugees needed help. And the GDF needed to mourn, learn, and rebuild. “First, Major General McKendrick, congratulations on your promotion,” the Graf-General began. James blinked at the Austrian, a little stunned at the news. Joschka smiled and extended his hand. “London made it official half an hour ago, based on your stellar job rebuilding the British branch and the work you and your people did here. Second, I need you and General Kohl to brief me on field conditions and on the refugee situation.”


Rada woke up in the back of a troop transport. She lay still for a while, trying to remember what she’d last seen and how she came to be where she was. Oh yes—she’d fallen asleep on her feet. She’d been so tired that she’d hallucinated and seen Joschka’s ghost. The Wanderer closed her eye again and covered her face with her hands. O’Neil’s words echoed in her mind, and she wondered if even God could forgive her for what she’d done. Why Lord, she begged, why did You take Joschka and not me? He had a family, friends, people who loved him and depended on him. I don’t and never will. Why couldn’t I have died instead? When no answer came, Rada took a deep breath and rolled upright, then clambered out of the lorry. She got her bearings and started back to the British portion of the camp.


“Halten Sie!” a voice yelled, and she paused, turning to see who’d called. An Austrian colonel rushed up to her. “Who are you and what are you doing carrying arms in this area?”


“Commander Na Gael, xenology specialist, British Branch. I’m under arms because I am authorized to be so by the GDF’s military commander.”


The man took a good look at her and obviously did not care for what he saw. “If that’s true, why are you not in proper uniform?”


Commander Ni Drako was not in the mood to put up with a rear echelon idiot who looked to be at least ten kilos overweight and whose closest brush with combat had probably been watching war movies. “I am not in uniform because I am a civilian contractor, Colonel Mendelsohn,” she reminded him. “And I am tired, hungry, and need to report to Brigadier McKendrick. If you will excuse me?” and she turned to leave. The Austrian grabbed her arm, stopping her.


“You will do no such thing! I am putting you under arrest, whoever you are. No civilian is allowed in this sector.” His eyes narrowed and he shook the small female. “Just what are you really, woman?”


Joschka rounded the corner in time to hear the last sentence and to see the importuning Austrian land flat on his back. Mendelsohn’s head hit the macadam with an unpleasant thunk. “What am I, Colonel? Sick of bloodshed, luckily for you.” Rada began limping slowly toward the British command area.


“Commander Ni Drako, one moment please,” Joschka called quietly in Trader. She slammed to attention, and Joschka glanced around for witnesses besides the prone colonel. Mendelsohn would not be looking anywhere but up for a few minutes, the Graf-General decided, and he relaxed. “At ease,” he said before walking around and resting his hands on her shoulders. He recognized the person looking out of the silvery eye, and it was not Rachel Na Gael. “Commander Ni Drako, disengage,” he ordered, voice gentle but firm. “Disengage.”


The woman dropped her eye. “Yes, sir,” she murmured. She glanced up for a brief instant. “You’re really alive?” she asked plaintively.


Joschka smiled. “As alive as you are,” he assured her. The woman took a steadying breath and nodded, again looking at the ground. “How are you?”


Too quickly she said, “I’m fine, my lord General.”


“Truth, Rada, are you all right?” he demanded, hands gripping her shoulders.


She thought about it. “No sir, I’m not. But the damage is here,” she tapped her heart, “not here,” and she waved towards the rest of her body.


Joschka didn’t offer an empty platitude or say “I know how you feel,” because he didn’t know and he didn’t want to. Instead, after a final check to see who was around, he pulled her into a tight embrace, cradling her head against his chest and resting his chin on her hair. She returned the gesture, and even through his body armor he could feel her shaking. “We won, remember?” Joschka whispered.


She shook her head. “You and the humans won, my lord General.” I just walked a few more light years down the road to damnation, the Wanderer thought to herself. Not that it matters much by now.


The Graf-General rebuked his advisor, “No, Rada, we won. Human, Wanderer, HalfDragon, and whoever else waded in on our side. We’re part of a team, remember?” He made her meet his eyes. For once she truly looked her age, and Joschka thanked their God that he’d never had to see or do what McKendrick said she’d just survived. “Hairball, we won,” he repeated.


She took a deep breath. There was no point in ruining his relief and triumph. “You’re right, Awful, we won. And eventually I’ll be able to celebrate. Just not now.” He watched her face and posture change as Commander Na Gael replaced Rada Lord Ni Drako in his friend’s eye. A groan from off to the side caught their attention, and they glanced over to see Colonel Mendelsohn trying to figure out how he’d ended up on his back. “And if you will excuse me, sir, I still need to report to General McKendrick.”


Joschka released his friend. She rubbed the back of his hand against her cheek before letting go and starting away. As she did, he slid a card into her hand. “My private number,” he told her. “I have yours, unless you’ve changed it?”


The card vanished and a faint almost smile creased Rachel’s lips. “No changes, sir.” She hesitated for a moment, weighing something, then added, “Just remember the time difference please, Awful.”


“I will if you will, Hairball.” She nodded and limped slowly away, leaving Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg grinning despite everything.


Mendelsohn groaned again and blinked his eyes into focus, only to find a very angry Graf-General glaring down at him. “Would you care to explain why you laid hands on and threatened the Defense Force’s senior xenology specialist, Colonel?”
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Four nights later, back in England, Rachel sat on the stone bench under the big tree at the end of the rose garden, waiting for the first sliver of moon to rise. It was as she’d told Joschka—her spirit had been badly wounded and there was nothing modern medicine could do for the condition. She propped one foot on the bench and rested her chin on her knee. How many lives had she taken? She could no longer say. The humans had won, and they savored their victory, as well they should. But Rachel had lost another piece of her soul and it pained her. She wished she could be like Zabet, living in the present and future, undisturbed by her past. But that was not her fate.


Rachel stared at the crescent peeping over the roof of the headquarters building and wondered if even God could forgive her for what she’d done. Maybe it was time to quit the game, retire from the GDF and the Azdhag Empire both, find some little backwater colony world that was desperate for medics and settle down until her enemies found her again and ended things once and for all. If the Traders showed up right now, I’d walk into their arms without a second thought, Rachel mused.


Before her thoughts could go any further down that path, something began chirping a familiar tune. It was her cell phone ringing, playing “The Austrian Hymn.” Rachel managed a smile as she answered the call. “Guten Abend, Herr Graf-General.” Good evening, my lord General.


A warm voice at the other end sighed, “Joschka, Rachel. For you, always Joschka.” 





[image: 13: Amaterasu’s Gift]


October, 2013.
Commander “Rachel Na Gael” staged a memorable exit from the car, almost falling flat on her face. As she picked herself up, she hoped that no one had seen her in the darkness. She was exhausted in body and spirit and just wanted to disappear into the shadows and never emerge. Instead she picked up the bag that she’d dropped, regained her bearings, and walked slowly through the crisp night air toward a pool of soft yellow light that spilled from a doorway in the distance. A few low stone lanterns marked the edges of the gravel path, augmenting the light of the waning moon. The tired warrior smelled food, trees, and water on the night breeze, as she heaved herself up the first of four steps leading toward the resort’s main entrance. Before she could reach the second wooden step, someone swore quietly in German, and a man hurried down to meet her. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Hauptfeldwebel Wolf Weber apologized, as he took her bag and offered her his arm. “Someone should have been watching.”


Rachel shook her head, grateful for the assistance. “I was supposed to have been here several hours ago, Sergeant Weber, but circumstances delayed the flight. In truth, I didn’t expect anyone to be up at this hour.” They had reached the broad portico, and Weber led the woman into the traditional Japanese building.


“Ah, ma’am, it’s only twenty hundred here,” Weber advised as he set her bag down by the check-in desk. He’d been a little surprised when he’d learned that she would be at the meeting, truth be told, and didn’t like how gaunt and pale she looked.


