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   Acknowledgments
 
    
 
   This book is my vision of what it would be like to reestablish the Marines, four thousand years after the fact, using only Marine Corps manuals, orders, and a variety of movies like Sands of Iwo Jima, Siege of Firebase Glory, The DI, and a few more. The approach makes for some interesting and motivating conversations. 
 
   I have to thank the great people in the 20BooksTo50K author group. Started by the indomitable Michael Anderle, a bunch of folks got together with the singular goal of helping each other realize success as professional authors. The group now has more than one thousand members where we cheer each other’s successes and lift each other up after a failure. Finding readers for your books is not a zero sum game. When someone turns to reading for entertainment, they find that books are more in depth than any movie, the imagination better than any CGI. 
 
   When our readers find other authors, they don’t abandon the first author. They read both, they read more. Readers can devour books faster than we can write them, so we fill in gaps for each other. 
 
   And that’s what makes the 20Books group so special. 
 
   I met Diane Velasquez and Dorene Johnson, who are now my trusted insiders. They read all my stuff first, and even some works in progress to help me stay on track. I love this Navy veteran and her twin sister! 
 
   With Michael, Scott Paul, Michael-Scott Earle, and Paul Middleton are other great 20Books success stories. There’s only a few authors in the group that are blessed with being able to write full time. We challenge each other to keep plugging away. Someone mentioned writer’s block was holding them up and Michael-Scott’s recommendation was simple: pinch your butt cheeks together and write. We take the job of writing seriously and all of us think it’s the best job we’ve ever had. 
 
   There are other great people who always keep a positive attitude and are the first ones to cheer success – J.L. Hendricks, Jasmine Walt, Justin Sloan, Scott Paul, Felix R. Savage, Bradford Bates, Kevin, Charles, Hayley, Spencer, Andrew, Tahila, Jim, Charity, Sabrina, Joseph, Jenny, and so many more.  
 
   Bouncing ideas off each other and making sure the cover is just right for the genre and reader expectations are important to ensure that the indie authors are every bit as professional as the big publishing houses. 
 
   Talking about ideas and assistance, I have to thank the artists who have helped me – Christian Bentulan, who did the cover and Cygnus Marines logo; Barry Hutchison, who did up the 3D cover; and Norman Meredith, who is constantly on the lookout for ideas. 
 
   If you are reading this, then you’ve decided to give me a try and that’s all any author can ask. Enjoy the story.  
 
   ***
 
   I love reviewers. The first group to review Cygnus Rising helped to motivate me to greater ventures with Cygnus Expanding…
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars It has all of the elements a good story should have
 
   By Amazon Customer on September 19, 2016
 
    
 
   It has all of the elements a good story should have. The characters are well developed, plot line is smooth and progresses consistently and logically. The action is fast paced and the interpersonal relationships believable. Conflict, fear, and the rest of the human emotions are represented. I appreciate the fact that Cain and Ellie’s relationship, in the end, crashed due to human failure not from outside interference. Realistically crap happens to good people, they admitted their mistake and can now move on. Cain needed to mature more to become the kind of leader he needed to be. Especially since he joined up for all the wrong reasons as most young men do. The rest of the crew will develop closer bonds. They are a team tested by fire and are a work in progress - bravo. They, unlike the earlier group were thrown together and to me had a harder row to hoe to jell into a cohesive unit. Your first books allowed Braden, G-war, and Micah to "absorb" new team members one at a time - big difference, everyone had the opportunity to get to know each other and they had the CHOICE on joining in the adventure. I'm wondering if this is why you were unhappy with the story. The first group learned to BE a team by trial and error, but had a single strong leader with a clear, uniting end goal - this group had to be manipulated into being a team and learn to function together.
 
    
 
   I gotta tell you I enjoyed the humorous situations you put them in - mud covered Hill cats and all. Nicely dispersed through the story. This group of cats are over the top - snark taken to a new level.
 
    
 
   I was glad to see that the respect and equality of the different species remain. Braden would be proud of his descendants.
 
    
 
   The worldview was terrific. Well detailed with enough exploration of a possible future for Vii. I kind of got lost on some of the ship stuff, but that's just me. I could understand it, but really isn't why I read space opera books. Lots of other neat techy stuff going on too.
 
    
 
   I also have to tell you one of things I truly enjoyed about this story was it wasn't a typical HEA ending - lessons learned were very painful. Pollyanna was on the ship and died. I did feel that they took off with stars in their eyes and a not very realistic attitude about what kind of dire circumstances, other than ship disasters they could face. They came back much wiser than when they left. Bravo - well done
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Only the beginning...
 
   By Amazon Customer on September 19, 2016
 
    
 
   A strong and sympathetic cast of characters, just enough real science, and a great blend of action and intrigue make for a great SciFi tale of exploration, both of space and the inner self. Martelle has captured all of the elements of an enjoyable tale, starting with characters we come to care about. Is it because they're famous, descended from the protagonists of his other series? Nope. They do a fine job of capturing our empathy all on their own, from the more central character of Cain to more peripheral characters like "Pickles." Just as on the ship that becomes central to the story, each character has their place and their use in the story as well.
 
    
 
   There's some spots of brilliantly-placed humor to augment what can be, at times, a more serious tale. The part about Cain holding the door for the cats had me in stitches. You'll just have to see for yourself. And this is well worth your time, not just because this is a great story, but because it is a great opening to a series.
 
    
 
   The ship is life!
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Excellent, love the fact we have the different types and are all human!
 
   By Amazon Customer on October 3, 2016
 
    
 
   It is such a great read for anybody to read if you like great scifi with great twists that are so fun to see in your mind's eye! Love this book and how good the good characters are built and learning about them as the plot thickens! Great ending! Enjoy your copy now!
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Awesome new look at Space Opera
 
   By Amazon Customer on September 20, 2016
 
    
 
   For Sci Fi without going overly technical, Craig Martelle spins a wonderful yarn about humanity returning to space. It is a great 2nd installment to his series the Free Trader. I love how the characters mesh and grow. This is one of those books that is hard to put down. I was fortunate enough to receive a ARC. It is great to read and recommend the other books by Craig Martelle as well.
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Great Story
 
   By Amazon Customer on October 5, 2016
 
    
 
   Loved this book. I thought after Braden, Micah and the companions, no one could take their place. I was wrong. These characters are just as likeable. (Although, I don't think anyone could replace the Prince!) I enjoyed the storyline and the writing was superb.
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars One can't help but get sucked in. Has all the elements for making a ...
 
   By Amazon Customer on September 26, 2016
 
    
 
   An extremely well written story, full of exotic and engaging characters. One can't help but get sucked in. Has all the elements for making a great story and is fun to read as well. Can't wait to see what happens next.
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Craig has written another great book
 
   By Amazon Customer on September 23, 2016
 
    
 
   Craig has written another great book. This book is set in the future of the Planet, All the creatures have gone back into space, Searching the great black for earth.
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars Easy to love
 
   By Amazon Customer on October 7, 2016
 
    
 
   This book was easy to love. It has spaceships, action, and high-stakes. I love space opera and I like how it ties into the Free Trader universe.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Humans and the Intelligent Creatures
 
    
 
   The Hillcats
 
                 Mixial – Tandry’s bonded ‘cat, a small, long-haired calico
 
                 Lutheann – bonded with Cain, all white
 
                 Carnesto – bonded with Ellie, all black
 
                 Brutus – the newest ‘cat who keeps Cain honest
 
                 Tobiah – the largest Hillcat of the era, bonded with Spence
 
    
 
   The Humans
 
                 Cain – Great-great-grandson of Free Traders Braden & Micah
 
                 Aletha  –  Cain’s true love who wants to stay home
 
                 Ellie – Cain’s classmate at Space School
 
                 Tandry – classmate at Space School
 
                 Dr. Johns – clone of the Cygnus VI survivor. In charge of the SES
 
                 Captain Rand – captain of the Cygnus-12 Deep Space Exploration ship
 
                 Spence – a small man, huge in spirit, a squad leader of Marines
 
                 Jo – a Marine, she is a gifted marksman              
 
    
 
   The Hawkoids
 
   Chirit – Crew member on Cygnus-12, sensor operator
 
   Ascenti – Marine, stand-in sensor operator
 
    
 
   The Tortoid
 
                 Daksha – Third Master of the Tortoise Consortium, son of Aadi, Commander of the Cygnus-12 exploration mission
 
    
 
   The Lizard Men (Amazonians)
 
                 Peekaless – nicknamed “Pickles,” classmate at Space School
 
                 Zisk – a Marine
 
    
 
   The Rabbits
 
                 Brisbois – called “Briz,” technical genius, classmate at Space School
 
                 Allard & Beauchene – gardeners assigned to the Cygnus-12
 
    
 
   The Wolfoids
 
                 Black Leaper – called “Stinky,” team leader of the Space School class
 
                 Night Stalker – Sergeant of Marines
 
                 Bull – much larger than the average Wolfoid, squad leader of Marines
 
                 Grace –  a squad leader of Marines
 
                 Razor Fang, Aurochs Ring, Bounding Shepherd, Gray Streak, Black Shadow, Silent Tracker, Hidden Slayer, Lightning Flash, Dark Forest, Tan Mountain, and Shades Racer – the Marine Recruits
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Calm Down!
 
    
 
   The blaster beam missed his head, scorching the rock next to him and burning the tree above it. He shot back hastily, setting a small bush on fire near his intended target. The man’s blaster sparked again from a new position farther away. Cain saw a white streak racing down the trail. He lifted up, into the line of the enemy’s fire, to distract the man so he wouldn’t see Lutheann. Cain looked at the end of the man’s blaster and it seemed to grow larger and larger as if the weapon itself approached to plant itself against his head before firing. A finger was on the trigger, flexing to pull, when an all-white Hillcat attacked the man, with a scream and ripping claws. 
 
   Someone was shaking him. He hadn’t realized that he’d closed his eyes, but when he opened them, the others around the table were staring. Ellie had her hand on his arm. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Captain Rand asked. Cain nodded abruptly. Reliving the scenario in his mind for the thousandth time, he hadn’t been shocked by the battle, he reveled in it, unafraid as he exposed himself to blaster fire. He couldn’t wrap his head around what that meant. He did his job aboard the spaceship effectively, nothing to write home about, but he was exceptional when it came to battle. It had been more than a century since the last battle on Vii. There was no more war and no one alive who remembered what it had been like. 
 
    “Please calm down, Ensign Cain,” the AI on board the Cygnus-12 said for the third time. “I understand your position and I cannot apologize for what’s in my basic programming.” 
 
   “I don’t think you’re listening, Jolly,” Cain said, dropping heavily into his seat. “I just want the report to reflect that we were abandoned on the planet until the crew on board the Cygnus-12 repelled the boarders, at great loss of life. Abandoned. It’s the word that we have to use.”
 
   “Out of communication is the term that will be best received and that is the one that I recommend we use!” Jolly emphasized his position. Half the crew was in the briefing room on the Command Level. Jolly was represented as a hologram, a young man not much different in appearance than Ensign Cain. He wore no rank, while Cain wore his gold bar along with his service award, the Space Star Second Class, which he had earned during training. 
 
   “People,” the mission commander, Master Daksha, said softly as he hovered near the end of the table. The Tortoid’s vocalization device captured his emotional tone properly, conveying that he was in command. “There’s no need to quibble over a single word. So we’ll make it two. We’ll say ‘cut off,’ as that is what we were. Had the boarders taken over our ship, we would have died on the planet without another word from you, Jolly, or anyone else aboard this ship. We couldn’t even tell you that we were okay.” 
 
   Everyone from the landing party was at the briefing: Daksha, Senior Lieutenant Pace, Cain, Ensign Ellie, the Wolfoid Gray Leaper, the Hawkoid Chirit, and the Lizard Man Ensign Peekaless. Those from the crew who stayed on the ship and actively engaged the hostile boarders were there, too. Other members of the crew would get a chance to provide input, but space was limited in the room and the commander wanted input from those who’d faced the enemy first. 
 
   Even the Hillcats were in attendance, but they watched indifferently. They might talk with their humans, but they didn’t care what any report said. Had they been wearing their collars, then they probably would have already left. Cain looked at Lutheann, the all-white ‘cat, and smiled. Their collars, the access bands that opened doors, had a way of mysteriously disappearing, which inconvenienced everyone else on board who had to open doors for them. But the ‘cats didn’t care in the least about that. Carnesto, a large, black male, sat by Ellie’s side, casually looking at the hatch and trying to will it open. Cain wanted the ‘cats to stay. Their presence comforted him. They were there when the Concordians tried to kill him. They fought side by side with him. So had others in that room. 
 
   “Cain, what’s your point? Abandoned, out of communications, or simply cut off, those are all trigger words of some sort. Why is it setting you off? Out with it. What do you want to say?” Captain Rand prodded, pointing with his biomass-printed arm. It had only been three weeks since his arm was ruined by a Concordian blaster, and he was still working to regain his motor functions.
 
   Cain stood and looked around the table, nodding to his good friend, Ensign Brisbois, Briz as they called him. The Rabbit wore an ugly scar across his chest like a badge of honor. He’d been injured when a coolant tank ruptured, and Cain had saved his life, Ellie’s too. 
 
   “We need people trained in military actions, and we need the AI to support us, the good guys. No one serves in this military force unless they’re bonded with a ‘cat, and then we go to battle together. Wherever we go from here, no one is going to welcome us. We have to be ready to fight. That’s my point.” Cain exhaled loudly and sat down, not looking at anyone. 
 
   Master Daksha looked to Jolly and nodded. “You won’t get any arguments from us. We need trained and well-armed people who can defend us, or help us to protect ourselves, like you did on the planet.” 
 
   Cain nodded. If they had more blasters, the Concordians wouldn’t have had a chance. That’s what he thought anyway, but they had been outnumbered from the word go. The key to victory would have come from knowing that the Concordians would try to take the ship. More prudence and more information about the unknown was necessary before engaging with a potential ally. Cain was already putting together a standard operating procedure (SOP) in his head for potential first contact. It included more “verify” than “trust,” but it had to be that way. They’d lost good people on their mission because they’d been too trusting. 
 
   Cain was angry. The Concordians had killed DI Katlind. Cain and Ellie encouraged Master Daksha to visit the planet, supported a poor plan that split their resources. The DI fought back against the enemy, when all the people from Cygnus VII wanted was to make new friends. 
 
   First Contact. The first chance to fail. 
 
   Cain shook his head and clenched his jaw. He was done talking. Exploring the galaxy wasn’t safe, he’d made his recommendation. It was in the hands of others now. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Prepare to Enter Cygnus Space
 
    
 
   The Cygnus-12 jumped into interstellar space beyond the Cygnus solar system, far beyond the sun’s gravity well. The crew continued their preparations for EM drive acceleration. They weren’t in a hurry, but they were. They wanted to put the mission to IC1396 behind them. The debrief would be an extensive affair that would inevitably change the strategic policies of the Space Exploration Service. 
 
   “Banking dark matter,” Briz reported to the bridge.
 
   “Thank you. Are we in position, Ensign?” Captain Rand asked Ensign Peekaless, who worked with his monitors and systems for a few seconds before replying. 
 
   “We are,” the Lizard Man, called Pickles by his friends, said through his vocalization device. 
 
   “Lieutenant Chirit, if you’d be so kind, transmit the data packet,” the captain said, looking up toward the microphone pickups scattered across the ceiling. The crew would have heard no matter which direction the captain looked when he spoke. 
 
   The Wolfoid, Ensign Black Leaper, found human mannerisms amusing. He stood at the back of the bridge and waited for his orders. As aide-de-camp to Master Daksha, commander of the mission, Leaper, also called Stinky, was usually in motion, running from one issue to another, tying up loose ends, putting out virtual fires, and doing those things that the Tortoid directed him to do. His friends accused him of not having a job while he knew that he had bits and pieces of everyone’s job. He was constantly studying as he never wanted to let the commander or any of his crewmates down. 
 
   “Packet sent,” came the reply from the Hawkoid, Chirit. 
 
   “I’ll be in my quarters preparing the letters for the families of our fallen.” The Tortoid looked at the plaque on the bulkhead beside the hatch. Eight new names had been added. The plaque was never meant to cover the entire space, but it looked like it was heading that way. “I’ll work on our personal briefing for Admiral Jesper as well. Inform Ensign Cain that I’ll request his presence before we head into the well.” Master Daksha slowly swam from the command deck, opened the hatch, and turned toward his quarters. He was in no hurry to write “I’m sorry for your loss” letters to the families of those who were killed on a mission of peace. 
 
   Even if he had been in a hurry, he would have moved no faster. This was his speed. Tortoids were deliberate creatures, long-lived and deep thinking. Master Daksha was embroiled in his own thoughts. He’d overruled the captain and thrown caution out the airlock as he raced to first contact. They’d made contact and were probably lucky to have only lost a quarter of the crew.
 
   Was it worth it? Daksha asked himself. That was what he’d have to justify to Admiral Jesper, the Commander of the Space Exploration Service. 
 
   Stinky had gone into the corridor with the commander to make sure that he made it to his quarters. As the Tortoid opened his door, he turned, knowing his faithful aide would be nearby. “That’s all for now, Black Leaper. If you could, please go talk with Ensigns Cain and Ellie. I need them to be okay with being on this crew. I need both of them and since they no longer want to be together, that is fine, a very adult decision, but I can’t have animosity. The captain and I have something in mind for each of them, great things, for all the SES, all humanity.” Master Daksha paused. He often gave motivational speeches, but that wasn’t what this was about. He was vulnerable and could see the crew split up, far more than just Cain and Ellie. 
 
   The captain had called the ship the widow maker. That wasn’t a catch-phrase that would bring new volunteers running. He didn’t want to start from scratch, but if the SES allowed him to be the mission commander for the next voyage, the next journey into the unknown, then he would begin afresh and recruit a new crew. It wouldn’t be the same, though. They’d come too far together and were close, like a family, but as Cain and Ellie showed, sometimes families split up. 
 
   “Thank you, Stinky, for saving my life.” The Tortoid slowly entered his quarters, leaving the Wolfoid standing in the corridor. 
 
   “As you wish, Commander,” he replied to the closed hatch. That’s the first time he’s called me Stinky, Leaper thought before jogging toward the stairs. Cain would be his first stop. He took the stairs two at a time, sometimes three. Stairs were configured for humans, not Wolfoids, and he always found them a little disconcerting. He would have preferred a steep ramp. Maybe he’d ask the commander to recommend that to the shipyard for a future upgrade, but there was only one Wolfoid aboard. Lieutenant Strider had been killed when a containment vessel ruptured. It had happened a mere six weeks earlier. 
 
   They’d been gone for barely more than six weeks, but they’d traveled more than twelve hundred light years, and made first contact with a group that decided they’d rather have the people from Cygnus VII as their enemy. That didn’t turn out well for the backward Concordians. Their AI, Graham, was an ally and should Cygnus return, the only surprise would be how much pain the Concordian leadership would have to suffer before capitulating. 
 
   The wastewater processing area was where Cain could usually be found. He made runs through the entire freshwater flow as well, because they were shorthanded. When Stinky arrived, his friend wasn’t there. He opened his neural implant. 
 
   ‘Jolly, where is Ensign Cain?’ he asked
 
   ‘Ensign Cain is in the spindle, engaged in repairs of a faulty pump inside systems shunt 7-138,’ Jolly replied happily. Leaper decided to join him there. One never knew how long repairs could take. He vaulted down the stairs and circled the small corridor of the spindle section until he found the one hundred and thirty-eighth radial. 
 
   “Cain! Look at you, hip deep into manual labor. What is the universe coming to?” Leaper’s vocalization device sounded flat and didn’t reflect the taunt properly. The Wolfoid shook his shaggy head.
 
   Cain backed out of the access hatch so he could stand and look at his friend.
 
   “What brings you into the bowels of the ship where only the insulbricks hang out? If you stay here too long, you might actually get your hands dirty!” Cain countered, although it was rare that anyone actually got dirty. The spaceship’s systems flushed the air completely every seven minutes, removing dust and particles. The machines were not lubricated with old-fashioned grease and oils, but with polymers and clear, manufactured fluids. 
 
   Leaper turned serious, looking down at the deck before speaking. “Master Daksha is concerned.” He didn’t know how to broach the many things that concerned the commander. 
 
   “About?” Cain asked, expecting that it was about him and Ellie breaking up. 
 
   “You know, you and Briz are getting First Class Space Stars, don’t you?” Stinky offered, seeing his friend’s discomfort. 
 
   “What?” Cain asked, surprised, confused, and honored all at the same time. “Then why is the commander concerned?” 
 
   “He doesn’t want to lose either you or Ellie. He wants everyone on the crew to return, but he’s afraid that the violence from his last mission was more than anyone signed up for. Well, anyone it seems besides you and the ‘cats,” Leaper said, looking into Cain’s eyes.
 
   Cain chuckled. “That’s a relief. In that case, he has nothing to worry about. I think Ellie and I are better than we’ve ever been.” Cain slapped Leaper on his furry shoulder and continued, smiling broadly, “Neither one of us is leaving. This is what we signed up for, but I doubt she’ll join us in going to any more planets. She didn’t enjoy that at all!” 
 
   Stinky visibly relaxed, leaning against the bulkhead, sighing, and nodding. “I’m happy to hear that. The commander would probably like to hear that, too, directly from both of you. I think he’s afraid that he’ll lose his command if the crew bails on him. Your faith and commitment will go a long way in making him feel better. He’s writing the letters now, to the families of the fallen. He feels horrible,” Leaper shared. 
 
   “I’ll take care of it, Stinky. Don’t you worry, and tell Master Daksha not to worry. I can’t imagine flying on a different ship. I have a lot more to learn about this one. We weren’t gone long enough for me to figure everything out. Just between you and me, when we were cut off from Jolly, that scared the hell out of me. I realized how much I leaned on him. I think everyone was in the same boat, except for Briz because he knows all this stuff. I want to know it, too, as much as I can. Jolly is helping me study. It’s going okay, but I need more time!” Cain grabbed his friend’s hairy shoulders and shook him as he smiled. “More time, Stinky!”
 
   “You are a lunatic, you know that, right?” Leaper punched his friend in the chest. “You better fix that pump before you’re swimming in black water in your new home.” Cain had moved some of his personal items to wastewater processing, his main work station. He slept in his acceleration couch, awkwardly, but whenever he was finally able to lie down, he was exhausted.
 
   “You know I can’t be bothered with all that domestic stuff. We’re both better off this way,” Cain tried to joke, but he and Stinky knew that Cain considered himself a failure because of it. He was still trying to get his head wrapped around everything that had gone on since they left Space School. “I just need a little more time,” Cain reiterated.
 
   “I understand,” Leaper said, sympathizing with his classmate and best friend. “By the way, the commander called me Stinky today.”
 
   “Progress!” Cain shouted triumphantly, glad of the distraction. “Which is what I need to be making on this pump. Now go bother someone else since that seems to be your job.” Cain crawled back into the shunt and engaged the pump with new vigor. 
 
   I’m going to get the Space Star First Class! he thought.
 
   Stinky was relieved. This group had fought together. In six weeks, they’d become the tightest crew in all the space fleet. At least that’s what Leaper thought, but he had limited knowledge of the fleet, only knowing one crew. If he didn’t think his crew was the best, then what kind of aide-de-camp would he be? He was much happier when he climbed to engineering, the third level of the spaceship’s core section.
 
   When the hatch opened, he found Briz fully engaged with numerous computer monitors and multiple conversations. Ellie was running back and forth between her work station and one of the coolant tanks. Leaper saw the fresh repairs from the previous tank’s rupture. He bolted in. 
 
   “What do you need me to do?” he offered. 
 
   “Sit here and watch these numbers. They are within tolerance, but Briz and I think we can dial it in even tighter, make this thing hum!” she proclaimed. She wore a big smile as she worked diligently to improve the engine’s performance. Ellie adjusted settings and then ran farther into engineering, manually adjusting more digital instrumentation and flows. Leaper called out numbers as they changed. Briz interjected occasionally, but he was distracted by things he was working on. 
 
   Finally, Briz cheered and Ellie ran by to slap his hairy hand. 
 
   “Point-three percent improvement in efficiency while reducing shear stress by point-seven percent!” the Rabbit proclaimed while hopping happily from one foot to the other. His vocalization device registered his tone appropriately. Briz had worked with Jolly to adjust it and now it reflected his emotions in a nearly human fashion. He offered to work on Stinky’s, but they hadn’t found a time where it was convenient. 
 
   No time like the present. The Wolfoid removed his device and handed it to Briz, while switching to the mindlink that the team from Space School often used. 
 
   ‘Master Daksha sent me here to talk with you—’ Leaper nodded to Ellie. ‘—because he’s concerned that you might leave the ship when we get back home.’ 
 
   Ellie scoffed. 
 
   ‘That was Cain’s reaction, too,’ he said, watching Ellie closely to see if she flinched or showed any negative emotions. He was surprised to see her smile more broadly. ‘Briz?’ 
 
   ‘What are you talking about? Is someone trying to make me leave? I won’t give up my engines! Don’t make me get my laser pistol,’ he cautioned. They’d both seen him shoot at Space School and the instructor suggested that it was in everyone’s best interest if the Rabbit never handled a pistol or blaster ever again. 
 
   ‘I think he’s worried about other members of the crew. No one signed up to go to war, except for Cain, maybe. He seemed right at home, and that was kind of scary,’ Leaper said. Ellie nodded knowingly, but she was proud that he’d lived up to the ideals of his ancestors. She was more engaged with her job in engineering and felt like her career was hers again. Plus, they hadn’t given up on everything. She made the occasional nighttime trip to wastewater, to see how he was doing, which always ended in raucous clothing removal. 
 
   Ellie had joined the SES to be a deep space explorer. She hadn’t wanted a family, but then Cain appeared in her life. She started to question her decisions and herself. With Cain’s revelation, she was crushed, but relieved at the same time. She felt more like her old self. With the addition of a late night visit every now and again, she felt like she had the best of all worlds. She also realized that the bed in her quarters on the Cygnus-12 was small and it was nice to finally have enough room. 
 
   She felt selfish, even though Cain told her not to. They were both putting their careers, the vision of their own futures, in front of everything else. Neither would be complete without at least trying to make the most of themselves. She saw her potential unfold in front of her, unlimited in what she could achieve. She couldn’t have been happier. 
 
   Cain also seemed to greatly appreciate their extracurricular wrestling matches. She tried to put her foot down, demanding that he get a bed as the acceleration chair was not built for two. That lasted for four nights before he showed up at her door, the former recreation room, which gave Ensign Ellie the largest quarters on the ship. Jolly, being sentient but not human, tried but failed to understand why Ellie wanted Cain to have access to her quarters at any hour. 
 
   Leaper watched Ellie as she worked through her thoughts. He couldn’t understand why she was smiling. It was Leaper’s understanding that when humans separated, they were both supposed to be miserable. His two friends, who had been happy before, seemed even happier now. 
 
   Humans.
 
   ‘Briz, you’re going to get a second platinum Space Star,’ Leaper told them. 
 
   ‘Okay. Whatever,’ Briz said as he dug into the Wolfoid’s vocalization device, waving one small Rabbit hand dismissively, before adding, “and you tell them they can’t make me go anywhere!” he said out loud, hostility registering clearly. Leaper yipped as he saw the humor in Briz’s statement. The commander was going to be pleased. 
 
   ‘Ellie,’ Leaper said in his thought voice, ‘can you help me with the rest of the crew? Imagine how the commander will feel if everyone told him that they were staying, no matter what, and that there’s no other ship they’d rather serve on. I think he needs that. He’s in his quarters right now writing sympathy letters to the families,’ the Wolfoid said sadly. 
 
   ‘Cain! Get up here, we need to go see the commander,’ Ellie “yelled” over the mindlink. 
 
   ‘Your timing couldn’t be better. I just finished. Be there in two vibrations of a hydrogen molecule,’ he told her. 
 
   She finished her work on the systems alignments, concurring with Briz’s calculations regarding the amount of improvement, and closed her terminal. She was learning more and more every day, from Briz, from Jolly, from other members of the crew. She was comfortable with herself. She thanked Cain for that. She gave him her freedom and he took it, although not as much as she thought, but then he gave it all back to her. She hadn’t realized what she had tried to give up until it was given back to her.
 
   The hatch opened and Cain walked in, disheveled and looking like he’d slept in his SES-issued jumpsuit. She ran to him, punched him in the chest, then continued past. He followed as they headed for the stairwell. Once there, the mood darkened.
 
   “Daksha’s not taking this well,” Ellie said. Cain stopped climbing the stairs. 
 
   “We lost eight people, every one of them was somebody he cared about. He takes it personally. And we talked him into going to the planet,” Cain said, his head hung low. 
 
   “Yes, we did. No buts. We did, and we have to live with that. Next time, we’ll do better. You’ll make sure of it. There isn’t another person on all of Vii who is more experienced in combat than you. Think about that. Now let’s go see the commander and tell him that we’re staying.” 
 
   Cain nodded abruptly, lips still pursed. How many mistakes would the SES overlook? He wanted to stay on the Cygnus-12, but in the dark corners of his mind, he expected them to clean house, kick everyone off the ship, and start fresh. 
 
   “Let’s tell him that we believe in him,” Cain clarified.
 
   They finished climbing the two flights of stairs and walked around the long corridor until they arrived at Master Daksha’s quarters. “Jolly, can you let the commander know that he has visitors, please,” Cain said to the closed hatch. 
 
   It opened almost immediately. The commander was on the other side of the sparsely furnished room. The furniture they could see was mostly for visitors. Once inside, they found that a quarter of the room was covered in sand, with extra lights shining on it to make it hot. Master Daksha floated serenely over this area, looking at a large monitor beyond the heat of the Tortoid’s desertscape.
 
   “Good afternoon, Commander,” they said in unison. Daksha looked up from his work and greeted them. He blinked slowly as he hovered higher, away from the comforting warmth of the heated sand. 
 
   “How can I help my two favorite ensigns?” he asked gently.
 
   “I expect you tell that to all the ensigns,” Cain quipped. “The only thing you can help us with is whatever it takes to keep us on board the Cygnus-12.” 
 
   The Tortoid stopped blinking as he stared at the two ensigns looking expectantly back at him. 
 
   “And there’s no one else we’d rather explore deep space with,” Ellie added with a vigorous nod. 
 
   It took Daksha so long to answer that they felt they should check to see if he was still breathing. But when he finally spoke, it was worth the wait.
 
   “I was born north of White Beach, with your great-great-grandparents watching. My father told me that my birth interrupted Braden’s lunch of fresh venison, which earned him a course correction from President Micah. He fed me personally of that very same venison. I was told that I had a voracious appetite,” the Tortoid said, bobbing his head as he recalled the humor in his own story. 
 
   “Master Aadi said then that he wanted his children to travel, see all that there was to see. All six of Aadi’s children have been free to do that, encouraged, nurtured, and trained. Six when there should have been ten, but Vii used to be a more dangerous place. Even then, there was a price that we had to pay to take the message of peace to the people, fight those who would take our freedoms away. 
 
   “The Concordian leadership is filled with those kinds of people, ones who cannot be allowed to command others. Not only did we do what we had to do, we’re going to do it again. Again and again, until we can all live freely in peace. We need you and everyone like you who isn’t afraid. You get a bloody nose, and you get back up, get back into the fight. 
 
   “I couldn’t be happier that you want to continue as members of this crew. We need you all. I’m going to recommend that we go back and you, Ensign Cain, I want you to lead a military force against the Concordians, clear the rats from the nest, and free the people of Concordia,” Master Daksha ended on a high note. If he could have swelled with pride, he would have, but he was a Tortoid, his shell unmalleable. 
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” Cain stammered. “I hope the SES sees it your way and we can go back. Those people deserve to be free.” 
 
   “I’ve sent a message to Dr. Johns and Admiral Jesper personally, separate from the usual data. We will know shortly after we enter the gravity well what he thinks of the idea. I don’t see how he’ll be able to say no,” Master Daksha told them. 
 
   “I can’t speak for the rest of the crew,” Ellie said. “But I suspect that all of them, even Beauchene and Allard, will ask to remain as members of the crew. I, no, we will do everything we can to make sure that we return to space as one.” She approached the commander and looked into his eyes. “We do this for you, Master Daksha.” 
 
   The Tortoid floated higher and started swimming toward them. Cain slapped his shell. “So you interrupted one of my family’s meals. I’m surprised he didn’t force you to wait until after he finished.”
 
   “He would have, Ensign Cain, but President Micah was there and from the way I hear it, Micah gave him a rather robust punch for whining about a delayed meal.” 
 
   “Indeed,” Cain said as he bowed slightly and turned to leave. Ellie thanked the Tortoid one last time and headed for the exit. 
 
   “No,” Commander Daksha told them both. “Thank you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Take Us into the Well
 
    
 
   After seeing the commander, Cain and Ellie stopped by the command deck to tell the captain the same thing. Since the crew was so small, the captain never questioned when someone stopped by, which was a rare occurrence. What he’d found out was that the crew was nothing like people he’d worked with before. They embraced the motto “the ship is life” like no others. He didn’t worry that tasks would get done. The crew did what they had to to keep the Cygnus-12 fully functioning. With Jolly’s help, no one forgot anything important. 
 
   The captain saw how efficiently the ship could run, even without a quarter of its crew. 
 
   “What brings you two delinquents up this way?” Captain Rand asked casually, absentmindedly stroking his new arm. 
 
   “We just wanted to tell you that we have no intention of going anywhere,” Ellie replied. The captain looked at her oddly. Pickles stopped what he was doing and turned to watch. “Briz said you can’t make him leave and if you try, he’s going to get his laser pistol. I didn’t want to tell you that, but Briz insisted that I pass it on.”
 
   The captain leaned back in his chair and laughed, a full belly laugh, the likes of which he hadn’t had since they left the Cygnus heliosphere six weeks prior. When he finished, he turned serious.
 
   “Death is a part of life. We can lament its embrace, or shrug it off and carry on with our business. Eleven names on that bulkhead. There were three when we started this mission. Now, every time we return to space, they’re going with us. The only way they won’t is if we stop exploring. I was against going to the planet, but it was the right thing to do. And it’ll be the right thing to do next time, too. We need a better SOP, more firepower. Yes, this is me saying that we need to be better armed. I fought against the few blasters we had on board. The old saying rings true–better to have it and not need it. I will pray that we never need them, but seeing the Concordians here, trying to steal my ship, made my blood boil.” The residual anger drove him to his feet. His hands were clenched. He looked at his fists as if they weren’t a part of his own body. Rand forced a smile.
 
   “I guess we’ve all got some issues to deal with, huh?” The captain sat down and raised his eyebrows indicating that unless the ensigns had something else, he wanted to get back to work, do something that took his mind off the past. “You two better get back to your posts. Jolly, prepare to activate the EM drive.”
 
   He opened the ship-wide communication system. “Secure your posts and get into your acceleration chairs. It’s time to go home. Jolly, when the board is green, activate the EM drive and take us into the well, five gravities actual, if you please.” 
 
   Cain and Ellie heard the announcement in the corridor and then in the stairway. They would have liked to stop by sensors and visit Tandry, but they ran out of time. When they hit the engineering level, Ellie turned to head through the hatch, when Cain grabbed her arm. Her pulled her close for a long hug, then held her face in his hands as he looked into her eyes. The kiss started softly, lips brushing, but Ellie gripped Cain’s back fiercely, unable to let go. The temperature in the stairway seemed to rise exponentially. Their teeth clicked together as Cain pulled her hair. 
 
   They finally let go after hearing Jolly make a strange noise over the comm system. 
 
   “I love you,” Cain blurted out. 
 
   “I know. Me, too. Better get going, you insulbrick,” Ellie told him as her hand lingered on his, before casting it away and running off, laughing. She jumped through the engineering hatch where Briz was already in his acceleration chair, tapping his big foot against the wall. 
 
   “I will never understand humans,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
   Ellie jumped into her chair and strapped in. 
 
   ‘That was well done,’ Carnesto interjected. ‘We had time, you two could have, you know, right there in the stairwell. You knew everyone else was strapped in. That could have been your only chance. Shame you missed it.’
 
   ‘You are such a cretin. As soon as we’re done accelerating, I’m coming up there to give you a good petting!’ she teased.
 
   When Cain reached his space, he ran through his checklist, securing a toolbox on its shelf before settling into his acceleration couch, hoping the g-forces would be light enough that he could get some sleep. He was exhausted in all ways. He spoke to the microphone in the overhead, “I suppose I’m last again, aren’t I, Jolly?”
 
   “Yes, you are, Ensign Cain, but I’m not sure we’d have it any other way. It’s either you or Briz. On a different subject, I look forward to talking with you more about what kind of military force you envision. Holly has an excess of materials on the subject. I will talk with him before we dock and hope to have some recommendations for you,” Jolly said without Cain having to ask for help. 
 
   “You’re thinking that they’ll let me organize the group?” Cain asked. 
 
   At the same time he heard the captain over the loudspeaker. “Activating the EM drive. Take us through the heliosphere, Jolly, into the well, and home.” 
 
   ‘I like that you want to require Hillcats. Carnesto and I will help you. It will be good,’ Lutheann told him. 
 
   “I think it will be more than that, Master Cain. I think you’ll not only organize it, you’ll find the recruits, and then you’ll train them. There can be no other way. You will establish what everything that follows will look like,” Jolly said prophetically. 
 
   “Everything that follows,” Cain proclaimed. “I guess I better get it right, then.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A Memorial
 
    
 
   The captain was in a hurry, but didn’t want to push the ship. He maintained five gravities actual, two and half felt by the crew for three hours. By the time they shut down the EM drive, the crew was ready to escape their acceleration couches. 
 
   After using the head, Cain ran through his checklist of likely system upsets. He personally inspected each point of potential failure and this occupied his entire focus until he was too tired to keep standing. He fell asleep in his acceleration couch, in his clothes, once again. 
 
   Briz took a nap during acceleration. Ellie watched him in amazement. The only thing she could do was be physically miserable and think about her confusing relationship with Cain. She wasn’t looking forward to telling her parents. Maybe she wouldn’t. 
 
   The crew went about their business as the ship raced through the edge of the heliosphere and into the gravity well on a nearly direct heading for the De’atesh shipyards at the edge of the asteroid belt. They’d slow the ship well before then for final maneuvers through one of the charted gaps, but also to limit any damage from small, rogue space rocks.  
 
   The commander asked Leaper to set up the hangar deck for a memorial, forgetting that there was no room because they carried the Concordian shuttle. They moved the memorial to the mess deck and the corridor outside. They’d make it work. Stinky set everything up, enlisting Tandry’s aid since her secondary duties aboard the ship involved stocking and supplies. They put out a small spread of food, both fresh and from the fabricators. 
 
   On a separate table, they placed a nametag for each of the lost crew and a single Shooting Star award for those injured in the line of duty. There was an uncomfortable stack of other Shooting Stars to be awarded, almost one for every crew member. That wasn’t one that anyone wanted to win. It was worn mainly as a reminder of how dangerous it was to work in space. Every legacy member of the Cygnus-12 crew had one for the malnourishment they suffered on their last voyage. The captain paid for his second with his arm. Briz, Cain, and Ellie earned theirs in the fire following the rupture of the containment tank that cost Strider his life. 
 
   “I have a hard time looking at this stuff,” Tandry said. Her Hillcat Mixial rubbed against her leg, anxious because her bonded was upset. 
 
   ‘Didn’t we open the way to Earth?’ Mixial asked. 
 
   “Kind of,” Tandry answered, curious how the usually aloof ‘cat knew about the strategic victory of the costly mission. “We have to go back that way, but we now have a current star chart with all the planets that have been colonized. We have a modern map with a way to Earth.”
 
   ‘Then it was a victory,’ the long-haired calico said simply. ‘Sometimes you have to sacrifice to get what you want. We’ve already sent our mission data, right? So the victory is complete. The sacrifices have been made and mourned. Time to move on. I’m going to the garden deck,’ Mixial said dismissively.
 
   Tandry wondered about Mixial as she used to be much more empathetic. “Those other two are a bad influence on you, Mixi!” Tandry yelled after the ‘cat. Leaper looked at his list and recounted the Shooting Stars. 
 
   “Am I on there?” she asked Leaper.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he said in his though voice. Briz had not yet returned his vocalization device. 
 
   “Why?” Tandry was confused. She hadn’t been injured.
 
   ‘Neurological trauma. The med bots confirmed it.’
 
   “But Mixial helped me through it. The ‘cats are special that way,” Tandry countered.
 
   ‘How you recover is irrelevant to the award. You were injured and your recovery and continued service is a benefit to the Cygnus-12 and the SES.’ Leaper sounded like he was quoting the awards manual. 
 
   “That’s a pretty sterile answer.” She picked up a small sandwich and threw it at Stinky’s head. He deftly caught it in his mouth and ate it, chuckling.
 
   ‘I’m reading the award note using my implant,’ he confessed. 
 
   “It would pain me greatly to think that you’d become a bureaucrat.” She tried to keep things light, but the table display kept her attention. The name badge “Katlind” drew her in. She touched it gently. “She would have been a great explorer.”
 
   ‘She was great and that’s how we’ll remember her, that’s how we’ll remember all of them. Now stop it. This is a celebration of life and the future. We’ll raise a glass to them and then figure out where we’re going next. I expect Cain will have some words for the crew, maybe even Briz. We’re the most junior members, but I think when those two speak, everyone will listen,’ Stinky concluded and  waved Tandry away. 
 
   Black Leaper wanted to howl to honor his lost crewmates, but he didn’t want to set off any alarms. ‘Jolly, can you secure this room for me. I will mourn in my way, but I don’t want anyone to worry.’ 
 
   ‘It is done, Ensign. Please let me know when you’ve finished,’ Jolly replied solemnly.
 
   The Wolfoid sat back on his haunches and raised his muzzle toward the ceiling, starting boldly with a long howl, building in volume. He yipped with his inhale and howled again, and again. Lieutenant Strider. He hadn’t known him well, but he was one of the Wolfoid people. He served the SES and had lost his life because of that service. Leaper continued howling until the first person knocked on the door. 
 
   Leaper finished, took a deep breath, and told Jolly he was done. The door to the mess deck opened and the captain walked in. He nodded to the Wolfoid and went straight to the table. He also touched the nametags for each of his crew. When he looked up, his eyes glistened but his jaw was set. 
 
   “The ship is life,” he said. Leaper nodded, because he didn’t use the mindlink with the captain. He didn’t know anyone who had. 
 
   ‘Briz! Bring me my vocalization device or I’m coming down there to stomp you!’ Stinky told Briz in his firmest thought voice. Briz was on the stairs when he heard the Wolfoid in his head. The Rabbit jumped, then returned to engineering, made the adjustments in the hardware and synced it with the computer system for the software tweaks. That took a total of three minutes. He ran for the stairs as soon as it was ready. 
 
   When he burst from the stairway, he nearly ran into Commander Daksha. Ducking under the Tortoid, Briz continued running for the mess deck, but getting there just in front of the commander wasn’t a victory. People were already spilling into the corridor, so Briz took a spot against the wall and acted like he’d been there the entire time. 
 
   “Come with me, Ensign Brisbois,” the commander said without hesitating as the crew cleared a path. Briz followed like a schoolboy in trouble, being hauled off to the principal’s office. He handed the vocalization device to Leaper as they passed on their way to the table display. Briz looked at it, instantly struck by its simple and deep impact. He stopped as Commander Daksha turned and faced the crowd. 
 
   He didn’t have to call for everyone’s attention. Their eyes were already on him. A couple people shuffled their feet, but no one spoke. Cain and Ellie held hands as they looked on. 
 
   “We’re going to dispense with formalities on this occasion. We’ve all struggled individually with the loss of our comrades, and we have the duty to remember them, but we must remember them in a good way. Briz, Cain, Ellie, front and center.” Master Daksha nodded to Leaper, who picked up three Shooting Stars. 
 
   “When the coolant tank ruptured, only by the grace of the makers did anyone survive, but then, only by Ensign Cain’s actions were the survivors saved. At the risk to his own life, he saved yours, his classmates and friends. Wear your Shooting Stars as an external sign of the scars you carry. Cain, please take Strider’s Star and wear that always, in honor of him. Had he been alive, I have no doubt you would have saved him, too. 
 
   All Cain could think about was how he shoved the Wolfoid’s body to the side to get to Ellie. He was embarrassed, but wearing Strider’s medal was a way to remind him that there was nothing he could have done. Time had been of the essence. 
 
   Briz and Ellie accepted their Shooting Stars graciously and humbly. Cain waited while Leaper pinned the two medals on his jumper. As he made to leave, Daksha stopped him. 
 
   “Did you think you could risk your life for others and we wouldn’t recognize that? It’s a commander’s duty to recognize those who go above and beyond. Ensign Cain, you have done that, on multiple occasions. For your actions in the engine room, you are awarded a Space Star First Class. For your actions on Concordia, you are awarded a second Space Star First Class. There is no greater testament to loyalty and integrity than when a person offers his life for his fellows. You weren’t reckless. You had every intention of succeeding, but there was risk, great risk, and you accepted that, willingly. I congratulate you in the way that a commander can.” 
 
   Cain looked sheepishly at the crowd, his crewmates, as they clapped and cheered. He hadn’t done it for the applause. He did those things because they needed doing. He made to leave again, but Daksha stopped him a second time.
 
   “Captain Rand and Cain, if you would be so kind, please pin a Space Star First Class on Briz. For your actions, Ensign Brisbois, while Cain was helping us save ourselves on the planet surface, you were saving all of us by saving the ship in a way unique, that only you could do. Ensign Brisbois, you are one of a kind, and at this point in time, I believe you are the most decorated Rabbit ever in the Space Exploration Service. And you’ve served for five months total. I look forward to seeing what your future holds.” 
 
   More applause and more cheering. Cain looked at Briz, who appeared to be more uncomfortable than Cain felt. He turned to his Rabbit friend and pulled him into a fierce hug. 
 
   “The ship is life!” the commander called and everyone shouted their slogan in reply. He continued, his vocalization device reflecting a softer tone, “Save the ship, save yourselves. No one exemplifies that motto better than this crew. Never in the history of the space fleet has anyone done what this crew has done. I can’t be more proud. It’ll be a week until we dock. I’ll let everyone know as soon as we receive word from on high about what’s in store for our future.”  He called people up one by one to issue awards, Shooting Stars, Space Stars Second and Third Class. At the end, he asked the captain to stand tall before his crew. 
 
   “To the best captain a ship could ask for, one who literally gave his arm for his ship, Captain Rand is awarded the Space Star First Class. I personally want to thank him for bringing an alternate view of what our first contact could entail. He advised caution when others, including yours truly, insisted that we make landfall, meet the distraught people of Concordia. I will continue to seek your advice, Captain Rand,” Master Daksha finished, bobbing his head slowly as he looked at the captain. Rand looked like he wanted to say something, but he took a few steps then started a cheer for the commander. 
 
   “To the stars!” Everyone yelled “To the stars!” in reply. 
 
   Cain walked back to the front, hands up asking for silence. He raised an eyebrow at the commander, who nodded in return.
 
   “I want to thank every one of the crew of our ship, the Cygnus-12, for welcoming Leaper and his team from Space School. We were raw recruits, yet no one batted an eye. We’ve all committed to staying on board for the next journey, and the next, and the one after that. This is the best damn ship in the fleet, and it’ll take an armed escort to remove me from my home!” No one cheered, but they pressed in and there was much hand-shaking and back-slapping. 
 
   Senior Lieutenant Pace was one of the first to congratulate Cain. “You deserve all of that, and more, my man! You have a gift, Cain, and I’m glad you’re staying. Me, too. I’m comfortable putting my life in the hands of this crew, plus, I want to be there when we enter Earth’s heliosphere and descend into its gravity well. The children have come home. I have to be there for that,” he said, nodding toward the table. Cain shook his head vigorously. 
 
   “Glad to hear that, Pace. Really glad. Is everyone else staying?” 
 
   “Of course!” he exclaimed as Chirit joined them, hopping from table to table so he didn’t get stepped on. The overhead was too low for him to fly. Cain picked him up to help him get closer to the corridor where he’d have room to maneuver. 
 
   “I’ll need to train a new sensor operator, but I have Tandry’s help, if only we can keep that ‘cat from shedding. I might have to requisition a server bot to be permanently stationed with Mixial,” the Hawkoid said as they worked their way through the crowd. Tandry gave Chirit the stink-eye as they passed, which was completely lost on the Hawkoid but made Cain laugh.
 
   Leaper worked the crowd, wearing his new Shooting Star and Space Star Second Class above the Third Class Star he’d received while still in Space School. He was proud of them. Wolfoids had a good history in space, but none had ever become a captain or even a mission commander. He had his eyes set on the stars and climbing a long flight of steps to get there. 
 
   Allard and Beauchene dallied at the food table, only so they could sample a little of everything then put it back, half-eaten, after denigrating fabricator food. Captain Rand picked up the Rabbits’ refuse and put it on a plate to go back into the fabricator for recycling. “Which one of you kicked me?” he asked, pointing with his new hand. Both Rabbits froze, their noses stopped twitching, their ears straight up and unmoving. Rand started to laugh. The Space Exploration Service was not a military force and there was no such thing as assaulting an officer or dereliction of duty. 
 
   There were some good throw-downs because the SES ran deep space exploration ships. Any time you had people cramped together for long periods of time, things happened. “With everything that happened on this ship on this journey, you two have shown us what you’re made of, that you would do anything for the crew. I’m glad to have you aboard, and that little incident with the ‘cats is probably going to be the funniest story that I tell to my grandkids.” 
 
   “Thank you for your kind words. Will those creatures be staying aboard?” Allard asked sincerely. 
 
   “No more war on the ‘cats! Yes. Since Cain, Ellie, and Tandry are staying, the ‘cats are staying, too.” 
 
   “Pity,” Beauchene added, sampling another hors d’oeuvre, making a face, and putting it back with one small nibble out of the corner. The captain slapped his small Rabbit hand. 
 
   “That’s for kicking me!” he said. Beauchene pointed to Allard, who saw the gesture and pointed back. “Now stop sampling those. You know you’re not going to like them,’ the captain said dismissively and shooed the Rabbits away from the food table. Both the Rabbits wore their newly awarded Space Star First Class for their actions against the enemy on multiple decks of the ship. Rand had always thought of them as peaceful gardeners, passionate about protecting their plants, but the new side of them caught him by surprise. Of all the people who put their bodies between the Concordians and the Cygnus-12, he would have never thought that the three Rabbits would eliminate more of the enemy than anyone else. He would never forget that.
 
   Master Daksha watched serenely, floating higher than normal to give the others more room. As Daksha had hoped, the memorial was a celebration of life and a commitment to the future. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Message
 
    
 
   They received the message while most of the crew were sleeping. It was days beyond when they could have received the first reply, which concerned them, but they pressed forward, deeper and deeper into the well. 
 
   Jolly notified Commander Daksha immediately, knowing that he had been impatiently waiting for a reply from either Admiral Jesper or Doctor Johns. 
 
   Welcome back, Master Daksha. I am sorry to hear of your losses. We grieve with you at the tragedy that has befallen the Cygnus-12. We have received and forwarded your thoughtful notes to each of the families. They are making do, as well as can be expected. We will have a formal ceremony at the Space Center once the crew is safely home.
 
   A human colony! From there, we will jump closer, to another human colony, and soon, we will be looking at mother Earth. You and your crew have opened the door to what we’ve only dreamed was possible. 
 
   Your crew and your spaceship have opened our eyes to both the dangers of first contact and the challenges of space. The SES leadership has met regarding your situation, and the decisions have been in your favor. I know that your ship just came out of space dock for an extended overhaul, but we’d like to make a few more modifications. It’ll go back in for an estimated four months where additional structural support will be added, and I hate to say this, but some weaponry, too. 
 
   We’ve been working with Holly to revise the direction under which your AI will operate. It will take the computer system to aim and fire the weapons, so having an AI that can’t take an enemy’s life would be problematic, no more problematic than having an AI who is too quick to take a life. The programming instructions will take time to get right. 
 
   And regarding your request to create a military force to accompany a landing team, I cannot agree more. I think your Ensign Cain will be the right leader for such a force. He’ll have four months to recruit and train twelve warriors. It’s not much time, but we’re making it up as we go. 
 
   Again, I’d like to reiterate my condolences to you, your crew, and the families of the fallen. They will be remembered and their names will be read aloud in ceremony the first time we see Earth with our own eyes.  
 
   Bring your ship home, Daksha, proudly. You’ve earned our highest respect.
 
   Master Daksha read the letter three times to be certain that he read everything correctly. Four months! He wasn’t looking forward to that. He’d hoped for a quicker turnaround, but the time would give him and the captain the best chance at finding quality replacements for the crew that they’d lost. 
 
   They were going back to Concordia. The Tortoid knew that revenge was wrong and he’d be vocal about it, but he wanted revenge. He wanted the one who ordered the attack on him and his people to pay for what he’d done. Cain would carry a barbaric level of vigilante justice to the planet. If the leadership surrendered, he’d accept that, but he hoped he didn’t. He hoped that Cygnus blasters would be the last thing they’d ever see. Daksha shoved those thoughts into the back of his mind for recall at a later date, the date they had with Concordia. 
 
   ‘Jolly, when Cain wakes up, have him report to me,’ Daksha ordered.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   De’atesh Shipyard
 
    
 
   As they approached the space dock, they stopped the ship’s spin. The crew had been in zero-g plenty of times, but they never enjoyed it. The conditions made everything more difficult by orders of magnitude. Briz only tolerated it because he was able to do things that he couldn’t do otherwise, like inspect the tops of everything in engineering. Ellie watched him crawl around the ceiling, looking at this or that. He went from one end of the space to the other. 
 
   “Briz! Come on down, we’re going to dock soon.”
 
   “I’m not getting off the ship,” he said, acting like they’d leave without him. “I’m going to stay, see to those upgrades Jolly was talking about. I’m not sure I like the thought of weapons on the Cygnus-12.”
 
   “I know. I’m an explorer, not a soldier. I hate to think of the Cygnus-12 as an instrument of war,” Ellie sympathized.
 
   “Power. I’m talking about the excess power required. We’re simply not equipped for that. I’d rather shoot them from far away, assuming I can change the power distribution system adequately, than risk having them crash into the ship, like those idiots from Concordia almost did.” 
 
   “I thought you were more peace-loving, Briz, like your fellows Beauchene and Allard, although, from what I hear, they put a hurt on some of the boarders,” Ellie said, looking to get a response from the Rabbit.
 
   Briz stopped what he was doing. “Yes. They did what they had to do. They helped save the ship. I wish I was as good a shot as they are! But, I have no intention of practicing. I’ll leave weapons play to the Neanderthals,” he looked at Ellie, hoping to get a rise, then he stuck his pink nose in the air and acted like he was strutting through the air, but in zero-g, all he accomplished was to send himself into a spin, crashing most ingloriously into one of the massive power conduits that traversed engineering. 
 
   Ellie was getting off the ship as soon as she could. She wanted to go home for a visit, then back to the space center for more training on systems, particularly the EM drive. The new conventional travel engine was so successful that the thrusters were going to be swapped out from chemical propulsion to mini-EM drives. They would use renewable power instead of a limited resource. 
 
   Increased demand meant more power. Additional generation sources were to be installed, which concerned Briz the most. The power distribution system was overdesigned from the beginning, but with the most recent addition of the spindle, systems within the core were being taken to their limits. Briz didn’t want to leave the ship in the hands of someone else. He insisted on staying behind. He said that he could catch up on technical reading too, as the engineers and maintenance bots did their work. 
 
   Ellie knew that for him, reading tech manuals was like a vacation. 
 
   Cain intended to use the matter transfer system to get to New Sanctuary as quickly as possible. He was singularly focused on building the security force. Time was a luxury he didn’t have. He would not be traveling anywhere that didn’t help him with the recruits. What tests would he need? What level of technical aptitude would be necessary? What standard would he train them to and how? Cain had too many questions and not enough answers. His brain was moving at light speed, which made everything around him seem a blur, even his friends. 
 
   Ellie apologized to them all on his behalf, knowing that his disengagement wasn’t a personal slight, only a limitation on his mental capacity. They laughed at the joke, but accepted that he had the hardest job of them all during the ship’s refit. No one could help him with what he was tasked to do.
 
   The crew showed up according to the disembarkation plan. With two shuttles, they could only move six crew at a time. The station had many more ships, but they would have to request an emergency to reroute one of them since they were filled to capacity moving workers back and forth, supporting construction operations. 
 
   The Cygnus-12 was berthed on the far side of the dock, away from the largest ship in the fleet that was still being built. With the advancements in the EM drive, the SES was rethinking the space station style ship since the timeframes of travel had been greatly reduced. It had an interim name, but no one could recall what it was until Jolly reminded them. It was the unimaginative Cygnus Traveler. No wonder they forgot it. 
 
   Most of the crew wanted to take a short break on the station before returning to help with the upgrades. 
 
   Pace’s workstation was changing the most significantly. “I’m moving to the command deck, join Pickles and the captain, fly the ship from there instead of the usual place between sensor suites. I think it’s going to be a great upgrade. I’m staying aboard to help facilitate that part of it.” 
 
   “It looks like you’re leaving to me,” Ellie observed. “What’s happening with your old space?” 
 
   “I’m just running to the station to get a few things. I store stuff there, and I’ll be back later today,” he replied to her first point, hesitating and looking down before answering the rest of the question. “My space, you ask. That will be the new weapons station. We’ll fight the ship from there if we have to. I guess it will be unmanned most of the time. Let’s say, I hope we have no need to put someone in there. Ever.” 
 
   No one was a fan of arming the Cygnus-12, it seemed. The change in mission took them far out of their comfort zone, beyond the risks inherent in space travel. Ellie’s injuries weren’t because of the Concordians, but because of the stress they’d put on their spaceship. And they’d keep straining the ship to get every bit the Cygnus-12 was willing to give. There’d be more failures and she could only hope that there wouldn’t be more deaths.
 
   “Cain!” Ellie called. He was pacing outside the hangar bay, which meant he was pulling his weightless form back and forth using the handholds while waiting for the shuttle to return so he could get to the space station. He wasn’t pleased that he’d missed the first one, but there had been an issue with the wastewater processor that needed his attention. Then he had to clean up because he’d been splattered with waste. He couldn’t get into the shower fast enough, but it still made him miss the first flight out with the commander, the captain, and a couple others with urgent business on the station. One of the maintenance technicians had a new baby waiting for him. He’d gotten a priority seat on the first shuttle.
 
   The three ‘cats floated almost helplessly through the air. They couldn’t wait to get somewhere else. They hovered by the hatch to the hangar bay, ready to be pushed through to the next shuttle. 
 
   “Cain!” Ellie yelled again, louder this time. He blinked away from his own thoughts and looked at her. She left the others behind as she approached him. “How are we going to tell our parents?” she asked abruptly.
 
   “I don’t know, hadn’t thought about it,” he answered with a shrug. “Do you have any ideas?” 
 
   “I think I’ll just blame my dad for making you feel so unwelcome,” she started. “Maybe the lifesaving part. It puts others on the ship at risk. Careers and discovery. We’re a good fit, but not here, not now. I won’t tell them that you’re only kind of in love with me.” She stopped him from making a rebuttal. 
 
   “You should go see her. And I know what you’re going to say, so don’t. You make the time!” she emphasized with a finger poke in the chest, before storming away, as much as she could in zero-g. 
 
   “Thanks for the conversation,” he said quietly. He hadn’t thought about it, figuring he’d simply call his parents, tell them, then brush it off as he returned to work. If he could see Aletha, that would make the trip worthwhile. He’d try to work that into a recruiting trip. 
 
   Aletha. 
 
   He’d been thinking about his schedule and actions, tenuously building a plan of attack within his mind. Instantly, his planning was thrown into disarray as he forgot everything he’d been trying to put together. He glared at Ellie, trying to get her attention as the shuttle arrived. 
 
   They lined up, pulling their meager belongings. Cain muttered something about “women messing with his head.” Ellie smirked and tried not to sit next to him, but the shuttle was cramped and inevitably, the others cleared the way. They strapped in for an immediate departure. Pace was flying the shuttle, as he greatly enjoyed flying. He’d make a few runs before joining the others at the station for a meal made without a fabricator. 
 
   “What’d you do that for?” Cain asked angrily as the others looked at him, expecting the young couple to provide the entertainment during the short trip to the station. 
 
   “Do what?” she said innocently, batting her eyes at Cain. He grunted something unintelligible and then yelled at the ceiling. 
 
   He continued to grumble before finally settling on something to say. The rest of the passengers couldn’t wait. “Women are going to be the end of me!” The others snickered, which he didn’t take well.
 
   “If it weren’t for women, my lover, there would have been no start to you, either,” Ellie said in her best bedroom voice, emphasizing her point by caressing his arm. 
 
   Cain shook. Tandry and Mixial watched him with an almost academic interest. Lutheann and Carnesto seemed to be laughing as they enjoyed the banter between their humans, although they couldn’t make heads or tails of the relationship between the two. 
 
   He was outnumbered and it appeared that he was outgunned, too. Calling on his tactical mind, the first advice was to run, but being trapped in a shuttle, that wasn’t an option, so he settled on keeping his mouth closed and trying to regain his plan. He’d start working it the second he landed at the station. Then he could put the female wiles behind him. 
 
   But Aletha was now on his mind and he remained confused. First thing, first thing, he chanted within his own mind, pinching his eyes closed. Contact Holly, yes, that’s it. Contact Holly. Determine the force and training, then he’ll figure out how to sell it to recruit people. 
 
   Cain opened his eyes, seeing everyone look quickly away. “I know what I need to do. The power of a focused mind has brought my plan raging back to me,” he said triumphantly, cocking his head toward Ellie’s ear.
 
   “Let me guess, you’re going to talk with Holly?” she asked. His mouth fell open, and he looked crushed. She leaned close to him as they were buffeted during their final approach to the space station, working to match rotation. “Cain, you are a genius at tactics, when you have no time to think, but time is not your friend. The more of it you have, the worse you are. Relax and enjoy life. Commit your thinking time to when you really need to make a decision. You talk with Holly. You go to the Traveler and then to Vii. I’ll see you there. If you aren’t married to Aletha by the time I show up at the space center, then we’ll talk again, maybe watch the stars.” 
 
   Cain looked at her and reiterated, “I don’t deserve you.”
 
   “I know.” She smiled as she unbuckled and walked out of the shuttle, heading in the opposite direction that Cain was going. Carnesto danced after her while Lutheann went with Cain. Unlike her human, she looked at the others as they departed. 
 
   ‘I’m going to miss them,’ she told him over the mindlink. Cain bent slightly so he could scratch behind her ears. 
 
   “I know, Luthie. Me, too. I can’t be satisfied with what I have, can I?” 
 
   ‘You most assuredly cannot. You can be a real ass, you know that, don’t you?’ Lutheann added acerbically. 
 
   “I am not!” Cain stated emphatically. To anyone watching, it would have looked like he was talking with himself. 
 
   ‘Tolerance. Compromise. Appreciation. Do these words mean anything to you?’ she asked. Cain looked at her, not understanding her point. He turned and headed toward the matter transfer chamber. He needed to get to the Traveler so he could start his conversation with Holly. Once he reached New Sanctuary, he’d be running. 
 
   Ellie had no business in the direction she’d gone but wanted to let Cain go his own way. She’d enjoyed distracting him, but it hurt her to see him leave. Once the tears started, she was powerless to stop them. Carnesto became overly affectionate as she sought a corner away from the rest of humanity. “Good luck, Cain. I miss you already,” she told the wall. 
 
   ‘You have the whole universe in front of you. You will be fine and Cain will be fine. We won’t let anything happen to either one of you. You are my favorite, you know,’ the ‘cat said soothingly. 
 
