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              Chapter 1: Ghosts Walk
 
    
 
   Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako woke reluctantly. She wanted a few more years of sleep, but a rock digging into her back, a cold breeze tickling her face, and the disappearance of her blanket conspired against her. She stretched and found that the scratchy wool-like cover had been appropriated by two of the juniors. She smothered a laugh at seeing nothing but muzzle tips protruding from under the blanket. Well, I’m not going to get any more rest, so I might as well start moving. She didn’t groan, but her stiff joints warned that she’d better not make any sudden moves unless she wanted to stick in that position. The one-eyed mammal quietly slipped out of the cave-like shelter and took care of her over-full bladder, then stretched some more and looked around after slinging on her swordbelt and blaster around her waist and buckling them. Rada swished her tail and considered her situation. In short, it sucked.
 
   She, the four Defenders currently assigned as her personal guards, six villagers and three juniors from Burnt Mountain and Singing Pines had taken refuge in a half-cave at the edge of the Wildlands, the border between the settled areas and the lands claimed by Drakon IV’s True-dragons. The rugged terrain provided them with cover and the abundant game and wild plants kept them decently fed, or would at least for the next two moons or so if necessary. Rada had almost no information about the situation on the rest of the planet, and she desperately needed to get back to the fortress-manor of Singing Pines, to her fighter aircraft and communications equipment. She didn’t even know if the King-Emperor still lived, or if the invasion had been completely successful. If the bastards have won, my days are going to be long, rough and not very numerous, she sighed. 
 
   Sergeant Biss, his neck spines half-flared, grumped over to where his commander stood. “I want to kill someone,” he announced, tapping the cave floor with his tail tip.
 
   “Good, Sergeant. That makes two of us. Any word from the scouts?” Rada didn’t expect anything, and smiled with pleasant surprise when he nodded.
 
   “Yes, Lord Mammal. The invaders seem to be concentrating on the easier terrain to the south, closer to Burnt Mountain. Teerki reports that they are not trying very hard to find us.” He rumpled his tail in a shrug. “Apparently the fools think you’re a female and that we’ve captured you. Or that some noble captured you and is holding you as his trophy slave.”
 
   Rada and her second-in-command both laughed at the thought. “Sounds like they can’t do math, as well as not listening. Although . . .” Her remaining eye narrowed in speculation. “Hmmm. We may be able to use that to our advantage, Biss.” She changed topics before he could get worried. “Any luck with the communications set up?”
 
   The blotchy green reptile perked up. “Yes, my lord. Corporal Schriik cobbled together a solar array and we can receive both Royal and Standard at least.”
 
   Rada could have cheered with relief, but limited herself to “Very good! Have him and Bala make use of the oldest juniors as runners and monitors. It may help keep them out from under foot.”
 
   Sergeant Biss snorted in mild disbelief but didn’t say anything because one of the juniors appeared at his shoulder bearing a large mug of hot broth. “Thanks,” he muttered, taking the mug. The smaller reptile trotted off and returned with a second bowl for his lord. She smiled as she accepted it and the junior gave her a faintly worshipful look before returning to the warmer air of the shelter. After they had warmed their bellies, the quadrupedal noncom’s tail thumped the ground and he ventured to ask, “Lord Mammal, have you heard anything from your spy?”
 
   “No, and at this point I don’t expect to. She’s probably been neutralized, so we’ll just have to work with what we have.” Rada stared into her mug, then drank some more. The sergeant didn’t say anything. He finished his breakfast, bowed and took himself off to rouse the rest of his men.
 
   Rada glanced over her shoulder at the waking reptiles, then stared back out, considering the beautiful scene before her. How in the name of the Azdhagi gods was she supposed to defeat a mercenary invasion force and the traitors who let them in? She had only fourteen supporters and no transports, artillery, communications, or air support. Her new deity hadn’t sent her any inspiration, although she did offer prayers of thanks that she and the others had gotten away with what they had. Please may none of the people at Singing Pines or Burnt Mountain have done anything stupid she prayed yet again. Rada drank her hot broth and tried to plan.
 
   Biss came trotting back once everyone had roused, followed by one of the scouts. “Lord Mammal, there’s a group of humans and traitors heading this direction,” the scout warned. “About eight total: three humans, five others. Well armed but not careful and moving slowly. I left Sirti watching them,” he finished.
 
   “Which way are they coming?” Rada demanded, even as she stepped back into the half-cave to get her packs and rifle. The others were already slinging their gear and putting out the fire, and double-checking their weapons.
 
   “Up the Deadwater, north bank.” Both the scout and Sgt. Biss looked eager and Rada shared the males’ excitement.
 
   “Time to start evening up the odds, don’t you think Sergeant?” Rada’s bared canine teeth drew echoing “smiles” from the soldiers and village hunters. “Let’s see about giving them a little surprise at the reed pit,” the bog ground near the Deadwater’s head stream. “Huntmaster Bala, take point, since you know the back ways better. I’ll be tail.” The Azdhagi finished loading their packs and began filing out as Rada made one last sweep, confirming that the fire was out and the waste scattered or buried. Then she picked up her heavy walking cane and followed the others.
 
   About two hours later by sun the Lord Defender and “his” troops reached the marsh. Scout Sirti met them and Bala vanished to go watch the interlopers. Sergeant Biss started spreading people around, and after caching their gear the soldiers and hunters buried themselves in the brush and mud, much like the crocodiles of Earth. Rada watched with approval as she shed her own pack and stashed it out of the way before looking for a place to hide.
 
   “My lord, I have an idea,” Biss started cautiously. 
 
    
 
   The human mercenaries couldn’t believe their luck. One of the lizards assigned to their patrol had come back in a hurry. “Sir, I think we’ve found that human you were looking for,” it said, a bit breathless with its haste.
 
   Corporal Caetlin grinned. “It’s about time we found something! Guess Lord Ni Drako or whoever got tired of hauling his trophy around with him.” 
 
   One of the other humans snickered, “You think she’s going to be glad to see real men?” 
 
   Caetlin clapped him on the shoulder, “I bet she will, Zilker.” They pushed ahead, following their guide. Behind them, one of the Azdhagi at the rear of the group slipped away into the underbrush. The humans never noticed: all the big lizards looked alike to them.
 
   Just as the humans’ scout had indicated, they came around a bend in the stream and saw a small, pale-skinned human woman slumped under a tree at the edge of a meadow, hands tied and apparently asleep or unconscious. The men noticed the marks of trampling in the grass around her and tracks heading away through the meadow east of the tree, but no sign of more lizards. Caetlin and Zilker walked up to the dark-haired figure, but she didn’t move. “What the fuck happened to her?” the private wanted to know as he came up and joined the two corporals, pointing at the woman’s face.
 
   Before anyone could answer, something fired a shot over the humans’ head, then took off through the tall meadow grass. “Get it!” Caetlin yelled. The private dropped the bag he was carrying and charged off with one of the Azdhagi close behind. The human yelped and swore as the “meadow” revealed its secret: he sank up to his waist in the muck. When the other humans fired toward their unseen attacker, then started after the foundering private, turning their backs on her, Rada shook the rope off her wrists, scrambled to her feet and caught her rifle as one of juniors dropped it to her from his hiding place in the branches. The marsh exploded with gunfire and yells as the Lord Defender and “his” males made quick work of the traitors and two of the humans. Corporal Schriik caught a grazing shot to the shoulder but otherwise the Defenders escaped unharmed.
 
   “My lord, what do you want us to do with the human?” Biss inquired. Rada studied the struggling Corporal Zilker, trying to decide if it was worth keeping him around for information or as a bargaining chip. Probably not, she concluded, and walked up to him, lowering her mental shields.
 
   “Hold him still,” she ordered, then reached out and laid her hand on him, establishing physical contact. She touched her mind to his, pulling out the most recent feelings and memories, then withdrew. The man stared at her dumbfounded. 
 
   “Who, what are you?” he stuttered.
 
   Rada bared her fangs. “You might as well know. I’m Lord Ni Drako, the Lord Defender.”
 
   Zilker looked even more confused, if that were possible. “But, you’re a girl!”
 
   “More or less. It’s a long story.” Then she shot him, saying “Strip him and leave him for the scavengers.” As the troopers and hunters collected their enemies’ gear, Rada walked over to the private’s dropped bag. It had started wiggling and she nodded to one of the hunters, who carefully opened the sack.
 
   Out rolled a muzzled and bound Azdhag junior, a small, grey female. Rada knelt, using a little of her talent to calm the junior before she cut off the ropes. As soon as the creature caught one glimpse of Rada, she shrieked and bolted, burrowing under the hunter’s belly and cowering. “I don’t blame her,” Rada sighed, standing again. Damn, but what to do with the little junior? 
 
   Rada deferred the decision by walking downstream of the marsh to get a drink, staying upstream of where her men splashed around in a small pool, washing off the mud. The water tasted metallic and felt slightly warm. If you drank it daily for a year or so, the arsenic and other things would eventually kill you, thus the name Deadwater. But it was wet, clean and free of bugs, so she drank and filled her water bag. Scoutmaster Teerki shook himself dry, finished putting his field jacket and carry harness back on and came over to where his lord stood. Rada looked down at the hip-high quadruped, then tipped her head back towards where the little junior crouched. “She won’t make it on her own, will she?”
 
   The dull brown reptile peered over his shoulder, then looked back the Lord Defender. “No, my lord. And I don’t want to silence her if we don’t have to.”
 
   “Well then, Scoutmaster, she comes along, and we leave her with the first family that will take her in if we can’t locate her elders.”
 
   The hunter walked up, trailed by the junior in question. “Lord Mammal, we’re not going to find her elders, unless the scavengers missed something.” As he spoke the female wailed, a thin little sound that wrung Rada’s heart. “She can’t tell me much, but it sounds like her parents were gathering plants and brought her along. They stumbled onto the humans and their allies and the bastards killed the elders.” The junior shook as he recounted the story and one of the other males draped his tail over her back to comfort her.
 
   “Why leave her alive?” Biss wondered aloud. Everyone’s eyes turned to the Wanderer, who shrugged.
 
   “I have no idea, unless it was to use her as bait later on, perhaps.” Actually, Rada did have an idea but she was not going to mention it aloud. They might need prisoners alive and capable of communicating!
 
   She fastened her water bag to her utility belt and pointed downstream. “Let’s get moving and put some kliqs between us and the remains. Biss, what did we get for our efforts?”
 
   The green blotch noncom smiled as he fastened his carry harness. “Five guns with extra gas packs, a crossbow and quarrels, some odds and ends, and three days of rations, my lord. Oh, and one of the humans had a radio.”
 
   Rada smiled. “Very good. I’ll take that.” They distributed the supplies and everyone took a load, including the little female, who had a small, makeshift pack strapped to her when they started moving farther downstream toward Burnt Mountain. The juniors’ efforts impressed the soldiers, especially those of the newest addition to the group. But she just couldn’t keep up and finally Bala called a halt. As soon as he did, the little one flopped over onto her side and fell asleep. After some discussion they strapped her to Rada’s pack and set off again. She never stirred. Glad she’s so small, Rada thought. With her bad leg she had a hard enough time keeping up, even without the extra fifteen kilos. But she couldn’t really ask the others to carry more weight. 
 
   They stopped an hour or so before sundown. Unlike their lord, the Azdhagi couldn’t see well in the dark and even though they were on familiar terrain, Rada didn’t want to risk injuries if they didn’t have to. This way they could also get camp set up, the main radios located and a bit of charge put onto the batteries. Corporal Schriik and two of the juniors established their listening post on a small rise while the others organized themselves just inside the edge of a copse of platter-leaf trees. The third male junior helped gather firewood. The Azdhagi trusted the hot springs in the area to confuse thermal imagers while the tree-cover broke up any smoke and the night wind dispersed what little trickled out of the canopy, making an open fire less of a detection risk than usual. 
 
   Rada found a spot out of the way and let her leg rest while tinkering with the smaller captured radio. She ran the antenna up after a bit of work and listened carefully for anything. She caught a few snatches of transmission but nothing especially useful and turned it back off. As the others continued with camp work she closed her eye and sorted through the emotions and images she’d stolen from the human. He’d not been a saint but she’d certainly riffed through nastier minds by far. She found some most rewarding information indeed and she smiled as she opened her eye.
 
   One of the hunters had put the grey junior to work stirring supper and the female watched Rada carefully. She seemed to be settling down as much as could be expected and the men had assured her that Lord Mammal was not like the humans. The little one, too young to have been named yet, didn’t know her sire title, so Rada called her Greykin and wondered how to find the poor thing a family. 
 
   Rada ate some of the stew-like concoction, part fresh meat and part rations, and planned. Biss and those not on first watch gathered around the fire. Up at these elevations nights got a little chilly even in late summer, and the Azdhagi didn’t care for cold. “You’ll find this amusing,” the Wanderer said after she and the others finished supper. “According to the humans, I’m dead.”
 
   A round of hissing laughter met her announcement. Mud-colored Teerki thumped his tail, “My lord, if you’re dead, the Judges of Hell must have been so scared to see you that they turned you back!” Even Rada laughed at the sally, but Bala raised a cautioning talon when Teerki continued, “Are we going to see Death’s Gate Guardian next?”
 
   “Be very careful when you speak of the dead, Scoutmaster,” the reddish-tan Huntmaster warned. Rada felt a bit of her neck fur rise as Teerki’s words conjured a picture of Shi-Dan as a ghost. He’d been terrifying enough alive and she shivered a little and crossed herself as Bala got up and left for the last perimeter patrol.
 
   Time to bring us back to the here and now, she decided. “Apparently I was killed trying to escape the attack at Singing Pines. The human corporal had been told that the Lord Defender died early in the fighting and that no successor has been appointed.” Rada told her men. “And, because the Lord Defender is no more, and there’s been no active resistance at either of his estates, most of the human forces and their Azdhag supporters have been pulled to where people are fighting back, Sunblast and a few other places.”
 
   That raised growls of assent and satisfaction and the hunters and soldiers speculated who might be leading the resistance. The talk died down as the fire burned low and Rada went over to where someone had piled some branches and brush and put her ground sheet over it. She’d be on second watch and she curled up on top of the pile, pulling her blanket over her head and falling asleep almost as soon as she shut her eyes.
 
   Not long after the others gone quiet, someone nudged the Lord-Defender awake. “Lord Mammal?” a hesitant little voice asked.
 
   “Yes? What is it?” Rada tried not to bite Greykin’s head off.
 
   “I’m cold,” the junior whispered.
 
   Rada sighed, then reached down and hauled the young reptile onto the makeshift sleeping platform. The junior snuggled against the Wanderer’s chest and stomach and they drifted to sleep. When Huntsman Bala eased past on his way in from patrol, he shook his head at the sight of a commoner’s junior draping herself over the Lord Defender of Drakon IV, both lost in dreams. 
 
   When her watch came, Rada gently removed the grey female from her chest, tucking the blanket around the sleeping junior and leaving her on the platform. I am such a sucker for children she thought as she took up her post. I just hope it doesn’t get us all killed. A pair of ts’tali trotted past on their way to water and Rada let herself relax a little. If the shy nocturnal browsers felt comfortable then there little chance existed that the enemy lurked nearby. No scents besides Azdhag and the normal forest smell drifted on the night wind and Rada heard nothing apart from the usual night sounds and the screech of a garbala claiming her prey.
 
   Thank You for good luck Rada prayed. She’d been out with Sgt. Biss and a guard on one of her random inspections of the border watch posts when the mercenaries attacked. The comtech on duty at Singing Pines had managed to get a message out warning her not to return; otherwise she’d be dead or captive, probably both. Rada and her men had snuck back close enough to the settlements to see that human mercenaries had indeed captured Singing Pines, then had dodged pursuit, abandoning their vehicle in the process, and retreated towards the Wildlands. En route they’d met the hunters and their three juniors. Apparently the men had similar thoughts as their lord, because they’d all ended up at two weapons and gear caches she’d had established a number of years earlier. 
 
   So what to do next? Someone would miss the patrol they’d ambushed and would come looking, sooner rather than later. The news of resistance heartened the Defenders and gave Lord Ni Drako some ideas. The extra weapons they’d captured also helped, and a plan slowly developed in Rada’s mind as the King’s Dagger and the Celestial Fan crossed the western horizon and vanished from her sight. Drakon IV lay relatively close to the center of the galaxy and the Highway of the Gods provided more than enough light for Rada’s feline eye, even at double-dark of the moons. Help me Lord. Show me the best path to follow, please, and forgive me for the lives I’m going to take. 
 
   They moved out at first light, traveling hard and fast toward the badlands near Burnt Mountain. Biss and Teerki confirmed what Rada remembered about some of the more recent settlers there, and the withdrawal of the humans made it the best place to start the re-conquest from. By nooning the group moved into two lava-tube caverns near the mountain’s northern flank. Schriik and his assistants got the radio up and charged while one of the hunters went out to try and make contact with a relative he could trust. The others made themselves comfortable and caught up on sleep, cleaned weapons, mended gear and otherwise kept busy. Greykin had decided that close to Lord Mammal was the safest place to be and to her men’s amusement Rada found herself with a small, determined shadow. 
 
   The hunter and his cousin appeared with fresh meat and news just before sundown. The newcomer’s neck spines went rigid with surprise when he saw Lord Ni Drako and then he bowed very low. “My lord! They swore that you had died!”
 
   “Not yet,” she said a little grimly. The men talked about what they needed to do to eject the small force holding Burnt Mountain. 
 
   “Challenging but not impossible,” Biss declared after hearing the final plan. The defenders had the advantage of local knowledge, surprise, and a large slug of deviousness. Everyone slept as deeply as they could and Rada took a double watch, mulling over the next day’s tasks. She would not be fighting, at least not at first, and not at all if things went as hoped. Huntmaster Bala suggested an especially good trick and as superstitious as lowland Azdhagi were, Rada decided that it would probably work. The Lord Defender and “his” males spent the next day preparing for their attack and gathering further intelligence on the larger situation.
 
    
 
   The lowlander soldier on picket duty at Burnt Mountain that night wasn’t happy but he wasn’t overly concerned, either. The border country life suited him not at all and he could hardly wait until his lord and the others decided who would take over the hunting lands and he could go home. The air felt unseasonably cold, strange things lurked in the woods, and he’d grown used to the softer life of his lord’s estate and urban residence. The bodyman grumped and went back into the shed he and his fellow guards had built.
 