Rachel blinked at him in mild confusion. “Oh. I think I’m still on British time.” Whatever else she was about to say was forgotten as a clerk hurried up, intensely apologetic for not having been present to greet the new arrival. One of the officers from the Austrian Branch waved, diverting Sergeant Weber’s attention, and when he finished up his business, Commander Na Gael had vanished. The NCO hoped that she’d gone to her room and was getting some much needed rest.


She should have eaten some supper, but exhaustion overwhelmed hunger. Instead Rachel locked the door to her room, changed out of her uniform and into a sleep dress, brushed out her long dark hair, and washed off her cosmetics. Then she dragged the futon off the western-style bed frame and tucked it into the bottom of the discreet linen closet built into the wall. The nightmares drove her to sleep enclosed and hidden—otherwise she might wake others, who would ask questions that she couldn’t answer. The Wanderer-hybrid fell asleep as soon as she pulled the panel partly shut and laid her head down. She didn’t want to be in Japan, didn’t want to be on Earth, but didn’t want to go to the Empire or on a trading trip, either. So now she slept, curled into a tight ball, drained.


She awoke the next morning a little more rested, but with a miserable hunger headache. I know better she chided herself as she brushed out her hair and braided it, wincing as the activity exacerbated the dull throbbing in her skull. Rachel dressed, collected the information packet that she’d ignored the night before, opened the door to her room and tripped over a medium-sized, beautifully wrapped gift box. The ornate tag stated that the item was for her, from one “Dr. Fujimori Leiji.”


Uh oh she thought, hesitating before she opened the box. She’d been warned about his strange sense of humor and was tempted to ignore the item, but her curiosity overwhelmed her hunger, at least for the moment. Might as well find out what’s hiding in here, Rachel sighed as she undid the container. Inside she found, “A kimono? You’ve got to be joking.” No, she lifted out a traditional Japanese dress in her size, decorated with red, yellow, and orange autumn leaves on a dark-brown background. Under the dress she found a bright red sash and a light-brown under-dress, as well as little white tabi socks and wooden sandals. Dragon fritters—that’s what I’m going to have for breakfast, Rachel decided as she looked at the items. Reptile ragout, dragon fritters, and lizard Cordon Bleu. Why do the reptiles of my acquaintance insist on dressing me? It was one of those questions that she really didn’t care to learn the answer to, and she folded the items back into their box and tucked it into the closet with her other luggage.


She had a traditional Japanese breakfast as she read the day’s program. Officially, the semi-annual meeting of the Global Defense Force’s leadership, or part of it at least, didn’t start until that night. In actuality, unofficial sessions, interviews, and discussions had been underway since the previous week. Rachel snorted to herself, amused once more at the humans and their ways. She finished her miso soup, signed the check, and started to leave the resort’s restaurant. As she did, she caught sight of a familiar profile amidst a group of the GDF’s senior leadership and ducked, slipping away behind a large decorative screen before the Graf-General noticed her presence. She didn’t want to talk to him just then, and hoped that he wouldn’t realize that she was attending the meeting.


Rachel wasn’t supposed to be in Japan but, like Sergeant Weber, she was one of the few from her section who could be spared. The 58th Regiment’s commanding officer also wanted her away from logistics specialist Captain Edward O’Neil for the time being, and she didn’t feel inclined to argue with him. Her fellow regiment member, Colonel Tadeus Przilas, would be arriving later that afternoon. Rachel slipped silently out of the room and down the corridor, her boots making no noise on the dark wooden floor.


Despite Rachel’s hopes, General Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg had indeed spotted her, but he didn’t try to follow her or have her stopped. Administrative matters stemming from the major battle in Germany a few weeks prior soaked up most of his available attention. Joschka listened to his current aid as the man finished describing the latest reorganization underway in the German Branch. “No, too soon,” Joschka frowned, shaking his head at yet another set of proposed changes while sitting down at the table indicated by a waiter. “It would be a good idea eventually, but now it would seem as if the Germans were being punished. Tell the undersecretary that, based on my observations, it will be better to put the proposal on hold for the time being. Thank you,” he finished, as pots of tea and coffee appeared on the table, followed by plates of food. The broad-shouldered man ate without tasting anything, his blue eyes distracted, mind several thousand miles away.


Feeling better about the near future now that she’d been fed, Rachel decided to go exploring since she had nothing she was scheduled to be doing. Oh, there were plenty of things she could have been working on, she mused as she eased out onto the deep porch surrounding the building, but they were not urgent. She paused to get her bearings before wandering too far. The resort, on the far-northern Japanese island of Hokkaido, boasted extensive gardens and grounds. The park-like landscaping provided a great deal of privacy, intensified by the limited road and sea access to the resort, which was why the Japanese Branch was hosting the annual meeting here. Rachel gazed at the autumn-touched leaves with approval. It reminded her of the private Imperial gardens within the Azdhagi palace/capitol complex.


She started toward a small set of steps, then paused. She was in her uniform. That would mark her as someone out of place and would invite questions. She hadn’t brought any other clothes with her, but there were the contents of Leiji’s box. She considered the matter and started grinning a little. A touch more cosmetics, some fussing with her hair, and . . .


An hour later, after enlisting the aid of a hotel maid, who very carefully did not laugh at the strange request, Rachel set out, picking her way along the gravel path leading away from the main building of the resort. These shoes are as bad as those damn high heels that human women insist on wearing! She snarled silently. But they did make her concentrate on taking short steps, which she had to do to keep the front of the kimono skirt decently closed. I really doubt that Japanese women wore these when they were fighting. Rachel walked with small, slow steps along the path she’d selected, stopping from time to time to admire a miniature view or to look at an especially colorful tree. A cool fog had drifted in, softening the air and muting birdsong and other sounds. She focused on trying to walk without tripping, on the garden, on anything besides the thoughts that haunted her and had driven her once again to consider asking for release from her promises.


The Wanderer stopped at a small moon bridge over a tiny stream flowing between dark grey rocks that suggested mountain cliffs. Clear water trickled gently, lapping and babbling into the pond below the miniature waterfall. Lush mosses grew under a small coniferous tree to one side of the rocks, their greens blending harmoniously with the lichen on the stone. Rachel turned, keeping quiet as she studied the reflections in the pond downstream. The heavy mist—almost a rain—made reflections hard to distinguish. She gazed at the dimming shapes and allowed herself to sink into memories, her thoughts drifting like the few leaves floating on the calm water. She envisioned the water washing her past away, leaving nothing but a grey core, its edges softened by the constant wear and flow of time. Her mind emptied itself reluctantly, but discipline overcame fatigue until nothing remained of her existence but mist and dark water.


“Commander Na Gael?” a quiet, hesitant voice asked. Wolf Weber recognized the woman’s walking cane, but not the utter stillness that seemed to enfold her. He didn’t want to intrude, but several people had asked after her, including Colonel Przilas. Wolf also needed to speak to her privately, before the meeting occupied all their hours. He stepped onto the wood and stone bridge, about to repeat himself, when she turned toward him. Her serene, vacant expression took him aback. It was not the bitter darkness and exhaustion that he’d seen in her eye after the Battle of the Tunnels, but still something that still raised the hair on his neck, as if he were looking at her death mask. “Commander?”


She returned to herself slowly—grudgingly. “Yes, Sergeant? Do we have a mission?” she asked, not entirely back from blessed nothingness.


The brown-haired man shook his head. “No, ma’am. And nothing’s on fire or trying to explode,” he assured her. “But there are several people looking for you and I thought that you wouldn’t want to be surprised by Colonel Przilas.”


Rachel sighed, quietly, and refrained from biting the German NCO’s head off. “Thank you, Sergeant Weber. Ah, how did you find me?”


He pointed off to the side. “I asked security. There are not that many one-eyed geishas wandering the grounds,” he ventured to tease her, ready to apologize—and if necessary to flee. If she really lost her temper at being disturbed, he was still pretty certain he could outrun her. Rachel peered through the mist and tree-shade in the direction Weber pointed and sighed again, this time loudly, when she spotted the special-forces-type lurking in the greenery.