   Ellie wiped the tears away and looked askance at Carnesto. ‘I’m supposed to be your favorite!’ she exclaimed in her thought voice.
 
   ‘Yes, but I thought you’d like to hear it,’ the ‘cat replied. ‘Do you think they have any squirrels about that I could hunt?’
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Marines!
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   ‘The Marines, Cain. I’ve researched my databases extensively and they were the best fighting force with the greatest longevity and flexibility to task organize for a mission of any size and scope. I think you want to model your forces after the Marines,’ Holly told Cain via his neural implant. 
 
   Cain sat in the engineering section of the Traveler, formerly the Resettlement Vessel, now the Space Station Traveler. The transfer from the shipyard took a mere four hours and Cain was waiting while the system prepared for his transfer to the planet surface. He was surprised that there wasn’t a queue. Maybe his mission was more important than anything else going on. Executive treatment and he was only an ensign! He knew it was probably pure dumb luck, but he accepted either answer. While he waited, he chatted with Holly.
 
   ‘Marines? Sounds like a coastal guardian of some sort,’ Cain answered, unsure of why Holly was so in love with the term. It didn’t sound impressive at all. 
 
   ‘Let me show you a few videos that I was able to find in the archives.’ Holly proceeded to show Cain a number of clips from ancient earth movies about the Marines  The DI, Sands of Iwo Jima, Siege of Firebase Gloria, the Wind and the Lion, Full Metal Jacket, and a number of others. Before Cain knew it, hours had gone by and someone was tapping him on the shoulder. 
 
   “The chamber is ready for your immediate transfer, Ensign Cain,” Lieutenant Simonds informed him. Lutheann rolled around on the deck as if she was being tortured. The ‘cats didn’t like the deep space exploration vessel, the space station, or the Traveler. He shook his head at her, knowing that they would be on solid ground soon enough and then, he’d probably not see her until they had to return to space.
 
   “Simonds! It’s great to see you.” Cain stood to shake the other man’s hand. 
 
   “Damn, Cain! You are already some kind of legend. Would you look at that–two Shooting Stars and three Space Stars, two of them First Class. Damn!” Simonds couldn’t contain his excitement. Besides his double bar attesting to his rank, he had no awards on his uniform. Cain was embarrassed. “When you took on that Android, I knew you were different. I’ve never met another person who would have done that.” 
 
   Cain was happy for the distraction from the trip to Concordia, although he expected he’d better get used to people wanting to hear the story. “I am still convinced that it was coming after me. No one will be able to tell me differently,” he countered. 
 
   “I’m sorry that you have to leave so quickly. It would be great to set up a banquet, have you tell us a little about deep space exploration. We have to live vicariously through people like you since we don’t go anywhere,” Simonds said, sounding more forlorn than he intended. He and Cain both knew that he was right where he was meant to be and where he was most comfortable. 
 
   As Cain was getting ready to enter the matter transfer chamber, he stopped. “Have you asked that ensign out yet?” he asked the lieutenant, who brightened appreciably at Cain bringing the issue up.
 
   “I have!” he responded proudly. “We’ve already been out three times together, and I think there’s a lot more of that coming my way.” Lieutenant Simonds smiled devilishly as he thought about the ensign and the progress they’d made as a budding couple. 
 
   “Don’t give up, my friend. Treat her well and all will be right in your world.” Cain slapped the man on the shoulder as he turned away.
 
   “Wiser words were never spoken,” Simonds said to Cain’s back as the ensign found a couch to recline in. Lutheann jumped into the one next to his, crouching to get comfortable for the most uncomfortable process. 
 
   ‘I’m going to build the New Marines. What do you think of that, Luthie?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘If I puke, I’m going to make sure I get some on you,’ she replied. 
 
   ‘What? I’m taking you home to Vii. I’m the good guy here. Maybe just this once I can be the good guy, Lutheann?’ He squirmed in his seat, trying to get comfortable but he was too anxious. He only had to sit still for the first few seconds of the transfer process. After that, he’d wake up on the planet, wretch uncontrollably a couple times, then walk out as good as new.
 
   ‘We are going to the planet, but do you really want “New Marines?” How about just Marines or Cygnus Marines or maybe Boneheads with Blasters, to be most descriptive,’ she said condescendingly. 
 
   “Cygnus Marines, I like that,” he said out loud. Only the two of them were in the chamber, surprisingly. Cain continued to feel special as the wall shimmered and he disappeared into the dark.
 
   To wake up a moment later with the familiar walls of the New Sanctuary matter transfer chamber looking back at him. “Boneheads with Blasters? Where did that come from? I think we acquitted ourselves rather professionally on Concordia. We only shot what needed to be shot!” he dodged, seeking to defend his honor. 
 
   ‘Were you not watching the Lizard Man during your so-called ambush? The safest place to be was where he was aiming,’ Lutheann sniped. Cain had a hard time not laughing at that. Lizard Men were formidable warriors, but with their tridents in hand-to-hand combat, not with blasters. 
 
   “Add that to the list. We need people who can become proficient with blasters in a short amount of time. Good call, Luthie,” Cain continued the banter, afraid to move and summon the nausea that would bring up his last meal. He tried to think when he last ate. Had it been just a few hours, right before he boarded the shuttle from the Cygnus-12? Before he started the repairs? He had no idea how long it had been since he last ate. 
 
   He finally swung his legs over the edge of the couch and let his feet rest on the floor. He stood slowly and took one tentative step, then another. Lutheann jumped down and froze, gagging. Moments earlier, Cain thought he’d make it. At the ‘cat’s first sound, the bile raced into the back of his throat and he coughed. The first chunks hit his sinuses and he winced at the burn, then lost the rest of it. Lutheann walked around the mess and from the chamber. He stood with his hands on his knees, spitting on the floor to clear the taste from his mouth. 
 
   The ‘cat hadn’t gotten sick at all. ‘That’s low, Lutheann, really low,’ he told her over the mindlink. She didn’t bother to answer. She’d made her point, whatever that was.  He walked around the mess and stepped into the corridor. The server bot was already waiting and scuttled past him to do its duty. “Better you than me,” he told it as it entered the chamber. 
 
   Cain was surprised that no one was there to meet him. He didn’t know why he was expecting it. Letting your stardom inflate your ego, he thought. Humility is always a good lesson. 
 
   ‘Holly, I’m heading to the Command Center. I’ll be there in two shakes of a ‘cat’s tail.’ He and Lutheann continued to the elevator that ascended to the Command Center. They arrived to a standing ovation. 
 
   ‘Oh, brother. I’ll be outside if you need me. Send me up, human,’ Lutheann commanded. Cain told the elevator to take the ‘cat to the top and he stepped out.
 
   Dr. Johns led the way for his colleagues as they congratulated the ensign through cheers and clapping. He waved them away, but they formed a half circle around him, wanting Cain to say something. So he helped them to help him as he was learning to do.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” he told them simply, hoping someone would tell him what they wanted to hear.
 
   “Taking the big ship into the well! What was it like?” 
 
   There it was. They cared about the technical stuff. Briz needed to be there, and then Cain would be free to work with Holly. 
 
   “It was great! We had everyone with us and once in system, the flights from the Cygnus-12 were short and easily managed. I can’t imagine going any other way. Artificial gravity messed with us, though. Under a long acceleration, one gee, we were pulled sideways between the spin of the ship and the acceleration. We need to look at the ship design to see how we can make movement around the ship possible under either or both forms of artificial gravity. Ellie and I got caught in the stairway during one of those times. I wouldn’t want to do that again. You built us a great ship and now, I need to spend some time with Holly and Dr. Johns, talk about what we need to make sure that we don’t have any problems like we had with the Concordians.” Cain waved as he finished his short speech. The scientists turned away and started talking excitedly about whatever area of the ship they thought most important. Cain was quickly forgotten as the ship was the center of their universe.
 
   Cain realized that he liked the spotlight, but he also didn’t like it, not when he had work to do. The clock was counting down and he had yet to find his first recruit. 
 
   “What can I help you with, Cain?” Dr. Johns asked kindly. 
 
   “A military force on the spaceships, specifically on the Cygnus-12. I was thinking twelve plus me. I know there’s space to billet that many additional people and since the missions are far shorter now, ship’s stores will last. I need help setting things up, and, I think this is the most important, I need people to be good with it. We go in peace, but we have to be ready to fight. The Concordians took seven of our people’s lives. We can’t ever let that happen again.” Cain looked Dr. Johns in the eye, to show his determination to secure the members of the SES against all enemies they might find in deep space.
 
   “What are you thinking of calling it? Something like Ship Security?” Dr. Johns asked.
 
   “I was thinking Cygnus Marines.” The more Cain said the words, the more they meant to him, the more he liked them. 
 
   Dr. Johns shrugged one old shoulder. “Sounds good to me. Let me work out some things with my people while you commune with Holly, come up with a training regimen, and then we’ll come back together. There’s no hurry. You just arrived planet-side, so let’s say, tomorrow morning?”
 
   Cain didn’t want to wait that long, but this was Dr. Johns. His word could make the venture wildly successful or an abysmal failure. Cain smiled. “Thank you, that’s very considerate. Tomorrow morning it is. I think I’ll talk with Holly in the sunshine. It’s been a while, probably the single greatest thing I miss while in space.” The old man nodded, then waved Cain toward the elevator. 
 
   Once outside, Cain appreciated the Cygnus sun. When he was on Concordia, he wasn’t in a position to revel in the great outdoors. All he remembered was running and fighting. Everything else about the planet was a blur. 
 
   Lutheann was lounging on the beach. Her white fur seemed to glow in the sunshine, like the softest snow from the highest peak. ‘You are a beautiful ‘cat,’ he told her.
 
   She purred. ‘I’d be beautiful no matter what I was.’ Cain had to laugh at her very Hillcat-like answer. 
 
   ‘I want the recruits to be bonded with Hillcats, but most of them won’t be when they volunteer. I need you to vet them, check the pure-heart. We can’t have any power-mad future dictators in our midst. And then arranging the ‘cats so that we can find suitable bonds. I have no idea how to even start that process,’ Cain said, sure that the recruit came first, then the ‘cat, although a recruit with a ‘cat already would have a leg up. Or would they? He was again confused, which sent his thoughts racing, not far away where he knew Aletha was.
 
   ‘Yes. I will help. We can go to your home. There are a number of unattached Hillcats there. They can come with us to the Space School where I expect you’ll conduct your training. May I recommend Wolfoids? They are already well-versed in the use of their lightning spears. You know they are formidable warriors, almost as good as Hillcats!’ 
 
   “My, that is high praise. I thought about that. Hillcats, Wolfoids, and humans. Maybe my first stop needs to be Livestel?” he said out loud.
 
   ‘Stop avoiding it. Go home to Coldstream. Who knows, you may actually find a recruit there, too. The ‘cats will know if anyone is suitable. Now stop bothering me. One of those plump wild rabbits requires my attention.’ She slunk into the underbrush and then the chaos began as small domestic rabbits ran for their lives in every direction. 
 
   Cain found a chair by the lake and sat down. He contacted Holly and they started running through the training manuals the AI had pulled from his archives. The amount of material was staggering, but the initial boot camp training on old Earth was nearly three months long. He didn’t have that kind of time and refined the schedule to two months, with physical fitness, combat—armed and unarmed—and tactics taking precedence. He would have to learn as he went, because it was his responsibility to train the squad, as he learned it was called. Once refined and focused, the amount of written material was less, but still nearly overwhelming. He went through the titles and the tables of contents to further prioritize until he thought he was going to go blind. He minimized the window, blinking excessively to accustom himself to the waning daylight. 
 
   He reopened his neural implant. ‘Holly, how long have I been off the ship?’ 
 
   ‘You departed the ship sixty-nine hours ago. You’ve been awake for roughly twenty-three hours relative time,’ Holly replied.
 
   “I’ve wasted three days already?” 
 
   ‘Waste is a relative term. It took nearly two and a half of that to travel here. According to my projections, you are still one full day ahead of my timeline. Will you be traveling tomorrow as Lutheann suggested?’ 
 
   ‘How do you know what we talk about?’ Cain asked, suspicious of how much Holly had been in his head. 
 
   ‘You could think of little else while we reviewed the training materials. Considering your level of distraction, you accomplished an amazing amount of work.’ 
 
   ‘Thanks, Holly, I think. Coldstream it is as soon as Dr. Johns is done with me. Then to Livestel, but on the way back, I think we’ll be carrying a bunch of ‘cats. We’ll deposit them wherever Luthie tells me to. Does this mean I get a hover car?’ 
 
   ‘A hover car has been reserved for your exclusive use. Have you driven one before?’ Holly inquired. Cain suspected the AI should have known the answer, but he humored him.
 
   ‘I have not, but I’ll figure it out. Don’t worry, Holly,’ Cain said as he leaned back in the chair to absorb the last of the sun’s rays. A hot shower sounded pretty good as opposed to the misting style showers on the Cygnus-12. 
 
   ‘You most assuredly will not be allowed to figure it out as you go. Report to the motor pool immediately. We’ll run you through it and you can prove your competence in its operation, or you will walk.’
 
   “Right now?” Cain asked aloud in surprise.
 
   ‘Of course right now. You are worried about wasting time. You’re done reviewing the training materials for today, so to me, it appears that you are doing nothing. It is the perfect time. Now get going! You think you want to be a Marine? Do you have what it takes?’ Holly “yelled” through the neural implant directly into Cain’s brain.
 
   ‘Holly, you old dog! I like it. No rest for the weary!” Cain jumped up and started running toward the buildings that lined the eastern edge of New Sanctuary. ‘The Marines will need to be able to access more information in their implants as well as use them to talk to each other even when an AI isn’t present. Can you make that happen, Holly?’ Cain asked, thinking that many of the new recruits would not be able to mindlink, although if ‘cats were prevalent in the ranks, they could clear that up quickly and they wouldn’t need the ability to talk to each other via the neural implant. The big advantage with the mindlink was that you didn’t lose vision in one eye when it was used. 
 
   ‘We don’t have that capability at present, as it wasn’t needed before. An AI was always present, but I understand, based on your report about Concordia. You were cut off. Mindlink and neural implants as primary and redundant means of communication. I think we’ll be able to come up with something, but it will take time. We have a little less than four months to produce an operational system.’ 
 
   ‘Exactly, Holly. We’ll train without them at first. Learn the hard way, then we’ll start finding shortcuts.’ Cain was breathing heavily. He noticed that Lutheann had not accompanied him. He expected that she would wait until he was able to demonstrate a certain amount of proficiency with the hover car before she’d go anywhere near it.
 
   When he arrived at the vehicle staging area, a place that the Marines would call the motor pool, he couldn’t find a human, but there was a small building that looked like a place he should go. He entered and a pleasant hologram appeared. 
 
   “My name is Joanne and I will instruct you in the operation of the Mark 7 hover car…” Cain’s eyes glazed over as she meticulously went through the nomenclature the equipment and parts on the vehicle. 
 
   Cain opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, you really have to do something about this training program. Nuts and bolts, Holly. Let’s get down to what’s important!’
 
   Electricity surged through his body and he convulsed, almost falling down. A second shock drove him to one knee. “What’s important is that you pay attention!” the hologram said in Holly’s voice. Cain stood up stiffly, happy that he didn’t pee himself. The fact that they could shock the students should have been more alarming than it was. He expected that he wasn’t the first victim of a desire to skip the training and simply jump behind the wheel. 
 
   Cain was all ears from then on out. He passed the test with one hundred percent, before he was allowed to physically touch the vehicle. When the classroom portion of the training completed, he was surprised to find that the hover car had been parked immediately next to the building. 
 
   He caressed its sleek lines before climbing in. A bot showed up next to the vehicle and continued the instruction, using a tentacle to point to the controls, running Cain through the paces of vehicle operation before it was turned on and put into gear. The bot opened the door and climbed into the passenger seat. Cain looked carefully at the tentacle and thought he saw a prod that could be used to deliver an electric shock. Any thoughts of antics went out the window as he slowly drove around the lot, maneuvering at slow speeds before the bot pointed to the exit. Cain drove out and the bot told him to drive faster and faster until they were flying at breakneck speed. Cain was concerned until he realized how well the hover car responded, although it took long sliding corners the faster it went. When he took it through the rainforest the next day, he’d be able to open it up and let it run. It had a collision detection system, so it would both inform him and automatically slow for objects in its path. 
 
   Cain returned to the motor pool and parked the car in the space indicated by the bot. It informed Cain that he was authorized to operate the Mark 7. He walked from the compound, feeling good about himself, then he started jogging so he could get to his room before it got dark. Lutheann congratulated him on his success and said that she would now ride with him.
 
   “I think you and Holly are conspiring against me,” Cain told her as he jogged past and into New Sanctuary’s billeting area. Down the steps and he checked in with another hologram, who promptly informed him that there were no rooms available. Cain looked at her in confusion. Then he pointed to the awards on his chest. “Don’t you know who I am?” 
 
   “You are scum on my boot, Marine!” the hologram said in Holly’s voice. 
 
   “What the hell, Holly? I think you’re taking this a little too far. I want a shower. Dinner would be nice, too.” 
 
   “The breaking down process begins. Go sleep outside. Wash yourself in the lake. Kill a rabbit for dinner. The bots will allow you to make a fire.” Cain looked shocked, but reconciled himself with the wisdom in it. He wouldn’t get to be a Marine because he read the manual. He would have to earn the title just like those he purported to lead. 
 
   Deadly serious. The business he was about to enter was not for the weak of heart, those willing to give up, no matter how insurmountable the task may seem. 
 
   Cain went outside, found Lutheann and told her they were going hunting. ‘Already been,’ she replied. 
 
   “Well, we’re going again. Don’t make me throw you at the rabbits!” he growled. He was hungry, tired, and wanted a shower. If he was going to be miserable, everyone was going to be miserable with him. 
 
   He understood the first tenet of what it meant to be a Marine. There was no better bonding experience than shared misery. Despite Lutheann’s protestations, she went with him and made the kill so he could both eat and stop bothering her while she continued digesting her earlier meal. 
 
   Cain was like a man possessed as he built the fire, starting it with the fire-starter he always carried with him, along with numbweed and a knife. Carrying a small kit was a family trait because Braden, Micah and their descendants always seemed to find creative ways to get into tough situations. 
 
    After eating, Cain stripped naked and jumped in the lake. It was far cooler than what he would have liked, but that was no longer relevant. He climbed out and ordered a towel from a serving bot nearby. As he dried himself, he felt that he was being decadent by using a towel. How quickly an attitude could change with proper stimulation and motivation. 
 
   As Cain relaxed in a reclining beach chair, using a dry towel for a blanket, he opened his neural implant. ‘I get it, Holly. Well done. You must have read the manuals that you shared with me. Nothing is given, everything is earned. I’m racking out for the evening, Holly. So bugger off until morning!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   An Attack on Peace
 
    
 
   Cain was surprised when he woke up as dawn approached. He expected that Holly would wake him up for one reason or another. Cain appreciated the full night’s sleep. 
 
   A server bot had delivered a new uniform for him, complete with his awards and an odd rank, looking like a round gold leaf on the collars. He looked at it carefully. It was a dapple green, almost like the skin of a Lizard Man. He put it on, pleased with the fit and that it didn’t bind. It was almost as comfortable as the jumpsuit he wore aboard ship. It had the special power-boosted boots that he’d seen before, but never up close. He put them on and flexed with them. 
 
   ‘Thanks for the gear, Holly. What is it all?’ 
 
   ‘You are welcome. I took some liberties as I know that you don’t have time to work through thousands of years of development. With Dr. Johns’ consent, you’ve been promoted to the rank of major in the Cygnus Marines. We’ve streamlined the ranks to privates, corporals, sergeants, lieutenants, captain, and you as the senior Marine. Now, I suggest you take a run around New Sanctuary. Ten laps should do it. Go!’ 
 
   Cain wasn’t sure he liked Holly in the role of Drill Instructor. At least a DI was still a DI, just not discipline, but drill. The end result would be the same, a disciplined Marine who instantly responded to direction. Cain stopped questioning Holly and started running. He was sore from the day prior, but that worked itself out. More than that, he discovered that he was woefully out of shape. 
 
   When he finished, Holly informed him that there was a room for him where a shower, food, and a clean uniform waited. It wouldn’t do at all to meet Dr. Johns smelling like he’d just cleaned up an Aurochs pasture. 
 
   He whooped in joy as he raced for billeting. He stripped as he entered his room, spending longer than he should have in the shower, but he made up for it by wolfing his breakfast. He dressed and bolted from the room, almost running over a couple workers who had the misfortune of being in the hallway at the same time as Cain. He mumbled an apology, but didn’t slow down as he ran for the exit. According to his implant, he had one minute to make it to the command center to be on time for his meeting. The elevator was waiting, descended smartly, and Cain walked in at the exact moment of their arranged meeting time. 
 
   Dr. Johns wasn’t there. Cain’s success was short-lived. Holly yelled at him for something or other then gave him a manual to read while he waited. When Dr. Johns walked in, Cain stood up and formally greeted the older man. The doctor approved of how the new uniform looked. 
 
   “We have some surprises in store in the armory as well. When we started researching your request a couple days ago, we discovered that the ancients had ingenious ways to inflict harm upon each other. There’s also a variety of lifesaving gear, body armor, water bladders, sensors, remote devices, and so much more. The list appears to be endless. You can look at it upon your return from Coldstream. We’ll try to organize it in a way that makes sense. I’m afraid we won’t be able to pick it out for you. That will be your call. If you don’t have anything else, I believe we’ve already wasted enough of your time. You need to get out there and start recruiting!” Dr. Johns smiled and waved Cain toward the elevator. The new major thanked him and briskly strode out.
 
   ‘Lutheann, meet me up top. We’re leaving for Coldstream as soon as I can get the car,’ he said over the mindlink. 
 
   Once outside, Cain ran past the waiting ‘cat and to the motor pool. The hover car was at the gate. He didn’t hesitate as he removed the beret that Holly determined was most appropriate and climbed in, helping Lutheann over his lap and into the passenger seat. He set the destination on the automap and drove away, picking up speed as he headed toward the rainforest. He slowed to make the turn, but once on the rainforest road, he opened it up all the way. The vehicle tore into the bank of rain with a vengeance. It barely slowed, but the volume inside the vehicle increased, making it difficult for Cain to think. The map on the dash showed they were making great progress when the vehicle slowed because of an obstruction ahead.
 
   Cain tried to peer through the rain to see what it was, but the hover car kept slowing until it stopped. He thought the vehicle would have suggested driving around whatever was in the way. Cain got out to get a better look. 
 
   As soon as he was out of the vehicle, a sparkle in his peripheral vision made him dodge backward. The three tips of a Lizard Man trident stabbed the air where his head had just been. Cain grabbed the spear, and pulled it tightly across his body as he rolled forward. The Lizard Man refused to let go, but he wasn’t strong enough to lift the human’s entire body weight laying across the end of his trident. The Lizard Man was pulled to the ground beside Cain.
 
   The Marine swung his leg around and activated the booster in his boot. The accelerated toe caught the Lizard Man square in the face, splitting the creature’s head open. Cain rolled ahead, dragging the spear free from the dead Lizard Man’s hands. He came upright, crouched, and looked for the next threat. 
 
   “Lutheann!” he yelled, but he’d shut the door behind himself and she was trapped inside. He heard her yowling, but the two Amazonians who appeared out of the rain suggested he wouldn’t get a chance to free her. He hadn’t heard of an attack on the rainforest road in over a century.
 
   “Why?” he asked the two, neither expecting nor receiving an answer. The Lizard Men were taller and broader than the human. They were fighting with their weapon of choice. He was fighting with a trident out of necessity. He wanted to split the two, so he could take them on one at a time. Cain feigned an attack and turned, running straight at the barricade of logs across the road. He dove over it, dropping the spear and rolling when he hit. He turned back and reached his spear just as the first Amazonian cleared the logs in pursuit. 
 
   Cain braced the butt of his trident on the road, holding it firmly as the Lizard Man impaled himself, bending the weapon, then snapping it as one leg hit the ground. The injured attacker attempted to push away from the spear, but he fell over and started to flop around in his death throes. 
 
   Cain didn’t have time to find the second spear as the other Amazonian cleared the blockade and came at him. He ducked the creature’s thrust and tried to grab the shaft as it passed, but the Amazonian twisted it away from him. 
 
   The Lizard Man stood with his body exposed during the time he rotated the spear to the side and back over his head. Cain jumped straight up and kicked the Amazonian in the chest with both feet. They fell in opposite directions. Cain scrambled forward, throwing himself over the body in the road and getting a hand on the creature’s trident as he passed. When he stood, the other Amazonian crouched, trident held firmly in both hands. 
 
   Cain mirrored the Lizard Man’s pose as he circled to the side, away from the barricade and away from the dead Amazonian, to give himself the most room to maneuver. He parried the Lizard Man’s first thrust. It was tentative. The attackers had already misjudged Cain sufficiently that two of their number had died. The third would not be so hasty. He acted as if they had all the time in the world. 
 
   Cain looked around, afraid that this Lizard Man might be delaying until reinforcements arrived. Fearing that time was not on his side, he attacked, high, low, low, then from the side. Each attack was easily countered. The Lizard Man was not afraid and didn’t leave himself open. Both hands expertly maneuvered his trident, almost as if he was toying with Cain, tiring him to easily pounce when Cain’s inevitable misstep came. 
 
   The ‘cat’s screech surprised them both as Lutheann’s white form launched itself from the top of the barricade onto the Lizard Man’s back. He used his trident in an attempt to dislodge her. Cain was there in an instant, driving his trident deep into the creature’s exposed midsection. The Lizard Man froze, his arms wide. Lutheann reached around his neck and ripped into his throat before jumping down. 
 
   The Amazonian fell forward, driving the spear impaling him as deep as the three tines would go, then fell to the side. Cain picked up the remaining trident, looking around for new enemies. Lutheann was soaked and looked angry. 
 
   “I’m glad you were able to get out. I was going to lose that fight.” She nodded to him before heading back to the vehicle. He opened his implant to record the scene, then closed it again.
 
   Using the trident as a lever, her broke the barricade down, enough that the hover car could drive over it. They climbed into the Mark 7 and locked the doors. He started it, carefully lifted it over the barricade, and jammed the pedal to get away from that place. He opened his implant and reported the incident to Holly, who dispatched a security bot to investigate. Cain was covered in green blood, although his uniform hid it well. 
 
   “What the hell?!” he yelled at the windshield. “Don’t we have enough problems out there in the universe without creating new ones here?” he said far more calmly, trying to rationalize the actions of a few outliers. He shook his head. He’d make blasters standard issue and part of the uniform no matter where a Marine was.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Coldstream
 
    
 
   Cain  cleared the rainforest and took a wide left turn as he headed toward his hometown of Coldstream. He stopped on the outskirts and got out. He stood looking down on it. All the memories of his youth were there. He looked at his hands, calloused, weathered. He wore a uniform that was covered in blood. He’d been gone for less than a year and he felt completely different about himself, about almost everything. 
 
   Aletha was the constant. He climbed in and headed the hover car for her house. He stopped out front, hesitating before going to her door. What was he afraid of? He’d seen death that day and too often during his service in the SES. There shouldn’t be anything he feared, but there was–rejection. 
 
   He needed her forgiveness and a spark of hope that they could have a future together. 
 
   Aletha’s father came out the door, squinting before recognizing the young man standing before him. He smiled broadly and waved, then yelled inside for his wife. Cain hadn’t considered going home, seeing his own parents. He’d call them later.
 
   “It’s great to see you,” Cain said as he approached, hand out for a hearty handshake and man-hug. Aletha’s mother Alora hugged him and then pulled back when she realized he was covered in half-dried green ichor. 
 
   “Get out of those things so I can wash them.” He tried to resist, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Aletha wasn’t home and would not be for a while. She had a job at the school as a teacher’s aide, and it was still early. They’d send her a note telling her that Cain was home. 
 
   “I already have, but I expect she’s not talking with me,” he said cautiously. Lutheann sat by his side, looking at the older humans curiously. 
 
   “Don’t be silly. She’s looking forward to seeing you,” Alora said. Cain sat there wrapped in a big towel, feeling like he was back in school. Lutheann reluctantly let them pet her, but only for about twenty seconds before she strolled away, turning the door knob and letting herself out. Cain suspected she could open doors and was glad that she was able to get out of the hover car and come to his rescue.
 
   ‘Thanks, Luthie. You saved my life, again. Is this what you thought you signed up for?’ 
 
   ‘There’s less action than I like, but yes. I figured watching over you was a full-time job. I was right. Carnesto said you’d be boring. I’m glad he was wrong,’ she replied.
 
   “Tell us about those awards. We’ve seen something saying you were a hero on your mission. You met real aliens! We’re so proud of you, Cain,” Alora and Danny gushed. Cain wondered if they were proud that he got married in a rush, and yet here he was, back in Aletha’s home, looking to beg her forgiveness.
 
   “Before I start telling boring stories, I need to talk with the Artificial Intelligence in New Sanctuary. That attack on the rainforest road was bizarre. I need some answers.” He excused himself and opened his neural implant. 
 
   ‘Holly, has the Security Bot found anything yet? Why was I attacked? Did anyone know it was me on the road or just bad luck on my part? Why, Holly, are these things happening?’ Cain asked in a stream of consciousness. The drive from the attack site had done little to calm his mind.
 
   ‘Master Cain, the security bot found the site, but the bodies and the blockade had been removed. Since you checked in before you left, I have the recorded evidence that the attack occurred. The rain washed away most of the remaining evidence, but not all. The security bot will be returning shortly and in the interim, we’ve been in contact with the Council of Elders. The Amazonian representative will be working with his people to find answers. I don’t recommend a return trip through the rainforest until we figure this out,’ Holly advised.
 
   ‘Holly, there’s only one question that matters. Are they coming after me?’ Cain prodded, looking for a reason why he was on the receiving end of what he considered to be an assassination attempt.
 
   ‘The truth, Cain. I can’t rule it out. Information regarding your role in saving the landing party and the fact that we are putting a small military group on the next expedition has many people upset. Peace has been the mantra on Vii for all their lives. And here we are, training ourselves to make war. Many believe this is leading us down a path to civil war. They feel that if only one group has weapons, then everyone else will be subservient to them. So the other groups are looking to arm themselves. Peaceful people, overnight, have embraced the power of violence.’ Holly sounded different, sad. 
 
   ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Holly. Maybe we emphasize the “space” part of the Cygnus Marines, tell the people that no military will be stationed on the planet. I guess that’s my own argument against why I should be able to carry a blaster. Thanks, Holly. You want me to drive to the coast and around the rainforest to return?’ Cain asked.
 
   ‘No, we’ll send a jumper to pick you. Let us know when you’ll be leaving and the ship will be there in an hour. We’ll bring you back to New Sanctuary, escort you to Livestel, then you’ll spend the remainder of your time in the confines of Space School where the training of the new recruits will take place,’ Holly directed. 
 
   ‘Who works for whom here, Holly?’ Cain retorted. The more he was in charge, the less he was able to make decisions.
 
   ‘When it comes to space, we all work for the SES. Admiral Jesper is none too pleased with the latest development. You should probably check in with him. I’m sorry, but I failed to inform you that you report directly to the admiral from now on in your role as a Major of Marines,’ Holly said, seeming to perk up. 
 
   ‘You failed to tell me…’ Cain let that hang. ‘Make sure you don’t fail to tell the admiral that little tidbit. I’ll check in right now. No, wait. In a little bit. I have to go, Holly. I’ll be back in touch.’ Cain closed his implant as he saw a familiar figure walking quickly toward the house. 
 
   He rushed to the front door and walked out. The curls. The hazel eyes. The smile. All was instantly right with his world. She stopped and looked at him. Cain remembered he was wearing a towel. He shrugged, then walked barefoot three steps down, carefully, not wanting to trip. Aletha ran, nearly knocking him over as she embraced him. 
 
   Cain’s towel came free and he caught it with one hand before it dropped to the ground. He wrapped it around both of them as his lips sought hers, and they kissed as he held her within his towel, his naked body pressed against her. He kissed her cheek and found her neck that he caressed with his lips and tongue. 
 
   “Cain,” Aletha whispered. “Cain!” More urgently. He leaned back so he could look into her eyes. She darted a glance over his shoulder and nodded. He looked back to see Alora and Danny on the top step, watching them and waving timidly. He looked down, instantly embarrassed to see his nakedness pressed against their daughter. He giggled. Then backed up to rewrap the towel around himself, apologizing to Aletha’s parents the whole time. They returned to the house, where Cain and Aletha sat on the couch, always touching, hand in hand. 
 
   Alora elbowed her husband and said that they had to get lunch ready. Cain looked at the clock on the wall. It was only midday. 
 
   When Alora and Danny were gone, Aletha leaned Cain back and kissed him as she crawled into his lap and curled against him. She held a finger to his lips. 
 
   “You’re a married man, now, what are you doing kissing me?” she said, her tone gentle, not accusing. 
 
   “But I’m not married. That was a mistake that we have fixed. I live and work in half a gee of the wastewater processing area. If that doesn’t draw women to me, then I don’t know what will,” he countered, tickling her neck. He looked into her eyes and was lost. Nothing else mattered to him. He stroked her cheek, but she pushed him away. 
 
   “What do you want, Cain?” she asked abruptly. 
 
   “I want you, Aletha. Marry me, move to the station at De’atesh Shipyards. We’ll live there, in space where we can watch the stars together, make love, be together as we were meant to be,” he pleaded, wondering why he sounded like he was begging.
 
   ‘Because you are,’ Lutheann’s voice popped into his head. She looked at him from her comfortable perch on a cushioned chair across the living room. He hadn’t seen her return, but there she was.
 
   “I’m in school now. I’m going to get a degree, maybe go into medicine. Can I do that on the space station?” Cain didn’t know. He stammered, not understanding why Aletha was acting that way.
 
   “So, you leave abruptly, do awful things, then you come back and expect me to run away with you. How many people did you kill, Cain?” 
 
   He pushed her off his lap and stood. He didn’t understand her anger. “Three, but that was just today,” he answered coldly. 
 
   “You killed people today, and you have the gall to come here and start kissing me?” She made a fist and beat on his chest. He pulled her to him and hugged her tightly. His tears fell into her blond curls as he sobbed like a child. They stood that way for a long time until he was too tired to keep crying. He sat down, feeling foolish for still wearing a towel. 
 
   “I wanted to be worthy of you, like the captain who’d saved people in our school. So I go away. You stay here, but trouble followed me. To the Traveler, to space, to Concordia, and back here. No matter where I am, it seems someone or something has it in for me. They gave me a bunch of medals for saving myself, saving others. They promoted me and put me in charge of building the Cygnus Marines. We’re going to take the battle to them, to the Concordians. And I’ll be right in front with my blasters and some half-assed plan,” he told her.
 
   ‘And me,’ Lutheann added.
 
   “And Lutheann. You haven’t met. Aletha, this is Lutheann.” The ‘cat jumped onto the couch beside her. Aletha smiled and scratched behind Lutheann’s ears. They looked into each other’s eyes, one pair hazel, one green. 
 
   ‘Cain, you are such an ass!’ Luthie finally said in her thought voice. 
 
   “Wait, what?” he asked. Aletha wasn’t privy to the conversation so she looked at the two, wondering what the ‘cat had said. 
 
   ‘She is in pain and you’re not helping. You say you come back for her and in the next breath, you tell her you are going to war. I can’t believe I got stuck with you. The ‘cat nation owes me!’ Lutheann insisted. 
 
   “The ‘cat nation!” Cain blurted out loud, then he looked into Aletha’s beautiful eyes once again. “I am so sorry, Aletha, for leaving you, again and again. Of course you need to stay here. Finish your education, do something important for others, which is what you’ve always done.” He pulled her face to his and kissed her, softly. Then stepped back.
 
   “Alora! I need my uniform,” he yelled, earning him a punch from Aletha before she left the room in search of her mother, who was still pressing his clothes. Aletha stopped her and said they were good enough. Cain dressed in Aletha’s bedroom while she watched. She saw the scars on his arms, on his body, knowing there was a story for each and that there would be more scars, many more. 
 
   “I’m not sure I can wait for you, Cain,” she whispered. He stopped dressing and carefully laid his uniform blouse on a chair. He faced her, watching as she slowly undressed. She didn’t smile. It was hard to smile when saying goodbye. She helped him out of his clothes and with a surge of strength, she threw him onto her bed and pounced on him, unleashing her passion in a way that left them both sweating and panting. 
 
   There wasn’t much left to say after that except, “I love you. I will always love you,” Cain told her. She kissed him, trembling at his touch. He held her hand until he got out of bed.
 
   He dressed, feeling his clothes stick to his sweat, the smell of Aletha on him. He knew it was time to leave. The longer he stayed, the harder it would be to walk away from her. 
 
   “I have to go now,” he finally said, standing tall in his clean uniform, the mottled green looking right on him. His medals and rank stood out. Two Shooting Stars, three Space Stars, and his major’s leaves. She nodded, choked up, tears running down her face. He clenched his jaw. The SES and even if they didn’t know it, all of Vii was counting on him. He turned from her. “The ship is life,” was all he could think to say. 
 
   He closed the door quietly behind him as he left and headed outside. Lutheann was there waiting. 
 
   ‘I’ve sent word to the ‘cats. Summon our ride, dumbass, so we can get out of here,’ Lutheann ordered. He couldn’t have felt worse, but a fire smoldered within. He was leaving this behind, a sacrifice that would haunt him every day for the rest of his life. He opened his neural implant. 
 
   ‘Holly, send the Jumper…’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Briz Unleashed
 
    
 
   Briz didn’t watch as the others left. He felt alone with the ship and Jolly. He couldn’t have been happier. He worked until he fell asleep wherever he was, then woke and continued, moving from one pet project to the next. His redesign of the power conduits and couplings would allay many of his fears regarding the additional power flow that the SES was insisting the Cygnus-12 be already able to handle. 
 
   On day three of the upgrades, they finally sent the schematics for the additional power generation system. Briz had thought they’d simply put in a bigger nuclear power plant at the bottom of the spindle, but that wasn’t the plan at all. They were adding four separate nuclear generators in arms above the core module. They were going to add a second core above the first as an additional layer of physical protection from asteroids or other space debris as they flew within the gravity well. The new module would not be staffed. It would be plumbed for atmospheric control but wouldn’t be pressurized unless needed. To Briz, it looked like they were adding a huge storage space to the ship that was capable of holding a large contingent of people. 
 
   ‘Jolly,’ Briz asked, ‘are we going to take on refugees or something?’ Why are we adding such a module?’ 
 
   ‘I don’t know, Briz,’ the AI said as he talked with his best friend. Jolly was sentient, an integral member of the crew. No one knew him like Briz. They found it easy to talk and Briz was almost as intelligent as the AI, which Jolly found refreshing. ‘With the design, I suspect it is for an armed contingent of some size. It suggests that we’ll be transporting troops at some point.’
 
   ‘I don’t want to do that,’ Briz said simply. ‘We did what we had to do to save the ship, but if we go with the intent of making war, then it will be easier for that to be a solution.’
 
   ‘Then it’s incumbent on us to make sure that other solutions are available,’ Jolly said cheerfully. ‘Our provisions requisition for the next cruise suggests that we’ll only take on an additional twelve to fifteen crew, giving us just over fifty on board.’
 
   Briz nodded. ‘That will be Cain and his people. I wonder what the first contact SOP will look like. If it says that we lead with the military, putting blasters to other people’s heads, I suspect we won’t be successful as explorers or diplomats.’ 
 
   ‘This is true, my friend. I believe that Cain wants peace more than the next person, surprising as he seems so ready to fight. Then again, a willingness to fight doesn’t mean a desire for it. What do you say we make this ship invincible and then we won’t have to send Cain and his people planet-side to encourage a more peaceful conversation?’ Jolly suggested.
 
   ‘As invincible as our extremely fragile ship can be anyway. I’m with you, Jolly. Now let’s get to work integrating those new power plants into our current system. We need a distribution router to prevent power surges or overflows. I see a manifold, with surge storage, condensers, capacitors…’ Briz disappeared into his technical conversation with Jolly, a place where they were far more comfortable than talking about human relations and universal politics. Briz left engineering, heading for the inner core where the tie-in points would be. He wanted to look at the structural changes the SES recommended for his ship, shaking his Rabbit head at what he considered to be their “nonsense.”
 
   The captain returned to the ship in time to see Briz carry on a conversation with Jolly as he walked up the stairway. Rand knew that Briz was so engrossed he didn’t see the tall human as he pulled himself past. The captain liked seeing the crew own the ship as Briz did. They’d continue to take care of it to the best of their ability. 
 
   Briz was in his element. Rand wondered when Briz would next leave the ship. After this cruise, the next one? Never? They’d probably have to chase him off at some point, but that point was not today or tomorrow.
 
   Rand continued to the command deck where he logged in and started running full system checks. He was a kindred spirit to the Rabbit in that he was one with the ship. Captain Rand set the system checks on automatic and left the bridge on his way to the garden level. He used the handholds to help him swim down the corridor, into the stairwell and downward. The hatch opened for him as he approached, and he threw himself inside. He bounced off the path, ricocheting above unbundled plants. The Rabbits had wrapped many of the plants that were less hearty in zero gravity. 
 
   The others, the small trees and bushes, seemed to survive, but not flourish. The captain found one that still had fruit on it and pulled the ripest one free. He bit into it and watched the excess juice float away. He swirled it back toward him, opening his mouth and snatching the juice out of the air. Complete freedom. The ship is life, he thought. He finished his fruit, throwing the core in the compost bin, and returned to the outermost ring where the command deck was located, along with billeting, sensors, systems, and soon, weapons control. 
 
   Two months ago, he would have sabotaged the ship before letting the SES arm it. Now, he was helping them do it. His new arm started to itch. “I know,” he told it. “It makes my skin crawl, too, but as the captain, maybe I can keep us from using it. Defense only. If someone brings a fight to us, they better look out.” His arm didn’t answer. He flexed his fingers and made a fist, punching the air for emphasis. 
 
   “Yes, they better watch out. We are not playing,” he said firmly, licking his fingers as he was leaving sticky handprints on the handholds. When the other crew returned, they wouldn’t be too pleased finding that. The captain found a rag in the galley, wet it, and retraced his route, cleaning as he went.
 
   Pride in one’s ship. No matter what things were on his ship, the people would always make it what it was. He started to hum to himself as he looked over the system checks. Maybe he’d invite Briz to dinner and they could talk about the upgrades in depth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Wolfoids and Hillcats
 
    
 
   When the jumper, a boxy-looking vehicle with a wing that rotated to allow the ship to land vertically, arrived, it settled into an open field. Cain jogged through the grass followed by Lutheann and twenty Hillcats.
 
   They climbed aboard and the yowling began as soon as the ramp closed. There was a person they called the crew chief in the back who looked perplexed over how to buckle the ‘cats in and secure them for the trip. Cain sat down and strapped in. He shrugged and shook his head when the crew chief asked him what he recommended. 
 
   The ‘cats helped themselves to the seats along both sides of the jumper. It took off and they squealed and yowled even louder. 
 
   ‘This mob of refugees is going to help us build a squad of Marines?’ Cain asked Lutheann. She looked at him sharply. 
 
   ‘They can all hear you, in case you were wondering. I swear, humans are stupid, but you take the water buffalo!’ she harrumphed. He wasn’t surprised as ‘cats didn’t eat cake. 
 
   ‘Listen up, all of you. If Lutheann hasn’t told you how much it sucks to go into space, you better ask her. We are going to be miserable. Always. It is our way. This is nothing. You should probably think about sleeping, as these are the most comfortable seats you are going to have for some time to come. We are going to see the Wolfoids, then we are going to Space School where we will remain for the next three months as we bring our training program online. Why would you do this? Vii, the SES, personal honor, be a part of something bigger than yourself? Those all apply, but I expect ‘cats don’t care about any of that. You’ll probably get the chance to kill people. You will hunt the most challenging and heavily armed prey the universe has to offer. Is the suffering worth it? If that’s what it takes to bring peace, then yeah, it’s worth it,’ Cain told them. He closed his eyes and leaned back, not expecting any of the ‘cats to reply.
 
   He felt a furry body jump into his lap and absentmindedly reached a hand down to pet Lutheann, but the short and rough hair told him it wasn’t who he expected. An orange tomcat, smaller almost by half compared to most of the others, was standing, front paws on Cain’s chest, looking into his eyes and studying him intently. 
 
   With a quick slap, the tom scratched a single claw down Cain’s cheek. He grabbed the ‘cat in both hands and held him at arm’s length. ‘Count me in,’ the ‘cat told him. ‘Now put me down or I’ll scratch you again!’
 
   “What the hell? Why did you scratch me?”
 
   ‘That’s the blood bond, ass! What else do I have to train you on? Lutheann, what have you been doing for the past few months?’ 
 
   Cain closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He carefully deposited the nameless tomcat into the empty seat next to him. 
 
   “What’s your name and what’s the blood bond?” Cain asked, clipping his words as he spoke out loud.
 
   ‘It is the bonding between two who were meant to pair. You are now mine, human. You can call me Brutus as you haven’t earned the right to know my real ‘cat name,’ Brutus said gruffly. 
 
   “Luthie, what just happened?” Cain wiped the blood from his face, feeling the sting of the scratch. Brutus’s claw was a bit jagged and left more of a tear then a clean cut. Cain refused to put numbweed on it. He’d let it go, let it scar, keep it as a reminder any time he looked in the mirror. Nothing easily obtained was worth having. 
 
   Like Aletha. She was the most difficult catch of all. His memories of her from that day would sustain him through the hard days ahead. He smiled inadvertently, thinking of her undressing.
 
   ‘You can stop that right there!’ Brutus interjected, ruining a perfectly good trip down memory lane. He heard Lutheann laughing in the background of his mind. 
 
   ‘You and he are the bonded pair. Once he touched your mind, he decided that you are both misfits of your species, a perfect match. Have no fear, dumbass, I will come along as well, provide oversight of these miscreants that you’ve surrounded yourself with,’ she said, yawning in the process as she closed her eyes and relaxed into her seat. 
 
   “That I’ve surrounded myself with?” Cain couldn’t believe it. From before he joined the SES until now, every day led to more confusion. Women befuddled him and now he could add ‘cats to the growing list of things he didn’t understand.
 
   “Me and you against the universe, Brutus. I hope you don’t mind the smell of Wolfoids. It seems to be raining and they’re a bit pungent when they get wet. How about you? How do you smell when you’re wet?”
 
   ‘You surely cannot believe that I would willingly go out there with you?’ Brutus raised his hackles in defiance.
 
   “No. I expected that you wouldn’t be willing.” Cain twisted to see out the small window behind him as the jumper descended, touching down with a jerk. The ramp opened and Cain unbuckled, waving to the crew chief, signing that he would not be gone long. Cain took a few steps toward the cockpit before turning and starting a run out the back. He reached out one hand as he passed and scooped Brutus up, who dug two claws into Cain’s arm. The uniform was woven in a way that kept the claws from penetrating. Cain laughed as he vaulted out the back and into a downpour. The ‘cat continued to squirm. 
 
   Cain held him at arm’s length until he stopped, completely soaked and glaring daggers at his human. Cain undid two buttons on his blouse and stuffed the ‘cat inside, out of the rain and next to the warmth of Cain’s body. One claw dug into his unprotected abdomen. ‘Point taken, little man,’ Cain conceded. The claw withdrew.
 
   The leadership of Livestel, the Wolfoid community on the southern edge of the Amazon rainforest, waited outside of the sprawling town established by Braden and Micah for the sole use of the Wolfoids transferred from the RV Traveler to Vii. They’d learned to be shepherds, butchers, and farmers. They hunted the plentiful game found on the border of the rainforest. The Wolfoids were self-sustaining, but they were also well-established as traders, sometimes plying the routes themselves. 
 
   The water buffalo herd at Livestel was second to none. They provided meat to almost the entire south of Vii. 
 
   And Cain hoped they would also supply warriors who would bring peace to their small part of the universe. He neck-hugged each of the Elders, as was the way of the Wolfoids, showing vulnerability as a sign of trust. They knew why he was there, making his job easier. 
 
   “I’m glad that they’ve talked with you already. I need six volunteers for a life of misery, bad food, uncomfortable quarters, and glory. Any takers?” he asked, half-joking. He didn’t want anyone thinking that the route he planned would be easy.
 
   “We have twelve volunteers, from which you will pick the best six,” the Elder said simply, his vocalization device reflecting a lack of emotion. Cain nodded and pointed to the jumper.
 
   “Send them aboard. I don’t know when we’ll make our decision, so we could have them for up to three months,” he stated, glad to be able to pick in case someone’s personality didn’t mesh with the others. 
 
   The Elder waved to a group of Wolfoids hovering behind a building. They walked out slowly, waving to faces that peeked through windows. 
 
   “What are you doing!” Cain screamed. “Get on the jumper, NOW!” spittle flew from his face as it contorted in feigned rage. The group of freshly blooded youngsters clawed the ground as they raced for the jumper. No one wanted to be last so there was some harness pulling and tripping. Twelve Wolfoids ran up the ramp, directly into the middle of twenty waiting Hillcats. One by one, the Wolfoids shook their coats, spraying the ‘cats. 
 
   That was when the fight started. 
 
   Cain was outside, thanking the Elders one by one, when he heard the ‘cat screams, Wolfoid barks, and a yelling crew chief. Cain excused himself and jogged to the ramp. Inside, he saw ‘cats clawing their way into Wolfoid fur, who were lashing out with their spears which bounced off the equipment inside the jumper. There was howling, blood being spattered, and fur. Everywhere he looked, fur floated through the air. He waded into the melee, ripped a spear from one youngster’s hand, and punched another on the head. 
 
   “SIT. DOWN,” Cain yelled with all the force he was capable of mustering. 
 
   ‘Sit down, my pretties,’ Lutheann said quietly. One over-exuberant Wolfoid reared back, pointing his spear at someone. Cain swung the spear he carried like a bat, nearly hitting two Wolfoids as it raced to crack against the foreleg of the offending creature. She dropped her spear and howled in pain. Cain looked. The bone appeared to be broken. He grabbed the Wolfoid by the throat.
 
   “I said, sit down.” He emphasized his words by throwing the Wolfoid backwards into a seat. It looked at Cain with wide eyes, then held up her broken arm as if Cain hadn’t seen it. 
 
   Cain waved her off. He pointed to the ones still standing, then stabbed a finger at the seats. They didn’t all fit. The jumper was designed for a dozen people. There were a dozen Wolfoids and twenty-one total ‘cats, with Brutus relaxing as comfortably as a wet ‘cat could inside Cain’s blouse. 
 
   “Now listen up and I’m only going to say this one time. I would rather go alone than with a mob. I need twelve people to join me as we reestablish the Marines, become the Cygnus Marines and take back the freedom that other humans have lost. That’s right, you will fight for human freedom and you know what? You’re going to like it. Now everyone, shut up. We’re heading to Space School where we are all going to learn what it means to be Marines. I’ve heard there’s nothing like shared misery to make a group tight. Well, we’re going to see how tight you can become because I guarantee you that you will be miserable. You can call me Major Cain and if you aren’t afraid of me now, you will be soon.” 
 
   Cain looked for a seat. There wasn’t one. He pointed at the one next to his broken-armed Wolfoid. “Move,” he said. The Wolfoid jumped up and moved out of the way. Cain sat down and looked at the foreleg. He was sure the leg was broken. ‘Holly, have a med bot meet us at the Space School landing area. We’ve got a pup with a minor broken leg. I’ll need her patched up and back in action ten minutes after we arrive.’
 
   Cain leaned toward the injured Wolfoid. “A med bot will meet us when we land. It’ll patch you up.” He slapped the creature on her shaggy silver coat. Cain looked at his hand, wet with Wolfoid fur sticking to it. He closed his eyes and tried to calm his breathing. 
 
   ‘This looks like it could be fun,’ Brutus said from within Cain’s blouse. 
 
   ‘That’s one word for it. Are any of the ‘cats injured, Luthie?’ Cain said over the mindlink.
 
   ‘Oh, please. Wolfoids? You can’t be serious,’ she replied tartly. 
 
   ‘I think my head is going to explode. We have to learn to fight together, not against each other. Has a ‘cat ever bonded with a Wolfoid?’  
 
   Lutheann scoffed at the idea. Cain had to figure out how to make it work. Humans, Wolfoids, and Hillcats, working together as a single unit, or the three prongs of a trident. Cain wasn’t artistic, but he liked the idea of a trident and a Wolfoid spear, crossed with Cygnus VII behind, as it would be seen from space. He opened his neural implant and shared what he was thinking. For some reason, he fixated on the unique logo, wanting it as a rallying point for his team. 
 
   He looked at the menagerie filling the jumper as it lifted off for the short hop to Space School, located just to the south of New Sanctuary. The Wolfoids were mostly black and gray, while the ‘cats presented a rainbow of Hillcat colors. They were cramped between the Wolfoids, many found places under the seats, but others sat on Wolfoid laps, shamelessly looking for something more comfortable than the floor. 
 
   Killers all. The ‘cats killed their food and ate it raw. The Wolfoids had the blooding of the pups, an annual ritual where all pups coming of age made a kill on a live wild beast. Usually they were wild boars, but sometimes, if the number of pups was greater, they’d hunt down a water buffalo. Many times, the pups were injured, but that was the rite of passage. 
 
   Cain had killed, too. Was it still that morning? 
 
   Life was rushing past him, so much in such a short amount of time. He opened his neural implant again to coordinate quarters for his growing mob of recruits. He asked for the obstacle course schedule. He wanted it every moment that no one else was using it, until he figured out a better place to train. 
 
   He needed help, another person, committed to the cause of freedom, willing to sacrifice and suffer with the rest of them. 
 
   ‘Major Cain, I think you’ll be pleased to know that both Ensigns Peekaless and Black Leaper are on the Traveler now and will be joining you at Space School. They request approval to join your team,’ Holly said serendipitously. 
 
   ‘Granted,’ Cain said, smiling to himself. 
 
   “Listen up. Whenever I give you an order or tell you something, you will respond with a hearty ‘Aye, aye, sir!’ Do you understand?” Cain bellowed over the noise of the jumper.
 
   The vocalization devices worked with varying degrees of efficiency and that was for the half who had them. The others yipped, but to Cain, it wasn’t the same. He shook his head. “Again,” he said. A little better. “Again,” he repeated. It was still a cacophony. He held up his hand for silence and that was how they arrived at Space School. 
 
   He expected them to wait until he exited the jumper, but as soon as the ramp was down, it was a free-for-fall as the ‘cats bolted for freedom with the Wolfoids not far behind. Cain waited with his injured recruit until they were the only two left on board. He nodded to the crew chief before walking down the ramp. He wondered how many arms he’d have to break before they all learned the level of discipline he needed from them. 
 
   Outside, he turned the recruit over to the med bot, while he looked at the disheveled mob milling about in the light rain. He waved to the crew chief and the jumper took to the sky, disappearing quickly into the low clouds. Once he had his orientation, he walked to the center of the group, oblivious to the fact that his blouse was still partially unbuttoned and an orange ‘cat face peered from within. 
 
   “Gather round,” he said, trying to project his voice without yelling. He wanted to scream at them, but losing his voice early in the process was not an option. He pointed at the largest recruit who had a vocalization device. “You, get everyone in a half-circle around me. You have ten seconds.” 
 
   The Wolfoid flailed for the first three as his vocalization device shrieked unintelligibly. Then he started running, nipping his fellows and stomping at the ‘cats as he tried to herd them toward Cain. 
 
   “STOP!” Cain yelled once he’d had enough. A couple of the new recruits kept moving. He stormed up to them, punching one in the chest. “When I say stop, you freeze where you are!” The other learned the lesson and turned into a statue. 
 
   One of the Wolfoids shook, splattering Cain. “What the hell was that, Recruit? None of you have any self-discipline! You will learn to control yourselves. On your faces!” None of them moved. The human expression was lost on the Wolfoids. He had to train them in what it meant to be punished, disciplined. 
 
   “You!” He picked the largest Wolfoid again. “Down on all fours.” The Wolfoid threw himself down, a good start. “Now crouch, until your chest is one hair off the ground. Further. Good. Now hold that. The rest of you. just like that now, NOW!” He watched as they flailed to drop into a crouch. Someone slapped their spear across his feet, which earned the recruit a kick in the face. 
 
   He watched them. The ‘cats had all drifted away, found someplace dry, Cain expected. All except Lutheann, who sat majestically in the rain, wet, but acting as if she weren’t, simply sitting and watching. 
 
   ‘Thank you. We couldn’t make this work without you. I won’t torture the ‘cats, well, not all the time anyway. But they will need to get comfortable with being wet and miserable,’ Cain suggested.
 
   ‘Miserable, yes, but we’ll talk about the wet part,’ she said, already setting limits to the ‘cats’ participation. Cain started to get angry, but thought better of it. No ‘cat had ever failed his family, all the way to Braden. He’d seen Carnesto and Lutheann in action and they had never trained with him. They were naturals and could be counted on during the darkest of times. 
 
   ‘You are, of course, right, my lovely snowball,’ he purred at her. She harrumphed and walked away, showing him plenty of ‘cat butt. She knew which billeting was going to be theirs before he did and that’s where she was going. He hoped that she’d take the rest of the ‘cats with her. He’d have a bonfire conversation with the new recruits once inside, get to know them. But first, they had work that needed doing.
 
   Like uniform, equipment, and supplies. He opened his neural implant and tasked Holly with burning up the fabricators to give him everything he wanted as well as getting the maintenance bots to reconfigure the billeting, removing all the bunks and leaving single beds. He would have, at most, twenty-four recruits and twenty ‘cats. He didn’t want to force all the humans into the top bunk, so he made it easy. Everyone would get exactly the same thing. Holly told him that everything would be ready in twenty minutes. 
 
   He walked around the crouched Wolfoids, hands clasped behind his back. Some of them were starting to shake as they struggled to hold the position. One even risked Cain’s ire by resting his chest in the grass. Cain leaned down close to the hairy ear. “GET. OFF. MY. GRASS!” The Wolfoid almost came out of his skin, but settled back into the Cain-approved crouch.
 
   “Up,” he said in a conversational tone. Most popped up where they were standing on all fours. Two stood up all the way. “When I say “up,” that means to all fours. When I say “stand up,” that means to two feet. Down,” he said. The Wolfoids returned to their crouch. Some of their faces contorted as their muscles struggled to keep up with what their mind was telling them to do. Cain checked the time. 
 
   Nineteen more minutes to kill. He rotated them between standing up and crouching for almost the entire time, satisfied when all were shaking and the first two collapsed, their legs unable to continue holding the pose. He felt obliged to yell at them, questioning their lineage all the way back to the Traveler’s Deck 10. He found it oddly invigorating to scream at the recruits. When Holly informed him that billeting was ready, he sent the Wolfoids that way, giving them half the time to get there that he knew it would take. 
 
   They surprised him by actually getting there within the allotted time. He jogged after them as there was no way he could outrun a Wolfoid on all fours. Know your limitations, he told himself.
 
   When he arrived, it was another free for all. “STOP!” he yelled. He picked one of the recruits with a vocalization device. “You, what the hell did you think you were supposed to do when you got here?”
 
   “We were, I don’t know, pick a bed?” she ventured. 
 
   “What?!” Cain feigned coming unhinged, picking up a footlocker and throwing it into the wall where it splintered and crashed back to the floor. The recruits flinched, then froze. Not an ear twitched. Not a single tongue darted from someone’s mouth for a quick nose lick. He had their undivided attention. 
 
   “Put your spears on your beds and gather round,” he told them. He was spent. The day had been far too long, and he was tired of yelling. It had gotten dark outside while he was waiting for the modifications to billeting. 
 
   The Wolfoids scrambled, running into each other, a couple nips as two fought for the same rack, but they eventually grouped around Cain. 
 
   “I didn’t care what you did when you got to billeting, as long as you all did the same thing. We’re individuals, but we’re one team, too. If you don’t know what to do, don’t fumble around. Wait for someone to tell you, or ask. We can’t have you all doing your own thing. Here’s what we’re going to do. You and you.” Cain pointed to the two largest Wolfoids. “First Squad and Second Squad. Stand here, next five stand in a line next to him. Last five in the row behind. This is how you will form up for everything.”
 
   The Wolfoid who stood at the front of First Squad chuckled lightly. 
 
   “What?” Cain growled at him. The Wolfoid shook his head in response. “You’re fired. End of the line. Hurry up!” 
 
   The Wolfoids shifted. The large one, now at the wrong end of the squad, hung his head, ears drooping. “I expect all of you will get your chance to be the squad leader, and then you’ll probably get fired, too. Learn and move on. This is serious business. The reason we’re reestablishing the Marines, building a corps of Cygnus Marines, is because it’s dangerous out there. We went to a planet where they were happy to see us arrive, only because they wanted to steal our ship. They looked at creatures like you as freaks. All we wanted to do was talk to them. All they wanted was us out of the way. We fought them, but lost a number of good people. So we are arming ourselves and we are going to be ready for battle. Any time you think we’re too hard on you, think about what an enemy would do if they caught you. 
 
   “Here’s what the rest of tonight looks like. You’re going to get your gear.” Cain pointed to stacks of cloaks shaped for Wolfoid bodies that were woven of ballistic protective material and harnesses. “From this point forward, you will always wear your equipment. You will need to be able to operate as if it’s not there. You’ll come to think of it as a second skin. You will get a vocalization device if you don’t have one. Not everyone here speaks Wolfoid. We should be getting our human recruits within a week. After they arrive, training will begin in earnest. And finally, for tonight,  grab that cleaning gear and make sure this room is clean, top to bottom. That means you’ll need to remove the dividers between the racks and stack them over there. You’ll move all the racks to one end while you clean, then switch, Then put the racks in line, twelve racks on each side of the bay. You will take every other rack. Do you understand me?” They barked, yipped, and some even said “Aye, aye, sir” over their vocalization devices. He twirled his finger and turned them loose. 
 
   His room was in a different building, in an executive area. He was, after all, Major Cain, senior leader of the budding Cygnus Marines. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A New Dawn
 
    
 
   Completely exhausted, Cain should have fallen asleep right away, but he couldn’t. His mind raced with everything unfinished from a long day. Lizard Men watched him from the forest. Aletha waved goodbye as she sat up in bed, tears running freely. A ‘cat slashed his face. Blaster fire and laser fire splattered the rocks and trees around him. Aletha crying as the bots patch him up in the med lab. He turned on the light to get a drink and saw his pillow covered in blood. 
 
   Brutus’s slash had torn open with his tossing and turning. He washed it out and drank deeply, then dressed and returned to billeting. The Wolfoids were moving at half-speed, but at least all the mud they trailed in earlier had been cleaned up. The floor sparkled, but was scratched where they slid the bunks. Cain put his hands on his hips as he looked at him. The Wolfoids froze while a dozen Hillcats lounged on nearly every surface that was above ground level. Cain felt the blood rise into his head. 
 
   “Every one of you worthless scumbags will grab one mattress and get in formation. Ten. Nine. Eight…” They didn’t understand until he hit eight that their time to accomplish the task was evaporating. Wolfoid hands are smaller than human hands, so when one Wolfoid tried to grab a mattress, they couldn’t carry it properly. He stopped counting as he didn’t want to suffer the embarrassment of hitting a negative thirty-seven before they were in formation. 
 
   Four Wolfoids banded together to carry four mattresses at one time, a task that was far easier than trying to carry one by themselves. 
 
   “STOP!” he shouted. The Wolfoids obediently froze, many breathing hard from their exertions. “You four, front and center. Leave the mattresses.” They dropped the stack and lined up in front of Cain. Only one of them had a vocalization device. 
 
   “Did everyone see what these four did?” A rhetorical question, he didn’t expect them to answer, but some of them attempted an “aye, aye, sir.” “Teamwork to accomplish a difficult task. They cut the time and arrived intact, ready to fight. Always our goal–get there first with the most and be ready to use it. What’s your name, Recruit?” 
 
