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Chapter 1

   
   
 “If I wake you up, will you hit me up side the head?” brought Kris Longknife back to wakefulness. 
 Without opening her eyes, Kris took stock of her situation. 
 Pregnant.  Check.

 Exhausted.  Check. 
 Tummy upset.  Check. 
 Want to roll over and go back to sleep?  You bet. 
 “Consider yourself hit up side the head,” Kris managed to croak at Abby. 
 “I got some milk.  Even got a straw so you won’t have to get your head up.” 
 Kris sipped cool milk that quickly coated her queasy stomach. 
 “Do I smell something heavenly?” 
 “Fresh ginger cookies,” Abby reported.  “Cookie’s hired himself an Ostrich for a table boy who’s doing double duty as a runner.” 
 “He knows it’s life or death if I don’t get my cookies,” Kris said, reaching for one and nibbling at it.  It was warm, chewy and delicious.  Just what her tummy wanted. 
 “I have to get up,” was more a question than an order. 
 “Sorry, Baby Ducks, but you’re the only one that can negotiate land use permits with the locals, or so you insist.  Jack’s plane is two hours out of the guano mine.  You’re due to meet him there, then go puddle jumping all over the veldt to make the acquaintance of some really kicky birds.  You want me to come along?” 
 “You thinking my ass might need saving today?” 
 “Kind of.  Also, Pipra thinks I’d be the most acceptable person from her staff to look out for their interests while you’re pulling this particular miracle out of your hat.” 
 “So, you’ll serve two masters, huh?” 
 “Saving your neck is always job one,” Abby assured Kris. 
 “Be sure to wear your spider silks.” 
 “Already got them on.” 
 Three hours later, two longboats loaded with Marines, Abby, Amanda and Jacques and a dozen Ostriches were on final approach.  Parked off on the apron waiting was a large, four engine transport.  The Marines’ three gun rigs and one armored gun truck drove off the longboats and right into the transport. 
 Kris took a walk across the apron to a welcoming committee made up of Jack and the former Navy frigate skipper who now oversaw the shit farm for his crimes. 
 “We have a minor problem here, Kris,” Jack said, still bandaged and wrapped but offering Kris a pinky finger for a hug. 
 “And my new problem is . . .?” Kris said, hugging the one finger. 
 “Sampson and Mugeridge began a hunger strike yesterday,” the mine manager said, naming the two officers responsible for Kris’s present uncomfortable condition as well as the child under her heart.   
 “I don’t know how they found out that ships were headed back to human space, but they did and quickly declared themselves on a hunger strike until and unless they get a ride home.” 
 Kris suspected that the scowl on her face was at least as bad as Jack’s.  Kris shook her head.  “There may be a lottery for a few slots open for that run, but those two will not have their names in the hat.” 
 “I’ll pass that along to them,” the former Navy officer said. 
 “Would you like to get your name in the lottery?” Jack asked. 
 “No, sir,” he answered immediately.  “All by myself I screwed up the best job a man can have, skipper of my own ship.  It’s hard to believe I was that stupid.  Anyway, no. I’m doing good work here.  Truth is, I’m hoping that you might find a garbage scow you need a skipper for,” he said, nodding toward Kris.  “I know I don’t deserve it, but maybe the next time you have to put a sub under the ice of that moon to shoot Hellburners at base ships, you’ll consider me.” 
 “That was damn near a suicide mission,” Jack pointed out. 
 “I doubt I’ll get a better command,” the ex-skipper admitted. 
 “Keep your nose clean and stay squared away and I’ll think about that,” Kris allowed. 
 “Thank you, Admiral.  Now, about my two problem children?” 
 “Any idea how they learned what was happening up on Cannopus Station?” 
 “No ma’am, and that bothers me.  We don’t get a lot of news here.  What with our long work day, we could care less about anything not at the end of our noses.  I admit that them knowing what I didn’t does make me wonder where the grapevine is.” 
 “Find out,” Kris said.  Maybe she did have more troubles on the Constellation than she wanted. 
 “And about the two?” 
 “Tell them they’ve still got to produce their work quota.  If they die, they can rest assure no one will bother to read their obit here.  There’s no media to carry it.  Work and eat.  Don’t eat, they still work.” 
 The former officer grinned.  “My thoughts exactly.” 
 “The plane is loaded, Kris.  We’re burning daylight,” Jack pointed out. 
 They jogged toward their plane.  It was taxiing out to the runway as they belted in.  Once airborne, Kris went forward to the flight deck to get a better view of this land she was dickering for. 
 They were flying up a broad river that slowly meandered through a land flatter than any Kris had ever seen.  In some places, the river opened up into vast marshes.  The flood plain went on forever as it slowly rose to bluffs miles away on both sides of the main course.  Trees dotted the land as it rolled away in breaks that led to uplands where a sea of grass covered rolling hills that went on as far as the eye could see. 
 But what roved that grassland was mind boggling. 
 Herds of four legged critters of every size and shape, from small and fast to huge and ponderous.  Here were more of the things the colonials called elephants, but even bigger. 
 “Do you have any idea where we’re going?” Kris asked the pilot. 
 “I’ve got a pretty good idea.  I’m told this is the time of year for great gatherings among the Ostriches.  The orbital take has identified two large ones.  One on each side of the river.  I’m headed for the larger of them.” 
 “Can you land down there?” 
 “I took your man Jacques to visit a lot of these folks a bit ago.  I didn’t wreck the plane then.  I suspect I can manage now.  We got nanos to take the measure of any landing strip I think is too risky, ma’am.” 
 “I apologize for asking,” Kris said. 