“I don’t know enough naughty songs to be a good geisha,” Rachel declared, the corner of her mouth twitching with a hint of her usual humor. “Thank you for the warning.” She brushed past him and Weber fell in at her shoulder. She noticed that he was carrying something in a courier bag and wondered what sort of secretarial duty he’d gotten stuck with to have to tote papers around.


They walked for a few meters in companionable silence. “Ah, ma’am, before we reach the lodge, there’s something I want to give you.” Rachel stopped, glanced around, and gestured toward a semi-secluded area under one of the dark pine trees. Weber led the way off the main path and took a deep breath. “In all the chaos and work after the Harz battles, my men and I never got the chance to say thank you. Alois—that is, Captain Grauberg—and I, and the others. We, and a lot of other people, owe you our lives and our freedom.”
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The Graf-General decided that he needed a little fresh air and a few pulls on his pipe before his next appointment or he might bite the assistant deputy secretary’s head off. “I’ll be in the garden, Colonel Vuorinen. I promise, I won’t stray,” he assured his current aid, striding through the closest doorway before the Finn could do more than blink. The general had his pipe out and lit as soon as he reached clear air, and he picked a one of the three paths leading away from the door at random. He walked just far enough to be out of sight of the building, stopped, and savored a few puffs. He craved something soothing, and the pipe was one of his few true vices. After indulging in a set of smoke rings and chains, he tucked his pipe into his pocket, making certain that it stayed upright. He hated burning holes in his uniforms.


Not quite ready to go back inside despite the soft rain, the Austrian walked farther down the path. After rounding two bends, Joschka stopped, listening to voices farther along in the garden speaking in German. It was a man and a woman, and he frowned as he recognized Rachel’s tones. Joschka advanced silently until he could hear and see without being spotted.


Rachel Na Gael, looking surprisingly comfortable in an autumn-colored kimono, red obi, and carved hair combs and sticks, shook her head, rejecting whatever the man had said. “Thank you, Sergeant, but no. You killed the hive-mind, and you and Captain Grauberg kept everyone together and working as a team. I just picked a lock, told you what you were seeing, and patched a few scrapes and cuts.” It would be Sergeant Wolfgang Weber she was talking to, then, Joschka knew. He’d approved the man’s nomination for the Silver Cross and had sent it to the secretary for final confirmation.


Weber’s brown eyes grew hard and angry. “Commander, ma’am, that’s all true. But none of it would have been possible without you, your technology, knowledge, and leadership.” She started to interrupt and he cut her off. “With all due respect, Ma’am, listen to me. This is not from the GDF. It is not from the Weber and Grauberg families, nor from any government agency or other organization. It is from your fellow soldiers.” The reproach in his voice stung Joschka, and hit Rachel hard enough that she flinched.


Joschka held his breath, waiting to hear and see what would happen next. You do realize how stupid you will look if someone comes up on you or you pass out? a small voice inquired acidly in his mind. He stomped the voice flat as he maneuvered so he could see just a little better. The small, dark-haired woman’s jaw gaped open and her face bore a shocked expression. The NCO’s words had struck a nerve, and she ducked her head, ashamed.


“You are right, Wolf. I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath and straightened up as Weber took something out of his satchel and handed it to her. She accepted it with both hands and Joschka saw that she held a small metal box with a curved lid.


“Sergeant Lee noticed that you wear jewelry on occasion,” Weber said. Rachel nodded as she opened the box and the unseen watcher caught a glimpse of fabric in royal blue, crimson, and black. It must be a jewelry box then. “The casing is made from part of one of the powered armor units, and there’s a pin and coin from each unit that had someone on the tunnel raid,” Wolf explained, his voice full of pride.


Rachel’s voice caught in her throat. “Th . . . thank you, Sergeant Weber. I’ll treasure this.” She closed the lid and smiled. “Thank all of you.”


Wolfgang Weber surprised both Rachel and the general when he bowed low, took the Commander’s free hand and kissed it. “No ma’am. Thank you for helping us save our homeland.” He straightened up before she could reply, and stepped closer, saying “And with all due respect, ma’am, you need to get out of the cold and damp before you catch a cold.” She chuckled, as did he, and she accepted his arm with commendable grace. Joschka was impressed that Rachel knew how to walk in a kimono—and that Weber knew to shorten his stride appropriately. The general counted twenty seconds before continuing with his own stroll, carefully going at a tangent to the two warriors’ path.


“You needed to talk to me, Wolf?” Rachel asked very quietly, not looking at him. She felt his tension and pain—he radiated like white hot metal to her senses.


“I don’t want to.” They reached the building and he gave her a discreet lift up the steps. “But yes, I need to. Nights . . . bother me.” And so they stopped on the deep veranda, out of the rain and cool wind, and he talked. She listened, taking his fear and doubt into herself, draining the negative so that he could step back and learn from the experience without being haunted.


It was one of those things that were never, ever mentioned outside the regiment, and only very carefully even within it. But sometimes someone needed more than the chaplain or the medical officer could provide, and Rachel had been there, survived that, and probably seen and done worse. So she listened—usually that was all that people needed. Rarely, as with Sergeant Weber, she manipulated emotions, helping the soldier put much-needed space between himself and the memories and feelings. Rachel never “made things all right”—instead, she gave people time to process and heal before they dealt with the original experience again.


It didn’t take long. Weber’s foundation was strong and sound—he just needed a respite from the raw memories. After they finished talking, he stared out into the rainy afternoon. “Thank you, ma’am.”


“You’re welcome. And thank you for trusting me,” she said, smiling. It made her almost pretty, the German realized, a bit surprised. Then her usual grin returned and she cautioned, “And I’d best get changed before Colonel Przilas sees me and asks me to serve tea.” She eased the door panel open just enough to slip through, and vanished.


Rachel left her hair up. The combination of grey Western suit and Japanese combs and hair sticks raised eyebrows—which distracted people from her unusually restrained behavior. Tadeus Przilas rolled his eyes when he saw, her but didn’t comment. He knew better. Some things didn’t merit the effort it took to complain about them: things like Commander Na Gael’s crimson hair sticks. Besides, they were not on duty yet. “I hope your flight was smoother than mine,” he said to her, as they compared notes on which sessions one or the other of them absolutely had to attend.


“The weather cooperated, sir. I can’t say the same for the ground crew.” She wrinkled her nose. “Unless we have a desperate, last-chance-to-save-the-world mission and I get three years’ bonus pay, I’m not setting foot on the Arabian or South Asian landmasses again.”


“That bad? I’ll go to this one,” he pointed to the breakout session on logistics.


She nodded. “Thank you, that leaves me free to sit in on the ‘Updates in Communications Technology’ talk. And yes, it was that bad. Apparently even females on an aircraft that’s hot refueling are supposed to be escorted and veiled or else be subject to harassment and/or arrest.” Rachel suspected that her little run-in with the Saudi Branch a decade or so before might have played a role in their less-than-friendly attitude, but Przilas didn’t need to know that.


“Good.” The American riffed through the list one more time before closing his tablet computer’s cover. “I mean good that you can go to that talk. Oh, and neither of us have to go to the computer sessions if we don’t want to. Captain Ahkai’s here.”


“No shit?” Rachel sat bolt upright, taken by surprise.


He stared at her. “I can’t believe it! You cursed in English,” and he leaned back in his chair, laughing, unable to finish. After a minute he gasped, “I’ve never heard you swear outside of combat. McKendrick owes me five pounds.” Przilas wiped his eyes.


Rachel stuck her lower lip out and glared at him, mimicking the cat from a trendy children’s cartoon series. “Harrumpf, I must say, good sir. Harrumpf.”


“Private joke?” The two looked up and Przilas scrambled to his feet as a striking woman stopped beside their chairs.


Rachel sniffed. “I was merely expressing my surprise to hear that you’d emerged from the Wizards’ Lair.”


“I’m here with Ted, visiting his family, if you must know,” Roswytha Ahkai sniffed, peering down her nose at them. At least, Rachel assumed that’s what she was doing. Roswy’s dark glasses hid more than just her pink eyes.