   While he warmed himself, three shadows crept past the shelter. The guard finally heard something moving around and went out to see which animal made the noise. When he stepped clear of the shed, one of Ni Drako’s hunters slammed the unwary reptile in the head, dropping him in his tracks. They trussed him up and left him in the shack after putting out the fire. Then the rest of the party, minus the juniors, continued on towards the main enemy camp. 
 
   A tail-stiffening screech cut through the night, followed by weird howls. The sleepy lowlanders crawled out of their tents to see angry phantoms advancing from the darkness, their muzzles, spines, talons, and tails glowing faintly. The spirit of the Lord Defender, his death wounds ghastly and raw, drove the ghosts before him as he strode into the camp. More howls drifted on the night wind and the terrified Azdhagi panicked, trying to flee as the first ghost attacked. Very real blades, blaster shots, and cross-bow quarrels accounted for a number of the lowland fighters before a living Sergeant Biss called out for them to surrender. Scared and completely demoralized by the chaos and darkness, the lowlanders gave in as the Lord Defender’s ghost faded from sight.
 
   By sunrise the Lord Defender’s supporters seized control of Burnt Mountain. Rada and her men had washed off the nightglow moss powder before approaching the main lodge and the adjacent settlement. As Rada remembered, several retired Imperial soldiers and Defenders had settled at Burnt Mountain, and once the situation clarified, they volunteered to take up arms again. “Too bad we can’t do that trick at Singing Pines, my lord,” Teerki sighed as they looked in the direction of the larger, fortified estate.
 
   Rada shook her head. “No. The humans won’t spook as easily and I’d just as soon not repeat the deception so soon.” That, and some of the lowlanders swore that they had seen an enormous, dark form with burning eyes and talons pacing just ahead of the Lord Defender’s “spirit.” Rada sincerely hoped that they’d seen nothing more than what their own overactive imaginations had conjured up. Imperial Majesty, if it was you, many thanks, but please return to your rest and stay there! 
 
   After catching quick naps, the soldiers, hunters, and Lord Defender gathered on the broad, roofed porch of Burnt Mountain’s hunting lodge later that afternoon. An hour before, two of the scouts had brought the juniors in from the caves and Rada had a discrete word with the estate manager about Greykin. He in turn spoke with an older female, and she took the little grey one into her charge for the moment until Greykin’s surviving family could be located or someone adopted her. “House Ni Drako will provide her mate-gift, should that be a concern,” Rada informed him. The other juniors went with families where they had distant relatives, thus freeing the men from that burden. Rada had thanked all four juniors personally before sending them away. Now she looked over the grey, brown, and green assembly and took a deep breath.
 
   “First,” the Lord Defender said, her voice clear and carrying. “Very good work, and well done! I imagine the tales of last night’s fight will get better over the centuries, down in the soft country.” Growls and tail thumps followed her words and she let the males settle before continuing, “A good start to a long fight, men. But it gets harder from here and the risks will grow. Right now, the traitors and their mercenaries think their patrol was taken by bandits or rebels and are not looking too closely this direction. That’s about to change.” Rada made eye contact with each of the twenty or so Azdhagi seated on the wooden floor. “From now on, they will be hunting for us. And I suspect they will use everything they can to find us, including threatening civilians. Your families. But,” she snarled, “they don’t know highlands folk or hunters.”
 
   She felt the mood shift and their attention sharpen as she outlined the next steps. Before she finished, tails swung in affirmation and the reptiles started twitching with eagerness to get underway. “This will be long, hard and very dangerous, “ she cautioned. “If anyone feels that they are needed more here, protecting their family, I understand and you have my permission to remain with full honor. Otherwise, we move out at dawn. Sergeant Biss has assignments. See Scoutmaster Teerki if you need weapons. Azdhagia!” she yelled, and the soldiers echoed “Azdhagia!” A score of tails pounded the wood, raising dust. 
 
   Biss called “Dismissed!” As the males filed off the porch, Rada slipped away to where the communications equipment had been set up.
 
   “My lord, we’ve been getting communications in a language I don’t understand.” Scheer said, handing her an earpiece. She listened to the recording for a few seconds before gesturing for something to write with. The pale brown reptile passed her a writing stick, ink and paper, then slid out of the way as she sat down and started transcribing what she heard. Do these people have no sense of radio security? Rada wondered as she copied out both sides of the transmission. Apparently they thought that using Trader would be enough. Well, yes, since I’m dead there’s no one out here who speaks Trader, so it is fairly secure—except that some people understand Trader even if Azdhagi can’t speak it very well. Whoever we’re dealing with must have been the lowest of low bidders to be this complacent and lazy. The conversation ended after three or four minutes, long enough for Scheer to go do something and return.
 
   The Wanderer translated what she’d heard into Azdhag, sat back and rubbed the scars under her blind eye. “Has there been anything on the Royal frequency?” she asked.
 
   Scheer checked his notes. “Not since sunrise, Lord Mammal. I caught a bit of a transmission then, but they have been very short. Probably to keep from being tracked, my lord.”
 
   She rose to her feet. “Just before you tear the equipment down, transmit ‘The Lord Defender is on the move,’ on the Royal channel, in the clear. And we’ll be leaving earlier than anticipated.” She patted him on the shoulder, “Very, very good catch, Corporal Scheer.”
 
   Sgt. Biss found her napping in the shadow of the porch, stretched out on the ground. He sighed at Lord Ni Drako’s lack of dignity, then woke his lord. “Scheer says we need to move our departure forward, my lord?”
 
   The Wanderer didn’t open his eye, although his ears twitched. “That’s correct. The traitors have warned Singing Pines about the missing patrol and will be sending extra troops to investigate. We move out at midnight.” His good eye opened and he smiled tiredly. “I know. We’re all wearing thin and night marches are misery for everyone. Tell Bala and Tirkee that I’ll take point.” 
 
   The noncom clawed the dirt a bit. “My lord, permission to speak freely?”
 
   “Go ahead Sergeant.”
 
   “My lord, can we do this? We don’t have heavy weapons, or air cover, or even body armor.” He glanced around to make certain they wouldn’t be overheard. “Lord Mammal, isn’t there some way you can rally the Defenders, get weapons and then make yourself known?”
 
   Rada rolled upright into a sitting position. “No Biss, I can’t. If I were to issue a call like that, I would become the biggest target on this planet. And my lifespan, yours and anyone else’s within ten kliqs of me would be measured in minutes to hours. We have to hit fast and hard, win some small battles, and start building momentum before we can gather more resources. It’s been almost four sixts since the first attacks. We can’t wait any longer or the traitors and their mercenaries will be too well established. Right now they are still distracted and we have a fighting chance. Later? None at all.” 
 
   Biss could see the wisdom in the mammal’s words, even if he didn’t care for the prospects ahead. “Very well, my lord. I’ll pass on the schedule change.” He bowed and started to leave.
 
   Rada stopped him. “Biss, you have a good point and don’t hesitate to ask me when you’re concerned about something. And just for your information, I am insane.” Lord Ni Drako gave him a warped grin, then laid back down, eye closed. The tired sergeant shook his head as he walked away. If he’s insane, I hope it’s catching, Biss decided.
 
    
 
   They reached Singing Pines halfway between midnight and dawn. They’d already eliminated one patrol and left the survivor muzzled and tied to a tree. He’d shivered as Bala observed to Sergeant Biss, “Roklat aren’t too picky this time of night.” 
 
   Biss, intrigued, observed, “That’s useful to know.” Now Biss and Rada stood beside a large tree about a half kliq from the main manor house, watching for signs of activity.
 
   “My lord, are you certain this is such a good idea?” Biss thought the Lord Defender took too many risks and worried about the mammal’s safety.
 
   “Yes, Sergeant, I am. The humans won’t want to share credit with the traitors’ forces: they will be eager to catch the Lord Defender unassisted.” Rada smiled down at the noncom. He didn’t appear very reassured. Trust me, Biss, I’ve been doing this since before your dam and sire’s dam and sire exchanged genetic material. “Are the men in place?”
 
   “Affirmative, Lord Defender,” he replied formally.
 
   “Very well. Take your position, and wait for the signal,” the Lord Defender ordered. Biss saluted and walked farther into the darkness of the woods. Once he’d passed well clear, Rada ran up the antenna on the captured radio. “Singing Pines, Ground One,” she broadcast in Trader.
 
   There was a burst of static, and a voice replied in Trader, “Calling Singing Pines, say again?”
 
   Rada grinned a little, her tail swishing in the shadows. “Singing Pines, this is Ground One. Your father was second cousin to pond scum and you commanding officer’s got fewer brains than a lobotomized fruit fly. And get the fuck out of my castle! Ground One, over.” That should get their attention, she thought.
 
   “Ground One, who the hell are you?” an angry voice demanded.
 
   “Ground One is” and she switched to Azdhag, “Lord Defender Ni Drako.” Back in Trader she continued, “I’m back from the dead, and you have half an hour to open the gates and surrender before I arrive and my troops attack.” 
 
   While she talked and watched, Biss and most of her other men snuck around the back of the manor house. Rada glanced at her timekeeper and wondered what Biss thought of the passageway. There was damned all chance the humans had found the back entrance to the keep first, since it had taken her and Zabet almost a century of residence to locate it! A quarter of an hour after her first transmission, Rada caught a hint of light from the west wall. The flash vanished and she picked up the radio again. “Singing Pines, Ground One. You have fifteen minutes. Ground One out.” Behind her, on a hill two kliqs from the house but in sight of it, two of the scouts lit a bonfire in response to the light. Not five minutes later, small explosions shook the edge of the woods south of the main gates. 
 
   Sure enough, as Rada watched, the gate opened and a group of humans boiled out. They hesitated and appeared to discuss something, then began heading southwest, where a trail led into the woods. No, not that way she thought. OK Lord. Please may I not have screwed up worse than usual. She fired her rifle into the air, drawing their attention. As soon as they caught sight of her and started after her, she cut and charged for the manor house, running across the open area as fast and low as she could, zig-zagging to make a harder target. Not far from the gate, she “tripped” and fell, rolling.
 
   As she dropped, her soldiers opened fire from the cover of the battlements and gate, assisted by some of the servants. From out of the woods came more shots and shadows charged the humans from behind, cutting with talons, knives, and farm implements. The humans managed to kill two of their attackers but the combination of surprise and numbers worked for the Azdhagi despite the darkness.
 
   Lord Ni Drako picked off another human, then raised her rifle. “Cease fire!” her voice rang over the open field. The Azdhagi and humans obeyed, and she continued, “You’re outnumbered and outgunned. You have five minutes to lay down your weapons and surrender. After that, my men finish you.” She’d used Trader, but she’d briefed her men on what phrases and sounds to listen for. As she waited, Sgt. Biss and the manor Steward came up beside her. “My lord, Singing Pines keep is secure,” Biss reported, and the steward bowed low, a bit nervous.
 
   “Be easy, Steward Seekl. I’m not a ghost.” Yet. 
 
   The humans were talking and a female voice called back, “Who are you?” 
 
   Rada answered in her best parade ground voice “Lord Defender Ni Drako. You have two minutes.” 
 
   “Teerki wants one of their hides as a trophy,” Biss informed his lord. She stared at him before realizing he was joking. 
 
   “Tell him not to waste the effort. Their skins are too thin to use for much of anything,” she replied.
 
   The human female in command called, “We surrender,” and the Azdhagi heard weapons hitting the ground. 
 
   “Damn,” Biss muttered under his breath. 
 
   Rada walked closer to the mercenaries and informed them, “Hands in the air where my men can see them and no tricks or I’m not responsible for what happens to you.” 
 
   Things moved smoothly until an Azdhagi started to take a human female lieutenant’s weapons. She snarled at the hunter, pulling a grenade out of her jacket as she did. The reptile dropped to his belly as four shots hit the human. The Lord Defender folded her arms and looked at Biss, then growled, “All yours, Sergeant.” The humans died quickly.
 
    “Are all the mercenaries accounted for, Biss, Seekl?” Rada inquired.
 
   The two talked for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, Lord Mammal. Three from the walls, ten in the keep, the radio operator and one down in the village that the people will be bringing in shortly,” Biss reported.
 
   The Wanderer grinned as she rubbed the scars under her bad eye. “Well Sergeant, it seems someone wanted us to succeed!” Then she frowned abruptly. “What about any of the people here who worked with the mercenaries?”
 
   Steward Seekl eased up closer to his lord, and explained quietly, “Ah, my lord, there was an unfortunate accident in the village, according to the headman, and three people were injured or killed. And a servant was hurrying to greet your men and tripped. Fell and broke his neck. So sad.” His neck spines flared a bit as he gave his lord the news, and Rada’s mouth twitched.
 
   “Indeed tragic,” was all she said. 
 
   Seekl bowed low. “Lord Defender Ni Drako, welcome back to Singing Pines.” The soldiers had returned, aside from the three on guard duty, and Biss called them to formation. The Lord Defender and “his” men marched into Singing Pines by the light of false dawn.
 
   Four or five hours later Rada frowned as she listened to the Singing Pines village headman’s account of the previous sixts. “And there’s no trace of them?”
 
   The striped brown Azdhag shook his head. “None, my lord. The humans and some strangers took them off into the woods three days ago, just before an afternoon rain storm, but we lost the trail when we snuck out that night.”
 
   Rada thought hard. “It’s not easy to hide two juniors, let alone twelve, plus two females. And we didn’t see any of them at Burnt Mountain.” The juniors and females disappeared about the time her spy vanished and the Wanderer started getting a very bad feeling in her stomach. Aloud she assured the anxious reptile, “I’ll send the scouts out and put word on the radio.”
 
   After he finished the rest of his report, Rada caught one of her men who had just woken up from a nap. “Corporal, after you get something to eat I want you to take two others and search all the manor storage rooms and cellars for weapons caches, supplies and anything odd. Start with the upper levels, since they’re used the least, and work your way down to the low cellars.” He saluted and trotted off, leaving her to wait and hope that her hunch was wrong.
 
    Half an hour later a rough voice called “Lord Ni Drako, Lord Ni Drako!” and one of the soldiers skidded up to where she stood in the courtyard, confirming the Steward’s plan for distributing supplies. “You need to come to the cellars, my lord.” As soon as she started moving the soldier sped into a run, Rada hard on his heels and ignoring her aching leg. She made no pretense of dignity as she charged down the steps, almost tripping in her haste. Two more soldiers waited for her, as did Sergeant Biss.
 
   “This way,” he said. “ My lord, you need to know that the humans claimed this part of the keep and forbade the staff to enter.” They ducked into the unused part of the lowest storage area, the one Ni Drako’s people normally reserved for aging seasonal meat surpluses. Biss handed her a torch and she flicked it on.
 
   “God damn those fucking sons of bitches!” she swore. “Dirt-eating, sister-screwing bastards of pox-ridden spaceport whores!” Rada relapsed to the vocabulary of her earlier mercenary days as she looked at the bodies of the missing juniors and females. The professional part of her mind analyzed the visible wounds, blaster burns for the most part, while the rest howled in rage. You gutless, honorless sons of slime mold murdered my people. My defenseless, harmless people, the ones I swore to protect. Lord Ni Drako took a deep breath of the blood and fewmet tainted air of the abattoir and turned to her sergeant. He recoiled from her expression, backing out of the way of her deadly quiet words. “Sergeant Biss, please ask for volunteers to bring the remains up to the courtyard so their relatives can claim them. Tell the Steward to have the juniors and Uncles gather wood, enough for the pyres.” Then she returned the torch and strode out of the cell, rigid with anger.
 
   “My lord?” the corporal called after her. She stopped mid-stride, then turned to him, silent. “My lord, we’ve found something else you should see,” and he flattened himself against the corridor wall as two other troopers carried a silvery blue True-dragon out of a beer cellar. Oh thank You God, Rada breathed, carefully not rushing to her friend’s side. Rada laid a gentle hand on the reptile’s head, reaching with her other talent to ease the pain of bruises and scrapes. Zabet didn’t respond and Rada started to panic, then caught herself. “Take my concubine to my quarters, please, and call the Healer to look in on her. And have food and drink waiting for me.”
 
   Sergeant Biss growled as he watched his soldiers carry the last of the small bodies up the steps and lay them out in the courtyard of the manor house. Lord Ni Drako was there, forefeet fisted tight, silver eye burning with anger. The Daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain had ordered the gates closed after sending a messenger to the village to notify the families of the missing to come to the keep for news. Everything within the keep walls had come to a halt and in the stillness Lord Ni Drako’s words rolled as loudly as thunder. 
 
   “Those who committed this atrocity are already dead. But know this: I will find out who ordered it, and if they are still alive, they will be brought to justice. No one murders the defenseless and escapes unpunished. No one,” and he knelt beside the smallest body, caressing the little green muzzle before standing again. Biss noticed that his lord’s forefoot dripped blood from where claws had cut flesh. “By my blood and on my honor, this I swear. Let it be known.” With that Ni Drako turned, leaving the deadly silent courtyard to the manor folk and soldiers. The Steward and Sergeant followed their lord with their eyes, but said nothing. Then the Steward made a sign to the males at the gate. “Let the people in,” and the families of the missing came to claim their own.
 
    
 
   Rada stalked to her private quarters, where the manor Healer and an assistant were working on her “concubine.” At the Healer’s nod Rada sat on the sleeping platform and took her friend’s head in her lap, adding her own skills to the others’. 
 
   Zabet’s eyes were cloudy when she finally opened them. <<Whah? Where am I?>> she asked faintly, struggling for full consciousness.
 
   Rada caressed her friend’s battered ears and massaged her neck. “You’re in my quarters and safe, Boss. We’re recaptured Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain both.”
 
   The True-dragon tried to move, then subsided, exhausted. The Healer patted her lord’s concubine and explained, ”My lord, we were able to get some food into her and she swallowed a goodly amount of water. Lady Zabet is dehydrated and hungry. She also suffers from deep muscle bruises.” At Rada’s suspicious look, the Healer nodded, “It seems that she was beaten, Lord Mammal. But she should recover as soon as she gets some rest and nourishment.” As she spoke, one of her assistants tried to get Zabet to drink some more. When that was not successful, the two medics lifted the silver head and spooned the thick beverage into Zabet’s muzzle, then stroked her throat so she swallowed. The True-dragon managed to drink all the herb-rich mixture before falling into a deep sleep. 
 
   Rada worked to hide her feelings. “Thank you. She would be quite expensive to replace,” she casually observed. I’m not fooling you, am I? 
 
   The Healer gave Rada a sideways look and twirled her tail tip. “Indeed, Lord Mammal.” She bowed before departing to see to her other patients.
 