You should have asked me, Kris.  I could have told you.


You’re right, Nelly.  I’ll try and keep my foot out of my mouth by asking you next time.

 They continued to fly up river, but now the plane was bearing toward the left-hand bank of the river.  Finally, the pilot banked into a turn that had Kris tightly gripping the handholds on the overhead.   
 A couple of minutes of flying over the sea of grass, dotted with tree lines that marked of small streams or medium size river, and the pilot said, “I think we’ve got our first tribe.” He pointed at widely spread out groupings of grass huts along a river valley just coming up ahead of them. 
 Kris went back to her seat and left the pilots to go about their business. 
   
   
 



   

Chapter 2

   
   
 The village was too close to a small watercourse and its trees and marches; the big transport settled down several klicks away, leaving a long trail behind it of crushed grass that stood at least a meter high around them.   
 The Marines mounted up and drove their three light, six-wheel drive gun rigs off the cargo deck.  Kris and her team, with five Ostriches, drove out last in the armored gun truck.   
 Five more Ostriches were from the tribes on the other side of the river.  They stayed in the plane.  Kris had noted half the Ostriches sat on one side of the plane, surrounded by Marines, and the other five sat on the other, equally under guard. 

I could have told you, Kris.


I didn’t make a fool of myself, so that was something I didn’t need to know.


You humans are not nearly curious enough. 


We humans have our limits.  We learn to live with them.

 Enough said, Kris stood in her gun truck, trying to see everything at once. 
 She needed to. 
 There were a whole lot of things to see.  Herds of herbivores dotted the land around them. Most looked more interested in chewing grass.  There was an exception. 
 One beastie thing wasn’t quite as large as the so-called elephant, but it made up for its lack of size by having three tusks on its nose, each bigger than the next. 
 And a nasty disposition. 
 One male took a dislike to these new intruders.  First it got several females and young running away, then it turned and trotted toward the lead Marine gun rig. 
 They could have blown it apart with the main chain gun on the rig, but one Marine leveled one of the hunting rifles they’d made for the locals as the Marine rigs came to a halt. 
 The three-horned nightmare stopped for a moment.  Then it bellowed rage and charged. 
 The Marine fired once.  Kris would have sworn he hit the thing, but it kept coming.  He worked the bolt and fired again.  Then a third time. 
 Only then did the monster rumble to a halt.  It bellowed a second time, blood flowing from its mouth.  Even then, it stumbled forward.  The Marine took a fourth shot. 
 The huge thing keeled over, bellowed once more, then breathed its last. 
 The Marines formed a security perimeter, and Kris went forward to examine the thing. 
 Even dead and on its side, it was as tall as her.  “Good Lord,” was all Kris could find words to say. 
 The five Ostriches were delighted.  They bit large chunks of meat off the mountain of flesh.  “Good eats.  Good eats even if dead,” one told Kris. 
 “Is there any way we can get this dinner to the village?” Kris asked Gunny. 
 One of the gun rigs backed up to the carcass.  A tow chain was wrapped around its three horns.  A moment later a bar of Smart Metal TM was converted into a sled.  The beast was pulled onto it and everything attached to the gun rig. 
 Minutes later, they were on their way, only now, the Ostriches insisted on running along beside the meat.  Occasionally one of them would take a bite out of it and chew the bloody mess.   
 “No accounting for tastes,” a Marine was heard to mutter. 
 They rolled over a low hill and down into a shallow valley.  In the middle distance, a river clad in green growth meandered along.  Beside it, spread a large collection of grass and reed huts.  “This is a lot larger than any of the villages I visited,” Jacques told Kris.  “I think you may have a spot of luck.” 
 “I could use some.  What kind of luck might I finally be having?” 
 “I think this is a gathering of tribes.  It happens every spring.  They get together to have races and other contests.  Women look for husbands, that kind of stuff.  Any disagreements among the different tribes are settled.  Usually by some kind of physical contest that likely won’t result in someone becoming dead.” 
 “Likely.” 
 “You can never tell when these birds go at each other.” 
 “Gee thanks, oh mighty guesser about strange customs,” Kris said, dryly. 
 “Coming from a Longknife, I’ll take that as high praise,” Jacque answered through a chuckle. 
 The four Marine vehicles drove slowly into the valley.  Two Marines gun rigs led the way, including the one towing the dead three-horned beast.  Kris in her gun truck followed with one rig pulling up the rear.  They cautiously approached the central village of the many stretched out along the river.   
 The five Ostriches running alongside dinner were joined by many others taking bites as well. 
 “I think they’re praising your gift, Kris,” Nelly said.  “Either that, or the tastiness of the chow.” 
 “I think it’s the gift,” Jacques said.  “At least, it should be the gift if they were getting it from a hunter of their own.” 
 They came to a clearing and the four rigs halted.  In front of four of the largest huts in the villages were poles with different animal skulls on them.  None were very large.  If Kris stripped the skull of her kill and call it her totem, she’d outweigh all of them combined. 
 “Two of those totems are like gazelle and zebra.  The other two are critters that root in the ground and have nasty attitudes.” 
 “And I am big horned meanie that stomps things,” Kris said.  “I hope that’s a good opening.” 
 It seemed so.  Lots of Ostriches, several with the fewer, but longer feathers of elders, gathered around the meat and joined in chomping off bites and praising its taste.  Others were bumping chests with the five returning workers from the space station. 
 “Most questions seem to center on why they’re back,” Nelly said.  “Everyone knows they signed a half year contract.  They’re telling anyone listening that they brought the sky walkers home to talk about a range for the sky walkers to feed on.  Yes, I think I got that.  They say everyone can eat as well as this everyday if the sky walkers are around.” 
 “Are they doing our bargaining for us?” Kris asked Jacques. 
 “Not so much bargaining as laying the ground work, I’d say.  Oh, that’s what was in the duffle bags.” 
 One of the returning workers pulled a rifle from a bag he’d left in Kris’s rig.  Soon the others had drawn like weapons.  They looked like Colonial rifles but had a much longer stock to get it against the big bird’s shoulder.  The sights were on the far side of the gun, not along the top.  This allowed them to fold their long necks over the top and still get a solid sight picture.  The trigger was well up toward the middle of the rifle, although the bolt action was further back.   
 The Ostrich would have to take the weapon out of his shoulder lock to work the action.  It would be a slow process until they got semi-automatics rifles. 
 That told Kris that an Ostrich or Rooster could not have been yesterday’s assassin.  She was busy just now; she’d have to mention this later to the general she had investigating that bit of misbehavior.  
 No surprise, the rifles were a great hit among the Ostriches.   
 “Kris, they want to go hunting.  I foresee a problem, though, if they do,” Jacques said. 
 “If they hunt out the area around here, they’ll have to move camp sooner, right?” 
 “Right.” 
 “Gunny,” Kris shouted. 
 “Admiral.” 
 “Hold one gun rig here with half your troop.  Have the gun rigs go hunting with our five and as many of the other hunters as you can cram into the three rigs.  Go at least ten miles out before you shoot anything.” 
 Gunny’s, “Aye, aye, ma’am,” was neutral.  Apparently, this was no great idea, but not one of her worst. 
 Jacques went to tell the returning hunters what Kris was offering, and soon four of them piled into the three rigs with others hanging off every hand hold available and riding on the hood as well.   
 The fifth yard worker, rifle in hand, came to stand beside Kris as four groups of elders strode out to meet with her in front of the gun truck.   
 “My egg warmer is the mightiest hunter of the plains.  He is meeting now with the strong hunters.  They make a hand of fast walking people.” 