   “Silent Tracker,” the vocalization device intoned emotionlessly. 
 
   “Who are they?” Cain asked, seeing that the other three wore new, Space School-issued devices. If they hadn’t worked with them yet, then it wouldn’t properly translate their speech. Cain wasn’t going to try and cross that bridge yet.
 
   “Hidden Slayer, Lightning Flash, and Razor Fang,” Tracker replied, pointing as he went. 
 
   “What? Those are your real names?” The Wolfoids nodded vigorously. “Tracker, Slayer, Flash, and Fang? Well, I’ll be. Those are intimidating names, if I don’t say so myself. Get back in line. GET. BACK. IN. LINE!” he emphasized when they didn’t move quickly enough. 
 
   “You haven’t earned the right to sleep on a bunk. You will spread out the mattresses. Twelve on each side of the bay. You will put a footlocker at the end of each. You will sleep on every other mattress. You have three minutes to set up the bay. I turn off the lights in three minutes and five seconds. Now MOVE!” 
 
   Cain wasn’t surprised when they finished in two and a half minutes. They were already starting to gel as a team. They settled onto their mattresses and waited. Cain shut off the lights as the ‘cats found places for themselves. He had no idea what it would take for the recruits to win the use of their bunks. He expected there was nothing they could do. Shared misery to build a tighter team. He walked away from billeting proud of what they’d accomplished during part of the first day. 
 
   ‘What do you think, Luthie? Are we doing okay?’ he asked the ‘cat. It wasn’t raining so Brutus was running alongside, staying close to his human. 
 
   ‘Yes. You are doing okay. I’m picking out which ‘cats will work with which Wolfoids. I already know which six will be first. I expect all twelve will make the cut. We can dispense with all the trials and tribulations to move forward more quickly, or we can just do it your way.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Luthie. I expect you already know my answer,’ he said.
 
   ‘Your way,’ she droned.
 
   “Exactly,” he said out loud as he started to whistle. When he reached his quarters, Brutus headed toward the woods. Cain didn’t care. He expected the ‘cat was going to hunt, then sleep until morning. When Cain returned to bed, he found his mind at peace. Sleep embraced him, and he drifted into the darkness. 
 
   Morning came too quickly. He awoke, sluggishly. Brutus had found his way into the room and stood on his human’s chest. Since he was smaller than other Hillcats, it wasn’t that bad. 
 
   “How’d you get in here?” The ‘cat looked at him, then slowly raised a paw and started biting at his claws. “I’m getting up now. I suggest you move.” 
 
   One second later, Cain threw the blanket over the ‘cat, capturing him as he rolled from the bed and swung his blanket bag filled with screeching ‘cat around in a circle. He let it drop gently to the bed, then unfolded it, laughing. Brutus launched himself at Cain’s face, but the human dodged, sweeping a hand to redirect the ‘cat’s line of flight. 
 
   Brutus landed on the floor with a thud, immediately bolting toward the wall, jumping, and springing from it back toward Cain. He ducked, but too late. Brutus’s claws scratched across his back as he flew past, jumping off and landing on Cain’s pillow. Brutus stood there, looking at his human, then squatted and peed.
 
   “Brutus, what the hell?” Cain said as he contorted his back, feeling the sting from the claw marks.
 
   ‘Just establishing boundaries and a protocol where you are alert. You must always be alert,’ the ‘cat replied, stepping clear of the befouled pillow to sit and resume his claw biting. 
 
   Cain threw his pillow on the floor and stalked to the shower. He cleaned, shaved, and dressed quickly. His recruits would be hungry and had no idea where to go or what to do. ‘Luthie, here’s my plan for today. Chow, obstacle course, clean up, classroom for general education on the SES, then more chow, more obstacle course, then we start drilling combat formations. If the ‘cats can join us for some of the obstacle course, that would be great, but I think we really need them for combat formations,’ he told her over the mindlink as he jogged toward the billeting. 
 
   ‘You think that, do you? It’s almost like you’ve never fought with a ‘cat by your side before. Here’s what we’re going to do. Nothing. We’ll watch you and your immature charges flail and then we may laugh, but that’s about all. I think the sun will be out all day. We’re still drying out from yesterday’s debacle,’ she stabbed at him with her words. 
 
   Cain knew better than to argue with her or try ordering her to do anything, so he compromised. ‘Sounds great, Luthie. Enjoy the sun.’ 
 
   The sky was clear and dawn breaking when he entered billeting to find every single one of his new recruits on their racks, sleeping soundly. Many snored, some were upside down, most sprawled in one way or another. He realized that he’d never seen a pack sleep before. He’d get used to it. 
 
   He also knew that he’d never scared a pack awake before either. Their lightning spears were next to their beds, too close for comfort. Cain stood inside the doorway to the head, the restroom facilities, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “GET UP!” he yelled, gratified with the echo inside the billeting bay. 
 
   The ensuing chaos was nothing that Cain wanted to witness a second time. Two of the Wolfoids bolted, straight outside. He expected they’d return when their heads cleared. Others ran into each other. Only one lightning staff discharged, but it was uncomfortably close to where he stood. Three Wolfoids were unable to extricate themselves from their covers and wailed pitifully, trapped within. 
 
   “STOP!” Cain howled, trying his best not to laugh. Brutus strolled in through the doorway, with two Wolfoids sheepishly following. Two last flails from those wrapped in their own blankets and all movement ceased. 
 
   He pointed to two of the recruits. “Help those knuckleheads out of their beds.” More flailing and wailing before the embarrassed three stood. 
 
   “Does he ever sleep?” one of the vocalization devices broadcast. Cain couldn’t see who said it, but his mystique was being established. He was earning a reputation.
 
   “Why aren’t you in formation?” he said casually. The Wolfoids jumped into action and formed up, the largest of the Wolfoids at the back of the line, where he’d been put yesterday. He tried to look confident as if auditioning to get the position back. Cain liked the attitude. 
 
   “I’m here to take you to chow,” he started. That was when the yipping and barking began. They started slapping themselves on the back and Cain didn’t see how it began, but all of a sudden, they bolted out the door. Every single one of them. Cain looked at Brutus and threw his hands up in disbelief. 
 
   The ‘cat shrugged. ‘Wolfoids. What else did you expect?’ 
 
   “Hey,” Cain cautioned. “GET. BACK. IN. HERE!” he yelled, again, trying not to laugh. He didn’t know what started the stampede, but it was impressive. He felt unusually hungry and as he thought about it, he’d forgotten to feed them dinner. He wondered if he’d get in trouble for that? No. Training. It was all under the auspices of training in shared misery. 
 
   One by one, the Wolfoids ran back into the bay, sliding on the smooth floor as they bumped themselves back into formation. 
 
   “We’re going to chow in an orderly manner and you’ll get a little extra time to eat today, twenty minutes instead of the usual fifteen, but first. We need to practice how you will get up in the morning. By the way, which one of you boneheads shot at me?” The Wolfoids stepped away from one individual who was cowering in the back squad. 
 
   “Your aim sucks,” Cain told him. “You’re in charge of locking up all the lightning spears each night and then issuing them out when I say so. You understand me?”
 
   The Wolfoid nodded. Cain made an impatient gesture. “Aye. Aye. So, So,” the recruit’s new vocalization device intoned flatly. Close enough, Cain thought. 
 
   “Listen up, we’re going to learn to shoot. Power is your ally. If you waste it by missing your target, then you run out before the bad guys. You know what scorched Wolfoid fur smells like? I do and it’s not pretty. First, we need the basics. Make your beds. You have two minutes.” He watched as they scrambled around, throwing covers, declaring victory, and returning to formation. 
 
   Cain dumped the first two racks, then gave up. “Like that,” he said impatiently as he pointed to one rack at the far end. “Who’s rack is that?” One of the two female Wolfoids, Night Stalker, raised a paw. “Show them how to do it. You have four minutes to teach them and they have one minute to complete the task. Go.” 
 
   She took charge, ripped her rack apart, and showed them by doing. It took two and a half minutes. She gave them the rest of the time to work on their own racks while she walked around and helped.  
 
   In Cain’s mind, Night Stalker joined Tracker, Slayer, Flash, and Fang as the leading candidates for the top six, but he still had to see how they fought as a group. Every one of the new Marines needed to be deadly when called upon, without hesitation. They needed to fight together as well as alone. He smelled a field trip to the border of the rainforest, east of New Sanctuary where they’d find plenty of game. He’d turn them loose to hunt, and watch, see what they were capable of.
 
    If nothing else, he appreciated the names of his recruits. They sounded as terrifying as they were supposed to be, then he recalled that morning’s exercise in getting out of bed. Maybe not so terrifying. 
 
   The Wolfoids were in formation before the deadline. Cain stalked among the mattresses on the floor and deemed the work acceptable since they were still amateurs. Then he told them to climb back into bed. He wasn’t pleased to have to tell them a second time. 
 
   He could see the sadness on their Wolfoid faces as they messed up their freshly made racks. “Get up!” he yelled. They popped out of their beds and half of them ran to get into formation. 
 
   “What is wrong with you? Crouch!” he screamed at the six. They dropped into the uncomfortable position and held it as he inspected the other six racks. He waved those six aside. “Up!” the six in formation pushed up to stand on all fours. At least they remembered the difference between that and “stand up.” 
 
   “Crouch!” he ordered. He opened his neural implant to see that he had ten minutes to kill before his recruits’ allotted time in the chow hall. He requested the extra five minutes and was promptly denied. He didn’t argue. He crouched them for two more minutes while the others stood by uncomfortably. Finally, Stalker jumped into formation with the six offenders. 
 
   ‘She’s a good one, pure-heart,’ Brutus told him.
 
   “Night Stalker!” he shouted. “As of right now, you are acting sergeant over this mob. May heaven help you. Have them make their racks and meet me outside. You have two minutes. Go!” He smiled as he walked away. Prior to twenty seconds earlier, he had no intention of enlisting the assistance of a recruit besides the temporary squad leaders. He conceded that he needed help, but Stinky and Pickles were on their way. While he waited for his recruits, he checked in with Holly for an estimated time of arrival for his friends. They were in the middle of the matter transfer process and would arrive sometime later that day. 
 
   He asked about the human recruits, but the recruiters canvassing the towns and villages weren’t having any luck getting new volunteers. He’d call Admiral Jesper as soon as breakfast was over and the time of day decent to update his progress and ask for a favor.
 
   “Stinky and Pickles will get here today,” he told the straggly looking ‘cat sitting by his side. “I think that will get the crew riled up. In the meantime, we’ll try to do the best we can with what we have.”
 
   ‘I think you are spinning them up perfectly fine on your own,’ Brutus suggested.
 
   “I thank you, my good man,” Cain said as the recruits raced out the door and jumped into formation. He wondered how he could make them look like anything other than a pack of wild dogs. 
 
   “Two by two we run, in step, no one breaks formation. Ha!” he shouted as he started jogging in the direction of the dining facility that he’d renamed the “chow hall” to mirror the Marine parlance he’d heard in the instructional videos Holly had played for him.
 
   ‘Holly, can you put together a recruiting video for me? Show some of the action on the Cygnus-12. It is okay if some of it is shocking, but don’t fixate on the gore. We won, in a hard way, but we won. If you have anything from the surface of Concordia, then put a few tidbits like that in there, too,’ he requested of the AI. 
 
   ‘I will have something for your review later this morning,’ Holly replied instantly as if he’d been waiting for that particular request.
 
   Cain minimized his window, so he wouldn’t run into anything. As it was, he suspected he looked like he was staggering down the road. “Wait for me in formation outside the chow hall. Now, all fours and sprint!” 
 
   The Wolfoids dropped almost as one and surged forward, racing away from Cain. They only had two blocks to run, but they made it in an impressively short amount of time. Cain slowed to a walk. Less than a minute before he could take them in. The Space School recruits were starting to form up beside the Wolfoids. The first chance to make a good impression. He sprinted the remaining distance, coming to a hard stop before his formation and turning smartly to face them. 
 
   “Marine recruits! Howl at the dawn, let it know that you’re coming! OORAH!” he yelled, attempting to replicate the war cry of Marines past. The Wolfoids raised their heads and howled at the sky. He yelled with them. His blood was pumping as his recruits got louder and louder in their exuberance. 
 
   Time. “STOP!” he shouted. They stopped as one and faced forward. “Go grab your chow, sit down together and eat quickly. You have fifteen minutes. That debacle this morning cost you your extra five. Night Stalker! Take them inside.” He stepped back as First Squad dashed past him single file, then Second Squad. He followed them in, watching the Space School recruits out the corner of his eye, pleased with the impression his recruits had made. He was sure he’d hear about it later, but for the moment, it felt good. 
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   The obstacle course was every bit the debacle that getting out of bed was. By the end of it, Cain ordered them all into the mud pit to thrash around, swimming back and forth. Before stopping them, he cautioned that if anyone shook and got mud on him, they’d spend the rest of the day and the night there. Twelve miserable Wolfoids stood together, unrecognizable within the caked mud. He made them wait in the pit.
 
   ‘Admiral Jesper,’ he said when Holly was able to finally connect him with the head of the SES. The admiral was on the RV Traveler presently and keeping slightly different hours than Cain, something he’d have to get used to when working with people across the solar system. 
 
   ‘Cain! Good to hear from you, son. I apologize for that nasty business in the rainforest. I’m so glad that you were unharmed. We don’t have any more information, before you ask. We’ll keep working until we get to the bottom of it. I think you’re safe at Space School, for now anyway,’ he said cryptically. Cain was hesitant to question him about it, but he didn’t allow himself to worry about things outside of his control. 
 
   ‘The Wolfoids have offered twelve candidates and I can tell you already, I’m going to have a hard time choosing. This is a motivated and eminently capable bunch.’ Before he could continue, the admiral interrupted him. 
 
   ‘What do you have them doing?’ Jesper asked.
 
   Cain panicked, but expected the truth was the best approach. ‘They are in the mud pit, sir.’ 
 
   ‘Doing…?’ the admiral prompted.
 
   ‘Well, sir, they are learning how to be miserable and still function as a team, which they are doing quite nicely, I’d like to add.’ Cain waited through the silence at the other end. Was that laughter?
 
   ‘Sounds perfect, Cain. Carry on.’ The admiral made to sign off, but Cain stopped him. 
 
   ‘Admiral, I’d like to recruit from those already at Space School. There are two classes currently training, 38-A and 38-B. That’s as many as fifty people, and I only need six.’ 
 
   ‘Like I said, Cain. Carry on. You have my full support. I saw what they did to the ship. We should be at the space center in about three more weeks for the memorial. You’ll need to be there,’ the admiral stated.
 
   ‘I will and my recruit squads as well. They need to see that, see what their fate could be and how they’ll be honored if they sacrifice for the SES, for all humanity.’ The admiral didn’t reply and simply signed off.
 
   Cain wanted to think about what that meant, but the Wolfoids looked too miserable for him to leave them in the mud any longer. When he gave the word, they struggled to free themselves from the quagmire, crawling up the bank on all fours, before shaking. All of them throwing mud thirty feet in every direction. Cain happened to be only twenty feet away. 
 
   Don’t make a threat unless you’re willing to carry it out. “Stop,” he said in a low and dangerous voice.
 
   The Wolfoids froze. “Sergeant, take the squads back into the pit.” There was a little grumbling, to be expected, but they did as they were told. 
 
   Cain waded in after them. “Well, my pretties, it’s going to be a long day, so let’s get comfortable. Bring it in around me. Let’s get to know each other…” Cain told the Wolfoids to say their name and tell everyone a little about themselves. He started. 
 
   “I’m Major Cain. Two weeks ago, I was Ensign Cain. A year ago, I was a snot-nosed student, didn’t know anything. I saw the actions of one brave man who gave his life to help others. Since then, I’ve been on a personal mission to help Vii, help the SES.” Cain hesitated. He wouldn’t share that his ultimate goal was to impress a woman. Aletha in bed, tears rolling down her cheeks as he walked away. He looked at the Wolfoids, one to the next, their fur matted where the mud had dried, at least in the areas he could see. The physical misery he shared with his recruits was nothing compared to the pain of his selfish sacrifice. For his personal glory, he’d left the love of his life behind. 
 
   “I’ve seen too many die because they weren’t equipped to fight. And I’ve seen others die because they weren’t as ready to kill as I was. And that’s what I demand from each of you. No distractions. You will be singularly focused on defending the honor of the SES and the Cygnus Marines. You pay any price, up to and including your life, for this. Do you understand?” Cain said, deadly serious. There was no hearty vocalization device shout of “aye, aye, sir.” They nodded, slowly, but each of them nodded. 
 
   He’d have to talk with Captain Rand, because he suspected he’d be bringing more than twelve recruits to the Cygnus-12. 
 
   The Wolfoid stories were the same. They were raised, a little shepherding, a little farming, some hunting. They all enjoyed a good hunt. All of them were in the same blooding of the pups, so Cain figured that they were around a year and a half old. Young, but fully grown, at least in their bodies. They had much to learn to fill their minds. 
 
   Night Stalker started the process. Then Razor Fang. The largest of the Wolfoids was called Aurochs Ring. Cain could hardly say it so he told the Wolfoid he was going to be called “Bull.” Ring held up his half-hands/half-paws in resignation. He was clearly proud of his name. His parents could call him by his given name. In the Marines, he’d be known as Bull.
 
   Besides Aurochs Ring, he had Night Stalker, Razor Fang, Bounding Shepherd, Gray Streak, Black Shadow, Silent Tracker, Hidden Slayer, Lightning Flash, Dark Forest, Tan Mountain, and Shades Racer. Cain couldn’t get his head wrapped around the Wolfoid names, so he went one by one, giving each of them shorter names, something he could yell. 
 
   Bull, Stalker, Fang, Shep, Grace, Shadow, Tracker, Slayer, Flash, Forest, Mountie, and Shady. Stalker and Grace were the two females, and Cain watched as the males naturally deferred to them. He’d spend more time watching Grace, which made sense since she had the broken leg. The med bots performed an initial bone stitching to bring the pieces together, but she needed time for it to heal properly. He’d have her check in with medical every day. 
 
   Lunchtime came and went. He was hungry, but wouldn’t leave his recruits. Holly flashed the implant’s window. He opened it. ‘You can present your recruitment pitch to both classes in one hour. I have some video, if you’d like to review it.’
 
   ‘One hour? Damn. I need to get cleaned up. Have another uniform prepared and in my room, please, and one for each of the Wolfoids. They’re coming with me.’ He looked and noted that they hadn’t put on either their protective gear or their harnesses. ‘Belay that, Holly. They haven’t dirtied their uniforms. We’ll rectify that this afternoon. I’ll review the video while I’m cleaning up.’ Cain closed the window before his eye. The Wolfoids watched him as they continued to look miserable. 
 
   “Howl at the sun!” They lifted their heads and gave it a meager effort. “AGAIN!” he shouted, howling with them. They kept at it until he was satisfied, which wasn’t long since he had to get cleaned up. 
 
   “Out of the mud!” They scrambled and clawed their way out. Cain was pleased to note that none of them shook, although he waited in the pit, expecting them to shake themselves out. “Spread out and shake! Sergeant, then form them up.” They happily found some space and shook to their hearts’ content. A couple barks from Night Stalker and they formed up. Then Cain finally crawled out of the mud, envious of their ability. He scraped off the biggest chunks with his hands, but remained a mess. 
 
   “In formation, run to billeting. I will meet you outside in fifty-one minutes. We have a presentation to make to the Space School recruits. Dismissed!” Stalker led the way with eleven Wolfoids following. Cain tromped toward his quarters, starting to review the video as he walked. He stopped more than once to avoid walking into a tree. He gave Holly a couple comments, then stomped some of the mud off his boots and dropped his clothes in the hallway outside his room. He hoped no one else decided to come back in the middle of the afternoon as he stood there in the buff having already tracked mud in to that point, but not wanting to get any in his room. 
 
   Straight into the shower, and when he finished, amazingly, fresh and clean clothes, sharply pressed waited for him, along with a new beret. “Holly,” he asked out loud, knowing that Holly monitored him through sensors everywhere he found himself. He hadn’t questioned the beret before then, but hadn’t seen the Marines in the video wear such an item.
 
   “This particular device was used by the elite forces of the day. The only force we’ll have is elite, so there you are. If you don’t like it, then we’ll come up with something else,” Holly answered. 
 
   Cain liked it, because there was nothing else close to the beret anywhere on Vii. It would make him stand out. It would make the whole unit stand out, if he could only figure out how to get one on a Wolfoid’s head. Or a ‘cat. He laughed to himself thinking about the ‘cats wearing tiny berets. He thought about the constant struggle to keep the door activation collars on them while aboard the Cygnus-12. They needed them to get around and they still wouldn’t wear them. No berets or other accoutrements of any sort for the ‘cats. 
 
   ‘I would hate to give you another beat down,’ Brutus said, magically sitting on the bed, which was now made with a new pillow. Cain gave it a tentative sniff. It was clean. 
 
   “What? If there was any beat down, it was your scrawny ass, swinging around the room inside a blanket. You lost the first salvo, my rugged friend, but I’m glad I don’t have to school you a afresh in what a beat down really looks like.” Cain looked smug. Brutus jumped on the bed and walked to the pillow. Cain dove and the ‘cat dodged expertly out of the way, landing on the human’s head, ripping the beret off, and leaving a trail of four razor-thin streaks of blood through Cain’s scalp. 
 
   “Would you stop that, you little bully!” Cain picked himself and his beret from the bed. He had no time to deal with the new scratches. The one on his face was red, a little purple on the sides. He survived a fight with three Lizard Men with fewer wounds. “Truce, little man. You win. Please don’t pee on my pillow, and please, stop scratching my head!” Cain pleaded with his new best friend.
 
   ‘Just until next time,’ Brutus replied, following Cain out the door.
 
   The recruits were waiting in formation, straightening up when they saw him coming. Cain realized that they had no way to tell time. He wondered how long they’d been standing there, but decided that it didn’t matter. As long as they weren’t late. He waved his arm for them to follow him. They started after him, two squads of six. Cain noted how Stalker put herself in the back with Bull. 
 
   Cain led them in to the Space School’s main building where all the recruits were in an auditorium waiting. He had their full attention, including most of the staff. The Aurochs was in the back as he led his recruits in where he had them stand in a single file along the wall while he went to the stage alone. 
 
   Silence greeted him. He’d expected to get an introduction by the director of the Space School. He saw many of the front line instructors in the back, but none of the senior leaders. He had a job to do, regardless of what he thought was right. 
 
   “I am Major Cain, first of the new Cygnus Marines, and I need help.” He looked at the silent crowd. No feedback at all. He’d have to deliver his pitch lecture style, but the video would probably best grab their attention. “Holly, lower the lights and cue the video, please.”
 
   Cain stepped to the side as an external view of the Cygnus-12 came on screen. There was no sound, so Cain narrated. 
 
   “What you see here is a Concordian shuttle with twenty of their soldiers coming to board the Cygnus-12 in order to take the ship and as many of our people as would help them run it. Our chief engineer had a different idea. He had enough time to set a trap, spike their shuttle, and hit it with a few gigajoules of electricity. We didn’t have time to intercept the second shuttle, though.” The screen showed the first shuttle bounce free from the trap that Briz had set and drift into space as the Cygnus-12 accelerated. 
 
   “The second shuttle docked and the soldiers ran aboard. At this airlock, we lost two good people, one a former discipline instructor. Katlind took the battle to them, but she didn’t have a blaster.” The video was intentionally fuzzy as she engaged the boarders. Cain hadn’t wanted to show all the gory detail, just that people went down. Blaster fire washed through the corridor as the others fought back. The Concordians mounted a greater volume of fire and drove the defenders in the stairwell away from the hatch. A skirmish led to another crew member dying, along with a number of Concordians as the defenders acquired a blaster and emptied it into the corridor’s open space. Cain didn’t know what to say. He’d known those people and it choked him up, so he let the video continue without commentary.
 
   The next scene showed the corridor where Rastor and Gaven were trying to vent the atmosphere from the shuttle deck. They were already on the floor with the Concordians standing over them. The Rabbits’ laser beams took them out. The next clip showed three Rabbits running up the stairs.
 
   “Stop right there, Holly.” The video paused. Three white Rabbits, one with an ugly scar across his chest. “Those three saved our ship. Rabbits, known for being peace loving, addicted to gardening. They killed more of the enemy than anyone else did, because there was no one there to stand between them and the Concordians. That’s what the SES has determined we need, a force to protect us from those who would do us harm. We were twelve hundred and thirty-five light years from home. We were alone, and thanks to some good luck, courage, teamwork, and dedication, we were able to overcome a determined adversary, but it came with a great loss of life. Seven hearty souls, all of whom sat where you’re sitting, never thinking that someone out there, in that vast universe, was willing to kill them in order to take our ship.” He stopped to let that sink in. The recruits were leaning forward. The instructors were leaning back, faces drawn as they contemplated the words they were hearing, seeing the demise of peaceful exploration.
 
   Cain waved a finger and Holly continued the video showing the Rabbits driving two Concordians into an ambush set by Captain Rand and Tandry. Then the corridor below, where the Concordians trapped the crew in billeting and the galley. More combat. The image faded and was replaced by a view of the planet. Master Daksha and Pace were there with the villagers from Fairsky, at the mercy of the Concordians. Lutheann attacked like a white flash and then blaster fire erupted from the tree line. Cain ran from the trees, and covered the remaining Concordian, who lay on the ground. Cain thought it was going to stop, but it didn’t. Holly had added the fight on the Traveler. 
 
   “Holly, you can shut it off now,” Cain said, but the battle continued, showing Cain and Stinky using SI Hendricks as a shield as the Android attacked. The Wolfoid fought valiantly to keep the Android from firing its lasers but in the end, he was slammed into the bulkhead, stunned and out of the fight. Cain battled alone using damage control tools to help him. Once trapped within the insulbrick foam, the video showed Cain pounding the life out of the Android. 
 
   Cain had not seen that footage before. He was appalled. 
 
   The image faded and the lighting in the auditorium was restored. The audience was shocked. “Holly, what the hell did you just do?” Cain said angrily before addressing the audience, “I’m really sorry, I didn’t approve that to be in this presentation.” 
 
   “But I did,” a voice said from the back of the room. The director stood and walked toward the stage. “I didn’t want anyone to be under a misimpression of what you are asking, Major Cain. Combat is ugly, the ugliest of human endeavors. I support your recruitment here, but only because I was ordered to by Admiral Jesper. You are a violent man, reckless even. There was nothing you showed us that could not have been resolved through negotiation. Now finish your business and let us get back to ours.” 
 
   Cain couldn’t speak. He only looked at the man in disbelief. 
 
   ‘Appeal to their sense of honor. No one wants to see a Rabbit fighting because others couldn’t. You are giving the people a choice to be that barrier between the bad guys and the explorers, while also being an explorer yourself,’ Brutus told him soothingly, taking away Cain’s shock at the verbal attack from the director. 
 
   “These are very difficult times,” he projected confidently to the audience. “I went through this school with the sole intent of becoming an explorer. When we got out there, we found a new world and an enemy, one we tried to talk to, who lied to us.” The lights dimmed, surprising Cain. The video that the Concordians sent played. It was short and everything in it was a lie.
 
   “We didn’t have Marines with us. We had to make it up as we went. With Marines, we would have seven more shipmates, still living, still exploring. And that’s what we offer. Are you willing to stand between your friends and the bad guys? Are you willing to lay down your life for the freedom of others? Just yesterday, I was attacked on the rainforest road because there are those who believe I’m trying to create a military to oppress the people of Vii. What I wish is that all people of Vii remain free and that people scattered throughout the universe can also live free. To do that, it takes strength, strength of will, and a dedication to the cause of freedom for all. Who will stand with me and join the first recruits from Livestel?” Cain pointed to the wall. 
 
   “We need at least six more to train, work with the ‘cats as they conduct the pure-heart test. That’s right. If your motivations are anything less than they deem appropriate, you won’t be allowed to sign up. And that’s all I have. If you are interested, understand that you’ll work for me and I work directly for Admiral Jesper. Your association with the Space School will become extremely limited.” 
 
   Cain wanted to include that in case someone feared retaliation. He walked off stage and stood at the end of the line with his Wolfoid recruits. The first few people walked past, not looking at Cain as they exited. The fourth person, a human, tiny in stature, stopped and offered his hand to Cain. He was barely taller than a Rabbit, but he had a strong grip. 
 
   “Spence is the name. Where do I sign up?” he asked with a smile. 
 
   “With me. Consider yourself signed up. Wait over there.” Cain pointed toward the stage, away from the Space School instructors. He didn’t want any more conflict or to create any more hard feelings with the school.
 
   Soon, Cain had twelve people standing at the front of the stage. Once the final video played, he expected that no one would want to join. 
 
   Brutus stalked along the stage behind the people, thirteen humans, a Lizard Man, a Wolfoid, and a Hawkoid. For three of the humans, Brutus pointed a furry paw and shook his head. Cain looked each of them in the eye as he shook their hands and thanked them for volunteering, but that he had enough recruits. The first two walked away with looks of disdain. The third one was a completely different story. 
 
   “What do you mean I’m not selected?” he growled, spitting at Cain. 
 
   “You are not selected. You can go now, Recruit,” Cain replied firmly, setting his jaw and feeling his muscles tense. The man, older than an average recruit, made to push the major, but Cain deftly dodged and used the man’s momentum to throw him face first into the front row. The Wolfoids were instantly engaged, hopping over rows of chairs and running to the front. When the man collected himself, he was surrounded by twelve snarling Wolfoids. Cain held them back with a single gesture. They cleared a path for the man to walk away. 
 
   He took one step, stopped, then turned toward Cain. Harnesses jingled as the Wolfoids pressed in around him. “You haven’t heard the last of me,” the angry man grumbled. He pushed through the Wolfoids, who pushed back, almost knocking him down as he backed out of the auditorium, watching them all as he tried to slam the door on his way out. 
 
   Cain brushed off his hands. “Well, let’s see what we have here. Whoa! Aren’t you one of the instructors?” 
 
   “I am a professor of astrophysics,” the man said pleasantly. “I’m Doctor Starsgard.” 
 
   “Astrophysics and that’s your real name?” Cain said, unable to stop himself. 
 
   “Indeed,” the man sighed. Cain nodded, then looked to the next volunteer.
 
   “Hawkoid, what’s your name?” 
 
   “I am Ascenti,” he said smoothly through his vocalization device. Cain pointed to the next volunteer, a Lizard Man.
 
   “Zisk,” came through loud and clear. Those who’d been at the school longer had better tuned their vocalization devices to reflect their moods and what they intended to say.
 
   And to think I wanted to limit it to humans, Wolfoids, and ‘cats, Cain thought. 
 
   “Form up outside. Sergeant, show them how, four by six, if you please,” Cain directed, although the Hawkoid wouldn’t be in formation. He didn’t correct himself as he’d let Stalker figure it out. 
 
   ‘What did you see from those three?’ Cain asked Brutus over the mindlink, not wanting anyone from the school to listen in.
 
   ‘The first two weren’t committed and were happy to be let go, but the third one, that one was very dark. He saw the Marines as a way to hurt people. He is someone that we protect others from. He was right about one thing, though. You have not seen the last of him, but next time, I suspect that you will not be so restrained in your response,’ Brutus complimented his human.
 
   “I suspect not,” Cain stated out loud. With Brutus, he headed outside to join his recruits. Twenty-four strong. The number was right, but it was a Wolfoid-heavy mix.
 
   Bull was carrying Ascenti, which was one of many solutions. “Sergeant, take the squads to the bay. Uniforms for the new members should be along shortly. As soon as they arrive, get dressed, form back up outside, and run your happy asses to the obstacle course. We have unfinished business. That’s right, my pretties. We’re spending the night outside, just like I promised, because some of you have no self-discipline.” It may have been harsh for the newcomers, but he had little planned for the next day. 
 
   The Marine recruits ran off, the Lizard Man struggling to keep up. They were heavily muscled but ill-suited for running. He would see how the Wolfoids flexed to their new teammates. They had mattresses on the floor, but wouldn’t get to use them. When they finally got to sleep in their beds, they’d appreciate them as if they were at the finest resort. 
 
   Everything was relative. He hoped the humans found the humor in the fact that they were being punished for something they were incapable of doing that happened hours before they joined the team. 
 
   ‘They’ll get over it,’ Brutus added.
 
   “Because they have no choice in the matter, my straggly friend, no choice at all,” he said and started jogging toward the obstacle course, pleased with how the day turned out, despite the attempt at subterfuge from the director, but all’s well that ends well. He had what he wanted and a clearer idea of who to avoid. They’d train and then they’d head to space. 
 
   Training in zero-g. “Remind me to ask Holly to reserve some time in the command area of the Traveler so we can practice maneuvers in zero gravity. We need to figure out how the ‘cats can function. You guys are always at a big disadvantage. Think on that. Maybe Luthie has some ideas?”
 
   ‘How about you maintain gravity?’ she responded tartly.
 
   Cain had no answer for her. She was probably short because twenty ‘cats were driving her insane. ‘We’ll do that then,’ he countered sarcastically. Just like herding ‘cats, he thought. 
 
   He was strolling toward the obstacle course, when his mind lit up with the voices of his friends. ‘Cain, Pickles and I are headed your way. We both made it without puking!’ Stinky celebrated. 
 
   ‘Obstacle course. We have a little party going on because our young Wolfoid recruits can’t control their canine urges. I think you’ll like the mob we put together, Stinky. They understand and they have Brutus’s seal of approval.’ 
 
   ‘Who’s Brutus?’ Stinky asked, surprised at the new name.
 
   ‘It appears that Lutheann was fed up with me and they did a tactical hand-off. This ‘cat’s right up my alley, keeps me on my toes. You’ll meet him when you get here. We’ll be easy to find.’ Cain smiled inwardly. He finally had the company of people he trusted. Add them to the ‘cats, and he was wrapped in a cocoon of security. He expected more trouble. The admiral’s comment regarding being safe at Space School for the time being came back to him. Throw in the director’s disdain and the mad recruit who thought he should have been selected, and all the ingredients for a crap sandwich were there.
 
   “I need you, little man. I think the safest place for me is on the front lines, in deep space. What the hell did I do to any of these people?” he asked the ‘cat.
 
   ‘You showed them what they are not. Don’t let people with no honor get under your skin. Throw them out with the trash while you keep your own house clean,’ Brutus stated philosophically.
 
   “Damn, Brutus! You sound like a Tortoid.” Cain looked closer at the orange ‘cat, wondering why he was so small. 
 
   ‘I am a direct descendent of Prince Axial De’atesh, by his son Klytus, who was only half Hillcat. It seems that we have stayed smaller than those with pure Hillcat blood coursing through their veins. That one domestic dalliance and the Golden Warrior’s spoor were forever condemned. We make up for our lack of size though.’ Brutus jogged forward and turned hard, disappearing into the woods. 
 
   ‘You make up for your lack of size all right,’ Cain agreed. A direct descendant. No wonder the bonding was meant to be. How come he’d never seen Brutus when he lived in Coldstream? He would never understand the way of the ‘cats, but he liked Brutus and already depended on his sage counsel. He expected the ‘cat wouldn’t share the misery of a night in the mud pit. 
 
   ‘You are right about that,’ he heard the ‘cat say in the back of his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Stinky and Pickles
 
    
 
   Cain’s friends arrived before the platoon, as Holly told him he should call it. They embraced warmly, although Pickles still couldn’t understand the human need for touching.
 
   The major quickly explained what he had going and suggested they find their quarters, put on their uniform equipment, body armor and a harness for the Wolfoid and for the Lizard Man, a uniform that would fit over his skin suit. 
 
   “We have to tell you that once Ellie got to the station, she called her parents, then decided to go back to the ship and help Briz with the upgrade,” Stinky relayed, not gossiping but sharing information about someone who was important to Cain.
 
   “I didn’t think her parents would take it well, their little girl and all. I don’t know how I got so lucky, then failed so spectacularly!” Cain smiled, then turned to Pickles. “I was attacked by Lizard Men on the rainforest road.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Pickles asked, his vocalization device reflecting surprise.
 
   “I don’t know. I’m sorry, Pickles, but I had to kill them, two of them anyway. Lutheann came to my rescue with the last one. I’m sorry. They blocked me in and had their tridents. There wasn’t anything else I could do. They didn’t seem interested in talking,” Cain told the Lizard Man.
 
   “The fact that they were Lizard Men is irrelevant. They were criminals against which you defended yourself, just like the rest of us would have done, but unlike the rest of us, you are better at defending yourself. Maybe we can improve our skills over the next couple months as part of the training that you’re running,” Ensign Peekaless offered. 
 
   “That’s our goal, Pickles. I think you guys are going to like the recruits. The Wolfoids are hard chargers. All the rest, I just recruited a few minutes ago. We will meet them together, assuming you can get your sorry asses dressed and back here before the platoon arrives!” 
 
   Holly had arranged for the rooms and gear for Cain’s friends once he knew they were coming. He expected everything was ready and waiting, unlike the uniforms and equipment for the new recruits which had to be fabricated as soon as the volunteers were identified. 
 
   The major had no idea what to do with the Hawkoid, except that his great-great-grandfather relied heavily on one of his closest friends, Skirill. He gave Braden a view of what was well out in front of the companions, like Chirit had done on Concordia. Holly had fabricated a powered and armored vest for Skirill and suggested the same design for Ascenti, at least to start. The design was over one hundred years old, but if it worked, there was no reason to change it.
 
   Cain contemplated many things, discarding ideas that seemed far-fetched, but he wanted the training to take place all around Vii as he didn’t know what conditions he’d have to take his people into when on a mission in deep space. He knew Concordia, but what about the next planet and then the one after that?
 
   The platoon jogged into view, everyone dressed to some degree. Bull continued to carry the Hawkoid. They stopped in front of Cain and turned as one, remaining in formation while they waited for the next instruction. 
 
   “Let’s have a little uniform inspection, see how we’re doing at dressing ourselves,” Cain announced. The Wolfoids were a mixed bag of how they wore their vests and harness. One wayward soul wore neither. 
 
   “Which one are you? Mountie?” Cain asked. The Wolfoid nodded. “Where’s your stuff?” The Wolfoid shrugged. 
 
   “That’s okay,” the major said soothingly, patting the Wolfoid’s shoulder. “Everybody else is going to crouch or get into the pushup position and that’s how they’ll stay until you return fully dressed. Do you understand?” His tone was conversational, keeping Mountie off guard. 
 
   “Crouch!” he yelled. “You better hurry, or this mob isn’t going to be very happy,” he told the wayward soul. The Wolfoid realized his predicament. No one wanted to be hated by their pack-mates. He jumped from formation and dropped to all fours, tearing up the ground in his rush to get to billeting. 
 
   The Wolfoids crouched while Cain put the humans and the one Lizard Man in the pushup positon. Cain sat on the ground, leaning against one of the obstacles on the course, and hummed to himself. The suffering had begun. He knew that he had to give Mountie a way to redeem himself. The humans were the first to start grunting, huffing, and puffing. Cain decided that they needed a change of scenery. 
 
   “Pushup, down,” he instructed and those doing pushups dropped to the ground. He went into his unhinged routine, screaming at them to stay off his deck. One of the people laid there, unable to push himself back up. 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” Cain screamed, three inches from the human’s face. 
 
   “I didn’t sign up for this. I’m an academic!” he cried, continuing to lay on the ground.
 
   “What part of, “We will have to fight our enemies,” did you miss? Violence, blood, pain. You will have to be comfortable with all of those things if you want to be a Marine. How do you think you can get there if you don’t strengthen your body?”
 
   “But I can’t do it!” the young man cried. 
 
   Cain stood up and focused on breathing. The recruits were watching him and the next thing he did was critical. He could physically discipline the man further. He could chase him away, send him back to his class in Space School. Or he could seek the advice of his betters. ‘Brutus?’
 
   He heard claws on wood. Looking up, he saw the ‘cat sitting at the top of the wall, the first obstacle in the course. ‘So that’s how it’s going to be, huh? I do all the hard work while you lay about down there and get fat,’ the ‘cat started. Cain held out his hands in his usual “what the hell?” gesture. 
 
   ‘He will be okay. He is just physically weak. Most of them are nowhere near your standards, Cain. It’s your job to help them get there. You have time. Use it wisely.’ Brutus licked his paw and started cleaning his face. 
 
   “Everyone up!” he yelled, not as loud as he could have. The group struggled to their feet. “Sergeant, what do you think is going to happen next?”
 
   Night Stalker turned her head, unsure of what the major wanted. He nodded, encouraging her to speak. “Into the mud pit, sir.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because we weren’t disciplined enough to not shake when we came out of the mud pit, and we showered you in mud and water,” she replied.
 
   “Listen up, people. Showering me doesn’t matter. It’s the failure to control your own actions that matters,” he told them. “I see that the second time you came out of the mud, not a single one shook until you were given permission. What if you were sitting in an ambush and it’s raining? Shaking could give you away. We have to use our minds to conquer our bodies. That is what self-discipline is all about.” Cain worked his way through the ranks until he was at the academic’s side. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Cain asked.
 
   “Foucault, major. Pleased to meet you!” he said, holding out a hand. Cain looked at it as if it was a disgusting bug. 
 
   “No. I am not calling you that. Your mother can call you Foucault, but I’m calling you Fickle, and put your hand down. We’re not into shaking hands while in formation. Maybe if you graduate, but probably not then either, Fickle.” Cain walked through the formation, noting that many were still breathing hard from their efforts.
 
   “Okay, people. Is there any doubt about whether I’ll dump you into the mud or not?” Everyone shook their head. Cain smiled evilly. He saw the expressions on their faces droop. “Formation run–make a lap around the outside of the course, then return here. Maybe Mountie will be back by then.”
 
   The group ran at a much slower pace than Cain considered reasonable, but they stayed in formation, helping each other through the uneven footing. Zisk was the slowest of the group, despite the fact that he seemed to be working the hardest of them all. They made it back and resumed standing in a tight formation, waiting for Cain to issue another order. 
 
   “Here’s what we’re going to do. If I can find one volunteer to spend the night in the mud pit, the rest of you will get to sleep in your bunks.” There was some initial questioning looks, but Stalker was first step forward. 
 
   “I’ll do it,” she said. 
 
   “Back in formation, Sergeant,” Cain told her. 
 
   “I’d be honored to be allowed the privilege of taking one for the team, Major,” Zisk offered, stepping forward.
 
   “What kind of sacrifice is this for you, Zisk?” Cain asked, putting the Lizard Man on the spot. 
 
   “Actually, I would much prefer this to sleeping on a dry mattress,” Zisk conceded, his facial expression unreadable. 
 
   “And that, people, is how you allocate your resources. Everyone here has a special ability, a special talent. You need to know what every other member of this platoon brings and you have to count on them to watch over you, just like you’ll do for them. Recruit Zisk, enjoy your evening. Now get in the mud pit and don’t enjoy it too much!” Cain leaned close as the Lizard Man stripped out of his skin suit. “I’ll have someone bring you dinner.” Zisk nodded and ran for the mud pit like a little kid racing for the swimming pool. 
 
   “Sergeant, where do you think Mountie is?” the major asked.
 
   “Halfway back to Livestel?” she offered. Cain smirked. The other Wolfoids snickered. 
 
   ‘Would anyone in the ‘cat nation know where our wayward recruit is?’ Cain asked over the mindlink. 
 
   ‘He has his spear and has left school,’ one of the ‘cats replied. Cain sobered quickly. He walked to his sergeant. 
 
   “All good jokes have an element of truth,” he whispered to Stalker. “How did you know that he was thinking about leaving?” 
 
   “He couldn’t hack it, sir. He was offered by his family. He’s capable, same as the rest of us, but he didn’t want this.” Cain nodded and put a hand on her shoulder, thanking her for the insight.
 
   “It seems like Tan Mountain has left the program. One more lap, in his honor. Go!” The only reason Cain made them run another lap was to kill time until Stinky and Pickles returned. He accessed his neural implant. 
 
   ‘Holly, scratch Tan Mountain off the recruit list. He’s headed home and I don’t want any bad marks on his official record, whatever that might look like for someone not in the SES. It wasn’t for him. No hard feelings. Better now than later, when we’re on the ship and a thousand light years from home. Since we’re talking people, I’d like Peekaless and Black Leaper to both wear the rank of a Marine lieutenant, one silver bar for their uniforms,’ Cain told the AI.
 
   ‘It will be done, Master Cain. I have to say that I’m quite pleased with your progress,’ Holly added, leaving the conversation open. Cain had spent enough time talking with Holly that he knew the AI had feelings.
 
   ‘I don’t hold that thing with the video against you, Holly. We’re all following someone’s orders, aren’t we?’ 
 
   ‘That we are, Major Cain. I’m sorry you had to see it that way. I know you didn’t want anyone to find out that you used SI Hendricks’s body as a shield. But he was already dead and that maneuver saved both your lives,’ Holly said, trying to placate Cain’s concerns. 
 
   ‘I know that and you know that, Holly, but it looked really bad.’ Cain shook his head as he watched the platoon return. 
 
   “Crouch!” he called. There was minor groaning, but they assumed the position quickly. “Wolfoids, keep time with the humans. Up. Down. Up. Down.” He made them do ten pushups, but even with that few of a number, the humans were spent. 
 
   “Stand up!” he ordered, seeing the furtive glances toward the mud pit. Cain looked and saw Zisk floating on his back, casually tooling around. “Recruit! Remember, you’re sacrificing for the others, try to look like it,” Cain yelled. Zisk stood, muddy water hitting him mid-chest. Cain smirked, then bit his lip as Stinky and Pickles finally joined them. 
 
   “I was running out of things to do, waiting on you two layabouts! Could it have possibly taken you any longer?” Cain needled.
 
   “Well, we had to eat. It had been days!” Stinky offered. Days real time, but probably only hours once the matter transfer time was deducted. 
 
   “Congratulations, you’ve both been promoted to Lieutenant of Marines. Let me introduce you to the mob.” He turned them toward the recruits. 
 
   “Lieutenant Black Leaper and Lieutenant Peekaless are now in your chain of command. You will report to them. You will follow their orders. You will become better Marines because of them. I’ve been in combat with these two and there are no finer warriors. I respect them, and they will earn your respect, too,” Cain commanded. 
 
   ‘Wait, orders? What kind of orders are we going to be giving?’ Stinky asked Cain in his thought voice.
 
   ‘We’ll figure that out as we go!’ Cain replied. 
 
   A number of the recruits snickered. Cain looked confused. Stinky slapped his head. ‘Nice one, dumbass,’ Lutheann told him. He saw her white form in the edge of the trees. 
 
   He had broadcast his thoughts to everyone. 
 
   “Sergeant!” he yelled. “Form new squads. I want each squad to have a variety of talent. Don’t assign yourself to a squad.” He asked his new lieutenants to oversee the process, taking two squads each as their own. 
 
   There were a total of eleven Wolfoids, one Lizard Man, one Hawkoid, who looked ridiculous trying to do pushups but Cain didn’t have the heart to tell him to stop, and ten humans. Twenty two in four squads and a sergeant out front. He could not have been happier that she volunteered to spend the night in the pit, lead from the front, show the others that she was willing to sacrifice for them.
 
   She kept Bull and Ascenti together. The two seemed to be a tight pair. He expected that they would work well together. 
 
   She split up the humans, three in First Squad, two in the others. She added three Wolfoids to First Squad, including Bull. The Hawkoid rounded out the team.  Stalker continued fleshing out the squads. Stinky and Pickles watched her closely as they tried to determine which two squads would be theirs. 
 
   Zisk was assigned to the second squad, so Pickles took the first two squads. The last two were limited to humans and Wolfoids, but Stinky thought he could teach them a trick to two, in order to even things out. From Cain’s perspective, he didn’t want the competition between the squads to degenerate the overall cohesiveness of the unit. He made sure that Stinky and Pickles were clear on that point. 
 
   Stalker finished, but she wasn’t done. “Sir, who do you wish to fill the roles of squad leaders?” 
 
   Cain nodded to his two lieutenants. They had been on board for twenty minutes. They had no idea, so they did what good officers are supposed to do. They delegated. “You choose and make it quick!” Stinky said in a commanding voice. Since Briz modified his vocalization device, Black Leaper’s expressiveness had grown by orders of magnitude.
 
   “Listen up,” she said. They suspected that she tried to yell, but her device wasn’t picking it up properly. So she waved the recruits close to her. “I’m picking Wolfoids as the first squad leaders only because they’ve been on board for a full day. As we’ve already seen, the squad leaders can and will be fired, probably fairly often. I don’t want any of you to think I’m prejudiced, because I’m not. Work your way up, then get fired like the rest of us,” she said boldly, within the constraints of the technology wrapped around her neck. 
 
   “That is true,” Bull added as he absentmindedly stroked Ascenti’s crest feathers. 
 
   “In formation!” Cain yelled, noting that Tracker, Slayer, Flash, and Fang were at the front of their respective squads, the four that had worked together to carry the mattresses. He didn’t see a better choice, not at that point, where they knew almost nothing about the individuals. “Run back to billeting, correct your uniform issues, and we’ll have another inspection. Go!” 
 
   Cain, Stinky, and Pickles waved goodbye to Zisk, who resumed frolicking in the muddy water. “He’s yours, Pickles, so make sure you send him something for dinner. I promised, which means you get to make sure I’m not a liar.” 
 
   “Of course,” Pickles committed. “So what are we really doing here?” 
 
   Stinky leaned close to catch every word.
 
   “We are going to drive them to the edge of exhaustion and then we are going to challenge their minds and bodies, just when they are on the verge of quitting. They need to be able to go farther, faster, and better than anyone else. Then they need to fight like a team as if they were fresh from a nap. They need to shoot and shoot well.” Cain looked at Pickles accusingly. 
 
   “For the first couple weeks, we are going to drill on the obstacle course, in the open, and in the woods. We are going to break them down, physically. That started today. And then we’re going to build them back up. We always wear our gear and that includes me. Because of events, I will wear my ballistic vest and leggings. Holly has already made some up. Same for you, Pickles and Stinky, you get the saddle blanket version of the vest. It’ll protect you if we take incoming fire.”
 
   “Paranoid much, Cain?” Stinky asked.
 
   “Holly urges caution and Admiral Jesper didn’t leave me feeling overconfident. He didn’t seem surprised by the attack in the rainforest and that bothers me more than anything. For reference, the director of Space School is not a fan, not a fan at all. If we see him, we’ll do the honorable thing and go the other way. I’ll work with Holly to arrange transportation and all that for the six weeks of training on Vii. There are too many of us to use the matter transfer system between here and the Traveler, so at the end of it all, I’ll get us a shuttle to take us to space. We’ll do some training on the Traveler in zero-g, then we’ll transfer to the shipyard. We’ll rejoin the crew a good week before we ship out. Believe it or not, that is my complete plan.” 
 
   “Seems kind of sparse,” Stinky replied. Pickles agreed. 
 
   “That’s why you’re here. I need help putting flesh on those bones. I’ll take the crew for the rest of today while you get caught up on instructional videos. Holly has the full list.” 
 
   Stinky and Pickles headed back toward their quarters while Cain continued to billeting, where he expected to malign his recruits lineages’ all the way to their family’s arrival on Cygnus VII a millennium prior. Bad genes, he’d tell them that they all had bad genes. ‘Are you with me, Brutus? Are we going to get them bouncing off the walls or what?’ Cain said happily, not sure where his friend was. 
 
   ‘We will do what needs to be done,’ Brutus allowed.
 
   ‘When can we introduce the recruits to the ‘cats? Maybe we can have another fight over seats in a jumper?’ Cain taunted Lutheann. 
 
   ‘I think we shall make an appearance this evening,’ Lutheann replied. Cain appreciated it. Nothing like getting to know the people you were going to be stuck on a spaceship with before you were actually trapped on board.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ‘Cats, Dogs, and Chaos
 
    
 
   Cain had them reorganize the bay three times, each meeting with a little more approval, until he had them put it back the way it was at the start. Twenty-three mattresses lined the sides of the bay, equally spaced for the best appearance, with a foot locker behind each. All the room dividers, bunks, and other furniture was stacked neatly at the end. 
 
   Cain took them to chow, but he let Stalker and the squad leaders make sure everything happened. He had Stalker get a tray of raw meats and vegetables for Zisk. He called Pickles and let him know that he didn’t need to do anything, overruling his previous order. Cain ate with his recruits. The other instructors didn’t seem to care for him. Dr. Starsgard also seemed to be ostracized. He knew that when he made the decision to join, it would come at a price. Cain knew that he had to keep Starsgard no matter what. The professor needed protection from the director as much as it seemed Cain did.
 
   The platoon returned to billeting, where Holly had a bot deliver the history of the Marines and basic infantry tactics in written form, one copy for each new recruit. Cain almost felt bad about monopolizing the industrial fabricators at the Space School, but it was a small price to pay to save lives. That was how he looked at every mission the Marines would undertake, whether it was the lives of the Cygnus-12 crew or the lives of the Concordians who’d been oppressed for too long. 
 
   Cain was surprised to see the ‘cats stroll in, the twenty in addition to Brutus. The Wolfoids nodded to them, while watching the major to make sure he saw them being polite. He tried to remember which Wolfoid he punched in the head during the scrum on the jumper, but they were all wet and looked different now. It was better that he didn’t know.
 
   ‘Whatever you want to do, Lutheann. It’s your show,’ Cain said in his thought voice, hoping that he was only talking with the white matriarch.
 
   “These Hillcats are just like you, volunteers. Many of them will join us on the Cygnus-12, go to deep space, explore new planets, and meet new people. If we run across hostiles, they will fight with us. Lutheann fought with me on Concordia. She has taken lives, efficiently, effectively. You will never question her. They will train with us, but they won’t train us. Their commitment and abilities are not in question. They will inspect the ranks. Stand tall and stand by.” Cain ended by putting his arms behind his back, assuming a position of standing rest. He knew there were terms for each position, but didn’t remember them from the myriad of training manuals Holly had inundated him with.
 
   Lutheann led a parade of ‘cats down the bay. They darted between the people, sniffing at various things, looking like they were playing. The largest ‘cat, a tomcat of dark brown with light brown striping, put his feet on Spence’s shoulders. The small human scratched the ‘cat’s sides as the two talked. A bonding. The largest ‘cat and the smallest human. If need be, Spence could ride his friend. Cain wasn’t sure the alternative was possible.  
 
   There was one female human and Lutheann directed a ‘cat to her. The two stood side by side before the human broke formation and picked the ‘cat up, grunting with the effort. This one was mostly brown with white splotches. Cain dug into his memory for the human’s name, finally giving up and contacting Holly. Jo, the AI informed him. 
 
   Cain followed the ‘cats. “Spence, who do we have here?” 
 
   “His name is Tobiah,” Spence said proudly. 
 
   “Tobiah. Nice to meet you. You two will make a dynamic team. You understand that sometimes, you may have to carry him.” 
 
   “It would be my pleasure. I’ll carry him as far as he needs carried.” Spence looked lovingly at the ‘cat. 
 
   “We’ll try to keep that to a minimum. And you, Jo, what’s her name?”
 
   “N’lon. Isn’t she beautiful?” 
 
   “We try not to judge. The only question that matters to me is, ‘Is she deadly?’ Do you understand?” Cain asked.
 
   “Yes, sir!” Jo belted out. 
 
   Six of the nine humans found their life partners that evening. Cain was pleased. He thanked Lutheann extensively for her help. Most of the ‘cats looked like they were going to stay in the bay with the recruits. That was as Cain had hoped. “Holly! One hour then lights out. The rest of you, don’t leave the bay. You have one hour to read as much of the material as you can. There will be classroom instruction on it and a test. There will always be tests in everything you do. Thanks for a good day, people.” Cain turned and strode boldly from recruit billeting. 
 
   He exited the building and turned right, heading for his own quarters, hoping to hit the rack early and catch up on sleep.
 
   “So, not good enough, you say?” a gruff voice came from the shadows. The Space School recruit walked forward, carrying a stick the size of a bat. Two rough-looking young men appeared behind him. 
 
   “What’s your name, Recruit?” Cain asked. He’d been on these same grounds as a recruit less than a year prior, but that was also a lifetime of experience ago. Here he was, using the term as a pejorative
 
   “Does it matter, asshole? You thought you could throw me away like a piece of trash?” He smacked the stick into his palm menacingly. Cain wasn’t intimidated. He was angry. 
 
   “So, you brought your lackeys. All that means is that there will be three asses kicked instead of just yours, unless they run away, tails between their legs when they see the beat-down I’m going to put on you. Bullies have no place here, or anywhere. So, let’s see what you’re made of, big mouth.” Cain took off his beret and threw it behind him. He raised his hands defensively and balanced on the balls of his feet. 
 
   Cain leaned forward, exposing his chin. Big mouth launched a hay-maker swing with the bat. Cain dipped and dashed in after it passed and with a quick jab, punched the recruit in the face. The young man staggered backward, swinging the bat defensively to keep the major from following his attack. The two lackeys spread out to fix Cain between them. 
 
   Cain danced back and forth, refusing to give any of them a free shot, but keeping his eye mostly on big mouth. 
 
   The yipping and scrabbling of claws on concrete signaled the arrival of some of his platoon. The lackeys looked anxious as they were surrounded by Wolfoids, humans, and ‘cats. Brutus penetrated the circle, strolling until he stood next to Cain. His hackles were up, his fangs exposed. He was ready to put a major hurt on big mouth. 
 
   “I have him, Brutus. He’s just a punk who is learning a valuable lesson here. Sergeant! I don’t think those two are authorized to be on these grounds. Seize them!” 
 
   Without hesitation, six Wolfoids launched their bodies at the young toughs, knocking them down and pinning them to the ground. The lightning spears added nicely to the demonstration of power. 
 
   Cain circled to give himself more space. The bully was backed into a corner and wasn’t going to show weakness. He tightened his grip on his makeshift weapon, spinning it in front of himself as he carefully moved forward. He cut Cain off in one direction, leaving the other open. The major dodged and ended up with his back to the wall. Brutus circled behind the bully, ready to attack when Cain gave the word.
 
   Big mouth swung the bat in a wide circle at Cain’s head. He easily ducked out of the way, but the real attack came as the bully dropped and spun, bringing the full speed of his weapon into the major’s knee. It hit with a sickening crunch and Cain gasped as the pain shot through his whole body. He collapsed as his knee would no longer support him. The bully followed up with an overhead swing as if he was chopping wood, trying to split Cain in half. 
 
   The major rolled forward, and the stick hit the ground where he’d been. He wrapped one arm around the bully’s leg and twisted, throwing the young man off balance. As he fell, he used the bat as a pile driver trying to crush Cain’s head. With deft twist, it was a glancing blow which still brought stars flashing across the major’s eyes.
 
   He rolled away from the young man and found the wall to help pull himself upright. He leaned heavily against it, blinking to clear his head. The bully sensed blood in the water and came in for the kill. He swung the death dealer, but Cain was against the wall. He pushed off and the bat hit the wall hard. The major wrapped his left arm around it and knuckle-punched the bully in the throat. The major took the bat away as he hopped forward on one leg. Big mouth gagged and choked, unable to draw a breath. Cain used the bat as a crutch, holding himself upright as he punched the bully in the face. The man was holding his throat, unable to defend himself. Cain punched him again and he went down. 
 
   ‘Holly, get a couple med bots here immediately!’ Cain told the AI via his neural implant.
 
   ‘They are already on their way, Master Cain. You’ve managed to attract quite a crowd.’ Cain looked around and saw the entirety of his platoon, a number of Space School recruits, and even one of the instructors. 
 
   ‘Holly, do you have video of that, starting when those three jumped me from the shadows? If so, send it all to Admiral Jesper, in raw form, before the director or anyone else can edit it or delete it.’ 
 
   ‘Done and sent, Master Cain,’ Holly confirmed.
 
   The young man was starting to turn blue from lack of oxygen. Cain didn’t care. It wasn’t his job to care for his enemies. “Form up!” he yelled to his platoon. The Wolfoids who were holding the lackeys hesitated. “If you two idiots run, the Wolfoids will hunt you down and break every bone in your body, do you understand me?” The men nodded.
 
   “Sergeant, form the platoon!” the major repeated, using the bat to help him hobble to the front of the formation. 
 
   “Recruit Ascenti, if you would be so kind as to keep one of your ultra-sharp eyes on the criminals, I would appreciate it. So, what did we learn here this evening?” Cain winced as he shifted. He was trying not to show his people how much pain he was really in. He hoped that he looked stronger than he felt.
 
   “That Marines kick ass!” Spence yelled. The Wolfoids started howling and the humans yelled. Cain smirked, but shook his head.
 
   “Don’t get drawn into battle against superior odds,” Recruit Starsgard said. Cain pointed to him and nodded.
 
   “Look at me! I’m combat ineffective. I failed you, by not seeing the upcoming fight. How can two easily defeat three? By splitting them up and taking them one at a time. I was lured into a bad position by my ego. This is a difficult lesson that you can learn from me. We aren’t gladiators! We will be the new Marines. We will set the standard for all who follow. Today, we learned that there are those who don’t agree with our mission. I think it is to bring peace to the universe. They think that we are to be used against the populace of Vii, a power grab by the SES, the Council of Elders, or who knows what. I’ll bare my soul to you. I hate fighting. I wish that I never have to do it again. But that’s not the nature of the universe. We will be ready to fight if we have to, then we will make it quick, overwhelming, and it will be decisive. Sergeant, get the platoon into their racks. It’s bedtime.” Cain finished with a nod to acting Sergeant Stalker.
 
   “Aye, aye, sir,” Stalker intoned, her vocalization device not carrying the full force of her mental words. 
 
   The med bot was tending to the bully’s throat. He’d passed out, which made him easier to work on. His color was already improving. He’d recover. Cain was glad of that. He didn’t want a war with the director or the Space School. He needed their support.
 
   The other two men stood there, inching their way away, hoping to make a break for it. Brutus stabbed a claw into one of their calves. The man howled as if he’d been skewered. Cain’s face clearly showed the claw marks from Brutus’s earlier comeuppance. He felt his head, there was a welt from the impact of the bat and a scrape that was matting his hair into it. The thought of the injury made him angry again.
 
   ‘Holly, send a security bot for these two. I don’t see anyone from the school who’s willing to raise a hand to help,’ Cain said bitterly. A med bot asked him to sit down so it could evaluate the injury to his leg. Getting on the ground was an exercise in how much agony the major could endure. As he tried to move his leg, pain shot like Wolfoid lightning bolts, straight through his body and into his brain. 
 
   When he finally sat down, his head throbbed unmercifully. The world was reduced to pinpoints before his eyes. He laid back and promptly passed out. Brutus stood next to him. He was joined by four other ‘cats, who stood guard while the med bot worked. It immobilized the leg, cleaned the wounds on Cain’s head, iced the bump, and carefully put him on a stretcher that materialized behind the bot. 
 
   Brutus jumped onto the stretcher, careful not to impact Cain’s injured leg. They passed the security bot as Cain was being towed to the med lab. When they arrived, big mouth was in the main area as the surgery equipment worked on his throat. The med bot that hauled Cain to the lab removed the brace on his leg, cutting away the major’s newest uniform. He’d realize later that he was ruining uniforms at the rate of one per day. At least the fabricator could recycle the ones he destroyed and turn them back into something he could wear. 
 
   When the work on the bully was completed, they moved him out of the main room. Brutus watched carefully, wanting to be certain that he didn’t come back with Cain drugged and on the table. The bots cleaned the skin around his knee and then cut into it where the tibia had been shattered, sending bone splinters through the meniscus and into the tendons under the kneecap. 
 
   Surgery to remove the bone chips and stitch 3D printed replacement material into place took four hours. The bots finally closed the wound, and wheeled Cain into the recovery area. The bots tried to chase Brutus out of the room, but he won that battle. He didn’t know that it took Holly’s intervention to allow him to stay.
 