   After the Azdhagi healer left, Rada laid Zabet’s head on a pillow and got up, finally breaking her own long fast. She read through the reports and messages coming in, making notes of those that needed immediate action. Rada, tired and focused on the task at hand, failed to notice an unusually strong herbal taste in the stew. 
 
   The soldiers stationed outside their lord’s personal quarters listened attentively until they heard a quiet “thump” from inside the door. They snuck in, pulled the sleeping noble off his desk and stretched him out beside his concubine, then covered both with a light quilt before resuming their positions. “How long will he be out?” the corporal asked.
 
   “Sergeant says at least five hours. And not to let Lord Mammal hurt the healer after he wakes up.” The two soldiers lapsed back into silence.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2: A Rendezvous with Death
 
    
 
   The pain of claws on her chest woke the mammal. “Wha? Huh?” She struggled out of her haze as Zabet’s talons pricked her skin.
 
   <<What the hell took you so damn long?>> The True-dragon demanded, apparently well on the way to recovery from the last three sixts’ events and very angry.
 
   “Even I’m not suicidal enough to try to take on a platoon of better-armed professionals in a fortified position, and me with only four soldiers and six hunters!” Rada snapped, then caught herself. She lay still as Zabet vented. After a bit the claws lifted.
 
   <<All right. I accept you apology. Now you’d better get up before someone panics.>> Zabet backed a little to give Rada space. <<And you really need a bath,>> she observed all-too accurately.
 
   “I know. We grabbed weapons but not soap, silver dancer. I’m surprised the humans didn’t smell me coming,” the Wanderer replied, heading for the small bathing area attached to her rooms, calling over her shoulder, “And I’m glad to see you, too!” She emerged damp but happier and Zabet handed her “lord” a cup of tea. “I’m also surprised they didn’t loot my quarters,” Rada said as she finished dressing and arming. 
 
   Zabet looked smug. <<Who’s going to mess with the Healer’s isolation rooms? Even these people didn’t want to risk an epizootic.>> She pulled open a concealed drawer under the sleeping platform and got out her own weapons: blaster, steel-bladed talon guards and tail spikes, as well as light chest and back armor. <<Don’t say anything, Pet. These people owe me, and they owe me a lot. I’d slipped into the off-limits area and they caught me. I’m in, local custom be damned.>> Rada saw murder in the sapphire eyes and as much as she wanted to, she didn’t try to dissuade her reptilian friend.
 
   “Good Lord, Boss, you were lucky! And you probably won’t be the only female. There are a few hunters that I have my suspicions about, not that I’m going to ask. Now let’s go get some breakfast and see what I have to work with, besides one squad of veterans and two manors of pissed-off peasants.” 
 
   Lord Ni Drako led the way to the manor’s smaller dining hall, the one used when the King-Emperor was not in residence. All the guards not on duty and a number of the manor staff were already eating, and their lord and his concubine joined them, taking their place at the head table. As they ate, a messenger brought several pages of notes for the Lord Defender, who skimmed them as he worked her way through the meal. The soldiers finished first, and Ni Drako gestured for Sergeant Biss.
 
   “Get everyone together here, Sergeant. Have Bala bring the maps.” In a few minutes thirty Azdhag soldiers gathered, waiting for the Lord Defender to finish. As soon as he did and a servant had whisked the dishes out of the way, Bala spread the map out over the broad table and Rada stood up. 
 
   She didn’t have to ask for silence for once, and she smiled, canine teeth bared. “First. Thank you for your hard work yesterday and the past sixts. You’ve done a very good job, and I won’t forget it. And I’ll make certain his Imperial Majesty knows, as well.” She met everyone’s eyes, reinforcing her praise. “We still have a long way to go, as you are well aware. The radio traffic shows that three of the Great Lords, Beerkali, Dissch, and Kirlin the Younger, are holding out on their estates.” She pointed to Skytouched, the Beerkali estate in the hills north of the Palace-Capitol complex. “My plan is first to establish contact with Beerkali and join his forces to ours. That will give us a lot more people and resources, and air support.” At someone’s cough, Rada nodded and gave the troopers a faintly twisted smile. “And armored vehicles. I know. I’ve been carefully ignoring House Beerkali’s little toys for a few centuries.” She outlined her general plan and invited, “Questions, observations, local knowledge?”
 
   Someone raised their tail and she acknowledged them. “My Lord, that’s a lot of open ground to cover without air support.”
 
   “We have air support, Corporal, just not much of it. Night’s Claw is undamaged and fully fueled and armed. Apparently whoever thinks they are in charge wanted the plane intact for their own use, but the humans hadn’t gotten through the bio-selective lock-outs yet. However, your point is still valid and I plan to depend on stealth more than on air support.” Rada pointed to two of the Imperial veterans turned hunters. “I want more scouts, preferably ones used to night work, if you can find them. We’re going to move hard and fast, Ancestors willing, and I don’t want to get flanked. Can you find me people?”
 
   The two nodded. “Yes, Lord Defender. And we’ll probably get more as we move. These mammals are not winning any friends,” the older of the two said. “At least judging by what I hear.”
 
   “Your sources on that are probably more reliable than mine.” Lord Ni Drako straightened up and issued her orders. “We cross the Zhangki River tonight. Biss, get us loaded onto two transports, as much weaponry as we can haul, and enough rations for a sixt. Bala, you and Scoutmaster Teerki put your heads together and figure out who to contact and who to avoid. Schriik,” and Ni Drako nodded at her communications specialist, “see if you can get through to Beerkali. Then start a rumor that we’re going to move downriver tomorrow, heading for Blacklands. Be creative,” she advised, and the corporal looked happy to oblige. “Once you finish, try to get some rest. We move out as soon as it’s dark.”
 
   Another tail rose, this time from the rear of the group. “What about the civilians?”
 
    “Evacuate Singing Pines, along with Burnt Mountain’s main settlement. I know” and Rada put her hands up to forestall comment, “it’s so close to harvest that we could lose part of next year’s supplies. But based on what’s already happened here, there will be reprisals and I don’t want to lose people and crops both. We’re dealing with Grey’s Raiders, and Grey’s Raiders don’t have the best reputation to put it mildly.” That satisfied the troopers and she dismissed them, then went looking for her Steward. 
 
   The villagers weren’t happy but moved quickly to evacuate Singing Pines. Some headed for the woods, others for Burnt Mountain. A few of the manor staff and three or four of the males from the village volunteered to stay behind to provide a semblance of life should anyone fly over. Rada also spoke to the families who had lost juniors or mates and dams, offering what comfort she could. She’d not attended the cremations—those were for the families and their priests, not their liege. Just before sunset the last of the civilians that intended to leave departed.
 
   “That’s everyone, Lord Mammal,” Huntmaster Bala informed her.
 
   She folded her arms. “Not quite,” she said, looking down at him. “I need you to go back to Burnt Mountain and keep an eye on things there.”
 
   He reared up onto his hind legs, looming over her, “Lord Mammal! My hunters and I have led everything since this whole gut pile formed!”
 
   “Yes, you have. Which is why the people at Burnt Mountain will listen to you if the need arises to evacuate there, or to throw out any more invasion attempts.” Rada let him consider her words, then continued, “You’re the best leader of irregular forces that I’ve worked with in quite a while, Bala. And that’s why I need you here, not with me.”
 
   He grumbled, growled, and clawed some dirt before settling back onto all four legs and agreeing to stay behind with his hunters.
 
    
 
   Forty Azdhag soldiers and a small True-dragon slipped across the Zhangki River under cover of darkness as a single aircraft flew low overhead. They avoided settlements as much as they could, as well as dodging the mercenaries’ and traitors’ patrols while they traveled east to Lord Beerkali’s lands. Just before dawn the soldiers finished putting camouflage over Ni Drako’s fighter and setting up camp. Ni Drako met with Scoutmaster Teerki, Biss, and Corporal Schriik.
 
   “Any luck contacting Great Lord Beerkali?” she wanted to know as she devoured some jerky rations.
 
   “Not yet, my lord, but according to the traitors’ radio chatter, he’s not only holding out, but managed to give them a good scare or two,” Biss told her. They all smiled at the news.
 
   “Very good! I want as many scouts as we can spare to leave tonight and try to make contact with Beerkali’s people.” Things looked workable thus far, and Rada felt a hint more optimistic about their prospects, assuming she didn’t get shot down, assuming the Raiders didn’t have a second wave inbound, assuming no one had thought to turn the tracking satellites inwards to look for air traffic . . . And assuming makes you into an ass, as well as getting you shot in that ass, remember. She yawned. “Sorry.” Rada walked around to make certain that everyone was fed and accounted for, then told the corporal on duty that she’d take second watch. Then she joined Zabet in the shade under Night’s Claw and let the feline half of her take charge, falling asleep in an instant.
 
   Two nights later Ni Drako’s troopers gathered a kliq from where the traitors and their mercenary liaison were camped. Everyone checked their weapons one last time, and the Lord Defender listened to the final reports from her scouts as Zabet and Biss inspected her armor. “I’ve been doing this for over a century, Sergeant,” she protested. 
 
   “No disrespect, my lord, but we can’t afford to lose you to a lucky shot,” the heavyset reptile had countered as he tugged on her vest’s fittings. Even her threats to give him a battlefield commission had failed to make him back down, especially after Zabet agreed with him.
 
    “Schriik has the signal for Beerkali’s commander?” Rada confirmed. 
 
   “Yes, my lord.”  The Sergeant didn’t quite sigh.
 
   Ni Drako’s troops achieved nearly complete surprise. As the Lord Defender and others observed when they analyzed events later, the traitors and mercenaries suffered from poor communications, to put it charitably. As a result, despite how Ni Drako’s people had taken the Imperial manors, the enemy investing Skytouched remained unprepared for a night attack. The traitors’ attention remained focused on Lord Beerkali’s forces, not anticipating an attack from the rear, and certainly not a night engagement. Rada’s Defenders moved quickly and quietly, neutralizing the few pickets, shooting single bursts on the run, and pushing well into the camp before most of the enemy even realized they’d come under attack. At that point Rada’s soldiers added to the chaos with shouts of “Azdhagia!” and flash grenades as well as more lethal surprises. Once they’d fully engaged, Corporal Schriik signaled Great Lord Beerkali’s troops and they sallied out, their cries of “Up Beerkali Hai!” adding to the Defenders’ yells and the screeches of the enemy. After a hard fight, the Defenders carried the field as the second moon rose over the horizon.
 
   Lords Ni Drako and Beerkali met on the edge of the chaos that had once been the traitors’ camp. “Great Lord Beerkali,” Ni Drako saluted the old but still hale Azdhag noble. He rose up on his hind legs and gave her a formal, human-style salute. 
 
   “Lord Defender. Glad to see you this side of the Gates of Hell, and welcome to Skytouched.” He returned to all fours with a thump. “Thank you for the assist.”
 
   “You’re very welcome! Excellent defenses and planning, my lord. You’ve done amazingly well,” Ni Drako complimented him.
 
   “We’ll do better now that we can start beating the furbearing bastards like the mammals they are,” he snarled. Rada heard Zabet’s mind laughter, which cut off abruptly at the noble’s glance. <<Sorry, it’s just amusing,>> she apologized.
 
   Rada’s and Beerkali’s seconds in command arrived almost simultaneously. “My Lord, what do you want to do with the prisoners?” Beerkali’s lieutenant asked. The Great Lord deferred to Rada, who pursed her lips. 
 
   “How many are there, Lieutenant?” What we do depends on how many we have to deal with, she thought. Part of her wanted to execute them all, but another part didn’t want to face suicidal resistance at a later point.
 
   “Twenty Azdhagi and two humans,” he replied. “The rest are dead or fled. Not that they’ll get very far.”
 
   Rada decided, “Execute half the traitors, including any officers, quickly and cleanly. Keep the humans alive for now. I want to question them.”
 
   The lieutenant hesitated briefly. “My lord, one of their officers is Great Lord Rashkali’s eldest son.” As he spoke, two of the larger Defenders escorted the person in question to where the nobles stood.
 
   “Is it? In that case . . .” The Lord Defender turned to his concubine and to the surprise of the watching Azdhagi offered, “Zabet, would you object to doing the honors? I’ll loan you my sword.”
 
   <<I’m game,>> the True-dragon affirmed for all to hear.
 
   “You can’t execute me! I’m a Great Lord! My sire will cry feud against all of you and have you killed!” the young male protested, struggling against his captors.
 
   Great Lord Beerkali agreed. “Quite correct, you stupid bastard of a tree-fuzzy. And we’re already in a feud, in case you’ve forgotten your history lessons. So I’ll let the Lord Defender’s concubine do the job,” and he watched impassively as the silvery reptile stabbed the noble through the heart. “Toss that trash with the rest of the refuse,” Beerkali ordered his men. They hauled the body off as Zabet cleaned and returned the Lord Defender’s sword.
 
   <<You do realize that Rashkali will kill all of us for humiliating his family like that?>> Zabet observed as the nobles walked back towards the manor house.
 
   Beerkali snorted as the Lord Defender nodded, “Only if we lose, and I don’t intend for that to happen.”
 
   <<Um, Rada, what if we do lose?>> came a very private sending.
 
   <<You hide with your cousins until you can get off planet,>> Rada replied. Zabet gave her friend an odd look, then fell back to allow Sergeant Biss to take his position at his lord’s shoulder as they followed Great Lord Beerkali into his fortified manor.
 
   Later that night, as they were going to sleep in a tent outside Skytouched’s walls, Zabet asked, <<What happens to you if we lose?>>
 
   Rada studied the tent’s ceiling, one hand caressing her friend’s ears. She whispered, “When I get caught, I die slowly and messily unless I get the chance to kill myself first.” She continued louder, for the benefit of anyone loitering around, “Since we’re going to win, it’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
   Zabet kept her thoughts to herself and pretended to fall asleep. She had already decided that if they lost, the enemy was not going to have the pleasure of taking either her or her Pet alive. Rada’s words just confirmed her plans.
 
    
 
   The morning clouds and fog from which Skytouched estate drew its name covered everything the next morning as Lord Ni Drako and Great Lord Beerkali leaned over map screens and pages of information spread across the table in the manor’s main hall. Rada’s men, aside from Sergeant Biss, were still sleeping in their shelters outside the walls. Beerkali scratched his muzzle absentmindedly as the two war leaders considered their options.
 
   “I’d like to blow them into Shibo’s orbit,” the tan and grey striped noble stated.
 
   Rada nodded. “I tend to agree with you, my lord, except that some people might object to our turning portions of Drakon IV into glass. Overkill and all that.”
 
   Biss’s eyes opened wide as he realized that the Lord Defender was serious, as was Great Lord Beerkali. Beerkali’s tail swished and he sighed. “True.” He gave the mammal a shrewd look. “I don’t suppose you can prevent this invasion from taking place, can you?”
 
   She went still, her ears flat. “My lord, if you know enough to ask that, you also know that it’s not allowed for me to change a timestream I’m living or know of.” Biss heard no expression in his lord’s voice and saw nothing in the mammal’s face.
 
   The old noble hissed a laugh. “You’re right. And the knowledge stays with me, Lord Defender. So,” he tapped the map display with one talon. “We’re here with our forces. Kirlin the Younger is here,” he pointed, “and Dissch here. You said there were depots still holding out?”
 
   “Yes, my lord. Twelvetrees and Riverbend remain in the grasp of the Defenders. The mercenaries and their allies have been focusing on the Palace, Sunblast and the lowland estates.” Rada straightened up and folded her arms, thinking, tail tip rotating. “My initial plan had been to link up with you and Kirlin, pull what we need from the depots and then liberate the Palace. With that in our forefeet, we should be able to rally enough lords to eject the enemy, and have the Imperials’ resources at hand as well.”
 
   Beerkali swirled his strong-side forefoot in negation. “We need the Imperials behind us first, Ni Drako. Keep the Raiders from getting reinforcements and present the face of the Empire as well as our own cause. Then the undecideds will join us.”
 
   Rada grimaced. “Good point, my lord. I’m too used to thinking in purely combat terms. I forget the diplomatic side of things,” she admitted with a bit of chagrin. 
 
   Beerkali snorted. “You’re also exhausted, Lord Defender. You’ve told me what you know. I recommend that you go get breakfast, sleep a few more hours, and then we start really planning.” 
 
   Rada recognized the wisdom in his suggestion and bowed herself out, leaving the older noble making a list of resources available and people they needed on their side. A servant led the Lord Defender and Sgt. Biss to a makeshift kitchen that had been set up just inside the main gate. Rada and Biss got a decent breakfast, and she went back to her and Zabet’s tent. “You’re dismissed for the moment, Biss. Go get some sleep, and I’ll have Scheer wake you up when I need you.”
 
   “Who’s going to be on guard, Lord Mammal?” he wanted to know, looking around her tent. In reply she opened the flap and he caught sight of Zabet polishing her armored gauntlets, a disassembled blaster spread out on the ground cloth in front of her. “Very good, Lord Mammal,” and he saluted and left.
 
   Rada filled her partner in on the morning’s discussion before putting herself to sleep. Zabet finished caring for her weapons, then pulled a notepad and stylus out of a pocket in her carry harness and set to work. By the time Rada awoke four hours later, the True-dragon had compiled all the information she could find about Gray’s Raiders, and had found maps of the major estates around Skytouched. And there’s this, she hissed a little in anger as she read the message. It had been sent to the Lord Defender’s social computer account, one of several that Rada had given Zabet pass codes for. If they thought they had a problem before, now they’re really screwed, Zabet thought to herself. 
 
   Lord Beerkali appeared rather dismayed when Zabet accompanied Lord Ni Drako to their next meeting but he decided that the emergency overrode normal social rules. “Lady Zabet has a great deal of expertise in trade and business, my lord,” Rada explained, “and she’s much better with computers and information technology than I am.” For her part, Zabet stayed quiet, seemingly content to listen and take notes when needed.
 
   “Here’s what I’ve been able to piece together thus far, Lord Defender,” Beerkali stated. “Four sixts ago, Gray’s Raiders landed here,” he tapped the screen, “halfway between the Palace and Sunblast. They were unopposed until they reached the ground, so I assume either they had permission to land, or Minister of War Sheekar allowed them access.” He paused to let the information sink in. “Then they met up with Sheekar, Rashkali, and probably several others, got their support and additional troops, and attacked the Palace, your estates, Sunblast, the Defenders’ posts, and me. Because of dividing their forces, they’ve only managed to capture and hold the Palace and the Defenders’s posts, although a number of estates surrendered without a fight and others are watching but have not been attacked. Yet.” Beerkali sat back on his haunches as Rada considered his words.
 
   “Has anyone heard anything from Sunblast or the King-Emperor?” she asked.
 