That’s tribes, Jacques provided on Nelly net. 
 “He whose path I follow with many others would have words with you,” the worker Ostrich said.  “He would see what you want all to see.  You may speak true words now to him.” 
 The four groups squatted down, quietly eyeing Kris. 
 Kris squatted down, too.  When she spoke, it was eye to eye. 
 “I am the hunter who leads hunters among the stars,” she began and quickly took them through the space battles she’d fought with “those who will stomp all heads.  All eggs.  Even walk off with the air you breathe.” 
 That caused an uproar.   
 It only ended when the Ostrich who had come home proclaimed that he too had fought this enemy.  He had worked among many to shoot a laser on one of Kris’s ships.   
 It took a while to explain that, but when he finished, the others were back squatting and eyeing Kris. 
 Kris then took up the tale, describing the gifts that came to those who worked for the sky walkers.  The rifles were already in evidence.  Marines behind Kris started showing pots and pans for cooking meat and knives for butchering it.  Kris tried to explain that cooked meat fed more people.  That got blank stares.   
 When the Marines brought out communication gear and TVs, things got more interesting.  Kris had several of the elders talk to Ostriches in the hunting parties that had left earlier.  They bragged about hunting plenty of good meat. 
 There were a few remarks about eating dead meat, but there were also plenty more in favor of eating a hearty meal that the old and young didn’t have to run after. 
 Off in a corner, Kris watched as a mother, or at least a care giver, regurgitated meat for a small one.  So, that was how moms without boobs did it. 
 The conversation ended as the four groups turned in among themselves.   
 “They’re interested in what we have to offer them,” Jacques whispered softly to Kris.  “Now they’re wondering what they can us to give to get this stuff for them.  Notice that our Ostrich is heading over to stand with his pa.  This may get interesting.” 
 If it got interesting, it did at a very low decibel level.  There were a lot of backward glances at Kris and her Marines.  No doubt, the difference between the trade rifles and the M-6's was not lost on the local elders and hunters. 
 Finally, the shipyard Ostrich came back to Kris.  “They want to talk more among themselves.  I have told them that you want land within our hunting grounds to grow your food.  Lots of seeds for you to eat.  We do not grow seeds.  We gather some to eat with our meat, but this is a very strange thing for us,” he said, dipping his head up and down on his long neck.  
 “I see.  I see your ways.  I have eaten in your mess.  I see how one can work here and eat food from somewhere else.  Still, it took me many days to grasp such a strange hunt.  I will try to help my egg warmer see your strange hunt, but it may take more than one sunset.” 
 “Let us eat what our hunters have brought from far away and gnaw at this,” Kris said. 
 “Yes, this is a lot to gnaw on among many wise elders,” the young leader said. 
 Kris settled back in her gun truck, out of the sun that was growing hotter.  One Marine gun rig brought back a load of meat with some very enthusiastic hunters.  In no time at all, it was headed back with a new collection of hunters as those from the first hunt joined the talk with their elders. 
 Through the morning, trucks came back and left just as quickly. 
 “Are they hunting out this area?” Kris asked Jacques. 
 “Each shift is going someplace else,” he told Kris.  “I think that is what is so exciting to these hunters.  One hunts near the rocks.  Another hunts close to the trees.  Still another near the watering hole.  They’re excited to see how many places they can hunt in one day.  I think the gun rigs are just as exciting as the rifles.” 
 “You may have a point,” Jack said.  He’d been quiet most of the day. 
 “You okay?” Kris asked. 
 “I’m on pain meds.  Rule one.  Don’t make a fool of yourself,” Jack said wryly 
 “Get off your feet and into the truck,” Kris said in not quite an order voice. 
 Jack didn’t argue with her, but with a quick nod to Gunny, did as he was told. 
 NELLY, HOW BAD WAS THAT ‘FLESH WOUND’?