“Captain” Roswytha Ahkai made Rachel appear almost unremarkable. No one quite knew how she’d gotten her rank, although most people assumed that she’d been a ship’s captain or a pilot at some point, despite her obvious medical condition. The assumption served its purpose, much as Rachel’s use of her mercenary rank did, and no one asked any more. Roswy, almost two meters tall and as thin as a reed, had pink eyes, colorless skin, and white hair. She wore a lavender-blue suit and looked stunning, which probably explained Przilas’s sudden attack of good manners. Rachel allowed herself a moment of envy, then reminded herself that at least she could see by daylight, unlike the computer expert. Ahkai suffered from day-blindness, without the partial compensation of the enhanced night vision that Rachel had. But no one in the British branch, and probably in the entire GDF, could match her skill with technological forensics. Rachel did things biological, Ahkai did things computer.


“Ah, your pardon. I tend to forget that people have lives outside of work,” Rachel admitted with a shrug.


Ahkai and Przilas both snorted. “Do you have assigned sessions, Captain, or are you selecting the ones you prefer?” He asked, starting to open his pad again.


“I have assignments, and I’m giving two, one of which you,” she pointed at Rachel, “need to attend, because it’s the one on electronic-biologic interfaces. And my second presenter has been called away.”


Rachel leaned back so she could look into Roswy’s face. “And you want me to make the appropriate noises at the correct moments, I take it?”


“Yes, since my cue-cards and pre-recorded applause failed to transfer with the data files.”


“I’ll check with my social secretary,” Rachel winked at Przilas, “and see if I have a moment free. I’m required to help judge the flower arranging and tea-whisking events, you know, and the stress might overwhelm me.” She rested the back of one hand against her forehead, as if swooning.


More snorts met her performance, and she straightened up. “Critics. Right, that’s the one at oh-nine-hundred tomorrow?”


“Yes. Colonel, do you have any idea why these,” Roswy held out her own data pad, with three talks highlighted, “are always scheduled for after dinner?”


Przilas looked at the list and swallowed hard. “I’ve heard its part of the weight loss program out of Vienna, but I could be wrong.”


“Which?” Rachel peered at her pages. “Oh. Yes, I see.” Parasitology after a meal? Really? What had Vienna been thinking?


Responsibilities assigned and duties determined, the trio went their separate ways. Rachel got a bit of dinner and another much-needed few hours of sleep, then worked on administrivia for the bulk of the afternoon. She caught up with a few of the other xenologists over supper, then decided to change back into the kimono and stroll around outside for a last few moments of freedom and peace before being dragged onto duty once more.


She found a short, lamp-lit path that led around the outside of the main building, far enough away to be quiet yet close enough for safety and comfort. Rachel breathed deep of the mingled sea and forest smells as she walked, glad to be alone for a moment. Something in the back of her mind had begun—well, itching was the best description of the feeling—and she suspected that her connection to Logres, the Power of Britain, explained the sensation. She should not have left the Isle of the Mighty, but Logres “felt” quiet and she’d pay whatever price she had to when she returned. Or was it Logres? She hesitated, not far from the edge of the inn’s deep side porch, and extended a tentative query.


She felt something, a Power, irritated and restless, but she could make out no specifics. She shrugged, and debated whether to walk another lap or go to sleep. The lure of rest won. She picked her careful way up the low steps onto the porch, stepping through the door into a half-lit hallway. And once she was in her room she would no longer have to hold up her mask. The effort drained her. Living drained her, and she just wanted everything to go away forever.


“Commander Na Gael, a moment of your time,” a familiar voice called and she froze, waiting. She heard steps approaching and turned as Joschka emerged from the shadows. He was still clean-shaven, making him look younger than his official years. Rachel felt herself falling back into a time when they’d both been carefree and had thought they could solve all the problems of the universe if given enough explosives. The Wanderer caught herself and sternly pulled her heart back to where it belonged.


“Yes, my lord General?” She wondered what he wanted and how he was faring. He was doing well, judging by appearances, and she felt a little relief for his sake.


He frowned and gestured toward the dark veranda. “A word with you.” He led the way into the night. Once they were out of sight and hearing of casual passers-by, he stopped and studied her. “Rada. How are you? Truth.”


She almost told him. Instead she said, “I’m tired, my lord General, but otherwise am well.” The blue eyes narrowed as if he sensed her prevarication. But rather than speak, he reached for her hand, and after a glance around for witnesses, pulled her into his arms. She went willingly, clinging to the HalfDragon and burying her face against his uniform tunic. He stroked her back before holding her as tightly as he dared. A witness might have thought it was a scene from Madame Butterfly, the officer and the kimono-clad woman embracing in the soft darkness.


“I thought you were dead,” he whispered in Trader into her hair. “When they reported you missing, presumed captured, I . . .” The words trailed into silence as she leaned back a few centimeters, reaching up and touching his cheek with cool fingers.


She replied silently, «When they announced that you’d been killed in the ambush, all I wanted was vengeance and darkness.»


He tightened his grip on her, upset by the emotions he sensed behind her words. The soft voice in his mind continued, «I was allowed neither. And then to see your ghost!»


Joschka tasted her feelings from the moment before she’d passed out: stunned surprise, total disbelief, and more than a touch of jealousy that he looked so good. The sending eased some of his concern for her, and he managed a weak chuckle. It had been funny, after the fact.


Her story also confirmed his hope and fear: Rada loved him, just as he still loved her. And they were in one of the worst places for him to do anything about it, damn it! He could have growled with frustration, except he didn’t want to upset her. He sensed that she was already hanging onto herself by a thread as it was. She leaned her head against his chest again and closed her eye, resting her hand on his shoulder.


He still loved her. Rada wanted to sing and cry both, because she couldn’t tell how he loved her: as a sister, a battle comrade, as a lover? So much for empathy and telepathy making things clearer, she snorted behind her mental defenses, where he couldn’t hear. Blagh! Joschka’s embrace comforted the still-aching Wanderer and she didn’t want it to stop. Friendly physical contact soothed her body and calmed her mind—and that it was Joschka who held her? It was that much better, even dampened by layers of kimono and uniform. She leaned against him a little and felt him shift, taking her weight without thinking. For a brief moment the shadows dispersed, driven away by the HalfDragon’s steady strength and his love for her. He knew what she’d done and didn’t care, at least not in this instant in their lifestreams.


But it couldn’t last. Reluctantly, she stepped back and he released her. There were too many rumors in the air about who favored whom, who was being groomed for what position and—of course—who was bedding whom. Joschka had to remain above suspicion and reproach. “Your pardon, my lord General,” the Wanderer began, moving farther away from him.


He looked hurt and confused by the withdrawal and sudden formality. “Rada, what?” She tipped her head toward the door and raised a hand in warning. Joschka sent silently, «What’s wrong?»


«Nothing, my lord General, but your aid is not that far behind you,» she replied, hiding a smile behind her hand at his pungent mental statement about where the Finnish colonel could go and what he could do once he got there. «I’d best be away, unless you have a good reason for us to be unchaperoned.»


Rachel’s wry humor defused Joschka’s irritation—for the most part—as well as reminding him of their official stations. «I don’t,» he admitted. Well, actually he had a number of very good reasons, none of which involved GDF business and several of which would get both of them written up for improper socialization across ranks at the very least. He folded his arms and locked eyes with her. “I am rather concerned about your presence here, Commander. I gave specific orders that you were to go on leave,” the Graf-General pointed out.


“I’m sorry sir. I was not so informed. Major General McKendrick could only spare Colonel Przilas, Captain Ahkai, and me, because of leaves, medical leaves, and the temporary transfer of some of the regiment’s people to help deal with the coastal flooding.” McKendrick had not been happy when London ordered almost half the regiment’s personnel to assist with the civil disaster, but after some grumbling to and with his staff he had agreed, since it would add a useful layer of cover to the 58th Regiment of Foot’s public identity. “And with all due respect, my lord General, there are members of the German branch here as well, and they need more of a respite than we British do.”