   “Not recently, and no. But, and this is from your Corporal Schriik and my com specialist, someone has been broadcasting just before sunset on the Royal frequency. It’s a series of meaningless phrases, always ending with ‘Dawson’s Christian’.” Beerkali looked puzzled but Rada sat up straight, her good eye gleaming.
 
   “It’s a message for me and the King-Emperor, my lord, using part of a song about a battle cruiser that refused to die. Which I suspect means Kirlin the Younger is sending it. But unless we get supplies, nothing changes.” Rada studied the map and the list of neutral or hiding lords. “So, relieve the depots, then Sunblast, and in the process win the Imperials over to us?”
 
   Beerkali nodded. “I’ve had two cautious messages since our broadcast on the Royal frequency this morning, Lord Defender, from nobles willing to help us with men. But we need weapons and supplies, and air support.”
 
   “And if Lord Sheekar has turned traitor? How are we to bring in the Imperials, since they come under his command? The Defenders swear to the people of Drakon IV, not to me, so that’s not a problem. But what about the Imperials?” Rada thought aloud.
 
   Before anyone could say anything, Zabet poked her lord with her tail and passed him the note pad, as one of the retired Imperials listening in with the other soldiers started waving his tail to attract attention. Rada looked up and acknowledged him.
 
   “Lord Mammal, we swear to the King-Emperor, not the Minister of War. Since the Palace was attacked, that means we are free to aid the Defenders,” he said.
 
   “And Lady Zabet reminds me that per Imperial law, the Imperial forces cannot function within the atmosphere of Drakon IV, unless ordered to by the Lord Defender during a planetary emergency,” Rada added smoothly, although the information was news to her. She glanced at the date on the law’s passage. Damn, but Ku-schkii trusted me. Although not enough to inform me of this little bit of legislation, it appears, bless his scaly little heart.
 
   Beerkali’s eyes went wide and a murmur of speculation rose from the Azdhagi in the room. “So, if Sheekar is a traitor, you now command all our armed forces,” the striped noble hissed.
 
   “If, my lord, and it’s a very large if,” the Lord Defender reminded everyone. “So, tomorrow we move out. Biss, Teerki, Schriik, Zabet, stay here. The rest of you are dismissed to get some rest and look after your weapons.”
 
   “Taarni and Biek, I want you with me. Everyone else may go, and Master Taarni will have instructions for you later,” Lord Beerkali announced. With a rustle and clatter of talons on brick, the soldiers filed out of the main hall, going back to their respective quarters. 
 
   “Lord Defender, why haven’t we been attacked from the air?” the noble asked quietly after they finished their plans.
 
   “Because one, the Raiders can’t fly Azdhagi ships any more than I can, two, they’ve not been able to coerce the Defender pilots into fighting for them yet, and three, the Raiders don’t have their own air-attack ships.” Rada continued in an absent sort of recitation, “Transport yes, but like most companies they are ground forces first and foremost. Probably, oh, fifty percent of the hiring parties prefer to provide air support themselves and most mercenary Companies are not willing to pay what having their own trans-atmospheric ground-support fighters cost. After what happened to Axel’s Animals, robotic fighters are just about anathema.” Which is why you don’t buy software from third parties she thought tartly. Aloud she added, “That’s part of why the Marauders were so successful,” she smiled to herself, looking back through the years. “We provided air support for hire, and we were very, very good at what we did.”
 
   Master Taarni recoiled. “You were a mercenary?” he hissed.
 
   “Still am. If you look in the Royal archives you’ll find my contract in the documents from Shi-dan’s reign.” Rada explained calmly. “But there’s no one who can match my price and I gave my word of honor to protect the people of Drakon IV.”
 
   And with that the mammal excused herself and went to see about organizing her men. Master Taarni’s neck spines flared with agitation, but the others seemed unconcerned about the Lord Defender’s past.
 
    
 
   Two days later, Biss and a group of Beerkali’s bodymen crouched on the back of a low rise, looking down at the Defenders’ supply depot at Twelvetrees. A roughly company-sized group of Azdhagi clustered on two sides of the depot in preparation for a final attack on the facility. “They’re going to be surprised,” Biss observed to Master Taarni.
 
   The brown reptile started to reply, but the sound of engines drowned out his words. First, an aircraft snarled down from over the observers’ hill and strafed the attackers before soaring away. Then a rumble grew from the opposite direction as three antique armored vehicles clanked into view, aimed and fired on the astonished enemy. Taarni snapped an order into his radio and he and Biss led two-thirds of the combined House and Defender soldiers down the face of the ridge. Someone in the traitors’ forces tried to open fire on the arriving infantry. “Poor judgment,” Biss observed, after his ears finished ringing from the armored vehicles’ shots.
 
   “Agreed,” Master Taarni said. The Defenders within the depot opened the gates and started to emerge.
 
   All at once everyone’s radios crackled. “Ground One to all forces, prepare defense now. Counterattack force en route, repeat counterattack force en route, bearing zero five zero from Twelvetrees, distance five kliqs, over.”
 
   “Ground Three acknowledges,” Biss snapped.
 
   “Sky Two acknowledges,” Taarni followed.
 
   “Twelvetrees One acknowledges,” the depot’s commander replied.
 
    They heard the sound of a chain-gun firing in the distance. “Leave some for us!” Biss added, then ducked for cover.
 
   What followed would have been a massacre, had the Defenders been taken as unawares as the traitors and their allies planned. But they weren’t. No one but the Lord Defender had planned on Beerkali’s “toys” being in such good repair and so well supplied with ammunition, catching the enemy flat-footed and in the open. It didn’t help the attackers that the Defenders, anticipating something at some point, had carefully sighted and ranged the two hilltops closest in elevation to the one under Twelvetrees Depot, and passed those numbers to Beerkali. Most of the counterattack force managed to get away but only at the cost of abandoning a fair amount of equipment and the soldiers they’d come to help. Perhaps half-a-dozen survivors remained from the initial group by the time Lord Ni Drako and “his concubine” arrived on scene.
 
   <<Why are there so few of the bad guys left alive?>> Zabet queried as she surveyed the carnage.
 
   Rada frowned, not happy. “According to tradition, a soldier is served in the afterlife by the souls of the enemies he kills. And apparently some Defenders plan on a very lazy eternity.” She raised her voice, “Which makes getting decent intelligence very difficult, and means harder fighting at our next battle.” A few heads ducked, and she saw a few uncomfortable tail twitches, but heard no apologies forthcoming.
 
   A mildly singed lieutenant approached the Lord Defender. “Lord Defender Ni Drako, welcome to Twelvetrees,” he said and saluted.
 
   She returned the courtesy. “Thank you, Lieutenant Keersar. Status report.”
 
   “Twelvetrees depot has twenty five effective combatants, five injured and ten dead, Lord Defender. We’re low on food, and have consumed one third of available blast pistol and rifle ammunition but are otherwise fully stocked.” The reptile was understandably proud of his base’s survival, and Rada agreed.
 
   “Good work, Captain Keersar. I know you need a rest, but first I want you, Sgt. Biss and Master Taarni to see about getting a distribution plan worked out for our combined forces.” Keersar nodded as Rada continued, “Which way to your infirmary?”
 
   “Straight through, then on the west side, third door on the left off the interior hallway, sir,” he replied promptly, pointing with his tail.
 
   “Thanks. Scheer, get our wounded there.” The Wanderer headed into the fort, followed by Zabet. Something distracted the True-dragon for an instant and she looked over her shoulder. She turned back around just in time to see one of the Defenders on the far side of the courtyard raising a blaster. <<DON’T!>> she screamed at the top of her ‘voice,’ charging for Rada as a shot flashed from the blaster.
 
   Rada staggered, then fell to the ground and lay motionless. Other Defenders piled onto the shooter as Zabet closed the distance between the gate and her fallen pet. The True-dragon reached for her friend, then stopped and removed her gauntlets so she wouldn’t accidently kill the mammal. A scorched dent in the Lord Defender’s chest armor smoked a bit and Zabet smelled cooked meat as she found Rada’s pulse. It beat strong, so Zabet turned her attention to unfastening the ruined armor. Willing forefeet assisted her in lifting the ceramic composite shell off, revealing burnt cloth and skin. Talons ripped the shirt away, and everyone heaved a sigh of relief to find the Lord Defender bruised, burned, and stunned, but not seriously wounded. 
 
   “Stinking fewmets, what happened?” Biss demanded as he clattered to a halt beside Zabet.
 
   One of the other Defenders answered. “That thick-tailed excuse for a moron shot the Lord Defender. He claims he thought Lord Mammal was one of the humans.” 
 
   Biss stalked over to the rather battered private and gave him a Look. The smaller reptile cringed and Biss asked in a calm, quiet voice, “Now that you’ve proven that space has less of a vacuum than the area within your head, tell me something. Have you ever seen a human with a tail?”
 
   The reddish-brown private swirled his forefoot in a frantic negation. “Never seen a picture of a human, Sergeant,” he squeaked.
 
   “And have you ever looked up on the wall of the assembly room, at the picture hanging below the King-Emperor’s portrait? The one that shows your commanding officer?” Biss demanded, muzzle to muzzle with the private, who responded by losing the contents of his bladder.
 
   The senior sergeant glared at the cowering reptile, then looked back at the Lord Defender, who had gotten his breath back and was sitting up. “Private, what’s your name?”
 
   “S-s-s-keet, Sergeant,” came the answer.
 
   “Private Skeet, you can shoot, even if you lack the discernment of a gantak in heat. If your captain agrees, you’re joining Lord Ni Drako’s personal guard.” There were some rumbles from the gathered Defenders, and Biss swung his head back and forth, locking eyes with everyone. “And before you start thinking that taking pot shots at your commanding officer is a good way to get a cushy assignment, remember this. The Lord Defender is the primary target for every traitor and mercenary on this planet. Private Skeet gets the privilege of standing between Lord Mammal and all those fur-covered bastards, and the Lord Defender has a bad habit of leading from the front. Would any of the rest of you care to join Skeet in this honor?” 
 
   A mumble of “No thanks,” “no sergeant,” and “not me,” emerged from the muzzles of those collected around the noncom and the shooter.
 
   “Ah snap,” Rada groused. She’d managed to land on a rock and despite her helmet the blow had stunned her a little, in addition to having the breath knocked out of her. The Wanderer looked up to find Sergeant Biss and a very, very chastened private looking down at her. “Any idea where I can find new body armor, Sergeant?”
 
   “Not here, according to Capt. Keersar, Lord Mammal,” Biss replied. 
 
   <<Your dress armor is in one of the transports, Lord Mammal,>> Zabet volunteered, drawing puzzled stares. <<Steward Seekl told us to bring it along.>>
 
   “He really needs a raise,” Rada said, pulling her shirt closed and tucking the loose ends into her breeches to keep it closed. “All right, show’s over.” The soldiers scattered as she got to her feet. 
 
    
 
   


  
 



                             Chapter 3. Noble Sentiments
 
    
 
   A few days later, Lords Ni Drako and Beerkali considered their position with some satisfaction. Much better supplied, equipped with both Beerkali’s tanks and the Defenders’ transport vehicles and plenty of smaller weapons, the Defenders’ situation had improved immensely over the past three days. Beerkali’s instincts for the nobles’ reactions had proven sound. As news about the relief of Twelvetrees and Riverbend spread, House Shu had joined the effort. Rada now had just over five hundred soldiers at her command. Granted, many were nobles’ bodymen and not experienced with actual military service, but she and their lords worked out how to make use of the skills the big males did have.
 
   The new addition to her personal guard seemed to be working out better than she’d feared, although he still jumped with fear every time Sgt. Biss coughed. Rada would have been happier with the situation expect for two small details. The fates of the King-Emperor and Prince Imperial remained unknown, although someone transmitted on the Royal frequency from time to time. And Lord Kirlin had managed to get a message out of Sunblast. Or more accurately, from near Sunblast. “Moving north and west with the survivors from estate” boded ill, in Rada’s mind.
 
   Rada stalked among the shelters housing the Defenders, now including all the males fighting under her command. She poked her head into a mess tent and sampled the night’s menu, then checked on her wounded before returning to her own shelter. Pvt. Skeet trotted in front of her while Biss swung along at her shoulder. The night remained warm and Rada forced herself not to snap at people in her discomfort. She’d forgotten that her dress armor was emphatically not meant for daily wear. It was also at least a century old and heavy, and did not “breathe” like her combat armor. She and Biss tried mating the surviving half of her newer set with the front of the dress armor the systems proved incompatible. So she sweated, chafed, and dreamed of glaciers, deep rivers and ice cream. Gawd, I miss dairy products. Congealed, sweetened cow lactations are a gift from the Lord and proof that He loves us. 
 
   She muffled a loud sigh of relief when she got to her shelter and took her armor off. Corporal Schriik had left a series of messages for her and she glanced through them as she drank a container of cold water. “Ooh, where’d that come from?” she asked Zabet, finally noticing the small juicemelon cooling in a water sack.
 
   <<Shu’s property is small and rocky, but apparently just right for specialty fruits and vegetables. Behold the results,>> Zabet gloated from the portable sleeping platform.
 
    A large plate of spiced meat cooled under a bug-shield, and Rada turned the weak electrical field off and lifted the cover from her and Zabet’s supper. “Smells good,” she observed.
 
   <<Ah, Pet, you might not want to eat just yet.>> Zabet got off the platform and  extracted a report from the pile. <<Read this first.>>
 
   As she did, the blood drained from Rada’s face. “Blessed St. Michael, this can’t be true,” she whispered, eye dilated. “Boss, you know what it means, if this is true.” The small True-dragon nodded grimly. The Lord Defender re-read the pages, then set them aside. Instead of eating, she put out the shelter’s already dim light and lay down on the platform, eye closed. “I hope to God everyone got away from Singing Pines.”
 
   <<They wouldn’t . . .>> Zabet started.
 
   “They did once already. And if they did that to Sunblast, what’s one little primitive village out in the back of nowhere? Especially if it means hurting me.” Rada covered her eyes with her arm. “You know, it’d almost be worth it to draw the creatures onto an open battlefield and then drop a nuke on them, even if it meant dying with them.” Her tone was conversational, as if proposing the next day’s menu.
 
   <<Rada, no! Absolutely not.>> Zabet’s claws prickled the woman’s arm and chest as the True-dragon grabbed her. <<That’s not going to protect the innocents by turning yourself into ash and taking your soldiers with you. Even if you could catch the traitors and Raiders in the open, which is not going to happen, especially not now that the Defenders have air support.>> Zabet’s tail swished with fear. <<Promise me you won’t even think about it again, pet, please promise me.>>
 
   The mammal lay as still as if she were dead. Finally a harsh voice snarled, “I promise I will not use nukes, or do anything else that would sacrifice my own men, unless there is absolutely no other practical alternative.” Zabet didn’t like how long it had taken her friend to reply. She’d never spent time around Rada in a combat situation and the True-dragon had begun realizing that in some ways she’d never really known her pet before now. Finally Rada uncovered her eyes and the good eye opened. She reached up and patted her friend’s foreleg.
 
   “Let’s eat,” Rada suggested, and they did.
 
   Both sides had reached an uneasy stalemate by the time Lord Kirlin and his people straggled, or rather staggered, into the Defenders’ temporary headquarters. The Raiders controlled the Palace, while the traitors held a number of the southern estates, their own properties, and the remains of Sunblast. The northern lords and the two Great Lords who held property on the southern continent leaned towards the Lord Defender and the Crown, but only Kirlin, Beerkali and Shu publicly supported the Defenders. Rada had not decided on keeping the news about Sunblast to herself, or if letting the information out would draw other nobles to her side. Kirlin took the choice out of her hands.
 
   The olive-green reptile sagged onto a field bench at the Defenders’ headquarters, drained in body and spirit. Outside, the Defenders began helping Kirlin’s people find food and shelter with the other soldiers. Kirlin accepted a mug of water and drained it, then let it hang from his talons. “We’re here, Lord Defender. Or what’s left of us.” The amber eyes had little besides resignation in them as Kirlin shook his head. “I have, oh, three hundred effectives, including some healers and female fighters and my mate.” At that news, Beerkali and Shu gasped, and a bit of fire sparked in Kirlin’s dead eyes. “What do you expect, especially now? I’m not going to try and stop them, my lords. These females have family and juniors to avenge,” he snapped. “I also brought as much food as we could carry or steal, and a company of Defenders is just behind us. They covered our initial escape and we owe them a lot.”
 
   The Lord Defender nodded as Corporal Scheer and Captain Keersar made notes. “My lord, don’t be too harsh on yourself; you’ve done incredibly well. Excuse my ignorance, but how much military experience do you have?”
 
   The reptile gave her an odd look. “None, Lord Defender. My uncle served with the Imperials, but all I’ve done is read histories and listen to his stories. I came to the title too young to serve in either the Imperials or Defenders.” Rada’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as she digested the information.
 
   “Well my lord, you have a gift for it,” she said at last. “Scheer, go tell Biss that we’re expecting more Defenders.”
 
   “Yes Lord Mammal,” he murmured and hurried off.
 
   Kirlin drank another mug of water as the others studied the maps and discussed who might come and join them, adjusting the positions of forces based on Kirlin’s information. After a few minutes he asked, “Who knows what happened to my people?”
 
   “We’re the only ones, Kirlin,” Lord Beerkali told him. “Lord Ni Drako’s been keeping it quiet, because we didn’t know if it would draw the lords to us, or send them running in fear.”
 
   The young noble surged to his feet, neck-spines up, tail rigid with fury. “Damn it, tell them! I want it spread far and loud, what those monsters did! They had no cause, no reason, none! That wasn’t war, you fools, that was pure murder,” he snarled. “If you want to sort out the loyal from the cowards, they have to know what they’re fighting. And if you don’t broadcast it, then I will!”
 
   “Lord Kirlin, Sunblast and Singing Pines both have suffered from evil. I will have the story of what happened to your people broadcast on the Royal frequency and on the general channels,” Rada assured him, her voice cold and hard. “And know this, my lords. I have already sworn before witnesses by my word and my blood that I will avenge the deaths of the innocent. Kirlin, your people come under that vow.” Absolute silence filled the command post. Beerkali rubbed his muzzle.
 
   “Very well, Lord Defender,” the old noble said. “So, now that Kirlin’s people have found us, and we have more troops, what comes next?”
 