 JACK’S MEDICAL RECORDS ARE SEALED.  I CAN BREAK IN, BUT I THINK THAT WOULD BE DISHONORABLE, KRIS.

 Kris scowled, and settled in to wait.  She’d started the ball rolling.  There was nothing to do while it rolled around. 
 As light gun rigs brought back more food, the discussions among the birds got more animated.  Kris had seen enough. 
 “Nelly, get me Admiral Benson.” 
 “You rang, Admiral,” came only a second later. 
 “Who came up with the idea of designing rifles specifically for the Ostriches?” 
 “Several, including the boys that were up here working for us.  Some folks took them out to a gaming gallery and they loved to shoot, but hated human rifles.  They made up one for the shooter game.  We modified the design last night and knocked out ten of them.  They going over as well as I’d bet?” 
 “Probably better.  How many more have you got?” 
 “Last time I checked, we had forty done out of one hundred ordered.  Why?” 
 “I need as many as you can get on a longboat, along with eight electric wagons, with say a single axle trailer for each and at least four recharging stations.” 
 “Gifts?” 
 “Gifts to get the idea across that you want to give us gifts.” 
 “They should be down in six hours.” 
 “Nelly, get the transport headed back to the mine.  Benson, we’ll need as much as this again for the next negotiations.”   
 “I figured as much.  I’ll have them ready tomorrow morning.  Should I drop you down some place to stay tonight.” 
 “Temporary quarters would be nice.” 
 “I’ll get you some prefabs on the drop.  Maybe even a few extra gun trucks and trailers.” 
 “Yeah.  It looks like this is going to take a while.” 
 “Pipra was wondering if you had a deal inked yet.” 
 “Tell her to hold her horses.  Rome wasn’t built in a day and I doubt they talk my ancestors out of New York with a few beads and trinkets in one afternoon.” 
 “You touchy?” 
 “No, I just don’t want to go down in the history books with the wrong company.” 
 “Change is heading at these folks with the power of an alien base ship.” 
 “I know, Admiral.  I know,” Kris said with a sigh. 
 Talk went on as noon came and went.  More food arrived.  The hunters were delighted with the rifles.  A few of the senior hunters tried to lay claim to the rifles the workers had brought home.  Elders may not have known how to read Kris’s face, but the way the Marines held their rifles at the ready got attention.  
 The young workers were not hassled further. 
 The second pulse of Marines, this time accompanied by electric wagons and more rifles arrived six hours later before matters got out of hand.  One of the hunting parties laid out an airstrip closer to the villages.  
 Kris distributed the electric carts and wagons, recharging stations and forty rifles with twenty round of ammunition among the elders of the four tribes. 
 That took a lot of pressure off the behavior of many of the young bucks.  Now it was the elders passing out the gifts to their choice people.  There was trouble enough there, but those who lost out in that round of gift giving were quick to listen to the workers and present themselves to Jacques for recruitment. 
 “You give them work.  They give you food and rifles,” was easily understood. 
 “I hope these rifles don’t start a whole lot of trouble,” Jack was heard to mumble. 
 “No doubt it will,” Kris said.  “We’re surfing the curl of a tidal wave.  You got to be quick, careful and ready to change.” 
 A small camp quickly grew up on the upstream side of the village.  Ostriches were amazed when a small box blew up into a large hut, then turned solid as rock when what looked like strange smelling water was sprayed.  The shower and toilet fascinated them, but their proper use eluded them, even when the young returnees tried to explain it.  
 Privacy was another thing new to them.  Only the words of those who’d been with the humans got across the idea that when a door was closed, you didn’t open it and walk in. 
 Marines standing guard helped. 
 Kris cuddled up next to Jack and prepared to sleep the night away. 
 Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way. 
   