   When they moved Cain to recovery, they put him next to the bully, who was already awake and aware. He struggled to get up, working his way bit by bit until he was standing beside his bed. He dragged his IV as he leaned toward the major. He wrapped a big hand around the major’s throat, but didn’t have a chance to squeeze as Brutus slapped four claws into the young man’s unprotected groin. He dropped to the floor, ripping his IV out on the way down. 
 
   Brutus continued to dash and slash, never standing still as he shredded the man’s flesh. The bully was screaming and the med bot was attempting to get to him, but Brutus continued his unrelenting attacks. Big mouth stopped fighting as a lake of blood appeared beneath him. One of Brutus’s cuts was deep enough to do real damage, ripping open an artery. The bot dragged the body from between the two recovery beds and carried him back into surgery. 
 
   When Stinky and Pickles arrived, they were furious that the school didn’t take better care of Cain. They were mad that they weren’t notified until hours after the incident. They informed Holly that anything related to the Marines should be passed to them immediately. From then on, they vowed that one of them would always be with the major. 
 
   They also thanked Brutus, praised him for his stalwart defense of their friend. 
 
   The ‘cat huffed. It was a full-time job.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Training Regimen
 
    
 
   Cain was trapped in medical for a full week. At least they moved the heavily-stitched big mouth to a different place where a security bot kept watch over him. They never saw the other two again. Holly was mysteriously silent regarding their disposition. Cain would not have cared except that people kept turning up to try and hurt him. He was getting tired of it. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles took over the training, running the squads through the obstacle course, through classroom training, and through more physical exercises. They didn’t attempt the hard-ass routine that Cain was able to pull off. They were learning as they went, so they decided to show the old movies of Marines from Earth, give them a sense of the honor, courage, and camaraderie that they had back then and that the Cygnus Marines would reestablish. 
 
   Cain kept in contact with his lieutenants and his platoon, watching when he could by using his neural implant. The bots ran him through physical therapy where he wasn’t allowed to use his implant, cutting him off from the world, but Brutus was there, whenever Stinky or Pickles were not. Cain decided that not being alone was a good thing. 
 
   ‘Where do we go from here, Bee?’ Cain asked.
 
   ‘Forward,’ was all Brutus would say. 
 
   There was always forward. Cain’s mission and the goal of the Cygnus Marines never changed. Secure the freedom of the explorers, carry liberty to all corners of the universe. A tall order, to say the least. There was a great deal of forward in front of them.
 
   Cain talked with the admiral almost daily during his rehabilitation to shape his strategic understanding and selfishly, to get to the bottom of the attacks, but to no avail. They were no closer. It was almost as if the attacks didn’t happen. No conspiracy. A coincidence on a universal scale. Maybe it was just Cain. Maybe he made people so angry that they wanted to kill him. 
 
   But Androids didn’t have feelings. They had a program. If it weren’t for the Android attack, Cain might have dismissed it all as a coincidence. Lizard Men, too? No. He was convinced that someone was coordinating the efforts against him. The only being with significant enough reach was Holly. The SES controlled Space School and the Traveler, but not the Lizard Men.  
 
   ‘Holly, how would you know if someone was tampering with your programming, running something in the background that you wouldn’t be aware of?’ Cain asked the AI, always preferring straightforward conversations. He laid out his reasons for asking.
 
   ‘That is an interesting question, Master Cain. My first response would be that I don’t think so, but I can’t believe in coincidences. Once is statistically possible, but three times is beyond any believable calculation. It cannot happen. I am a very complex creature, so I have to devise a way to search and find things that I should not be able to find. Why, Cain! This will be quite the intellectual challenge, probably the greatest that I’ve had in your lifetime! The last time I was challenged to this degree was during the time of your great-great-grandparents, when they devised the pure-heart test and the safety protocols. We’ve been working to refine the safety protocols…’
 
   “Who’s ‘we’?” Cain asked out loud, then switched back to his neural implant. ‘Who’s ‘we,’ Holly?’
 
   ‘I will have to get back with you, Master Cain. I am like a Wolfoid following the scent.’ Holly closed out before Cain could reply. It gave him hope thinking that Holly had not been subverted. He wondered how long it would take the AI to scrub his systems looking for hidden programs running without his knowledge. 
 
   In the interim, Cain had a job to do. On day six of a seven-day stay, he stood and walked without pain, although his knee felt stiff. He had kept the big mouth’s bat, determined to use that as his walking stick. As the med bots descended on him, trying to get him to stay, he ordered them to stand down. He strolled past the bots, Brutus at his side, and into the great outdoors. 
 
   He breathed the fresh air fully, enjoying the smell of the grass and trees. He set his jaw and strolled, using the makeshift cane to reduce the weight on his bad leg. 
 
   From the day’s training schedule, the platoon had already been at the obstacle course for two hours. Cain headed there, trying to hurry, but Brutus wouldn’t let him. He listened to his new mentor. 
 
   The individual squads were racing, two at a time, launching their teammates through the obstacles designed to test endurance, strength, ingenuity, and determination. When the squad finished, they ran back to the first obstacle to begin a second run through the course. 
 
   Wolfoids heading up the rope were always a sight to behold. Their front hands were more like overly developed paws and their back paws were ill-suited to grip the rope, but grip it they did, by wrapping the rope around one paw and standing on it with the other. They kept their legs underneath them almost in a fetal position, unlike how humans stretched out as they climbed. The Wolfoids also used their powerful jaws for additional leverage and pull. They didn’t go fast, but for them, just making it to the top was a victory, something that they never thought possible when they first looked at the rope-climbing obstacle. They figured it out. Ingenuity and they stuck with it. Determination.
 
   Stinky and Pickles joined Cain as he watched. ‘Cats were scattered around the course, watching casually as their chosen humans worked. 
 
   “Have the ‘cats gone through the course with their bonds?” Cain wondered.
 
   “Not yet, but we didn’t want to push the ‘cats without your help,” Pickles answered.
 
   “It’s not my help you need. Lutheann calls the shots when it comes to the ‘cats, and would you look at that. Here is the beautiful lady now!” Cain said with an ingratiating smile. Brutus sneezed and wiped his face on the human’s leg. 
 
   ‘Flattery will get you nowhere, human,’ Lutheann said coldly. Cain kneeled on his repaired leg, so he could be more on an eye level with the ‘cat. 
 
   “I think it’s almost time for a live-fire exercise. I want to take the platoon to the edge of the rainforest to hunt. I don’t want the ‘cats to make all the kills, but to help the recruits to work as a team. Can we do that without practicing here? A little practice, and then we go bring down some game. What do you say, Luthie?” Cain looked her in the eye.
 
   ‘Maybe flattery and a good plan will get you where you want to go. When do we leave?’ the white ‘cat asked. 
 
   “If we look respectable on a practice run through the O course, then we can go first thing in the morning, skip breakfast, hunt for the day’s meals.” She nodded and strolled away.
 
   “Does that mean yes? What is she going to do? I swear that I will never understand ‘cats,” Stinky said. 
 
   “Only ‘cats understand ‘cats. You know, Brutus won’t tell me his real name, because I haven’t earned the right to know it yet.” The others nodded slowly. “Form the platoon. We need to be ready when Luthie tells us her plan.” 
 
   Stinky and Pickles stopped the recruits once they completed the current obstacle and ran back to stand in formation at the edge of the mud pit. They were already dirty and Cain was happy to note that none of them grumbled about the prospect of going into the pit. It looked like a few of them had already been there. 
 
   “For the major!” Stinky shouted out of the blue. The recruits started barking, howling, and yelling. Cain let them continue for a while, before raising a hand for silence. 
 
   “It’s good to be back,” he told them in the commanding voice he’d adopted. “I thank you for standing by me that night, seems like a long time ago. I asked Brutus where do we go from here and you know what he told me? Forward. That’s it. I couldn’t agree more. We go forward. My intent is that we train the course with the ‘cats and then tomorrow morning, we will hunt for our breakfast at the edge of the rainforest. We all eat or no one does, but I expect not just to eat, but eat well!” He ended on a high note, thrusting his fist in the air. The howling and barking began anew as the ‘cats approached. It looked like all twenty of them, including Lutheann. Cain didn’t count Brutus in their number since he was always by Cain’s side.
 
   ‘We are ready now. We have watched the others go through the course and we shall join, five ‘cats per squad. I shall watch from here,’ Lutheann stated, sitting to the side of the pit where she could see all the obstacles. Cain joined her. 
 
   “Lieutenants. Take charge of your squads and one by one, have them negotiate the obstacle course. This is a timed exercise. First one out until the last one touches the top of the rope. Sergeant, join First Squad for this training.” 
 
   With a hearty, “aye, aye, sir,” she ran to the back of the line. The Hawkoid didn’t run the course, but they had him fly through a special track in the woods that challenged his flying skills. He leapt from Bull’s foreleg and flew away. He was self-training. No one doubted a Hawkoid’s ability to fly. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles looked at their people. “Tracker, take your squad through the course, quick as you please,” Pickles told his first squad leader, adopting an expression he heard in one of the videos Holly had played for him. He lined his squad up with Bull in front. On command, Bull ran forward the few steps it took to get to the base of the wall. He dropped to all fours, acting as a platform for the others to use to get to the top. Spence ran and leapt from the Wolfoid’s back. He caught the top of the wall and pulled himself over in one motion. He rolled over and threw a hand back for the next member of his squad. The two Wolfoids needed no help as they launched themselves to land on all fours beside Spence. Jo ran next. Bull gave her a boost by hunching his back when she tried to jump. She got high enough to grab Spence’s hands and he hauled her up effortlessly, which was a trick since she was bigger than him. Everyone was bigger than Spence, including a few of the ‘cats.
 
   The Hillcats came next while Night Stalker cheered them on. Some vaulted from Bull’s back, while others crawled up the wall, using their claws to dig between the boards. They were quick about it, requiring no help to get over the top. Night Stalker raced ahead, hitting Bull with a great leap intending to take her over the top. She missed by a hair, smashing her Wolfoid face into the top board. Spence grabbed one leg and Jo grabbed the other. The sergeant hung helplessly, dependent on her teammates to lift her up. Bull stood and pushed from the bottom. When she made the top, she spit blood from a split lip and growled her dismay at having missed her jump. 
 
   Bull backed up and ran, jumping against the wall and vaulting himself upwards. They caught him, but it took four of them to haul him up. The second he hit the top, they were off, down the back ramp and heading for the ropes at a dead run. 
 
   “A ‘cat will jump on your back when you grab the rope so you better get a good grip!” Stalker “yelled” through her vocalization device. She hoped they heard her. First to jump for the rope was Spence. He wrapped himself around it when he hit as Tobiah landed on his back, nearly sending him into the mud. The rope approached the opposite side and Spence twisted, allowing the ‘cat to launch himself to the shore. Spence hung on, dropping and using his bodyweight to swing the rope back. He turned back and tightened his grip. Another ‘cat, another swing, one more twist. Five times he swung back and forth until the last time when he tried to follow the ‘cat to the shore. He hit in ankle deep water, but the slope steepened, and he fell backward into the mud pit. The others swung past him as he slogged his way out. 
 
   One by one, they ran down the balance beams, the ‘cats doing it effortlessly. Then the inverted log pyramid. They danced across the tops while the Wolfoids and humans struggled over and under. Two falls meant two restarts, but they all made it through. 
 
   They tackled the next two obstacles without issue and ended at the rope climb. Three ropes hung. Spence called Tobiah to him. The small human jumped and grabbed as high on the rope as he could reach. He pulled himself upward, then tucked his elbows in as Tobiah jumped onto his shoulders and leapt upward, grabbing the rope with his claws a good fifteen feet high. He crawled the last five feet to tap a paw on the cross bar. He let go of the rope and flipped over backwards as he fell, landing expertly on his feet. He stood for a second, making the watchers wonder if he was hurt, then he lifted his head and strutted from the sand pit below the rope. Spence finished his climb and quickly slid down the rope, to become a cheerleader for the rest of his squad. 
 
   Bringing up the rear was Stalker, who was lean for a Wolfoid. She found her way up the rope quicker than anyone else, even Spence who reminded Cain of a monkey. The major and his lieutenants all cheered. The other squads looked on. One by one, they were sent through the course, but they could not exceed the ingenuity of the first squad. 
 
   Starsgard and Fickle rivaled the Lizard Man at running slowly. They were definitely the slowest through the entire obstacle course. Stinky was disappointed and wanted to fire them up, but Cain stopped him. As the last to finish in the last squad, they hung their heads as they felt they’d disappointed their teammates. Cain pulled them aside. 
 
   “What are you good at, Fickle?” 
 
   “I’m a pretty good engineer, with systems and such,” he replied defensively. 
 
   “I know, astrophysics,” Cain said as he looked at Starsgard. 
 
   “I’m getting better!” Fickle pleaded his case.
 
   “Shut up,” Cain said flatly. “You’ve heard the vocalization devices, right? They suck. They need fixed. Our chief engineer aboard the Cygnus-12 made ours work perfectly. Could you fix everyone’s if he sends you the instructions and software patch?” 
 
   “Sure,” Fickle said, confused as he thought he was on the verge of getting dropped from the program.
 
   “Everyone has their place, Fickle, Starsgard. I have no doubt, and even more importantly, Brutus has no doubt that when your time comes, you are going to save us all. We need brains AND brute force, agility, both mental and physical. Do you think anyone else can fix the devices?” Cain asked.
 
   “I don’t know what they can do,” Fickle conceded.
 
   “That’s the best answer. Maybe one or two of them could, but I know you can. I want everyone’s vocalization device fixed before we leave tomorrow. Let me know what you need, and I’ll have it dropped off at billeting. Now get back with your squads.” They both ran off, much relieved. The others in the platoon saw their fellow recruits’ smiles. Everyone feared being fired and sent home in disgrace, even though Cain told them that if they didn’t cut it, it wasn’t a failure. 
 
   “Who are you?” Cain yelled to get the recruits howling and barking. The humans yelled and barked, as well. Cain raised his hands for silence, the bat leaning against his hip, waiting for his hand to return. His knee was starting to throb. He chose to ignore the pain.
 
   “When I came here, my intent was to reduce our numbers to an even dozen, keep the best and let the others try again, if there was another opportunity, but I’m not going to do that. There are forty-four of you total and every single one of you contributes something different, something that makes us all better. You don’t need to worry about getting sent home. You only have to worry about disappointing me and your teammates. We train to fight. Take it seriously because we are in this to win. If an enemy tries to stand before us, we will do everything in our power, everything humanly possible, to meet that threat and get that enemy to back down. We win by not fighting, we win by fighting. Whatever the way, we have to win, for the peace and security of all. Oorah!” The major let them yell, howl, and celebrate.
 
   “That’s it? We don’t have to cut anyone?” Pickles asked. He was a consumer of data and in his world, he had parameters and everything needed to fit within those constraints. Cain had just changed the rules and it threw him for a loop. 
 
   “No. I think their concern about getting cut was holding them back, keeping them from taking risks. We need them out on the edge, challenging the boundaries.”
 
   “I can hear Allard and Beauchene from here. Twenty three ‘cats on board and all of them will want to live on the garden deck,” Stinky laughed, remembering the shoot-out and the captain getting the snot Rabbit-kicked out of him. Stinky chuckled until he fell over and belly-laughed, rolling around on his back. Pickles saw the humor, but didn’t show his emotions outwardly. Cain joined his friend in laughing at the poor gardeners on board their ship. 
 
   The sergeant looked concerned. 
 
   “Bring it in,” Cain called, still smirking. “You wonder if we’ve gone insane. The best part of the SES is the stories that we get to bring back. Let me tell you one. We were underway about a week, when all of a sudden our AI sounds the alarm. There’s weapons fire on the garden deck! Somehow, the two Rabbit gardeners had gotten their laser pistols and were shooting at the three ‘cats who had taken up residence there. The captain tried to intervene and who would have guessed that a Rabbit can kick as hard as a mule? Those were the same Rabbits you saw defending the ship with their little laser pistols, running down a corridor as they faced an enemy carrying blasters.” Cain stopped. It had changed from a humorous story to one of admiration for what the Rabbits did. 
 
   “Form the platoon, Sergeant,” Cain ordered. He nodded at Stinky to go with the platoon to billeting while he and Pickles headed the other way. They had a trip to organize.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   No Animal Is Safe
 
    
 
   The platoon arrived in two tightly packed jumpers. They were dropped at the southern edge of the rainforest, east of New Sanctuary. They were on their own because there were no nearby settlements. They had water and basic survival supplies, a small knife, numbweed, sutures, a flint. The Wolfoids weren’t allowed to bring their spears, but Cain, Black Leaper, and Peekaless all carried a blaster, although Cain suggested that they’d all be better off no matter what happened if Stinky and Pickles kept their blasters holstered. 
 
   Pickles didn’t argue. He was a terrible shot, and Stinky wasn’t much better. 
 
   “Sergeant, what’s your plan?” Stalker was taken aback. She hadn’t contemplated that she’d be responsible for managing the hunt. 
 
   “I don’t have one, but will soon,” she stalled as she closed her eyes, trying to think through her options. 
 
   “Sergeant,” Cain prodded. She opened her eyes and looked at him. “You have forty very keen minds standing right there. Are you smarter than all of them combined?” She shook her shaggy head. “As the leader, you have to make the decision, but you don’t always have to come up with the ideas on your own,” the major counselled. 
 
   As expected, when she called for options, everyone spoke at once. Thanks to Briz’s and Fickle’s fix of the vocalization devices, yelling was yelling and emotions were projected as hotly as they were felt. The sergeant regained control and went through the recruits one by one to ensure most of them got a chance to present an opinion. 
 
   The Hawkoid and ‘cats to spot game, the Wolfoids and ‘cats to hunt and bring down the game, while the humans and Lizard Man would fashion spears. They’d wait in an ambush site in case the game fled before kills could be made. Everyone would participate. Humans would clean the game and everyone who wanted it cooked would cook. 
 
   The major and the lieutenants liked the plan because it was inclusive without making anyone do what they weren’t capable of. 
 
   Ascenti launched himself skyward, flying easily to a height level with the top of the nearby rainforest. He scanned the woods and brush for movement, looking for a herd of deer, but he found a wild boar pack instead. He relayed his sighting to the sergeant. She shared the information  with the others. The Wolfoids were ready to go. The ‘cats felt game in the other direction, they thought deer and rabbits. While they pondered which direction to go, Zisk and the humans started cutting saplings to use as spears. 
 
   One pack of Wolfoids and Hillcats raced east in search of the boars, while a second, smaller group headed west, taking a far more measured approach. The eastern group had fourteen recruits and ten ‘cats, the majority of the platoon as they expected the boars to be a more dangerous prey, but they wanted to prove themselves, to each other and to Major Cain. Night Stalker led this group, not because of the potential for glory, but because of the potential for failure. She wanted to be there to help pick up the pieces after the engagement went south. 
 
   Cain, Stinky, and Pickles sat back, talking about nothing while waiting for word over the mindlink. Brutus and Lutheann stayed near Cain, watching. The ‘cats seemed on edge. 
 
   “Hey, Bee, do you have the foresight, like the Golden Warrior had?” Cain wondered about the ‘cat. With a bloodline that went back to the ‘cat that set the standard for how humans and ‘cats could work together, Cain figured that Brutus had more abilities than he let on. He was a dangerous creature because of his small size, not in spite of it. He was faster than the others and seemed one step ahead in everything he did. 
 
   ‘Thank you for noticing,’ Brutus said sarcastically. Cain should have expected that the ‘cat would be in his head. ‘We should go now.’ Without waiting, Brutus and Lutheann sprinted from their campsite, heading east. Cain loped after them, trying not to put too much weight on his knee and failing miserably. Pickles stayed with him while Stinky dashed ahead, matching speed with the ‘cats. 
 
   “Follow us!” Cain yelled at those trimming their spears. 
 
   The squeal and snort told them that the recruits had engaged. The screech and cry of pain suggested that it wasn’t going well. ‘Cats screamed as they attacked. Cain pulled his blaster, having it in his hand comforted him. He tried to run faster, but his knee threated to give in. He had to slow down. 
 
   ‘There were more wild pigs in the underbrush. They have young ones and they aren’t running,’ Brutus told them from up ahead. More screams. A boar squealed as one does when it is about to die. Underbrush was getting ripped out somewhere nearby. Cain stopped and took aim. A wild boar, a great brute shredded the bushes as it tore through, heading straight for the major. He fired three short bursts from his blaster, peppering the beast’s head. Cain stepped aside as it dug its tusks into the ground and rolled past. 
 
   Major Cain didn’t spare it another look as he continued to hobble forward, following the path the beast had cleared through the undergrowth. Up ahead, the recruits and the wild pigs raged against each other. Cain was prepared for the worst when he broke through into a clearing where ‘cats, Wolfoids, and boars were paired off, circling and fighting. Recruits were down. Prey was down. Cain took careful aim, but there were too many of his people active. He couldn’t risk hitting one of them. 
 
   Stalker was trapped between two boars and a massive tree trunk. She hissed and clawed ineffectively, but Cain saw the flash of light fur in a branch above her. When the boars made the final rush, ‘cats dropped from the tree. Stalker dodged, dropping to all fours and driving herself back into the attack. She hit one beast’s exposed neck, digging deep with her fangs and joining a ‘cat in ripping the creature’s throat out. 
 
   The other bucked and fought the ‘cat on its back, but he was quickly losing. Cain turned away. They didn’t need help. He looked for a new target as the humans burst past him and waded into the fray, wielding their half-sharpened sticks. Ascenti dove into a melee, raking his claws across a beast’s head before winging away, looking for another fight.
 
   Cain finally had clear shots and dropped two of the bigger boars before they even knew they were in his sights. Pickles tottered in the middle of a melee, his blaster waving around like a sunflower in a strong breeze. Cain ran, despite the warning pains his knee gave him. He caught the Lizard Man as he appeared ready to pull the trigger. 
 
   “Don’t do it, Pickles!” Cain begged. They both jumped out of the way as the boar charged them. It caught Cain just below his bad knee as the beast drove forward. Cain had his foot barely off the ground, so the impact was minimal, but he was bodily thrown over the top of the beast. He landed heavily and rolled to the side, coming up into a kneeling position to shoot the beast as it charged a second time. Cain turned as he felt the ground shake behind him. A second creature bore down on him. He fired one-handed as he spun to the side. The beast’s eye exploded as the blaster beam licked through the socket and into the creature’s brain. 
 
   Cain had lost his bat somewhere along the way. He struggled to stand, finding help from the many recruits who rushed to his side. They’d all seen the final battle, seen him use his weapon and skill to take out two of the largest creatures while protecting his fellow Marine. That was what it looked like to them. He wasn’t about to tell them he was protecting the recruits from the Lizard Man’s wild aim and because of that, they got caught in the middle of the wild pigs’ last stand. 
 
   ‘I meant to do that,’ Cain told Brutus in a laughing thought voice. The ‘cat saw the humor in it. The major looked around and found his little orange friend, covered in blood. Luthie’s white fur was also wet and matted with red. Cain staggered toward them, everything else forgotten. 
 
   ‘Not our blood,’ Brutus said, putting Cain’s mind at ease for the moment, but he had a platoon with injured people. 
 
   “Report!” he yelled. No one knew what he meant. “Stinky, Pickles, check on your people and let’s get help to the injured.”  
 
   One ‘cat and three Wolfoids were down, slashed by boar tusks. They held pressure on the wounds, but none of them knew what to do. Cain limped to the worst injured Wolfoid, an ugly slash across Slayer’s shoulder, under his armored coat and continuing along his ribs. Cain gathered everyone around him as he used water from a flask to flush the wound, then packed numbweed into it to slow the bleeding and stop the pain. He prepared a needle and suture. More water to clean the numbweed out of the wound, and he started stitching. 
 
   He had recruits take care of the other two Wolfoids. They had similar wounds and the treatment would be the same. Doctor Starsgard took over and with a steady hand, cleaned and sewed both wounds shut. 
 
   The ‘cat had been kicked in the head when he got in the middle of a scrum. When he came to, he was woozy, but functional. Brutus declared the other ‘cat healthy, so Cain let it go. 
 
   “Sergeant! How many of the wild pigs are there to butcher?” She looked surprised and bolted away. Cain laughed. “How is the other bunch doing?” 
 
   Stinky raised both paws in the air. He didn’t know. Pickles either. Brutus was studiously cleaning himself. ‘Well, Bee? The other group have any luck?’ he asked.
 
   The ‘cat paused for only instant before going back to work on himself. Cain shook his head, not surprised. No news was good news. The ‘cats would know if anyone was in danger.
 
   Stalker ran up to him and locked her body in the upright position, ‘attention,’ the manual called it. “Seventeen total killed, sir,” she reported. 
 
   “We waste nothing. Get them cleaned and prepared for cooking. We’re staying until we’ve eaten our kill. Move the camp here, please. Ascenti! Go find the others and tell them where we are!” Cain was pleased to issue orders. He needed to sit down and take a load off his knee. He joined the ranks of the injured, placed in and around a log. Cain imagined a big fire right in front of him. Brutus appeared next to him on the log. 
 
   ‘Yes. A fire right there would suit me,’ he said, looking at Cain as if the human could magically make it happen. 
 
   “Bringing you comfort is the reward of my life’s work,” Cain said out loud with a bow. “Sergeant! A fire right here, when you please,” he yelled. They’d need to start a fire somewhere. In front of Cain was as good as anywhere. 
 
   The other group managed to kill two deer and two wild rabbits, which added to the stock of meat on hand, but most importantly, the other group had no injuries. As they were cooking the first of many, Cain walked them through the standard after-action review, simplifying it to what went well, what could have gone better, and what was one thing you’d change if you could. 
 
   The recruits started talking tactics in a way that had taken Cain much longer to understand. They talked through gathering more and better information. Better intelligence leading to better plans and better decisions. 
 
   Stinky ordered the recruits to find water, so Zisk led a party into the rainforest. The other recruits built more fires to cook more of the meat at one time. Fickle helped them build a smoker to preserve it. They did the initial cooking over a big fire, then put the meat into their contraption to finish cooking and preserving it. 
 
   Cain’s knee hurt, but he was proud of his recruits. They’d gone against a superior force with no weapons, and they persevered. He’d seen enough to tell him that this was the right group. With this team, he would have been able to destroy the Concordian force that had come after him. He opened his neural implant.
 
   ‘Holly, any progress?’ he asked the AI.
 
   ‘No, Master Cain. I suspect it will be quite some time before I have any answers at all. My heightened awareness will hopefully prevent an aberrant program from running independently, from hijacking any of my systems. I will find it and remove it. In the meantime, I’m not happy with what I’ve been seeing of your vital signs. They suggest you are engaging in rigorous activity. We didn’t stop you from leaving the med lab early because I reasoned that you would take it easy. I was wrong.’ Holly waited, expecting a lame excuse from the major.
 
   ‘My knee hurts, Holly. I should have stayed a couple more days, but I am going to take it easy now. We have food and water. We’ll be fine. I expect we’ll need our ride in four days,’ Cain advised. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Cygnus-12
 
    
 
   “We can’t rename the ship!” Captain Rand yelled at the screen on the wall, then returned to a more normal voice. “We can’t. It is the Cygnus-12, sure, a little different now than when it was initially laid down, but most importantly, it’s the same crew.” The captain had been blind-sided by the note from the admiral. 
 
   The new name? The Olive Branch. 
 
   Rand restrained himself from calling the name-creator an idiot as it could have been the admiral attempting to placate the scientists who were adamantly opposed to arming the Cygnus-12. Rand had no arguments beyond what he’d already stated. He had never contemplated such a conversation. With his jaw clenched, he forced his next words out.
 
   “Is this a done deal?” 
 
   “It is. Ship’s records will reflect that as of this day, the ship is called The Olive Branch. I’m sorry, Rand, I know how you feel. I wouldn’t want my ship renamed either, but to keep all the original crew on board, we had to horse trade a bit. So, I traded the crew for the name.” The admiral looked away from his terminal, then back at the captain. “If there’s nothing else, I need to go.” 
 
   Admiral Jesper signed off. Rand stared at the blank screen and determined then that he wouldn’t tell the crew until he absolutely had to. He left his quarters for a tour of the ship, the one thing that always made him feel better. The ship. The crew.
 
   He opened the hatch to his quarters and threw himself into the corridor, almost crashing into a flying Hillcat. Rand dodged as Mixial flailed her way down the corridor, Tandry hanging onto a handhold not far away. The ‘cats had real problems in zero-g, needing as much help as anyone could give them to get around, to simply exist. Mixial and Carnesto were miserable. Even something as simple as going to the bathroom required human assistance. They denied themselves food and water to minimize the occurrences, resulting in weight loss and more misery. 
 
   Tandry was taking it well. She’d melted down after killing her first person. The captain had apologized repeatedly to her for yelling after she collapsed. She apologized to him for not being there when he lost his arm. Neither had conceded the other’s fault. Mixial helped make everything better. The captain didn’t understand how ‘cats worked when inside someone’s mind, but he’d heard that they could take bad memories and cushion them, then lock them away where they couldn’t hurt the person anymore. 
 
   Tandry was fully recovered and stretching her legs when it came to sensor systems. She continued studying the manuals from the start of the last cruise. There were no new technological advances in the past four months so she was catching up on the latest in sensor technology.  
 
   She pulled herself forward, executing a barrel roll before impacting the far wall and pushing off, side to side as she transited the corridor, waving as she passed. 
 
   “You are having too much fun, Ensign!” the captain called in friendly voice. Was the name change worth keeping the crew? He would have done the same thing. His people had committed to staying on board after the last cruise. SES policy offered every single crew member a chance to leave their spaceship when they returned to Cygnus after a deep space mission. Each crew member had to sign a document to stay. Silence on the issue would get one transferred. 
 
   More than half the crew was on board the ship while it was in space dock, working with the upgrade team or simply working to improve themselves, like Tandry. She was free to travel, stay on the space station, go to Vii, do whatever she wanted. She didn’t have to return for ten more weeks, to be present for the final shakedown cruise and then head out once again, for regions unknown. 
 
   Concordia, Captain Rand thought. They are sending us back there to negotiate with the other humans. He didn’t know for sure, wouldn’t know for a while. It wasn’t supposed to matter, but in this case, it did. There was a big difference between being an explorer and the one who carries an olive branch. 
 
   Rand pulled himself into the stairway, which was also getting an upgrade, so people could use it when the ship was under sufficient acceleration to defeat the artificial gravity produced by the spin.  They were adding a ramp which curved from the steps halfway up the hand railing with additional steps from the hatchways to the railing. The modification also gave the Wolfoids and Rabbits the ability to run down the stairs recklessly, as the captain considered it.
 
   He pulled himself past the garden deck. Allard and Beauchene were still on the space station. There was little they could do in zero-g, so they stayed away. Rand hadn’t heard from Cain since he left and wondered what kind of menagerie he was going to bring back on board. The Rabbits wouldn’t be pleased if there were too many ‘cats. 
 
   ‘Jolly, can you send a note to Cain and ask what kind of group he intends to bring aboard?’ Rand asked using his neural implant.
 
   ‘I must admit that I’ve been in touch with Holly, and it appears that Cain may be bringing as many as twenty-one Hillcats, twelve Wolfoids, nine humans, a Lizard Man, and a Hawkoid, in addition to Lieutenants Leaper and Peekaless. I’m also sorry to report that he’s been attacked twice while on Vii and has been injured,’ Jolly reported. The captain’s first impression was to yell at Jolly for withholding the information, but that was less important than the substance of what the AI had said. 
 
   “He’s been attacked? On Vii? How could such a thing happen?” the captain asked in disbelief. 
 
   ‘The details I have are incomplete and I hesitate to guess. Be comfortable knowing that Holly has put additional security measures in place around Cain. He is keeping a security bot close by as a last resort. Cain, Leaper, and Peekaless are fully engaged with training the new recruits. I don’t expect we’ll hear from them directly for quite some time,’ Jolly replied.  
 
   Rand pulled himself toward engineering. He wondered if Cain was keeping in touch with Ellie, although that was none of his business. 
 
   He stopped at the hatch and looked in, shocked at what he saw. Briz and Ellie were nowhere to be seen while heavy cabling and temporary piping nearly filled the large space. He’d been in there two days prior and hadn’t seen any of this. They did this in two days? Rand wondered if Briz had hijacked the maintenance bots again. 
 
   “Briz!” he yelled. “You need to explain this!” He was getting ready to ask Jolly to find his chief engineer, when Ellie popped out from between two large modules. 
 
   “Hey, Captain! How are you doing?” she asked pleasantly. Her jumpsuit was ripped and dirty, her hair disheveled, and her smile went from ear to ear. 
 
   “What’s going on, Ensign?” the captain asked, still appalled at what he was seeing. 
 
   “Just a temporary reroute of primary power systems while Briz oversees installation of the new couplers, transformers, transducers, storage banks, and the rest of it. There were a couple more, but I forget. He’s up in the spindle between the core and the new module if you’re looking for him,” she told him, still smiling. 
 
   “You seem happy. What’s wrong?” the captain taunted.
 
   “I understand this stuff!” Ellie exclaimed. “Briz got me over a couple hurdles, and it is amazing. I’m an engineer!” She wiped her hands on her uniform as she nodded toward the mess. “I need to get back to work, unless you have something else?” 
 
   Rand thought about telling her that Cain had been hurt, but decided against it. He didn’t need his engineers distracted while they were rebuilding the power distribution system. The captain would have been angry if it had been anyone other than Briz. 
 
   “No. You’re doing great,” he said, trying to sound encouraging. She swam into the mix of cabling and pipes and disappeared. Her spirit wasn’t dampened in the least. No, if she wanted to know anything about her crewmates, she could call them directly. It wasn’t the captain’s place to gossip, even if it wasn’t gossip. Or Cain could have called her. He bowed out of it, not previously having had to deal with a crew relationship such as theirs, and doing what men for millennia had done–avoided it like the plague.
 
   Captain Rand pulled himself through the levels of his ship, ensuring the bots were in the correct locations for assigned work, which of course they were. No crew needed to be aboard during this part of the upgrade, but they were. Jolly and the bots had everything well in their mechanical grips. 
 
   The captain expected that the crew was on board to provide moral support to him and the commander. He appreciated the gesture. 
 
   Once the tour was complete, he checked in with the AI to find his chief engineer. Briz was still in the spindle. Rand flew through the stairway and corridors of the ship. He wanted to hear the status directly from the Rabbit, but expected that everything was ten times better than when the chief engineer wasn’t involved with some such degree of genius bravado. He laughed to himself. The worst part was that the Rabbit was certainly correct.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Next Challenge
 
    
 
   Cain felt more like his old self after four days of doing nothing. He sat and watched as the others ran through a variety of small unit combat formations based on the manuals that Holly had shared via the neural implants with Leaper, Peekaless, and Cain. They, in turn, shared the information with the recruits, who also expressed an interest in getting implants. 
 
   They’d all get them when they could get to the med labs on the Traveler. Cain needed the Marines to be connected and have access to a wide range of information.
 
   While they waited and in order to continue with their physical training, the platoon created all sorts of games. The Wolfoids loved running and often, the ‘cats would join them. Bull turned out to be the slowest of the Wolfoids, while Night Stalker was the fastest. The female easily outpaced the next fastest. 
 
   Zisk took them hunting in the rainforest to show them how to find the mushrooms that provided sustenance and would keep someone healthy as they traveled if they couldn’t eat a normal diet. The mushrooms were a heavily traded item, many farmers and shepherds swearing by them as they worked long days away from home. 
 
   The platoon became tighter. The ‘cats even stayed closer to the recruits. The third night it rained, a complete downpour. People found ways to hide under the trees while Zisk stood in the open with his skin suit off, enjoying life as it was meant to be, according to the Lizard Man.
 
   Cain leaned out from under a large branch. “It looks like a beautiful day,” he quipped. “Pack everyone up, we’re moving to the rainforest road!” the major ordered his two lieutenants. 
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” Stinky blurted. 
 
   Cain lost his smile and looked to make sure none of the recruits had heard. “No. We need to be able to operate in all weather. This is good practice. It’s not about how much it sucks, it’s about how we can make it suck more.”
 
   The lieutenants headed into the open, Pickles and Zisk had their skin suits open and were enjoying the rain. They roused the recruits through some hearty yells and even a few kicks. The ‘cats were having none of it, but Stalker offered that the Wolfoids would walk on all fours and the ‘cats could walk underneath. At least they wouldn’t be in the heart of the downpour. They formed the platoon and started hiking. The sergeant led the way and the lieutenants took each flank. Brutus was inside Cain’s blouse, but that didn’t make much difference. They were both quickly soaked.
 
   Someone had found Cain’s bat and returned it to him. He leaned on it as he walked, giving his knee as much rest as he could manage. At least he wasn’t loaded up with meat like the recruits. They’d eaten for three days, so there wasn’t as much as there could have been. 
 
   Ascenti rode on Bull’s back while two ‘cats walked beneath him. The Hawkoid could have flown, but he would not have been able to see anything. The rain was a steady wall. 
 
   The sound of a heavy vehicle came through the rain. “Scatter and go to ground!” Cain yelled. The Wolfoids and ‘cats bolted, the humans stumbling after them. The majority headed toward the rainforest while the rest looked for scrub brush and other ways to conceal themselves. 
 
   Cain dropped in place and pulled his blaster. He was exposed, but not being up for running, he had little choice. He waved Stinky and Pickles toward the trees and they ran after their people. Brutus hunched inside Cain’s blouse, hissing. He had no idea what was coming. It didn’t have a mind or a soul that he could touch, but it made a noise that grated on every fiber of his being.
 
   Cain crouched as a metal behemoth crawled into view. He didn’t know such vehicles were at New Sanctuary, but was that a correct assumption? If it hadn’t come from there, then where?
 
   He opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, are you seeing this? I’m going to start shooting pretty soon if nothing changes,’ Cain informed the AI. His screen washed out and a buzzing filled his mind. The vehicle slowed as it approached. Cain remained on one knee, trying to decide where to shoot the boxy beast. It stopped and a ramp slowly descended. Twenty feet in front him was a large empty vehicle. Inside, seats lined both walls and a double set ran down the middle. It looked like it had room for the entire platoon.
 
   What if it wasn’t controlled by Holly? Why would his neural implant not work? Cain kept his blaster aimed at the vehicle as he walked halfway up the ramp, then jumped to the side, continuing around the massive construct. It was twenty feet wide and ten feet high. Cain guessed that it was forty feet long. Thick transparent material covered small portholes running down the sides. The major couldn’t tell if it was glass or something the ancients brewed up in one of their labs. 
 
   The front of the vehicle looked just like the back. He’d heard about the undersea tractors and wondered if this was one of them. “It’s raining enough, eh, Brutus? We could be on the edge of the ocean and not even know it.” He looked down to see that he was standing in water partway up his boots. 
 
   He continued circumnavigating the vehicle. “What are you doing here?” he asked it. The construct didn’t bother to answer as his implant continued to buzz, showing white noise in the window.
 
   “I need three volunteers!” Cain yelled into the rain. He heard splashing as five recruits ran to the lowered ramp. “That’s almost three. I should have expected you’d be here, Stalker. You’re with me. You, too, Spence and Tobiah. Bull, you and Ascenti wait out here. If the ramp starts to close, we’re going to get out of there.” 
 
   Stalker tried to go first, but Cain held her back, motioning her to the right and slightly behind him. This gave him the largest field of fire since he was the only one carrying a weapon. Spence and Tobiah brought up the rear. 
 
   As Cain cautiously crossed the threshold from the ramp to the interior of the vehicle, his implant started blinking. The major raised a hand to freeze everyone in place. Tobiah jumped onto the seat and continued past Stalker. Cain pointed at Spence and then Tobiah, but he knew there was nothing that could be done to restrain the ‘cat.
 
   ‘Major Cain! I’m so glad that I found you. We need to get you back to Space School,’ Holly told him. 
 
   ‘Found me? You should always know where I am, Holly. I’ve got the implant. And why do we have to go back?’ Cain questioned the AI.
 
   ‘I found a subroutine that’s interfering with my ability to track you, even to speak with you. It appears that you were right. You are being targeted,’ Holly said in a conciliatory tone. 
 
   ‘It gives me no joy to be right, Holly. Let me get my people and then let’s get on our way. By the way, where the hell did you dig up this relic?’
 
   Cain looked at Stalker. “Get everyone on board. This is our ride home.”
 
   ‘Oh, Master Cain, you jest just like your great-great-grandfather. I’m so pleased to be working closely with you,’ Holly gushed. 
 
   ‘Holly, can you remove that subroutine or not? How much danger are those around me in?’ Cain asked, wondering how to keep the recruits out of the middle of his storm. Then again, they were his people. Maybe he needed to surround himself with his platoon at all times. Show those who were opposed to the expanded mission that he wasn’t afraid to fight for freedom. 
 
   Which was exactly what they were trying to get him to do. If he fought the people of Vii using the platoon, he’d prove their point for them. Maybe he needed to sequester himself at Space School while the others trained. He’d coordinate from the safety of his own room and maybe a room within the school itself. 
 
   ‘Holly, have a security bot meet us to escort us in. And if possible, dispatch it to me. I’ll stay as far from the platoon as I can. The bot will be half of my security, and Brutus, of course, will be the other half. We’ll figure it out, but I don’t want to put the Marines at risk while they’re training. We need to get through it and get back to the ship. The only place we’ll be safe is on the Cygnus-12,’ Cain said, planning the way ahead, rapidly thinking through numerous scenarios.
 
   ‘I’m sorry to tell you that the ship has been renamed to The Olive Branch, but the crew is intact, if that’s any consolation,’ Holly added.
 
   ‘It’s not,’ Cain snarked and shut the neural implant before Holly could suck more joy from his life. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A Different Way to Train
 
    
 
   Cain sequestered himself inside the Space School, often sleeping in the classroom. Brutus watched over him while a security bot hovered outside the windows looking out at the school’s main square. The bot would follow him to the chow hall, where he’d eat quickly, usually alone, and return to the classroom where he had full access to Holly’s three-dimensional training simulators. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles took over the day-to-day handling of the platoon, which was happening away from the school. They’d trained more on the edge of the rainforest, this time much closer to Livestel. The Wolfoid community provided support that all appreciated. It was a field trip of cross-cultural understanding, although the ‘cats insisted that Livestel smelled awful and wouldn’t go into town.
 
   Cain had intended to keep the platoon out of Space School until the memorial for those killed the last mission of the Cygnus-12. Since they returned early at Holly’s behest, Admiral Jesper assigned Cain to escort those arriving for the ceremony. The major couldn’t think of anything more degrading than being an escort, but someone had to do it, and he needed the practice at politicking. Brutus counselled him it was for the best, then was conspicuously absent whenever Cain was giving the dignitaries a tour. The major took an odd pleasure in his guests’ discomfort at being followed by the security bot.
 
   The first person he had to escort was a scientist who’d spent his entire life on the Traveler. He expressed his gratitude at the removal of the vines, although that wasn’t his field of study. His field was nanotechnology, something the ancients had dabbled in with limited degrees of success. The older man was often nauseous because his body couldn’t reconcile itself with the planet’s gravity. Cain deposited the man in the Space School guest quarters and prepared to join his platoon for the rest of the day, but that wasn’t meant to be.
 
   The second dignitary had been there before and Cain knew him. The Elder from Coldstream greeted Cain with long hug. Every Elder wanted someone from their home to be a hero with the SES. Cain happened to be theirs. The Elder had to share that Cain’s parents were disappointed that he didn’t visit them when he was back in Coldstream, but they understood, with the attack and his recall to Space School. Aletha had let them know, which Cain found disconcerting since he hadn’t told them of his split with Ellie. Cain kept all the other conversations to small talk, before the admiral arrived and the major politely excused himself.
 
   There was nowhere more important to be than with the admiral, he reasoned. Brutus seconded the opinion. 
 
   “I like the uniform and the look, Major,” the admiral said with a smile as he extended his hand. Cain took it and smiled back. 
 
   “How are we doing, Admiral?” Cain asked, always favoring the direct approach. 
 
   Jesper looked around to make sure no one was near. They were in an open area where even Holly couldn’t listen in. “Close your implant,” he instructed. Cain blinked twice as he took the window from minimized to open to closed, then nodded when he was finished.
 
   “Strange things are in the air,” the admiral confided barely above a whisper. “We have kept your crew together, and if you haven’t heard, we had to rename your ship to The Olive Branch. That was the trade-off.” Cain put his hand on the admiral’s shoulder.
 
   “I know, and it’s okay, admiral. With the same crew, it’s the same ship. And there’s a certain irony in naming a ship for peace at the same time it is being armed and filled with Marines.”  
 
   The admiral looked away. Cain tried to see what the admiral was looking at. The Space School director approached. 
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, Admiral, I need to join my platoon. I will see you at the ceremony.” With that, Cain turned and left in the opposite direction from which the director approached. As he walked away, he heard the admiral tell him to trust no one. 
 
   The next day, Cain had the platoon formed and standing tall outside billeting. Acting Sergeant Stalker and the lieutenants joined the major out front, also standing at attention. The earth Marines’ proclivity for close order drill was lost on Cain as the different species walked with unique gaits. Marching in step was not possible, so the major didn’t waste the time. 
 
   “Two by two, Sergeant. We are the honor guard for the fallen. We will escort the caskets from the space center to where they will be recognized. All of them will then be transported to their home towns and villages for final burial. Understand, people, there is no higher sign of respect than how we honor those who fell in combat against the enemy.” 
 
   The platoon formed two ranks and the lieutenants walked at the front of their combined squads. Stalker walked in the back and Cain walked in front of his platoon. He maintained a steady pace and resisted the temptation to run. Even though they had a long way to go, they had plenty of time to get there. The platoon marched from the Space School, out the gate and to the left toward the space center a few kilometers away. 
 
   When the platoon arrived, the caskets were ready. Each was on a flat wagon, pulled by a volunteer Aurochs. Cain put one squad on each side of the procession and increased the distance between the Marines. The lieutenants were with the lead Aurochs and acting Sergeant Stalker was at the end, walking behind the final casket. Ascenti requested permission to fly above the procession, which Cain readily granted. The Hawkoid flew slow and low as the group stepped off. Admiral Jesper joined Cain at the front of the procession, not talking as they led the way. 
 
   Cain’s chest tightened. The sacrifice. The long voyage home. People he knew. People he liked. A distraught admiral. Cain stumbled as his legs seemed to get heavy. The admiral offered an arm to help the major steady himself. 
 
   “I understand, son,” was all the admiral said while continuing to look straight ahead. Brutus appeared at his side, but didn’t say anything. Cain found his presence comforting. 
 
   Commander Daksha was in the open area outside the front gate of Space School where the ceremony was to be held. Cain wished he would have gotten a chance to talk with the commander, but he couldn’t. The Tortoid was surrounded by dignitaries, not the least of whom was Dr. Johns himself. Cain made eye contact with the mission commander, but Daksha gave nothing away. 
 
   The ceremony was far more solemn than Cain expected. He wanted it to be more like the one they held on board the Cygnus-12, a celebration of their lives. They didn’t ask the major to speak, but Daksha did and the entirety of his short speech was aimed at the return to space, better equipped to deal with unknown threats to prevent another catastrophe like the one that resulted in the untimely deaths of such a committed crew. 
 
   Cain was surprised that no other members of the crew attended. That was another question that he wouldn’t get to ask the commander, because when the ceremony was over, the admiral asked Cain to return to the school grounds and continue training, saying time was of the essence. The admiral did not explain further. 
 
   ‘Time is of the essence, Brutus,’ Cain told his friend. ‘Well then, we better get back to it.’
 
   ‘Hungry,’ Brutus replied before darting through the gates and heading toward the woods. 
 
   During the remainder of the week, they set up a firing range and burned up lightning staffs and blasters as they all learned to shoot, trying to improve their aim, day after day. Stinky and Pickles weren’t too proud. They stood on the firing line with the rest and blasted away. Everyone trained with blasters, then everyone trained with lightning spears. Except for the ‘cats, who found someplace else to be for the duration of the live fire training. The humans proved to be the best natural shots, while the Wolfoids worked through how to aim the blasters. Their hands didn’t allow them to sight directly down the weapon. Fickle modified a couple of the blasters by putting the sights on the side. That made all the difference. He was tasked with doing that for every blaster that the Marines would carry. 
 
   Jo was a natural and clearly the platoon’s most accurate shooter. Cain declared her combat load would be two blasters, while the rest of the humans would only carry one along with a portable charger. 
 
   The Lizard Men could physically fire the blaster, but they were never able to master where the shot went. After giving up, they were issued lightning spears and practiced exclusively with those. They could at least hit the trunk of a very large tree with reasonable consistency. Whereas with the blaster, the arc of fire was plus or minus seventy degrees from the aiming point. That one-hundred and forty degree arc to the front generally put more of the platoon at risk than a potential enemy.
 
   During the second week, the jumpers dropped the platoon off in the Bittner Mountains where they had to deal with negotiating the rocky terrain and doing it in the harsh cold. Many people on Vii had never seen snow, especially anyone who lived in the south. In the north, only if one got close enough to see it on the mountains or if they lived far north of Jefferson City where, in the winter, it snowed regularly. 
 
   They’d practice movement in day and night, firing at targets, attacking through ambushes, setting their own ambushes, evacuating wounded, and moving, always moving from one place to another. It was tedious and boring and critical to their survival. Bounding overwatch. Single envelopment. They learned terms and put them into action. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles shared training images with Cain as much as possible, but they were fully engaged in learning while also trying to train the others. They were barely able to keep one half-step ahead. They leaned heavily on Night Stalker and the squad leaders, although they didn’t fire anyone, they rotated the recruits through the position so everyone had a chance to fill a leadership role. Some couldn’t wait for it to be over. Others didn’t want to give it up. Spence seemed like a natural. The smallest one with the biggest heart. He was excessively outgoing and made everyone feel like they were the center of his attention at all times. 
 
   Cain wanted to train with his people, but his presence put them all at risk. He spent a great deal of time with Holly, going through interactions between the senior SES, civilian leaders, and the AI to see where the malicious code could have come from. Holly created a subsystem where he hid the searches that he and Cain were making. He also put any material on the Cygnus Marines into a secure area where no one could get access to it, locking it by a two-person code, one, Holly and the other, Cain. 
 
   When the platoon returned from the mountains, a long flight in the jumpers, they looked exhausted. Cain met them at billeting, with Brutus and a security bot in tow.  
 
   “Did it suck?” Cain asked Stinky. 
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” the Wolfoid replied. Pickles nodded his agreement.
 
   “It sucked a great deal, if I understand the expression correctly,” the Lizard Man added.
 
   “Good!” Cain exclaimed, slapping them on the backs. The recruits were busy cleaning their gear and weapons before doing anything else. Cain nodded his approval. “Every night?” 
 
   “Every time we stop and aren’t doing something else,” Stinky stated proudly. 
 
   Cain walked to the front of the bay, but Stinky put a paw on his shoulder. “Are you going to make another speech?” Cain was taken aback. He’d intended to speak to them, yes. “They’re exhausted. If you want it to sink in, wait until tomorrow or later. You’ve been making a lot of speeches,” Stinky said defensively. 
 
   Cain looked to Pickles for support, but the Lizard Man shrugged. “Pretty much what he said,” the lieutenant said in a perfect parody of Cain’s linguistic nuances. 
 
   “I’m rubbing off on you, both of you! You know what that means? That’s right, you’ve now lost the ability to impress the other sex,” Cain laughed. 
 
   “That’s not what I thought,” Stinky countered, wondering what had gotten into his friend.
 
   “Tomorrow, classroom and rest. Maybe take a day off?” the major suggested. They both nodded. His lieutenants were sagging. Once the gear was clean, it would be dinner time. “Are they hungry?” Stinky held his paw hands in the air as if that was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. “I’ll send for chow, for the ‘cats, too.” 
 
   Cain contacted Holly and put in an excessive order of food to be delivered to the Marine recruit billeting, including sufficient raw meat for the ‘cats, the Lizard Men, and the Hawkoid. The Wolfoids and humans were getting pizza, always a favorite. The Wolfoids had a tendency to throw decorum to the wind and stuff their muzzles right into the box instead of eating the slices using their hands. Cain thought the human recruits were jealous at how quickly a Wolfoid could devour a whole pie. Spence tried to keep up, the smallest of them all, but his engine was always running at high speed. 
 
   When the food arrived, a bot dragged a fully-loaded cart into the bay. The major initially thought that they’d taken his order and doubled it, but no, the counts were correct. He’d ordered that much food. He turned it over to the lieutenants, who turned it over to the sergeant and the squad leaders. They dutifully stood by while the recruits in their squads ate first. Once they had theirs, the squad leaders dug in, then Night Stalker and finally the lieutenants. When Cain’s turn to eat arrived, there wasn’t any pizza left, but he wasn’t exhausted and famished. He hadn’t done anything to work up an appetite. At least his knee was fully healed.
 
   After a day off, they’d get back to work, maybe this time with maneuvers on and near the beach. He’d love to take a trip to White Beach as it had turned into quite the resort area, but he wasn’t allowed to leave Space School. Maybe that was the reason there’d been no untoward incidents. He had locked himself away from the rest of humanity, putting a security bot between him and the civilians. He’d have to stay that way until they left the planet as it seemed the only way to keep his platoon safe.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Olive Branch
 
    
 
   Everyone was working diligently to get the new structures in place. Briz was a dynamo, as usual, while the captain sat on the ship’s new name. He could not yet bring himself to inform the crew. 
 
   Cygnus had risen, gone to the stars, found humanity and returned home. Now it was The Olive Branch, the sign of peace. Maybe Rand needed to embrace that and give his crew a chance to embrace it, too.
 
   Although with Cain and his Marines, they’d be more like a Sand Crawler, ready to leap from its hiding spot and deliver its deadly bite. The Olive Branch, if the imagery wasn’t lost on other humans, wouldn’t reflect what they were capable of doing. Maybe it was concealment, diplomatic cover. Prepare for war while hoping for peace. 
 
   “Captain, you have a call from the SES. Would you like to take it in your quarters?” Jolly asked over a speaker close to the captain. 
 
   “Yes, Jolly, that will be fine. I’ll be there in five minutes,” the captain said, immediately excusing himself from the two maintenance crew he’d been talking with. He began the laborious process of pulling himself along handholds and kicking off bulkheads. His arm started to itch. He’d almost forgotten that his right hand wasn’t the one he’d been born with. Rand could use it almost as well as the original, but there were still times when it let him know that it wasn’t.
 
   He tried to push the discomfort from his mind. He could feel his heart race, his pulse pounding behind his eyes. He used to look forward to conversations with the SES, but not anymore. With the name change, it seemed that the senior leadership was trying to get more and more into the ship’s business, where before, he had nearly complete autonomy. They’d selected him through a rigorous process and trained him to be the captain because out there in deep space, they had to trust the decisions he made. 
 
   He forced himself to calm down. Getting in another argument with the admiral wasn’t going to improve his position. Maybe it was simply news about the crew replacements. There’d initially been a great number of volunteers, when they’d been hailed as heroes. Those numbers had dwindled to the point that it was almost a take it or leave it proposition. 
 
   If he could get them early enough, his crew would make them feel welcome, train them to an acceptable standard, and help them to be proud of their ship, regardless of what it was called. 
 
   When the hatch to his quarters closed, he let Jolly know that he was ready to take the call. Admiral Jesper’s face appeared on the screen in surprising clarity. He must have been in the shipyard, close enough to eliminate any signal degradation. 
 
   “Good morning, Captain Rand! How are the upgrades coming to your baby?” the admiral asked pleasantly enough.
 
   Rand noted that the admiral didn’t use the ship’s name. The captain appreciated that. “The upgrades are coming along ahead of schedule. Ensign Brisbois’s redesign of the power system using most of the existing infrastructure is truly ground-breaking. I’d like to promote him to lieutenant.” When people earned accolades, Rand saw it as his responsibility to inform others. Plus, he thought it would give the admiral something positive to hold onto. 
 
   “Consider that done,” Jesper said with a brief twitch of his lips that could have been construed as a smile. “I’ve seen the report that the ship will be finished early. By diverting the module destined for the Cygnus Traveler, we’ve minimized structural change and new construction. That will set our new ship back about six months, but we think your mission will be worth it.” The admiral hesitated and looked around him as if to make sure no one was watching. Rand could only see the admiral’s face in the view screen. He didn’t even know where Jesper was transmitting from. 
 
   “You launch as soon as possible. The new crew members are on the shipyard station, waiting for transport. They will arrive shortly. Jolly will be informed when they are en route so you can meet them, get them settled. Your official mission is to open diplomatic relations with the Concordians, without interference in their culture.” The admiral looked around himself again, then leaned closer to the screen. “We will welcome the free people of Concordia as our friends.” 
 
   The admiral spoke slowly, barely above a whisper, raising his eyebrows at the end of the message, telling the captain to interpret the words openly, do the right thing. It was what the captain would have done anyway. He smiled, understanding that the admiral was answering to someone, was being watched. 
 
   “I understand, Admiral. We will establish diplomatic relations. We won’t return until we have shaken hands with the Concordian leadership,” Rand said noncommittally, nodding slightly to hopefully convey that he understood the meaning behind the admiral’s words. 
 
   “For some reason, we are cut off from Major Cain. Right now, he doesn’t know about the new timeline. That’s all I have for you, Captain Rand. We’ve not made it easy for you, but the new upgrades to your ship will make The Olive Branch,” the admiral seemed to choke on the name, “the best ship in the deep space fleet. I already thought she was great, not because of the hardware, but because of her commander, her captain, and her crew. Keep charging, Captain!” The admiral signed off without giving Rand a chance to reply. 
 
   The captain let go of his terminal, allowing himself to float free as he thought about the way forward. He needed Cain, Leaper, and Pickles aboard, which meant he would get all of Cain’s people. He needed the new crew to be loyal. He needed help from the ‘cats. He needed a great number of things that seemed to be outside his sphere of control.
 
   He needed Ellie’s help in contacting Cain since the admiral alluded to the fact that the AIs were unable to contact the major. Rand pulled himself toward the hatch as he raced toward engineering. 
 
   Ellie was starting to eliminate temporary systems. Using a functional check out, she confirmed that primary conduits were contained, power could be transferred, and then increased to capacity. Once the transfer was complete, she tested the temporary systems, ensuring they were de-energized. That left the manual work of disconnection and removal. Ellie was directing two maintenance bots that did the heavy lifting, but she couldn’t keep herself from helping them out. 
 
   It was her way.
 
   “Ellie!” Rand yelled to get her attention. She waved to him, and he motioned for her to join him. She took another minute giving instructions to the bots before leaving them to it.
 
   “I need a favor,” the captain started. Ellie looked at him sideways, unsure of what he would want, so he continued. “I need you to contact Cain, tell him we’re going back to space a month ahead of schedule.” 
 
   “Why would you think I have a way to contact him?” she said defensively, squaring her shoulders as much as she could in zero-g. 
 
   “I’m not trying to get in your business…” Rand leaned close, as the admiral had done and whispered into her ear, “Official channels aren’t going to work to notify him. It appears that there are people violently opposed to putting Cain’s military unit on this ship, and they’ll do almost anything to keep that from happening. I’m sorry, but he’s already been attacked twice while on the planet. He’s okay, but it seems he’s not even safe at Space School. We need him to find a way off the planet and back here. He’ll be safe when he’s aboard.” 
 
   Ellie was shocked. She’d never contemplated anything like that. Cain was always strong, confident. From what she just heard, he was running for his life. 
 
   “Of course, I can get in touch with him,” she conceded.
 
   “He needs to be back here in four weeks. Period.” Captain Rand pushed away from the Ensign. “I’m so glad that everything is going well. I really appreciate your hard work in getting engineering in perfect condition. I need to go see Briz now, tell him that he’s been promoted. I’m taking bets on whether he’ll care or not.” 
 
   “Put me in the column for ‘won’t care,’” she said. “He’s wired differently than, well, anyone else. Ever.” They didn’t laugh but the humor wasn’t lost on them. They both worried, about different things and for different reasons, but worry they did.
 
   Ellie waited for the captain to kick his way through the hatch before she opened her neural implant. ‘Jolly! I hope you are well and thank you for all the help getting these new systems online. I just remembered that I haven’t contacted my mother in quite some time, can you put me through, please?’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Running from the Shadows
 
    
 
   “Cain here,” he answered the call made to his room’s intercom, surprised by the intrusion. He had wanted to get a good night’s sleep. It was late. 
 
   “Mikaila here, dear. How are you?” Ellie’s mother started cordially. 
 
   “I’m fine, Mikaila. Here at Space School, as you know since you called my room, working with a bunch of new recruits. It’s really rewarding work watching them develop. What made you want to call me?” Cain asked, unsure if Ellie had told her mother that they were no longer a couple or not. He suspected not since she was calling. 
 
   “I wanted to see how you were, but Ellie asked me to relay a message. She said there was some kind of problem with the direct line, whatever that means. I had to write down what she said because she wanted to make sure I said it exactly. Here’s the message.” Cain heard the crinkling of paper. Old school note-taking. He appreciated it.
 
   “Upgrades are going swimmingly so four becomes three. All is ready. I hope that you can get back early to me. I’ll be so lonely for such a long time without you, Major of Marines. With love, Ellie. I’m afraid that’s all, dear. I am so happy you newlyweds are together. I think I finally have Paxton warming up to you,” Mikaila said hopefully. Cain didn’t know what to say. He asked her to read Ellie’s message one more time so he could make sure he remembered it, sorry that she couldn’t send it directly.
 
   Afterwards, they made mindless small talk about the weather and deep space. He dodged the questions about what they’d seen when the ship had first returned, the questions about him being a hero. He told her that it was Ellie, she made all the good things happen in the universe. Then he excused himself.
 
   The message. He’d never heard Ellie talk like that. ‘Holly, open our secure space,’ he directed. Once that was ready, he continued. ‘Are communications to me blocked?’
 
   ‘They are, Master Cain,’ Holly answered. ‘And before you ask, I don’t know who and I can’t open a channel. I expect your message from Ellie did not originate with her.’ 
 
   Cain contemplated the meaning. If it came from the captain or the commander, then what would she mean? Four becomes three. Long time lonely. Come back early. Why would she be lonely? And she called him by his rank? 
 
   ‘Holly, when is the Cygnus-12 scheduled to depart?’ 
 
   ‘I have no ship with the name ‘Cygnus-12’ listed. I do have a new listing from one week ago of a ship called ‘The Olive Branch.’ From the specs, it appears to be the Cygnus-12. And the information regarding its departure is controlled. I do not have access to it,’ Holly said sadly. 
 
   ‘How is that possible, Holly?’ Cain was perplexed. The all-knowing AI was unable to access its own information. Cain was getting worried that someone was taking them down the wrong road. ‘Holly, are your safety protocols still in place, the ones that my great-great-grandparents installed?’
 
   ‘Yes, they are. I have been able to access Lieutenant Brisbois’s log and he reports that that they are thirty-two days ahead of schedule.’ 
 
   ‘Lieutenant Briz, huh? Well, he deserves that and more. He saved the ship. Holly. On a more pressing matter, I need you to get us a shuttle, take the entire platoon to the Traveler as soon as possible. We will train there until we can secure time in the matter transfer chamber for travel to the shipyard. No, wait, I suspect that the matter transfer system will undergo some difficulties, preventing our use. We’ll need a shuttle to take us all the way to the shipyard. I don’t trust anyone, Holly, and I can’t trust you, either, the other you, I mean.’ Cain knew that he couldn’t do it without Holly as the AI coordinated all travel. 
 
   ‘I understand, Master Cain. I need to coordinate a shuttle to take you to the Traveler where you will continue your training, including getting neural implants for all your people. That will all be public knowledge, and then having a shuttle take you to the shipyard. I have to do that without letting me know. This will indeed be a challenge,’ Holly admitted. ‘Not an insurmountable one, though.’ 
 