   Rada bared her fangs. “We also have the Imperials.” Beerkali flashed his own sharp teeth, while pale-green Shu and a more alive Kirlin stared at the mammal. “Corporal Schriik managed to get through the jamming last night, my lords. Lord Sheeker is indeed a traitor. According to the commander on Shibo, he gave orders not to oppose the Raiders’ arrival on Drakon IV and ordered them to attack us, which by law they can’t do. You’ll be happy to know that the order was refused. Based on that, I am now commanding officer of the Imperial Military and as such I ordered them to continue their current assignments and duties, but to forbid any more arrivals on Drakon IV, be they freighters, military, or tourists, until I lift the order.” Rada gave herself a moment to enjoy the reptiles’ looks and to savor the power available to her, then shook it off.
 
   “Now we relocate and issue a public call for support,” Lord Shu suggested. The others agreed. “Not today, though,” he added with a glance at Lord Kirlin.
 
   The Lord Defender finished writing out something. “I want to deliver this myself to the com center. My lords, you know what we have and can do. Find us our next camp, based on what we need to do. Lord Beerkali, you are much more of a diplomat than I am, so I give you charge of contacting and negotiating with the undecideds. Lord Kirlin, take my shelter for today. Zabet and I will find other space. Excuse me, my lords,” and she bowed herself out.
 
   Lord Kirlin considered matters. “Has anyone heard or seen ought of his Imperial Majesty?”
 
   Lord Beerkali looked up from his notes, “No. Nor heard from the Prince Imperial. We are assuming that they are alive and being held incommunicado within the Palace, or at one of the royal estates.” 
 
   “I didn’t cross paths with them,” Kirlin sighed. “Do any of you know who is broadcasting that strange garble on the Royal frequency?”
 
   Puzzled glances flashed around the room. “No. We assumed you were,” Shu told him.
 
   The young male made a forefoot gesture of negation and all three nobles smiled. 
 
    
 
   <<Hold still, damn it,>> Zabet ordered as she finished adjusting Rada’s armor. The mammal gave a loud sigh as Skeet poked his muzzle in for the third time in ten minutes, then retreated again.
 
   “Zabet, this is a war council, not the Imperial coronation. I’m not supposed to look pretty,” Rada complained quietly. They were back in their shelter. Kirlin and his mate found other quarters and the Lord Defender had made it clear as crystal that the first person to complain about, or to try and take advantage of, the females serving with Kirlin’s troops would find himself answering directly to Lord Ni Drako, assuming the females left enough of him. After watching Lady Kirlin and Zabet practicing bare forefoot combat, the males kept their thoughts and their forefeet to themselves. 
 
   Six sixts had passed since the first attacks and the initial invasion. The Defenders, augmented by lords Shu, Kirlin, and Beerkali, now numbered over four thousand well armed and fairly well disciplined troops, backstopped by the Imperials. Lord Ni Drako issued a public call for the surviving nobles to join the Defenders in ejecting Gray’s Raiders and bringing the traitors to justice. Eighteen minor nobles and two more Great Lords had answered that call to rendezvous with the Defenders. Rada and Beerkali considered the number a good start, even if most of the newcomers seemed ambivalent about getting involved in “the Lord Defender’s war” without a great deal of reassurance.
 
   Zabet studied her pet with a critical eye, then handed Rada her weapons’ belt. <<Knock ‘em dead,>> she ordered. <<But let Beerkali and Shu do most of the talking. Kirlin will antagonize too many people with his intensity.>>
 
   “And I won’t?” The Wanderer adjusted her throat guard and grimaced at the too-tight fit, then picked up her helmet. “I know what you mean, boss. Be back in a little while.” She gave Zabet’s ears a quick scratch as she left.
 
   Captain Keersar and Sergeant Biss fell in behind the Lord Defender as the mammal made her way to where the other lords were gathering. This has to be the strangest moment in my career to date, which is saying a lot, she thought as they walked between shelters and trees towards the open area in the woods. By tradition and Court protocol, Lord Ni Drako fell within the ranks of mid-level courtiers, well below the Great Lords such as Kirlin and Beerkali. But when trouble hit she outranked everyone except the King-Emperor himself. So at this moment, the highest-ranking creature in the camp was—a female mammal mercenary foreigner! If only I could use that rank to bring them to the Defenders’ side, she wished. But if it were easy, everyone would do it. Rada pulled on her gauntlets but carried her helmet. She couldn’t hear as well with it on.
 
   The Lord Defender took ‘his’ place with ‘his’ allies, facing the assembled nobles. Corporal Schriik had an unsuspected gift for electronics and with the help of Kirlin’s com specialist and some Defender technicians had managed to cobble together a radar receiver that stole data from both the Imperials and the Palace’s own radar. If the Raiders tried to attack with artillery or air-born infantry, the Defenders and nobles would have enough warning to scatter. Rada looked over the bright-robed assembly, then caught Lord Beerkali’s eye and nodded. He climbed onto a makeshift speaking platform and made the gesture that served as “clearing his throat,” getting everyone’s attention.
 
   “My lords, welcome. I trust no one will be offended if we relax Court manners and formality somewhat?” Some growls and tail thumps provided the answer, so Beerkali continued. “I will be concise. One and a half moons ago Lord Sheekar ordered the Imperial forces to stand aside while Gray’s Raiders, a mercenary company, landed on Drakon IV. They proceeded to attack the Palace, Sunblast, Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain and several Defender supply depots, assisted by the forces of Great Lords Sheekar and Rashkali, and several other minor lords. The mercenaries and traitors succeeded in capturing the Palace, Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, and some of the depots. But they failed to kill or capture the Lord Defender. He liberated the Royal estates and broke the sieges at Skytouched, Twelvetrees, and Riverbend. The Defenders have also beaten off two counterattacks.
 
   “This you know, as well as what happened at Sunblast when Lord Kirlin refused to surrender, despite having been forced from the main estate.” About half the group snarled, while others looked thoughtful or confused. Beerkali caught the confusion and waved his tail. “For those who may not have heard the true story, Kirlin and his people staged a fighting retreat from Sunblast manor, leaving their injured and those dependant noncombatants who could not be moved. When Kirlin refused to surrender his person and bodymen, the Raiders shelled the house, burning to death those who remained behind.” As mutters surged, Rada slammed her hand out and caught Kirlin by the collar of his armor before he could do or say anything. The olive-green head turned and snarled at her, but she remained implacable, her grip tight until he got back under control and relaxed.
 
   Someone raised a tail and called out “Well, that’s war, isn’t it?”
 
   Ni Drako stepped up onto the platform as Shu kept Kirlin from lunging at the anonymous speaker. “No, it is a war crime. Lord Kirlin tells me, and the Palace’s radio logs confirm, that the attackers had been notified of the non-combatants at Sunblast. Kirlin’s people left the gates open with a truce-flag over the doors. According to a witness who was outside the manor when the shelling started, no one had fired upon or attacked the Raiders. What took place violates the Rules of War, just as the killing of juniors and pregnant dams at Singing Pines did.” More conversation rose and fell at her words, and she bowed slightly to Lord Beerkali and retreated back to her earlier position between Kirlin and Shu.
 
   “Lords, you know what happened and what has been done. Now we need your help. The Defenders are doing all they can to eject the invaders and bring the traitors to justice. But we need your strength to succeed,” Beerkali told the gathering. 
 
   Someone called from the back of the gathering, “Why should we risk our people and properties?” The clustered reptiles shifted to make room for the newcomer.
 
   “Because you swore an oath to his Imperial Majesty. His Majesty has been attacked,” Lord Shu reminded everyone, loudly.
 
   Great Lord Dissch pushed his way through a cluster of minor nobles to the open area in front of the platform. He’d managed to fight his way though the troops besieging Greenfields to reach the gathering and the others rustled expectantly as the slight, greeny-brown lord spoke. “Lord Defender, what say you?” he inquired.
 
   She set her helmet down and stepped in front of the platform, looking around at the assembly. “Great Lord, I’ve been fighting back since Singing Pines was attacked. Although I’ve received no orders yet from his Imperial Majesty, the Defenders and I have been doing our best to protect the people and free Drakon IV. We’ve almost reached the limit of what we can do without your help,” she admitted as she made eye contact with as many nobles as possible. “This is a large continent, and we are a small but determined force. If the traitors and Raiders consolidate their hold, or manage to corrupt the Imperial Military, the battle for Drakon IV will be over. But now, at this moment, we can tip the balance and win the war, with your help.”
 
   Dissch considered her words. “This is all very well, Lord Defender, but what if you’re on the wrong side?”
 
   “How so, my lord?” Ni Drako inquired.
 
   “If his Imperial Majesty himself brought in the mercenaries, then you and your supporters are going against his will, are you not? Some would say that makes you the traitors.” A number of reptiles nodded and murmured—Lord Dissch’s argument contained some merit, especially given the silence from the Imperial Lineage.
 
   Rada twitched the tip of her black tail, ears rotating to locate the loudest murmurs. You think I haven’t considered that? You underestimate my pessimism, great my lord. “My lord, while it is possible, I disagree. First, if differing with his Imperial Majesty made one a traitor, no one on the planetary or imperial councils would be alive today.” Some forefeet and tails moved in agreement and she continued, “Second, it appears that the Palace complex was taken at the same time that Singing Pines, Sunblast and the depots were first attacked. Why would his Imperial Majesty want to attack himself and destroy the supplies his own forces would need, be they the Defenders or hired soldiers?” There were murmurs of assent at the logic. 
 
   “Third, if the goal was to eliminate me and the most problematic of the Great Lords, again, why attack the palace? And why go to such great lengths? My life already belongs to Drakon IV and the Empire. There would be no need for such expense as hiring an entire company if his Imperial Majesty intended only to remove a few troublemakers.” She managed a small laugh, hiding a shiver at the memory as she reminded everyone that, “The great Shi-dan only needed the talons on one forefoot to convert me into a model of respectful behavior!” She sobered. “And there is this, also, my lords. Hired soldiers can be hired away. A good company, such as the Adamantine Division or Diamond Five, will abide by its contract. Others might not.”
 
   Dissch still looked unsatisfied, making a complicated gesture with his weak-side forefoot. “But what if you are incorrect, Lord Defender? What if you and your allies are on the wrong side in this?”
 
   “Then the wrong is mine and so is the penalty. All of it.” Rada’s heart began racing as she faced her own very real fear. “If I am in error, which I highly doubt or I would not have fought this hard or this long, I will accept whatever punishment his Imperial Majesty or the Planetary Council decides for that error.” Although that’s not exactly true according to the laws as they stand. My oaths are to protect the people of Drakon IV, not to obey the King-Emperor, and I know damn well I can argue that defense if it comes to a tribunal. But that doesn’t apply to the other nobles and I need them at my side, she thought behind shields, her body a motionless mask. 
 
   In the quiet as the nobles considered Lord Ni Drako’s words, she heard a blade leaving its sheath. Rada turned to face a plainly robed, large, grey and brown lord who approached her from the back of the group, sword drawn. All at once she and many of the others recognized him and she sank to one knee, head bent low. “Imperial Majesty,” murmured through the gathering as the others dropped to the ground. 
 
   Rada froze as King-Emperor Chi-tak circled her. “You believe those brave words, Lord Defender?” he inquired quietly.
 
   “Yes, Imperial Majesty, I do.” He had stopped beside her and she wondered what he intended.
 
   Chi-tak rose onto his hind legs to better see the assembly. “And if We did hire the humans for Our purposes, which you have tried to block, will you submit to Our judgment?” He raised his sword.
 
   How dare you? You treasonous monster! Heart burning with anger at the emperor’s betrayal of his people, she replied with as much calm as she could muster, “I will, Imperial Majesty.” She waited in bitter silence as his blade whistled down. 
 
   The sharp steel hissed over her bowed head and bent back, the wind of its passing ruffling the fur on Rada’s neck. “You may rise,” Chi-tak said as he sheathed the ancient weapon. “We did hire the humans. We did not intend for them to set foot on Drakon IV, much less attack Our people!” But the Lord-Defender did not rise: instead she slumped onto her side as the King-Emperor and her allies looked on. 
 
    
 
   When the Wanderer regained consciousness, a tart voice informed her, <<I give you credit for dramatics, but if you do that again I’ll dock your pay!>>
 
   “I heartily agree,” a male voice concurred and Rada opened her eyes to see Zabet and Prince Imperial Tirahla both glaring down at her. “My honored sire almost died of embarrassment when it appeared he’d misjudged his swing,” the prince continued, sipping his tea.
 
   Rada started to tell both of them what they could go do to themselves, then bit her tongue. “My apologies, your Highness, Lady Zabet. And how long was I unconscious?”
 
   “Just under an hour. His Imperial Majesty had the Healer keep you from waking any sooner.” The prince leaned over and extended his forefoot, helping her sit up. “And the Healer suggests you modify your armor so the throat guard doesn’t choke your breath and blood flow when you kneel.”
 
   Ni Drako got to her feet, only to kneel again as King-Emperor Chi-tak walked into the shelter. “Rise, rise,” he ordered. “You’re my equal at the moment, Lord Defender. Sit and tell me how you managed to break into the Palace computers to retrieve the radio transcripts,” the stocky but agile ruler demanded, taking his own place as Zabet and Tirahla shuffled around to make room. Rada settled onto a pile of cushions, Zabet’s head in her lap as the True-dragon stretched out on more cushions and the Imperials claimed two benches.
 
   “Imperial Majesty, I didn’t hack the computer. Someone within the Imperial Military has been feeding data to me, via my ship. Lady Zabet monitored the data, because we also get business information through my ship, and she flagged the radio information for me.” Ni Drako told the Azdhagi. Zabet looked smug, her whiskers fluttering gracefully as she accepted the meat roll her ‘lord’ offered her.
 
   “And you trust it?” Tirahla wanted to know, as his father sipped his tea.
 
   “Yes, Imperial Highness. Because I took a chance and flew down to Sunblast and looked at the ruins. The creatures did a good job, I’ll give them that.” Bitter respect colored her voice. “High explosive to break open the walls, white phosphorus to start the fires and melt anyone inside. Great Lord Kirlin will have his forefeet occupied for at least a year to come, trying to rebuild.”
 
   Chi-tak swallowed his meat roll. “You mean Kirlin the Younger, Lord Defender,” he reminded the Wanderer.
 
   She shook her head. “I fear not, Imperial Majesty. Kirlin the Elder died of the strain during the evacuation.”
 
   <<That was a blessing,>> Zabet sent quietly.
 
   <<Yes, it was. But Kirlin already feels guilty enough that he won’t dare admit it, even to himself yet,>> Rada sent back, feeling her friend nodding.
 
   Chi-tak’s eyes narrowed. “So Our first order of business is to take Kirlin’s oaths. Then We retake Our Palace.”
 
   The Lord Defender bowed from her seat. “As you command, Imperial Majesty.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Complex Matters
 
    
 
   “Lord Defender?” Corporal Scheer’s brown muzzle poked around the corner of the command shelter.
 
   “Over here, Scheer,” the one-eyed mammal waved from behind a pile of maps and charts.
 
   “Lord Defender, Colonel Adrian Gray wishes to speak with you,” the messenger told her. She got up and followed him to the main communications tent, taking a seat in front of a two-way computer screen.
 
   “This is Lord Defender Ni Drako. Go ahead.”
 
   The screen lit up, revealing a middle-aged human man with mousy brown hair, brown eyes and a tan complexion. The two opponents studied each other for a moment, taking the measure of their foe.
 
   “Commander Ni Drako, you’re not quite as advertised,” Gray said with a knowing look.
 
   “Yes, well, I only eat recruits raw once a century. And the Azdhagi found it easier to change my sex than to change their legal system. But we are both rather busy, Colonel. What do you want?” Rada felt her ears starting to flatten and forced herself to cool down.
 
   “I want you to surrender before I’m forced to kill all your soldiers, Commander. My employers are tired of wasting time on you. We hold the capitol and the economic base of Drakon IV. There’s not really any point in your fighting any longer.” Gray had a point, but not much of one.
 
   “And if the Defenders do surrender, what happens?” Rada inquired, taking notes.
 
   The man smiled. “My employers are willing to be generous. Of course, you and the other rebels will face penalties, but your men will be disarmed and allowed to return to their homes in peace.”
 
   She considered his offer. “By penalties I assume your employers include confiscation of our estates and imprisonment or death for the lords, the King-Emperor, and I?”
 
   “For you and Chi-tak definitely, Commander. The others are acting on your orders, so they might be able to argue for lesser sentences,” Gray confirmed.
 
   She shook her head, sending her long brown-black braid swinging. “Sorry, Colonel Gray. His Imperial Majesty has ordered me to continue fighting until Drakon IV is returned to his control. That makes it impossible for me to accept your employers’ offer. However, I am authorized to make a counter offer: surrender your company and evacuate the Palace. All your surviving troopers who have not participated in the burning of Sunblast or the murders at Singing Pines will be allowed to leave unmolested, as per standard practice. We will take care of the traitors, including the former Minister of War, ourselves. And his Majesty will minimize publicizing your violation of the Raiders’ initial contract with the Empire,” Ni Drako offered.
 
   Now it was Gray’s turn to shake his head. “No thanks. Not unless your King Emperor can match my current employers’ payment.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   He smiled. “The southern continent.”
 
   Rada’s eye went wide for a moment. “No, I don’t believe his Imperial Majesty cares to match that. Although Colonel Gray, soldier to soldier, you might not want that property, considering what happened there a few centuries back. There’s a reason the continent’s population is so very low.” She rubbed under her blind eye.
 
   “I’ll take that in consideration, Commander. However, as you’re not willing to listen to reason, I suppose I’ll be seeing you at your execution after we defeat your troops. Good day.” Gray terminated the conversation from his end.
 
   “Good day, Colonel,” Ni Drako replied quietly. She leaned around the computer. “I trust you recorded that for everyone else’s benefit?”
 
   “Affirmative, Lord Mammal. I also triangulated the computer he used back to, um, to your quarters in the Palace, sir,” Corporal Schriik said, sounding apologetic.
 
   “Good work Schriik. Well, at least we know he has good taste in residences,” the mammal chuckled a bit. “I recognized the paneling behind his head.” She returned to the headquarters shelter to find Beerkali and the King Emperor waiting for her. 
 
   “We heard the entire exchange,” Chi-tak announced without preamble. “No further negotiations, Lord Ni Drako.”
 