   
 



   

Chapter 3

   
   
 While the Ostriches fought for honor and fame, they had never had much of anything to fight over.  Still, every male had the right to challenge anyone to a fight, anytime.  The fights went up to and including kicking their heads off if one didn’t run first. 
 Someone challenged one of the rifle holders to a fight.  The first challenge was to one of the hunters who had been given a rifle by his chief.  That started it. 
 Fortunately for the shipyard workers, they put two and two together quickly and beat feet for the Marine camp.  The Marines made it immanently clear that they frowned upon people issuing challenges to those under their protection. 
 Still, Gunny got Kris up to take in what was happening in the villages located downhill from them, closer to the river. 
 “It’s a bloody mess,” he observed. 
 “I didn’t see that coming,” Jacques admitted. 
 “Isn’t this why they call economics the dismal science?” Kris said.  “When there’s too little of what people want, the price goes up.  In this case, if you can take it, it’s yours.  Jacques, would you feel safe bringing me the elders?” 
 “So long as I don’t have a gun and the Marines are in full battle rattle,” the anthropologist answered.  
 Kris looked around her encampment.  Most of it was very high tech.  “Gunny, get me a fire going.”  Kris had seen no fire in the Ostrich villages.  Something lower tech might be more impressive than indoor plumbing. 
 Ten minutes later, Jacques and his Marines returned with four very separate and cautious groups of hunters and elders. 
 “How’d it go?” Kris asked. 
 “One dumb bird tried to butt chest with a Marine in full battle armor,” Jacques said with a rather grim grin.  “He’ll be a long time butting anyone else.” 
 The groups of elders held back in the shadows beyond the fire. 
 “Gunny, toss some more cow dung on the fire,” Kris ordered.  They’d found no wood to burn close to the camp.  They had found a lot of the droppings of the grazing animals.  The survival manual said it might burn.  It did, very brightly. 
  No surprise, fire appeared to be totally new to the locals.  The gathered elders eyed and its light, then the worker Ostriches that stood with the Marines around it.  Slowly, they worked their way into the flames light and warmth.  They approached, but stayed well away from Kris and her armed and armored Marines as well as each other. 
 Kris and baby had had enough squatting; a Marine brought her out a chair.  She also no longer wanted these birds to think of her as their equal.  Her attitude was changing.  There’s needed to change as well. 
 Kris’s eyes swept the birds huddled at the edge of the fire’s light.  “I gave you gifts.  What have you done with them?” As Kris spoke Nelly translated. 
 No one ventured to answer her question. 
 “Does your tribe use my gifts to feed you or kick heads until you will not have enough hunters to feed you?” 
 Again, there was no answer from the shamed face elders. 
 “Should I take back my gifts?” Kris asked. 
 The silence to that was broken when one hunter with a rifle muttered something. 

He said no one will take back his rock thrower.