Colonel Pekka Vuorinen, who had been opening the door to the veranda, hesitated when he heard Rachel’s words and saw the Graf-General’s deepening frown. Rachel noticed the newcomer’s reaction and allowed herself to relax a hair, even though she knew what was about to hit.


“You are out of line, Commander Na Gael,” Joschka started, blue eyes hard, all but shaking his finger at her. “First, the status of other Branches is none of your concern. Second, the secretary specifically requested that members of the German, Polish, and Austrian Branches attend, in part to terminate rumors about the possible dissolution of the German Branch. Third, although you are a civilian, you are also a member of the GDF, and need to conduct yourself appropriately. Especially here! Wandering around in costume may be entertaining, but it does not reflect well on this organization. Am I clear?” but he winked even as he glared at her.


“Yes my lord General,” she murmured, looking repentant and suitably chastised.


“You are dismissed,” he barked. She bowed, turned, and fled as quickly and quietly as possible, brushing past Colonel Vuorinen with a whispered apology.


As she prepared for bed, the reflection in the mirror reminded Rachel of another, even more compelling reason why she needed to keep her feelings for Joschka under control. The matched scars on her chest, back, and flanks stood ropy white against her white skin—or black fur. Another external legacy of the Traders’ attack on her and on the regiment. If the Traders ever suspected that she’d taken a lover—her stomach threatened to lose its contents as she contemplated what her enemies would do to Joschka and his family. A kiss stolen on a veranda was not worth the risk.


Later that night, in his own room, Joschka considered his feelings for Rada. Nine months had passed since Adele’s death, and he still missed her. But he also loved Rada. When they’d been in the Scouts he’d decided that she did not reciprocate his feelings, and he’d put her out of his mind a few years after coming to Earth, long before he met Magda. When next they crossed paths, it was evident that Rada had gone her own way, and while friendly, she made no effort to seek him out again or to intrude into his world. Then Rada had taken the job with the British branch, at his instigation. She’d remained friendly but somewhat distant, not putting herself forward in any way. It was Adele who’d pulled the alien fully back into his life, encouraging “Rachel” to join them that summer and cultivating a warm friendship with the woman.


Looking back, he could see how careful Rada had been, and how hard she’d worked to stay in the role of battle-comrade and advisor. He’d assumed that it was because she’d found someone else, so he’d filed his own thoughts away under “youthful follies.” Until that night in September three years ago, when she’d tried to die and his fear for her had overwhelmed everything else. But he’d loved Adele, and had told himself that his feelings concerning Rada were the same as those he’d have for anyone he’d known for so many years. Now Adele was gone, stolen by a drunk driver. His children and grandchildren were all grown and on their own, and he knew that Rada loved him. And he still loved her. After a year he decided. When a year has passed, and things settle down, and I retire, then there will be nothing to get in the way.


The next morning, just before the start of the first breakout sessions, General Takahara Abe caught Joschka’s eye. “My lord General, I apologize for interruption, but there’s something strange going on that you might be able to direct resources toward solving.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. To be terribly direct, sir, there have been attempts to break into a shrine on Storm Breath Mountain, here on Hokkaido. Normally this would not come under our auspices, but the items held at the shrine are not entirely of local manufacture, or so tradition maintains.”


Something made the hair on the back of Joschka’s neck stand up. He raised one finger, stilling the general for a moment. “Your pardon, but just a moment, please,” and he turned to Colonel Vuorinen. “Find Commander Na Gael and bring her here.” As the Finn trotted off, Joschka returned to the Japanese general. “I’m sorry. Continue please, General Takahara.”


“Yes, sir. In addition to the items at the shrine, there are traditions that hold that the god Susanoo frequents the area.” Takahara made a complicated gesture with his hands. “Legends aside, after the first intrusion onto the temple grounds, storms began forming in the area. Now they are constant, alternating between rain and snow, and the prefecture police report seeing strange lights and other phenomena in the area.”


Rachel skidded up just before General Takahara finished the story. “Good. Rachel, do you know anything about imported items of religious interest here,” and Joschka pointed down.


“No, sir, but Dr. Fujimori should.” She rubbed under her eye. “To be honest, sirs, I’m surprised he hasn’t said anything about a disturbance, as much irritation as is buzzing around the air.”


Takahara and Vuorinen gave Rachel strange looks but Joschka just nodded. «You feel it too.»


«Yes, sir. I thought it might be Logres, but the flavor is younger and local.»


The idea that she could “hear” Logres this far from Britain shocked Joschka, but he covered his dismay with a nod. “Perhaps a visit with Dr. Fujimori is in order.” He looked around. “General Takahara, has John Riley from New Zealand met Leijii yet?”


“Not that I know of, sir.”


That decided it. Joschka needed to be easing out of operations anyway, and this would be the perfect excuse. “Then I believe a visit to your lab is in order, General, provided there are no difficulties. Riley and Commander Na Gael will come with us.”


Rachel began a token protest when Colonel Vuorinen interrupted. “I’ll speak with Przilas, Commander.”


“Very well, but please be aware that I need to assist Captain Ahkai with her presentation tomorrow at 0900.”


“We are not that far from the Branch headquarters,” Takahara informed her. “Your general security access level should be sufficient, Commander, but if not a temporary pass can be arranged.”



[image: * * *]



Three hours later, Rachel limped through the doors to the Japanese Branch’s laboratory. Any questions about her security access had vanished when she swiped her ID at the first gate and every light on every doorway turned green. Only Joschka had known before that moment that she possessed true unlimited security access, and the others had all blinked with surprise as they made the discovery. She’d just waited quietly as the others logged in, then followed General Takahara down the long corridor leading into the heart of a small mountain. She’d never met Leiji in person, but the setting of the base and his lab brought a half-grin. I must hold a record for friends-who-cause-stereotypes, she thought. Rachel cleared her expression as Takahara opened the lab door, revealing a much larger facility than she had access to.


The amount of physical space made the Kiwi general whistle. Rachel and Joschka exchanged knowing glances, and she wondered if Riley would comment on the unusual height of the lab tables and the lack of chairs or lab stools.


“Dr. Fujimori, General von Hohen-Drachenburg wishes to speak with you,” General Takahara informed his xenology specialist.


«Very well.» A sound of rustling and talons on tile caught the soldiers’ ears. A long, dark shape loomed up from behind a traditional, if oversized, paper screen. Rachel leaned on her walking stick and smiled broadly at the stifled gasps from Colonel Vuorinen and Major General Riley.


Dr. Fujimori Leiji looked like something off the cover of a human’s fantasy novel—or from a Playdragon centerfold. The True-dragon basked in the attention, enjoying the humans’ shock. Crimson red accented his nostrils, and formed twin stripes that extended back around his eyes before trailing over his head and fading into black on his neck. Steel-grey talons and red eyes completed the picture, accented by silver-white whiskers and ears. His round ears twitched, revealing his amusement. Commander Na Gael was suitably impressed, even as she smothered a laugh at his posing and preening. Seeing him on a computer screen could not compare with being in the presence of a full-sized True-dragon. He bowed to Joschka. «My lord General, how can I be of service?»


“I need to know what, if anything, you know about the shrine at Storm Breath Mountain,” the HalfDragon stated, apparently unimpressed. As he spoke, he moved his hand so that the signet ring with his House sigil caught the light. Rachel did the same and the True-dragon dipped his head in acknowledgment of the two House Heads’ rank.


«Very little, my lord General, since it is a native deity.»


Rachel and Joschka looked at each other and she sighed under her breath, “No rest for the wicked.”


«However, sir, I am under the impression that it could cause a great deal of difficulty if its ire is roused further. I also suspect, and General Takahara might know better than I do, that because the objects kept at the shrine are not entirely of domestic manufacture, their removal could cause us difficulties.» His tail sweep took all the humans in as “us.”


“A deity,” Riley managed to squeak, fighting to recover his aplomb. “As in a god?”


«To be more precise, sir, a native entity that has been, and currently is, venerated as a deity by the humans residing in the area.» Leiji’s exaggerated formality made Rachel bite her tongue, and he gave her a quick wink.