   She bowed slightly, then brought up a three-dimensional holo-model of the Palace–Capital complex. It had been built on the top of a large, gently rolling plateau, beginning roughly seven hundred years earlier. Over the centuries, generations of rulers leveled more and more of the plateau as they extended the complex, then the spaceport had been added, until the entire conglomeration resembled the small city it was. Gardens, courtyards and assembly areas alternated with wings housing living areas, public spaces and halls, kitchens, the Palace Guards’ barracks and affiliated spaces, chambers assigned to various nobles and ambassadors, servants’ quarters, laundries and all the assorted technology needed to run the Empire. Rada thought that she knew the complex fairly well, considering how much time she’d spent there over the past two centuries, but even she had no idea where some things were. The floodplains of the Zhangki River formed the western edge of the complex, with the spaceport delineating the south side. A hardwood forest marched up to the northern wall, with an elevation difference of ten meters between the forest floor and the base of the outer wall. The eastern wall sat almost a thousand meters back from the edge of the plateau, with a drop of fifty meters to the foot of the hill on that side.
 
   “I assume a frontal assault is not an option, Lord Defender,” the King Emperor half-asked. 
 
   “Not exactly, Imperial Majesty. If I had some way of knowing if someone inside had neutralized the anti-air defenses, I’d suggest dropping a squad of paratroopers and taking the palace that way. But we have no paratroopers and no protection against the AA defenses,” she started, working hard to keep a straight face. Zabet’s reaction to the mental picture of Azdhagi parachuting had been to roll off the sleeping platform in a fit of laughter that lasted for several minutes, and Rada privately agreed that skydiving quadrupeds looked a bit odd at first. As it was, the Defenders did not train or have equipment for air assault and the Imperials that were so trained remained too far away. And she hesitated to bring the Imperials on-planet because of the precedent it could set. Absolute last ditch, even-nukes-didn’t-work-apocalypse-scenario is the only way I’ll call them in.
 
   “What I propose is this: a pre-dawn attack in which Lords Beerkali and Blee’s forces, under Beerkali’s command, seize the spaceport and then the air defense system. What air support we have will serve as screening forces and to contain any attempts at reinforcement the traitors might plan, in case Beerkali and Blee run into heavier resistance than anticipated.” Because we always do. Murphy fought for the enemy. 
 
   She pointed to a different part of the model projection, “Lord Kirlin brings his men and some Defenders up the diplomatic wing, while Shu pushes in across here,” she highlighted the areas in question. “I’ll bring a small force up through the barracks wing, take or neutralize the defense command center, and then join with Kirlin and Shu at this point, more or less.” Ni Drako looked up at the two reptiles. “The other lords, supported by the Defenders, will be a distraction and most importantly, prevent reinforcements from coming in behind those of us in the assault groups. Imperial Majesty, I had planned for you and the Prince Imperial to remain on alert as a flying reserve.” I don’t want you anywhere near the shooting, Imperial Majesty, but that’s not an option. This way you, the heir, and my oldest commander will be on the sidelines without being officially on the sidelines, the mammal thought behind very tight shields.
 
   Chi-tak frowned and rubbed under his muzzle, his steel-tipped talons flashing a bit of light. “What other options are there, Lord Defender? This sounds very complicated.”
 
   She nodded. “It is. However, since the enemy declines to leave the Palace to fight on open ground, thanks to Lord Beerkali’s little hobby and the Imperials’ interdiction of the Raiders’ armored vehicles, the only way is to take the fight to them. Or to level the Palace around them. The Palace was built and stocked to withstand a siege, and we don’t really have a year or two to wait,” Rada reminded them.
 
   The mammal added, “Or we could use a neutron bomb,” leaving the building standing while killing every living thing within the radius of the blast. As she’d anticipated, the King Emperor found those options unacceptable, to put it mildly. Chi-tak remembered more than military tactics from his service with the Imperials, judging by his vocabulary, and the Lord Defender half expected the stench of burnt fur to fill the command post before the King Emperor finished his commentary on her proposal to level his capitol or to kill all his servants and females.
 
   After the verbal smoke cleared, and the ears of Lords Ni Drako and Beerkali quit ringing, she cleared her throat. “Imperial Majesty, I request that this information not leave this command center. I believe that we have caught all the spies within our lines, but we need to act as if we didn’t.” The green and grey striped Azdhag nodded, as did Beerkali. They discussed matters a little longer, then Rada cleared the display and the trio went their separate ways.
 
   A pile of equipment lay on the sleeping platform in Rada’s shelter. She looked at it, then picked up what proved to be an armored forearm guard, with a small computer built into it. “Fantastic! This should make life much easier,” she exclaimed, shedding her dress armor and putting on the replacement. She finished getting it assembled and in place about the time Zabet and Skeet arrived with supper. The private’s lower jaw dropped a bit as he took in the Lord Defender in full upper body armor, thigh plates, shin protectors fastened to the front of her boots, and a helmet that sported a tiny, dark blue-green jaguar’s head painted on each side. Instead of her patch covering her blind eye, the ceramisteel lining of the helmet extended down to her cheekbone, then cut back to join the main body of the helmet. A lighter, loser neck guard finished the armor.
 
   “Yes, Private Skeet?” Rada bared her fangs as Zabet inspected the armor.
 
   “Ah, um, your meal is here, Lord Mammal. Um,” he stuttered a bit, then spat out, “You look like something out of a nightmare!”
 
   “Thank you, Private. I’m supposed to.” Rada nodded, then dismissed her guard. He seemed relieved to take his place outside the door of her shelter.
 
   <<Where’d that come from?>> Zabet demanded as she served two plates of camp meat and bread. 
 
   “Captain Eishte managed to grab it when he, the Palace Guard, and the King Emperor and heir fled the Palace. The computer is experimental, as are parts of the com system, but the armor itself is a better version of my old set,” she explained as she settled down to eat.
 
   <<Good! I don’t trust your parade set in a firefight. And I’m coming with you,>> the True-dragon announced.
 
   “Yes, you are. Because there is no one else alive who knows all the back routes in the Palace, up to and including, ahem, Lady Chow.” The female called ‘Lady Chow’ was one of the more available courtesans. No, Rada admitted, despite pretentions and some reportedly novel skills, she remained a mid-price prostitute with Court connections. The servants had a standing bet as to whose sleeping platform she’d be found on next.
 
   Zabet glared at the mammal. <<Are you comparing me to Chow?>>
 
   “No, Boss. I’m suggesting that although she is familiar with some of the back routes in the Palace, you are by far her superior in that, as well as in all other ways.” Rada chewed carefully, expression neutral.
 
   <<That’s good, because Prince Tirahla sent a discrete messenger inquiring if I was pleased with my current situation, if there was anything I lacked, and would I be interested in accepting a new position after this little complication ends.>> Zabet preened as her lord dropped “his” eating sticks, eye wide.
 
   It was a good thing Rada had already been sitting down. She blinked hard a few times as she digested this little bit of news and tried to think of a safe response. “Have you replied yet, Boss?”
 
   <<No. I wanted to give his offer the time and consideration that it deserves,>> Zabet explained, calmly eating her meal.
 
   “Do you want to stay in our business contract, or shall I see about having Marli start the division of our accounts?” There was no way her charade of keeping Zabet as her concubine equaled the opportunities Tirahla offered and Rada knew it.
 
   <<You stupid mammal!>> Zabet snapped. <<There is no way I’m spending the next five or six centuries stuck in the females’ wing of the Azdhag Imperial Palace, slowly going broke. You really thought I’d accept his offer?>>
 
   “Yes. You’d be safe, secure, pampered and well provided for. No one shooting at you to get to me, no more ducking and dodging the Traders, and no more worrying about is your pilot going to survive the next battle,” Rada ticked off the points. She did have a little worry about Tirahla’s paying attention to Zabet and not to the matters at hand, but didn’t say anything.
 
   <<Stow it, furry. Tirahla’s cute and cultivated, but you’re my friend and business partner, and House pet. Nope. You’re not getting shed of me that easily,>> Zabet informed Rada, leaving the table to twine around the mammal.
 
   Sergeant Biss pretended not to notice the True-dragon draped like a throat warmer over the Lord Defender’s shoulder and chest when he came in to deliver the day’s last report.
 
    
 
   Two days later, just after midnight, Rada finished her prayers and made one last check of all the systems and components in her armor. In three hours the first boat would launch, drifting two kliqs downstream before grounding on the palace-side shore of the Zhangki. As the main force came in over the river, the diversionary troops would be noisily working through the forest north of the complex. Several squads of Defenders had spent the last two days in the open, practicing climbing ladders and otherwise doing their best to look as if they were planning an assault up the back of the plateau, close to the Imperial family’s quarters. And Rada had a little surprise that would help that illusion.
 
   Now, she finished pulling on her gauntlets, double-checked her blaster, knives, and sword, and left her shelter. Zabet fell in on the Lord Defender’s blind side, while Sgt. Biss stalked on her left, Private Skeet ahead as usual. Biss, Zabet, Skeet, Schriik, and Scheer would form Ni Drako’s personal guard and part of the commando squad accompanying her in the assault. As the group reached the main assembly point, Zabet gave her lord a mental nudge, and Rada glanced over to see Lord Kirlin and his mate, both in armor, standing with his bodymen. <<She’s going to stay back with the healers, but she can fight too, if needed,>> Zabet informed Rada. Rada nodded but focused her attention on the King Emperor.
 
   At his gesture she and Zabet climbed onto the platform to stand at his left shoulder. The Prince Imperial and the Great Lords stood on Chi-tak’s right and Ni Drako could feel the rising tension in the gathered soldiers. Nudges, whispers, and hisses flowed freely as the men caught sight of Zabet in her full armor and weapons and the True-dragon reared up, her steel-clawed gauntlets flashing in Shibo’s light as she looked around before settling back onto all four feet. Chi-tak stepped forward and everyone knelt or touched head to ground. He ordered them to rise, then gave a short speech that Rada ignored in favor of studying the other commanders. Lord Dissch acted especially nervous and she wondered why. He’d managed to fight through and escape the attack on his manor, and he’d be part of the reserve, so what was bothering him so much? She dropped that line of speculation when Chi-tak turned and motioned for her to come forward.
 
   Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, Lord Defender of Drakon IV, surveyed the assembled reptiles. She’d put her helmet on and knew even before the reactions started that she looked like one of the monsters out of Azdhag folklore. “I’m a soldier, not a courtier, so you’re spared the inspirational speech.” A few brave souls laughed or thumped their tails. “You know what to do and how to do it, so I’m not going to waste oxygen. I’m proud of how far we’ve come in the past three sixts, and I know you’ll bring honor to your Houses and your units. Now let’s show these traitors and their hired help how real warriors fight. Azdhagia!” 
 
   Over two thousand voiced roared back “Azdhagia!” as Ni Drako turned to her liege, bowed, and returned to her place. 
 
   He looked over the crowd, slapped the ground with his tail, and ordered “Come,” and made his way off the platform. Rada nodded and the commanders began rallying their troops and scattering to their assigned positions. She would meet up with her group a bit later and Rada slapped Biss and Zabet on their shoulders. “Meet you inside the gates,” and she trotted off.
 
   “Which gate?” someone muttered. “Gates of the palace or gates of Hell?”
 
   Biss glowered out from under his helmet but no one admitted ownership of the voice so he swished his tail and pointed, “You heard Lord Mammal. Three credits says we can beat him in.”
 
   <<You’re on,>> Zabet announced, falling in behind the soldiers.
 
    
 
   As the reptiles moved out, Ni Drako climbed ungracefully into Night’s Claw’s cockpit. She would be the first major distraction, along with some of the other Defenders’ pilots. Rada started her engines, then briefly flashed the wingtip lights on and off. At the signal, the ground crew scattered for cover. She gave them twenty seconds, then rotated the exhaust nozzles and Night’s Claw lifted straight up from the forest clearing. The rendezvous point, a bend in the Zhangki, shimmered in the light of a full and half moon. What a beautiful night to have to kill people during. Zabet and I should be hosting a moon viewing party, not sneaking into the Palace and blowing up things. But that was her job, Rada knew. Someday she was going to have to pay for all the blood she had spilled over the centuries. Tonight she’d spill more and she scanned the skies above her, looking for the flecks of light that marked a squadron of Defenders’ ground-attack aircraft. Her fighters patrolled above the ground attack aircraft, watching for any air-support the traitor lords might have put together.
 
   Exactly on time a shadow appeared between the Lord Defender and Shibo, growing larger as it slid into position on her seven o’clock. “Ground One, Claw One,” the ground attack pilot called.
 
   “Ground One acknowledges,” she replied. Silence returned to the airwaves. Her wingman’s arrival meant that all the other Shardi-class aircraft were formed up and ready to proceed to their targets. Once more Rada flashed her tip-lights, and the others scattered out, a few heading for the traitors’ depots and gathered forces. Rada and her wingman turned east of south, heading for the soldiers currently preparing to attack the palace from the north. She checked her weapons, frowning a little. Unfortunately, her armorer had been a casualty of the first attack on the palace, so although she had plenty of rockets and two JadeCloud missiles, she only had a thousand rounds of ammunition left for the chain gun and no way to reload until they captured the Imperial armory. Another thing she needed to do more often—practice soldiers arming the Claw instead of her usual aircrew.
 
   “Target in three,” her wingman announced.
 
   “Roger,” Rada flipped on the targeting software, watching green lights beginning to fill in on the display of available tools of mayhem. She waited for the tone of radar or sonic recorder intercept, but nothing registered on the threat monitors. Fools to try and hold something against the woman who oversaw upgrading the defenses! The first commando attack, three nights previously, had been aimed at the radar dishes and Gray’s Raiders hadn’t had time to get them repaired. 
 
   The two fighters whistled over the top of the forest, three meters above the canopy. They were low enough that ingesting birds (and branches) posed a serious concern, but that’s what bird screens were for. Rada heard the tone of the auto target lock, followed by a query prompt as the computer recognized the target and flagged it as friendly. “Not at the moment it’s not,” the Wanderer whispered. Then she triggered the pair of JadeClouds, closing her eye and pulling back hard as the missiles streaked away from their mounts. A click told her that the canopy blast shade had activated, and Rada looked back at her wingman and beyond him to the target.
 
   The northern outer wall of the palace, the one backed by the public gardens, had been breached, as had the inner wall. The secondary force should be moving to secure the breach, and Rada’s attention turned to other things. She flashed her ship’s lights again, and her wingman peeled off, turning to join the nearest group of Shardi on their target. Rada reversed course as soon as he got clear, then circled around low and fast, trusting her night vision and the moonlight to keep her out of trouble. Someone took a pot shot at her and the Lord Defender ignored the winks of several low-power blast rifles as she flew past the palace’s east wall.
 
   Instead, she focused on her primary target. Rada accelerated briefly, then pulled up in what humans would have called a half Cuban Eight. As she rolled back upright, she began reducing power, decelerating hard as she crossed over the fighting at the spaceport. She bared her fangs, then triggered the chain gun. She didn’t aim at the shielded and reinforced panels of the Soldiers’ Gate, but instead at the frame on the west side of the portals. Stone shattered and the hinges gave way, opening another gap in the walls. Rada hauled the plane over the wall, bracing against the seat as she slammed the thrust nozzles forward, then down, stopping the plane in mid air. The ‘Claw turned to face the gate and Rada fired a pair of high-explosive rockets at the listing gates. As she touched down in the enormous open courtyard, the gates buckled outwards; their energy shields not designed to withstand a blast from the rear. 
 
   The Lord Defender had her harness unlocked and was on the way out of the cockpit before the shutdown sequence completed. She tripped the palm-lock on the canopy and ducked under the belly, opening a small panel and trading her flight helmet for her ground helmet and rescuing a standard rifle, bandolier, and her short sword from the storage bin. Then she ran away from the plane, keeping as low as she could and aiming for a dark patch not far from the shattered gateway.
 
   “Now who smells?” she asked Zabet, as the True-dragon finished shedding her protective gear and fastening her taloned gauntlets.
 
   <<You didn’t say it was the bloody SEWER!!>> an angry mind-voice snarled, and the Azdhagi eased away from their commander and their guide.
 
   “Could have been the sanitary sewer and not the rainwater outflow,” Rada pointed out with a sweet smile, then gave the forefoot sign for “move out.” Zabet nodded curtly, and the mammal and reptiles skirted along in the shadows of the parade ground cum courtyard, heading for the door to the barracks wing. Biss and Schriik shared point, while for once Skeet brought up the rear as thirteen soldiers ghosted along the corridor after easing inside. Rada listened to the check signals from her various sub commanders, trusting them to keep on schedule as much as possible. Schriik also monitored the secondary frequencies, a backup in case something happened to the Lord Defender’s helmet communications suite.
 
   “Zulu Tango, Zulu Tango!” someone broadcast, and Rada’s stomach sank. 
 
   “Calling Zulu Tango, report,” she snapped.
 
   “Dissch’s troops are firing on us, repeat Dissch turned on . . .” static finished the transmission. The sound cut off.
 
   The Lord Defender signaled for a halt and tipped her head towards a room off the hall. Biss nodded, tried the door and found it open. The Defenders slipped inside and Rada called up a status display. A map of the palace projected onto the wall from the microcomputer on her arm, and lights showed the current positions of the various groups. “Bugger,” the mammal sighed under her breath as she saw Dissch’s marker turning back, attacking the Defenders behind his position. 
 
   She made her decision. “Ground one to Shu, redirect attack. New objective: stop Dissch,” she ordered.
 
   After a moment Shu queried, “Confirm orders, Ground One?” his disbelief obvious.
 
   “Ground One to Shu, redirect attack. Stop Dissch, repeat stop Dissch. Code Zulu Tango.” As she waited for Shu’s reply, the Lord Defender pulled up a second map, checking where Crowns One and Two were. Two was closer to being able to reach what had originally been Dissch’s objective, she noted.
 
   “Shu redirecting,” the other lord acknowledged, and Rada nodded.
 
   “Crown Two, Ground One. Did you copy Zulu Tango?”
 
   Crackle of static. “Affirmative, Ground One. Move on Dissch?” Tirahla asked.
 
   “Negative. Dissch’s objective now yours,” she informed the Prince Imperial.
 
   “Understood. Crown Two in motion,” and his marker on the larger map begin changing position as she watched.
 
   “Roger. Ground One clear,” and she released the command master frequency. That would leave only the King-Emperor and his two squads as a rapid reserve, but Beerkali should have the spaceport secured in a few more minutes, freeing up some of his people if needed, Rada decided. “Alright, let’s get moving again,” she ordered.
 
   As the others eased past, the Wanderer grabbed Sergeant Biss. “Biss, where’s the rest of your armor?” she demanded quietly. He wore battle gauntlets, a helmet, chest plate, and tail spikes, but no back plate, throat guard or hind-leg armor.
 
   “Can’t move with the blasted stuff on, Lord Mammal. And never had the leg guards,” he admitted. She frowned, shook her head and glared at him but it was too late to do anything more.
 