 “Gunny, put a round between his legs.” 
 “Corporal,” 
 In a blink, an M-6 came up.  A shot rang out and a gout of dust rose between the bird’s legs.  He jumped up, stung by the dirt and maybe a stone.   
 He brought his rifle up.  He brought it up but he didn’t put his finger on the trigger.  He did not fire. 
 Instead, he whirled and ran into the dark. 
 Kris turned to the senior yard worker.  “Have you explained to your people how the rifles need ammunition?  No ammunition.  No game.  It’s just a big club.” 
 “I have tried to show them that.  Some people have a hard time seeing what they do not want to see.” 
 “Gunny, what kind of ammunition did we distribute?” 
 “Four stripper clips of five with each rifle.  Most of them shoot more than that today.  It takes them a while to get the hang of a sight picture, ma’am.” 
 “No doubt.”   
 Kris turned back to the elders. 
 “Can you hold the water in your hands and walk from the river to here?” 
 That got heads slowly shaking. 
 “Can you hold the prey herds in one place for you to eat forever?” 
 More head were shaking. 
 “I give.  You give.  I give rifles.  I want you to give me land my people can build huts like these on,” Kris said, indicating the building behind her.  “My people will cause the land to give up food just as my rifles cause the herds to give up meat.  We will follow herds that will stay on our land and give us more meat than your herds give you.  That is our way.  Come and see and it can become your way.” 
 “Do you want all our land?” one Elder said, standing up, and making a kick with his right leg, no doubt issuing a formal challenge to Kris if that was her intent. 
 “We want only parts of your land that you seldom use,” Kris said.  “You use this land to walk through from one of your hunting grounds to another.  We will leave land open for you to walk on, but other land, we will use for our food.  As a few hunters have feed many people today, so a hand of our hunters can feed a tribe of our people.” 
 “A hand feed a tribe?” went like a murmur through the elders. 
 “After the next season of rain, you will see,” Kris said. 
 “My eggborn never went hungry while he was above the sky where you walk,” one elder said.  Apparently, he was the mighty one.  The senior yard worker was standing beside him. 
 “We do not know hunger,” Kris said.  At present, it wasn’t too much of a lie. 
 A shot came out of the night, slammed into Kris and knocked her and her chair over. 
 Kris found herself staring up at the night sky.  On the roof of the hut, a Marine sniper had his rifle up.  Three shots answered the one. 
 “Got him, Gunny,” the Marine reported. 
 Gunny snapped an order and four Marines ran into the night.  A minute or so later, they returned dragging the bird who’d muttered before Kris and gotten a round between his legs for his effort. 
 The Marines deposited the body by the fire.  Gunny was just helping Kris up when one Marine offered her the man’s rifle. 
 Kris took it, stripped the bolt, palmed the firing pin, and sniffed the recently fired barrel.  She offered the barrel to the shipyard worker.   
 He sniffed it.  “This was just shot.  This is the rifle that shot my leader and employer.” 
 Leader was a familiar word on his beak.  Employer came out in mangled standard. 
 “Does anyone doubt this man owes a blood price?” the space station worker demanded of those still squatting in the dirt on the other side of the campfire from Kris. 
 “But where is her blood?” one asked.  Even in the local tongue, Kris could hear the shock. 
 “You do not beat chest with us,” Kris said.  “You do not use our own rifles against us,” Kris said, taking the rifle bullet from her chest and tossing it to the young worker. 
 He took the spent round and walked it around the fire for all the elders to get a good look at. 
 “You have seen what a bullet looks like,” the worker said.  “If you have bitten into meat and found the bullet that killed it, you have seen a bullet like this.  This is such a bullet.  Look upon the leader of the star walkers.  See that this bullet did no harm to her.” 
 “I think they just realized who they’re bargaining with,” Jacques whispered to Kris. 
 “If you sup with the devil, you’ll need a long spoon,” she said. 
 “And I don’t think they have anything nearly long enough for a handle.  You will note, however, that none of them are bowing down to you.  I still can’t figure out what they use for a god, but you are not one.” 
 “I have no problem with that,” Kris said. 
 “Is there anyone who demands a blood price from me?” Kris said firmly to the gathered elders. 
 They looked at each other.  Finally, the father of the senior yard worker spoke.  “His blood was upon his own head.  It is you who may demand a blood price.” 
 “I ask no blood price of a fool.  Let his blood price be the lesson you learn here.  Elders, control your hunters.  Let there be no more blood lost over my gifts.  Do this, or there will be no more bullets from me when you have used up those I gave you. 
 “As for this rifle,” Kris said, raising the rifle up that had been used to shoot her, she slammed it down.  The long wooden stock gave and the rifle was suddenly in two halves. 
 “That will happen to any gift used against its giver.” 
 The elders now walked into the darkness.  The five young birds who had been so excited to return home stayed close to the fire.  Jacques went aside with them, then brought them back to nest down close by the fire before returning to Kris. 
 “None of them ever expected to say it, but they feel safer among us than they do among their own people.” 
 “That won’t last.  Once they get over the shock of the introduction of rifles, things will settle down.” 
 “And then they’ll change some more, Kris.  We are a warm wind blowing through here, stirring up all kinds of new.  Some is shiny.  Some is just new.  I know there’s no way to avoid it, but it’s still tough to change.” 
 “We’ll come up with a better idea of how to manage the next bunch of tribes,” Kris said. 
 “Why not give me the impossible task and call it quits?”  Jacques shot back. 
 Jack was standing in the doorway.  “You’ve got to quit doing this, love.” 
 “Well, at least I had my silks on,” was Kris’s answer to both of them. 
 “Ah, ma’am,” said the Marine on the roof.  “I’m sorry I didn’t get him before he shot you.” 
 “If you’d shot him before he took his pot shot, I’d be very upset with you,” Kris answered. 
 “Not nearly as upset as I’m going to be,” Gunny muttered from beside Kris. 
 “Gunny, the Marines are your charge, but keep this in mind.  I can’t have dead locals showing up without good cause.” 
 “But I can’t have dead admirals on my soul, ma’am.” 
 Jack cleared his throat, diplomatically.  “Gunny, that’s why officers get paid the big bucks.” 
 “If you say so, General.” 
 “I think he just did,” Kris said. 
 “Ma’am,” had that sharp twist that said this Gunny did not like what his officers were doing, but they were officers, so he’d put up with them. 
 So Kris found herself back in Jack’s arms, her back cuddled up to his front, and his good hand softly warming baby. 
 They were not disturbed again that night. 
   
   
 



   

Chapter 4


 