“A native entity?”


Rachel raised the hand that wasn’t on her walking cane. “Yes, sir. Dr. Fujimori and I are not the only non-human residents of this planet, nor is he the only non-human native.”


Joschka’s voice teased in her mind, «And here I thought you only knew ballroom dances, Rada, not tap dancing.» She resisted the urge to stick out her tongue at him, but not easily. Aloud he added, “The non-humans are known to the appropriate Branches, Riley.” Takahara nodded his agreement. The whiskers on one side of Leiji’s muzzle twitched up and stayed there, his version of a raised eyebrow.


“Dr. Fujimori is correct, or so research suggests,” Takahara said, directing the discussion back onto the proper track. “The weather incidents are growing more severe, and when the objects were removed from the shrine in the past, loss of human life ensued.”


“I take it the prefecture police are over-stretched at the moment?” Joschka wracked his brain, trying to think of how to manage this quietly.


“Yes, because of the protests at the new power plant, as well as the mudslides and snow storm.”


Too bad the Power can’t be persuaded to manifest as that giant mutant sea monster from all those movies, Rachel sighed. That would solve both problems. Except those films all take place on Honshu, not Hokkaido—that’s right. And she’d never known of a Power manifesting in physical form, except in one very special instance.


“Commander, you and Dr. Fujimori look at what he has,” Joschka ordered. “General Takahara, a word, if you have the time.”


Rachel and Leiji shrugged and he led her behind the paper screen, which turned out to be a very advanced form of silicone film. She thumped it with her finger. «Ah, chemical resistant and you can project images on it! Very nice. New?»


«Yes. This is one of the test units. I’m supposed to break it, which is too bad, because I really like it and it fits the décor.» As he spoke, Fujimori pulled up some data on his computer. «Here’s what I’ve been watching. Those spikes there? They coincide with the attempts to break into the temple. What bothers me is that only a few people know just what the temple’s treasure is, or that the temple has anything more than historic architectural value.»


Rachel rubbed under her chin, mimicking his muzzle rub. «Oh, that would complicate matters. Have you had any other signs of external activity in the area?»


«Nah. Only an absolute idiot would invade Hokkaido in winter. An idiot or an ice monster.» He stopped and craned his head around, making her neck ache. «Are there ice monsters?» He sent a picture from a recent movie.


She swirled her hand in a negation. «Not like that, and those that do live in cold climates would not be wasting their time coming here. Just take my word for it,» she said, forestalling further questions. «What is the history of the shrine, and what do most people think it has?»


A little more than half an hour later, a Japanese major coughed from the other side of the screen. Rachel and Leiji peered around at him. “Your pardon, but the Graf-General and Generals Takahara and Riley wish to speak with Commander Na Gael.”


Rachel bowed to Leiji and followed the man out into a small briefing room. Takahara began before she could even sit down, “Commander, I trust you gained the information you needed?”


“Yes, sir.” She rubbed under her blind eye as she sorted out how exactly to explain what Leiji had found. “To be brief, sirs, yes, this is of interest to us. No, there is no outside involvement at the moment. Yes, the police are too overcommitted to protect the shrine at this time and yes, things could get worse if certain items are removed from the temple.”


“What items?” Riley asked.


Takahara raised a finger. “Items of extreme cultural value and sensitivity, sir. I’d prefer not to say more.”


Riley winced for some reason but did not pursue the matter or object to having his question sidestepped. The men discussed their options and after confirming that indeed, the matter fell within the GDF’s purview, Takahara opted to send a detachment up to guard the shrine until the police could resume their patrols. “Commander, is there a chance that the . . . the entity associated with the shrine might be willing to assist in defending the place?”


She thought back over what Leiji had said. “Sir, it appears that for some reason it is unable to manifest in ways that are sufficient to deter whoever is attempting to break into the shrine.” Joschka raised an eyebrow and she twitched her shoulders in a micro-shrug. If the Power refused to fry the intruders with a bolt of lightning, it must have its own reasons. Logres certainly had access to more than enough raw energy to toast the objects of its ire, and yet it relied on the Guardians to do its wet work. Joschka nodded and returned his attention to the discussion at hand. “You are probably already aware of this, General Takahara, but given the sensitivities of the entity, Dr. Fujimori strongly recommends that no non-Japanese guard the temple.”


Riley heaved a silent sigh, or so Rachel guessed from how his shoulders and chest moved. The men discussed logistics and the possibility of needing to backstop the Japanese branch if the situation continued. Since they’d begun ignoring her, Rachel eased into a corner and leaned against the wall, entering the necessary information into her data-link, which would send the data to her laptop. She’d gotten into the first general report before she caught motion out of the corner of her eye as Joschka stood up. “I believe that matters are well enough in hand, Abe?”


Takahara gestured his agreement. “Yes, sir.” He reached for a phone and, after a moment of conversation in Japanese, he said, “Your car is waiting, my lord General.”


Rachel’s stomach began complaining even before they made it back to the resort and food. Joschka took pity on her and dismissed her before she got out of the car. He watched her fade into the evening twilight and wondered. Then he took a deep breath and turned his attention back to the problems at hand, including—and perhaps especially—the irritated Power.


“Abe’s comment about the ‘culturally sensitive items’ worries me, sir,” General Riley murmured as they walked up the steps into the resort’s main building.


“How so, John?”


Riley took off his hat and ran a hand over grey-streaked black hair. “If it comes down to it, will any non-Japanese be able to approach the shrine without causing an international incident? And drawing protestors like a salt-block draws sheep?”


Joschka thought hard. “I believe, with Dr. Fujimori’s assistance, two or three foreigners might be able to work in or close to the temple without calling down the wrath of either the native entity or the nationalists and cultural preservation activists, John. But that is a good point, and I’ll have Colonel Vuorinen remind Commander Na Gael of the need for extra discretion.” He didn’t bother looking behind him to make certain that his aid got the hint.


The next morning Rachel found her seat, far too close to the speaker’s podium for her taste, and watched Roswy finish setting up her equipment. The computer expert finished and, without any attempt at dignity, flopped into the chair beside Rachel. “What’s your secret for getting it all to work at the same time?” Rachel inquired.


“I gather silicon powder and henbane at the new moon, then blend it with the fat of lightning bugs and glow worms killed during thunder storms, while murmuring incantations to Ada Lovelace and Grace Hopper.”


Someone behind them made a strange sound and the women exchanged winks. “That explains our problems, then” Rachel said, nodding as if it all made perfect sense. “We tried an incantation to Babbage and Heisenberg.”


“Heisenberg? Only summon him if you need random number generation,” Roswy averred. The American major behind them made a choking noise and appeared to be turning a fascinating shade of bluish pink with green shadows. Roswy gave Rachel a “mission accomplished” thumbs up sign, then got up and took her place at the speakers’ table.


Roswy only called on Rachel twice, both times for confirmation rather than detailed explanations. Which was just as well, because Rachel had barely slept the night before. The Power’s agitation and her own nightmare memories had combined to give her cold sweats, although she’d managed to wake up just before she started screaming as she relived bits of the September Disaster and earlier incidents. I can’t keep this up, she’d begged her deity. Please, please, Lord, by all the mercy You have, let me find peace and rest. She wanted to close her eyes and wake up dead.


By noon, the storms from the mountains reached the resort, and Rachel wondered if it counted as suicide to go out in the pounding rain and ice. She expected to hear trees falling at any moment. Everyone who knew anything about such storms grew jumpy, making Rachel’s temper even worse. She stayed away from people she knew as best she could, so she’d be less inclined to bite someone’s head off, proverbially or literally. The Power’s anger was waking something in Rachel that was better left sleeping.


Joschka felt it too, and he suspected that one of the Chileans did as well, although he couldn’t be certain. It peaked just after supper, during the parasitology presentation. Rachel came limping out of the conference room. But something more than Rachel Na Gael stared at Joschka from that single grey eye. Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako wanted to kill something, and he wasn’t certain that even he could stop her. He got out of his chair and approached her, ready to knock her out if he had to.