   Rada’s group only encountered light resistance as they swept up the barracks wing. As she’d hoped, her feints and the breach on the northern wall had misdirected the forces holding the Palace. She remained on full alert, in case Dissch had betrayed more than just the Defenders fighting near him. Indeed, as her squad began rounding a corner, blaster fire erupted from ahead of them. <<All right silver dancer, your turn,>> Rada sent her business partner. The True-dragon’s head bobbed and she eased back down the corridor, closely studying the wall as she did. Zabet tapped some of the stones and paneling, pushed and twiddled here and there, and a portion of the corridor wall creaked open. Corporal Scheer didn’t wait for instructions but followed Zabet into the hole.
 
   “Skeet, anyone behind us?” Biss asked, while Schriik and two others kept up return fire at the head of the advance.
 
   “Affirmative, and they’re shooting at me,” the private said hurriedly, trotting up to where the rest of the group had taken positions.
 
   Rada gave them a nasty grin. “Good. Everyone follow Scheer and Zabet,” and she ducked into the wall as the others filed in behind. As soon as Skeet’s tail cleared the entrance, the Wanderer pulled it shut. It was dark, stuffy and snug, and the Azdhagi didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “What the flaming fewmets is this?” Biss demanded in a whispered hiss as Rada led them forward.
 
   Zabet answered. <<Almost all the palace hallways have parallel corridors hidden behind the walls or in the ceilings. Over the past few centuries I’ve found most of them that are still safe to use and that are in the public sections of the complex.>> 
 
   Biss shook his head in amazement. He’d tried talking Zabet out of coming with them ever since this mess had started, and now he was very very glad that he’d had no success.
 
   “We behind them?” Rada asked under her breath.
 
   <<Affirmative,>> came the reply, and Rada tapped Scheer on the shoulder armor.
 
   “When Zabet opens the panel, come out firing,” Rada ordered. Zabet did as asked and Scheer blasted out of the opening, followed by the other Defenders. They caught their enemy between their own fire and that of the group that had been following them, managing to take out both groups. One lucky shot zipped past the Lord Defender’s back, making her curse and frantically slap her tail with her free forefoot. “That stings,” she observed, shaking off burnt fur as Private Skeet waved the stench away from his muzzle tip.
 
   Obstacle disposed of, the group continued on slowly and steadily. Rada’s helmet crackled, “Ground One, Sun One,” Kirlin called.
 
   “Sun One, go ahead,” she replied.
 
   “Encountering light resistance, but they seem to be falling back ahead of our advance. Be advised that the Lord Defender’s quarters were cleared with cluster grenades.” Kirlin sounded a bit apologetic and Rada tried not to laugh.
 
   “Understood. Continue as briefed,” she ordered.
 
   “Wilco. Sun One clear.” Who cares about my quarters right now? she wondered. Someone like Kirlin would, especially someone with no military experience. At least he’d been listening to the top sergeant from the Defenders’ group that came with him from Sunblast, Rada sighed, then ducked at Biss’s signal. “What’s up?”
 
   Biss gestured and Rada eased past him and Zabet for a look. “How do you want to divide, Lord Mammal?” he asked. They’d reached their initial objective, the Defense Command Center. From here the Raiders and traitors could see and hear much of what went on around the planet and could track everything from armored vehicles to arriving spaceport traffic for the southern continent. It also tapped into the main power circuits for the palace, as well as having double backup fusion generators.
 
   “Who’s got the smoke grenades?” she hissed. Biss edged backwards, letting Schriik and another soldier ease ahead. “You two and Zabet with me, the rest continue towards the rendezvous point.” The quartet hung back as the others worked along the edges of the hallway. Someone took a pot shot from just ahead of them and before Biss could stop him, Skeet had charged in through the part-open door. Rada ignored the fuss and led her group around a corner to the doors of the DCC. “First we empty the room, then I get the critical equipment,” she told her men. “Zabet, on my six.” The silvery reptile finished changing gas packs on her blaster and nodded. On a whim and a hunch Rada crept across the hall, took off her gauntlet and pushed her hand against the plate beside the door. 
 
   The Defenders heard the “whrrr Click” of the door locks retracting and bared their fangs as someone inside called, “What? Who authorized that?” The two soldiers pulled the doors open and rolled their smoke grenades in as hard as they could, then slammed the doors again and waited. The sound of gagging and coughing reptiles rewarded their efforts and someone tried frantically to push the doors open. After a few more seconds the mammal nodded and the Azdhagi hauled the doors open again, releasing a cloud of eye-burning smoke and six or seven miserable reptiles. Rada dropped back a little, letting the temporarily harmless group get past (and the air clear a little) before getting ready to slide into the DCC. All at once chaos erupted behind her and everyone turned, then dropped.
 
   “Fuck!” She staggered back, crashing to the floor as a grenade went off in the next room, blowing the door into the corridor towards her. Blaster shots whined over her head and Rada squirmed out from under the wooden panel, then returned fire. She got to her feet, edging along the wall to the semi-cover of the doorframe as Scheer, Zabet and the third soldier provided cover fire. OK Lord, your turn she sent skyward, then dove around the corner, hoping her memory of the control room was still good and that the purge system had started clearing the smoke.
 
   It was and it had. Rada slid into the gap between a radar projection console and the wall. She reached over and unplugged the console’s power supply, then pulled herself along the wall until she found the gap she remembered. It was wide enough that she could see and shoot, but that was all. And if someone noticed her, well, too bad for her. Rada increased her blaster’s setting to max power and sighted on the main communication power control computer. She fired a three shot burst and closed her eyes against the flashes and sparks that resulted, pushing herself back out from behind the console. She’d almost made it back to the end of the console when one of Dissch’s bodymen peered down at her from over the equipment bank. Rada shot him but his compatriot hadn’t been far behind. Aw, bugger all. Sorry Zabet, you win the wager Rada cursed as she felt the pop of an empty gas clip ejecting from her blaster. The reptile grinned down at her, apparently savoring the annoying mammal’s frustration as he took his time sighting on her.
 
   “Thanks, furbearer. You’ve just guaranteed me a ten thousand credit reward,” he informed her.
 
   “May your juniors have pelts and your mate carry the pox!” she snarled in return, still trying to get free.
 
   An angry screech interrupted the execution as a silvery battering ram slammed into the soldier. He howled as steel talon-guards sliced into him before a blaster shot sent him to Hell.  Rada squirmed out from behind the equipment in time to see Zabet slice off the end of the traitor’s tail. <<Biss and I have a wager on>> the True-dragon informed her partner as she added the trophy to a pouch hanging from her armor. The mammal didn’t bother commenting: she just reloaded.
 
   “Thanks, Boss. How’s get down!” Rada snapped two shots through the space formerly occupied by True-dragon. Zabet rolled and came to her feet, hissing. 
 
   <<Did you get him?>> she asked.
 
   “Affirmative. And the com transmission controller. Let’s get out of here before the fire-extinguishers trigger,” Ni Drako suggested, heading out the door.
 
   The pair ducked into a side room. Rada typed a command onto her forearm pad calling up the map of the palace complex. She, Zabet and her squad seemed to have cleared out most of the resistance in this area but Lord Shu’s people had attracted a lot of hostile attention. “Biss, come to my signal,” Rada ordered. At her nod Zabet took a position beside the door, just in case.
 
   Biss, Schriik, Skaer, Skeet and the others straggled towards her. “You, stay out in the hall, just in case,” Biss ordered five of the ten. “Lord Defender?” he asked.
 
   “Here’s us. Here’s the main goal, and here’s trouble,” she pointed to the display projecting from her armor. She hesitated for a moment, distracted by the symbol for the King-Emperor as it moved towards the Imperial Wing. Who called for backup and how’d I miss it? she wondered, then came back to the more urgent task. “Suggestions, aside from clean them out from behind?” and Rada typed a command, highlighting a back corridor.
 
   Biss and the others shook their heads. “No my lord,” the sergeant said.
 
   “Lord Mammal, Kirlin’s com specialist says they’re now meeting little or no resistance,” Schriik informed her.
 
   Rada, Zabet and Biss spoke simultaneously. “Trap.” 
 
   Rada thought hard. “OK, slight change. After we meet up with Shu’s troops, we intercept and re-enforce Kirlin.” Or clean up what’s left of him. Biss and the others memorized the projection, then she shut it down. “How are we set on weapons and ammo, Sergeant?”
 
   “Pretty well, my lord,” he told her as they started along the back passage. “We’ve been collecting spare weapons and ammo from the enemy and Skeet found this in one of the rooms near the DCC,” and the private handed a rifle forward. 
 
   It wasn’t just any rifle and Rada bared her fangs as she took the weapon. “Very good work, Skeet,” she said over her shoulder. The private handed forward a bandolier with spare gas packs, which Rada draped over her head and shoulder. They’d covered several dozen meters and Zabet raised an armored forefoot to stop the movement.
 
   Rada started to shift to point, but Biss and Schriik both stopped her. “Too valuable, Lord Defender,” Biss reminded her. She growled but let him and about half the men go past as she flattened herself against the passageway wall. “On three,” Biss announced. Everyone checked their weapons, and Rada caressed the butt of her heavy rifle, then flipped up the special monocular sights. “One, two, three!” and the heavy sergeant slammed his shoulder against the light paneling concealing the entrance.
 
   He tumbled into chaos as Rada and her men slid into the middle of a firefight. She took two seconds to confirm who the hostiles were, then started firing. The heavy rifle’s fire knocked Rada’s targets off their feet. Oops, don’t need that much she winced a little, sliding the power control back to “kill” from “annihilate.” 
 
   Shu’s troops rallied behind the new arrivals. Yells of “Azdhagia!” and “Shudali!” rose as the opposition began fading, then collapsed in a clatter of dropped weapons and claws on stone as some of the enemy began fleeing. Rada and her men stepped aside to let the others lead the counter charge. 
 
   Biss grabbed one of Shu’s men. “Where’s your lord?”
 
   “Back around the corner. He’s wounded,” the man answered.
 
   Rada detoured to check on the noble. <<Oh fewmets and scales,>> Zabet sent privately. Even as used to combat injuries as she was, Rada’s stomach didn’t react well to what waited for them. Shu had indeed been wounded. Or rather, scorched and filleted. Rada dropped to a knee beside his medic as the noble writhed.
 
   “I can’t keep him sedated, my lord; he’s burning through the drugs too fast,” the medic explained, her tail beating the floor in frustration. 
 
   “Don’t waste time,” Rada ordered. “Go take care of the others.” The reptile hesitated, torn between loyalty to her lord and Rada’s order. “Go,” the mammal repeated, and the medic trotted off as low to the ground as she could get.
 
   “My lord?” Rada asked, touching his foreleg and trying to dampen some of his agony.
 
   He hissed, then screeched as his thrashing hind leg caught in a loop of muscle from his shredded tail. “End it, Lord Defender! Give me mercy.”
 
   She didn’t wait for a second request, but shot him in the heart. “Go to your ancestors with glory,” she told the body, as Zabet retched in a corner. “Come on, I have another life to avenge,” Rada announced, turning back towards the sound of the guns. She, Biss, and Zabet caught up with her men as they were stripping the remains of their opposition of their weapons. Shu’s captain sent four of his men to escort the prisoners to the holding area in the main courtyard.
 
   Rada paused for a quick situation update. The Defenders were pushing the Raiders and traitors back, towards the Imperial chambers and the Great Throne Room. A few Azdhagi had been re-tasked with putting out fires started by the combat and no one had accounted for the servants yet. “On to rendezvous with Kirlin and Tirahla,” the Lord Defender ordered. Shu’s men continued along the main halls, while Rada and her men slipped into another back passage, led by Zabet. They hurried along, kicking up dust and startling a few eight-legs and other insects. <<When was the last time anyone used this passage?>> Zabet complained, sneezing. <<It wasn’t this bad last century!>>
 
   “You just answered your own question,” Rada managed to laugh. Then Zabet skidded to a halt as the wooden paneling that formed the side of the passageway exploded in a few meters ahead of them. 
 
   Two Azdhagi tumbled into the dusty way, gripped in claw-to-talon combat. Biss and the others shoved past Rada to boil into the room. <<What were you saying about a trap,>> Zabet managed, then shoved Rada to the ground as a shot zipped over their heads. Rada managed to sling her rifle over her shoulder, then drew her sword and blaster. <<Don’t—>> Zabet started, but Rada wiggled free and charged for the closest human, Zabet centimeters behind. The mammal focused on the Raiders, trusting her men to sort out the traitors. It was brutal, close-quarters fighting and Rada lost two of her men, but they and Kirlin’s people began pushing the Raiders and their allies.
 
   Rada caught sight of Lord Kirlin. “Where’s Tirahla?” he asked, stopping for a moment to check a bandage on his tail.
 
   The Lord-Defender called up her tracking projection. “He’s almost at the main throne room. It shouldn’t be much long . . .” and something heavy slammed her to the floor as a brilliant flash exploded behind the two nobles. The force of the blast knocked the air out of her lungs and she gasped and coughed in the dust and smoke. Rada ran a quick check and found all her limbs still attached, then gritted her teeth and pulled a splinter of wood out of her right calf. At least that leg’s already bad, she groused as she got to her knees.
 
   “Kirlin? Zabet?” she called and was rewarded with a masculine groan from a few meters down the hall and a stream of profanities, followed by <<Get the fuck off me you dirt-eating son of a . . . oops, sorry,>> as Zabet squirmed out from under the body of Kirlin’s radio operator. Rada staggered to her own feet, swinging her rifle down in case someone decided to follow up the trap with an attack. Kirlin had been blown tail over muzzle and lay on his back, stunned and scratched but otherwise in one piece thanks to his armor.
 
   Someone called in Trader, “Damn it, they’re not dead!” Rada fired toward the voice as she backed to stand between the Raiders and Kirlin, Zabet falling in beside her. “Are you and Biss counting mammals or just reptiles,” she asked as she crouched, bracing for a steadier aim.
 
   <<Both. And I’m going to fall behind if we don’t rejoin the others,>> Zabet retorted, matching her pet’s light tone. <<Lost my blaster under the trooper.>>
 
   “Get them alive! The Colonel wants them alive,” another human voice cautioned as a shot sailed high over the trio’s heads.
 
   Rada shook her head as Kirlin rolled upright. “My lord, they want us alive,” she informed him in Azdhag.
 
   He snorted. “Never heard of suicidal mercenaries before,” and started edging backwards.
 
   “Me either and that includes me. Let’s go.” The three rushed away from the oncoming soldiers, sprinting down the hall and around a corner to find Biss and Skeet coming the other way.
 
    “Pursuit, mostly human, looking for hostages,” Kirlin explained as he and Zabet passed through the soldiers. Ni Drako started to stop but Biss pushed her on.
 
    “Tirahla’s calling for re-enforcements. He’s found Col. Gray and the traitor lords. Caught them trying to get to the spaceport,” the sergeant reported. Rada slapped him on the back armor, then picked up speed, leaving her men to cover her.
 
   The two nobles found the Prince Imperial standing outside the Great Throne Room, his tail thrashing in frustration. “Situation report,” Rada ordered.
 
   “Gray claims to have a hundred of the servants hostage in the throne room. He, Sheekar and Rashkali want a cease fire and safe passage for all surviving Raiders and the lords’ personal troops off the planet,” Tirahla snarled.
 
   “What about Dissch?” Kirlin demanded.
 
   The Prince bared all his fangs, throat spines snapping out straight. “My honored sire sent him to explain his actions to the Lords of Hell,” and he pointed with his tail.
 
   <<Daaaaaamn,>> the True-dragon said as Rada whistled. A vaguely Azdhag-sized pile of bone, flesh and cloth lay in the middle of a pool of blood. <<That’s going to give the servants fits. Remind me not to piss off the King-Emperor,>> Zabet added.
 
   “He’s definitely related to Shi-dan,” Rada observed. She scratched under her nose. “Um, Imperial Highness, where is your Honored Sire?”
 
   Tirahla started to answer, then hesitated. “He said he was taking part of the surviving Palace Guard and checking on the females’ wing.” All three commanders looked at each other as Zabet gave a whistling groan. “Which leads into the Imperial quarters, and then into . . .”
 
   “Oh, shit,” the Lord Defender stated quietly as Kirlin covered his eyes with a forefoot. “Zabet, do you remember . . ?”
 
   The True-dragon pointed, then led the way to a battered tapestry, which she pushed aside. She fiddled with a knothole in the panel, pushed in a stone beside the paneling, and shoved. The wall opened just enough for a very skinny Azdhag, or a small humanoid, to slip in. Rada handed Zabet her rifle, bandolier, and weapons belt, adjusted the setting on her blaster, slipped in a fresh gas pack and started easing her way into the hole.
 
   “Lord Defender, what are you doing?” Tirahla hissed, grabbing for her. Zabet blocked him, shaking her head.
 
   “Trust me, Imperial Highness,” the woman asked, then vanished into the dark hole. 
 
   “What’s he going to do? Kill Gray and the others?” Tirahla demanded from Zabet as Kirlin turned to brief the newly arriving soldiers of Shu’s command.
 
   <<I don’t know, Imperial Highness,>> the smaller reptile admitted. <<But the Lord Defender’s ideas have worked this far. We’re here, aren’t we?>>
 
   The prince’s talons screeched on stone, then he made himself relax. “Yes,” he admitted. Then all conversation stopped as a roar came from behind the throne room’s locked doors. The Defenders heard what sounded like blaster shots and screams and a surging growl. Several heavy somethings slammed against the doors. Then the sounds muted before changing into hisses and a shudder of tail thumps. The bars holding the door shut grated back, the large wooden panels slammed open, and a stream of Azdhagi in the robes of Palace servants flowed out of the room. A few caught sight of Tirahla and Kirlin and bowed, but kept moving out of the doorway in a very rapid but orderly manner.
 
   The soldiers outside began working their way into the throne room as Zabet ducked off to the side, making sure no one saw the gap in the wall. A path opened for Kirlin and Tirahla as the remaining servants eased off to the sides of the room, giving the two nobles a clear view of the dais at the head of the chamber. Several dead Azdhagi and humans lay scattered around the Throne Room, while Palace Guards had rifles trained on three nobles and four human officers on the dais. A female in Healer’s robes was taking care of the King-Emperor, whose tail thumped the floor weakly. “What happened?” he demanded.
 
   “And where’s the Lord Defender?” Tirahla asked, looking around for any sign of the mammal.
 