   
 Abby was there as Kris awoke.  Cool milk and ginger cookies, if not fresh, were still settling to Kris’s tummy.  Breakfast was field rations, eggs and bacon cooked in ten person meals rather than a combat ready breakfast out of a box. 
 The senior yard worker was already up and gone into the tribal camps.  He returned as Kris finished the part of her breakfast she could stomach.  His father and a dozen elders followed. 
 “My eggborn has showed me the path your rifles follow.  If they are not fed, they do not hunt.” 
 “That is the way of it,” Kris said. 
 “What do you want so that I and my followers can feed our rifles?” 
 “I wish to use some of your land.  For that, each full moon, I will give you four of my hands of bullets for each rifle.”  Alwa’s single moon took twenty-four days to circle and did fourteen in a year. 
 “You broke one of the rifles.” 
 “One of you shot at me.  Do not make me break more rifles,” was as bare as it was cold. 
 The elder ducked his long neck.  “We must have no more rifles broken,” he muttered softly. 
 Behind him, the other elders ducked their heads. 
 Then he went on.  “What land do you wish to walk?” 
 “Come with me and we will mark it.” 
 Kris had eight Marine rigs now.  She put two or three senior birds in each one of them and drove back to the breaks.  She intentionally drove by the transport planes. 
 “That swallows them up and then they fly higher than any bird,” the youngster said. 
 The elders in Kris’s rig held their necks long, tall and rigid as they eyed it. 
 “Have you seen it?” the father asked the son. 
 “It carried me back to you.  It was a moon walk to get to the human camp.  It was less than a morning to come back.” 
 Now heads did duck low. 
 Kris marked out the land that she and Jacques had identified on the map.  There would be three large blocks of human cultivation, with two large pathways between them and plenty of room to go around them.  The Ostriches would have no trouble going from the river in the dry time to the highlands in the wet time when the river flooded. 
 Kris drove from one end of the range to the other, leaving large metal markers with green flags that whipped in the wind at the farthest reaches of the human lands.  Kris gave the Ostrich elders their first payment as she returned to the airplane.  The second Marine detachment would take the elders home while the plane flew Kris to her next meeting. 
 The elders spotted the other Ostriches lounging around the plane and would have attacked them if they could have gotten out of the rigs fast enough.  Kris could not tell the difference between one Ostrich and the other.   
 Clearly, they had no trouble doing it. 
 “I will have none of my rifles used to hunt another of your kind.  And I include them as your kind.” 
 “We have hunted them from before the sun rose the first time, and they have hunted us,” the senior elder said. 
 “You did that before the rifles,” Kris said firmly.  “Do you want the rifles or do you want to hunt them?  You chose the path to walk.” 
 The yard worker stepped forward.  “My egg warmer, I have run with these people among the sky walkers’ hunting parties.  They hunt good and we hunt good.  The sky walkers are happy with my hunting and their hunting.  If you make them chose between us and them, they will choose those who run along fast with them and do not squawk like hatchlings when the prey is in sight.” 
 The elder’s neck jerked in several quick ducks at he turned to glance at his fellow elders. “I will have to talk with many hunters to see if there will be no more hunting of the others,” he said. 
 “Just know this,” Kris said.  “I will be giving them the same rifles and the same bullets if they give us land to use.  Hunting them will not be easy.  Know that I will see the hunting and I will not turn away from this foolishness.” 
 “Warmer of my egg,” the young worker said, stepping between Kris and his father, “we see hatchlings peck at each other.  They even bite each other, but do little harm.  Then we grow to kicking high and can chomp hard and bleed each other much.  Elders tell us how to walk with others and we walk that way.  I have seen with my own eyes how hard these sky walkers can kick.  They have rifles that make our rifles no better than a chick throwing its first pebble.  You do not want to anger these people.” 
 If Kris was any judge of Ostrich body language, the senior was none too happy to be lectured by the junior.  
 He turned his long neck away from his son as he said, “I will have to see some of what you have seen with my own eyes, my eggborn.”  
 Kris left the elders to stew in all the new she’d dropped on them.  While the second Marine detachment took the elders back to their camp, Kris boarded the transport with the first. 
 “Let’s see how much trouble we can cause across the river,” she muttered to Jack. 
 The five yard workers, their rifles in hand, joined Kris’s flight out.  To her surprise, they approached the other five, sat next to them, and were soon in deep conversation. 
 “I wonder what that’s all about?” Jack said. 
 “Birds,” Admiral Furzah muttered as she took a seat near Kris and Jack.  “You can say as much as you want that those things have brains, but all I see is feather brains.” 
 “Please don’t eat any of them,” Jacques said.  “We have enough trouble as it is.” 
 “There’s not enough meat on any of them to make a decent meal,” the admiral pointed out, and seemed to settle the matter on that point. 
 Kris’s visit to this second collection of tribes went quite different; the conversation among the young Ostriches may have had something to do with it.   
 As she had before, Kris and her Marines helped the returning workers to provide plenty of meat for a feast.  They did their hunting under the surprised gaze of the tribes’ best hunters. 
 The young Alwans arranged for Kris’s introduction to the elders.  This time the elders knew that the tribes across the river already had made a deal with the star walkers.  In return for land, they had been given the gift of forty rifles and ammunition.  With the general outline of a deal already on the table to be passed along to the elders by their young workers, the overall conversation was more in explaining matters than haggling.  Jacque made sure that no loose ends were overlooked in the rush by the tribal elders to get their hands on the rifles.  They even got around to the electric carts and solar chargers.  
 Where the tribes on the other side of the river had been so fixated on the rifles, these elders wanted to know more about the carts and what they might do for their own hunters.  Kris credited her station workers for helping their elders to look this gift horse over more carefully.   
 When it was time, Kris provided the rifles.  This time only a few were handed out by the elders to chosen hunters.  Most, six or seven per tribe, were awarded as prizes for winning games of strength and skill.  That night, Kris got a good night’s sleep, uninterrupted by either fights or assassination attempts. 
 The next morning, the elders traveled with Kris to mark out the land.  Some rode in her rigs, others followed in their own electric carts.  As her plane lifted off late the next day, it was easy to spot a long stream of small groups of Ostriches already making their way to the guano mine, apparently ready to seek work with the people who offered such nice rewards. 
 Kris arranged for a doctor to see Jack at the mine.  He was cleared for a shuttle flight and Kris was ready to lift out, but the mining supervisor presented her with a minor request. 
 “Sampson and Mugeridge are still not eating.  We rouse them out of bed and march them off to the digs, but they refuse to work.  They just sit there, demanding to talk to you.” 
 “And you’d like me to talk to them.” 
 “No, ma’am, I just wanted you to know what’s happening,” the former ship skipper said, his lips tight and grim.  “I am kind of worried that they’ll die on us, Admiral.  I just felt like you might want a heads up beforehand.  My job here is to dig bird shit, not be an executioner.” 
 Kris just shook her head.  “Thanks, Commander, for the heads up.  If they’re going to do this, be it upon their heads.  You can tell them for me that I don’t care what they do.  They can work and eat or they can sit on a pile of shit and die.  Their choice.  But whatever they do, they are going to do it here.  No place else.” 
 “I’ll pass that along,” the ex-skipper said. 
 Kris was back up to the Wasp, had gotten in a long bath with Jack and was halfway through a nice dinner in the wardroom before a long line of people caught up with her with business pies she just had to get her fingers into. 
   