Instead, the pressure peaked and stopped. They both froze, then looked north and west. “What?” he asked in Trader.


«I think, one way or another, the interlopers have been stopped,» she told him mind-to-mind. “Storm seems to have passed, sir,” she said aloud, in German.


Someone flung open the door behind her and three soldiers rushed out, as green as grass. Rachel rolled her eye. “If I find out who scheduled these talks for after a meal, I will—” She flexed her fingers as if they were claws. “By your leave, sir? It appears a medic may be needed.”


“Yes, go,” he ordered. And made a note to find out who had set up the schedule—he would have a quiet word with them. Preferably after showing them some of the most “interesting” slides from the various presentations he’d endured over the years—and then offering them a large bowl of pasta in basil sauce.
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The following morning dawned clear and cold. General Takahara brought Rachel and Joschka up to date. “I fear, my lord General, that we caught the people who have been trying to break into the temple.”


“Why fear, Abe?”


Takahara made a rolling gesture with his hands. “The woman is known in the shadow world of Tokyo, sir, and the man appears to have other, mmm, connections.”


“And you do not want their associates coming to try again, I take it, sir?” Rachel inquired. To Joschka’s puzzlement, she held one hand up, palm in, and folded her pinkie finger down.


Abe nodded. “Precisely, Commander Na Gael.”


«What?» Joschka demanded.


«Yakuza, sir. Like the Mafia but more intense and better organized.»


Joschka wondered if he wanted to know how Rachel knew anything about the Japanese underworld. He decided that he emphatically did not.


Aloud she said, “If I might venture to make a suggestion, sirs, we need to find a way to convince these interlopers and their backers that not only do they not want to intrude again, but that the very stones of the islands will rise up if they try.”


“Yes,” Takahara agreed. “And without their knowing that the GDF or foreigners are involved.”


As Rachel rubbed under her blind eye and tried to come up with possible solutions, Joschka began to grin, a grin that spread into a toothy, somewhat terrifying smile. “Commander, find Captain Ahkai and open a line to Dr. Fujimori, then you are dismissed.” He turned to the Japanese branch commander, “I believe that there is an elegant solution to this dilemma.”


Rachel raised one eyebrow, but did as ordered. Soon Joschka had Dr. Fujimori on his laptop screen and Captain Ahkai standing at his shoulder. He broached his idea and waited.


“You want to put the fear of a god into them, my lord General?” Captain Ahkai frowned, slightly confused.


The Austrian shook his head before smiling a touch evilly. “Not a god, Captain. Me.”


The True-dragon—or rather, the True-dragon’s avatar—frowned for several long seconds. “I believe it could work, my lord General. If we can invoke another legend, one of the ghost stories, it should be very effective, as well as providing a nice symmetry and making Captain Ahkai’s task easier.”


“Which ghost?”


Ahkai’s eyes bulged a little, and she hissed, “Not the demon cat.”


“The demon cat,” Fujimori replied.


Joschka put the pieces together and decided that it would work perfectly. “I will take that as a yes, unless you or General Takahara find a hole I’ve overlooked,” he said. “Get started, please.”


“Yes, sir,” Ahkai and Fujimori chorused.


He summoned Rachel to a private meeting later that morning. “No, sir. I refuse,” she told him. “Shape shifting is not a parlor trick. It hurts, it costs enormous amounts of energy, and the humans do not need to know about it.”


“I do not want to order you, Commander, but I will if necessary.” He sat back in his chair, steepled his fingers, and waited.


She folded her arms. “Then I will refuse the order, my lord General, and take whatever penalty I incur.”


Joschka needed her there, both to placate the Power and to cement the parallels to the legends. He shifted to Trader and growled, “Damn it, Rada, I’m not asking you to lead a suicide charge or to cut off your hair, I’m just asking you to shift shape long enough to scare the would-be thieves and their backers. Giant ghost cats are a staple in Japanese mythology.” He stood up, looming over her.


Rachel held her ground. “No, sir—cultural parallels be damned. The risks of my being found out are too great. So is the pain.”


They stared at each other, neither moving. Finally, Joschka threw up his hands and turned around, his back to her. Damn. There’s no physical way I can force her if she refuses, blast it to the ends of the galaxy. “Fine. What would it take for you to shift shape and do what I need?”


«Hold me?» He barely heard her whisper into his mind. He turned enough to see her, and she repeated, «Hold me, please? The nightmares are winning, Joschka, and I’m too weak to fight them alone.»


Her admission scared Joschka more than anything he’d heard thus far. After a quick check to make certain that they were still alone, he held her. Her entire body shook, and he rested one hand on the back of her head, pulling her against him, taking her weight as he’d done before. He didn’t try to talk to her, just kept her within his arms and rested his chin on the top of her head. “Thank you,” she whispered at last, and he released her. “I will do as you ask, sir.”
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It required a little stagecraft and a touch of cosmetics, but Rachel had to admit that it worked. They’d arranged for the scene to play out in an old warehouse belonging to the temple, rather than within the temple itself, lest the Power decide to become involved directly. And the location gave Captain Ahkai and Dr. Fujimori more space. As they prepared the “reception room,” Joschka became aware of an additional presence, watching, just barely close enough for him to sense. Rachel, in full cat form, snarled at everyone except for the already-terrified soldier tasked with putting cosmetics on “the Austrian Branch’s special project.”


At the appointed time, military police brought the three civilians into the very dark room and left them. As the trio peered around, trying to see through the blackness, a light grew brighter, revealing an old, white-bearded man seated on a throne-like platform. His eyes seemed to glow golden yellow as he glared down on the miscreants. A katana in a crimson and black lacquered sheath rested across his lap, while his left hand draped over the head of a black jaguar-like feline. The cat’s ears, whiskers, and paws glowed a sickly foxfire green. A crimson-eyed dragon loomed over the seated figure, its body filling the space to the right of the seat. Before the three humans could regain their balance, the dragon and cat flowed forward, off the hidden platform, and took places in front of the old man. He raised the weapon from his lap and as he did, two ghostly warriors appeared to either side of the living animals. “Who are you?” one of the young men gasped, while his partner and their lady employer dropped to their knees in fear.


The old man replied with a thunder-touched voice, “My business is none of yours, mortal humans. The things you have seen and tried to touch are beyond your ken.” Fujimori’s teleconverter, wired through Joschka’s hidden microphone, made it seem as if he spoke Japanese. Joschka pulled a silvery hologram projector out of the shadows beside him and triggered it. The samurai and the animals advanced on the terrified figures cowering in the center of the dark room, their silence further unnerving the young humans. Rachel “smiled,” as did Dr. Fujimori. She took the humans’ fear, augmented it, and fed it back into them until they were about to wet themselves. She was careful to keep the level such that they didn’t try to strike out in their panic—instead making them feel helpless and overawed by the ghostly figures.


The woman babbled something about the god Susanoo, and the dragon signaled to Joschka, who nodded his understanding. “You name me right. Now go and leave my shrine untouched and my possessions unplundered, unless you wish to face my wrath!” Lightning crackled down behind the white-bearded figure, and Rachel no longer had to do anything but look fierce as the humans gasped and cried, convinced that they were in the presence of the god of storms, brother to the founder goddess Amaterasu. A shift in the lighting revealed the door at the far end of the room. The trio bolted to it, found it unlocked, and fled whispering frantic vows never to return and promising to warn everyone else away. Rachel and Leiji followed the youngsters almost to the door, then stopped. Akahi turned off the projector, and after thirty seconds or so enough light came back on that Joschka could see to get off the platform.


“I don’t think I will continue impersonating gods,” he sighed, carefully laying the old sword on the seat of the stool.


«I don’t know, my lord,» Rachel sent as she sat and washed her paw, or started to. The cosmetics tasted foul, and she hung her tongue out for a moment before closing her mouth. «You seem quite natural as a short tempered, powerful, arrogant deity.» She stalked over to where he stood frowning and she rubbed against his hip, her back arching, inviting him to scratch or pet it. He obliged without thinking, and the rumble of Rachel’s purr filled the dark chamber.