   It took a few minutes to sort out the chaos and when they did, no one knew if they should thank Lord Ni Drako or execute him on the spot. As Tirahla and the others had feared, Chi-tak had brought the Guards in through the Imperial entrance, hoping to surprise the enemy. It hadn’t worked, but as he started to surrender in order to stop the enemy from killing the servants huddling in the middle of the hall, someone shot him. And Gray, and Sheekar as well. The servants and Guard reacted by attacking the hostage takers, killing several before Captain Eishti yelled, “His Majesty’s alive! He’s only stunned and the Prince is outside! Open the doors!” That was the thumping commotion, followed by the orderly flight from the room.
 
   As the males decided what to do and the King-Emperor regained his feet, Zabet and Lord Ni Drako threaded their way into the Throne Room. The Lord Defender paused, hand to the side of his helmet as he listened to a communication, and then replied. He told his concubine something and she reluctantly turned and left the room to wait outside. Ni Drako walked forward, then stopped and knelt five paces from the lowest step, as was proper. Chi-tak studied his servant closely, noting the dirt and blood on his uniform and the array of weapons he sported. Ni Drako remained on one knee but removed his throat protector and helmet, setting them at his side as he awaited his overlord’s pleasure.
 
   “Lord Defender, do you have anything to say in defense of your most recent actions?” Tirahla asked.
 
   “No, Imperial Highness,” Ni Drako said quietly; not moving as the King-Emperor and Prince Imperial approached.
 
   Chi-tak nodded. “Good, because there is none. But well done. Rise, Ni Drako, and report.”
 
   The weary mammal slowly got to her feet. “Imperial Majesty, the Palace and Spaceport are secure. I regret to inform you that Lord Shu is dead of his wounds, and Lord Beerkali seems to have suffered a heart problem, but should recover. All surviving members of Gray’s Raiders, including their commanding officer, are in custody, as are the surviving traitors and their forces.”
 
   Chi-tak’s tail slammed to the floor. “Very good. Lord Ni Drako, you are dismissed. See to your men, then report to Us two hours after the morning meal.”
 
   “Thank you, Imperial Majesty.” She bowed low, backed ten paces and the mammal slowly made her way out of the throne room.
 
   Private Skeet met Rada and Zabet as they made their way back towards where Ni Drako had left the rest of her men. “Lord Mammal, we need you now.” Rada picked up her pace and trotted along behind the worried soldier. They slid around a corner and Ni Drako gasped through clenched teeth as she saw Sergeant Biss laying on the floor next to a brown spray of blood up the wall. Someone had already opened his armor and tried to give him first aid but the large hole in his throat and chest didn’t bode well.
 
   She dropped to her knees beside the unconscious noncom, looking at his wound as she felt under his foreleg for a pulse. “What happened, Skeet?” she sighed. 
 
   “We broke the traitors and humans’ charge, Lord Mammal, and Sergeant Biss stopped firing and got onto his hindlegs to look down the hall when a shot caught him,” the private told her, his spines twitching.
 
   Even as Rada watched, more blood foamed out of the sergeant’s muzzle and poured out of the hole between his throat and his blotchy green chest. His pulse faded, and she bowed her head as he died under her hand. Farking gehanna! I should have checked his armor and MADE him wear everything, she cursed herself. “Go to your ancestors with honor, Biss, and tell Shi-dan you’re his kind of soldier.” Rada opened the bloody pouch hanging from his armor, pouring the contents out so she could count. “Twelve, and I give him two from this last fight. Zabet, you?”
 
   The True-dragon counted her grisly trophies. <<Eight plus one. He won, damn it!>> she said with some annoyance. The survivors managed weak chuckles. 
 
   “He’ll have a heck of an escort,” Ni Drako observed as she stood, then staggered and had to brace her hand against the wall for a moment. “All right men, let’s take care of our people and get them to the barracks.” Corporal Schriik began dividing people up, including House Shu’s troops in the assignments. No one complained and Rada nodded her approval. Someone made a discrete noise behind her and the Wanderer turned to see a Palace servant waiting. “Yes?”
 
   “Will you be retiring to your quarters, my lord, or do you wish hot water and a meal at some other location?” the brown-clad reptile inquired, as if there were not bodies littering the halls and smoke drifting along the ceiling. Rada gave a laugh that bordered on hysterical, then got control of herself.
 
   “I’ll be in my barracks quarters for the moment. My usual rooms will need some repair work before they are usable,” she reminded the servitor.
 
   He bobbed his head. “Very well, my lord. Thank you, sir,” and he bowed and trotted away.
 
   <<This is one weird world,>> Zabet observed, slightly favoring her left forefoot.
 
   “Agreed, Boss. Let’s get cleaned up, shall we?” Rada offered, starting down the corridor towards the barracks.
 
   <<Yup. You know, I think a silk lining would do wonders for my armor,>> Zabet mused. <<Good, heavy samite would be cool in summer, warm in winter, no chafing, and I could get different colors for different occasions.>>
 
    Too tired to laugh, Rada patted her friend’s head just behind the ears. 
 
   <<Biss was good people,>> Zabet said quietly. 
 
   “Yes, he was, and Drakon IV and I were damn lucky to have had him. It’s going to be a long time rebuilding the Defenders,” she sighed. “A long, hard time.”
 
   She and her concubine got cleaned up, ate a little, then retired to the Lord Defender’s small room within the barracks. Rada buried her head under a pillow and cried for her dead and wounded as Zabet snored. 
 
   The next morning, after visiting the wounded and writing the first messages to soldiers’ families and lords, Lord Defender Ni Drako reported to the King-Emperor’s private audience chamber. Prince Imperial Tirahla joined him. The King-Emperor entered and took his seat, then gestured for the others to make themselves comfortable. Tirahla settled carefully on a bench while Rada found an especially thick cushion, in deference to “his” scorched tail. Chi-tak studied his son and Lord Defender with pleasure at the results of their work, then frowned as he considered the problem before him.
 
   “We have decided the fates of the traitor lords, based on their actions and the evidence. But We have not made up our mind as to Colonel Adrian Gray and his men.” Chi-tak informed the pair. “Do you have suggestions?”
 
   Tirahla spoke first. “What does the law say, Honored Sire?”
 
   “Nothing, because there is no precedent for the hiring of foreign mercenary forces, nor for anything more than violation of a business contract,” Chi-tak admitted.
 
   The two reptiles looked towards the Lord Defender, who had closed his eye and frowned in concentration. “Standard penalty for deliberate contract violation is loss of unpaid fees, and of 50% of fees remaining in escrow if unspent, along with cancellation of any contract extensions. Generally the injured party also publicizes the violation and the names of the commanding and ranking officers in the company,” Ni Drako recited. After a pause he opened his silver-grey eye and continued, “I’d need to verify the latest edition of the Rules of War for this region, but any surviving Raiders who have not participated in criminal activities and who have surrendered and cooperated with the authorities are free to depart with their personal equipment and private funds intact, unless local laws prior to the event require differently.”
 
   Tirahla’s tail slammed into the wall beside his seat hard enough to make him wince slightly. “Damn. What if we executed them all, along with the traitors, Ni Drako?”
 
   “Speaking as a mercenary, you’d be screwing yourself Imperial Highness, pardon my bluntness. The next time the Azdhagi fight against hired soldiers you’re going to face very, very stout resistance, and if you try to hire a company, no one worth hiring will even listen to your proposal. I’ve been there, with Krather’s Komets. Don’t do it,” the mammal flatly informed his lords.
 
   “We understand that you have a personal interest in this matter, Lord Defender,” the King-Emperor said quietly, after a thoughtful pause.
 
   The mammal nodded. “Yes, Imperial Majesty. I swore on my blood and honor to seek justice for those murdered at Singing Pines, and I consider the dead at Sunblast to also fall under my vow. If this requires challenging Adrian Gray or whoever ordered or permitted the murders to single combat, or hunting him down after he leaves the Empire, then so be it.”
 
   Tirahla and his father considered their Lord Defender’s words and the situation on Drakon IV. At last the Crown Prince raised a talon. “What if Colonel Gray is brought before a tribunal, along with those of his surviving men who participated in the killings at Sunblast and Singing Pines? How does that fit with the Laws of War, Commander Ni Drako?”
 
   “That would be appropriate and just. Especially if any soldiers not complicit are allowed to leave unharmed. When I commanded the Mustangs I was called in as a neutral observer on a trial of that sort, when Major Voger of Kissik’s Lions was accused of abusing prisoners.” Rada didn’t elaborate but the two reptiles seemed satisfied.
 
   “Very well. That is what We shall do,” Chi-tak announced, rising to his feet. Rada knelt and Tirahla slithered off his bench to bow as his sire left the reception room.
 
    
 
   A sixt later, after the data had been collected and time allowed for the preparation of a defense, the Crown of Drakon IV formally tried Colonel Adrian Gray, colonel commandant of Gray’s Raiders, for violation of the Laws of War in permitting or ordering the killing of civilian noncombatants. Rada had put out a discrete word among her contacts but had been unable to find a neutral party willing to observe the trial. “He owes too many people, Commander Ni Drako,” Major Angus Morphael, the Wolfcats’ executive officer explained. “Ask me over a beer some time and I’ll give you all the dirt. Have you tried anyone from Division Eight’s officer corps?” She had, with no success. Rada wasn’t happy about not having a neutral witness at the proceedings but it sounded like there would be no repercussions for the Empire whatever verdict was reached.
 
   “Colonel Gray, I have a question,” the Lord Defender said. “Who gave the permission to kill noncombatants on the estates of fugitive nobles?”
 
   The man shrugged. “No one did that I know of.”
 
   The Prince Imperial held up a talon. “No one gave permission, or no one killed noncombatants, Colonel Gray?”
 
   “There are no noncombatants under Azdhagi law,” the lean man stated, causing Rada’s eye to open wide. Gray continued, “So I see no difficulty with the measures taken at Singing Pines and Sunblast.”
 
   “Do you care to elaborate that statement, Colonel?” Tirahla inquired, leaning forward with interest.
 
   The human glanced back and forth between his interrogators. “Everyone swears allegiance to a noble, who can call on those individuals at any time for military service, as you well know. Thus, technically, there are no noncombatants or strict civilians,” he explained a little smugly. “If any of my men got a little carried away protecting themselves, it was because they were provoked.”
 
   Lord Ni Drako, the Crown Prince and the Royal Justicar considered his argument. Ni Drako had her own thoughts on the matter and her flattened ears made them quite clear. The Justicar made the rattling hiss that served as throat clearing for Azdhagi, then said, “Colonel, your understanding of Azdhagi law is good, but incomplete. It is true that all Azdhagi swear their allegiance to a liege. But not until they are twelve summers old. Prior to that point, they are purely civilians and prohibited from all but voluntary military service. Thus they are also protected from deliberate targeting or use as hostages, per the general laws regulating the conduct of war, unless the individual chooses to take up arms in other than self defense.”
 
   “Ni Drako, what were the ages of those killed on my Honored Sire’s estate?” Prince Tirahla asked.
 
   She double-checked her notes. “Two had four summers, five had eight summers, and one each at six and nine, plus the two not-born. The rest were of oath-age, Imperial Highness.”
 
   “And at Sunblast?” The prince’s voice had a deadly edge to it.
 
   The Justicar looked up from his own notes. “Probably nineteen or twenty under oath age, Highness. Many of the remains were too badly scattered and broken to identify ages clearly, according to the reports.”
 
   Tirahla rose to his feet and the others followed suit. The prince’s neck spines flared until they were straight out, and the tip of his tail went rigid with anger, although his voice remained mild. “Do you have anything else to say in your defense, Colonel Gray?”
 
   The human snorted in derision. “Nah. You stacked the court, so why should I bother? Plus the fools who hired my company no doubt lied about what happened at the estates, and since I’m ‘just a mammal’ you won’t listen to my side of things.”
 
   At the prince’s nod Rada stepped forward. “You are in error, Colonel. Despite your having grossly violated your initial contract with the Crown, we had intended to let you and any surviving troopers not convicted of murder go free, and would have provided transportation to a neutral world, while following standard procedures for contract violation. That still stands for your men and women.”
 
   The Royal Justicar picked up the sword of judgment. “This tribunal finds Adrian Gray, colonel commandant of Grey’s Raiders, guilty of multiple counts of murder for knowingly allowing the killing of noncombatant civilians. The penalty is death.”
 
   Tirahla nodded again and Rada’s claws flashed out as she leapt at the human. She dug into the man’s neck, severing his jugular vein with the claws on one hand while the knife in her other hand slit his windpipe open before he could defend himself. The smell of blood and death filled the small courtroom and the Wanderer and the Azdhagi watched as the human choked and strangled, their faces impassive.
 
   “Will this complete your vow?” the Prince Imperial asked of the Lord Defender.
 
   She bowed at the waist towards him. “Yes, Imperial Highness. The dead will sleep quietly.”
 
   Justice for the traitors also came swiftly. Chi-tak didn’t even give the traitorous nobles the option of suicide, as was their traditional right. Instead, they were hung, slowly, then beheaded and their heads dumped into the Zhangki River. In further humiliation, the traitors’ tails were buried in a pit that had been dug out of the palace spaceport’s pavement and the bodies cremated in a mass pile. Chi-tak ordered the ashes divided arbitrarily and sent to the former nobles’ families, along with notice of the confiscation of their holdings. 
 
   The Crown retained fully half of the reclaimed estates, dividing the rest among the loyal nobles and some of the soldiers, including Sergeant Schriik, who happily moved his family to a new, small estate north of Skytouched. “Well, this eases my pension budget,” his commanding officer observed. Pensions for the families of those killed fighting beside the Lord Defender for the King-Emperor came from the revenues of the new Crown properties, which seemed quite fair to the Lord Defender.
 
   “You wish no reward, Lord Defender?” His Imperial Majesty sounded stunned and Rada didn’t blame him. She knelt before him in his private reception chamber, where she had been summoned to explain her refusal of lands and public honors.
 
    “I must remain outside of politics as much as is possible, which I cannot do if I own landed property,” she reminded her liege. As much as I want some of the glory, it’s a bad precedent. Drakon IV’s average people needed credit to go to the Defenders, the Lord Defender, and the Azdhagi nobles, not to Rada Ni Drako the individual.
 
   The King-Emperor mulled over his Lord Defender’s words and reluctantly acknowledged the wisdom in them. “Very well. We will confine Our greatest public praise and rewards to Lords Kirlin and Beerkali, House Shu, and to your soldiers. But We will make it known that a mammalian mercenary, currently Lord Defender, led the attacks that began the reconquest.” He paused, then continued, “And We grant you this boon: We claim no revenue from either Burnt Mountain or Singing Pines this year. All goes to you to use as you see fit.” Chi-tak had a shrewd idea that Lord Ni Drako would simply put the funds back into the estates, but that was his choice to make. 
 
   Chi-tak paused, studying Lord Ni Drako. “We are also considering a revision to the domestic laws, based on what We have seen in Lady Zabet and Lady Mee-Kirlin. We propose to allow females to act as deputy mates when their mates or lords are absent or incapacitated. They may not inherit, and their mate’s and lord’s word remains final, but it seems to Us that females deserve that much of a reward. Will you accept that, Rada Lord Ni Drako, in lieu of lands and honors, should the Planetary and Imperial councils agree?”
 
   Even one as unused to mammalian body language as Chi-tak could read the joy on Ni Drako’s features. “Yes, Imperial Majesty! Thank you!” She dropped her head almost to the floor.
 
   The King-Emperor was pleased. “You are dismissed and may leave for Our estates if you wish.”
 
   Rada got to her feet and bowed again. “Thank you, Imperial Majesty,” was all she said, and all that needed to be said.
 
   
  
 



Epilogue: Twelve Years Later
 
    
 
   Lord Ni Drako awoke from her afternoon nap a bit groggy but otherwise refreshed. It had been a strenuous hunt that morning and she’d needed the rest after keeping up with the Prince Imperial for the entire chase. She dressed for supper, then thumbed over the afternoon’s messages. Someone scratched politely on the outer door and she called, “Enter.”
 
   The wood and brass panel eased open and Zabet came in, followed by a medium-sized, solid grey female. The adult female looked around a bit shyly before bowing low to Rada. Rada studied her, trying to place the youngster. Then her eye widened in recognition and she smiled. 
 
   <<This is Greykin and she has a request of House Ni Drako,>> Zabet informed her lord.
 
   “You may rise, Greykin. What can I do for you?” Rada asked gently.
 
   The reptile hesitated, then said, “My foster sire told me that House Ni Drako offered my mate-gift.”
 
   Zabet already had Rada’s personal accounts pulled up on the computer, as well as a list of that year’s mate gifts from Burnt Mountain’s records. The noble skimmed the figures, nodded, then leaned forward. “And you have found someone who pleases you?”
 
   Greykin leaned back a little, confused. “I am acceptable to him and his family, my lord.”
 
   Rada got up from her seat at the desk and knelt so she could be at eye level with the female. “But is he acceptable to you? If not, I won’t give anything until you do find someone you like,” she said sternly.
 
   Greykin looked away. “He is good, my lord: a hard worker and kind. I find him attractive. Is that enough?”
 
   The mammal stood, laying a hand on the soft, scaly shoulder. “It is enough. House Ni Drako will give two hundred credits, five sacks of grain and twenty pounds of forged iron as your mate gift, Greykin.”
 
   Rada and Zabet smothered their laughter at the Azdhag female’s astonished expression. Her jaw sagged open and her tail went absolutely rigid with surprise at Ni Drako’s generosity. “I, I, my Lord Mammal! That’s, thank you! Oh thank you!” and she bowed to the floor.
 
   “You are very welcome, Greykin. You more than earned it, a decade ago. You and your mate have my best wishes for a bright and peaceful future. You may go and tell your foster-sire my words.” The reptile bowed again, almost scraping the floor, and backed away. “Greykin, who is your foster-sire?” Rada asked, getting ready to make the payment.
 
   “Huntmaster Bala, Lord Mammal.”
 
   “Thank you. You may go,” and Rada waited until the door shut before sitting back down and smiling. “Well, something good came out of that nightmare,” she told Zabet.
 
   <<Yes. You know that Bala and his mate have no juniors of their own? All of their juniors are war orphans,>> Zabet explained.
 
   “I never realized,” Rada admitted, scratching her boss’s ears.
 
   The True-dragon swished her tail. <<They took in four: Greykin, an older female who mated into a hunting family, a male that’s a hunter apprentice, and the youngest is dead set certain he’s going into the Defenders as soon as he’s old enough.>>
 
   “If he’s anything like his foster father, I’ll have an excellent second in command in a few decades,” Rada chuckled. “Or have my hands full.” And so it was.
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