   
 



   

Coming Attractions


 

 In 2016 I amicably ended my twenty-year publishing relationship with Ace, part of Penguin Random House.  In 2017, I will begin publishing through my own independent press, KL & MM Books. 
   
 I have high hopes of bringing a lot of fun stories to you in 2017 and then again in 2018 and 2019.   
   
 We have already started the year with Kris Longknife’s Replacement.  It was published as an e-book January 5, 2017 at Amazon, (with a bit of a learning experience for me) B&N, D2D, Kobo and the iStore.  Audible has agreed to produce an audio book.  The exact date is to be announced.  Later in the summer, I hope to produce a trade paperback. 
   

Kris Longknife’s Replacement tells the story of Grand Admiral Sandy Santiago as she discovers whether a mere mortal can fill a Longknife’s shoes.  Especially Kris Longknife’s shoes.  Sandy has problems galore: birds, cats, vicious alien raiders.  Oh, and she’s got Rita Longknife as well! 
   
 February has this novelette coming at you.  Kris Longknife: Among the Kicking Birds was part of KL Unrelenting.  However, it went long and these four chapters had to be cut.  I hope you enjoy them now. 
   

Rita Longknife - Enemy Unknown is the first book of the long awaited Iteeche War series.  It will be out in e-book March 1, 2017 from your favorite source.  Audible and trade paperback to follow. 
   
 Rita has had enough of Ray Longknife gallivanting around the universe.  No sooner is little Al born, then ships start disappearing.  Is it pirates or something more sinister?  Rita gets herself command of a heavy cruiser, some nannies and heads out see what there is to see. 
   
 April will have another short offering.  Kris Longknife’s Bad Day.  You just knew when Kris asked for a desk job that she’d have days like you have at the office.  Well, here’s one that will bring you up to date on the technical developments in the Royal US Navy, as well as silly bureaucratic goings on.  In the first draft of Emissary, these were the opening chapters, but I found a better opening and this got cut.  Enjoy! 
   

Kris Longknife - Emissary begins an entirely new story arc for Kris.  It will be out in e-book May 1, 2017 from all your favorite sources.   
   
 Here is the story of what it takes to get Kris out from behind a desk.  And for those of you betting in the pool, you’ll get your answer.  More I cannot say. 
   
 June will have Abby Nightingale’s view of things around Alwa as Kris Longknife’s Maid Goes on Strike.  You knew sooner or later this was going to happen. 
   
 July 2, 2017 will see another book set in Alwa as Kris Longknife’s Relief, Sandy Santiago, continues to battle aliens of various persuasions and not a few humans. 
   
 September 3, 2017, Rita Longknife - Enemy in Sight will resolve the unknowns left by Enemy Unknown as humanity slips backwards into a war it does not want and may not be able to win. 
   
 November 5, 2017, Kris Longknife - Admiral will see Kris up to her ears in warships, enemies and friendlies maybe not as friendly as she’d like as battlecruisers square off against battlecruisers.  A fight where both sides are equal is a bloody fight that often no one wins.  In Admiral, that is exactly what Kris faces. 
   
 Each month that a book isn’t published, a short story or something from the cutting room floor, a scene that had to be cut from an overly long book will be published.  Some will be for free, like Ruthie’s wonderful story.  
   
 I have secured the services of Scott Grimando who did the wonderful Kris Longknife covers for Ace to provide the new covers for all the books going forward.  It truly will be art to enjoy.  
   
 Stay in touch to follow developments by following Mike Moscoe or Kris Longknife on Facebook or checking in at my website www.mikeshepherd.org.

   
 I hope to soon have a mailing list you can sign up for, but it’s not there yet. 
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