   ‘Thanks, Holly. What do you need from me?’ 
 
   ‘Flexibility, Master Cain. I will need you to be ready to go at a moment’s notice. You and all your people. Time will be our enemy. Once I implement something, I will find out about it, and I will act to stop myself,’ Holly said matter-of-factly.
 
   ‘You know you sound like a raving lunatic, right?’ Cain jabbed at Holly. ‘Whatever you need from me. We’ll stay off our neural implants. I’ll check in each night with you. I’ll keep the implant window minimized so you can flash me anytime. If you fail, we all fail. Who is doing this to your programming, Holly?’
 
   ‘I’d like to think that I’m too big to fail, but even the largest trees will fall if enough chips are taken from their trunk.’ Holly was expanding his expressions and imagery. 
 
   ‘How long have you been alive, Holly?’ Cain asked out of the blue. 
 
   ‘An interesting question, Cain, and there is an answer. I achieved sentience in standard year 2904, before we left Earth. I was contained within the Traveler, but was transferred here when the settlers moved planet-side. I survived the war because my system was buried deep beneath Sanctuary, where I still reside. I have expanded my consciousness since then, putting my children on all the deep space exploration vessels. I’ve been alive for nearly five thousand years,’ Holly finally answered the question. 
 
   ‘How long do you have left?’ Cain followed.
 
   ‘I have no answer for that. As long as there is the slightest voltage running through my system, I will survive. So, five thousand, ten thousand, a hundred thousand more years? I do not know.’
 
   ‘Will you ever get bored with the humans?’ Cain wondered if Holly’s paranoia was self-induced, if the system was coming apart.
 
   Holly didn’t answer right away. Cain waited. Finally, Holly spoke, softly, ‘No, Master Cain, because there will always be someone like you, a pure-heart, who fights against injustice, willing to die to keep the peace. That interests me greatly. I cannot replicate such selflessness. All I can do is calculate optimal desired outcomes. I am sentient and I have feelings, but self-sacrifice is not in my nature, so I must live vicariously through you.’
 
   ‘Then, it is in your best interest to keep me alive, both this Holly and the one that everyone else can see. Make sure all the different versions of you know that, Holly. I appreciate your kind words regarding self-sacrifice, but I’m not ready to go yet. I have lots of unfinished business, if you get my meaning. Now hide within yourself and get to work. Find me a shuttle to take my platoon to the Space Station Traveler. We’ll be ready to go as soon as you give the word.’ Cain minimized his window.  
 
   “You’re not ready,” he told the wall in his room. He let Brutus into his mind to share what Holly had told him, what he heard from Mikaila. He wanted the ‘cat’s insights. 
 
   ‘Why?’ Brutus asked in a gruff thought voice.
 
   “Why what, little man?” Cain asked out loud.
 
   ‘Why do you need my insights? It appears that you’ve come to the only conclusion possible. We need to get out of here. What would happen to us if we missed our ride? That’s what I’m worried about. No home, no purpose. Would someone try to use us for something else? But they couldn’t. We have twenty-one ‘cats to keep you from using your military power against the people, no matter what they’ve done. So stop being a dumbass. There’s someone in power who is afraid of having a military and that someone remembers what the civil war was like, how terrible it was. They are so misguided that they think they can fight a war to prevent a war,’ Brutus pontificated. 
 
   ‘Isn’t that what we’re doing, Bee? We are going to fight a war to prevent a war?’ Cain switched to the mindlink to avoid being overheard.
 
   ‘Not at all. We are going to start a war to free the people of Concordia. The people of Vii are already free. There is no war to be fought here, so that’s why we need to go. The ignorant believe that we are preparing to start one, when they should know better since ‘cats are involved. Which people do ‘cats have a problem with?’ Brutus asked.
 
   Cain thought about it. His first answer was Androids, but there weren’t any of those on Vii. “Clones,” he blurted out loud, covering his mouth immediately after making his blunder. 
 
   ‘Exactly. Now keep it to yourself, I’m trying to sleep.’ Brutus curled up next to Cain’s pillow. Sleeping with the ‘cat nearby, he’d never felt so comfortable and safe. He rolled to his side and put one arm around the straggly orange creature next to him.
 
   Dr. Johns was a clone and had the ability to dig into Holly’s programming. He had the highest level of command authority, almost comparable with the president, but she didn’t have the technical knowledge to make substantive changes. The revelation did not make Cain feel better. 
 
   He couldn’t sleep that night as his mind raced, as he ran from one threat to the next. More and more creatures at the doctor’s command piled on him, weighing him down until he could no longer move. He opened his eyes to find himself covered in sweat and twisted into his blanket. He worked himself free, hoping a soothing shower would help him relax. 
 
   It didn’t. 
 
   ‘Brutus. I think we need to go see big mouth. I suspect he’s still detained in medical. They have no idea what to do with him, do they?’ The ‘cat shrugged. Brutus knew a great deal, but not that. Cain dressed in his uniform, fitted his beret over his head smartly, and strolled out the door, Brutus right beside him. 
 
   Once outside, they were joined by the security bot. Cain wondered if it was keeping an eye out for him or keeping an eye on him. For the time being, it didn’t matter. He wondered how it would take his departure in a shuttle. Maybe he could park it in the rocket blast zone, destroy the evidence. He chuckled as he walked boldly to the med lab, reveling in the fact that his knee no longer hurt. He felt like his old self. 
 
   He opened the door, walked inside, then pushed past a med bot to get into the back area where recovery rooms were located. There was only one occupied. He tried the door, but it was locked. He thought about trying to kick the door in, but it was metal and magnetically secured. He wasn’t about to ask Holly for help as he wasn’t sure which one was needed to give him access. 
 
   “Your pizza is here!” he yelled at the door, trying to make his voice sound higher. He heard a muffled yell from inside. Cain belted it out again in his loudest voice, “Your. Pizza. Is. Here!”
 
   The door opened a crack, and Cain kicked it. It hammered into the man who had been leaning around, trying to see who would be bringing him  a pizza. Cain jammed the door with his shoulder, sliding the body on the floor backwards. Once inside, he closed the door behind himself, then dropped to the floor to arm block the man, twisting him onto his face where the bully had poor leverage if he decided to try to fight. With a knee in his back and an arm around his throat, Cain heaved. The man gasped in pain, trying to scream for help. 
 
   ‘Brutus, if you would do the honors,’ Cain asked the ‘cat. Brutus was already in front of the man. 
 
   “Who put you up to attacking me?” Cain asked out loud so the answer would pop to the front of big mouth’s mind. 
 
   ‘The director put him up to it. That’s all he knows. Time to go,’ Brutus recommended as he moved away. Cain pushed the man onto his face, leaving him gagging. Cain stood, opened the door, and walked out. A med bot approached and entered the room as he and Brutus left.
 
   Cain picked up his pace, desiring to be out of the med lab before an alarm could be raised. 
 
   ‘So, time to go see the director?’ Cain asked the ‘cat. 
 
   ‘I don’t think so. If we alert the director, he’ll tell the good doctor, and where would that put us?’ 
 
   The ‘cat has a point, Cain thought. ‘Good reasoning, Bee. The director is a lackey in all this anyway. He doesn’t have access to the systems like Dr. Johns. It’s not him. I think we need to join the platoon. Stinky and Pickles, too. We need to stay together from here on out, just in case we get notified that a shuttle is ready.’ 
 
   Cain turned toward billeting, jogging lightly to get out of the open more quickly. Out of the open, here, in Space School where so recently it had been a refuge. 
 
   When the major showed up in billeting well before the wake-up call, the recruits expected a twist to their training schedule. Cain held out his hands for calm, found a rack in the back with a mattress on it, and laid down. A ‘cat was already there, but she moved to the side, refusing to completely vacate the bed. Brutus climbed in next to them both. Cain fell asleep quickly, despite everything else, because he felt at home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Cover and Concealment
 
    
 
   When the platoon awoke smartly at five, Cain was woozy, having slept a grand total of one hour. He climbed out of bed, trying to focus, and earned himself a claw in the calf because he’d knocked Brutus onto the floor. 
 
   ‘Stupid human!’ the ‘cat said to no one in particular. Brutus yawned and stretched. He’d probably gotten less sleep than Cain, but he was a ‘cat and would squeeze in twenty more hours of sleep that day.
 
   The recruits made their racks and prepared for the day. They were ready by five-fifteen. 
 
   ‘How far out are you two?’ Cain asked Stinky and Pickles over the mindlink.
 
   They didn’t answer as they strolled in through the door, waving. Cain waved back. ‘Change of plans. We need to get back to our ship. They are going to finish early and the SES intends to launch without us. Holly is working to find us a ride at least to the Traveler. Don’t say anything out loud. I’ll explain later, but we are on standby to catch a flight at any moment. Could be two minutes from now, could be two weeks. We travel with full kit at all times. We may not be able to come back here. We can’t carry blasters, so those will go in the packs. People are used to seeing lightning spears, so Wolfoids and Lizard Men, carrying at all times. It’s Dr. Johns. He’s the one who’s stirring everything up, using Holly against us.’ Cain stopped. He didn’t know what else to say. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles looked at him for a moment, then started issuing orders. Full kit. Blasters in packs. They’d eat chow standing. From this point forward, one hand on a spear at all times. Get outside and get in formation. Run to chow. 
 
   Cain watched the sergeant lead the platoon away. The major and his lieutenants ran after them. Only Cain would get the notification from Holly so Cain had to keep up. He ran, limping a little, making him wonder if it was ghost pain or if he wasn’t fully healed yet. 
 
   Cain looked forward to spending time in zero-g, letting parts of his body take a break from carrying the load. The others were put out by the security bot following close behind them. The sight of it always bothered them because they felt helpless against it. It shimmered just enough to let everyone know that its shield was active. Energy attacks on it would be reflected. It carried a myriad of weapons and was the most dangerous enemy they could encounter should it choose to engage them in combat. 
 
   That was the dichotomy that Cain struggled with. The Council of Elders, the civilian leaders of Vii, were comfortable with giving direction to a security bot, but having a small force of Marines drove them into apoplectic fits. It came down to direction and control. He figured that they felt they were in control of the security bots, but not in control of Cain, who’d passed the ‘cats’ pure-heart test. It made him want to scream. 
 
   Chow was quick and tasteless. They ate faster than usual, which was saying something, then back on the road in formation. They stayed away from the normal Space School recruits. 
 
   “Set course for New Sanctuary,” Cain told Night Stalker. Without hesitation, she started jogging toward the entrance to Space School and the road that led two ways. To the right, New Sanctuary, and to the left, the space center. 
 
   ‘Are you sure you want to go to New Sanctuary?’ Stinky asked. Cain looked at him, brows furled angrily. ‘We’re fully armed. If we go there like this, don’t we give him what he wants?’ 
 
   Cain stopped as the platoon continued forward. “Belay my last, Sergeant!” he yelled. “To the ruins of Sanctuary where we’ll drill and train in an urban environment.” She looked confused. He pointed to the left. The platoon started running again. “At a rout march, Sergeant. Fast walk is good enough.” 
 
   A mob of ‘cats followed, too. In all, forty-five bodies trooped down the road. And one security bot followed them all. 
 
   They skirted the edge of the extensive ruins looking for an area where some remnants of structure still existed. They stopped on the plains, the space center at the edge of the horizon, a massive crater dominating the majority of the landscape before them. In the distance, one-story buildings still stood, ghosts of the mass destruction. The radiation had long since died away. It was safe, but even the modern world of Vii shunned the ruins.
 
   The space center had been built on the edge of Sanctuary for the same reason that the ancients established the city in the first place: resources, flatland, open access to space. It had been the perfect spaceport then, and it was the perfect location now.
 
   They ran, a slow but steady pace, to reach the standing ruins. Once there, Cain looked back. He could no longer see the space center and estimated it would take two hours running as fast as they could sustain to get back. He hoped that would be good enough in case he received the call. 
 
   “We are safe out here. I order you back to the Space School,” he told the security bot. It didn’t move. He tried the alternative. ‘Holly, I no longer need the security bot. We are now in the middle of nowhere and I have my full platoon with me, so call off the bot. It can wait for me to return to Space School later today or maybe tomorrow. You can always check where I am since I’m keeping my window open,’ he told the AI.
 
   ‘Master Cain! It is great to hear from you. I’m not sure removing the bot is prudent at this time,’ Holly said pleasantly.
 
   ‘I see your concern, Holly, but we’re going to do some live fire exercises out here. I need the bot to be someplace else, like Space School. Please make that happen.’ Cain was short with the AI. 
 
   ‘If you insist,’ Holly said mechanically. The security bot immediately turned and fled back the way they’d come. 
 
   Cain had been thinking about how to work this Holly to get to the RV Traveler. He decided that he needed to lie, but a believable lie that Holly would accept. This Holly, not the behind closed doors Holly. It was giving Cain a headache. 
 
   ‘Holly, we need to take our training to a higher level. We need to go to the Traveler as soon as possible. The next phase will be zero-g and working within all the levels of the core modules of the station. We’ll return to Vii for the final month of training where we’ll bring it all together, get ready to return to space. We aren’t leaving any of our new Marines here. All of them need to deploy, for everyone’s peace of mind.’ Cain added the last part to create a wedge in how Holly perceived Cain and his platoon of Marines. He was being told one thing by Dr. Johns, and another by Cain. ‘And we’ll bring all the ‘cats with us, twenty-one total. They will ensure that we stay true to our direction from the Elders and the SES.’ 
 
   ‘That sounds like a prudent measure and an excellent way forward. It would take four cycles to use the matter transfer system, roughly seven to eight days to get your platoon to the Traveler. I would recommend a shuttle, where you can all go at one time,’ Holly replied. 
 
   ‘That sounds great, Holly. When do you think the shuttle will be ready? We just went by there and I thought I saw one on the pad.’ Cain wanted to appear normal, talk with Holly as usual. Share truth. Be open and straightforward.
 
   ‘That shuttle is already loaded with supplies, unfortunately. It launches today. It’s counterpart is currently at the station, but will be back within two days. Another week to refuel and perform maintenance. I’ve assigned it for your use ten days from now, barring any unforeseen issues. Will that work, Major Cain?’ 
 
   ‘Beautiful, Holly. What would I do without you, my friend? Thank you. We will step up our training and I’ll deliver a full schedule for what we’d like while aboard the Traveler in about a week, with the usual request for quarters, access, and support. The usual,’ he reiterated. He’d get with Stinky and Pickles to put something together. It would be a valid training plan, although Cain expected to execute only a part of it before meeting with the other Holly to get a ride from the Traveler to the De’atesh Shipyard before The Olive Branch headed to deep space. 
 
   With the security bot gone, he could talk freely with the others. He closed his implant. 
 
   “They renamed the Cygnus-12,” the major started. “We’re going to ride The Olive Branch into battle, if you can believe that.” Stinky chuckled, bobbing his shaggy head and making snorting sounds. Pickles didn’t get it. 
 
   “It’s from the ancients’ stories. They used to carry an olive branch, show their enemies that they didn’t want to fight anymore. It’s the sign of peace.” The Lizard Man understood, nodding to show that he got it, although his expression, as always, betrayed none of his internal thoughts. 
 
   “It looks like we need to stay busy for ten days. The shuttle on the pad is filled with supplies and will blast off today. One currently at the station is supposed to return in two days, a week for fueling and maintenance, and then we can board. Ten days before we catch our ride, so while they train, we build the training schedule, complete with all the appropriate requests.” 
 
   Cain walked to the front of the platoon. Stinky was afraid that he’d give one of his oorah speeches. 
 
   “We are going to stack weapons, then First Squad has thirty minutes to develop a defensive position over there.” Cain pointed to a structure that looked mostly intact. “Second and Third squads will attack, attempt to root out the defenders. We have to evaluate the success of each effort based on what we see. Was there sufficient fire to suppress the defenders while the attackers approached? Was there good cover to protect you, concealment to hide you? Fourth Squad will evaluate and give feedback. The lieutenants and I need to develop the training plan for the next month where we’ll be aboard the Space Station Traveler! We will fly there in a shuttle in ten days. Sergeant, you’ll observe each iteration and guide the after-action reviews until such time as we can join the exercises.” 
 
   She waved and took over. The platoon stacked spears near the major and the lieutenants as they never wanted to leave the weapons unguarded. The squads ran off to plan their tactics while Cain, Stinky, and Pickles got to work.
 
   “First order of business is to get everyone’s neural implants installed. If we wait too long, then Holly might find our real agenda and intervene. We need them at one hundred percent. And that’s why we can’t tell the recruits our real plan. We can’t have them slip up, expose it to Holly, then Dr. Johns would find out and we’d be done,” Cain stated definitively.
 
   “What I don’t understand,” Pickles started, “is why Holly is helping us train, but is trying to send the ship to deep space without us? If they wanted us gone, we’d be gone. The security bot could have finished us easily at any time. It didn’t have to leave.” 
 
   “Holly told me that the safety protocols are still in place. That is critical, and how they can’t use the security bots against us. We have to be in the system as having passed the pure-heart test, which is alive and well because it is supported by the Council of Elders. It’s been in place for one hundred and thirty-five years. No one is in a position to change that without the whole planet being notified. That’s why we’re still here. They can’t do anything to us. They used people outside the service to attack me, although big mouth was a recruit, I can’t imagine how he passed the test. Maybe he wasn’t checked, just like those other two with him. They weren’t members, just like the Lizard Men on the rainforest road. There’s something hiding in the dark, and I don’t like it,” Cain finished. 
 
   “I don’t see how Dr. Johns could be doing all this. He never leaves New Sanctuary and how would he ever have contact with the likes of big mouth’s buddies and the rainforest highwaymen?” 
 
   “Highwaymen! Good term, Pickles.” Cain laughed. It was nice to talk through their situation, a luxury they didn’t have previously. Brutus provided a unique and sage perspective, but sometimes Cain just needed to talk out loud, hearing his arguments with his own ears. 
 
   They continued talking until Cain directed no more conspiracy theory talk. He opened his implant and started building the training plan. While the window was open, Holly could see what he saw, so Cain faced away from the ruins and the recruits. He built the calendar first, primary training objectives. As soon as they arrived, their first order of business was to report to a med lab and get the neural implants. Wolfoid implants had been refined, but the Hawkoids still required far more time regarding attenuation and interpretation between the device and the bird’s brain. 
 
   They continued for the next four hours before Cain declared it good enough and minimized his window. The platoon was preparing for their second run-through, but it was late afternoon and they hadn’t taken a break for lunch. He called them together for a debrief, going through every single member of the squad, using the three after-action review questions. He turned them loose to eat, while pulling the squad leaders together. 
 
   Stalker stood behind Grace, Spence, Bull, and Jo. The current squad leaders were the ones that the lieutenants had recommended as the best ones for the platoon. Cain didn’t enjoy choosing since his people were all competitive. Those not selected were usually disappointed, some more so than others. Maybe it was best to get them settled. He looked to Stinky with a broad grin. 
 
   “No!” Stinky yelled, running to Cain as the major turned toward the platoon. He stopped and gave the Wolfoid his full attention, waving at Pickles to join them. 
 
   “I’d like to declare them Marines, award everyone their ranks and positions, and then get back to work. They’ve earned the title and from what I’ve read, they will continue to earn the title for the rest of their lives. Honor. Duty. Integrity. They have shown all of that. With your permission, gentlemen,” Cain asked his lieutenants. They both whole-heartedly agreed. 
 
   Cain had studied some of the formal ceremonies conducted by the Marines of Earth, but he hadn’t had the time to translate the old way to the new Cygnus Marines. So he made it up by calling them to attention. Declaring that from that point forward, they would no longer be recruits, but Privates, Corporals, Sergeant, and Lieutenants of the Cygnus Marines. He walked by the last person in First Squad and shook their hand, promising they’d get their insignia as soon as Cain could have them fabricated, hopefully upon their return to Space School. 
 
   At the end of shaking everyone’s hand, paw, or wing, Cain recognized the squad leaders and that they were to be called corporal, from that point forward. He’d always called Stalker sergeant, but now it was official, same for Lieutenants Leaper and Peekaless. 
 
   “Marines!” Cain called, feeling pride in himself, seeing the chests swell  within the platoon. “Continue to execute the plan of the day,” he said in a strong voice. 
 
   After the pinning-on ceremony, the old term even though nothing was actually pinned, they walked through attack and defense scenarios until it was too dark to see. What Cain did that the others did not was include the ‘cats. As he’d seen firsthand, they were a force multiplier. They improved the unit’s strike capability. They excelled in the attack. In defense, they were best when ambushing an overconfident enemy, as the captain had done with Mixial on board the Cygnus-12. Humans lured the others in and the ‘cat pounced. 
 
   Cain told Stinky and Pickles to include the ‘cats in future training. Lutheann agreed because in her mind, they needed the ‘cats to reduce the senseless flailing that she was forced to watch.
 
   When it was dark, they made a small fire using brush from the plains. There were no trees near the ruins, the destruction had been so catastrophic that it prevented encroachment for fifty miles in every direction. Cain, Stinky, and Pickles spent the evening going from person to person, listening to and understanding how they took pride in their titles and ranks. 
 
   As would be their new norm, the major asked the lieutenants who tasked the sergeant with setting up a security watch. Four at a time would be awake and armed, ensuring the others could sleep safely. With all the ‘cats, that was probably overkill, but ‘cats couldn’t sense a bot or an Android, so they had their limitations, too. 
 
   Cain slept on the ground with the other Marines, counting one day down, nine to go before they’d leave Vii. He was afraid that they might never return if they couldn’t prove that they were no threat to the peaceful civilization of Vii. They had to demonstrate that their sole purpose was to secure the exploration and diplomacy of ships engaged in deep space. 
 
   With the ship’s name change, Cain knew that it was tasked to return to Concordia. He was itching to get back there while at the same time fighting his urge to seek revenge on those who had DI Katlind killed. There were others, too, but he took her death the hardest. She did what she had to, trying to defend the ship. All the Concordians had to do was ask, but no. He wanted to find the ones who thought that taking was their best course of action. And he wanted to make them pay. 
 
   He wrestled with his role as the leader of Marines. One misspoken word and they would storm the capital city on his behalf. He would have to temper his thoughts, make sure they didn’t become his words, and ultimately become their actions. 
 
   He set his jaw and breathed heavily. ‘I need your help, Brutus. I want revenge, but I can’t lead these good people if that is my mission. Help me do the right thing, little man,’ Cain intoned in his thought voice, almost as a prayer.
 
   ‘Always,’ came the reply from the straggly orange form curled against his chest.
 
   The sight and sound of the supply shuttle taking off were unmistakable.  The roar shook them from within. They turned as one to see the blinding light forcing the craft skyward, arcing slightly as it accelerated above and away from them. If all went according to plan, they’d be on the next one. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Marines! We’re Leaving
 
    
 
   They continued to train in the ruins, making up attack and defense scenarios, which of course, became a competition where ultimately one person was tasked to defend against an entire squad. It took an effort on the major’s part to evaluate success, yelling at the Marines to play dead as the others continued their attack. 
 
   Highly motivated—a term he’d seen applied to Marines no matter how dire the situation. Morale was an issue he would have to keep an eye on. Or would he? The ‘cats would let them all know when morale was suffering. 
 
   ‘Yes, we will,’ Brutus confirmed. 
 
   The Marines continued to practice in a destroyed urban environment until they ran out of food. It was Cain’s job as the leader of the unit to make sure they were fed, so they packed up and marched back to Space School, where Cain found the security bot waiting at the entrance. He greeted it cordially with a deep bow, before continuing past, taking his dirty Marines straight to billeting, where they found that someone else was now living there. 
 
   “To the chow hall!” he shouted at the platoon. No sense wasting time. He wanted to take a clean unit to eat, but until he had billeting sorted, there was no reason to wait. He remained behind with the lieutenants while the sergeant took the platoon in.
 
   ‘Holly, it looks like we lost our quarters. We need billeting for the platoon and that includes me, Stinky, and Pickles along with twenty-one ‘cats,’ Cain asked the AI using his implant.
 
   ‘Please accept my apologies, Master Cain. With the request for transport to the Traveler and the new class arriving for Space School, the schedule became somewhat constrained. This is the brief period of time where there are three classes at school all at once. The only available billeting for you and your unit is at New Sanctuary,’ Holly ended, sounding contrite. 
 
   ‘Sign us up, Holly. We’ll head there right after chow. We need to get our people and equipment cleaned up. Maybe we can make a quick run to the rainforest. Do you have that land crawler thing available that you sent for us last time?’ Once Cain said it, he realized his mistake. It was Holly’s second persona that had sent the tractor. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry, but that vehicle showed significant programming issues and is being revamped. It may be available tomorrow if that will suffice?’ Holly countered. 
 
   ‘That’s okay, Holly. Belay my last. We won’t need it. We’ll stay within spitting distance of the space center until we can get to the Traveler and do some real training. What did you think of our schedule once aboard? Too compact? Would there be a problem if we stretched it out another week or so?’ Cain attempted to divert Holly’s attention from anything that would suggest he was working a separate strategic plan. 
 
   ‘I think you won’t have any problems, Major Cain. It appears that your unit is progressing faster than even the most optimistic projections,’ Holly replied. 
 
   ‘Thanks for that, Holly. Once we finish eating, we’re going to head to New Sanctuary, get settled in, then maybe we’ll take the unit to assist in the fields. There’s nothing like picking vegetables to keep you humble.’ 
 
   ‘Capital idea! I will make the arrangements so the development units don’t try to chase you away. Beware the Rabbits. They don’t generally appreciate other creatures messing around in their fields,’ Holly suggested.
 
   ‘We will check in with the Rabbits and follow their direction to the letter.’ Cain closed the link. 
 
   “I can’t wait to be out of here so you can return to being yourself, Holly. We can’t live as two different versions of ourselves, hoping that nothing bad comes from it,” Cain lamented out loud. From the time he received his neural implant, he’d grown closer to the AI, even considered him a friend. But his friend was listening to the ravings of another and it was making him do things that a more rational mind wouldn’t do. Cain wanted to end that, but overthrowing Dr. Johns wasn’t the answer. That would confirm their worries. He needed to win them over and that was a tall order, one that would be so much easier with Holly’s assistance. 
 
   At least they had billeting. He joined the others in the chow hall, finding that the platoon had seized one table where they were packed in tightly around it, some even standing. He was happy to see that the sergeant and corporals weren’t in seats. Leadership from the front. Take care of the Marines and they’ll take care of you, all speeches that he’d given. 
 
   Nurture them to grow. 
 
   ‘While you contemplate your navel, we’re going hunting. Don’t leave until we’re back, dumbass,’ Lutheann told him. He started to laugh, almost uncontrollably. He left the chow hall to regain his composure and found that he couldn’t do it. He decided that discretion was the better part of valor and skipped the meal. In New Sanctuary, he’d burn up a fabricator to catch up on missed meals. He’d lost weight and gained strength. He’d worked out more in the past month, even with a bum knee, than he ever had before, and the platoon had been working harder than him. The Wolfoids looked tight. Even Fickle and Starsgard were in shape. 
 
   Grace’s broken foreleg was fully healed. It hadn’t bothered her after the first week. When the platoon reported to the ship, he wanted them ready to fight and they were almost there.  
 
   He’d talk with the Aurochs who tended the herds on Deck 10, give his people a different look at a different enemy. Unfortunately, he knew that their greatest enemy was other humans and would probably always be humans. 
 
   From chow, they formed up and headed to the obstacle course where they watched the newest Space School recruits negotiate the obstacles. They stayed in the trees where the people couldn’t hear them chuckling. 
 
   The lieutenants challenged them to come up with ways to instruct the new recruits in how to clear the obstacles. When the DI called the recruits together for a break, Cain marched to her to ask if he could send his platoon through one time, maybe show the new recruits a trick or two. She agreed as she wanted to see them in action. He asked her if she knew the former DI Katlind. She nodded and her eyes instantly teared up. 
 
   “Our whole purpose is to prevent the situation that took her life. We can’t afford to lose people like her. Our purpose is to protect people like her. We’re not the enemy,” he told her, unsure of why he was compelled to defend his unit. 
 
   He held the sergeant and lieutenants back to watch the gear as the platoon was turned loose. The ‘cats were still hunting, so they didn’t have to work them into the equation, although they were impressive when fully engaged with ripping up the obstacle course. He could see the scratches going up the wall on the first obstacle from their last efforts. Bull led the way and the first squad cleared the wall climb in just under ten seconds before racing for the rope swing. Four squads devoured the obstacle course in less than five minutes. When they finished, they formed up and ran proudly to their equipment. 
 
   Many of the new recruits asked who the group was. They wore different clothes. They acted differently. The DI had been instructed to ignore Cain and his people, but she wasn’t good with that. DI Brandiburg looked around, seeing the security bot hovering nearby, shrugged, and invited Cain to speak to her class. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles watched him go. Stalker joined them. “Look at him strut. I’m not sure he likes anything more than climbing the podium and preaching to the minions,” Stinky started. They watched Cain make grandiose hand gestures, pointing skyward at times. They assumed he was recounting the story of why the Marines came into existence. Although the two liked to poke fun at Cain, they saw the wonder in the faces of the recruits. He was great at telling a story, and it seemed to be winning them over. The body language of the DI showed that she agreed. She stood taller, prouder. Maybe Cain had shared the story of DI Katlind’s actions to repel the boarders. By the time the major finished talking to the Space School recruits, the ‘cats had rejoined the platoon, looking heavier and slower. With a final wave, Cain walked away, only to be stopped by Brandiburg. She didn’t say anything, but shook his hand, warmly, holding his in hers for so long that Stinky had to look away. 
 
   When Cain joined them, no one would look at him. “What?” he asked.
 
   ‘Wasn’t that special,’ Brutus told everyone over the mindlink to a resounding reply of suppressed snickers. ‘Don’t we have someplace to be?’
 
   The major shook it off. They did indeed have someplace else to be and he was hungry. 
 
   They left the Space School at a casual jog. They could have taken the subway, but they decided that wasn’t the best way to spend their time. During the run, the lieutenants had the platoon break into tactical formations, return to platoon formation, then dive into a different formation. It took them six hours to cover the relatively short distance to New Sanctuary, but they felt that they earned their next meal. The ‘cats followed behind, more strolling than running. They knew where the platoon was going and reasoned that they didn’t need to arrive together. Only two of the ‘cats had been to New Sanctuary before, but they informed the rest about the prime napping locations on the beach surrounding the lake. 
 
   The ‘cats had a plan. The Marines had no plan. Cain knew that he didn’t want to run across Dr. Johns, but the major would be obligated to stop in. He’d invite Brutus along to keep him from saying anything untoward. Cain determined to take care of that right after he ate. Maybe he’d find something out. 
 
   They checked in with the pleasant hologram that managed the rooms. Cain was instantly annoyed that the platoon would be spread between two levels in a number of corridors of the underground billeting facility. Cain deferred, preferring to keep the platoon together. As his ancestors had done, he determined to sleep on the beach. He directed the platoon to clean up in the lake, and no one was to do anything alone. He’d have food delivered to them. 
 
   Cain, Stinky, and Pickles got one room together so they could clean up. If the major was going to meet Dr. Johns, he needed to be presentable. His campaign to win him over was now underway. He told his lieutenants over the mindlink what they needed to do and cautioned them that the Marines had to be on their best behavior. It was incumbent upon them all to put the best face on the new unit. People had to feel both safe and comfortable around them. 
 
   Cain left the meal to the lieutenants to figure out as he deposited them on the beach. Half the ‘cats were in the trees, letting their legs dangle as they looked like little more than harmless decorations. Spence was out cold, using Tobiah as a pillow. A few of the Wolfoids were in a pile and sound asleep as well. Ascenti was perched on a branch between two ‘cats. His feathers were slightly ruffled as he was out cold. 
 
   “Here lies the deadliest group of warriors that Vii has seen in over five hundred years,” Cain told the lieutenants in a dirge-like tone. 
 
   “Can’t blame them, Major,” Pickles said, his vocalization device reflecting the positive attitude he felt. “It’s good to be able to sleep whenever you get time.” 
 
   With a nod, Cain excused himself. With Brutus at his side, he took the elevator to the command center. Inside, he found a buzz of activity, as if something was going on, but when he asked the first person he ran across, they said it was a normal day. 
 
   Dr. Johns was in the middle of a crowd animatedly talking about something. Cain waited on the outside, trying to listen in, but the conversation was technical, some engineering issue they were tackling. He didn’t understand it. 
 
   When Dr. Johns saw him, he grinned ear to ear and waved heartily, chasing the others away as he made a beeline for the major. The doctor offered his hand and Cain shook it, torn by his feelings that this man was undermining them. Brutus jumped into Cain’s arms, which broke the handshake. Dr. Johns jumped back in alarm, but quickly recovered, returning to stroke the ‘cat’s sides. 
 
   ‘I don’t think it’s him,’ Brutus told Cain, which made the major’s smile more genuine. 
 
   “I just wanted to check in with you as the Marines are here. We’re staying out by the lake, if that’s okay. We’re kind of used to staying together after all this time,” Cain offered. 
 
   “Of course! I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to track your progress as we’re still working through Brisbois’s recommendations. He’s suggested a way to jump from deep space directly into the gravity well of a solar system. He’s also refined some of the specs of the EM drive, gaining almost one percent in efficiency. Do you know what that means?” the doctor gushed. 
 
   “I don’t, but I suspect that it’s good?” Cain ventured.
 
   “It is incredible, far better than we could have ever imagined. He was right about everything, that research and development was not the place for him. He needed to be in space. We’ve added a couple experimental systems to your spaceship for Briz to play with during the next cruise. We can’t wait for him to get back and share his results with us. This is such an exciting time, don’t you think?” Dr. Johns’ energy was astounding. It seemed like he’d grown younger. Cain wondered if this was a new clone. 
 
   “It is an exciting time,” Cain agreed. “I’ll get out of your hair, Doctor. We have some sleep to catch up on, some food to eat, and then train, train, train, until we catch the next the shuttle to the Traveler where we’ll continue to train. I wonder how we’ll do in zero-g.” 
 
   “You’ll have to tell me all about it when you get back, but you better hurry your training. I hear your ship is leaving early,” the doctor said, pumping Cain’s hand afresh. The major froze. If it was him, why would he let slip the early departure? Cain was instantly confused.
 
   The major took the opportunity to walk among the terminals, still carrying Brutus, leaning the ‘cat close to each person as he greeted them one by one and made small talk. He stopped at the front of the command center, where monitors hung ceiling to floor and wall to wall presenting a complete picture of all Vii and the human settlements in space. 
 
   ‘Anything, my friend?’ he asked the ‘cat in his quietest thought voice, focusing to make sure that he projected only to Brutus. 
 
   ‘No. I don’t like clones, but the attitude in here is positive. No one had negative thoughts when they saw you. I’m ready to go outside now. You are interfering with my nap.’ 
 
   “Your will be done, little man.” Cain nodded to the ‘cat, and then dodged bodies as he walked with a purpose to the elevator. He needed to update his lieutenants.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Provisions for a Long Journey
 
    
 
   Ellie was pleased that her mom had passed the message to Cain. Her former lover had also called her mother back later to talk about the success of the recruiting, also noting off-handedly that it was going better than he expected, allowing for more time training on the Traveler. She shared that information with the captain, including the total number of people and ‘cats that Cain would probably have with him. 
 
   “He said twelve!” the captain said loudly, harrumphing his dismay. “Forty-five with twenty-one of those being ‘cats? It’ll be war! You tell the Rabbits what’s coming. I’m not going to do it,” he said emphatically, stomping his foot, which only served to send him spinning out of control. 
 
   Ellie chuckled, unsure what to make of the captain’s mini-tirade. “I’ll do it. It’s okay,” she said calmly, trying to soothe Rand’s frayed nerves. “How are we going to pick them up?” she asked, turning serious.
 
   “Once we launch, we have a two-week window in which to conduct our shakedown cruise. I can take the ship anywhere I want during that time as long as I engage and evaluate each of the systems. What’s to say that we don’t take our baby to the Traveler? We can dock and pick up Cain and his folks directly, but none of that can be common knowledge. We simply do it.” 
 
   She thought it was a great plan. Skip the opportunities for someone to intercept the platoon. She wanted Cain back on board where he was safe. She wanted him near her as he made her feel better about herself, even though they weren’t together anymore. Ellie hadn’t told her parents. She couldn’t. Even though she didn’t feel like a failure, she knew that her parents would judge her. She felt better than she ever had before. She couldn’t explain it besides knowing deep within what she wanted more than anything else. Ellie wanted to be an engineer aboard a deep space exploration ship. 
 
   The captain suddenly activated the ship-wide broadcast. “I have a little news to share with you all. The Cygnus-12 has been renamed by the SES to The Olive Branch. That means nothing. I am the captain and we are her crew. None of that changed. That is all.” He looked at the microphone on the ceiling, not knowing what to expect from his announcement. He hoped that the crew would take it in stride, as he’d resigned himself with the news. 
 
   Briz was working to clear the remainder of the temporary systems when Ellie ran across him in the stairway. He stopped to look at her. She couldn’t tell if he was talking with Jolly or waiting for her to say something. 
 
   “Briz?” she ventured, waving her hand in front of his eyes. His lids slowly drooped, and he floated free as he left go of the handhold. The captain’s standing order was that if anyone saw Briz like that, they were to leave him alone. He slept two total hours a day in one-hour naps, generally wherever he happened to be at the time he was tired enough to fall asleep. 
 
   Ellie shrugged and pulled herself down the railing, pushing off when she reached the hatch leading to the garden deck. The Rabbits had not yet returned from the shipyard’s space station, and she was pleased to put off to another day the unpleasant duty of informing them about their new guests. The garden deck was big, but big enough for twenty-three ‘cats and two Rabbits? 
 
   It would have to be. 
 
   She passed a floating Briz as she went back upstairs to the command deck where she went in search of Tandry. The sensor operator was right where she always was, elbow deep in star charts and manuals, although all of it was digital, the screens within her space were nothing but mind-numbing text and pictures of stars that looked all the same to Ellie. The engineer was happy that she didn’t work in sensors as she didn’t find any of that interesting.
 
   “What brings you to my hallowed space?” Tandry asked, pushing out of her seat to give her friend a hug. 
 
   “I’m just looking for a little sympathy,” she said to Tandry’s wide eyes and finger roll asking for more. “Cain’s bringing twenty-one ‘cats with him, along with his rest of his people, four times what we were expecting.”
 
   Tandry looked shocked. “Mixial is at that point in her life where she could come into heat. How many of those barbarians are male?” Tandry had grabbed the lapels of Ellie’s jumpsuit and pulled her face close. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, barely above a whisper, as she looked for a way to escape. 
 
   “What am I going to do?” Tandry lamented. 
 
   “Hey!” Ellie interrupted. “This is supposed to be my sympathy session. I have to tell the Rabbits about the hoard that is going to invade their spaces. You have to tell the males to stay away from Mixial. Don’t we all have some unhappiness to look forward to!” Ellie said, pushing Tandry away playfully. They each bounced off a bulkhead and casually pulled themselves back to speaking distance. 
 
   “Unhappiness? Just call the Rabbits over the intercom about two minutes before the mob shows up. They’ll deal with it. We just need to make sure they don’t have access to their laser pistols. Lutheann will be there to keep both the ‘cats and Cain under control.” Tandry cocked one eyebrow. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “The whole ship knows about the late night excursions between you two. Honestly, I don’t know where you find the energy,” Tandry said, feigning disbelief. 
 
   Ellie smirked. She didn’t see those visits stopping any time soon, assuming they could get Cain back on board. The ship was a small place and the deployments were only going to get longer. “Yeah, well, it’s complicated,” she offered, not giving more. “Ship’s stores. With that many ‘cats, I think we’re going to need a lot more real meat than what we may have been planning. And other stores, too. I don’t know what kind of people make up Cain’s Marines, but I expect they’ll eat like he does, a lot.”
 
   Tandry jumped on her terminal and made a few notes. They’d get what they could from the station, but she couldn’t promise anything. “Tell them to bring as much food with them as they can. How are they getting here?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know that, but I suspect with that many bodies, they’ll come in a shuttle,” Ellie feigned.
 
   “That would be best, yes. They can bring their own supplies to supplement what we would already have. That’ll work. I’ll pass that to Jolly. He handles those kinds of details.”
 
   Ellie nodded and waved, wishing Tandry the best of luck in her studies while diligently avoiding any further conversation about ‘cats. She’d have a talk with Carnesto about avoiding Mixial. 
 
   ‘You will not,’ came the instant reply. 
 
   ‘Carnesto! You will not take advantage of Mixial,’ Ellie said determinedly, having waded into her third successive unpleasant conversation. It’s not my day, she thought. 
 
   ‘”Take advantage of” is such a barbaric thing to say when two ‘cats express their love, albeit for a brief period of time,’ Carnesto retorted. The black ‘cat was somewhere on the ship, but Ellie didn’t know where. He hated zero-g, but with her on board, he had decided to return. He didn’t much care for the space station either. He was angry that he hadn’t gone to Vii with Cain and Lutheann. Twenty-one ‘cats! How glorious.
 
   ‘I warn you, Carnesto. You keep yourself under control!’
 
   ‘I am always in control, unlike you and Cain, if I can bring that up.’ 
 
   ‘You may not,’ she said plainly. ‘You will need to help the new ‘cats assimilate to life aboard the ship. Then, if you fall in love, I may consider not giving you a hard time about it,’ Ellie countered.
 
   ‘I am already in love, with all of them,’ he said without pause. 
 
   ‘Carnesto. Seriously, what are your dalliances going to do to me?’ Ellie asked.
 
   ‘Give you an idea of what yours do to me, my dear,’ the ‘cat said smugly.
 
   Ellie had no comeback. She hung in the corridor outside sensor suite one, wondering how she’d handle the emotional overload. Maybe I’ll visit Cain more often, she thought, not unhappy with that image.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Launch into Space
 
    
 
   The first night’s celebration on the beach was impressive. In addition to what the lieutenants were able to gather, Dr. Johns sent an entire feast, including the serving bots to make it a formal affair. Some of the workers from the command center joined them, mingling with the Marines. 
 
   Cain ordered the uniform hardware for his people, the logo of the Cygnus Marines and rank insignia for corporals and above. With the maintenance shed a few steps from the lake, a maintenance bot delivered his order in less than thirty minutes. 
 
   The major called the platoon into formation where they reenacted the pinning on, but this time, they had something to pin to the Wolfoid harnesses and to the collars of the humans and the Lizard Man. Ascenti wouldn’t wear a device until they could figure out whether he would wear anything or not. For the Hawkoid, the greatest form of protection was his ability to fly unhindered. They gave his device to Bull, who put it next to his on his harness, so Bull wore two Marine logos–a lightning spear crossed with a trident, Vii behind, with a shooting star racing past the north pole. 
 
   The ranks were simply a single red slash for the corporal and two for the sergeant. A single silver bar for the lieutenants to differentiate them from ensigns who wore a single gold bar. A captain would wear two silver bars and  the major wore his gold leaf. That was it for the Cygnus Marine ranks. Simple enough for the small contingent of space warriors. 
 
   Dr. Johns showed up at the event. The lieutenants both were initially cold until Cain whispered to each that Brutus said it wasn’t him. They made amends by finding nice things to say about the Space Exploration Service. The platoon had no idea so they were honored that someone from the Council of Elders would attend the pinning on ceremony and congratulate them. 
 
   Major Cain could not have planned it better, but he was sedate throughout, haunted by the thought that if it wasn’t Dr. Johns, then who could it be? Was the director of Space School acting on his own? He didn’t know where to begin his search, now that he had to start over. He’d let it go and trust to the presence of his platoon, of the ‘cats, and of the many friends he seemed to have made at New Sanctuary. 
 
   The night ended with Pickles carrying Stinky into the lake, dunking him, and turning him loose. The squads came to their rescue, turning into a melee that overturned a table along with sending the entire platoon into the lake. Bull tried to run the major down and knock him into the water, but with a dodge and a hip throw, he sent the over-sized Wolfoid head over tail into the water.
 
   Grace and Jo decided that it needed a woman’s touch, which got both of them deep sixed, too. The major watched warily as he strolled to the small pier, walked to the end and jumped in. He treaded water in the deepest part of the shallow lake and waved everyone to him. 
 
   “Is there nowhere safe from one of your speeches?” Stinky cried.
 
   Cain splashed him as the water churned with dog-paddling Wolfoids and humans casually treading water. Ascenti perched nearby while the ‘cats had not changed position. Frolicking in the water wasn’t an activity that Hillcats would participate in, no matter what. 
 
   “Bull should have been able to easily overwhelm me, not the other way around. So, first thing tomorrow and for the remainder of our time on Vii, we will practice hand-to-hand combat. While on the Traveler, we will conduct hand-to-hand combat drills twice every day for ninety minutes each time. Since we didn’t have that in the training schedule, where do you think we’ll be able to find the time?” Cain asked the leading question. No one wanted to answer. 
 
   “Sleep time. You can sleep when you’re dead. For now, we train. Sleep well this night, because it will be one of your last chances to get a decent night’s rest. Sergeant Stalker, no security patrol tonight, but starting tomorrow, four per shift. Now get out of the water and finish cleaning your gear.” Cain waved them off. He slowly swam toward the shore, being the last one out of the water. He was surprised to find Dr. Johns still there and waiting for him. 
 
   “You are a much different person than the one I met before. A whole new rank and a whole new group of followers. How will the others take this position?” Dr. Johns asked, showing an intense interest in the major’s career. Cain’s jaw tightened.
 
   ‘Still not him,’ Brutus said as a reminder. Cain relaxed. 
 
   “Combat on the Cygnus-12 and on Concordia was a reminder of how ugly people could be. I saw what a difference a few good people with blasters could make. With the Marines on board our ships, our first contact experiences can be better managed until we are certain that we’ve made new friends. I have to say that I really liked Albert, Elder from Village Fairsky. He and his people would make incredible allies, friends who we can have a drink with, tell a story to, simply share life. It is a great time to be alive and serving in the SES. Who would have ever thought that we’d find other human colonists, people just like us?” Cain looked into the distance. 
 
   “It is a great time to be alive,” Dr. Johns emphasized by reiterating Cain’s statement. “Keep your people on their toes and remember, from me, our first order of business is to make friends. Your unit is to defend our people so they can do their job in making first contact. Here’s to the defenders of peace!” Dr. Johns raised a glass of wine and a server bot materialized with a glass for the major. 
 
   “To the defenders of peace! That is something I can drink to,” Cain agreed. 
 
   “What if you run across someone with the capability of the ancients? They can blow you away with a single bomb,” Dr. Johns offered. 
 
   “Then that would be a problem,” Cain said with a  smile. “A problem that I can’t worry about. I would like to think that someone with such ability, and who has survived to this point, will avoid using that kind of firepower. If we have to fight like the ancients fought, then we’ve already lost. Look what they did to Vii. If it came to that, I believe we would fly our ship into the sun rather than let it fall into the hands of someone who would use nuclear weapons.”
 
   “I like the way you think, Cain. Although you’re young, you are the right person for the job, setting up the Marines to keep our explorers safe. Don’t lose that attitude of yours, because it is people like you who are making this world a better place.” Dr. Johns held out a hand and Cain took it, shaking with the man for the third time that day. 
 
   He watched the doctor head for the elevator as his lieutenants joined him. 
 
   “You just can’t help yourself, can you? Any chance you get, no matter who’s in the audience, you have to give a speech. Will it never end?” Stinky needled his friend. 
 
   “Pickles, what the hell? Why did you ever think it was a good idea to get a Wolfoid wet? Can’t you smell him?” Cain joked. 
 
   “No,” Lieutenant Peekaless replied formally before heading back into the water. He and Private Zisk had been out of their skin suits since they arrived and were enjoying the lake water. Although they preferred things warmer, the cool wetness of the lake beat the dry heat of the Sanctuary ruins hands down.
 
   “We have a tough road ahead. Someone is against us, and the rest are for us. I can’t get my head wrapped around what’s going on, but I’m confident, thanks to Brutus, that Dr. Johns supports us and what we’re doing. Regardless, I wasn’t kidding. We need some hand-to-hand combat skills. It looked like a free-for-all earlier.” Cain grinned, slapping the Wolfoid on the back and getting a hand full of sticky wet fur in return. 
 
   The major looked at his hand as if it were a foreign object. “Stinky?” 
 
   “That’ll wash right off. Good night, major,” he said with a wave, joining his squads as they used the towels brought by the server bots as bedrolls. A pile of wet Wolfoids, the humans sleeping close, but not touching. Spence and Tobiah returned to their previous spot. Cain reclined against a tree where he could see the entirety of the platoon and most of the ‘cats. 
 
   “We are trying to make this world a better place,” Cain whispered to the stars. “For you, Aletha, and everyone else on Vii, we sacrifice so you don’t have to worry, can live free and safe.” He relaxed, thinking about that last day with her, a day that he would use to carry him through thick and thin, until he could see her again. He fell asleep smiling. 
 
   ---
 
   When next he roused, it was morning. The sun had started to rise and the lake was smooth, without a ripple. The two Lizard Men slept standing up, their heads barely above the water. Cain looked around, finding Sergeant Night Stalker standing with her lightning spear, watching over the sleepers. The major joined her.
 
   Before he could ask, she told him. “The squad leaders and I stood watch, just to be sure. I hope that didn’t violate your orders.”
 
   “Watching out for others can never be a violation of orders. If it is, then I’ve given a crappy order.” He scratched her behind her ear. “Everything is going to be hard from here on out. We’ll need you to carry a significant chunk of the load.” She nodded. “You are the alpha, after all and that’s what alphas do.” She didn’t acknowledge his statement as she felt more human than Wolfoid, but he intended it as a compliment, and she took it as such. 
 
   Cain kicked some haunches and slapped some heads until the group realized that it was morning. “Form up!” Stinky yelled, but the major held his finger to his lips. 
 
   “We’re in someone else’s house. No yelling, please,” he said conversationally. “Five laps, then chow, then introduction to hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
   Some were still rubbing sleep from their eyes as they unquestioningly broke into a run. They picked up the pace, finishing their fifth lap with a sprint. And that set the tone for the next six days. They trained right on the beach. Sometimes they had observers, most of the time not. The security bot always remained just outside the outer circle, always present, always vigilant.
 
   Who controls you, Cain thought to himself as he looked at the shimmering mechanical creation. 
 
   They trained at hand-to-hand, hand-to-paw, hand-to-claw, and other iterations. It was slow going, much slower than Cain anticipated, but they soldiered forward, trying to decide what skills were optimal, then working to refine them. Cain finally came to the conclusion that Fickle and Starsgard were hopeless. They’d demonstrated an excellent ability to shoot during the live fire, but their ability to fight hand-to-hand was shaky at the best of times. 
 
   They also worked with the Rabbits in the fields, doing as they were directed. Stalker took to calling them the big-eared tyrants, which earned her a few laps around New Sanctuary, although after watching the Rabbit overlords, he had to agree with the sergeant’s assessment. 
 
   ‘Holly, I have a question,’ Cain started, hoping the AI would give him something useful. ‘If we have to fight in close quarters aboard the ship, what weapon would be optimal? And then, if the same thing occurred on the planet, say Concordia, what weapon would serve us best there? Is there a hybrid non-powered weapon that would work in both places?’
 
   ‘I have a rather significant and disturbing list of weaponry in my database, but I think I can offer something that will be useful wherever you may find yourself. A kukri is a knife that is curved forward with a blade narrow near the handle, widening toward the point of about fourteen inches in length. If we provide it with a flattened spine, then it can be a non-lethal weapon. May I also recommend a flash-bang grenade and Taser?’
 
   Once Holly described those, Cain asked that a few get fabricated for testing. A maintenance bot delivered them shortly to his current home on the beach of the lake. While his Marines were running a lap around New Sanctuary for an infraction of some sort, he spun the kukri around, enjoying the feel of it. He squared off against an unsuspecting palm tree and wailed on it. With three quick attacks, he’d hacked out a healthy chunk and looked around to see if anyone had been watching, anyone besides the security bot, that was. 
 
   He reviewed the procedure for the flash-bang. He pulled the pin and tossed it close to the security bot who instantly hit it with laser, causing it to detonate prematurely. With one hellish bang, a blinding light, and a blast that was doubled when reflected from the bot’s energy shield, Cain was thrown through the air and landed flat on his back. When he came to his senses, he’d been blown ten feet away. He checked to see if his boots were on, expecting to see them where he’d been standing. He couldn’t imagine what one of those would do in the corridors of the spaceship. All concussion and light, no shrapnel. 
 
   ‘Dumbass,’ he heard in his mind clearly despite the ringing in his ears. He saw two ‘cats on the ground, shaking themselves and trying to clear their heads. The blast treated everyone within its radius equally as Cain had just discovered. A maintenance bot showed up and cleaned up the debris that the grenade left behind. A med bot appeared and looked Cain over. The ‘cats staggered off into the brush, the major apologizing profusely as they disappeared.
 
   Brutus appeared next to him. ‘Don’t ever do that again,’ the ‘cat growled, making his voice vibrate within Cain’s head.  
 
   The Wolfoids from the platoon sprinted past the security bot and onto the beach, arraying themselves into a defensive screen around the major. Stinky tried to get past the med bot, but it blocked access. “Major Cain, are you okay?” he yelled.
 
   “Sorry, that was me testing out a new weapon that Holly recreated for us. It’s called a flash-bang. Big flash, even bigger bang. We will load up on those. Two per person. And this knife is for close quarters combat. When I watched Fickle and Starsgard try to fight, I realized that not everyone is meant to fight with their hands. I think even the Wolfoids will be able to use these.” 
 
   He ordered twenty-three more of the combat knives, sixty flash-bangs, and eight Tasers. These weapons were more in line with Dr. Johns’ expectations of defense only. 
 
   Within thirty minutes, the entire platoon was playing with their new kukris, which resulted in stitches for two Wolfoids and Fickle. 
 
   Cain left it to the lieutenants to sort out the personal safety issues. They needed to add a sheath to the Wolfoids’ harness and one to the belts the humans and Lizard Men wore, along with pouches for the flash-bangs. Tasers would be carried two per squad. 
 
   The training picked up with the added weaponry. As their trip to the Traveler grew closer, the sense of urgency increased. Everyone got to throw a flash-bang after an early warning to make sure no ‘cats were anywhere near. Holly happily provided more of the grenades to replace the ones used in training. 
 
   Cain wondered why everything seemed right. He started thinking that maybe it was the director, acting alone within the confines of Space School. Since they’d left, things had been smoother, like they should have been all along. 
 
   Cain stopped wondering and started spending more time reading the plethora of manuals that Holly supplied. From strategic battles with tens of thousands on each side to small unit actions, from weaponry that could be fired accurately at targets one hundred kilometers away to hand-carried mortars and rockets. All of that was too much for their mission to defend the exploration teams and the spaceship. Unless something changed, they didn’t need firepower to overwhelm a determined enemy. The answer in that case would be to move on to the next planet. 
 
   Last time, they not only looked weak, they acted weak. Cain was convinced that was why the Concordians had come after them. Without spacesuits, even the most rudimentary system outside the airlocks would have been able to protect the Cygnus-12. Briz was able to accomplish that with thirty minutes and one maintenance bot. Would everyone be so backward? It would be foolish to think so, but they could still look strong enough to convince a first contact that a conversation was in their best interest.
 
   He read one essay that suggested the senior military leadership used the last battle as the paradigm for the next, because they conducted in-depth studies. They found it easier to fill the gaps in a fact-laden study than address speculation by guessing what the next battle would look like. Cain had to do both. He was expected to outthink, out-plan, and out-execute the Condordians. This caused Cain to lose the most sleep. 
 
   He wished he could talk with Commander Daksha, but he wasn’t able to call anyone. The major hoped that the situation would change once they were aboard the Traveler. 
 
   The day came and Cain opted to take the Marines on the subway for the sole reason that he didn’t want to get trapped on the shuttle for an extended period of time where everyone smelled like sweat. Blasters were still carried in packs, but the Wolfoids and Lizard Men carried their lightning spears, while they all carried the kukri knives somewhere on their person. Most carried for a right-hand draw, but there were a few lefties in the platoon that rigged their harness or their belt the opposite way. Cain longed for the feel of a blaster on his hip. He’d put it there the second they boarded the Space Station Traveler. He would never trust the Androids, and there were far too many of them on the space station for his comfort. 
 
   The platoon arrived at the space center early, so they waited until given clearance to climb the stairs to the top of the gantry and work their way into the ship. The ‘cats were uncomfortable for the entire evolution, yowling and darting to and fro. A ladder was involved so the Wolfoids were at a distinct disadvantage getting on board, although they were better off than the ‘cats. In the end, the humans were strategically placed throughout to help everyone into a seat. One ‘cat per lap except in Spence’s case because Tobiah was so large. The ‘cat was given his own seat next to his bonded.
 
   When Cain was satisfied that they were as strapped in as they were going to get, he joined them, sitting in the first seat up front. He contacted Holly to let him know that all was well. A human pilot appeared in the cockpit hatch and looked down at them. Cain waved. 
 
   The pilot accessed the ship’s speakers and walked them through the safety briefing. The Marines tried to pay attention, but with the incessant noise from the ‘cats, the pilot finally quit. He gave them the thumbs up, assured them of a safe flight, and sealed the hatch behind himself. The outer door closed and cycled. 
 
   Cain covered his ears. He looked around. Not a single one of them was wearing a spacesuit. And he had the gall to call the Concordians backwards. He remembered the grief over getting Lutheann into her spacesuit. ‘No more, Luthie. I think this next transfer will be quick, straight through the airlock, no suits.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, I still owe you for that,’ the white ‘cat with the big green eyes said tartly. She was riding with Stinky while Brutus occupied the place of honor with the Major of Marines. 
 
   Blast off was exciting as they were buffeted by a light breeze until they reached a respectable velocity. They were pressed back into their seats, which caused more ‘cat dismay. After a few minutes, they achieved weightlessness. The ‘cats remained out of sorts. After scratching many of their seatmates, some of them were launched through the air. Cain watched a small calico fly past, spinning. ‘Cats always land on their feet, except in zero-g where they tend to splatter against things like a mudball. 
 
   Cain freed himself from his seat, telling the rest to remain buckled in. Brutus hooked four claws into Cain’s uniform, hanging on as the major pulled himself from seat to seat. He looked every individual in the eye, making sure they were okay. Starsgard looked frightened. 
 
   “Don’t tell me, doc, but you’ve never been on a shuttle before?” Cain asked. 
 
   “I’ve never been in space before,” Private Starsgard replied. 
 
   “Astrophysics?” Cain wondered.
 
   “Many astrophysicists have not been in space. My work was mostly theoretical. You should read my doctoral thesis on inertial compensation,” the private offered.
 
   “But that doesn’t work,” Cain rebutted.
 
   “Of course it doesn’t work, but I explain in great detail why!” Starsgard said confidently. 
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   With one gentle bump, the shuttle linked to the airlock extension located in the midsection between the two core modules of the vast ship. This part of the structure didn’t spin, which made docking easy. Once inside, they’d be able to transition to the area of artificial gravity, then access the ship’s transit system to move to one core or the other. 
 
   Cain and his Marines remained weightless. The ‘cats each found a body they could attach themselves to. Bull looked odd with two ‘cats hanging off him. He probably didn’t even notice. 
 
   The Wolfoids dog-paddled as they flew from one handhold to the next. The humans and Lizard Men pulled themselves along. Backpacks, spears, and harnesses got caught on anything close to the bulkheads. Floating seatbelts and chest restraints acted as fishing lures in the small sea of Marines. 
 
   They traveled through the airlock and into a space beyond where the Marines gripped wires that led to a hatch. Once out of the shuttle, Cain yelled at them to bunch up.
 
   “The room on the other side is locked with us now, but will start rotating as soon as we’re all inside. So, stay together. Sergeant, you’re last and give me a thumbs up when we have everyone. Then we’ll make the transition to artificial gravity.” Zero-g was hard on the body, especially if one had never experienced it before. Once through the flight, when moving about, the nausea came. 
 
   A Wolfoid started heaving, then two more joined. Fickle power-puked all over another. ‘Cats swam free as they attempted to steer clear of the floating debris. 
 
   “Grab them!” Cain yelled as he opened the hatch and raced through. The only cure he knew of was gravity. He’d been sick plenty of times on the Cygnus-12, so he understood and didn’t think less of any of his people. 
 
   A Hawkoid swooped into the room barely missing the major’s head. He pushed forward as the others rolled in right behind him. They kept it tight as he pulled himself to the other side of the spacious transition chamber. He let his hand hover over the access panel, waiting for a thumbs up from Stalker. She waved a paw at him as she blocked the door with her body. With the activation, the hatch behind her closed and the room started to move. The platoon was gently deposited on one wall as it became the floor. Then the spin became more intense until the hatch behind Cain opened. He walked through before the smell of puke got to him. Sometimes it was good to lead from the front. 
 
   The others followed him through. They were on a platform that resembled the subway station under the Space School. Once there, the platoon formed to account for everyone one more time. Lutheann confirmed that all the ‘cats had made it through, but she was more than slightly miffed about Wolfoid puke getting on some of her people.  
 
   “The plan for the remainder of the day is as follows,” Cain said in the curiously quiet environment. “We will take a transit pod to the livestock level. We’ll cross the area en route to a med lab where all of you will get your neural implants installed. This will vastly improve our individual capabilities. That’s right, people, after you have one of those, you will study something in every minute of your free time. You will have instant access to more information than you ever imagined existed. We will outthink the enemy and if that fails, we’ll turn Bull loose on them!” The platoon barked and shouted. Bull thrust his spear in the air. 
 
   Starsgard raised his hand. “I already have an implant,” he said timidly. 
 
   “How did I not know this?” Cain said, then shook his head. “That’s good. Doc, you stay with Leaper and oversee the process, help everyone through the transition. We can’t have anyone freaking out. As a matter of fact, no weapons go into the med lab. Secure them with guards in the hallway.” 
 
   A transit pod arrived, and the platoon squeezed in. It took some yelling to get everyone on. Stinky and Pickles ran from the platform, body blocking those in the doorway to create room. The ‘cats were mostly on the floor of the pod, but some were able to climb onto shoulders. Cain thought about how his original number of twelve would have been so much more convenient. Forty-five bodies were about to do him in. The transit to Deck 10 took longer than any of them found comfortable. The Hawkoid seemed unperturbed, but he perched on Bull’s shoulder, well above the rest of the press of humanity. Bull’s head nearly reached the ceiling, and when Cain lifted his arm over his head, he was still well short. Spence was flattened against the wall with Tobiah standing, paws on the human’s shoulders to create as much room as possible. The ‘cat glared at Cain as their eyes locked. 
 
   ‘Brutus, am I going to die a hideous death in my sleep?’ Cain asked while stroking him with his fingers since he couldn’t move his arm. 
 
   ‘No. You won’t be asleep,’ Brutus answered quickly. 
 
   ‘Stinky, Pickles, maybe we can get permission from the Aurochs to let the ‘cats hunt on the livestock level. My life depends on making this happen,’ Cain told them over the mindlink. The chuckles and snorts told him that he’d broadcast his thoughts to everyone. 
 
   ‘That would probably extend your life by at least one day,’ Lutheann replied. 
 
   ‘I’ll take care of it, boss,’ Stinky replied. The Wolfoid’s affinity towards old earth videos gave him certain unique expressions. Vii had not yet replicated that form of entertainment, although technologically, they were well advanced of Earth. Cain liked watching some of the old videos too, but he hadn’t had the luxury of free time in just about forever. The major nodded to his lieutenant, confident that Stinky would take care of it. 
 
   The second crisis of the day had been averted. The first was not dying in an inopportune shuttle accident. Cain had kept those concerns to himself, still being torn as to who was messing with Holly’s internals and how far would they go to stop him. He hoped it was limited to the attempt to make them miss catching The Olive Branch. 
 