Dr. Fujimori stroked his whiskers in a very human gesture and looked smug. «I doubt that the individual currently worshiped as Susanoo will object to your borrowing his identity for a few minutes,» the True-dragon gloated. «In fact, I think our little charade strengthened him quite nicely, which means that he will be more willing to cooperate in the future.»


His observation drew a speculative glance from Rada, but she remained silent.


Joschka took off the stage hair with a grimace at the sting. He was going to regrow his beard and that was that! The HalfDragon glanced down at the audibly happy feline beside him and buried his hand deeper in her short, thick fur. It felt very soft. He enjoyed the sensation and wondered—well behind his shields—if her pelt covered her in her true form as well, and if it was as pleasant to the touch. If it was, and if she was willing . . . He yanked his mind back to where it belonged before a pleasant distraction could turn into an embarrassing one.


The next day, in a secluded part of the Japanese Branch’s facility, General Takahara nodded and an assistant very carefully set a lacquered black box on the mats between the officer and Commander Na Gael. “You are familiar with the Way of the Sword, Commander,” he stated, nodding at the box.


“Yes, sir. Sword, fan, and honor,” she replied, wishing that she had her favorite blade at her side. She was more comfortable armed. He’d invited her, and her alone, to see the temple’s treasure, but she wasn’t permitted to bring any of her usual armaments with her aside from her bahn’leh, the bone-handled honor dagger.


“Then you will recognize this.” With careful, gloved hands, the man untied the crimson cords on the long container and opened the top, bowed to the object, and then reverently unfolded silk and cloth of gold to reveal an ancient blade. He lifted it out of the case and Rachel bowed from her seated position until her head almost touched the floor. “One of the three treasures.”


Rachel seriously doubted that the sword came from the hand of the goddess Amaterasu, but she knew a powerful weapon when she saw one. Especially one that had been the object of reverence that approached worship, present at coronations and combats for over a thousand years. Immersion in so many emotional energies over the centuries would empower almost anything, and she sensed that there was more than just Terran steel in the blade. It ‘felt’ almost identical to the psychoactive meteorite she’d tangled with in Britain, and the Wanderer regarded the item with healthy respect. She had no desire to touch it with either hand or mind. “A work of the finest art and power,” she murmured.


Takahara did not offer her the weapon. He held it aloft for another minute, then returned it to the box, rewrapped it, closed the box, and bowed. “It is without price.”


“Indeed, General. Without price indeed.” She wondered why someone from the underworld wanted it, and shivered at the thought of what the Power might do to that individual. Burn them to bits, she suspected—if it was feeling merciful. Although, given some of the less romantic bits of Japanese history and tradition . . . She needed the tea that followed the presentation, if only to warm hands that had gone icy.
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Rachel tried to stay awake during the secretary’s comments. It wasn’t his fault that he spoke English in a monotone, or that she was tired. She’d been up all night writing her after-action-report so she wouldn’t have to do it on the plane. And it would embarrass Sergeant Weber terribly if she fell asleep on his shoulder. He’d been embarrassed enough already this evening, after the secretary’s effusive praise for his actions during the Battle of the Tunnels. “And in conclusion, I just wish to reiterate my thanks for your hard work and effort . . .” She pinched the back of her hand to keep from dozing. “. . . Now, with one final remark, General von Hohen-Drachenburg.”


Joschka thanked the Secretary and scanned the gathered personnel, hoping Rachel had not left yet. No, there she sat, beside Wolf Weber. “I will be brief. After much consideration, I have decided to retire, effective January one. The secretary and council have agreed, and Lieutenant General Helmut Eszterházy of the Hungarian Branch will take over as military head of the Global Defense Force. Again, thank you, and you are dismissed.” As he spoke, he watched Rachel. Her eye sprang open, and for an instant he caught an expression of surprise and consternation on her face before the mask returned. Three months, my love, he thought at her. Three months and then we shall see what transpires. After two hundred years, he could force himself to wait a little longer.
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Elizabeth of Starland


Book 1 of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Stubborn as a mule? No, stubborn AND her mule. 


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. 


To survive, she needs to cross the continent, thread her way through a holy war, and find friends in the Eastern Empire—an impossible task for a sheltered gentlewoman. Or is it? Never underestimate a woman with a mission and a mule.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Starland-The-Colplatschki-Chronicles-ebook/dp/B00HFEWKXY/




Elizabeth of Donatello Bend


Book 2 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Elizabeth grows into her duties as colonel and lady of Donatello Bend, and makes a fateful enemy.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00KKY2G1M




Elizabeth of Vindobona


Book 3 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Ten years after Elizabeth reaches the Empire, court politics and military command aren’t the only things she has to deal with. A marriage proposal, an assassination attempt, and a siege on the Imperial Capital bring new challenges... and new opportunities.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00LNE7D2U




Elizabeth and Empire


Book 4 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Twenty years after the events of Elizabeth of Vindobona, an untried emperor sits the throne while courtiers scheme. Elizabeth must navigate politics, religion, her relationship with Lazlo, and the Frankonians’ wrath in this fourth book of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Empire-Colplatschki-Chronicles-Book-ebook/dp/B00PNW640U




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




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




Marie’s Tale


Novella


Another side of the story of Duke Aquila Starland.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00MW7YODI




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




Renaissance: A Novel of Azdhag Survival


Book 2 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


When the Empire calls, dare an Azdhag disobey? 
Two generations after the Great Relocation and the Azdhag Empire threatens to pull apart as Great Lords, colony residents, and Freetown inhabitants struggle to control their worlds. A ghost from the past forces the King-Emperor to send the Prince Imperial and a most reluctant Tartai of Tarkeela to the colony on Pokara. Trouble, madness, and carpentry await.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Renaissance-Azdhag-Survival-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B01E0CKMX8




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




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




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




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




Revolution from Above


Novella


It takes a mammal to save a planet. Caught away from her soldiers when mercenaries invade Drakon IV, Rada Ni Drako must find a way to reconquer the planet. Help comes from a strange quarter, but even that might not be enough when treason slithers into view. Lord Ni Drako needs all her wiles, luck, and dirty tricks just to survive.
When a mammal fights a mammal, even dragons duck for cover.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Revolution-Above-Among-Dragons-Novella-ebook/dp/B00JRDA7SQ




Promises and Powers


Book 4: 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/




A Touch of Power


Book 5: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


So much for an “easy consulting job”! From wandering alien graduate students to a musician who plays more than just a guitar, Rada Ni Drako, or Rachel Na Gael as the humans call her, has her paws full of mischief. Her old friend Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg isn’t helping, either. Rachel really should have read the fine print on this contract. 


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Touch-Power-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B00KVP9SA2




Between Flood and Flame


Book 6: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


What price justice, and who will pay? Rada Ni Drako returns to Drakon IV and rediscovers the joys of politics. She and her business partner, Zabet, prefer to live and let live, but a corrupt King-Emperor drives Rada to disobey a direct order. The results may bring down the government, if Rada survives. 


A dying junior cries out for justice for a long-forgotten crime. And General Andrew Whitehead decides to solve two problems with one building.
It’s just another uneventful decade (or two) for the Cat among the Dragons.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Between-Flood-Flame-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00M20HW9S




A Cat at Bay


Book 7 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


When old enemies and allies collide, a Cat needs her Dragons. 


Rada Ni Drako senses something amiss, or does she? Rada’s worlds seem to be spinning out of control after an encounter with a stasis-field scrambles her Gifts. A commanding officer who can’t bring herself to trust “the Alien”, strange doings in the depths of the Drachenburg, and a flare-up Rada’s centuries-old feud with Clan Blee on Drakon IV leave Rada wondering if age has finally caught up with her. Or does something far more dangerous than just the passing years gnaw on Rada? For old enemies lurk in the starry depths, watching, waiting, as patient as Time itself . . . 


Rada’s foes are about to rediscover a deadly truth: nothing is as dangerous as a cat at bay.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Cat-Bay-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B016LT2Y20




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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