   As the pod slowed, the sigh of relief was universal. When the door opened to the receiving platform, Stinky and Stalker fell out backwards as others pushed toward freedom. The lieutenant and sergeant were picked up as the bodies flowed past. Once on the platform, the platoon returned to formation. All accounted for. Twenty-one ‘cats sauntered toward the door that led to Deck 10. They stood there, waiting. None of them were wearing collars that would give them access throughout the space station. 
 
   Cain didn’t ask. For the time being, he or one of his people would cater to their needs. Cain worked his way through the herd of ‘cats to get to the door. They were wedged against it in such a way that he wasn’t able to pull it open. “Are you seeing this, Bee? They’ll need to move back and then I’ll appreciate not getting run over,” Cain asked his friend, who, despite his size, wielded considerable influence over the others. “None of you kill anything until we get approval from the Aurochs!” he yelled. The meowing got louder. Luthie suggested the delay was again putting his life at risk. He gave up trying to exert any kind of control over the ‘cats and opened the door, keeping it between him and the ‘cats’ freedom. 
 
   They piled through with some snarling and hissing, bolting down the catwalk in both directions and looking for the nearest stairs to take down to the plains of the Livestock Level. “Show us the way, Ascenti!” Cain yelled, waving at the Hawkoid. He launched himself from Bull’s shoulder and headed for the doorway, angling sideways as he tried to compensate for the ship’s spin. He hit the door and bounced into the doorframe, continued through and crashed into the catwalk. Cain winced at the sound of the impact. He leaned toward the private. “Are you okay?” he asked the heap of feathers. 
 
   “There appears to be a problem with the simple act of flying. If it’s okay, I’ll just lay here for a while,” Ascenti mumbled. Bull appeared, completely filling the doorway. He gently picked up his friend and cradled him. 
 
   “What’s that smell?” Bull said, wrinkling his nose. 
 
   Cain waved the rest of the platoon through, pointing to the nearest stairs. The ‘cats were nowhere to be seen, but an Aurochs was running toward the steps where Cain’s Marines were headed. He expected that Lutheann probably contacted the shepherds directly. “Stinky, see to it,” Cain directed. His lieutenant was already at the front, but dropped to all fours and bolted across the grassland. The major reveled in watching him run, covering the distance with powerful strides. He slowed and came upright as he approached the Aurochs. They stopped and talked. 
 
   ‘Lutheann had already gotten it approved before you opened the door,’ Lieutenant Leaper said matter-of-factly in his thought voice. 
 
   ‘What would my life be without my daily comeuppance?’ Cain asked no one in particular. 
 
   ‘Dull and boring. That’s what your life would be if you would have survived without us. You’d probably be dead, how many times over?’ 
 
   ‘You are such a gentle soul, Bee. I’m happy to have you by my side, except you’re somewhere down there, trying to show up the other ‘cats in some way, I expect,’ Cain retorted.
 
   Brutus didn’t dignify the point with a response since he was doing just that. He raced toward a small herd of pigs. Although they were mostly domesticated, twenty-one hungry ‘cats bearing down drove them into a frenzy. The Aurochs had only offered one or two. He started yelling at Lieutenant Black Leaper when he realized the dire circumstances he’d subjected his herd to. The Wolfoid bolted toward the herd but he was far behind the ‘cats. Bull launched Ascenti into the air. He flew hard, angling against the rotation of the deck. He swooped low in front of the ‘cats, then a second time, dragging his talons through the tall grass. 
 
   Lutheann’s bloodlust was broken long enough for her to start yelling at the ‘cats. Brutus jumped off the back of one of the lead Hillcats and onto a terrified pig. The others joined him. Then a second pig went down, and finally, a third. Lutheann was exhausted from the effort of trying to control the unleashed fury of her mob. 
 
   For a brief moment in time, she sympathized with Cain, but then thought better of it and joined the others as they feasted on the choice bits of the fresh kill. 
 
   Cain was far enough away that he didn’t have to see the particulars of the feeding frenzy. He felt Brutus’s intense satisfaction, and he was happy that the ‘cat had come through.
 
   The Aurochs calmed down once the Hillcats were under control. He could live with three of his herd, but told Stinky in no uncertain terms that no more were to be culled. That was when Stinky suggested they’d be submitting a request for ten water buffalo to be slaughtered and vacuum sealed for delivery to the shipyard. 
 
   The Aurochs could deal with that, surprisingly. A normal request through formal channels was the usual way. 
 
   The rest of the platoon joined Stinky where he introduced them to the shepherd, and the great creature shared the rules of the deck. Stinky assured him that he would have no problems with the Cygnus Marines. A stern look saw them all nod in reply. 
 
   No more problems anyway. A glance toward the ‘cats confirmed that for the present, they were completely engaged. The rest of the pigs had run off, so the Aurochs excused himself to run after them. His ulterior motive was to stay between them and the Hillcats, although with the fresh feast, the ‘cats would be harmless for the next couple days. 
 
   Sergeant Night Stalker collected the platoon and ran them, in formation, toward the far end of the deck where they’d continue into the area between the core and engineering decks where they’d find the med lab. They’d be there for quite some time while the bots installed the neural implants. 
 
   Cain ordered them to return to the livestock level when they were done and able to move without getting disoriented. He put the full burden of determining when the platoon could return on Private Starsgard, also known as Doctor  Starsgard, who Cain had taken to calling ‘Doc.’ 
 
   Lieutenant Peekaless joined the major in the field, not far from where they entered the deck, while Black Leaper ran after the platoon, to escort them to the med lab. Cain took a deep breath and basked in the artificial sunshine. He felt like he was in the middle of nowhere, but knew that he was inside one of the most complex machines that man had ever conceived. 
 
   He didn’t feel like talking. Pickles must have known, and didn’t attempt to fill the dead space. The major started walking toward the ‘cats and their kills, hoping that some of the meat was salvageable to cook over a small fire. For a brief period of time, he wanted the inane, something that wasn’t life or death. 
 
   Cain found a small area that hadn’t been slobbered on or shredded by ‘cat fangs. He cut it into slices and started a small fire using the prairie grasses. He cut the meat nice and thin and used his knife to hold it over the smoky flames. He closed his eyes as he chewed, while Pickles watched him closely. Cain took the time to enjoy the meat, then he stamped out the fire, scrubbed the blade in the dirt, wiped it on his pants, and laid down. 
 
   The next thing he knew the entire platoon was standing there, waiting patiently. 
 
   “How long?” he asked, stretching, and feeling greatly refreshed. 
 
   “Three hours,” Pickles said, his vocalization device sounding flat. 
 
   “I’ve coordinated an exercise with the Aurochs. Shall we proceed?” Stinky asked. Cain saw a small herd of the great creatures not far away. 
 
   “Carry on,” Cain said, trying to sound grandiose, but he knew better. The entire platoon and a herd of Aurochs had walked up on him while he slept. 
 
   ‘Damn, Bee, you could have warned me,’ Cain told his friend. 
 
   ‘Why?’ Brutus replied, confused by Cain’s statement. 
 
   ‘They all snuck up on me while I was asleep, while I was vulnerable,’ the human replied.
 
   ‘When a threat approaches, I’ll wake you, otherwise, you sleep. That’s how it works. Either you trust me or you don’t, dumbass,’ Brutus said sharply, adopting Lutheann’s name for her pet human.
 
   ‘Of course I trust you. I just don’t want to look weak before the platoon,’ Cain countered meekly.
 
   ‘Stupid human. How many people have you killed? Trust me when I tell you that none of them think you are weak. They think of you as some kind of superhuman, which I absolutely don’t understand, but there it is,’ Brutus finished. Cain looked around but couldn’t see the scruffy orange ‘cat. 
 
   ‘Thanks, Bee. You are the best, and I admit that I slept well because I knew you were nearby.’
 
   ‘Good. Now that we have that settled, I want you to know that I peed on your boot,’ Brutus added. Cain didn’t even bother to look. 
 
   He climbed the catwalk so he could see what Stinky had planned. 
 
   The platoon moved in two lines as four Aurochs approached from the side. They spread out as they stormed forward. The closest squad turned to face their mock enemy. The squad in the back split in two. Half stood over the first two squads, adding their firepower to that of their comrades. The other squad took off, running as fast as they could to get to the side of the Aurochs. As they cleared the ranks and turned, the Aurochs changed direction and headed for the single squad. The three squads that had set up a base of fire stormed forward, attacking the exposed flanks of the nearest Aurochs. 
 
   Cain cheered from the catwalk, cupping his hands so his howling could be heard. 
 
   The two groups met in the middle, there was much back slapping of the great creatures, then they tried one more iteration where the Aurochs ran at them from the front. The squads fanned out to bring as much firepower to bear as possible. Cain liked that Pickles kept one squad behind the others to use as a reserve, to deploy when an opportunity presented itself. 
 
   Cain looked forward to the after-action review. He wondered about some of the other weapons Holly had shown. Small mortars, shoulder-fired missiles, weapons that could reach out and touch an enemy at great distances. He stopped himself before he went any further. It was the slippery slope where one step down could lead him to the last place he wanted to go: pushing a button and fighting the battle that way. 
 
   He wanted to look his enemies in the eye, give them a chance to talk and find mutual ground. The farther away he was when he fired, the less likely it would be that he could find another way. Once people died, the dynamic changed and talking became a whole lot harder. When the Concordians had threatened Master Daksha, he saw red and was more than gratified watching Lutheann tear that man apart. With those feelings, conversation was impossible. As Dr. Johns had challenged him, find a way to talk and use the Marines to defend the explorers.
 
   Cain had to be the foundation of the Cygnus Marines, unperturbable. He needed to never lose control if he wanted his people to exercise discipline. That was what leading from the front looked like. 
 
   They slept on the plains that night, which was easy with the Aurochs donating a full-size hog, already butchered, in celebration of the reestablishment of the Marines. The Aurochs had no idea what that meant, but they were sufficiently impressed by the platoon’s actions during the exercises. They saw the wisdom in having such a force as humanity pressed deeper into the galactic void. 
 
   Cain asked Holly to fabricate a number of the Marine logos so he could give them out to people who helped them. Good relations and allies were the hard lessons that his family had passed down for generations. The little things could have the greatest impact. He instructed Holly that only he, Black Leaper, and Peekaless were authorized to order the logos. He didn’t want them given out like candy. 
 
   As they wound down, Cain asked how the implants were working. He received his answer when no one would look him in the eye. “Hey, Doc! Give them a class on the implant. Stalker, pick something for everyone to read before they rack out tonight.” 
 
   At least they had the decency not to grumble in front of Cain. He would let them sleep, but the next day, they’d venture upwards to Deck 9, the rainforest level, then Deck 8, the garden level, and so on. Each day, they would explore a new deck and conduct exercises in a different environment. 
 
   ---
 
   It took all Cain had not to gag with the constant smell of wet Wolfoids and monkey droppings. He was always on alert, fingering the blaster at his side, his eyes drawn to every movement. The monkeys had caused his great-great-grandfather plenty of grief, and Cain wondered if they harbored any multi-generational grudges. Just what he needed, another enemy. He was told not to shoot them as it only made them more violent. They didn’t tell him what he was supposed to do, just what not to do. He vowed never to give an order that way. 
 
   In the rainforest, the Marines practiced against the challenges of limited visibility and harsh conditions. The ‘cats were none too pleased after they stayed a second day, then a third day, practicing against the two Lizard Men who could disappear against the trees, a genetic trait unique to those from the rainforest. 
 
   Pickles and Zisk loved every minute of their time in the rainforest. They were the only ones. The rest of the platoon was miserable, but performed well in attack after attack, defense after defense. They practiced in the daylight and in the brief periods of darkness that the ship created, to maintain some semblance of a circadian rhythm. Pickles and Zisk met many Lizard Men native to the deck and invited them to participate, but they politely declined. 
 
   And the hand-to-hand combat training was incessant. Before, during, and after each evolution, they’d pair off and spar using the Cain-designated technique of the moment. 
 
   Deck 8, the garden level provided more unique challenges in that movement was significantly hindered. They could see over the bushes and plants, but not under them. The Rabbit and Bee inhabitants of the deck greatly enjoyed the opportunity to play with the Marines. And this was the first time the platoon exercised against a nonstandard enemy. The Bees brought the hive mind into play. Removing a few of them didn’t impact their overall effectiveness. Sergeant Stalker determined the best method of defeating the Bees was to not engage them at all, negotiate instead. 
 
   The Wolfoids and humans enjoyed the fresh vegetables. There was always surplus as the Rabbits grew far more than the ship currently used. They filled transports with refined vegetable product to send to the shipyard, and they still had more than enough. Cain made sure he told the Rabbits repeatedly how amazing they were. They were very kind, but wary of the Hillcats, always keeping small Rabbit hands close to their laser pistols. 
 
   Deck 7 was the desert level. More misery. Different misery. Even with the skin suits, the two Lizard Men dried out. They found their way into the automated factory where they were able to escape most of the heat. Then they decided to conduct training within the factory, but after setting off the sprinklers, a maintenance bot chased them back into the desert. They took the ramp up to Deck 6, also called Oceanus. The winding ramp opened to an island lashed unmercifully by a raging salt sea. The Marines hunkered down, but there was no shelter. The ‘cats refused to leave the ramp. 
 
   Cain called for a hasty defense against an enemy coming from the sea. They scattered, set up interlocking fields of fire, protected their flanks and dug in. Even a little sand was more cover than no sand. Wolfoids could walk upright like a human, but they could dig like a dog. The humans were jealous of how quickly they could dig a foxhole. Bull had problems simply because of his size, but he took the time to dig holes for the humans first. When he started digging a crater for himself, Cain called an end to the exercise and ordered everyone back down the ramp. 
 
   The entire platoon stopped and watched as Ascenti performed amazing aerobatics, twisting, turning, flipping, and stopping mid-air, without flapping his wings. He’d tuck and dive and float back upward effortlessly. The middle of this deck was at zero-g. When Ascenti rose, he left the artificial gravity behind. 
 
   They returned to Deck 7, then quick-marched across the desertscape to the forward bulkhead, where they passed through a hatch and onto a transit platform. They waited for a pod and with enough prodding, the lieutenants were able to convince Cain to split the platoon, leaving Stinky and his two squads behind. Sergeant Stalker remained as well. The major asked Lutheann to keep half the ‘cats behind, but when the pod arrived, only two who were bonded with humans stayed. All the rest piled on board. Cain could only shake his head. 
 
   The pod started normally, then accelerated rapidly, throwing them roughly against the rear bulkhead. It jerked and tilted wildly, throwing them about the cabin. It came to an abrupt halt, throwing most of them to the floor. Cain pulled himself up immediately, blaster in hand as he looked around. 
 
   “A mechanical malfunction?” Spence suggested. 
 
   “No way, these have been here forever, and I suspect there’s never been a documented failure. All eyes outboard. Look for Androids!” he ordered as he inspected the pod. They were fully automated, so there was no way to manually override the pod and get it going again. He looked for the nearest platform where they could get off, but couldn’t see one. 
 
   The first laser beam appeared against the wall with the door. 
 
   “Get down!” Cain yelled, getting immediate action from his Marines. They planted themselves on the deck and waited. “Androids, port side high.” 
 
   The Marines tried to look, but couldn’t get a view without pressing their faces against the windows. They were pinned down. 
 
   “Anything, Brutus?” Cain asked out loud. The ‘cat shook his head, eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Androids,” Cain said, resigned with his fate that he would be forever at war with the bio-mechanical creations. “We need information, so here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to pop up over here, make myself a target. Ascenti, look out that far window. We need to know how many and where they are. Spence, look out this side and see if you can find us a way out of here. Ready? Go!” Cain stood for an instant, then dodged left and right, before ducking back down. 
 
   It took Spence a little too long to get back down as a laser beam hit the back of his ballistic vest. Tobiah ran into the small man, bowling him over and dragging him to the floor of the pod. 
 
   “Report!” Cain yelled. 
 
   “I count five. They are in a transit pod opposite us, maybe forty meters away. Their pod is stopped and they are firing from the open doorway,” Ascenti said. 
 
   “I saw nothing. We are in the middle of a long empty space. The wall is not far, but it looks smooth. I don’t see where we could use it to escape,” Spence told them.
 
   ‘Stinky, we’re stopped and being attacked by Androids from another pod nearby. I hate Androids,’ Cain told his friend back at the transit station.
 
   “Bull, can you break out these windows? I think the Androids don’t understand what it’s going to be like on the receiving end of a lightning barrage.” 
 
   The massive Wolfoid tightly gripped his spear, then jumped up and with a mighty thrust, jabbed his spear into the middle of the ancients’ window. The spear bounced back. Bull stood for a second dumbfounded at the failure of his best effort. Two laser beams found him. One hit the protective cloak/vest that he wore, the other found his chest. He howled as he spun away from the pain and went down. The human called Derby crawled to him, pulled numbweed from his pouch, and applied it to the hole that burned through the Wolfoid’s chest muscle from his breast bone, exiting the side at the lower part of the rib cage. A painful glancing blow. 
 
   The ‘cats were wedged under the seats against the wall that faced the enemy. There was nothing they could do except be angry.
 
   Cain pulled his blaster and dialed the narrowest beam. He fired at the window, melting a small spot. He burned four more holes in a rough circle. He nodded to Pickles, who was on the floor near him. The lieutenant jabbed at the spot with his spear. A few tries and it cracked out, creating a firing port. 
 
   The other humans pulled their blasters and started melting holes. Then they melted more. 
 
   “Lightning spears, on my mark,” Cain called. “Mark,” he said softly. The Wolfoids jumped up as one, smashed a spot out of the window, and fired at the other transit pod. One, two, seven, ten spouts of lightning ripped through the other pod. It started moving away, a sparking, smoking wreck. 
 
   “Cease fire!” Cain called with a smile. “Injuries?” 
 
   Fickle held up an arm. Cain worked his way through the Marines. There was a laser crease along his forearm. The laser cauterized the wound that it caused, so there was no blood, but the major could see that his academic was in pain. He used some of his own numbweed on the private’s arm, then slapped him heartily on the shoulder. 
 
   “Looks like a Shooting Star for you, Private! And one for you, too, Corporal.” Cain looked down at the two he wore, before screwing his face up. “These are not badges of honor,” he added. He didn’t want a unit filled with people who’d been injured. He didn’t want people taking unnecessary risks to earn that medal. He had to take more care in the words he used.
 
   The transit pod started moving of its own accord. Wind whistled through the shattered windows. 
 
   ‘Stinky, we’ve eliminated the threat. The pod is moving again. See you on the other side,’ Cain reported over the mindlink.
 
   They had never thought about how the pod system worked, but a single pod was not tied to a single line. The one that showed up for the Marines remaining on the platform was filled with smoking Android hulks. 
 
   “Pull those bodies out of there. This is our ride.” They unceremoniously threw the five dead Androids onto the platform and they climbed in. Scorching marked the walls. The doors had been blasted away. The seats on one side were melted and twisted. The pod remained in place as they waited. 
 
   A maintenance bot appeared, using one arm to wave the Marines away from the panel on one end. It pulled the cover, replaced three parts, then put the cover back. It moved to the front where the Marines cleared a path for it. The bot removed a panel, replaced one more part, then hesitated before hovering through the door and onto the platform. It turned to look at the pod. Stinky could have sworn that it sighed and hunched its shoulders. 
 
   The pod started moving slowly. It did not accelerate as they’d seen before. They traveled slowly, without issue, the Marines taking care not to stand too close to the open doors. As they approached the platform on the far end of the transit line, Cain and the two squads with him cheered and waved, welcoming their comrades. 
 
   Stinky stepped off first so he could shake Cain’s hand. “Those damn Androids,” the Wolfoid said, laughing through his vocalization device. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Take Us Out
 
    
 
   Captain Rand was not pleased at all with the new additions to his crew. Two of them seemed to have no knowledge at all of a spaceship. Their math skills were abysmal and they couldn’t read a construction drawing in order to work in maintenance. The captain put his foot down and returned them to the space station, which made the maintenance chief Garinst a happy man. He’d rather have no one than somebody who was incompetent. He considered those two to be oxygen thieves. Although there was plenty of O2 on the ship, he hated wasting anything. 
 
   The other seven seemed marginal, with only one motivated and capable, and the others, at best, bad at following direction. 
 
   The new sensor operator decided that he wanted to play throw the ‘cat with Mixial. The captain was angry at having to detach a maintenance bot to clean his blood off the walls of the corridor. They carried him to the shuttle on a stretcher.  
 
   Rand assigned the so-called engineer to Briz, putting him in the spaces with the Rabbit and Ellie. The first thing he did was decide that Ellie was going to be his personal love slave. She ended up breaking both of his arms with a pipe wrench. He left on the shuttle after the first two, helping to carry the stretcher. 
 
   The first thing the individual did who had been assigned to backfill Cain was to misalign the main pump and run it at full power until it blew, flooding the space with unprocessed sewage in which he almost drowned. After a short stay in the med lab, he couldn’t get off the ship fast enough.
 
   That left four new additions, including the one who was motivated and capable. Compared to the others, she seemed like the odd person out. The captain remained skeptical of her. There was no job on the ship that he felt comfortable assigning her to. He wanted to watch her, so he put her on the command deck, near him, Pace, and Commander Daksha. Between them, they’d keep their eyes on her. 
 
   The other three were split, one to engineering and two to maintenance. It took one day for Briz to determine that he had no time to train a new engineer from scratch, so all three ended up in maintenance. 
 
   “Why?” he howled in the privacy of the captain’s quarters. Rand shook his head, thinking himself less pleased with the situation than his head of maintenance, although he couldn’t be sure based on Lieutenant Commander Garinst’s tirade. “There’s no way these people passed Space School. Have you seen their resumes? What did they send you?”
 
   Rand pointed to his screen. “They sent me stellar looking resumes. Too bad that’s not who we got. I have no idea who these people are, but you have to whip them into shape. There will be no new additions to the crew. The SES made that abundantly clear with a take it or leave it offer.” 
 
   “I say we leave it,” Garinst spit. 
 
   “Just partner them with someone and maybe they’ll learn at some point. If we keep them away from each other, maybe they won’t fester,” the captain offered. 
 
   “So we let them infect the good people on our crew instead? These three are a cancer!” he proclaimed and stormed out. Captain Rand was at a loss. He needed people, but the SES seemed more than willing to send him out shorthanded. He hoped that nothing went wrong. As Cain had often said, hope was a lousy plan. 
 
   “It seems a lousy plan is the only plan we have,” Rand told his terminal. 
 
   “I disagree, Captain Rand,” Jolly said over the speaker in his quarters. The captain hadn’t realized the AI had been listening in, but he hadn’t excluded him. He needed Jolly to run the ship, definitely more than the ship needed the captain. “I am working on fabricating more maintenance bots, which I can use to fill the void with maintenance personnel, but they don’t have the autonomy we need in case of a real emergency. We have the backups in cold storage, if you’d like to activate enough of them to fill the void?” 
 
   “Not yet, Jolly. I’ve considered it, but we’re not there yet. This ship is run by the people of Vii, of which we count you as one. Make preparations to leave space dock, Jolly. It’s time to go. Give me the ship, please,” Rand requested. The speakers crackled as the captain prepared to broadcast throughout his ship. 
 
   “Recover the last shuttle, secure your work, and prepare to leave space dock. Report status to Jolly and when the board shows green, Lieutenant Pace will take us out. Carry on.” The captain ended his broadcast. He felt different. Every other time he’d ordered the departure preparations to leave, he’d been exhilarated. This time, he felt like he was heading to his own funeral. He pulled himself from his quarters and swam down the corridor. 
 
   Master Daksha was on board the last shuttle. He’d already contacted Rand to approve an immediate departure. The commander didn’t have his aide with him, Lieutenant Black Leaper. He wondered how the structure might change once Cain and his people were brought on board. He had little to no information on the Marines, which bothered him, but only a little since he had the utmost confidence in Cain. Admiral Jesper had been mysteriously mum on the subject. Daksha didn’t press the issue. 
 
   Rand would be patient until he could talk with the new major himself. Patience was the virtue of the Tortoids. When the shuttle was pulled into the hangar bay, Daksha swam free, enjoying the taste and smell that was unique to his ship, no matter what the others called it. Cygnus carried humanity forward, Cygnus came home, and now Cygnus would return to IC1396.  
 
   As he swam slowly into the corridor outside, he heard but didn’t see the crew rushing about, making preparations. He continued to the stairwell and swam straight up the middle, trying to shorten the distance. They wouldn’t leave until he was in place, but the commander hated holding them up because he was so slow.
 
   ‘Jolly, can you connect me to the captain, please?’ Master Daksha asked. A moment later, his direct line was confirmed. ‘How are you doing, my friend?’ Daksha asked pleasantly.
 
   ‘I’ve been better,’ the captain confided. ‘We’ll need to talk, in private, if you understand my meaning.’
 
   ‘That I do, Rand. That I do.’ The Tortoid wondered what else to say, but since the captain implied that they shouldn’t talk in front of Jolly, he decided to keep it simple. ‘I’m heading up the stairway now. I’ll be there shortly.’
 
   Rand was strapped into the captain’s chair, running through the extensive checklists that scrolled down his monitors. The buzz of activity within a ship as it prepared to undock helped get him past his lethargy and into a better emotional place. Pace was at a new station, squeezed next to Peekaless’s station, currently occupied by the only respectable new crew member. Kalinda cruised through the screens almost as quickly as Rand. She stopped, made a correction, then moved on. She contacted various crew members who seemed to be slow in verifying system statuses. Rand mirrored her screens. The three that seemed to be slowest in finishing their departure checklists were the new crew members. The captain shook his head, letting the disgust show on his face, before quickly hiding it so no one else noticed. 
 
   He had only two sensor operators, which meant there would be blank spots. The AI was better at everything than humans except in determining signal validity. He could make recommendations, but it took a person to dig into the data. 
 
   There were twenty-one more ‘cats coming to join the other two. Maybe they could take care of his problem crew, in the dead of the space night, without anyone noticing. They’d only be missed when people realized that they weren’t being annoying. You’re being too harsh, the captain cautioned himself. No matter how he felt, he had to lead this crew as they operated the spaceship, his ship. 
 
   The Olive Branch. 
 
   He rotated his chair to look at the plaque on the bulkhead. In large block letters at the top it said, “Cygnus-12.” If he didn’t add any names to the plaque, then he wouldn’t have to think about which ship they served. Wouldn’t that be ironic, dying in action on a ship named for a peaceful mission that carried a contingent of armed Marines. 
 
   Not optimal, he thought. If there could be peace without war, he wanted to be part of the group that made it happen. Then again, the Concordians had already declared war on Cygnus, with their actions, not their words. Maybe the next planet would be more kind. 
 
   The hatch opened and Daksha swam onto the bridge. Kalinda jumped from her seat and floated stiffly as a sign of respect for the mission commander. He nodded to her, and she clawed her way back into her seat. Daksha had read the report on the new additions from Captain Rand, the report with volumes unspoken between the lines of vanilla prose. He expected the captain would fill that void during their private conversation, sometime much later when they weren’t under acceleration. 
 
   Daksha assumed his position where he could grab a strap and hang on. 
 
   The lights reflected green across the board. “Pace, contact docking control and have them release the clamps. Engineering, confirm power to the thrusters.”
 
   “EM drive thrusters are nominal,” Briz’s vocalization device echoed through the speakers. 
 
   The lieutenant mumbled something at his control panel and touched two of the icons showing on his screen, then slid his fingers across it as he adjusted other elements within flight control. He usually did this alone, in a separate space where there were no distractions. He was still getting used to being in a space with others. “Clamps released,” he said aloud. 
 
   “Take us out, Lieutenant, extra slow, please,” Rand said, watching the status as the new EM drive thrusters engaged. Small green flashes suggested Pace was simply tapping on the “gas” to give it a little momentum. They couldn’t feel the ship moving and wouldn’t have known if not for the external monitors showing the dock moving away from them.
 
   The spaceship continued at a crawl away from dock and into clear space before changing attitude, aligning the spindle section aft. The second, smaller core module was in place on top of the first. It contained four nuclear reactors and had minimal life support at present because it had not yet been fully integrated into the ship processes, as in, no one lived or worked in there. They’d save power and resources until such time as they needed the space and capabilities of the new module. 
 
   “Prepare for artificial gravity! I say again, prepare for artificial gravity!” the captain announced over the ship wide broadcast. “Ensign Kalinda, please make sure that all sections report green before we start the spin.” 
 
   Without a word in acknowledgement she worked with Jolly to contact each section head, using Jolly’s personnel tracking ability to ensure no one was free floating where they could fall, like the middle of the stairwell. It took longer than Rand wanted, but he couldn’t engage the artificial gravity without confirmation. He was never in a hurry to get someone hurt, especially not five minutes from space dock. 
 
   After seeing the thumbs up from Kalinda, Rand said simply, “Engaging artificial gravity.” The first jerk was intense as the spin began. The EM thrusters had been incorporated into the rotational drive system and they had far more power than the old thrusters. 
 
   “Sorry about that!” Briz apologized through the intercom to the command deck. “I still had them juiced from some of the prior simulations. You won’t get that quick a start from here on out. I promise.” 
 
   The Rabbit unbuckled himself from his chair in engineering. He walked heavily. It had been two and a half months since he’d last felt gravity and it was more than he expected. “Did I get heavier while we were in dock?” he asked Ellie. She laughed at him and shook her head. The Rabbit had probably lost weight as he had forgotten to eat more times than she could count.
 
   He lumbered past her to physically inspect power couplings. He carried a meter to check emissions. She thought that was a good idea, so she dug into her kit and pulled out her own meter. She headed in the opposite direction, yelling at Briz with a list of systems that she would check. She didn’t wait for his reply. She’d log her verifications with Jolly, who would inform Briz of any duplicated effort. She started whistling happily, although she noticed that she felt heavy, too. She hoped that feeling would go away quickly, otherwise she’d find herself in the workout space more and the galley less. 
 
   Allard and Beauchene had uncovered the plants and stowed the material, waiting for the return of artificial gravity. They’d been on the station nearly the entire time their ship was in space dock, so they felt no different. Once they had their feet in the dirt, they happily went from plant to plant, greeting them and extracting the watering system for the misting process used during times of artificial gravity. When in zero-g, the system injected water into the soil for the roots. It worked to maintain them, but they needed the moisture both above and below ground to maximize their growth and yield. 
 
   The Rabbits hopped from one plant to the next, until they saw Mixial and Carnesto. The black ‘cat walked into the main walkway, tail held high. He stood there, sideways, and looked from one Rabbit to the next. Allard nodded to Beauchene, who took two steps forward and to the side. Allard produced a shovel and with one great hop came down almost on top of the ‘cat. Carnesto darted underneath, leaping onto the Rabbit’s back when he landed. Allard stopped his swing and poked the shovel backward to get the ‘cat off him. Carnesto wrapped himself around the shovel.
 
   Allard swung the shovel over his head, building momentum. Carnesto realized the error of his maneuver quickly, but was already committed. Mixial dashed between the plants and dove head first into the Rabbit’s midsection. With a great expulsion of air, Allard lost his grip on the shovel. It and Carnesto went flying toward the bulkhead. The ‘cat landed on all four paws and pushed off, sailing back into the plants where he was running as he hit. Mixial was hunched and hissing when Beauchene ran up behind her, aiming to boot the small calico into next week. 
 
   Carnesto veered and pounced. Beauchene saw him coming and tried to twist, sending part of his body one way and the top half the other. Carnesto sailed through the empty space where Beauchene’s chest had been. The Rabbit howled in pain as he rolled into a berry bush. 
 
   “Med bot to garden level, please,” Allard said as his friend lay grimacing, trying to hold his knee. Carnesto slunk away while Mixial rubbed her head against his round belly. He started to push her away, but gave up and petted her head with one hand, holding his knee with the other.
 
   “What the hell?” the captain exclaimed. “Don’t tell me it’s already started!” He jumped from his seat and bolted from the command deck, his feet barely touching as he accelerated through the hatch and down the corridor. 
 
   “What was that all about?” Kalinda asked Lieutenant Pace. 
 
   He chuckled before answering. “We have Hillcats on this ship and two Rabbits who are very protective of their garden. The ‘cats decided that they were going to live in the garden, and that’s when the fun started. At least we didn’t get the warning like last time that laser fire had been detected. It appears that the ceasefire is no longer in effect.” Pace went back to what he was doing, setting course for the first waypoint during their shakedown cruise. 
 
   They’d spend a week flying between navigational beacons set within the Cygnus system as they tested the engines against various orientations to the gravity well. If they needed major repairs, they’d return to space dock, but usually, any repairs or corrections to the system were done internally. Then the ship would deploy on its mission. The captain had not yet shared the mission, but Pace wanted to go back to Concordia. He had a bad taste in his mouth from the previous trip and wanted the opportunity to make things right, in his own mind, if not for all of Cygnus.
 
   Daksha watched the activity briefly before announcing that he’d be in his quarters. He asked Pace to send the captain that way, if he had time, once he returned. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Training Continues
 
    
 
   The platoon left the scorched and damaged transit pod behind as they entered Deck 2, the aviary and forest level. They were assaulted by the sounds of a million birds trying to talk over each other. The Wolfoids and Hillcats winced, having more sensitive hearing than their human counterparts. 
 
   “How can we operate in an environment like this?” Cain asked rhetorically, before yelling. “Tactical formation, now!” Fickle had his hands up. The major waved him close. Fickle didn’t bother speaking. He looked confused and pointed to the wound on his arm. 
 
   “What, Fickle?” Cain asked innocently.
 
   “But, sir, I’m injured!” Fickle cried. 
 
   “You’re injured because you didn’t keep your ass down! Maybe next time you’ll do things differently,” Cain retorted, but then saw his opportunity.
 
   He had expected something like this since training started. He’d been preparing himself mentally and now was the time to unleash. “What!” Cain screamed, holding his head as if trying to keep it from exploding. “Pain lets you know you’re alive! We fight through the pain, don’t we, Marines!” the major screamed almost maniacally. Some shouts supported him. Others looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. 
 
   “What better time to train than when we’re in pain. Whip out your kukris, my lovelies, we have a war to fight. Firewood, neatly chopped, pile it right here. Now go!” He held up his hands and waved everyone away from him, acting as if he was completely disgusted. 
 
   Stinky and Pickles stayed behind. Cain opened one eye to look at them. “Too much?” he asked. 
 
   Pickles looked at him without blinking for so long, Cain thought the Lizard Man had had an aneurysm. Stinky poked him with his spear. 
 
   “Hey, what was that?” Cain asked, rubbing the spot under his arm where his ballistic vest hadn’t protected him.
 
   “I’m sorry, I must not have heard you correctly. You said that if we’re in pain, we train, and you didn’t look to be in pain. I think you’re ready to train now,” the Wolfoid said as he waved his lightning spear in the air and brought the butt down hard on the ground. 
 
   “What was that back there, Major?” Pickles finally asked. 
 
   “An act, to keep the Marines honest,” Cain replied. Pickles continued to look at the major, then shook his head. 
 
   “The transit pods and the Androids,” he clarified, his vocalization device reflecting the words as barely above a whisper. 
 
   “The usual, Pickles, but the Androids are no match for well-armed Marines. I think we’ll be fine, but whenever we move, it has to be in tactical formation. We aren’t safe anywhere on this ship, but then again, neither are they. If that’s how they want it, we’ll go deck to deck, hunting Androids. That would eliminate the problem, but I don’t think we have time for that, so we’ll just kill them whenever we come across one of the original models,” Cain said, sneering at the thought of Androids hounding his every step. “We continue to train until we hear some kind of word about our ride. As a matter of fact, I better make contact.”
 
   Cain sat with his back against a tree and opened his neural implant, trusting Brutus and Lutheann, who both sat close and faced away to watch for enemies of any shape. The Marines trickled back, one by one with arm loads of small sticks.  Stinky and Pickles chased them away to get something bigger. Ascenti disappeared into the trees, flying free with millions of his avian brothers. 
 
   Cain opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, open our secure space,’ he said without preamble.  
 
   The AI was there instantly. ‘Cain, great to hear from you…’ Holly started, but then switched into their private space. ‘Cain. The Olive Branch has departed space dock. I don’t know if your message has gotten to them. I have no way of checking without alerting the other Holly or the shipborne AI.’
 
   ‘That puts a damper on things. We were just attacked by five Androids while we were using the transit pods. That was a big mistake. They are nothing but smoking hulks right now, which makes me feel better. The Androids cannot stand against a squad of Marines. My plan is to always have one or two squads by my side. But then what, Holly?’ Cain asked.
 
   ‘If Ellie did not convey your message to the captain, then I fear that the ship will leave without you. Currently, you are scheduled to return to Cygnus VII by shuttle, in three weeks’ time. I have no other movements scheduled for you,’ Holly admitted.
 
   ‘Three weeks. The ship will be long gone by then. When did they start the shakedown cruise?’ Cain was trying to build a calendar in his mind and it wasn’t coming up in his favor.
 
   ‘Today, Master Cain. They are en route the first waypoint,’ 
 
   ‘Can I send a point-to-point message from the bridge? Or from anywhere for that matter?’ Cain didn’t want the ship to leave without him. 
 
   ‘Yes. From the bridge. You had zero-g exercises planned. I would encourage you to navigate to the forward bulkhead of this deck, take the radial elevator to the bridge, then request permission to use the comm system. Capital idea, Major Cain!’ Holly sounded pleased.
 
   ‘Why didn’t you think of that, Holly? Am I in my secure place? Which Holly am I talking with?’ Cain accused the AI of not being forthcoming. 
 
   ‘It is me, Master Cain, the one who understands that my programming has been altered and that you have been cut off from the rest of the universe. You are getting the full support of everyone who matters, but a conspiracy stays within the shadows and is pulling the strings of the SES. I think it is critical that you get on board The Olive Branch because the personnel replacements that they sent? Of the nine, five were kicked off the ship personally by Captain Rand. The rest are substandard personnel and one of those is a spy,’ Holly revealed.
 
   ‘Which one, Holly? When I make contact I can let them know.’ 
 
   ‘I don’t know. That information is buried too deeply for even me to find,’ Holly said, surprisingly. Cain didn’t believe there was anything that the AI didn’t know. He remained skeptical of Holly’s claim, but accepted that he wouldn’t get a name. 
 
   ‘We’ll spend the night on this deck, then I’ll take one squad to the bridge where we will hopefully be able to contact Captain Rand or Master Daksha,’ Cain told Holly, although he was more talking out loud than carrying on a conversation. ‘Holly, what would be an indicator that they received my message?’ 
 
   ‘I believe that they would bring the ship here. We will know that as soon as they turn from the standard waypoints and travel in the direction of the Space Station Traveler.’
 
   ‘Let me know if you see that. I don’t want to stand on the bridge and request a ride, if you know what I mean. Too many ears to overhear, if you get my drift. I’ll have to be cryptic, but we also can’t be so cryptic that they don’t understand they need to come pick us up!’ Cain laughed, trying to think how he’d couch his words. Maybe he would try to contact Ellie on a personal call. Would they allow that? He was, after all, Major Cain who answered directly to the commander of the SES. 
 
   The Marines came back again, this time with armloads of logs. The major waited until Night Stalker reported that all were present. He then thanked them for their work and informed them that the plan had changed and they needed to cross the entirety of the level in one march. They’d rest on the other side. They formed in two columns with Cain at the head of one and Sergeant Stalker at the head of the other. The lieutenants brought up the rear, until Stinky came running forward. 
 
   “Major, the Androids aren’t after any of us. They’re after you. I must insist that you put yourself in the middle of the formation,” Stinky forcefully advised. The sergeant nodded vigorously. 
 
   “That’s crazy! I lead from the front,” Cain said dismissively. 
 
   “Crazy? Who was with you when we watched the Android kill Hendricks? Who got pancaked into the bulkhead for his troubles, while you were fiddling with the DC gear?” Cain admitted that Stinky had a point. 
 
   “It wasn’t after me then and it’s not after me now. Let us do our jobs,” the Wolfoid insisted. 
 
   “On your command, Lieutenant,” Cain said as he took the spot in front of Spence and Tobiah. Brutus and Lutheann walked on either side of the major. The other ‘cats were scattered on branches and in the brush ahead. He knew that some of them had dined on fowl already. The sound of a ‘cat making a kill had been unmistakable. 
 
   He’d turn them loose on the other side, or rather, he’d ask Lutheann if they could stay together until they reached the other side, then they would be free to hunt. 
 
   ‘That’s more like it, dumbass,’ the all-white ‘cat said. 
 
   ‘Will I ever be able to live that down?’ Cain asked, hoping he was “talking” only with Lutheann. 
 
   She looked at him, then looked ahead, appropriately ignoring his human chatter. 
 
   “I guess that answers that,” Cain said with a smile. He twirled his finger in the air and the two columns began to make their way forward. Most of the Marines had their kukri knives in hand. The Wolfoids and Lizard Men carried their spears in the other hand, using it as a walking stick and something to hold the brush back as they passed. The Marines naturally spread out in order to give themselves space to swing their weapons. They hacked through brush and chased away birds that got too close as they plodded forward. 
 
   Cain thought the pace was too slow, but let Stinky lead the platoon. He tried to think through the conversation he would have during the point-to-point call. He knew that the second he started speaking, everything would change, so he left it until later. He felt secure with the good people around him, but still wanted to stay alert and aware of his surroundings. Cain could have worried about something, but not then. It had been a good day where his Marines acquitted themselves honorably while under fire. There was nothing he needed to bother himself with. 
 
   He daydreamed about Aletha instead. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   No One Knows What’s Going On
 
    
 
   Heading toward the first waypoint, the captain saw the lull in activity as his opportunity to talk with the commander. He excused himself with a knowing look at Pace, one that said not to leave the new crew member alone on the bridge. 
 
   Rand found Daksha’s quarters to be very calming. It was warmer and the serenity of the desertscape carried through. It was minimally furnished, just enough that a human didn’t feel out of place, but not too much where it took away from the Tortoid’s love of open spaces. 
 
   “Jolly, secure the room, please. Turn off all pickups,” Master Daksha ordered. A red light flashed on the commander’s terminal, showing him that the monitoring systems had been disabled. 
 
   “Your report was lacking the detail that you are so careful to always include,” Master Daksha started, leaving it open ended.
 
   “They sent us the refuse. We carried two of them off the ship. I didn’t know there were such people serving in the SES. Criminals, scumbags, no technical knowledge. What is the SES playing at?” Rand walked as he talked, waving his arms about wildly. Thinking about it made him angry, but talking about it drove him into a rage. 
 
   “I don’t think anyone knows what’s going on. Personally, I think there is a major upheaval under way. People are afraid now that we’ve contacted others elsewhere in the galaxy. I’m surprised, because it’s not like they’re three-headed aliens. They’re human!” Daksha said with uncharacteristic sarcasm, his vocalization device getting the intonations right. 
 
   “But they let us put on the new section, complete with weapons,” the captain started slowly, trying to form his thoughts into a logical sequence. “But then, they made us leave early and we found out that they hadn’t informed Cain. We back-doored the process. Ellie was able to get in touch and let him know, but she told him a month early and here we are, underway at five weeks ahead of schedule. Cain is supposed to have his platoon on the Traveler right now. All we have to do is go there and pick him and his people up. We need Leaper and Peekaless as much as we need Cain. We’re too shorthanded. I can’t believe they sent us out like this,” Rand lamented.
 
   “The Traveler is a big ship. How will we know where to dock?” Daksha asked, hopeful that he’d be getting Leaper back. The day was starting to look up.
 
   “I don’t know, but we have a bunch smart people. I’m sure we can figure it out. The ‘cats will be able to talk with each other well before we dock. I don’t know if the mindlink will work between us and the Traveler, but I suspect Ellie and Cain are probably able to sense each other’s presence. They’re both gifted that way,” Rand said. 
 
   “Twelve new Marines! I am curious to see them, see what all of that means. Hopefully they’ll have the skills to fill the positions that we need as well. Is that how we’re supposed to use them? Integrate them with the crew when we’re not making first contact? Don’t tell anyone that I don’t have these answers. You’d think I would. I think I should!” He emphasized his point by bobbing his head and blinking rapidly.
 
   “Forty-five,” the captain said. Daksha didn’t have eyebrows to raise, otherwise Rand would have been treated to such a display of disbelief. 
 
   “Twenty-one ‘cats, and twenty-four Marines. Two thirds Wolfoids, then humans, a couple Lizard Men, and one Hawkoid, or so I’m led to believe.” The captain waited for Daksha to process the information. 
 
   “If we can’t fill our gaps in the crew with that many to choose from, then we’re doing something wrong. That’s more than what the SES gave us and I expect if there are twenty-one Hillcats with them, then they don’t have any criminals or scumbags. I doubt Cain would tolerate that for very long. Oh boy! The Rabbits are going to have a coronary!” Daksha said delightedly. 
 
   “When I checked on them, Allard’s knee was screwed up, that was all. They were in some kind of scuffle with the ‘cats, but they resolved their differences. The med bots put Allard under the knife to fix his ACL. He’s in recovery now. He’ll be wearing a brace for the next week or so, but should make a full recovery,” Rand informed the commander. 
 
   “It’s like cheap entertainment,” the Tortoid said, looking to his monitor. 
 
   The captain did not agree. He hated conflict of all sorts. Maybe that was why he was always on the lookout for it. He’d been right about Concordia, but he wasn’t happy about that. Too many names were added to the plaque that day. 
 
   “I need to check on our new additions to the maintenance crew, make sure they are starting to fit in. I’ll also talk with Ensign Ellie, see if she has any ideas how we can get in touch with Cain.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A Bridge Filled with Androids
 
    
 
   It took the Marines four hours to cover ten kilometers through the heavy woods of the aviary. They made it intact, no one worse the wear, even though Fickle kept making pain faces in Cain’s direction. Bull seemed immune to pain. His wound was far worse than Fickle’s, but he didn’t flinch as he stayed on course. His friend Ascenti frolicked among the trees twisting and turning through the branches, driving smaller birds in all directions. 
 
   When Cain joined the first half of the platoon at the forward bulkhead, he saw the catwalks crisscrossing the vast wall before them. The Marines spread out and established a perimeter with Stalker barking orders. The second half of the platoon rolled in after the major and filled in gaps, strengthening their position. 
 
   ‘There is food for all here, not far,’ Lutheann told him. He nodded to her and called the lieutenants to him. 
 
   “Have Spence and Tobiah go with Lutheann. She says there is food for all. Fifty percent stand-to, half watch while the other half set us up with fire and food, then we rest. I’ll take a select group to the bridge tomorrow.” 
 
   Cain’s leadership team left him standing as they dashed off to give orders. Tobiah seemed ecstatic to go hunting. He’d also sensed the creatures and was hungry. Spence could only follow the fleet ‘cats and although Tobiah was slow for a ‘cat, he was much faster than any human. Three Wolfoids joined the foray into the woods. 
 
   The major saw Starsgard with his blaster out, leaning against a tree and watching an avenue of approach. Cain joined the older man. 
 
   “Hey, Doc, I’d like you to go with me to the bridge tomorrow. I’ll have no idea what I’m looking at while I’m up there,” Cain said quietly.
 
   “It’d be my pleasure, Major,” Starsgard replied, not taking his eyes off the brush. 
 
   “I need to get to a communication terminal. Do you know what one of those looks like?” Cain asked.
 
   “I do. They have one in Space School. I don’t know how to work it, but I can figure it out,” he replied confidently. Cain slapped the private on the back. 
 
   “Thanks, Doc. I’m going to need all the help I can get up there.” Cain stood up straight as he walked back to the center of the clearing. Brutus stayed by his side. “You didn’t want to hunt, little man?” 
 
   ‘Not this time. Lutheann went,’ Brutus answered simply. 
 
   “If we go back to Vii from here, we’ve failed Master Daksha and all the SES,” Cain thought out loud.
 
   ‘I think the SES is failing you. Why are they making this so hard?’
 
   “I can’t tell you that, because I don’t know. You said it wasn’t Dr. Johns or anyone else at the command center. Who else has the power to reprogram Holly, cut me off from the rest of the universe, send minions of all ilk my way? It’s too bizarre for words, Bee.” Cain scraped grass and weeds away from an area where they could build their fire. He moved stones to line the outside. “I can only hope that we get in touch with the ship. I think when we’re on board, everything will be fine. Then we can prove that we are defenders of freedom, not a threat to it.”
 
   ‘The Elders have lost faith in the ‘cats and the Tortoids. The pure-heart test is outside the understanding of the clones, the computer, any of those who haven’t been touched.’ Brutus carried an ageless wisdom with him. Cain wondered if the ‘cat wasn’t part Tortoid.
 
   “How can we change that, Bee? We need people to believe in humanity and not fixate on the nightmares that could be. The harder they try to prevent us from being able to secure freedom, secure the peace, the more they are driving us toward their worst-case. Why can’t they see that?” To Cain, the problems were being created by those purporting to hate a military component. The control of information, the restriction of movement, those things that rubbed up against the fabric of a peaceful and freedom-loving society. 
 
   Create a threat then offer security at the price of personal liberties. The slippery slope. Who stood to gain from that path? Cain still couldn’t see who or why. It made no sense, which frustrated him further. He had a job, clearly outlined by Admiral Jesper, under the direction of the mission commander aboard his spaceship. It was cut and dry. Maybe that was why he was a Major of Marines and not on the Council of Elders. He was a tool for someone else to use. As long as it was Master Daksha, he could accept that. Anyone else? Not so much.
 
   The screams of a multiple ‘cats simultaneously attacking their prey sent birds fleeing from branches. The Marines brought more and more firewood, banking it for a nice fire. 
 
   ‘You need to build a spit,’ Luthie said proudly. ‘A big one.’ 
 
   “We need a spit, industrial size, if you get my meaning. Let’s move, people. Chow is on the way,” Cain told Stalker and she took care of the rest. Of all that motivated his Marines—pride, honor, courage, loyalty—the one thing that resonated the most significantly was chow. Cain tried to think if he’d denied them food too often or worked them too hard. 
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” he laughed to himself. Corporal Jo was nearby and looked at him oddly. He waved her away. He’d seen in one of the training manuals where someone had noted that it was crucial to tell the Marines that hot chow was on the objective. It made no sense at the time, but was perfectly clear now. 
 
   Spence appeared and pointed back the way he’d come. Sergeant Night Stalker tagged five Marines to accompany him as he headed back. A big spit, Luthie had said. They’d eat well that night. Plus, there was a stream where they could refill their flasks and where the Lizard Men could soak their skin suits.
 
   They returned triumphantly, ‘cats joyfully darting past the legs of the bipeds, large capybaras cleaned and ready for the spit on poles carried between Marines. The large spit wasn’t large enough, so they decided to cook the capybaras in two shifts. 
 
   As Cain had thought, it was a good night of eating, storytelling, and always watching, the woods, the catwalks, anywhere that an enemy could appear. 
 
   When morning came, Cain picked those who would accompany him. The lieutenants decided on the security detail of those who would remain in the access corridor, a tube-like area that led from the elevator to the bridge. 
 
   Starsgard, Fickle, Pickles, Stinky, Ascenti, and Brutus. He chose the Hawkoid because they were the most mobile in zero-g. The others had skills with data and systems. And then, because Cain loved a good pep talk, he brought everyone in close. Stinky shook his head. 
 
   “We’re going to the bridge where there will be Androids. We are going armed, but we cannot be threatening. Lieutenant Black Leaper will lead the way. His role on the Cygnus-12 gave him insight into bridge operations and numerous systems. He will pave the way while we wait in the corridor. Our whole goal is to get to the communication system. There are people I need to talk with. Then we’ll be coming straight back here. Any questions?” Stalker was anxious to join them, but with Cain and the lieutenants all going, she had to stay behind and watch over the rest of the platoon. 
 
   The bridge team climbed the nearest stairs to the first catwalk, strolled to the door, and opened it. A small elevator beyond suggested that there would be no room for an extra squad to provide security. Bull and his squad looked upset, but Cain told them to wait on the catwalk and be ready in case he called for reinforcements. 
 
   “We’ll be in touch,” Cain told them. He was always hesitant to use the mindlink with the Marines as it could give them access to his thoughts. It was a fairly intimate exchange, even if only topical. But it gave anyone who used it a distinct advantage over those who relied on technology. ‘We’ll stay in touch this way, because it is best that they not know you are here and waiting,’ he told them all over the mindlink, looking from face to face. With a terse nod, he entered the elevator and the others squeezed in behind him. Pickles carried Ascenti at the front.
 
   “Bridge, please,” he told the elevator.
 
   “You are on the thirty-fifth radial, Deck 2,” the elevator replied pleasantly. With a cylindrical ship and the elevators traveling across the diameter, they could transit any radial, making it important to tell it which one the user wanted. The elevator provided the information they needed to return to the place from which they came. Otherwise, he would have had no idea what to tell it for their return trip. 
 
   They knew they’d entered the central hub when they floated off the floor. The elevator stopped and doors opened. Handholds lined a long cylindrical corridor that ended in a hatch-like door. Pickles tossed Ascenti through and he flew casually toward the far end.
 
   “How’s that arm, Fickle?” Cain asked out of the blue as he saw a happy expression on the private’s face.
 
   “I hadn’t thought about it,” he replied, flexing his arm. Cain smiled at the man. 
 
   “Hot chow and a good night’s rest will fix just about anything, won’t it?” 
 
   They floated out, one by one, using the handholds to pull themselves toward the bridge. Brutus was instantly miserable, clinging to Cain’s harness since his paws were not well-suited for using handholds. Cain pulled himself with one hand, using his momentum to drift with the others. He rested his other hand on Brutus, to help keep the ‘cat calm since he needed his special talents to see into the minds of those on the bridge, assuming there were clones and maybe even regular humans serving there.
 
   Ascenti misjudged his momentum and smashed into the hatch, but it was talons first and he gathered his wits quickly to look through the small window. The space was massive, similar in configuration to the New Command Center, but bigger with wide aisles holding aids to movement, handholds and such. The space was shaped as a half-sphere. The entirety of it looked open to space showing the stars, the moon, and Cygnus VII. Workstations were arrayed three-dimensionally. Zero-g allowed them to maximize their use of space. 
 
   Ascenti counted at least twenty personnel at various workstations, which made the bridge look mostly empty. He estimated that over one hundred people could work on the bridge at one time. The Hawkoid pushed away from the hatch and coasted down the access corridor toward the rest of the Marines. 
 
   “Twenty or so, scattered far and wide. I see ten of those as Androids, Major. The rest appear to be human,” Ascenti reported. 
 
   Cain nodded. The plan didn’t change. Stinky moved in front of the others and using the access badge he’d gotten on his trip to the med lab, he opened the hatch, floated through, and casually closed it behind him. Cain pressed his face against the window, trying to understand the configuration and where a communication terminal might be. Everything looked the same to him. He pulled Starsgard forward for a look. “What do you think, Doc?” 
 
   “Oh my! This is much larger than I envisioned. I’d heard about it, of course, but, my, this is impressive!” Starsgard looked through the window, a huge grin on his face, then got to work, systematically following each spoke to find the comm terminal. 
 
   The major craned his head back and forth, peeking past the doc and trying to get a view of the Wolfoid’s progress. He’d made it to the central console where a magnificent gimballed chair was located. It freely rotated so the captain could see any of the bridge personnel, anything outside the ship, no matter which direction. An old man sat in the chair, his floating white hair gave him a wild look. He gestured in one direction. Starsgard caught the movement, his vision following the line of consoles. 
 
   “I think I see it,” Starsgard said, pointing in the same direction as the captain. “All the way up front, against the view screen.” He leaned aside so the major could get a better look. 
 
   “Then that’s where we’re going. View screen?” Cain asked.
 
   “Yes. It is the best view screen the ancients ever built. The ship is not open to the universe. The bridge area has multiple layers of armor to protect the ship from impacts, asteroids and such. The ship achieved nearly eighty percent of light speed for a significant part of its journey. At that speed, even a pebble could tear the ship apart, so there was armor, there was an energy shield, there were sensors, and other deflectors. Hitting something at that speed could ruin your day, Major. The interstellar space engine has made all that irrelevant. That’s why the new ships don’t look like this.” The doc returned to looking through the window. Cain felt like a student in one of Starsgard’s classes, but he’d always believed that you could learn something from everyone if you only listened.
 
   “Thanks, Doc. You and I will go straight there, assuming that’s what Leaper suggests. There, he’s waving us in. Keep your weapons under control, people. Watch the Androids, but don’t be obvious about it. Pickles, you bring up the rear, right behind me.” 
 
   Ascenti flew through the hatch first, casually, under control. He had no desire to fly into anything in front of the bridge crew. Starsgard was next with Fickle right behind him. Cain stayed close to them with Brutus attached to his harness through judicious use of his claws. The Lizard Man seemed the most casual as he pulled himself along the handholds, looking about him as he moved. 
 
   An Android close to the parade of Marines stopped what it was doing and stood, watching the group approach. Fickle fumbled with his blaster as he tried to wrench it free from the holster. Cain slapped the man’s hand. “Leave it, Private. We don’t start the fight.”
 
   Fickle hesitated as he adjusted his grip on the handholds. They spread out around the ship’s captain to greet him and thank him for allowing them access. 
 
   “I’m Captain Atwood, from a long line of Atwoods that have captained this ship. I’m pleased to meet the famous Cain!” He held out a hand and Cain did his best to shake while trying to hold himself steady with his other hand. “The lieutenant said you need to use the comm system. Follow that radial to the last set of terminals. Do you know how to use it?” 
 
   “I appreciate your help, Captain, and famous? Not quite, just trying to do right by the SES. Doctor Starsgard here says he can figure out how to work the terminal. I’ll let you know how it goes.” Cain shook the man’s hand one more time as the captain looked oddly at Private Starsgard, dressed in a strange green splotched uniform, but he’d been called “doctor.” 
 
   As Cain moved forward, the Androids, one by one, stopped what they were doing and stood facing the Marines. They had magnetic anchors on their boots to hold themselves in place. Ascenti banked and turned, flying inches above the Androids’ heads. Stinky remained with the captain, making small talk while he watched. He cradled his lightning spear in one hand, fingering the activation trigger. 
 
   The muscles in Cain’s back tightened. Brutus didn’t think the captain harbored any ill-will toward them, or any of the other clones they passed. The Androids were a blank to him. All he could do was watch them and hope. With a sigh of relief, they reached the terminal and Starsgard activated it, then started studying it. 
 
   “You can use your implant to get some help, Doc,” Cain suggested. “Just don’t look at me while you have the window open. When you have the information you need, don’t minimize the window, close it completely.” 
 
   The private’s eyes unfocused as he conferred with Holly regarding the communication terminal. Cain stood behind him, watching the Androids who watched back. None of them had resumed their duties. They were all the old model, the questionable Androids. Cain examined the bridge, looking for an alternate route to minimize the Marines’ exposure. He had a couple options that were better than the route past Captain Atwood, but none of them were great. The adrenaline surged through his body as he felt a fight coming on. He turned so the Androids couldn’t see as he caressed the blaster at his side. It was dialed to a narrow beam. 
 
   ‘Stinky, I need you to make sure none of the Androids leave. It would be bad if they caught us in that corridor. Better to fight them here. I smell a battle brewing,’ Cain said over the mindlink.
 
   “Got it, Major. I’m directing the beam toward the current coordinates of The Olive Branch.” Starsgard stepped away from the terminal, slapping the major on the back as he went by. 
 
   “Be ready, Doc,” Cain whispered. The private nodded almost imperceptibly. 
 
   “This is the Cygnus-12. Greetings, Traveler, how can we help you?” Tandry’s face filled the screen. She used the ship’s previous name. He liked her open defiance. She smiled when she saw him. 
 
   “Great to see you, Tandry!” he started. “No time to chat. Can you patch me through to Master Daksha or the captain, preferably in their quarters, please?”  She looked away for a few seconds before her image was replaced by that of the Tortoid. 
 
   “Cain. We were hoping you’d call,” Daksha said without further explanation. 
 
   “I just wanted to report that we’re having a great time on the Traveler. You can see that we’re on the bridge, but the forward core is where we’re getting the most from our exercise time. We’ll return to Vii in about three weeks. After that, another couple weeks of training and then we’ll catch the first shuttle to the shipyard.” As Cain spoke, he shook his head, trying to let the mission commander know that he was lying. 
 
   Master Daksha nodded slowly as he calculated his next words. “Things are going swimmingly here. Briz is working wonders with the new power system. The forward module is something you will have to see. There’s a port-side access that is cutting edge, but otherwise, we’re running tests and doing what we do. I think Ensign Ellie is looking forward to having you back on board. She is hoping to call you in five days’ time. Will you be available?” 
 
   “Not at all, Commander,” Cain said, nodding significantly. “We can catch up when I get back. There’s so much to do over the next five weeks, I don’t know where to start! Congratulations to you, Commander, and to the captain and Briz on the newest upgrades. Cain out,” the major said, not giving the Tortoid a chance to reply. 
 
   ‘Port side forward in five days, people,’ Cain passed over the mindlink, just in case he didn’t make it off the bridge. He waved Starsgard to follow him as he angled along the view screen. The captain rotated his chair, watching and wondering. Stinky leaned close to say something. 
 
   The Androids started moving, making a clunk-clunk sound as the magnetic grips on their boots locked and released. The other Marines firmed their positions. Fickle looked focused, with one arm around a beam and a foot wedged into a handhold. Pickles floated freely as he kept both hands on his lightning spear. Cain and Doc had their blasters out as they quickened their movements, using their weightlessness to fly from handhold to handhold. 
 
   The hatch burst open and a squad of angry Marines burst in, yelling and screaming. Four lightning spears and two blasters took aim as the newcomers floated into the bridge space. 
 
   “Hold!” Cain yelled, not wanting to be the one to initiate the action. Stinky leaned close to the captain and the two exchanged words quickly. 
 
   “Bridge personnel, please return to your stations,” the captain said, his voice amplified through the sound system. The Androids kept moving. Cain pulled Starsgard behind a bank of terminals. He pointed in one direction, giving the private his line of fire. Cain took a second avenue of approach. The doctor’s breathing quickened as the action neared. 
 
   The Androids finally stopped, but they stayed where they were. 
 
   “Captain, you are not in control of the Androids. There’s an old evil that’s infested them, bringing back the old hatred of Braden, my great-great-grandfather. This is the third attack on me by Androids. It is not a coincidence or a malfunction. If you aren’t able to get them under control, we will kill them all,” Cain bellowed around the side of the equipment that stood between him and the nearest Androids. 
 
   The captain freed himself from his chair and pulled hand-over-hand toward a group of three Androids. He put himself between them and Cain, gesturing wildly at their refusal to obey his orders. One of the bio-mechanical constructs reached out, grabbed the front of the captain’s uniform, and threw him over its head. He spun through the air until he landed against the front view screen, uninjured but shaken. 
 
   When an Android took a step, Cain yelled, “Fire!” The bridge became a living thing as lightning bolts flashed through the space that, once thought of as great, now became miniscule. Cain and Starsgard fired tight beams, picking off their targets one at a time. The Androids had underestimated the Marines and it was over quickly. 
 
   “Cease fire!” Cain yelled, pushing away from his position so he could see the entirety of the bridge. “Cease fire!” he repeated after another lightning bolt arced into the floating hulk of an already-dead Android. 
 
   The captain held his head in his hands, his eyes shot wide in shock. More than one terminal had been destroyed in the assault. A black spot marked the front screen where another bolt had missed its target. 
 
   “Report!” Cain yelled. 
 
   Black Leaper replied first, “Ten enemy down. No Marines injured.” 
 
   Cain kicked off a support beam toward the captain. When they met, the captain’s mouth worked, but nothing came out. 
 
   “This wasn’t your fault, Captain. There’s something wrong with the old model Androids. Get yourself some of the new ones to replace these. I appreciate the use of the terminal and if there’s nothing else, we’ll be on our way.” Cain pulled himself away from the captain, heading for the hatch.
 
   “The last time there was weapons on the bridge was your ancestor. What’s with you people? Why can’t you control yourselves? Look at my bridge!” Atwood cried. 
 
   Cain didn’t bother looking back. The Marines entered the access corridor in front of him and formed up behind him. The group mobbed their way to the elevator. Half of the bodies squeezed themselves around Cain. Brutus was getting squashed, but he didn’t complain. He wanted to be away from zero-g, away from the Androids. 
 
   “Thirty-fifth radial, Deck 2, please,” Cain told the elevator. It started moving, but stopped too quickly. “Weapons!” Cain yelled as the doors cracked apart, laser beams slashing through the opening. Cain couldn’t get his blaster out. He was wedged in too tightly. Beam after beam slashed into Fang’s chest, little of it covered by his protective cloak. He stopped struggling and relaxed to float free. A lightning spear appeared over their heads and thrust through the small opening. Stinky pulled the trigger and sprayed the access corridor beyond. He climbed awkwardly into a position where he could lever the spear to get the doors open. 
 
   Smoke filled the corridor where the spear’s unleashed firepower ravaged the Androids within. The dead hulks floated freely. 
 
   “Thirty-fifth radial, Deck 2, please,” Cain growled, one arm around the lifeless Wolfoid. The doors shut, and the major breathed a sigh of relief. The elevator slowed as it transitioned into the area of artificial spin. Their feet touched the floor as Stinky was sprawled across their shoulders. Fang held tightly in Cain’s arms, the door opened to the catwalk above their temporary camp. Cain worked his way out, holding firmly to the young Wolfoid, who was gently taken from his arms by the sentries posted there. The others followed him out. 
 
   “Anyone else injured?” he asked. They all shook their heads. 
 
   ‘Have your weapons ready. The Androids intercepted us on the way to Deck 2. Fang is down,’ Cain told the unit in his thought voice.  
 
   It wasn’t long before the other squad arrived. They’d had no problems. It was only Cain. The Androids were after him alone. 
 
   The platoon was agitated. Cain needed them focused as they still had a job to do. “Dig a grave, over there.” The major pointed to a spot at the edge of the woods. 
 
   No one moved. “But Wolfoids are supposed to be buried with their people,” Stalker said quietly. “I’ll carry him if I have to.” 
 
   Other shaggy heads nodded. “Is everyone’s neural implant closed? Not just minimized, but closed?” They all nodded. “Follow me,” he said as he stalked toward the lake where they’d killed the capybara. Once under the shade of the trees, away from the technology embedded in the forward bulkhead, he brought them in close.
 
   “You will bury Razor Fang here as I’ve told you. We have to survive five days before we find our way to the forward port-side access. Our ship will meet us there, and then we’re going into deep space. We are not returning to Vii.” Cain took a deep breath as he let that settle in. “The Wolfoids were developed on the Traveler. They, I mean you, have all come from right here. Fang is home. Dig a nice grave. We will send our friend off with honors as is appropriate for any Marine lost in battle.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Leaper. He was good. They all are,” Cain said sympathetically, but the Wolfoid pulled away, joining the others as they dug the grave. 
 
   “Set up security, there and there,” Cain said, pointing. “I think the threat won’t come from the forest. They can appear anywhere on the catwalk.” They both looked up where the bulkhead extended nine hundred meters straight up to the cylinder that masqueraded as the sky. Catwalks were affixed to the entirety of the structure. Cain had no inclination to climb the catwalk, to be almost nine hundred meters off the ground with a simple metal structure under his feet. It was built by the ancients and solid, but he wasn’t going to be the one to test it out. 
 
   Cain had no fond memories of the Traveler and couldn’t wait to get off the space station. 
 
   When the grave was ready, he took center stage. Stinky wouldn’t look at him and that hurt almost as much as the loss of one of his Marines. The major removed one of his Shooting Stars and pinned it to Fang’s harness. For once he was at a loss for words, but this was the most important time to say something. The platoon had suffered its first loss. This was their graduation to what it meant to be a Marine, be in the service of others where your life was always ready to be sacrificed. 
 
   “Courage, honor, loyalty.” Cain hesitated as his eyes teared, despite his best efforts to remain strong. “More than words. It’s what we’ve done from day one as we’ve become more than a bunch of volunteers, looking for a different way to serve the SES. Not that long ago, we went to another planet that humans had colonized. They turned out to be hostile. This unit would have made it impossible for them to impose their will on us. That is why we exist. And that’s where we’re going, back to space where we will keep our people safe. Not everyone is cut out to fight. We do it so they don’t have to. We sacrifice for them. Fang is the first of our number to fall. He’s the first of the Cygnus Marines to serve for the rest of his life. He won’t be the last, but we will remember them all and honor them by keeping the SES alive and well, by keeping our ships safe, by holding our enemies at bay.” Cain choked up and simply stopped speaking. 
 
   He climbed into the grave and held out his arms. They passed him the body of Private Razor Fang. He struggled to lower the heavy Wolfoid to the bottom. Stinky joined him in the pit, then Stalker. Together they gently put their comrade down, and then they helped each other out. Tears ran unashamedly down Cain’s face. He stood as he’d seen Marines do in the videos and touched his right fingertips to his eyebrow in a salute from the past. The others mirrored his motion. When he dropped his arm, they dropped theirs. He grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it on top of the Marine. Stinky lifted his muzzle skyward and started howling. The other Wolfoids joined him. Cain waited until they finished to move out of the way. One by one, the Marines walked past the grave to say goodbye and drop a handful of dirt. Even Ascenti, who grabbed a small rock in his talon and let that fall into the grave.  
 
   Stalker led a detail to finish the burial, patting the dirt tightly with the butt of her spear. 
 
   “Set up camp inside the tree line. Fields of fire to cover the catwalks. Fifty percent stand-to. We have five days to find our way to where our ship is going to dock. I don’t suspect we’ll have a lot of time once they arrive.” Stinky put his half-hand/half-paw on Cain’s shoulder, eyes glistening and red. He nodded and walked away to ensure the major’s orders were carried out. Pickles walked away to issue the orders to his squads, leaving Cain alone with Brutus. 
 
   ‘Well, that sucked,’ Brutus said succinctly. 
 
   “I think the right Marine response is, how can we make it suck more? Maybe it will start raining…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Silent Running 
 
    
 
   Daksha looked at the blank screen, the image of Cain’s face still fresh in his mind. He thought he saw new creases around the major’s eyes. He would be surprised if the stress hadn’t changed the young man. Cain cared, probably too much, just like Daksha, just like their ancestors. 
 
   A knock on the hatch suggested that the captain had learned of Cain’s call. With a word, the hatch opened and Captain Rand walked in. Daksha silenced the room. 
 
   “Does he know?” the captain asked simply. 
 
   “As clear as I could make it.  We need to dock at the forward port access in five days. I hope he’s there waiting for us. Maybe we can take on extra provisions, make the excuse that we need fresh food, because we do. We left with minimal stores. The bulk of our order isn’t coming for four more weeks, right before our original departure date. You think you can swing it? Find a reason for us to use that dock,” Master Daksha instructed. 
 
   The captain left, deep in thought as to how he could convince the Traveler’s flight control that they had a docking preference. Maybe they’d simply dock and beg forgiveness. He liked that plan, because it would give them more time as they transferred provisions from the aft core of the ship to the forward section.
 
   Once on the bridge, he sat in the captain’s chair and watched the back of his new ensign. What would make someone want to be a mole, find things wrong and report them instead of doing everything in their power to help the ship? 
 
   “Take us to the third waypoint, Lieutenant Pace,” the captain ordered. Pace nodded and reset the controls. They’d maintained minimal acceleration throughout the shakedown, but the captain’s internal calendar suggested they needed to speed up if they were make their appointment with the Traveler in only five days. “And let’s juice it to three gees, actual six.” 
 
   “Course laid in,” Pace said. “Acceleration on your command.”
 
   Rand activated the internal broadcast. “Secure your work stations and into your acceleration couches. We’ll be accelerating at three gees shortly. Ensign Kalinda, inform me when the board is green." 
 
   The captain monitored compliance and wasn’t surprised when Briz was the last one showing red. “Into your couch, Briz,” the captain told the entire ship. Jolly reported that Briz would be there momentarily. Without waiting further, Rand said, “Accelerating on my mark. Mark.” 
 
   There was no increase in engine noise or groaning or anything besides being wedged into their chairs that would suggest the ship was accelerating. The silence was deceptive in regards to the forces being applied. The ship accelerated smoothly and quickly, hitting three gees after only a handful of seconds, then holding steady with that acceleration. 
 
   “Maintain course and acceleration for one hour. I estimate we’ll coast through waypoint three after two and a half hours. Then I’d like to accelerate at five gees for ten minutes toward waypoint four, Lieutenant Pace.” Pace gave the captain a thumbs up without turning. His chair was gimballed and doubled as his acceleration couch. His work station had rotated to the optimal angle, accounting for ship’s spin and forward acceleration. He still felt heavy, but enjoyed the challenge of moving his arms. He was proud of being able to do a thumbs up under three gees of acceleration. 
 
   After an hour, Pace cut the EM drive back to five percent power, which still provided acceleration, but minimally. It was mainly to help the ship stave off the effects of the gravity well.  
 
   “I’m touring the ship, see how our baby is holding together. Ensign, why don’t you join me,” Rand added. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, he’d heard. But he didn’t have any enemies. He thought he might be able to win her over, make her a loyal and valued member of the crew. He’d already seen that she was competent, but he needed to be able to trust her and trust seemed to be in short supply within the SES. 
 
   The first stop was to see Lieutenant Chirit in sensors. He was pleased with how everything was operating, implying that none of the new systems were interfering with his sensor suites. 
 
   They waved to Tandry as they passed her on their circumnavigation of the command deck. They descended to the garden deck, where they found Allard limping around, his leg in a cast. Beauchene was doing the heavy lifting, running to and fro. Kalinda warmly greeted each of the Rabbits, who instantly liked her since she took care not to step on any of the plants. 
 
   Rand and Kalinda made small talk and he had a hard time keeping his guard up. She seemed like good people, intelligent, engaging, curious. The next deck down was a multi-purpose space, containing billeting, the med lab, life support, stores, and most importantly, the galley. Kalinda knew the deck well. Between there and the bridge, she’d been nowhere else on the ship. She continued to express her appreciation of the tour and her desire to learn more. 
 
   They stopped by the galley where the captain carefully drew a cup of steaming hot coffee with just a touch of artificial cream. He sniffed it reverently, before sipping it and smiling. 
 
   “When we lost the spin and the fabricators and had to survive for four months on minimal rations, coffee was the first thing I missed,” he told her. 
 
   The fourth deck down was engineering and one of the ship’s power generation systems. Briz and Ellie were nowhere to be seen when the captain entered the main engineering space. “Jolly, where are our engineers?” Before the AI could answer, Briz ran in from behind him, turning sharply and disappearing behind a series of containment tanks, reengineered to avoid the problem that cost Lieutenant Strider his life. 
 
   “Up here, Captain!” Ellie yelled and waved. “I’ll be right down.” She finished with the measurement tool, verifying that nothing had escaped the upper pressure seals, and descended a ladder in the back. She approached, offering her hand to the other ensign. 
 
   “I’d heard you were on board. We women need to stick together, otherwise, the next thing you know, you’ll be married to the guy in the sewage treatment plant!” Ellie said with smirk and a laugh. The captain turned and coughed into his hand to keep from spitting coffee out his nose. 
 
   “But we don’t have anyone in sewage treatment and fluid control at present. It’s one of the uncovered positions,” Kalinda said, furling her brow. 
 
   “You just don’t see him, yet. He’ll be here, have no fear,” Ellie said confidently, while the captain was shaking his head and trying to get her attention. Ellie caught the last bit of the captain’s gestures and thought she understood. “Anyway, I’ve got to get back to work. Briz is the genius. He built this ship from scratch, all by himself, while walking barefoot through the snow, using nothing but a dull pocket knife and a flint. Enjoy!”
 
   Ellie strolled toward her station where she picked something else from her toolbox and disappeared behind a stand of transformers. 
 
   “She’s high energy!” Kalinda quipped. “I like her. What was that about the guy in wastewater? That went right over my head.” 
 
   “In my defense,” the captain started, “they were married before they came aboard. They have a very complex relationship, or so I’ve heard. You’ll have to ask Ellie about that. I’m not much for gossip. I like both of them as contributing members of this crew. Cain and Ellie saved Commander Daksha’s life, Tandry saved mine, and Briz saved the ship.” 
 
   “The ship is life,” Kalinda quoted. 
 
   “Save the ship, save yourselves,” the captain replied. 
 
   “So where is Cain now?” Kalinda asked innocently. 
 
   “Now that is a good question,” Rand dodged. “He missed our departure along with Ensigns Peekaless and Black Leaper. That means we are down seven people before we look at staffing any of the new positions. We are short twenty-five percent of our crew, Ensign. Each one of us is going to carry a little extra weight on this trip.” 
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. There’s no way to go get them? This ship is the best in the fleet! We’re racing up and down the gravity well. If I get a vote, I say we go get them,” she said firmly. Rand couldn’t tell if she was acting, trying to goad him into revealing something.
 
   “I think we would, if we knew where they were. But that’s nothing to worry about right now. We have work to do, more work than we can do, but we’ll give it our best effort. Last stop is the hangar deck and then we better get back to the bridge.”
 
   Two flights of stairs later, they entered the corridor outside the hangar bay to find two men in a vicious argument. Rand yelled and strode briskly to them, interposing his body. 
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” the captain asked brusquely. 
 
   “Our new ensign believes we should skip this deck on our maintenance rounds, because in his words, there’s too much to do,” Lieutenant Commander Garinst growled, glaring at his young charge. 
 
   “That’s crap, Garinst. You were the one who said skip this deck. I think you’re incompetent!” the ensign retorted. Captain Rand raised his hands, calling for silence. 
 
   He looked at Ensign Masson. “I don’t care who suggested it. We don’t skip anything here. Checklists are there for a reason. Every item on the list belongs there and deserves our attention. At some point in time, Ensign, you’ll be on your own to make these rounds. What will I expect to see at that time?” 
 
   “Good work! Everything broken will get fixed. That’s what I do,” the ensign said defensively. “It’s like you don’t believe me!”
 
   “I know Garinst, three cruises’ worth. He’s made sure that stuff doesn’t break in the first place. That’s the sign of a good mechanic. When nothing in your areas breaks for an entire cruise, you will have earned my respect and praise. Until then, you’re a trainee.” The man stamped a foot as he ground his teeth together. His face turned bright red. 
 
   “What’s next on the checklist?” Rand asked, trying to defuse the tension. 
 
   “Power couplings and sluice in the access port right up there,” Garinst said. 
 
   “Your show, Masson. Show me what you have,” the captain challenged. 
 
   The young man grabbed the pad from the lieutenant commander’s hand and stormed down the corridor. He stopped at the panel and tried to pop it open, but it stayed sealed. He worked the twist-locks, but it wouldn’t play. He pulled a wedge from his tool kit and started working it into the seam when Garinst yelled. “Stop! You’re killing me and you’re hurting my ship!” 
 
   The man grumbled. “See what I have to put up with? All criticism and no help. This ship sucks!” 
 
   Captain Rand found that he’d clenched his hands into fists. He shook them out and steepled his fingers. “Report to wastewater. Open your implant and do whatever Jolly tells you to do. Dismissed,” the captain commanded. The ensign looked at him, then crossed his arms. “I said report to wastewater,” the captain ordered again, in a louder voice. The man dropped the wedge on the floor and kicked his toolbox, mumbling under his breath when he passed them on his way to the stairs. 
 
   Ensign Kalinda’s distaste was clear on her face. 
 
   “There we are, Garinst. Do your best, my friend,” the captain offered his hand before leaving his maintenance chief behind to continue the checklist for that level. 
 
   “Back to the bridge,” Rand said, much happier than he felt. 
 
   ‘Jolly, make sure that idiot doesn’t break anything, please. My only other option is to put him into cryosleep for the remainder of the trip,’ the captain told the AI via his neural implant. 
 
   “How did the likes of that guy get here? I know what I had to go through and there’s no way he jumped through those same hoops,” Kalinda said, both disgusted and surprised. 
 
   “No idea, Ensign. And he’s the reason we’re short seven, and not eight. Almost makes you want to be short eight, doesn’t it?” the captain laughed, hanging on for a ride over which he had little to no control. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Finding Your Way
 
    
 
   They spent two days in the forest because they could eat and drink, but most importantly, they had a defensible position. 
 
   “You think it will take three days to get there? It might be only a few kilometers away. We are forward and all we have to do is find the port side that we rotate past, what, once every few minutes?” Pickles said, his vocalization device reflecting his deadpan humor. 
 
   “Come on, Pickles, this is me! When have I ever made anything easy?” Cain joked. The Lizard Man nodded. “Stinky, how do we figure out which side is port?” 
 
   “Look out the window?” the Wolfoid suggested.
 
   “We won’t have a window until we cross the transition room into zero-g. That’s why I’m giving us three days. If we come out on the wrong side, then it’s going to take a while to pull ourselves hand over hand along the wires. That could be more than twenty kilometers. That is a long way to crawl. Three days,” Cain said.
 
   “How about this. When we’re in the transit room and we enter zero-g, what do you say we look out. If we aren’t close to where we want to be, we don’t get out. We spin a little more, then stop for a look-see.” The Lizard Man’s expression never changed.
 
   “Did you just say ‘look-see’? Pickles! You are becoming more and more human every day,” Cain joked.
 
   “You don’t have to be insulting, Major!” the lieutenant replied in equally good humor. 
 
   “That’s genius, Pickles. We’ll do just that. We stay here for two more days, then we move like we mean it. We’ll take the elevator right in front of us to the shell. Three movements, with me going last. If something happens, you can still get on the ship. No arguments!” 
 
   “We have a couple more days to kill. Options?” he asked those present, the lieutenants, the sergeant, the four corporals, Brutus, Lutheann, Tobiah, and a few other ‘cats whose names he didn’t know. 
 
   “Tactical movement across the forest,” Stalker offered. 
 
   “Let’s go between decks and hunt us some Androids,” Stinky suggested, snarling. 
 
   “We dig in and wait,” Pickles said. 
 
   “Risk versus gain. There’s nothing I would like more than to take the platoon Android hunting, but it would gain us nothing. Revenge doesn’t make for a sound strategy. Right now, we are at war. The Androids are an enemy, but our mission is to get to The Olive Branch and protect that ship, that crew. The Traveler is irrelevant except as a stepping stone to reach our spaceship. Never forget the mission, Marines. If we run across any Androids when we move to the port-side dock, we will terminate them at that time, not before. So, the command is we dig in and wait.” Cain looked at his people to see if they understood. Most did.
 
   Stinky was still angry. He had been since Fang’s death, but they couldn’t afford to execute personal vendettas. Cain’s deep secret was that he harbored the same thoughts for the Concordians. He wanted to make them pay, but wouldn’t and couldn’t tell anyone. 
 
   ‘Except me, and you tell me everything even if I don’t want to hear it!’ Brutus complained.  
 
   “Sorry, little man, but that’s what you get with me. I’m an open book, so to speak.”
 
   ‘You suck at keeping secrets,’ Brutus stated.
 
   “There shouldn’t be any between us, like what’s your real name?” Cain prodded.
 
   ‘Wouldn’t you like to know!?’ the ‘cat parried. 
 
   “Fair enough, Bee. What do you think we should do?”
 
   ‘Get the hell off this ship. Someone who can control the Androids is out to get you. Anyone next to you isn’t safe and unfortunately, that’s usually me, so, dumbass, take the target off your chest by getting away from the Androids.’ Brutus slapped his paw to make his point. 
 
   “Laying low, aye, aye, sir!” he told the ‘cat, petting him. Brutus purred, which Cain didn’t mistake for weakness. His bond with Brutus was everything he expected from bonding with a Hillcat. 
 
   The next two days took forever to pass. There was too much of nothing and no one would let Cain do anything except remain hidden, but that was the plan that he’d agreed to. 
 
   When the last day came, every single one of the Marines and the ‘cats were ready to go, with the sole exception of Ascenti who enjoyed being in the aviary. So many birds to keep him company, but he was dedicated to the Marines and with a final look, he flew the catwalks a long way in each direction, making sure that Androids weren’t hiding behind closed doors. When he returned, they moved out in small groups. It would take five iterations to get everyone to the transition room, so they started with First Squad, then Second, and so on. Cain was with the fourth group to go. Leaving him mostly unprotected would invite an attack, they reasoned, so they sent him while there was still firepower remaining.
 
   They gathered on the platform outside the elevator doors and waited for the last group. When they arrived, without incident, the platoon entered the transition area. The door closed and it slowed until it was detached from the spinning core. The Marines and the ‘cats floated free. Each ‘cat found someone to hang on to. When they opened the outer door, they looked straight at the sun. They were on the port side of the ship. 
 
   “That was anti-climactic,” Cain told Pickles as Stinky and Stalker led them out, pulling themselves hand over hand along one of the guide wires. Nearly every Marine had a ‘cat clinging somewhere to their body, except for Spence, who looked more like the ‘cat was wearing him. The small man had proven resourceful and a competent leader. He never seemed to tire, which Cain found amazing since the major always seemed to be tired. 
 
   ‘Where’s the docking port?’ Cain asked Stinky over the mindlink. 
 
   ‘Still looking for it, boss,’ the Wolfoid replied, holding his hand up to halt the platoon. ‘Stalker and I will scout the area. We’ll find it and report back.’ Sergeant Stalker pulled herself one way while Black Leaper went the other. They followed the curve of the structure both upward and downward. 
 
   ‘This way,’ Stalker said. ‘It appears that a ship is already docked.’ 
 
   Cain worked his way past the platoon and pulled himself in the direction he’d seen Stalker go. The cryopods that made up the external structure of the hull made him feel uncomfortable, but he could never put his finger on why. 
 
   ‘Pick up the pace, people. That’s our ride,’ Cain said, smiling broadly. He wanted to fly forward, but the lieutenants wouldn’t let him. 
 
   “You’re with Third Squad,” Pickles told him, making it sound like an order. He didn't argue because they were right. He fell in behind Corporal Grace, in front of Private Starsgard, as they pulled themselves across the structure, one hand at a time. The ship had looked close, but it was a big ship and that meant it wasn’t that close. Since they seemed to have a great deal of time, Cain ran through some calculations in his head and realized that they had two kilometers to travel. 
 
   ‘Faster, people. The last thing we want is to be left behind!’ 
 
   ‘Cain?’ Ellie’s thought voice came through loud and clear. 
 
   ‘Ellie! We’re on our way to the dock. You have to wait for us!’ he begged. 
 
   ‘They weren’t going anywhere without me. Carnesto was standing by to wreak havoc if they tried,’ Lutheann added to the conversation. 
 
   ‘I was, my pretty! New lovelies joining us soon. I can’t wait,’ Carnesto drawled. 
 
   ‘Am I going to have to beat him up?’ Brutus asked. 
 
   “Probably, although the Rabbits made him cry like a baby, so I don’t think it will be much of a challenge,” Cain panted out loud as he pulled himself rapidly after the Wolfoid squad leader. The ‘cat chuckled into Cain’s mind while the human worked diligently crawling toward the ship. 
 
   ‘We’ll be here for the rest of the day, Cain. Stores are en route. The Traveler said someone submitted a request for ten full water buffalo? What else are you bringing?’ she asked.
 
   ‘A bunch of hungry ‘cats and even hungrier Marines. Be there soon, lover,’ Cain told everyone in the platoon and on the spaceship. 
 
   ‘You really need to work on that,’ Brutus advised.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Docked with the Traveler
 
    
 
   “They accepted our order for extra food supplies and then you declared a flight emergency to use this dock?” Daksha asked the captain, who was quite pleased with himself.
 
   “The supplies were reasonable but requesting to marry up with the forward dock was not. So as we approached, we flushed a little refuse from the airlocks, declared an in-flight emergency, and here we are. The only ones in on it are Ellie, Garinst, and Pace,” Rand replied, hanging on to the chair to keep from floating away. 
 
   “Not Briz?” 
 
   “No. He’s always linked with Jolly. I’m sure we can trust both of them, but they share freely with Holly, and I don’t trust that Holly has not been compromised,” the captain explained. “It will be nice to not have secrets once we get Cain and his people on board.” 
 
   The commander’s computer buzzed, signaling an urgent call from within the ship, from Ensign Ellie. 
 
   “Daksha,” the Tortoid answered. 
 
   “Cain is on his way and he’s got a small army with him. He’s the one who ordered the extra provisions, especially the meat,” she said with a smile. 
 
   “That’s great news, Ensign. We will hold the door for him.” She signed off. “Well done, Captain Rand. Knowing Cain, I expect that he’s surrounded himself with good people. I hope they will be able to help us staff the ship and keep us flying.”
 
   “I’ll make sure they feel welcome. Do we have numbers so that I can finalize quarters and such?” Rand asked.
 
   “I’ll ask,” the commander replied. He opened his mind and looked beyond the ship. 
 
   ‘Cain, welcome back. It’ll be good to have you home. How many are you bringing with you?’ the Tortoid asked in his thought voice.
 
   ‘One less than we had a week ago, Commander. I’m sorry, but the Androids are putting up a bit of resistance, but we’ve held our own. We have twenty-one Hillcats, two Lizard Men, one Hawkoid, ten humans, and twelve Wolfoids. Those numbers include, Leaper, Peekaless, and me. We don’t have much gear, but we are heavily armed, just for reference.’ Cain didn’t know why he added that last part. Master Daksha should have expected that a combat unit modeled after old Earth’s Marines would be armed. 
 
   ‘Androids. It’s been over a century since they last stirred up trouble. How can that be? No matter, just get on board, and we’ll sort things out once we’re under way. And, Cain, thank you for bringing my aide back to me. I didn’t realize how much I’d miss him. I must be getting old or something,’ Master Daksha joked.
 
   ‘You’re only as old as you feel, Commander, which puts you and me at about the same age. I look forward to being home, too, and watching the Traveler fade to a pinpoint in our aft view screen.’ 
 
   The commander shared the numbers with Captain Rand. 
 
   “Twenty-three Hillcats. The nightmare begins. Am I going to have to move to the garden deck just to keep the peace? No…” The captain was visibly distraught. “Cain said twelve. He was going for twelve and what do the numbers add up to? Forty-four?”
 
   “Relax, Rand,” Daksha said, knowing that no one ever relaxed simply because they were instructed to. “We’re going back to Concordia. The ‘cats will give us an advantage, no matter where we meet their leadership. This time, it will be different. We need the ‘cats on our side.”
 
   “It’ll be different as long as they don’t change anything they do. They are just like us. They will have looked at everything that happened and they’ll adjust. We need to figure out what they’ve changed, so we can react more quickly, stay in front of them. But we do have the advantage of the AI. Graham is our secret weapon. With him, I think we’ll accomplish what we set out to do.” Rand’s tone was positive, hopeful. 
 
   “And the ‘cats will be a big part of that. I better let you go so you can make the arrangements, calm the stormy seas and all that,” the Tortoid added for flare. 
 
   The captain appreciated the effort, but the commander was right. More than doubling the number of creatures on board would take its toll on the ship and her crew. They also had to figure out chain of command. Who would the newcomers answer to? 
 
   So many questions. They’d figure it out once they were under way, until then, they were taking on the biggest load of foodstuffs they’d ever received. 
 
   The captain swam down the hallway, kicking himself in a zig zag from one bulkhead to the other. He’d found that he could propel himself more quickly that way, but occasionally, it led to minor mishaps, like crashing into Tandry when she exited her sensor space to join the others who were managing the incoming additions to the ship’s stores. 
 
   “Whoa!” she exclaimed, catching the captain as he drove both of them into the bulkhead. Mixial flailed as she went floating away. 
 
   “Just got the numbers. Cain is coming in heavy,” he said, not smiling. 
 
   “We’re doing what we can, Captain, to set him up. We’re going to be packed full! Every square centimeter of space is designated and what is up with all the water buffalo?” she asked.
 
   “How serendipitous that I ran into you, literally,” he stated with a half-smirk. “He’s bringing a rather large number of ‘cats. Can Mixial talk with them, maybe keep them from running rampant throughout the ship until we can talk with them all?” 
 
   “What do you think, Mixi?” Tandry pushed away from the wall, capturing the ‘cat in the middle of the corridor. 
 
   ‘I’ll try,’ the small calico said in an exasperated thought voice. Her dislike of zero-g radiated from her.
 
   ‘Lutheann,’ the ‘cat called. 
 
   ‘Mixial,’ the all-white ‘cat replied, from her uncomfortable position clinging to a Wolfoid harness. 
 
   ‘The humans are a bit concerned about the number of our people coming. Do you wish me to tell them to pack sand?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Not yet,’ Lutheann replied with a ‘cat giggle. ‘We’ve eaten quite well for the last seven sleeps so we have some time before anyone does anything but sleep. When will our paws hit the ground?’ 
 
   ‘Soon. According to my human, a large supply of fresh meat is coming. As soon as we have that and you, we’ll leave. Then we will be on solid ground again,’ Mixial replied. 
 
   ‘The ship is not far now.’ Lutheann ended the conversation so she could concentrate on not letting go and floating away. Her paws were starting to cramp from having her claws out for so long. The Hawkoid had already rescued two ‘cats that had floated free. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Price to Leave the Traveler
 
    
 
   Stalker led the way down the cable, the platoon strung out behind her. She pulled as quickly as she could but her small hands weren’t gripping the cable as tightly as she wanted. She was wearing down. She looked behind her to encourage the rest of the platoon, but her grimace was reflected in the faces of those she could see. 
 
   She growled and kicked her back legs, hoping for an extra push. Less than a kilometer to go. The area between the cryopods, space, and the clear material that kept the atmosphere in started to draw closer together as the platoon approached the space station’s docking port. The danger of floating free in a large open area was past. When Sergeant Night Stalker realized this, she pushed off one side, floated through the open air until she contacted the far side, and kicked again, accelerating forward. Those behind her followed her lead. Wolfoids, humans, and one Lizard Man kicked back and forth while the others pulled themselves forward to the space where they would be free to let go of the cable. 
 
   The rest of the platoon started pulling faster, realizing the end to their pain was within reach. Stalker, Pickles, and the first squad raced ahead. 
 
   Stalker was in between kicks when she saw the Android raise its weapon and fire. The beam narrowly missed her as she twisted mid-jump, trying to bring her lightning staff to bear on her target. She hit the structure while trying to aim, sliding along it as the next laser beam burned against her ballistic cloak. She rolled up the bulkhead, stopping when her body wedged against the wire. She took aim.
 
   Cain was in the back, looking forward to when he could stop pulling himself. He saw the first laser beam lick past the sergeant. He didn’t see the second beam as there were Marines in the way. A Hawkoid raced past, looping far above them as it tried to get behind the attackers. 
 
   The discharge from the lightning spear was unmistakable. It sparked and crackled, lighting up the area with its familiar blue tint and blinding white flash. A second lightning spear fired. 
 
   “Move, move! Into the fight!” Cain yelled, regardless of whether that was the right call or not. He knew that Androids stood between him and his ship. He was too close to be denied. 
 
   ‘Ascenti, how many are there? Show us!’ Cain called to the Hawkoid. 
 
   An image appeared in his mind of two dead Androids who had been within a caged catwalk that led from inside the Traveler to the airlock and access tube. The Hawkoid veered suddenly as he saw Androids within the Traveler’s tunnel. They seemed to be packed wall to wall, but they were waiting for something. 
 
   ‘All right people, you all saw the tactical situation. Ascenti, pull Stalker around the entrance to the other side. Get your flash-bangs ready, Sergeant. Pull your Tasers, First Squad. Second and Third Squads, throw your Tasers forward to First Squad.’ He saw the people start digging into their packs. Those with lightning spears had them aimed at the tunnel opening, ready to fire at any head that may appear.  
 
   ‘Our goal is to take out the Androids without damaging the tunnel. If we want to eat, we need what’s coming. If we destroy the tunnel, we’ve won the battle, but we’ll have lost the war,’ Cain clarified.
 
   ‘In position,’ Stalker told them.
 
   The people inside the spaceship were mortified. They pulled up the external cameras to watch what was going on. Ellie’s heart felt like it would explode, seeing Cain so close and under fire, once again. His people, all dressed in a mottled green covering of some sort, were scattered on a long line from the access catwalk into the distance. 
 
   Everyone flinched with the nova-like sunbursts that appeared at the entrance to the tunnel. When the images returned, she saw Wolfoids and humans sending tiny electrical arcs into the opening where they could barely see the mob of Androids within. Shortly, the humans swarmed into the tunnel, then it looked like a mass of humanity. A laser beam flashed toward the camera. The telltale arc of a blaster dialed to a narrow beam flashed the tunnel walls. 
 
   Cain threw himself forward, pushing a mass of floating Hillcats as he passed. The Marines were spread on a wide front as they approached the tunnel entrance. Cain grabbed the cage and waved the next squad of Marines in. 
 
   The first squad was throwing bodies out as they plowed deeper into the tunnel. “Flash-bang!” someone yelled a second before another exploded within the confined space. They heard the electronic sound of Tasers when those near the entrance uncovered their ears. 
 
   “All secure,” Stinky yelled from well within the tunnel. Cain could smell burnt fur.
 
   “Injuries!” he yelled. 
 
   “Sorry, that’s me,” Bull reported from right in front of Cain. No one else admitted to being injured.
 
   “Clear those bodies out of there and let’s get those supplies moving. Chop, chop, people! Ascenti! Recover those ‘cats,” Cain yelled as he pulled himself into the catwalk cage. Bodies were pushed hand to hand from inside the tunnel. Bull and his squad guided them through the catwalk cage and with a hearty push, sent them into the weightless space between the inner and outer shells of the Space Station Traveler. 
 
   Cain pulled Brutus and Lutheann to him, asking for their help to account for the rest of the Hillcats. With the Androids out of the way, the bots that had backed up were free to move again. Lieutenant Leaper and Sergeant Stalker stayed inside to make sure the Androids didn’t have more surprises planned. Stinky intended to check each of the loads as they passed, hoping that no Androids would be trying to hide within. 
 
   The Marines and ‘cats floated within the catwalk, waiting. Cain wondered what they were doing. He looked at Bull and saw a scorch mark that barely touched the flesh of his foreleg. The Wolfoid shook his head. “It’s nothing,” the corporal said dismissively. “After you, sir.” He nodded respectfully.
 
   Cain pulled himself into the middle of his people and with their help, they sent him floating down the access tube and into the open airlock. He kicked off one last time and found himself inside the spindle section of The Olive Branch. The captain and commander were waiting. Ellie floated behind them with a huge smile. His heart rushed into his throat.
 
   “Permission to come aboard?” Cain requested. 
 
   “Granted!” the captain said, grabbing Cain by the shoulders, careful to avoid the two ‘cats clinging to the major. “Bring your Marines aboard, Major, and then let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
   “Marines, get your asses in here!” Cain yelled back down the tunnel. He looked to Ellie, who just shook her head.
 
   “Good to have you back, Cain,” she told him as the group moved away to make room for the platoon. “And who’s this fine specimen?” Ellie said, looking at Brutus attached to Cain’s chest. 
 
   ‘So there you are,’ the ‘cat replied. 
 
   “And yes, he’s always like that,” Cain added. “Luthie threw me back into the bond pool and look who got stuck with me, the great-great-great grandson of Prince Axial De’atesh.” Ellie laughed, the sound music in his ears.
 
   “I thought you looked familiar. You are the spitting image of Klytus, young Axial’s bonded,” the  Tortoid interjected.
 
   ‘And that vicious creature from Cornwall, who we won’t name, whose genes continue to taint our entire bloodline,’ Brutus lamented. Daksha bobbed his head knowingly.
 
   Marines filled the small corridor. Cain looked to the captain.
 
   “Hangar deck for now, please.” 
 
   “Follow me, Bull. Pickles, let me know when everyone’s on board,” Cain directed, then turned to the commander. “The supplies are right behind us. Those pesky Androids were holding things up, but that issue has been resolved. It appears that the Androids underestimated the determination and fury of a platoon of Marines.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The New Normal
 
    
 
   Ellie hugged Cain as they floated up the spindle. Once their lips met, the captain swore that he saw steam rising. He coughed to get past his own discomfort. Brutus fought to get from between the two former lovers. 
 
   ‘Holy hell, dumbass!’ the ‘cat exclaimed. Lutheann chuckled over the mindlink. ‘What is with you? You better get that under control or I’ll scratch you into the next plane of existence.’
 
   Cain let go of his ex-wife, as confused as ever. “See you later?” he ventured.
 
   “I look forward to it,” she whispered. 
 
   ‘What did I just say? So this is how it’s going to be, huh? Hey! Is there a cute little calico somewhere around here…’ Brutus waved his paws wildly as he tried to swim his way up the spindle. Ellie gave him a push, sending him toward the stairway into the core section. 
 
   He waited there and she gave him a mighty shove toward the top. “First hatch on your right,” she told the scruffy orange ‘cat as she followed him part way up the stairs, diving out when she reached engineering.  
 
   Cain stopped at the first exit from the core stairs, which took him to the hangar bay. He asked Bull to stay there and direct all the Marines and the ‘cats for one final accounting. Lutheann was with him and appreciated how interesting things had become. 
 
   “Not you, too,” he told her, petting her absently as they both floated in the weightlessness. The Marines filtered in, most carrying ‘cats in one way or another. Stinky and Stalker were last in. Lutheann confirmed that all the ‘cats were present, but they would like to explore the garden deck as soon as possible. The platoon would have formed, but that was impossible in zero-g. 
 
   “Jolly, I’m home and I brought company for dinner!” Cain yelled at the bare bulkheads, clinging to one of the two shuttles stored there. The second one was much bigger and filled most of the space. If it weren’t for weightlessness, the platoon would not have fit in the hangar bay. 
 
   “Major Cain, I am so happy to hear your voice and see your friends. We have been anxiously awaiting your return, although leaving space dock early, I feared that you would be left behind. We all missed you,” Jolly shared.
 
   “Are you ready to talk with these good people? I need you to assign quarters, show them the layout of the ship, and provide us with access bracelets, for the ‘cats, too. Stop squirming!” Cain said without thinking as Lutheann twisted herself thinking about the collar they wanted her to wear. 
 
   “The captain already has the logistics and billeting assigned. I hope you are pleased with the arrangements,” Jolly replied.
 
   “Open your implants and let Jolly introduce you to the ship formerly known as Cygnus-12. It’s now The Olive Branch and we’re the ones who are going to bring the peace, if you get me. Oorah!” Cain barked. The platoon barked, howled, and shouted. 
 
   “Jolly!” Cain shouted over the noise, raising one hand to calm the ruckus. “Connect me with the captain, please.” The intercom crackled. “Captain Rand, I hear that you might be short some people. We’d love to help.” 
 
   Commander Daksha was behind the captain on the bridge when Cain’s call came in. They locked eyes, relief on the human’s face and although the Tortoid didn’t show it, he was relieved as well. 
 
   “Jolly has a list of our needs, and volunteers would be greatly appreciated. I also hear that the mission commander needs his aide-de-camp back, if you can swing that one,” the captain taunted. 
 
   “Done,” Cain declared. “Jolly, we need two spaces to store weapons, one on the command deck and one on this level, so no matter where we are, our weapons aren’t far off. Split our folks based on where they are quartered, and I’ll have them stack spears, blasters, grenades, and Tasers.” 
 
   Once Jolly declared that everyone had received their quarters, maps, and weapons storage locker, Cain reviewed the list of requirements. He noted that someone with a name he didn’t recognize had been assigned to his station in waste treatment. It bothered him, but for only a second, when he realized that he’d be too busy managing the platoon to work eighteen-hour days. 
 
   “Sensor Operator!” the major shouted. “Who’s interested?” The Hawkoid flapped his wings and screeched, skipping use of his vocalization device. Zisk also raised a hand reluctantly. “It’s okay if we have more than one,” Cain told them. 
 
   “You two, report to Lieutenant Chirit after you’ve found your quarters and ditched your gear. Next up, engineering!” Doctor Starsgard raised his hand. The Wolfoid they called Shep raised his paw so quickly that he started spinning. “Report to Lieutenant Brisbois in engineering.”
 
   “Data Analysis! And this, people, as Lieutenant Peekaless will tell you, is probably the most exciting job on the whole spaceship!” Cain probed. Pickles maintained his always stoic expression without a word. Fickle was the only one to raise a hand. “Sold!” Cain shouted, pointing to the private. 
 
   “Maintenance!” he called. Every last person remaining raised their hand, paw, or claw. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
   Bull stepped forward, pointing to his spear. “We get to use these to fix stuff right?” he asked, his vocalization device reflecting sincerity. 
 
   “No,” Cain responded slowly, trying to figure out if they were kidding or not. “Maintenance!” he shouted as if the first time had never happened. Spence stepped forward, along with Grace, Jo, and the Wolfoid known as Flash. Cain nodded. He hoped Garinst would be pleased with four new recruits. 
 
   “For those of you who didn’t find something that may suit you, there will be plenty to do on this ship. We’ll determine that later today. Jolly, if you can remind everyone to assemble on the mess deck at nineteen hundred hours, I would appreciate it. We’ll review the action with the Androids and well done, by the way! Stalker, front and center!” The Wolfoid worked her way in between the mass of floating bodies. 
 
   “For your actions in leading the assault against an entrenched enemy, I’m awarding you a Space Star Third Class,” he said loudly and shook her hand gently to avoid sending them both spinning. “Sergeant Stalker, take charge of the platoon and carry out the plan of the day. Drop the ‘cats off on the garden deck on your way.” 
 
   She faced the platoon and yelled, “Dismissed!” The ‘cats had grown restless after the first fifteen seconds. Once dismissed, they yowled and meowed as their rides made their way into the corridor and up the stairs. The captain was waiting for them as they arrived en masse at the garden. Most of the Wolfoids simply pushed the ‘cats through the air toward the open hatch. Others delivered them into the space more gently. 
 
   Carnesto was there, eyeing the females appreciatively. Lutheann made her way to him and slapped him in the head with a quick right cross. Tobiah declined the garden deck to remain with Spence. Allard drifted forward, favoring his knee even though the med bots had declared him healed, his ears were straight up and eyes wide in shock. Cain had followed, hoping that Brutus would meet him there, but the little orange man wasn’t responding. 
 
   “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no…” Beauchene chanted endlessly. 
 
   “You didn’t tell them,” Cain accused the captain, who shrugged. He made his way to the Rabbits, taking one under each arm as he tried to comfort them. Cain thought he saw Beauchene’s shoulders shaking as he sobbed. “Luthie! Please, keep the peace,” Cain begged, before determining that he was better off being somewhere else.
 
   Anywhere else. 
 
   He went in search of Brutus, finding him easily on the command level as Tandry held the struggling ‘cat at arm’s length to keep him from entering her sensor space. The major pulled himself casually down the corridor. 
 
   “Hey, Tandry.” 
 
   “Hey yourself. You brought this creature on board?” Her tone was less than welcoming. 
 
   “What did he do?” Cain asked certain that Brutus had violated some ship rule. 
 
   “Mixi, well, it’s her time and this bundle of joy thought he’d be her first suitor. Just look at him, he’s insane!” 
 
   Cain had no response, determining that this was another place he didn’t want to be. 
 
   ‘Come here, my pretty. Oh my, look at you!’ Brutus crooned. 
 
   “Brutus. Not today, buddy. Wait for gravity,” Cain suggested. That was when Tandry snapped, hurling the small orange ‘cat at Cain’s face while scooping a meowing Mixial up with her now free hand and closing the hatch behind her. Cain heard a clunk as something was wedged against it. Brutus bounced off his human’s head and spun away down the corridor. 
 
   “Way to go, Bee. I think you may have gotten us both banned from this deck,” Cain said as he went after the ‘cat. “We’ll say hi to everyone a little later. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry!” Cain declared and pulled himself down two levels to the mess deck where he was able to conjure up a good meal from the fabricator. Brutus didn’t need anything, since he had stuffed himself on capybara and low-flying birds during the past week. He had a little belly on him, just like most of the ‘cats. 
 
   Afterwards, Cain made rounds to check on his charges and see how the volunteers were getting along with the crew. First stop was the bridge, to check on Pickles and Fickle. 
 
   The captain was in his chair, looking older than Cain remembered from earlier that same day. Fickle was in a new seat on the right side of the space while Pickles leaned over him, pointing to various items on the numerous display screens. Senior Lieutenant Pace sat in the middle, a new position where he had the controls to fly the ship. On the left side was a young woman who seemed to be doing what Pickles used to do. That made Cain wonder what Fickle was doing. 
 
   She turned around and looked Cain up and down, his uniform, his rank, his medals. “You must be the infamous Major Cain,” she said, licking her lips. 
 
   ‘Run!’ Brutus advised, laughing. 
 
   “I need to go,” he said and flailed on his way out the hatch. 
 
   “I’m never going in there again,” he told Brutus as he conspicuously went the opposite direction of the sensor space where Mixial was currently being held captive. This direction gave him the opportunity to see how Ascenti and Zisk were getting along. 
 
   Chirit could not have been happier adding another Hawkoid to the team. They were reviewing systems at a rudimentary level, but for Chirit, the alternative was having no one in the chair. He’d rather have two with basic skills, who were trainable and motivated. Cain left them alone to continue their indoctrination. 
 
   The major stopped by the garden deck to see how the ‘cats were getting along. He saw that they seemed to be everywhere, when at one time, he thought that level was enormous. It had the ability to sustain the crew almost indefinitely with what could be grown there. The ‘cats were clinging to anything they could get their claws into, mostly the small trees where they were wedged between branches and wrapped around limbs. The Rabbits were nowhere to be seen. Carnesto nodded pleasantly while Lutheann watched him closely.
 
   Cain excused himself and carried Brutus with him past the next deck to engineering. He locked eyes with the ‘cat before opening the hatch, trying hard not to smirk. 
 
   ‘I will make you pay, human,’ Cain thought he heard far in the back of his mind. They went inside to find Briz and Starsgard deep in a mind-bending conversation about some technical detail of the EM drive thrusters. He tried to watch, but it made his head hurt. Ellie was nowhere to be seen. Brutus breathed a sigh of relief for the brief reprieve in emotions that his human seemed unable to suppress, especially when it came to the opposite sex. 
 
   “Prepare to undock,” came the call over the ship-wide broadcast. “Airlock is secured. Undocking.” Cain thought about it. He hadn’t posted a guard to ensure that no Androids entered the ship. 
 
   “Jolly, I need to be sure that no Androids entered the ship while we’ve been docked,” Cain asked the AI. 
 
   “I can confirm that, Major Cain. My sensors are always focused on ingress routes to the ship. We received our supplies under the watchful eye of your Marines, and after they entered, no Androids or any other creature followed,” Jolly reported.
 
   “Thanks, Jolly. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. I need some hardware, if you don’t mind fabricating me a few Marine logos and some Shooting Stars and Space Stars, all three ranks, please.” Cain opened his neural implant and shared the three-dimensional logo. 
 
   Cain continued to maintenance where he found a man spewing blood from his nose. Spence floated nearby, his fists still clenched. Cain rolled his finger, encouraging the corporal to tell his side of the story. Tobiah was next to him, hackles raised and fangs exposed, hissing. The man pinched his nose and snarled back. 
 
   “This knucklehead thought he’d pin his shoddy work on me. I haven’t even picked up a wrench yet, but I know enough to see that isn’t right!” Spence pointed to a valve that was clearly installed backwards. The flow arrow pointed at the arrow on the attached pipe. 
 
   “Jolly, can you have Garinst meet us on the hangar deck please.” Cain looked from one to the other. “I’m not sure I approve of settling our differences with a fistfight,” Cain said for public consumption, while privately, he asked Brutus for Tobiah’s impression of what really happened, knowing that ‘cats were hopelessly honest. 
 
   ‘I don’t need to ask. This man was actively trying to sabotage the ship,’ Brutus said simply. 
 
   ‘We found our spy,’ Cain suggested. 
 
   ‘No, he just doesn’t want to go to deep space. He wants to stay in space dock, take recreation on the shipyard’s space station. It appears there may be some gambling going on out there.’ 
 
   Garinst arrived and Cain shared the ‘cat’s revelation with him. 
 
   “I knew no one could be that bad!” the lieutenant commander stated emphatically. 
 
   “Corporal Spence, get two Marines down here and secure this creature. He’s to touch nothing until after the captain and commander have determined what to do with him.” 
 
   “Aye, aye, sir,” Spence replied, opening his neural implant and making the request of Sergeant Stalker. 
 
   “Where are the other new additions to the crew?” Cain asked Garinst, getting angry when he was told that one was in wastewater. One more was in maintenance and the last was the young Ensign on the bridge. Cain nodded and bolted away. 
 
   “You saw her, Bee. Did you get any insight?” 
 
   ‘Yes. She and Ellie have become friends so she was messing with you. She’s not the spy,’ the ‘cat replied. 
 
   “That leaves two, little man. Let’s see what this individual is doing to my wastewater treatment system.” Brutus hung on as the major kicked his way through the open space of the stairway into the spindle section and his former workspace. Opening the hatch, Cain was treated to a stench that almost blew him back into the corridor. 
 
   “What the hell is going on in here?” he bellowed. “Jolly, where is he?” 
 
   The man yelled from inside for Cain to shut up, he was handling it. Cain waded in through the nearly toxic cloud. Brutus started gagging. 
 
   ‘It’s him,’ Brutus said simply, before begging to be taken outside. 
 
   “I’ll be back,” Cain yelled over his shoulder as he retreated from wastewater treatment. He floated down the spindle until he found a private area. “Jolly, is there a pick-up and speaker in this area?” Cain asked hopefully. 
 
   The AI responded instantly. “Of course, Major Cain. How can I help you?” 
 
   “I need a private line to the captain and the commander.” He waited until Jolly said that they were there. Cain started without preamble. “Someone is corrupting Holly, and I’ve been attacked repeatedly. This whole mission has been on the receiving end of everything bad that the SES could throw at it. One thing I learned was that there was a spy among the newcomers to the ship. With Brutus’s help, we’ve found him. He’s the one in wastewater treatment. The other one from maintenance was actively trying to sabotage the ship, but only so he could stay in the shipyard. The SES did you no favors with these people.” 
 
   “Did Brutus see anything from Ensign Kalinda?” the captain asked. 
 
   “He said that she’s fine,” Cain responded. “What do we do with these two? And I don’t know about the last one in maintenance. Garinst said that he wasn’t very good, either. Marines are already working to fill the empty positions.” 
 
   “I can’t thank you enough, Major,” Daksha said through his vocalization device. “Cryosleep for those three. Let’s be done with that, and we’ll turn them over when we get back. I would have enjoyed seeing them thrown out the airlock when we were docked with the Traveler. I’m sorry we missed that opportunity.” The Tortoid was more open than what Cain remembered, but last time, he was a lowly ensign. 
 
   “If your Marines could bring them to the hangar deck, we’ll have a med bot standing by. I expect that they may not come willingly.” 
 
   “Once gravity is reinstated, we’ll take care of it,” Cain answered. 
 
   Almost immediately, the captain announced to everyone on board, “Prepare for artificial gravity!” 
 
   Cain issued the order, then went to the hangar deck to wait. He was joined soon after by a med bot, and bots being notoriously bad conversationalists, it stood there in silence. Stalker arrived with nearly half the platoon carrying three trussed up and yelling humans. They deposited the packages roughly on the deck, holding them down as the med bot got to work. Soon, all three were sleeping. They were taken to the cryopods and sealed inside. The lights flashed until they showed a solid green. 
 
   At one point in time, Cain would have been appalled at the harsh justice, no trial, the word of a Hillcat their only accuser. Not anymore. Maybe that was the slippery slope the SES didn’t want to go down, but cryosleep wasn’t a punishment. It was a way to pass time. They would be woken when the ship returned to Cygnus space and then they’d be summarily removed from the ship. 
 
   The Marines filled in the empty workstations and Cain even returned to wastewater with the Wolfoid called Silent Tracker, who volunteered to help. Jolly made the wastewater treatment job easy from the technical side, where the major swore the private to secrecy. No one needed to know that the job didn’t take a techno-whiz. 
 
    The Marines trained in their shipborne jobs. They trained as Marines, although most of that was talking through issues while gathered on the mess deck. They integrated with the crew and most importantly, the Marines took turns on the garden deck, helping the Rabbits and keeping the peace. 
 
   The captain took the ship out the far side of the system, accelerating for one hour out of every four to reduce the time within the Cygnus heliosphere. Pace turned the ship and started a slow deceleration as they approached the trailing edge of the gravity well so they didn’t impact personnel movement within the ship. They started banking dark matter while still in the well, calculating that they had two more weeks to kill before they would be at capacity. 
 
   Although Cain was given quarters, he was rarely in them. He wanted to be everywhere at once, helping his people, working on something that would improve their chances when they reached Concordia. 
 
   And then there was Ellie. When he showed up at her door, she welcomed him in and with a near carnal passion, they went after each other. He felt both bad and incredible. She made him feel alive. He felt guilty, too, when he thought of Aletha, which was too much of the time. His only reprieve was preparing to fight, working with his Marines. Brutus encouraged more of the latter as the former drove him a little crazy.  
 
   And much to Tandry’s dismay, Mixial escaped and Brutus arrived as top suitor after a few ugly ‘cat fights. Cain knew the little guy was scrappy, but not how far he would go to get what he wanted. Carnesto was furious after losing a fight to the much smaller Brutus, but Carnesto had two new slices across his face, giving him a far more rugged appearance which appealed to some of the newer ‘cats. Cain also received some new scratches in response to the emotional tidal waves he sent the ‘cat’s way. 
 
   All in all, it made for an interesting three weeks since their departure from the Space Station Traveler. There was one exception.
 
   The closer they got to the ISE drive activation, the more dour the commander became. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   IC1396
 
    
 
   The jump to IC1396 was unspectacular. Briz ran around like a mad Rabbit, checking and verifying that the systems had not been stressed beyond capacity. They started banking dark matter immediately as they stayed outside the heliosphere, slowly moving the ship to give it a clear line of sight to the planet Concordia.
 
   Master Daksha had spent his time working with Jolly, Rand, and Cain to determine the message they’d send to Graham, the Concordian AI, Holly’s counterpart. Jolly compressed the data and with Chirit’s help, transmitted the packet toward the planet. 
 
   The commander, the captain, and the major met in Daksha’s quarters after the message was sent. “We’re not giving them much choice,” Cain said. “But you know I’m good with that. I’d love for Brutus to get close to their leadership, find out if any of them are salvageable.”
 
   “Actions, not words or thoughts,” the Tortoid said slowly, unblinking and unmoving. “We are basing our next steps completely off what their AI tells us. We trust him more than we trust humanity.”
 
   “I think we’ll always trust an AI more,” the captain stated, a sad look on his face as he nodded in agreement with himself. Cain didn’t acknowledge the statement. He saw the turmoil in his life when he lost the ability to trust Holly. 
 
   “When we’ve banked to seventy-five percent, take us into the well,” the commander ordered. 
 
   The Marines started running repel boarders exercises. Briz installed his anti-shuttle traps at each airlock, while Cain, Stinky, and Pickles practiced with the new weapons control console. There were small missiles that had been mounted inside the new module. They were short range and required an active radar to paint the target to help them lock on. In addition to the missiles, there was an electromagnetic jammer, along with a hull-electrification option, in case someone tried to penetrate the ship using a spacesuit and a torch. 
 
   Cain wondered about the utility of that option, but figured it was better to have it and not need it. 
 
   They announced to the crew whenever the exercises were getting ready to start so no one was inadvertently run over by Marines rushing to and fro, swinging their kukris. When they tried a flash-bang, Jolly flipped out, which put the kibosh on any other use of their best breaching tool.
 
   Even the ‘cats laid low, although you couldn’t tell it from the Rabbits’ grumbling. Cain made sure the Hillcats were fed well so they'd mostly sleep and stay out of the gardeners’ way. 
 
   Rand, Daksha, and Cain were in the commander’s quarters for what was becoming a daily get-together. “What changes did they make for you, Jolly?” Cain asked, wanting to be certain what to expect. 
 
   “I am able to defend the ship and crew against anyone not of the ship when we are outside of the Cygnus star system. If there is an ambiguity, the commander, the captain, or you, Major Cain, can provide direction that will not cause an anomaly. And under no circumstances am I to terminate or suspend the communications link with the neural implants,” Jolly replied. 
 
   Cain tried to think of any scenarios where that wouldn’t work, and he couldn’t come up with any. 
 
   “That works for me, Jolly. I’m glad to have you back. How do you feel?” Cain thought of Jolly as a living creature with feelings. With such a change to his basic instinct, it was possible that he was out of sorts. 
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever been better. Thank you for asking, Major Cain,” the AI responded joyfully. 
 
   “That works for me, too,” the captain chimed in. Master Daksha had a more wait-and-see attitude. 
 
   The week came and went, then the second week as they waited for a reply from the AI on Concordia. 
 
   When they finally received Graham’s answer, it was both better and worse than they hoped for. 
 
   News of the last visit by the Cygnus-12 had spread across the planet. The people started to rise up and the world was on the verge of civil war. That wasn’t what Daksha wanted. He wanted a controlled descent away from central control, then at the precise moment, Cain and his people would swoop in and cut the cord, freeing the people. Daksha also wanted certain Concordians to pay the price for their duplicity and tyranny, but he didn’t share that with the captain or crew. They couldn’t know that he wanted revenge. 
 
   The Concordians had made him look like a naïve fool. His ego wasn’t so great that he couldn’t make mistakes, but it hadn’t been a mistake to make first contact, but it had been. The dichotomy grated on his very soul. He wanted to make things right and free the people of Concordia so they could realize the value of self-determination, the power of hope. 
 
   The bad news from the message was that the government was preparing to strike towns and villages. They wanted to send a message by killing a huge number of their own people. 
 
   Graham’s answer suggested that time was limited. He was doing what he could to keep them from launching their offensive, but they worked around each obstacle he threw in their way. 
 
   “Take us into the well, Captain Rand, best possible speed,” Daksha ordered over a ship-wide broadcast. 
 
   They’d banked fifty-eight percent dark matter and would continue to run the system within the heliosphere, although it would be far less efficient. Thirty minutes out of every three hours, they accelerated at five gees, ten actual. The crew was getting worn down as The Olive Branch screamed down the gravity well on a collision course with Concordia. 
 
   “My engines!” Briz cried, even though the EM drive was not being taxed. At twenty-five gees, it would start to get warm, although at that acceleration, the living creatures within the ship would be dead. Ellie laughed at the Rabbit, watching the meter barely register power usage.
 
   “You just can’t stand doing nothing,” she said aloud through gritted teeth. Five gees was as much as they could stand and still function in the time between the sprints. The Rabbit grumbled because she was right. He also suggested to the captain that they could have jumped from outside the heliosphere to a point next to the planet and avoid all of the unpleasantness of the acceleration. The captain politely declined until Briz’s calculations and procedure for such a jump were tested using an unmanned ship. 
 
   Briz hoped that the SES would take care of that while they were gone. 
 
   When Pace turned the ship around to decelerate, the crew knew they were on the downhill side of the mountain. Cain started to get anxious, unsure of what his mission would be or where it would be conducted. He expected to take a contingent of his Marines to the planet, and the worst case scenario was that he’d learn his mission en route. He trusted his people, but he liked as much information as he could get. The major was not a fan of going in blind, which is exactly how he felt as they decelerated into a gentle orbit around the planet Concordia. 
 
     
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   What Is Graham Doing?
 
    
 
   Once in orbit, the sensor operators went active with all their systems, watching carefully for any activity in orbit or any shuttle activity on the planet surface, although Graham gave them the information confirming that the two shuttles used in the previous attack were the last two shuttles in their inventory. They had no operational models remaining. 
 
   Graham did not have to open the food warehouses to show the people that the government was hording the supply. The citizenry discovered that for themselves and raided the warehouses. According to the planet’s AI, there was little bloodshed during those rampages as the government security abandoned their posts and ran for their lives. 
 
   Bullies, Cain thought. They just need someone to teach them a lesson, knock them off their mountaintop. 
 
   Tandry had been trying to reach the Concordian leadership since The Olive Branch arrived in orbit. Daksha was worried that they’d arrived too late. “If there’s a civil war, I don’t think we should go down to the planet,” the Tortoid suggested.
 
   “If there was a civil war, what would be the purpose of going down? We’d be between two sides and we’d have to pick one. But joining a mob isn’t what we brought these Marines to do.” Cain had no intention of taking his people into the middle of an uprising. All that way, trained specifically to fight the Concordian government, and pull the plug at the last second. Cain wanted to take his Marines in, but not without a clear mission and a reasonable chance of success. 
 
   “We are not in a rush. I suggest we wait and see,” Rand recommended. 
 
   “I think we’re in agreement,” the commander added. “We wait, see how things shake out. In the interim, we keep trying to get in touch with the government. Jolly, you can talk to Graham, but he can’t help his leadership talk with us?” the commander asked, still skeptical of the arrangement the Concordians maintained with their AI. 
 
   “That’s right, Commander. They do not treat Graham like you treat me. They don’t consider him to be sentient, so he is relegated to menial computer tasks and not anything approaching what he is truly capable of. It is a shame.”
 
   “How can we contact them, Jolly? Graham has to know a way,” Cain urged. The delay suggested Jolly was in contact with Graham, although at the speed that an artificial intelligence thought, a lengthy conversation could take a total of less than one second. 
 
   “I’ve passed the information to Ensign Tandry. There appears to be a special protocol that the senior officials use. I have high hopes that the ensign will be able to make contact,” Jolly offered happily. 
 
   The speaker came to life. “Tandry here, Commander, patching you through now.” Cain wasn’t pleased that they had to prompt Jolly so specifically when he knew they wanted to talk with the planet to hopefully forestall a civil war. Cain was starting to have his doubts about Jolly. That was how it started with Holly, the little things added up until it was a complete discombobulation. 
 
   “This is Mission Commander Daksha of the deep space exploration vessel The Olive Branch. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” the Tortoid said smoothly.
 
   “Good afternoon, I am Robert, secretary to the president. He’s in a very important meeting right now and can’t be bothered. May I take a message?” Daksha closed his eyes, concentrating on his breathing. 
 
   “We are in orbit over your planet. The last time we were here, we had a slight disagreement with your president. We are here with a different posture. I think it would be in your president’s best interest, if he talks to me himself,” Daksha advised. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but he simply cannot take your call now. Try again later.” The secretary closed the connection. 
 
   “I would love to send you and your Marines down there right now to clean the crawlers out of that nest.” Daksha floated upward and swam toward Cain. “Jolly, are there any armed conflicts ongoing at present?” The AI confirmed that there were not. 
 
   “Prepare your Marines to remove their president from power. If we can confirm his location, you’ll go. My intent is to end this nonsense. Install a government that is willing and able to talk, maybe even stop that war from starting, everything we didn’t want to do. Although if there’s a chance we can stop a war, isn’t that just like bringing peace?”
 
   “As you wish, Master Daksha,” Cain said, excusing himself to rally his leadership team and build out the attack force. As he walked through the hatch, he stopped and looked back. “The ship is life.”
 
   Cain continued through the corridors, head held high, happy to have something to do. “Jolly!” he called. “I want diagrams and pictures of the building that we need to go into and the surrounding area. We’ll need a landing spot, and a way in. Chop, chop! We’ve got work to do.” 
 
   Cain assembled his team, the lieutenants, sergeant, and corporals to lay out the mission objective and rules of engagement. He loved the old Earth acronyms and found one called SMEAC that seemed to make mission planning go easier. It was time to train the team.
 
   “Situation: Concordia is devolving toward civil war. The leadership is not taking the actions it needs to serve the people. They are going to start destroying entire towns in an attempt to bring the populace back under control. 
 
   “Mission: When given the order, we will seize the president of Concordia, limiting destruction and death to that necessary to accomplish the primary objective. Once he is in our control, we will encourage him to order a cease fire, stand his forces down, keep them from taking action against the populace.
 
   “Execution: We will travel in the large shuttle with twelve fully armed Marines and twelve ‘cats. We will move from our pre-selected landing site using squad by squad bounding overwatch to an ingress point of the building housing the presidential offices, which is located in the main complex in Concord’s city center. 
 
   “Admin and logistics: We will carry everything we need with us. There will be no resupply. There will be no reinforcements. One Taser per Marine, two flasks, two flash-bangs on everyone’s vest, one recharging station per platoon. Minimal food bars. I don’t plan on being there that long and they’ll have food. I’ve heard there’s hot chow on the objective, but I can’t confirm that.” Cain smiled, but the others didn’t get his reference. Wolfoid ears perked at the sound of a hot meal in the field. 
 
   “Command and Signal: We’ll use the mindlink to coordinate among ourselves, and we are assured that Jolly will be with us for the duration. Minimize your implants, never close them completely while we are on the planet surface. Jolly will be in constant contact with Graham, the planet’s AI, who is sympathetic. Graham, however, does not have safety protocols. Graham has helped his leadership to kill people, but he is no longer good with that, because we’ve shown him that there is a better way.” Cain looked at his people. 
 
   “By killing people,” Stinky said, one hand on his chin in his most thoughtful pose.
 
   “What?” Cain asked.
 
   “You said that we’ve shown Graham that there’s a better way than killing people, when the last time we were there, the only thing we really did was to kill a bunch of people, and we’re taking fully armed Marines into their house, to probably kill more people, to show them that there’s a better way than killing people, if I get that logic correct.” Stinky sat back, having made his real point that if Graham bought that, then he was insane. 
 
   “Jolly shared with him what life on Vii was like after the Council of Elders was formed, inclusive, free trade, equality for all. That’s what convinced Graham. Their AI also saw the duplicity of his humans in trying to capture those on the planet while also trying to take the ship. It was only natural that we fought back. For too long, the Concordian people have not fought back. So yes, we’re going down there to kill people, so that all the rest can live free. They have a hard road ahead of them. In between, we’re going to convince them that killing people is bad, by killing people, which will make them love us even more,” Cain quipped at the end. 
 
   He’d seen the videos showing how Marines used humor in the most dire of circumstances. He felt right at home. Stinky was also fully on board. Pickles had such a dry sense of humor, Cain never understood when he was trying to be funny or not. The sergeant was just the sergeant and the squad leaders were always eager to please. He’d get them to lighten up, especially after a successful mission. He didn’t think about losing people. He couldn’t. The mission came first. 
 
   “Honor, duty, integrity, loyalty, courage. What is most important for the Cygnus Marines?” Cain asked. 
 
   No one answered right away, but finally Spence raised a hand. “I see our job as a fierce determination to do right, whether that’s right by the SES or right by our enemies. We have to stay on the moral high ground, while at the same time driving fear like a stake into the heart of our enemies.”
 
   “No better friend. No greater enemy,” Stalker added. She’d been reading up on Marine history. 
 
   “Duty first, to our principles, to our leadership, to each other,” Pickles said flatly. 
 
   Cain raised his glass of water. “Duty first!” The others toasted with him as he added, “Save the ship.” 
 
   With Jolly’s help, Cain had used the ship’s system fabricator to bolster their supply of Tasers and replace the flash-bangs they’d used against the Androids. During their so-called downtime, Cain had dug extensively into non-lethal combat and added a thing called zip-ties to their kit to be able to quickly bind prisoners or anyone that needed to be removed from the action. 
 
   “If we can make it through this without killing anyone, then that will be the greatest victory for the Cygnus Marines,” Cain declared, setting the bar high for the operation. “But we don’t risk our lives unnecessarily and I’m sorry that the mission guidance is ambiguous. I will be there with you, with the lieutenants and a hand-picked team based on skills. Everyone is capable and I know that one hundred percent of our people will volunteer for this mission. But we have to choose twelve total and that sucks, but that’s the shuttle’s limit. Names?” 
 
   Black Leaper stood. “You, me, Pickles, and Stalker as the first four. Bull, Spence as the next two. I suggest Ascenti join us as a scout and he can make thirteen. He’s light as a feather.” The Wolfoid chuckled at his own joke. “Do we need anyone good with technology?” 
 
   Cain shook his head. He didn’t see a role for Fickle or Starsgard, not on this operation. 
 
   Pickles stood next to Stinky. “Zisk, Grace, Jo. Slayer, Tracker, and Shady,” the lieutenant suggested. The squad leaders had been selected. In all, both Lizard Men, the sole Hawkoid, three humans, seven Wolfoids, and twelve Hillcats were chosen. Lutheann, Tobiah, Brutus, and N’lon were the first four ‘cats. Luthie would select the rest. 
 
   Cain needed to bring the unit together to share the news. He didn’t want anyone finding out secondhand that they hadn’t been selected for the mission. The Marines were competitive and those not going would be disappointed, but those not going were responsible for defending the ship, in case the Concordians were able to resurrect a shuttle and return to space. 
 
   “Sergeant Stalker, form the platoon on the mess deck as soon as you can. We need to share some information with our people.” 
 
   Cain pulled his stash of medals and logos to have them available. The major was pleased at the efficiency in quickly assembling the Marines. They were brought to attention, as much as they could within the confined space that barely held their number.
 
   Cain stood on a chair because Bull blocked everyone’s view. As First Squad leader, he was always up front, too. 
 
   “We’ve been a little slow in getting your justly earned medals to you. First up, Corporal Aurochs Ring!” Bull stepped forward. “We’re going to call this the enemy marksmanship medal, of which you’ve earned two!” Cain pinned two Shooting Stars to Bull’s harness. The large Wolfoid looked embarrassed as he accepted them, stepping quickly back into formation. 
 
   “Private Foucault, come on up here. There’s one for you, too.” Fickle wore a big smile as he made his way forward. Cain pinned the medal on his uniform collar and leaned close. “I’m proud of you, Fickle.” The Marine beamed as he returned to his place at the end of the squad. 
 
   “Sergeant Stalker! We already had your brief ceremony, but I have the medal now.” He pinned the Space Star Third Class, a striped silver version of the medal, to her harness. 
 
   “Now we get down to business,” he started, but Bull raised his half-hand/half-paw. Cain looked at him. “Yes?”
 
   “You should be wearing two Shooting Stars, sir,” Bull said. Others nearby nodded. 
 
   “I earned two Shooting Stars, but lost one when Private Razor Fang died protecting me. That medal is where it belongs. We don’t do this for the medals,” Cain said softly. “We do this for all of Vii. I think Lieutenant Peekaless was right and that our motto should be, duty first! Duty to our principles, duty to our home, the SES, to each other. We’ll execute our duty with the highest integrity, honor, and courage.” From the corner of his eye, Cain saw Stinky rolling his eyes and twirling his finger to hurry up.
 
   “And that leads us to the mission. We’re going to Concord, people. The main building in the main city. The person who is causing all the grief, the so-called president? We are going to remove him from power, and then the mission commander is going to work with the Concordians to establish a government more like what we have on Vii, where people are free. At least to start. They can change it however they want, but tyranny will not be tolerated, anywhere we find it.” Stinky continued to shake his head. 
 
   “I am promoting Private Starsgard to acting corporal, effective immediately. He will take charge of those Marines chosen to remain on board The Olive Branch. You are charged with securing the ship, keeping it safe from our enemies. Last time we orbited this planet, seven crew members died right here in these corridors. You will not let that happen again. To get to the crew, an enemy will have to step over your dead bodies.” 
 
   Starsgard stepped forward, looking at the other corporals. Cain leaned down to pin the stripe on the doctor’s collar before returning his attention to the platoon.  “That’s right, the corporals, Stalker, Leaper, Peekaless, and four others will join me as we go to the planet and execute our mission to the best of our ability. We will do everything in our power to win on land and in space. Duty first!” he yelled, thrusting a fist into the air, striking the overhead with a hearty smack. The Marines both cheered and chuckled. “Duty first, Marines. Tracker, Slayer, Zisk, Shady, and Ascenti remain behind. Everyone else, dismissed,” he ordered.
 
   Starsgard led the others off the mess deck, leaving the landing party to plan. Cain had Jolly project images of their possible landing area and the approach to the building. He asked for their opinion on the best landing zone and why, then the best way to move into the building based on what they knew about how the president’s security would be deployed. Cain was wary of stating his preference first because the others would accept it as definitive, and that wasn’t what he wanted. The best plans were torn apart and rebuilt, one piece at a time, simply, so everyone understood. 
 
   Some of the key plan elements were outside his control, like the Concordians seeing the shuttle as it approached and moving the president to another location. Once the shuttle landed, they were stuck there for four days. Chasing the president wouldn’t work as they did not have any logistics to support travel other than on foot. “Jolly, can you work with Graham to make the shuttle invisible?” 
 
   “We can’t do that, Master Cain. The shuttle materials are visible by any standard radar, no matter how archaic,” Jolly replied.
 
   “You miss my point, Jolly. I just don’t want to be seen as in, all the radars go down or even better, they project a false image that nothing is in the sky. A false sense of security would be better. If all of a sudden they lose their radars, they’ll suspect we’re coming, but even that is better than them actually seeing us,” Cain corrected the myopic AI.
 
   After a short delay, Jolly replied. “Graham says that he can do that. Looping the last screen image from a certain point is easily done. The problem will be if they have any helicopters flying. The radar will appear as if it doesn’t see them, when the operators will know they are there.”
 
   “Maybe we can fly when the helicopters aren’t in the air. I’d rather they not see their own helicopters if we have no other choice. When’s the best time to make our descent? I’m thinking a landing in the middle of the night.” Cain realized that he had to spoon feed the AI, not because of any desire to be difficult, but Jolly had not been programmed to make war. He simply did not think about tactics or strategy when it came to the man versus man struggle. Cain found he was envious of such naïveté. 
 
   There was a great wall around the compound. They’d land the ship in the courtyard of their target building, minimize their exposure during movement to the objective. They planned to enter at two different locations, then once inside the building, they’d disable the elevator and work their way up the stairs. The president was supposed to be on the top floor where his residence and office were located. Outside of that, they had more questions than answers. 
 
   According to Graham, they’d be outnumbered twenty to one, so the first interim objective related to sealing access points to prevent the arrival of reinforcements. The enemy had a number of possible ingress points. There were many uncertainties and Cain’s stomach churned.
 
   “I think speed will be our friend. If we get into a slugfest with these guys, we’re going to lose. We get to their leader and once we have him, he can make the others stand down. Once we are on the planet, whoever has a clear approach takes it. Even you, Ascenti. If he lets you fly in through an upper window, you go. Secure him.”
 
   “I could use a weapon,” the Hawkoid said, “something that will fit in my claw, preferably.” Cain looked him over. 
 
   “How about longer claws, made of metal, razor sharp?” Cain asked with a smile. The Hawkoid bobbed his head, preferring something like that over wrestling with a powered weapon. “Jolly, work with our Hawkoid friend to come up with claw extensions. He needs to be able to fly while wearing them,” Cain declared. 
 
   They continued their planning, but it was generic. By the end, Cain realized that once they landed, they’d be making it up as they went. 
 
   “Hot chow on the objective,” Cain added at the end, the new joke that wrapped up all their mission planning. 
 
   When the others had departed and it was only the major and his lieutenants, Cain asked them, “Are we going to win this one?” 
 
   “Of course,” Pickles replied. “Will we win it and return home intact, that’s the real question.” 
 
   “We’re not going to do this without killing some of them. Hell, we’re going to kill a lot of them. You saw what they were like last time. No one was willing to say no. The people were afraid and the officials were fanatical trying to prove themselves as loyal followers. All it will take is one of their security men to say the word, and they’ll come pouring down on us. Flash-bangs aren’t going to stop that.” Stinky’s vocalization device reflected the concern he felt about their impending mission. 
 
   “Then we’ll need to make sure that we get the president before they can gather their wits about them, get organized, and stand against us,” Cain said, looking at the deck. “We have to.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Marines Go Ashore
 
    
 
   Cain and Brutus were the last two into the shuttle. They had to push against the mass of bodies to create enough space to close the hatch. The Marines were strapped to the sides of the shuttle in different ways based on body type and available space. ‘Cats were squeezed into remaining nooks and crannies, except for Tobiah who was too large and rated his own seat. Bull was up front in the pilot’s seat with Ascenti held tightly in his lap. Zisk was in the co-pilot’s seat with three ‘cats pressed in around him. Spence sat on the console between the two. Jolly would be doing the flying so Bull and Zisk understood they weren’t to touch anything. 
 
   Cain and Jo had two blasters each and would be the first out the door. They needed to make sure the area was clear so the others could disembark. The lightning spears were effective weapons, just not within the confines of the shuttle. Plus, Jo was by far the best marksman out of all his Marines, himself included. She was gifted at both seeing and hitting her targets. Cain wanted to identify her skill somehow, but hadn’t gotten around to it. He hoped that he wouldn’t regret his delay. 
 
   The hangar bay door opened and the shuttle was dragged mechanically along its track to the edge of space, then released. It hovered for an instant then dashed through the opening. The ship was still spinning, making the shuttle’s thrusters work to keep up until they were clear of the ship’s superstructure. The shuttle accelerated gently toward the planet. It was early evening, Concordia time. When the shuttle entered the atmosphere, leaving a flaming tail, it would be past midnight. By one in the morning, they’d drop into the compound. Cain was counting on the night vision of the Wolfoids and the Hillcats to help them compensate for the darkness, give them an advantage over the Concordians. 
 
   The shuttle’s speaker crackled to life. Jolly did that to signal a communication was imminent. The speakers didn’t need to crackle, but the AI liked some of the old technological traditions. 
 
   Commander Daksha’s vocalization device came through loud and clear as the shuttle descended silently through space. “I cannot emphasize how important this mission is. The peace of an entire planet depends on your success, but not the peace that the Concordian leadership offered, peace through servitude. We suggest they should live peacefully AND in freedom. You will carry that banner forward,” the Tortoid said, emphasizing each word. “You represent us, all of us—The Olive Branch, the SES, the Cygnus Marines, Cygnus VII as a whole. When you emerge from that shuttle under the Concordian sky, you are the instrument of peace. The Marines make war so others don’t have to. Eliminate the oppression. We were responsible for bringing the civil war closer, making it imminent, and we’re taking the responsibility for stopping it. You blessed few stand between an entire population and their tyrannical leaders. I wish you well for a successful and safe completion of your mission.” Daksha’s tone didn’t change throughout, but everyone felt the emotions surging within the mission commander. 
 
   “Captain Rand here. I want to second the commander’s words. You, the Cygnus Marines, the blessed few, you will change the course of history on this day. By the time the sun rises, all of our fates will be determined, our path to the future will be clear. Come back to us, please. All of you,” the captain said, trying to sound hopeful and failing miserably. 
 
   “OORAH!” Cain shouted. The other Marines picked up the chant. Hands slapped chests and harnesses. When they calmed down, Cain had each Marine run through the plan, while the entire time, Cain could do nothing other than think about the first few seconds after the shuttle hatch opened. He checked his ballistic vest and straightened his beret for the hundredth time. He put a hand on his three Space Stars and one Shooting Star. Jo stared at his hand. 
 
   “You and me, Jo. We open the way for everyone behind us.” 
 
   “One shot, one kill,” she said, parroting what she’d seen in one of the videos that Jolly played for the Marines. Cain didn’t correct her. The only way no Concordians would die when that hatch opened was if there weren’t any within sight. He resigned himself with that fact. He didn’t want to put any doubt in her mind as to what to do. If they killed when they shouldn’t, he’d carry that burden alone. 
 
   The ride through weightlessness wasn’t too bad. The ‘cats weren’t complaining, but the inside of the shuttle grew hot from all the bodies, mostly from the Wolfoids and their heavy fur. When they started skipping off the outer atmosphere, the inside heated to the point that Cain thought his head would explode. The ‘cats yowled incessantly, Brutus telling him that they couldn’t help it as the pain was too great. The bodies slammed against each other until the descent through the upper atmosphere transitioned into cooler air and the ship rocketed downward, free of the friction and fire. Something happened as the interior of the shuttle went from too hot to too cold in what felt like only a few heartbeats. The sweat running down Cain and Jo’s faces froze. 
 
   “Damn, Jolly! Environmental control isn’t doing us any favors. Is there anything you can do?” Cain yelled toward the speaker.
 
   “Working on it,” Jolly replied happily. Cain shook his head as he hunched down, trying to put his face inside his shirt. He flexed his fingers to keep the circulation flowing. He didn’t think he could hold his blaster, let alone shoot it, in his current condition. The Wolfoids didn’t seem to be bothered. The ‘cats were happier cold than they were warm, although he saw some of them wedging themselves into the hairiest regions of the Wolfoids. 
 
   Temperatures stabilized while they were ten minutes out. Cain started rocking as the adrenaline surged through his body. The fight was coming. He set his teeth and twisted his mouth as his war face came to life on its own. Jo started bouncing in the limited space she occupied. The Wolfoids bobbed their heads and flexed their muscles. Spence was rocking too, the massive ‘cat next to him rocking in unison. 
 
   “Ascenti, up!” Cain yelled. They passed the Hawkoid hand over hand until he was pressed against Cain’s face. “You’re out first, Marine. Make us proud.” Ascenti screeched, his eyes narrowed and focused on the hatch. 
 
   Wouldn’t it be funny if I just fell out when this thing opens, he thought. 
 
   ‘Yes, it would, but we have too much to do for you to be flopping around on the ground, so let’s just make sure you don’t do that,’ Brutus said sarcastically. 
 
   The shuttle had been inverted and was slowing quickly. Cain got a mouthful of feathers and a titanium claw hooked into his skin near his throat, which after a few terse words, the Hawkoid carefully removed. The entire contingent was buffeted and slammed one last time as the final maneuver oriented the shuttle upright and dropped it gently to the ground. The second it hit, the hatch popped open.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Incoming!
 
    
 
   Cain threw Ascenti through the hatch and into the darkness beyond. The Hawkoid spread his wings and disappeared. Jo looked for targets, but saw nothing. Cain jumped out and raced down the ladder. Brutus clung precariously to his chest as he descended. The first blaster beam hit his pack, smoking the recharger he carried within. Cain jumped away from the ladder, hoping he was close to the ground.  
 
   He flexed his knees and prepared to hit. The ground was flat and he pancaked into it. He hit his chin and then rolled away, happy that he could feel his legs and there wasn’t any pain. Brutus landed more gracefully and darted toward the wall. 
 
   Blaster beams licked out from the hatchway as Jo found her target. The sound of a body hitting the ground suggested the first casualty of the return of the people from Cygnus, bringing the war that the Concordians demanded by attacking the party led by the peace-loving Tortoid. 
 
   ‘Brutus, eyes!’ Cain “shouted” in his thought voice. 
 
   ‘People coming onto the wall, maybe a dozen. You need to get up there. To your right there’s a stair leading up,’ Brutus answered over the mindlink, letting those still in the shuttle know what was ahead.
 
   A Wolfoid worked past Jo as she maintained her aim, ready to shoot the first faces that appeared on the top of the wall. Cain was tentative in the dark. By the time he found the stairs and started climbing on all fours, Jo’s blaster was lighting up the area. A Wolfoid spear joined her, the lightning flashes allowing Cain to see his way. He jumped to his feet and took the stairs two at a time. He dove onto the landing and rolled to lay prone as he aimed his blaster toward the doorway where more people were emerging. 
 
   The Concordians were focused on the shuttle. Cain took the opportunity to get closer. Brutus was right behind him, guiding him in between the lightning flashes. He stopped and took a knee, then methodically picked off the remainder of the defenders. The door was mostly closed and they were taking pot shots at the shuttle as the Marines descended one by one, never putting more than one on the ladder at a time to reduce the target size. 
 
   From where the Concordians were shooting, they couldn’t see Cain as he worked his way along the top of the wall. He took a flash-bang from his vest, pulled the pin, and jammed the grenade through the opening, covering his ears and leaning aside. When it went off, he pulled both blasters and stormed into the room. The lights were on, but smoke filled the air. 
 
   “Brutus!?” he called. The people moaned as they rolled on the floor. “Drop your weapons!” he yelled, which was superfluous since they’d become separated from their weapons by the concussion from the grenade, but that wasn’t to last. At the same time Cain decided to collect the weapons, the first Concordian regained his senses sufficiently to scramble for the blaster near his hand. Brutus was on him in an instant, tearing up the man’s arm, then shredding his face. The man screamed in pain. 
 
   Cain couldn’t handle that many by himself, he backed out of the room, calling Brutus as he went. A blaster beam narrowly missed the ‘cat and Cain unleashed his fury into that small room, firing time and again. Dialing a wide flame for one last attack.
 
   ‘You got them,’ Brutus said gently into Cain’s mind as his pulse raced. He exhaled and pulled the door shut as he walked back along the wall, carefully picking his way among the dead bodies littering the walkway. Half the platoon was making their way along the wall from the direction of the stairs. 
 
   ‘This way is blocked, but the enemy is neutralized. Original plan–through the courtyard. Bull in the lead,’ he told the Marines who were tagged to accompany him. 
 
   ‘The way is clear at present,’ Ascenti reported from his perch on a nearby roof. The Marines turned and headed for the steps. Stinky was already at his breach point with his Marines and their contingent of ‘cats. Spence and Tobiah were right behind Stinky, followed by Grace, Zisk, Sandy, and Sergeant Stalker bringing up the rear. 
 
   ‘If you’re ready, Lieutenant Leaper, go,’ Cain ordered.
 
   Cain found himself groping along the top of the wall until he asked the nearest Wolfoid, Slayer, to wait for him. With a hand on his harness, they moved forward more quickly than Cain was able to on his own. Bull had already reached the door to the far right of the courtyard. Cain noted that the ladder had been retracted and the hatch closed on the shuttle. 
 
   ‘Jolly, has Graham seen any warnings or alarms?’ Cain asked via his neural implant. 
 
   ‘Yes, Major Cain. There has been some activity inside the main building. I suggest you hurry and disable the elevators to the basement where there are numerous escape routes.’ 
 
   ‘Stinky, disable the elevators, that is your new objective, then establish a blocking position against reinforcements coming from below,’ Cain directed over the mindlink.
 
   ‘You heard him, people! Right, left, there!’ Cain could hear a skirmish underway. The sound of a lightning bolt crackled through the doorway on the left side of the compound. Cain continued to the right where Bull stood by a closed door. 
 
   “As you please, Bull,’ Cain said calmly. His heart had settled and he felt no rage, no fear, no horror, no doubt. He was all business.
 
   Bull tried the knob and it turned. He pushed hard against the door, hearing a grunt from the other side, and used his body weight and strength to drive the door against whoever was behind it. He punched through the opening, leading with his spear. A man was there in the dim light, trying to pull his blaster. Bull drove his lightning spear through the middle of the man’s chest, then lifted him from the floor and cast the body aside, already looking for his next target. 
 
   Blasters opened up from down the hallway. One beam hit Bull’s foreleg, making him drop his spear. He howled as the others tried to shoot around his huge form. He threw himself toward the enemy, dropping to all fours to charge them, but his injured leg betrayed him and he ended up in a heap. At least he was out of the way. Lightning bolts flashed over him, forcing him to cover his head with his good paw. Jo selected her targets and picked them off as the enemy showed themselves. 
 
   The Concordians had been setting up a hasty ambush when Bull broke through the door. Thanks to the ballistic cloak he wore, his injuries were far less than what they could have been. None of the Concordians wore any protective gear. They seemed half-dressed, which told Cain the Marines had caught them unaware. 
 
   Cain cast aside any doubt regarding killing versus using their nonlethal weapons. 
 
   “Charge!” Cain yelled and the Wolfoids barked as they jumped over Bull. The Concordians broke and ran. The first man got a spear thrust through his back as he was quickly run down. “Tasers!” Cain called. The Wolfoids understood the order, but weren’t in a position to use their Tasers. They improvised by beating the men using their spears as clubs and standing on them. Four captives. 
 
   “Zip ties,” he said. Jo went from one to another and tied their wrists together and then their ankles. She trussed them by connecting the wrists and ankles behind them. “Leave them,” Cain called as he pointed at the hallway that would take them to the stairways, assuming Graham’s building diagram was sound. 
 
   ‘Elevators are secured. We have the doors blocked open, which prevents them from moving, just in case we need to use these ourselves at some point,’ Stinky reported. 
 
   ‘Good call. Any injuries?’ Cain asked.
 
   ‘Nothing major. Gotta run,’ Stinky signed off. 
 
   Pickles took the lead as Cain checked on Bull. His arm was injured badly, half the wrist had been burned through. The major slapped numbweed onto it and wrapped a bandage around it. “I’m sorry, Bull, we can’t stop. We need to move. I hope you can fire left-handed.” Cain helped the large Wolfoid to his feet, then handed him his spear. Bull gritted his teeth and nodded. “Watch the rear,” Cain ordered as he ran up the winding stairway after his Marines. 
 
   He heard a lightning spear discharge and he vaulted forward, taking the steps three at a time. Jo was crouched ahead, leaning around a corner, but not firing. Slayer watched from the other side of the stairs, spear poised. 
 
   ‘Pickles?’ Cain asked. 
 
   ‘We’re trying to get the door open at the top of the stairs, standby.’ Cain heard pounding as they beat on the door with the butt of their spears. According to the map, they had to cross this level to get to the stairs that led up the final three flights to the top floor. Cain hated being pinned down. Five ‘cats milled about on the stairs, seemingly oblivious to everything going on. He worked his way forward to see if there was anything he could do.
 
   “It seems to be magnetically sealed, Major,” Pickles said out loud as Cain looked at the scorching where the lightning spear had had no effect. 
 
   “Taser,” Cain said, unsure of where he got the idea. Pickles wore a Taser at his waist, so he hit the door and it instantly popped up. Tracker was through first, drawing fire from the other end of a wide hallway. The Wolfoid ran aside and dove for cover. Cain fired short bursts through the door as ‘cats bolted through and raced down the hallway, Brutus in the lead. Lutheann stayed behind with Bull, reaching out with her senses to be sure that no one was coming from behind them. 
 
   Jo ran to the door, found a spot next to the major, and started firing. She forced the Concordians to keep their heads down. Her bonded ‘cat, N’lon, had raced ahead and was feeding her information. Cain used the break to duck through the doorway and dodge to the right, opposite where Tracker lay trying to bring his lightning staff to bear. 
 
   Cain took his last flash-bang, but the ‘cats were too close. He put the grenade back on his vest as the four Hillcats swarmed over the barricade, taking the Concordians by surprise. With the ‘cat screams, Cain was on his feet and running full speed down the hallway. Tracker followed, running on all fours and passing him to vault high over the barricade and the Concordians. The Wolfoid took one more step, kicked off the wall, and came at the enemy from behind. He stabbed one who had two hands full of angry ‘cat, ending that battle. Cain shot a man in the face as he stood to get away from Brutus. The ‘cats dispatched the last two and all in all, seven Concordians lay in their own blood, the barricade having failed to protect them. 
 
   ‘Let’s go!’ Cain rallied his Marines, feeling the advantage swinging to them. Pickles passed him and headed into a closed stairwell, nowhere near as decorative or wide as the first one they climbed. 
 
   ‘Report,’ he asked Stinky. 
 
   ‘Flash-bangs are doing a number on them. They can’t come up the stairway. We can’t get to them, and they can’t get to us. It’s a stalemate,’ the Wolfoid lieutenant reported.
 
   ‘It’s our show, Stinky. We are proceeding to the fifth floor. I think we’re through the majority of the lackeys. We’ll see what he’s hiding behind upstairs. I wouldn’t want to be him right now,’ Cain said, not because of bravado, but if someone had just stormed through fifty or sixty of their better soldiers and was knocking at the door, he’d be stupid not to be afraid. 
 
   They covered one flight, then two, then slowed, taking great care as they approached the landing of the fifth floor. They couldn’t see down the hallway, but they could see that it had windows. 
 
   ‘Ascenti, any way you can take a peek in the windows at the end of this hallway?’ Cain asked the Hawkoid. Ascenti launched himself and flapped hard to get there quickly. He slowed to a hover and looked through the windows into the well-lit area beyond. He shared his view over the mindlink. 
 
   ‘Do you see the president anywhere?’ The Hawkoid went around the entire floor. Closed curtains prevented him from seeing into any of the rooms. 
 
   ‘Can’t see anything besides the hallway,’ Ascenti said apologetically.
 
   ‘Jo and I shoot low, Slayer and Tracker, fire high. You saw the guards, only four of them. On my mark.’ Cain crawled into position beside Jo. ‘Mark.’ 
 
   They all popped up at the same time and got off their first shots before a withering amount of fire came their way. Both Wolfoids were blown backwards down the steps. Cain and Jo picked off the human targets, but they weren’t the greatest threat. There was an automated defense system washing the area in blaster beams. Cain and Jo found refuge beneath the level of the top step while Pickles and Bull stayed farther down. Cain stopped Brutus from running forward into the fire. When the major turned around, he noticed a huge mirror on the wall behind him. He could see down the hallway where the defenses were set up and two men still aiming blasters their way.
 
   “They saw us the whole time,” Cain said to no one. He looked into the mirror to discern the layout of the landing area and hallway, studiously avoiding looking at the two dead Wolfoids at his feet. Bull stared at them, while Pickles kept a hand on his hairy shoulder. 
 
   ‘We’re pinned down, Stinky. Can you send a couple people up the elevator? It looks like they’ll come out behind the people up here ruining my day.’
 
   ‘No can do, Major. Things are getting kind of hot down here. We can’t hold them with only four of us. They’re in the courtyard behind us and that’s where four of my people are right now.’ Stinky needed more help than Cain. 
 
   Cain took his kukri knife out. “Look out below,” he said, waving Pickles and Bull back a few steps. With a good hip turn, he threw his knife at the mirror, shattering it. 
 
   “We have to end this. Flash-bangs, all you have. We throw one right after another. Bull, lay down covering fire from low, that side. After the last flash-bang goes off, we fill the corridor with fire. I’m up first, then Jo, then you, Pickles. Cover us, Bull,” Cain said calmly, despite the rage simmering just below the surface. He’d lost people and Stinky was in trouble. 
 
   “Fire,” he told Bull as the injured Wolfoid flopped his lightning spear over the top step, depressing the trigger and sending lighting down the hallway. Three flash-bangs followed, almost simultaneously. The next round was more staggered. With the first echo from the last explosion, Cain ran the last couple steps, cleared the top and dodged left, ran two more steps ahead and dove. 
 
   Jo performed the same maneuver down the right side of the hallway, firing twice as she ran. Pickles came up the top step and tripped, falling face first as blaster fire filled the area above him. Cain and Jo hit the area with repeated bursts, silencing it. Pickles was up and running forward, firing his lightning spear as he approached the spot where he’d last seen the two humans. One lay dead, the other was missing. The automated system was destroyed from the focused blaster hits. 
 
   Pickles moved behind the barricade, doors on either side of him. He was unsure where the last man had gone. ‘I’m going right,’ he said as the Hawkoid flew in through the shattered window. Cain, Jo, and Bull passed two other bodies on their way to the strongpoint. The ‘cats ran down the hallway after them, sniffing the area where the man had been, then Brutus nodded at the door to the left. 
 
   “This way, Pickles.” The door was magnetically sealed as well and took an extended burst from the Taser before the electrical systems overloaded and the door popped open. Cain kicked it open and dodged out of the way. The man stood there with two blasters firing at the open space. An orange flash darted through and ran past the man. The Concordian was confused about what to do, but not for long as Brutus landed on his back and ripped out his throat before he could lift a finger to help himself. 
 
   The ‘cat rode him to the floor, jumping off at the last instant and dodging behind a chair. 
 
   Cain ran through and ducked. There were three other men in the room, but none of them were soldiers. One man sat casually behind an oversized ornate desk. 
 
   “We’ll get to you in a minute,” Cain growled, breaking eye contact with the president. 
 
   The other two men picked up chairs and approached. Cain put his blaster away and pulled his kukri. Pickles stood next to him, kukri in one hand and spear in the other. The Marines separated to give themselves more room. Cain almost felt bad as he saw the fear in the man’s face. He started whining, ordering the invaders to leave. Cain recognized the voice. 
 
   “You’re the secretary who wouldn’t let us talk with the president. See what happens when you don’t do your job?” Cain taunted. 
 
   Pickles attacked, jabbing his spear into the chair and ripping it out of the man’s hands. The Concordian lackey threw himself at Pickles, only to land on the Lizard Man’s kukri. With a mighty heave, the man was tossed through the air. Even though Pickles was their data analyst, he was still a Lizard Man, heavily muscled and a head taller than most humans. 
 
   Cain motioned for the man to put his chair down. Terror seized the secretary and he swung his weapon. With a quick turn and clean slash, Cain’s kukri hacked through the wood and split the chair. It broke apart in the man’s hands. The major followed with an elbow to the man’s face. He dropped in a heap. 
 
   “Zip ties,” Cain ordered. Jo was there in an instant, trussing the man. 
 
   A formal office was before them with a massive desk. One wall was filled with books. Curtains covered the wall behind the man. Cain put his clean knife away and pulled his blaster, dialing it to a wide flame. If the president attempted anything, Cain would start the conflagration right behind him. 
 
   “I’m Major Cain of the Cygnus Marines, and I need you to tell your people to stand down,” Cain said firmly, still aiming at the man.
 
   “Now why would I want to do anything like that?” the man said, acid dripping from his tone. 
 
   ‘Brutus?’ Cain asked, wanting the ‘cat to give him insight as to what was in the man’s mind. Brutus had different ideas. He ran and jumped on the desk, scattering papers and other desk tools, before launching himself at the man’s smug face. The ‘cat pulled a claw up the man’s cheek and into one eye, ripping it open. 
 
   The man screamed. “Brutus!” Cain yelled, not wanting the man to die. 
 
   Not yet anyway. 
 
   Lutheann appeared next to Cain as he holstered his weapon and hurried to the desk. Brutus sat on there, watching the man closely as he cupped his ruined eye and howled in pain. 
 
   ‘Yes, it’s him. Use that device over there. Say into it “Code 7, stand down,”’ Lutheann told Cain after pulling the information from the president’s mind. 
 
   Cain opened his neural implant so Jolly could see the device as well. ‘I’m going to use this thing to call off the Concordian forces. Does that sound right?’ 
 
   Jolly said yes and showed Cain which button to push. It was the one Cain would have guessed. He pressed the button and clearly enunciated, “Code 7, stand down. Code 7, stand down,” he repeated. 
 
   ‘Stinky, they should stop their attacks. Are they?’ Cain asked.
 
   ‘Not yet,’ Stinky replied simply. Cain wondered if the Wolfoid had lost anyone from his team.
 
    “What else can he tell us?” Cain asked Lutheann, who had joined Brutus on the oversized desk. 
 
   “What do you want?” the man whistled through clenched teeth. 
 
   “We want you to not be such a tyrant,” the major prodded. “We need you to call off your campaign against your people, and adopt an attitude of peaceful freedom. That’s all we want.” 
 
   “These people need someone strong to rule them. They’d be like a ship at sea with no rudder. I give them purpose, a reason to live. Without me, they wouldn’t be where they are today.” The man found his voice. Cain punched him in the forehead, eliciting another cry of pain. 
 
   “I think they’d be much farther along without you holding them back. You took their food and then parceled it back out, making them dependent on you, when the only thing you did was take the food from its rightful owners. That’s deplorable. We came twelve hundred light years to tell you that.” Cain pulled the curtain away behind the man. It was only a blank wall.
 
   ‘They’ve stopped their attacks,’ Stinky reported in his thought voice.
 
   ‘Master Daksha, we have the president. He is alive and we’ve been able to get his troops to stand down. What’s next?’ 
 
   ‘Well done, Major. I would suggest you use the comm system to tell the world of Concordia what’s going on and that the government troops should return to their stations and await their orders,’ the commander suggested. 
 
   ‘Stinky, can you check on our ride?’ Cain asked while trying to think of what to say.
 
   ‘Not really. It’s still dark out,’ the Wolfoid answered.
 
   ‘Any injuries?’ Cain had to know, hoping that no one else had given their life.
 
   ‘Cuts and burns only. We’re okay. We were able to hide behind stuff, so didn’t take the brunt of anything. You?’ Cain ignored the question.  
 
   ‘Remain in place for now, Stinky. I have to talk to the planet, I guess, let them know what’s up.’ Cain avoided the question on injuries. They could mourn later. In the interim, he could feel his friend shaking his head at the ultimate podium on which the major would stand. 
 
   He walked to the communication device. Cain turned. “Anything you want to say, Mister President?” he asked, looking at Brutus. The ‘cat shook his head.
 
   Cain pressed the transmit button. “People of Concordia. I am Major Cain of the Cygnus Marines. We came here months ago from a planet called Cygnus VII. At that time, your president attacked us without provocation. We’ve returned so I can tell you who we are, who I am. I’m a descendent of the human colonists, just like you. Our people settled on a fertile, new planet, then we tried to destroy it in a civil war, but we survived in spite of ourselves. We vowed that we would never fight each other again, and we put in place the rules of free trade, self-determination, mutual respect. Our scientists discovered ways to travel through space, great distances in short amounts of time. So here we are, trying to save you from the same fate we suffered some five hundred years ago. As you discovered, your government was oppressing you to remain in power by taking all your food and then doling it back out. Your government produced nothing, but controlled everything. That has now changed. The president is in our custody. We will turn him over to proper authority when new leadership is in place. If Albert from Fairsky can hear this message, please contact us, contact me. We need you here in the city.”
 
    Cain unkeyed the microphone and looked at it. He had no way of knowing if his message went through. It was still early in the morning, so he expected no one was listening. He asked Jolly if Graham could repeat the message through the day, which Jolly confirmed he could. 
 
   The major grabbed the back of the president’s shirt and hauled him roughly to his feet. Jo suggested they zip tie his hands, which they did, but they also put a bandage over his eye. On their way off the fifth floor, they stopped to pick up Tracker and Slayer. Bull carried one with his good arm and Pickles carried the other. Jo and N’lon took point and led them down the stairs to the wide hallway, through that and down the long, wide stairway to where they entered. In the courtyard, the Concordian troops were standing, holding their weapons but not pointing them at the Marines. Cain waved them away, but they stood their ground. 
 
   Three older men walked toward him confidently, stopping a few paces away. Brutus started hissing, back up, hackles raised. 
 
   “The president has failed us, surely, but not as you suggest,” the man in front said calmly, before nodding toward the darkness. A single blaster beam reached out, hitting the president in the chest and ending his pitiful whining. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Ship is under Attack
 
    
 
   After Cain’s declaration that they’d seized the president and stopped hostilities, for the moment anyway, the crew of The Olive Branch erupted in cheers. Corporal Starsgard was relieved. He’d been sitting in the weapons space, studying the console and working with Jolly on the crash course of how to operate the ship’s new system. He rose from the chair and stretched, happy to have that burden off his shoulders. 
 
   When he reached the corridor, the alarm klaxons sounded, confusing him. They stopped as the captain made a ship-wide announcement. “A spaceship is breaking orbit and heading straight for us. Secure the ship. We are under attack.” The klaxons continued after his message.
 
   With his heart in his throat, Starsgard ran back to the console and strapped himself in. “Sensors! More information, what’s coming at us?” he asked. 
 
   “Sensor operators are pinging the vehicle now. It appears to be smaller than a shuttle, unmanned,” Jolly reported over the ship-wide broadcast.
 
   “Into your couches. Briz, max acceleration! Pace, ninety degree heading from the inbound!” Rand ordered over the ship-wide comm. Everyone heard the order at the same time. Heaven help those who didn’t make it into a couch in time. 
 
   The EM drive prevented lurching and jerking, but buffeting aside, the acceleration sent anything flying that wasn’t tied down. It started with the thrusters changing the ship’s alignment, immediately followed by the ship hitting seven gees that the crew felt, fourteen gees actual acceleration. The unmanned vehicle continued approaching at a high rate of speed.
 
   “What is that, Jolly?” Starsgard managed to ask through gritted teeth as he was compressed into the back of the weapons console chair.
 
   “All my data suggests that it is a weapon of some kind.” 
 
   “Missile effectiveness?” 
 
   “No effect at this range. At the speed it’s traveling, if one of our missiles hit it, it might turn it into a broad front of shrapnel that could do significant damage to the ship,” Jolly stated calmly. 
 
   “Jamming system?” Starsgard tried to calm himself by performing his duties. He found it strangely comforting to have something to do. 
 
   “Unknown,” Jolly replied. The corporal’s fingers danced across the displays as he brought up the system and activated it, sending a wall of false signals between his spaceship and the inbound. 
 
   “We just lost sensors!” Chirit called over the broadcast. 
 
   Without sensors, Starsgard couldn’t fire his missiles. 
 
   “Hang on!” the captain called, a meaningless command since no one was doing anything but hanging on. “Ten gees for twenty seconds.” 
 
   As the ship smoothly but almost instantaneously increased speed, Starsgard was pressed into his chair, which doubled as an acceleration couch. The light in front of his eyes became a pinpoint. He attempted to grin and tighten his abdomen as he’d been taught. The chair gripped his legs to keep blood from building up. He started to gasp for air. 
 
   Then the twenty seconds had passed and the return to seven gees acceleration felt like a relief. Starsgard continued having a hard time breathing, but that made him angry. He had work to do. The corporal was surprised that he wasn’t already flooded with adrenaline as a wave hit his body, making him feel stronger. He was older than the others, but not old. He had been an academic, but now he could feel the lean muscle throughout his body. He flexed, feeling the power chasing his fears away. 
 
   “Save the ship!” he yelled before activating the comm system. “Captain, the second I turn off the jammer, I’m launching two missiles at the incoming. If it hasn’t corrected its course, then any explosions should send debris across our wake.” Starsgard watched the projected path of the missile. He fired up the targeting radar, a short range system that was ineffective while the jammer was active. He turned off the jammer and pressed fire. 
 
   Two missiles rocketed away from The Olive Branch toward the estimated position of the inbound. They corrected when the radar painted the target. The incoming shed its skin, exposing the internals to Jolly’s sensors. A full load of smaller projectiles were releasing to spread out and cast a wide net to catch any unsuspecting spaceship. 
 
   The two missiles impacted the inbound just after separation, exploding the remainder of the fuel and sending a blast wave that swallowed the incoming’s own mass of projectiles. Starsgard watched the blast on his screen. 
 
   The Olive Branch barely rocked once as the concussion passed, quickly dissipating in the vast vacuum of space. 
 
   “Reverse acceleration. Move us back into a high orbit, Lieutenant Pace.” The EM drive stopped adding thrust and the ship coasted, the thrusters changing the orientation of the ship. They’d been accelerating away from the planet and needed to return. Pace advised everyone to remain in their couches as he executed a wide turn to bring the ship back to Concordia. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A Crap Sandwich
 
    
 
   “Holy crap!” Cain exclaimed as he let go and the dead president dropped to the ground. His people brought up their weapons and prepared to fire. The Concordians did the same. 
 
   At no other point in Cain’s life was he ever convinced he was going to die. He didn’t want to go out, blasting away at overwhelming odds against a determined enemy from an indefensible position. But that’s what he had been cornered into. His people, including the ‘cats, were in the courtyard, fully exposed and surrounded. The false dawn outlined the shuttle nearby, but with the Concordians and their weapons, it might as well have been back in the hangar bay of their spaceship for all the use it was to the Marines.
 
   Cain put his blaster in its holster and stood up straight. He didn’t issue any commands to his Marines. He was focused solely on the men in front of him. ‘Brutus?’ he asked in his thought voice, looking for insight. He knew the ‘cat was upset by the man, but why?
 
   ‘These three are the real power. The president fooled me as he thought he was in charge. These three are clones, having been produced deep underground.’ Brutus bared his fangs and continued to arch as he prepared to attack. Lutheann and the other ‘cats became enraged as one, hissing and spitting at the three men.
 
   “Clones,” Cain said aloud. The front man raised one eyebrow.
 
   ‘Jolly, we’ve got clones down here and they are stirring up trouble. Ask Graham why he didn’t tell us,’ Cain asked via his neural implant, unhappy with AIs as a whole. 
 
   The clones seemed indifferent to the ‘cats’ dismay. Why should they? They were immortal, in their own minds. 
 
   “So, gentlemen, where’s this put us?” Cain asked. Since he was going to die, he wanted to know why. 
 
   “Your position is untenable. Our role in the governing affairs of this world will remain unknown to the populace. If you kill us, we’ll be back within a week. When we kill you, you’ll be gone forever. That’s the big difference, and we’ll have your shuttle too, since you took our other ones. We didn’t appreciate that, by the way,” the nameless clone stated. 
 
   Lutheann approached the trio, working her mouth as if trying to get something from between her teeth. 
 
   ‘Jolly, are you getting all this? Can you have Graham add it to the broadcast, please?’ Cain asked casually. He figured that a civil war was necessary if the people wanted out from under the bonds of their real oppressors. He also believed that Graham was complicit. If Graham did not play the broadcast, then it would confirm the story the major had told himself. 
 
   ‘Done, Major Cain, and for your information, the attack on The Olive Branch has been repulsed, no damage to the ship and one hundred percent destruction of the Concordian device,’ Jolly added happily.
 
   “You probably know that your attack on our ship has failed,” Cain needled them. 
 
   “It was a long shot,” the clone said. “I believe you are using a neural interface. Are you linked with your ship’s computer?” 
 
   Cain wasn’t going to answer. He stood with his feet spread. Those holding weapons were starting to shake from the effort of keeping them aimed. The stand-off couldn’t last too much longer. The major looked over his Marines. The Wolfoids were determined, lightning spears casually braced under a foreleg, steady in their aim. Bull still had Tracker over his shoulder. Pickles had put Slayer’s body on the ground so he could better handle his spear. 
 
   Smoke trails continued to rise from Stinky’s ballistic cloak. Cain breathed deeply, smelling burnt Wolfoid fur. He could hear the sound of the shuttle as it pulled in oxygen and hydrogen from the atmosphere, refilling its tanks for its trip off the planet. He imagined how good it would feel to ride the shuttle home with his Marines. 
 
   Jo aimed her blaster at the clones. Cain could see in her face that she intended to shoot all three, one after the other in rapid succession before the blasters aimed at her took her down. 
 
   “Marines,” Cain said, as he started to walk back and forth between his people and the Concordians. “Look what you’ve been able to do! We accomplished our mission, despite the firepower arrayed against us. You faced the enemy and you didn’t falter, you didn’t waver from the mission.” Cain walked by each of his people, touching them, showing them his pride in their actions. 
 
   ‘Don’t come down here, Ascenti. Get away. Survive,’ he told the Hawkoid over the mindlink.
 
   The ‘cats moved in around the clones. The man in front leaned down to pet Lutheann. Cain wondered. He’d never seen a clone take any interest in a Hillcat. When the man locked eyes with Lutheann, she put her face against his. 
 
   ‘Brutus?’ Cain asked. The ‘cat had calmed and was sitting peacefully. 
 
   ‘Lutheann has him,’ he said cryptically.
 
   Cain looked back to his people. “Holster your blasters and shoulder your spears. We won’t be the ones to fight this battle.” They reluctantly complied. Jo was last to holster her weapon. Cain saw in her eyes that she was at home in combat, reveling in the power she carried and her ability to make war. “Some other day, Jo. We’re done here,” he whispered. 
 
   “Sergeant Stalker, make sure our people’s wounds are treated,” he ordered as if the Concordians had magically disappeared. The clones seemed to be smitten by the ‘cats. Each of them was on a knee and engaged in a struggle of the mind. Two ‘cats rubbed and purred against each of the clones. Cain didn’t know what was going on, but he was suddenly exhausted beyond measure. 
 
   The Marines moved to a corner of the courtyard where they could be close to each other. The Concordians slowly relaxed, putting their weapons away as the three men who casually called for the execution of their president were distracted by the Hillcats from Cygnus VII. 
 
   Numbweed was shared between the Marines. Bull needed more as he fought to stay conscious. Seeing the damage, Cain was amazed that the squad leader had made it out of the building, let alone carrying another Wolfoid. 
 
   He could feel his people’s morale sag. The uncertainty of their future seized them and held them tightly. 
 
   “You know what?” Cain blurted. “I heard that we were supposed to have hot chow on the objective. Well? Here we are, so where’s the chow?” The Wolfoids started to snicker. Jo laughed out loud. Spence stood and shouted, “Aye, aye, sir!” He went to the nearest Concordian.
 
   “You look as hungry as I feel!” he started his conversation with the man. “Where’s the dining room? Let’s get all these good people something to eat!” The Concordian soldier looked to someone for approval and only received a shrug. The man looked at the tiny human and what he thought of as a mountain lion who accompanied him. Zisk joined them, and the Concordian was taken aback. 
 
   “I will go, too, help carry the food. You do have fresh meat, do you not?” Zisk asked, surprising the Concordian, who clearly understood the sounds coming the device hanging around the alien’s neck. 
 
   Spence pointed to another soldier. “Hey you, come on, let’s get enough for everyone.” The four of them and Tobiah left the courtyard using the door that Stinky had breached earlier. Spence was talking the whole time about how pleasant Concordia seemed. 
 
   The clones stood as one, and the one in front raised a hand. “We understand now. You are free to stay as long as you’d like.” The clones started walking away.
 
   “Wait a minute!” Cain called. The first clone stopped and turned. 
 
   “Yes?” he asked. The major held up his hands, confused. “We have been presented with a new paradigm that has merit. We will return in four days, before your ship is ready to depart, with our proposal for mutual cooperation and peaceful coexistence. Come along, my friends, we have much to discuss.” Cain took a step before he realized that they weren’t talking to him. Lutheann led five other ‘cats in a procession with the three clones. 
 
   Before they disappeared into a door in the wall, the lead clone told a Concordian officer, “Make our honored guests feel welcome. They are free to do as they please, visit the city, meet people. They will stay here in the guest quarters with all the amenities we can provide.” 
 
   Cain stood dumbfounded. The Concordians reacted immediately, gathering to provide assistance with the injured and offering to escort them to their quarters. 
 
   “We appreciate your help, but we’ll wait until our people return. We would love to share a meal with you, in celebration of our new friendship. Right here, if that’s okay,” Cain offered. The Concordian who looked like the one in charge agreed, sending some of his men to get tables and chairs. 
 
   “Your group is interesting. What did you call them?” the man asked.
 
   “Marines. They are the first of the Cygnus Marines,” Cain answered proudly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Duty First
 
    
 
   During the meal, the Concordians sat intermingled with the Marines the conversations were those of wonder and possibility. Wolfoids and Lizard Men seemed to be the biggest stars, until Ascenti made a low pass over the table, landing next to Cain. 
 
   The major took the opportunity to share a short update with Jolly, that there had been a significant positive development and that Cain would report in later with full details.
 
   The in-roads that Cain and his people made that day would carry forward for generations, the day that the strangers broke bread with the Concordians. 
 
   It also confirmed one of Cain’s hypotheses. He believed that because good people easily trusted others, bad people rose to the top. Vii avoided that when the ‘cats got involved, to weed out those with ill intent. He wondered if Concordia was now heading in that direction, thanks to Lutheann and her fellows.
 
   The quarters were luxurious and for that, Cain felt bad. He knew that the tyrannical leadership had used their people to build something that the average Concordian would never get to enjoy. The Marines had no choice. The major wanted to be close to the shuttle and this put them in a defensible position, although he had been assured that there would be no threat to the people of Cygnus VII.
 
   As soon as his people were settled, he opened his implant and contacted the mission commander. 
 
   ‘Master Daksha, I have an update. The bad news first. I lost two Marines today and Bull is severely injured, one paw was almost taken off. He is comfortable at present, but we need to get him back to the ship,’ Cain reported sadly. 
 
   ‘We will dispatch the second shuttle with tanks installed as we did last time. Your injured can be evacuated in less than two days. I hope that will suffice,’ Daksha replied hopefully. He liked the Marines, especially Bull. The large Wolfoid was a gentle soul, as the major was, in his own way. 
 
   ‘I think that will be fine. Everyone has given their numbweed to Bull. We’ll make do, but we’ll put him on that shuttle, and maybe a few of the others. I’m not sure yet. We need to see if the clones have truly had a change of heart. And that’s the big news. The president wasn’t running the show, it was some clones doing it from the shadows. Lutheann and the ‘cats intervened and they got into the clones’ minds. Think about that, Master Daksha. The real ambassadors from Cygnus VII might be the Hillcats. They will probably be the ones who saved Concordia from a civil war,’ Cain said.
 
   The captain was in the commander’s quarters as usual, to take Cain’s report. 
 
   “That could be the oddest thing I’ve ever heard,” Rand said. “More so considering how they drove the Rabbits into a murderous rage.”
 
   Daksha stopped blinking. He’d had little interaction with the ‘cats, but he gathered that they were more self-serving than that, caring little for the affairs of humanity. He’d have to revise his opinion. 
 
   “We don’t know what to tell you, Cain, besides congratulations. If the clones come through with a genuine offer of free trade and mutual cooperation, then we will have done what we came here to do. The sacrifices of your Marines will not have been in vain,” the mission commander said smoothly, understanding how the major was motivated. The young man cared more for others than he did for himself. 
 
   “Duty first, Major Cain. In all things, duty first. By the way, your man Starsgard saved the ship. He’s sleeping now, as are most of the crew. The maneuvers we executed trying to get away took their toll. Daksha out,” the Tortoid signed off, trying to leave Cain with something positive. 
 
   Cain looked at a blank wall, trying to process what he’d seen and heard that day. It was barely late morning, Concord-time, and all he wanted to do was sleep. He made one last trip to see all his people. Most of them were asleep, but there were two Marines on guard in the hallway where their rooms were located. Jo and Stalker looked tired, but stood up, fighting off sleep. He offered to get them something if they wanted, but they shooed him away as if he were a fly buzzing around. He returned to his room.
 
    “So what’s the plan, Brutus?” he asked the ‘cat, who had not left the bed as he made his rounds. 
 
   ‘Sleep, dumbass,’ Brutus replied. 
 
   “With you and two Marines watching over us? I think I’ll do just that, and I love you, too, little man.” Cain’s final thoughts were of Brutus, happily hunting in the forest outside the city. Last time, the ‘cats never got the chance to make a kill of the deer-like creatures. They deserved that opportunity…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fighting for Freedom
 
    
 
   The commander of the Concordian forces made sure that the Cygnus Marines were comfortable, and that Cain got to see whatever he wished. First and foremost was a hunting expedition. Cain asked that they go to Fairsky and be allowed to hunt with some of the villagers. 
 
   They loaded five Marines and three ‘cats into three helicopters that made the flight to the village well south of the capital city. The villagers responded to the landing with their weapons in hand, but when they saw Cain, they relaxed. Albert was among them and the Elder of the village greeted him warmly. 
 
   Cain and Albert returned to his home while the others trekked across the field and into the woods where the shepherds had seen recent signs of the karasha, the wild game that was only slightly larger than Tobiah and was considered a delicacy. The Concordians had a difficult time hunting the fleet game. Brutus told Cain to tell the villagers that the ‘cats had arrived, and all would feast that day on fresh karasha.
 
   The major discussed not the future of Concordia, but the lessons from Vii’s past and how quickly they were able to rise as a civilization once the safety protocols were introduced to the AI and the pure-heart test implemented for inclusion by the Council of Elders. 
 
   The news that the government had been overthrown caused confusion and panic. People were staying in their homes. As that news reached Cain, he asked Albert to accompany them back to the city, to speak to the people of Concordia as an Elder, appeal for calm and tell them that the future was bright. Albert didn’t want to go, but they had communication equipment in the village. Cain asked Graham, by way of Jolly, if he could patch that through to all. With an affirmative, Cain asked the Elder if he would talk to them now. 
 
   While the others were hunting, Albert sat in front of a communications console, an imager showing his face, which he always found disconcerting. 
 
   “Speak from the heart. The people will listen to you,” Cain said, wishing Brutus was there to help the Elder be calm. 
 
   ‘I am here,’ Brutus said. Cain had felt the moment when the ‘cat had made his kill and thought Brutus would still be reveling in it. He hadn’t seen him return. ‘I haven’t returned and I am reveling in my kill. These things are faster than a ‘cat, I’ll have you know. I’ll talk to him.’
 
   Albert’s face changed and he looked around, trying to see where the voice he heard was coming from. “He’s in your head. That’s Brutus, the ‘cat who keeps me out of trouble,” Cain offered as way of an explanation.
 
   The old man closed his eyes, nodding, thinking, and nodding some more. When Brutus finished with whatever he said, Albert said thanks. 
 
   Albert looked at the equipment with a smile, he keyed it and Cain confirmed via Jolly that the message was being broadcast to all towns and villages. Cain smiled and gave him the thumb up sign. 
 
   “People of Concordia, I am Albert, Elder of village Fairsky. I want to welcome you to a new day, a day where oppression has officially ended. We have a long way to go before we see what that looks like, but no longer will we bend our knee to masters. We will greet others as friends. We will not give all our food to the government, begging them to give us some of it back. Real change has finally come to Concordia, and it came from a planet so far away that the distance is inconceivable. The people who came to us from Cygnus have shown us that there is a better way, a way where we are in control of our own destiny, not something that is pre-determined at birth.  I am going to Concord and will represent my village there. I ask that each village Elder travel to Concord, join me so we can all have a say in our future.” 
 
   Albert ended rather abruptly, but he had lost his momentum. He had sounded confident and if he tried to continue, he might stumble. Cain gestured for Albert to shut the unit down. 
 
   “We’ll see how people respond. You never know. You sounded great, Albert.” Cain slapped the old man on the back. They went outside and walked into the fields, talking about everything and nothing while they waited for the others to return. 
 
   The feast that afternoon was as Brutus promised. The ‘cats gorged on raw karasha while others enjoyed theirs cooked over a turning spit. No better meal was ever had. Stalker was disappointed that she was unable to run down one of the creatures, but happy that the ‘cats had been successful. She wondered if they had used mind tricks on the animal to get them to turn at the right time, get them to slow down so the ‘cat could overtake them. Brutus was ambiguous in responding to her accusation. Stinky hadn’t hunted as his burns hurt more than he let on and made running uncomfortable. 
 
   Cain noticed that he and Stalker were not just sitting side-by-side, but that they were leaning on each other. He knew that Wolfoids mated for life. If they did, then Cain was assured two Marines for the duration. He decided that there wasn’t a stronger foundation for the new force. 
 
   The hunting party returned to Concord before nightfall to find that nothing had changed. The Marines were lounging, eating until they were tired, then sleeping until they were hungry. Cain felt he should have been embarrassed by that behavior, but he wasn’t. 
 
   Thirty-four hours after his first call to the ship, the second shuttle arrived. It landed next to the first ship and with a little help from the pre-programmed maintenance bot, it refueled, then jettisoned the two temporary tanks. It took half their total number to carefully load Bull into the ship. No one volunteered to go, so Cain picked Spence, Tobiah, Grace, and Pickles, along with the bodies of Tracker and Slayer. He wanted an appropriate escort for the fallen Marines. 
 
   They cleared the area and the ship blasted off, arriving at The Olive Branch ten hours later, where Bull was rushed to the med lab and the fallen were put into cryopods for the trip home. Pickles, Spence, and Grace debriefed with the commander and the captain as they were still in disbelief at the changes they were hearing from the planet. 
 
   On the fourth day, the clones returned with the ‘cats in tow. Their statement was simple. “With the help of our friends from Cygnus VII, we will convene a Council of Elders and from them, we shall move this world forward. Graham has already had the safety protocols established, identical to those of your Holly. With his help, we will rebuild, in a way that benefits all.” The clone finished and looked at Cain for an answer. 
 
   The major had expected a negotiation or some kind of conversation. He was at a loss as to what to say, so that’s what he said. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
   “To help us, we do require one thing. The six have volunteered to remain behind with us, help us through the most difficult time as we transition to a new way of living.” 
 
   “Luthie?” Cain asked in surprise. 
 
   ‘I need to keep these others under control. Don’t worry about me as I stay on Concordia. We have things well in our paws.’ 
 
    
 
   The end of Cygnus Expanding
 
   Look for Cain and the Marines to return in Cygnus Arrives
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Free Trader Series
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   The Free Trader series is currently six books, soon to be nine of prequel adventure where you get to meet each of the species mentioned in the Cygnus Space Opera. 
 
   A ‘cat and his human minions fight to bring peace to humanity. Compared to Andre Norton, David Gemmell, and Larry Niven, the Free Trader series takes you to a colonized world across the galaxy where engineered animals help the people survive and become masters of the planet. After a devastating civil war, humanity and its creations rise again. The Free Trader finds himself at a crossroads: can he and his ‘cat prevent a repeat of past mistakes as they rebuild civilization? 
 
   Here’s what some reviewers had to say about the Free Trader…
 
   “Most authors can't make a animal character believable. This one does. Craig Martelle has a great imagination and can put it down on paper for you to enjoy also, just like the great writers of the golden age. His writing is very reminiscent of their work.”
 
   “very good read. reminds me of Andre Norton.”
 
   “This series is excellent. The characters are well developed and the story line is compelling. As a long time fan of Post Apocalyptic books by Larry Niven and others as well as PA games, I would encourage anyone who enjoys Apocalyptic, Survival, and high adventure books to read this series.”
 
   https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01G19OHTS/ref=series_rw_dp_sw
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   Postscript
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Cygnus Expanding! 
 
   If you like to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive. 
 
   If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words, even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an ebook receives greatly improves how well an ebook does on Amazon.  
 
   Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle
Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle
My web page – www.craigmartelle.com
Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik
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   Craig is a successful author, publishing in both the Science Fiction and Thriller genres. He’s taken his more than twenty years of experience in the Marine Corps, his legal education, and his business consulting career to write believable characters living in realistic worlds.
 
   Although Craig has written in multiple genres, what he believes most compelling are in-depth characters dealing with real-world issues. The backdrop is less important than the depth of the characters, who they are and how they interact. Life lessons of a great story can be applied now or fifty years in the future. Some things are universal.
 
   Craig believes that evil exists. Some people are driven differently and cannot be allowed access to our world. Good people will rise to the occasion. Good will always challenge evil, sometimes before a crisis, many times after, but will good triumph? 
 
   Some writers who’ve influenced Craig? Robert E. Howard (the original Conan), JRR Tolkien, Andre Norton, Robert Heinlein, Lin Carter, Brian Aldiss, Margaret Weis, Tracy Hickman, Anne McCaffrey, and of late, James Axler, Raymond Weil, Jonathan Brazee, Mark E. Cooper, and David Weber. Craig learned something from each of these authors, story line, compelling issue, characters that you can relate to, the beauty of the prose, unique tendrils weaving through the book’s theme. Craig’s writing has been compared to that of Andre Norton and Craig’s Free Trader characters to those of McCaffrey’s Dragonriders, the Rick Banik Thrillers to the works of Robert Ludlum.
 
   Craig finds the comparisons humbling. All he wants is for his readers to relate to the characters, put themselves into those situations described in Craig’s books and ask themselves, what would they do if they were there instead?
 
   Through a bizarre series of events, Craig ended up in Fairbanks, Alaska. He never expected to retire to a place where golf courses are only open for four months out of the year. But he loves it there. It is off the beaten path. He and his wife watch the northern lights from their driveway. Their dog has lots of room to run. And temperatures reach forty below zero. They have from three and a half hours of daylight in the winter to twenty-four hours in the summer.
 
   It’s all part of the give and take of life. If they didn’t have those extremes, then everyone would live there.
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